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Abstract 

This mixed methods action research study investigates one international multi-site 

blended learning class comprised of refugee and non-refugee learners. The 

interventionary action of this study used WhatsApp mobile instant messaging (MIM) to 

increase and sustain online course discussions, for which no part of the final grade was 

assigned to online participation. The MIM messages were coded for indicators of the 

Community of Inquiry social presence, and then analyzed for correlation to final grade. 

For this population of learners living in Canada, Thailand, and Kenya, affective social 

presence is a negative predictor of final grade and cohesive social presence is a positive 

predictor. More specifically, learners achieving grades of 85% or higher expressed less 

self-disclosure and more group references and phatic messages as a percentage of the 

total messages sent expressing social presence than other learners. 

The study uses arts-based first-person reflections to explore the experiences of the 

researcher in conducting this action research and openly releasing its source data. 

Writing, mathematics, and visual arts are the three primary modes of documenting, 

analyzing, and reporting the findings of this study. An innovative presentation of data 

emerges as mathematically sound. This study shares the successful steps in obtaining 

ethical approval to preserve data for unlimited secondary use. Obtaining participant 

consent for their data to be used for unlimited secondary use may have potentially 

positive ethical consequences for conducting further research involving refugees living in 

fragile contexts. 

Keywords: social presence, refugee, mobile instant messaging, grade, higher 

education in emergencies, Community of Inquiry, open data, ethics, arts-based research 
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Definition of Terms  

Blended learning:  The delivery of a course via distance education and face-to-face 

modes.  

Crisis: A state of affairs in which a decisive change for better or worse is imminent. 

Distance education: Education where the learner and instructor are separated by time and 

space. 

Durable solution: The situation in which an individual can live safely and rebuild ones 

own life.  

Emergency: A situation where a community has been disrupted and has yet to return to 

stability. 

Higher education: Formal tertiary trade or academic education at the college or university 

level. 

Learner: A person who has enrolled in a course for the purpose of learning. 

Participant: A learner who has consented to be a subject of a research study. 

Persons of concern: People who have been forced to flee their homes due to war, civil 

strife or other violence threatening their safety or freedom. The term was used here 

to include refugees, internally displaced people, asylum seekers, stateless persons, 

and returnees.  

Resettled refugees: Refugees who have moved away from an emergency to a location of 

more durable solution. 

Social presence: The degree to which one projects oneself socially as a real person, as 
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Chapter 1. Introduction and Theoretical Framework  

Introduction  

Distance education is regularly compared to face-to-face education, with research 

asking whether the two modes are equally effective and most often resulting in a 

conclusion of no significant difference (Russell, 1999). Decades ago Moore (1994) 

affirmed, “The effectiveness of distance education has been proven” (p. 1). Meta-analysis 

studies conducted in the ensuing years provide cogent arguments supporting the value of 

distance education (Bernard et al., 2004; Means et al., 2010; Nguyen, 2015; Y. Zhao et 

al., 2005). Given the outcomes of distance education are comparable to in-person 

learning, then an important question arises asking, “When is distance education 

preferable over face-to-face instruction?” Individual learners answer this question by 

taking into consideration their unique personal, familial, and geographic contexts. One 

answer is when the learner is in a place or time of transition, thus unable to make a 

sustained commitment to an educational program limited to a synchronous class schedule 

and rooted in one geographic locale. One such context is when learners are forcibly 

displaced from their homes as a result of persecution, conflict, violence, or human rights 

violations. These learners may be refugees, internally displaced people, asylum seekers, 

stateless persons, or returnees and can be collectively referred to as persons of concern 

(UNHCR, 2017c). This action research study investigates one international multi-site 

blended learning course in which some of the learners are persons of concern.  

The course used in this study was called Education and International 

Development (EDUC 3711). It was an undergraduate credit course offered through York 

University, in conjunction with the Borderless Higher Education for Refugees (BHER) 
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program. The EDUC 3711 course was offered in the condensed summer term of June 

2018. The course used a blended learning format, in which the curriculum was delivered 

both in-person and online. The learners attended separate in-person classes based on their 

locale in Canada, Kenya, or Thailand. Learners who resided in the Greater Toronto Area 

attended in-person classes at the York University campus. Camp-based learners who 

resided in Dadaab Refugee Complex, Kenya attended in-person classes at a learning 

centre located between camps. Non-camp-based learners who were refugees from 

Myanmar living in Thailand attended residential learning centers outside of the refugee 

camps. The online component of EDUC 3711 was a collaborative digital learning space 

shared by learners in all three countries. All learners were assessed by the academic 

standards of York University and received a final grade for this undergraduate credit 

course.  

The EDUC 3711 course was designed based on social constructivist theory where 

knowledge is constructed from a continuing social situation in which two or more 

individuals interact (P. L. Berger & Luckmann, 1967, p. 75). The learners from the 

multiple international sites were brought together in their online learning environment 

that used a learning management system called Moodle primarily for content delivery 

over the Internet. Based on their locale, learners experienced considerable disparity in 

access to the Moodle site. This was identified as the problem upon which this action 

research is built.  

Action research aims to understand a practice for the purpose of improving it and 

is comprised of the tasks of acting, observing, and reflecting on the practice (Kuhne & 

Quigley, 1997, p. 24). The differing approaches to the order and execution of these tasks 
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are discussed in Chapter Two. This study follows the order of “finding the problem, 

finding a solution, and testing the solution” (A. P. Johnson, 2002, p. 21). Testing a 

solution is the deployment of an interventionary action (Schmuck & Stevenson, 2010, p. 

23). The interventionary action for this study was to deploy the use of the mobile instant 

messaging (MIM) application called WhatsApp for course related online discussions. The 

primary researcher proposed this solution to the course professor based on personal 

awareness of the widespread use of WhatsApp by persons of concern. Some action 

researchers embrace a messy, trial-and-error hunch as a starting point for action research 

(Corey, 1953; A. P. Johnson, 2002; Kuhne & Quigley, 1997; J. McNiff & Whitehead, 

2011). 

Sometimes you have a hunch and you ask, ‘I wonder what would happen if…?’ 

Perhaps something could improve, and you may want to try out a new style or 

strategy. This means evaluating what happens. Is it working? Should you change 

something? This involves asking, ‘How do I understand what I am doing?’ ‘How 

do I improve it?’ and generating evidence to support any claim that you have 

improved the practice by studying it systematically. (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 

2011, p. 56) 

The remaining steps of this action research study are to observe and reflect on this 

interventional action. This is done using both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, 

which are introduced later in this chapter and detailed in Chapter Three.  

Background and Statement of Problem  

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) is the primary 

international organization overseeing the provision of education to persons of concern. 
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Education for persons of concern is primarily focused on the K-9 level, in keeping with 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that advocates for the free and compulsory 

access to elementary and fundamental stages of schooling, with higher education 

relegated to being available and accessible on the basis of merit (United Nations General 

Assembly, 1948, Article 26, Section 1). Given the global population of persons of 

concern at the end of 2017 was estimated at 71.44 million (UNHCR, 2018e), it is 

reasonable to assume that there are a large number of persons of concern who have the 

capacity and desire to pursue and succeed in tertiary level education.  

They reside in a context of transition without knowing if they will return home, 

make their country of first asylum permanent, or resettle in a third locale. They also do 

not know if their transitional state will be short term or protracted. In 2013, the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees reported a protracted displacement has 

“continued into the second and third decades for some Somalis, Rwandans, Burundians, 

Liberians, Eritreans and Congolese exiles” (United Nations General Assembly, 2014,    

p. 2). Persons of concern occupy a liminal place, as defined by uncertain time and space. 

Their educational potentials are marginalized by both the liminal conditions of their 

displacement and the lack of access to face-to-face synchronous institutions of higher 

education. However, the constraints of their liminal predicament are well matched to the 

strengths of distance education models that break free of the time and space confines of 

face-to-face education. In 2018, the United Nations General Assembly confirmed its 

support of online tertiary education for refugees (p. 13).  

The York University course, Education and International Development, used in 

this study was comprised of (a) learners who were persons of concern (living in one of 



  

 

 
5 

four locations: Daadab or Kakuma in Kenya; or Mae Sot or Ranong in Thailand) and (b) 

learners who were not persons of concern (living in Toronto, Canada). The course 

curriculum explored the transformative and disruptive power of learning to impact social, 

political, economic, and environmental change within the context of international 

development (Dippo, 2018). This was considered through various perspectives of 

“gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, ability/disability, and structures of privilege in 

knowing and learning” (Dippo, 2018, objective 4). The demographic range of the 

learners enrolled in this course reflected a diversity of perspectives. The expression of 

course-related personal perspectives held by learners from the geopolitically diverse 

locales was important to the curriculum taught; therefore, the course was designed to 

optimize the opportunities for the learner-to-learner communication. This study focuses 

on those learner-to-learner communications.  

Delivering blended learning across geopolitically diverse multiple locales is 

aligned with some of York University’s mission to explore global concerns, value 

diversity, and promote social justice (York University, 2021b). As a partner in World 

University Services Canada (WUSC), York University shares the goal of changing the 

world through education (World University Services Canada, 2017). International multi-

site blended learning courses can be viewed as extremely cost effective, safe, and 

environmentally sound cultural exchange programs. Contemporary information and 

communications technologies (ICTs) foster an abundance of approaches to 

internationalization that are not dependent upon the physical mobility of university 

learners or faculty members to cross international borders, (Alvis, 2016; Bruhn, 2017; 

Caniglia et al., 2018; Doscher & Landorf, 2018; Villar-Onrubia & Rajpal, 2016). 
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Researchers emphasize the value of experiencing first-hand authentic knowledge of 

others that until recently was only available to privileged few who could afford to travel 

(Pimmer & Groehbriel, 2013; Rubin, 2017; Y. Wang et al., 2016). EDUC 3711 was an 

internationalized course because of its content being focusing on contemporary global 

concerns of education and its delivery being to learners living in three countries.  

The learners experienced completing group assignments with classmates at a 

distance through mediated forms of communication, which Ahonen and Kinnunen (2015) 

researched as important contemporary workplace practices to integrate into education. 

The unique cultural experience of a multi-site international course involving learners 

who are persons of concern and those who are not, contributed to the global experience 

and skills of learners in these courses. This is important when considering education for 

persons of concern, because those providing the education require the learners’ education 

to be relevant not necessarily the country of first asylum, but to the country in which a 

durable solution is found. Since 2013, York University has been delivering international 

multi-site blended learning courses.  

These courses are delivered using the learning management system (LMS) called 

Moodle. The details of the software applications used in this study are discussed in terms 

of the educational affordances to the learners in this course. It is important to understand 

that learner access to Moodle was via the Internet. This was a significant concern 

because some of the learners who were persons of concern had limited access to the 

Internet, such as the refugee camp-based learners in Kenya who accessed the Internet 

only once a week when they were able to visit the camp-based learning centre. For a 

compressed course delivered over four weeks, this was a significant hindrance. As a 
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result, the EDUC 3711 York University courses offered prior to 2017 saw little activity 

in the Moodle discussion forums and no collaboration on group assignments between 

Canada-based learners and the learners who were persons of concern (MacIsaac, 2017a; 

MacIsaac & Doyle, 2017).  

In the June 2017 iteration of this course, WhatsApp was introduced into the 

course design. Garrison and Akyol (2013) caution the overzealous adoption of new 

technologies to educational use by positing that it is “innovative only when it improves 

the effectiveness of an educational experience” (2013, p. 112). WhatsApp was chosen to 

address a weakness of the existing technology used in this course (i.e. LMS via the 

Internet) for this population of learners, and because WhatsApp was the most widely 

used freely available mobile chat application in the world with a significant market 

penetration across all developmental strata of economies globally. Notably, it is widely 

used by persons of concern (Alencar, 2018; “Migrants With Mobiles,” 2017; Tkach & 

Williams, 2018). The successful use of WhatsApp for online course discussions in the 

2017 version of this course, along with other additions made to the online course design 

to encourage the collaboration of learners across multiple sites (MacIsaac, 2017a, 2017b; 

MacIsaac & Doyle, 2017) highlights the need for research being explored by in this 

study. 

The combined changes to the course design for EDUC 3711 were focused on 

increasing the opportunity for social interaction, such as learners’ phatic sharing and 

getting to know each other, in the hopes of building trust and group identity, and 

eventually leading to co-creating an online space for collaborating internationally 

(MacIsaac & Doyle, 2017). While research disagrees on the manner that social presence 
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impacts learning, it is agreed that it is essential. Wegerif (1998) synthesized the results 

from a study of online learners at the Open University as demonstrating that “success or 

failure on the course depended upon the extent to which the students were able to cross a 

threshold from feeling like outsiders to feeling like insiders” (p. 34). This study looks at 

this threshold experience in terms of the learners’ demonstration of social presence and 

overall success in the course. 

For this study, a working definition of social presence is crafted from the 

categories of the social presence within the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework 

(Garrison, T. Anderson, & Archer, 2000). This approach is taken as the published 

definitions have changed slightly for researchers working with social presence within 

CoI, yet the three categories, and their indicators have remained relatively stable since 

2001. The details of this are discussed in Chapter Two. In general, social presence in this 

study denotes the degree to which one projects oneself socially as a real person, through 

online course communications, as measured by indicators for fostering open and 

affective communication and contributing to group cohesion (Garrison, T. Anderson, & 

Archer, 2000; Rourke et al., 1999). In situating their research within the CoI Framework, 

Joksimovic et al. (2015) describe, “The most important purpose of social presence – that 

supports higher order thinking – is in creating a healthy support that provides a 

comfortable place for students to exchange ideas freely, explore different perspectives 

and solve problems collectively” (p. 640). This is aligned with the course design and the 

course content of EDUC 3711, thus making it an appropriate approach for this study.  
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Purpose  

The purpose of this action research is to improve the practice of educators and 

researchers. This is done through implementing, observing, and reflecting on one 

interventionary action. The qualitative analysis draws from first-person reflections of the 

primary researcher. The quantitative analysis explores the demonstrations of social 

presence in the online course communications and their relationship to academic 

performance.  

There is relatively little research published on distance higher education for these 

marginalized populations of learners. Chapter Two elaborates on the prior research that 

investigates various related but separate facets of this research topic. None of the cited 

research combines all the issues that are brought together in this study. The literature 

review includes discussions on the current innovative, creative, and resourceful work of 

practitioners delivering higher education in emergency situations. For this study, 

emergency is defined as, “a situation where a community has been disrupted and has yet 

to return to stability” (Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies, 2012,         

p. 117). An objective of this study is to inform the design of future international multi-

site blended learning courses in which some learners are persons of concern. 

This study produces three types of deliverables. One type is the statistical 

relationship between demonstrations of social presence and grade. Another is a 

descriptive account of conducting research into higher education in emergencies, the use 

of mobile instant messaging for educational purposes, and releasing the data openly. The 

final type of deliverable is the open release of the data. This contributes to a significant 

shift in academic research (Crosas, 2011).  
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Research Questions  

Based on the purpose of this study the three research questions are: 

1. What are the experiences of the researcher implementing mobile instant 

messaging (MIM) in an international multi-site blended learning course in which 

some learners are persons of concern? 

2. What are the experiences of the researcher releasing the source data of this study 

openly? 

3. What is the relationship between the demonstration of social presence in course-

related mobile instant messages and the final grade for higher education learners 

in an international multi-site blended learning course in which some learners are 

persons of concern? 

This study considers how the results of the third research question vary by the learners’ 

gender, locale, or WhatsApp group. Together, these questions generate a cohesive 

account of this action research. 

Limitations and Delimitations  

The primary limitation in this mixed methods study is that neither the qualitative 

nor quantitative results are generalizable. Action research is always context specific and 

therefore cannot be generalized (Hinchey, 2008, p. 28; Kuhne & Quigley, 1997, p. 35; 

Quigley, 1997, p. 18; Stringer, 1999, p. xi; J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 23). The 

quantitative results are not generalizable because the potential population of persons of 

concern with the capacity and desire to pursue higher education while displaced cannot 

be accurately estimated; therefore, a minimum sample size for generalization cannot be 

determined. Knowing from the outset that this study is not generalizable, this study is 
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designed with Polanyi’s (1958) concept of “universal intent” to be useful to other 

researchers by contributing the findings to the critical discourse of related research fields.  

A delimiter of this study pertains to the choice to limit the reflective data to the 

view of the primary researcher. The ethical and practical reasons for this are expounded 

in later chapters. While any view is subjective, a first-person reflection of the 

practitioner-researcher is a valid methodological choice within educational research 

(Quigley, 1997, p. 11-12). 

Another delimiter is that data are from only one of many possible avenues of 

communication available to learners to interact with each other. The source data are the 

WhatsApp messages within assignment groups set up for the course. Missing are other 

technology mediated forms of communication and in-person social interactions. A final 

delimiter is that the literature review draws only from English publications because of the 

linguistic limitations of the primary researcher. This defines the scope of the 

investigation without negating the importance of pursuing this research. 

Outcomes and Significance of Study  

There are excellent initiatives using distance and blended learning to deliver 

higher education to international multi-site classes such as the Collaborative Online 

International Learning (2017). This study focuses on one course, from the Borderless 

Higher Education for Refugees (BHER) program, engaging learners who are persons of 

concern in Kenya or Thailand with learners from Canada. When the primary researcher 

of this study started researching in the area of higher education in emergencies there was 

little published on tertiary level distance or blended learning for persons of concern. In 

contrast there is a rich literature on tertiary level education for individuals who were 
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formerly persons of concern and have resettled to third countries, such as Canada, the 

United States of America, Australia, and the United Kingdom. There are logistical 

advantages to conducting academic research with such resettled populations, as 

participants are no longer in a liminal context. This study addresses the research 

challenges of studying an undergraduate course with refugee and non-refugee learners. 

Logistical and ethical considerations are difficult for this study, resulting in a close 

consideration of what is practical and achievable in this research design. This study 

draws from the depth of research on social presence, distance and blended learning, and 

the use of mobile instant messaging and then applies it to a higher education context in 

which some of the learners are persons of concern. Through examining the experiences 

of conducting this research and the statistical analysis of the relationship between the 

distance learners’ social presence and final grade, this study contributes a unique 

understanding of an international multi-site blended learning course that includes learners 

who are persons of concern.  

Chapter One Summary  

Individuals forcibly displaced from their homes can be served well by distance 

education because they can start their education while in a place of transition and 

continue studying if they move to another location. Transitional populations of study 

participants are logistically difficult to research, which may be the reason there is a gap 

in the research investigating distance and blended learning offered to persons of concern 

(Burns & Lawrie, 2015; Woolis, 2017). Including persons of concern in international 

blended higher education classes, mirrors contemporary global workplace practices 

through intercultural exchange and accomplishing group work at a distance through 
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mediated forms of digital communications (Kumi-Yeboh et al., 2017, p. 6). The nature of 

those interactions fosters the social construction of knowledge. This action research 

focuses on increasing equitable access to online communications between refugee and 

non-refugee learners in one international multi-site blended learning course. The 

interventionary action was to implement WhatsApp mobile instant messaging within this 

undergraduate course. This is the first of the three steps to act, observe, and reflect. As 

part of the reflection phase, a statistical analysis is conducted on one aspect of those 

online communications between learners, the projection of social presence as measured 

by indicators for demonstrating personal affect, fostering open communication, and 

contributing to group cohesion. Exploring the researcher’s experiences and the statistical 

examination of the MIM messages may inform the design of future international multi-

site blended learning courses in which some of the learners are persons of concern.  
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Chapter 2. Review of the Literature  

Introduction  

This chapter reviews the literature of the major concepts upon which this inquiry 

was based and is presented in five sections. The first section draws from the literature on 

higher education in emergencies. The second section draws from adult distance education 

theories and applies them to the context of international blended learning courses in 

which some of the learners are persons of concern. The third section draws from the 

theories and practices associated with the measurements in this study, reflections of the 

researcher, social presence, and academic performance. The first three sections discuss 

concepts that have developed over decades and remain relatively stable over time. The 

last two sections encapsulate two practices as informed by current technologies with 

significantly shorter histories than those earlier in the chapter. Mobile instant messaging 

is raised in the fourth section, and open research in the fifth. The current research, theory, 

and practice in these five areas identify the need for this study and the framework in 

which to conduct it.  

The literature cited in this chapter and elsewhere in this dissertation is drawn 

from a variety of types of publications. There are 347 cited works. Information from 142 

peer-reviewed journal articles and 85 academic book publications form the theoretical 

framework of this dissertation. Twenty-one doctoral dissertations, two master’s theses, 

and ten academic conference presentations add to the scholarly sources of information. 

Organizations such as governments, international organizations, and universities 

produced the 75 corporate publications such annual reports, commissioned studies, and 

statistics. Eight news sources provide the snapshot of the politics and popular 
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perceptions. The final four sources cited in this dissertation are in a miscellaneous 

category of practical publication types, such as a report published on the Education 

Resources Information Center (ERIC) database. Based on the breath of the topic and its 

place in contemporary zeitgeist, the inclusion of academic, government, corporate, 

journalistic, and practical publications is appropriate.  

Higher Education in Emergencies  

Global Context of Persons of Concern  

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) serves persons of 

concern who are forcibly displaced people including refugees, internally displaced 

people, asylum seekers, stateless persons, and returnees. At the end of 2017, the UNHCR 

(2018e) estimated that 71.44 million people were persons of concern. This was more 

people than the populations of Thailand, France, Italy, or South Africa. By comparison 

Canada’s population was estimated at 35.2 million that same year (Statistics Canada, 

2017b). If all persons of concern populated one country, it would be ranked the 20th 

largest in the world, according to the world population data collected by the United 

Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2017). This 

imaginary comparative ranking of population has changed significantly over the 

preceding two decades. In the years 2000, 2005, 2010, 2015, the total population of all 

persons of concern would have ranked 48th, 32nd, 31st, and 22nd respectively. The increase 

in total global number of people forcibly displaced from their homes each year exceeds 

the growth of most national populations. Between 2007 and 2012 the average annual 

increase in total number of people of concern was 0.09%, between 2012 and 2017 the 

average increase was 9.5% per year (UNHCR, 2018c, p. 4). Because of this, the term 
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crisis is not used in this study, as the word denotes a short-term situation. The Oxford 

English Dictionary Online defines crisis as, “a state of affairs in which a decisive change 

for better or worse is imminent” (Oxford University Press, 2017). World history since the 

creation of the UNHCR in 1950 leads one to expect a continued growth in the total 

number of persons of concern worldwide. 

While estimating from this population the number of potential tertiary level 

learners is near impossible, the above imaginary comparisons to the populations of 

Thailand, France, Italy, or South Africa can help envision the possible magnitude of 

opportunity and need for education at the tertiary level. Dryden-Peterson (2011) reports 

that persons of concern who have completed secondary schooling desire to attend 

university, and applications for tertiary level education scholarships are between 10 and 

30 times the number of available scholarships (p. 6). These contribute to the report’s 

documentation of the severely limited opportunities for higher education for persons of 

concern. In 2013, “there were only three programs that enabled access to higher 

education degree programs from the Dadaab camps” (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2017, 

p. 289). Listed here by the greatest number of learners served per year, they were the 

Borderless Higher Education for Refugees (BHER) providing blended learning for camp-

based learners, World University Services Canada (WUSC) providing scholarships to 

study in Canada, and Albert Einstein German Academic Refugee Initiative (DAFI) 

providing scholarships to pursue higher education in the host country of asylum. 

Approximately 30% of these learners were female (p. 289). In 2016, the UNHCR 

compared tertiary participation rates globally and found 36% of young people of 

university age around the world were in tertiary education (this was up from 34% the 
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previous year), while only 1% of young refugees had overcome the significant barriers to 

attend higher education (UNHCR, 2017b, p. 19). In 2019, the UNHCR set a target to 

increase enrolment of refugees in higher education to15% by 2030 (p. 13).  

It is understandable that international humanitarian aid prioritizes the physical 

and security issues outlined by Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, and addresses the 

need for food, water, health, safety, and shelter (Morlang & Stolte, 2008, p. 63; Moser-

Mercer, 2014, p. 114). Education for persons of concern is prioritized at the kindergarten 

to grade nine (K-9) level (UNESCO, 2007), in keeping with the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights that advocates for the free and compulsory access to elementary and 

fundamental stages of schooling, with higher education relegated to being available and 

accessible on the basis of merit (United Nations General Assembly, 1948, Article 26, 

Section 1). At the time of that declaration, the United Nations (UN) addressed refugee 

educational issues through the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO). In 1950, the UNHCR was formed as a temporary UN office 

with a three-year mandate to complete its work and then disband (UNHCR, 2015a). The 

UNHCR continued the work of the League of Nations’ Commission for Refugees that 

was started June 27, 1921 (Schaufuss, 1939, p. 47).  

Realizing that the need for the UNHCR office would continue past its initial 

temporary mandate, UNESCO and UNHCR signed five agreements outlining 

cooperation between the two while assigning financial responsibility of refugee 

education to UNHCR. The most recent agreement, signed on April 1, 2011, is The 

Framework Agreement between The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization and The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 
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Given the total population of people forcibly displaced, the UNHCR recognizes the 

inevitable need to provide tertiary level education to this population. The UNHCR’s 

Educational Strategy 2012-2016 includes the need to “expand tertiary level open and 

distance learning for refugees” (UNHCR, 2012, Key Strategy 4.2). Building on the 

guidance provided in this strategic document, two years were spent developing the 

follow-up strategic document Refugee Education 2030 (UNHCR, 2019). The UNHCR’s 

Strategic Directions 2017-2021 documents the aim “to design and develop scaled 

solutions, working towards a world in which refugees can access and manage their own 

digital identity, gain accredited online education, support their families, and 

communicate effectively through improved connectivity” (UNHCR, 2017d, p. 30). The 

United Nations General Assembly (2018) affirms the Global Compact on Refugees as a 

framework for international solutions for refugee situations globally, which identifies 

online education as an innovative method to meet the specific education needs of 

refugees (p. 13). A paradox for refugees is that “while time for study during protracted 

encampment is abundant, there are few opportunities and little financial means for youth 

to access learning opportunities” (Zeus, 2012, p. 301). Building upon the recognition that 

distance and online learning are important albeit not the highest priorities for persons of 

concern, this study seeks to contribute to the body of literature on tertiary level distance 

education for these populations. 

The government of each country defines the laws and regulations governing its 

educational system (UNESCO, 2007). Since international organizations participate in 

providing education to persons of concern across international borders, the legal and 

ethical concerns are complex (Thomas, 1996; UNESCO, 2007). International 
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organizations have cooperatively developed voluntary international standards for 

planning, implementing, monitoring, and evaluating during humanitarian response 

(Sphere, 2018). The most widely used is the Sphere Handbook: Humanitarian Charter 

and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response. It links education to the immediate 

priorities of humanitarian intervention of communicating information about health and 

safety issues (p. 12). Addressing an educational gap in the Sphere Handbook, The Inter-

Agency Network for Education in Emergencies worked with the Sphere association 

(Sphere Project, 2013) to develop the companion document titled, INEE Minimum 

Standards for Education: Preparedness, Response, Recovery (INEE, 2010). The 

Framework Agreement between The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization and The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

describes the INEE standards as “the normative framework for all Education Sector work 

in emergencies” (2011, para. 7). This framework agreement establishes that the INEE 

standards guide the collaborative work of UNESCO and UNHCR in providing education 

in emergencies. Together UNESCO, UNHCR, and INEE advocate for the provision of 

quality learning opportunities for persons of concern in technical, vocational, and higher 

education for adult learners including via the delivery mode of distance education.  

Persons of concern, having been forcibly displaced from their homes, may be in 

transitional states for short or protracted periods of time. The UNHCR reported at the end 

of 2016 two thirds of the persons of concern were displaced for more than five years, 4.1 

million for more than 20 years, and 2 million for more than 30 years (UNHCR, 2017a,   

p. 22). Until they find a durable solution, a seemingly permanent residence, they occupy 

an ever-changing liminal place often defined by what it is not, rather than what it is 
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(Mazurana et al., 2013). Persons of concern occupy fragile contexts (Burns & Lawrie, 

2015; Moser-Mercer, 2014), which the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development frames as unstable economic, environmental, political, security, and 

societal contexts (Gornitzka & da Silva, 2018, pp. 9-10).  

For the Thailand-based learners neither their home country of Myanmar nor their 

host country Thailand were signatories to international protection of the rights of 

refugees, whereas Kenya, Somalia, and Canada are amongst the147 states that do 

recognize these rights (UNHCR, 2015b). Following the Second World War, the rights of 

European refugees fleeing events of prior to January 1, 1951 were declared in the 1951 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (UNHCR, 2010, p. 2). This convention 

was then amended in 1967 by the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees to remove 

the geographic and temporal limitations (UNHCR, 2010, p. 2). Refugees living in the 

Dadaab Refugee Complex are prevented from gaining employment or education outside 

their camp (Abdi, 2016; Moser-Mercer, 2014). Refugees living in Thailand have no 

access to higher education within the Thai post-secondary system and if they acquire a 

K- 12 education it is often through schools not affiliated with the Thai Ministry of 

Education (Cranitch & MacLaren, 2018, p. 268). The rights available to the learners in 

the EDUC3711 course varied widely based on their locale. 

International Adult Distance and Blended Education  

Education  

The five words, education, adult, distance, blended, and international, are used to 

organize this section’s discussion of the education theories relevant to this study. The 

first is education. Throughout history we see examples of propaganda, indoctrination, 



  

 

 
21 

and punishment euphemistically being called education, such as the re-education centres 

run by Vietnam’s Ministry of Public Security after the end of the Vietnam War, which 

have continued for four decades (Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2007). Paulo Freire 

(1968/1993) presents a Marxist class analysis of education as an imbalance of power and 

oppression that can never be neutral. International humanitarian aid can easily fall into 

the dehumanizing oppression of the colonizer over the colonized, where international 

organizations use education to proselytize their agenda. This form of dehumanization 

perpetuates negative assumptions about learners who are persons of concern. These 

assumptions are similar to the deficit thinking observed in classrooms (Yonemura, 1977). 

“Deficit thinking is the product of a distorted belief system that reinforces oppressive 

perspectives and treatment of minorities, but occurs in a seemingly subtle and insidious 

way through a longstanding historical process of indoctrination by dominant culture” 

(Rose, 2015, p. 4). Deficit thinking can lead to developing poor quality educational 

initiatives based on the assumption of a lack of capacity of persons of concern to pursue 

intellectually challenging tertiary education. The INEE (2010) international standards for 

education in emergencies encourage respect of human dignity to be the basis to develop 

high quality educational interventions including those at the tertiary level. 

Studies of persons of concern show that education significantly improves skills 

(Abdi, 2016; Ahonen & Kinnunen, 2015), health (Baines, 2001, p. 36) and self-esteem 

(Jabbar, 2008). Two kinds of social capital, bonding within groups and between groups 

(Flora & Flora, 2013) can be fostered in education for persons of concern. This is a more 

broad application of social capital than that based on social network theory and its 

analysis of an actor’s centrality of position within the network and the strengths of 
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relationships between actors (Lin et al., 2001). Some educational initiatives to encourage 

the cultural flourishing of indigenous language, art, music, and story telling in the face of 

oppression (Art for Refugees in Transition, 2015; Conquergood, 1988). Some 

educational initiatives encourage bonding between otherwise hostile groups as a means 

to work towards peace in conflict regions (Martin, 2018; Schechter, 2004).  

There is a long-standing need to train teachers who are persons of concern to 

teach K-to-12 learners who are persons of concern (Burns & Lawrie, 2015; Dryden-

Peterson, 2015; Mendenhall et al., 2017; Thomas, 1996; Wa-Mbaleka, 2013; Woolis, 

2017). Access to higher education in the field of education for persons of concern is a 

significant focus of the programs offered through BHER programs (BHER, 2017). In 

2018, a small cohort of BHER graduates in Dadaab Refugee Complex were enrolled in a 

masters degree program so that they may be able to teach undergraduate learners in the 

camp to become K-to-12 teachers eventually making the educational program self-

sustaining for and by persons of concern (Chiose, 2018). In studying refugee graduates 

from the Thailand-Myanmar border, Zeus (2012) reports that being awarded an 

internationally recognized degree from an accredited tertiary education institution 

bestows on the refugees a once a lost sense of official personal identity (p. 305). 

Adult Education  

Learners are often discussed within the dichotomy of pedagogy and andragogy 

educational theories. While some discussions of these two theories place greater 

emphasis on the chronological age of the learner, coupling pedagogy with children and 

andragogy with adults, a deeper comparison of the two leads to a realization that 

andragogy as popularized by Malcolm Knowles (1984) can be used to support some 
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learner-centred approaches to children’s education and the more teacher-centred 

approach of pedagogy can inform some adult education practices. Dron’s (2007) work 

brings attention to the need to not limit course development to the limited binary of sage-

on-the-stage versus guide-on-the-side, and instead offers a flexible alternative in which 

the learner is presented with the option to choose more or less control over the 

educational process. It is imperative to assess rather than assume the appropriate 

approach. Education developed for adult learners who are persons of concern can draw 

upon practices from both pedagogy and andragogy.  

The five philosophies of adult education as adapted by Spurgeon and Moore 

(1997) present a continuum of theories that influence instructional design and practice. 

They are liberal arts, behavioural, progressive, humanistic, and radical (p. 13) and each 

have examples of educational initiatives currently offered to persons of concern. Many 

liberal arts adult learning initiatives that are relevant to higher education in emergencies 

are from Open Educational Resources (OER) as defined by UNESCO in 2002 (p.6). 

OER created from within communities of persons of concern can value traditional 

epistemologies and philosophies and counter the history of colonial education devaluing 

indigenous knowledge. The open movement spawned the development of massive open 

online courses (MOOCs), which can be divided into two types. One type, called 

cMOOC, is based on the development of networked communities of participating 

learners and is most closely aligned with the first MOOC called Connectivism and 

Connective Knowledge led by George Siemens and Stephen Downes in 2008 (Downes, 

2008). The other type, xMOOC, is differentiated as more focused on the transmission of 

information (Downes, 2012). OER and MOOCs aptly fit the liberal arts adult education 
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theory where the learning is for its own sake, much like Houle’s (1961) learning-oriented 

learner. This does not preclude the inclusion of OER or MOOCs into accredited 

educational programs, but are listed here because their essence is being openly 

accessible.  

Working closely with UNESCO and UNHCR, the World Bank’s involvement 

with the education of persons of concern aligns with the behavioral theory of adult 

education with its purpose to ensure compliance with economic and financial standards 

and societal expectations. The World Bank (2016) states, “good quality institutions, 

diversified options, relevant, equitable, and efficient tertiary education is key to ending 

extreme poverty and advancing economic growth” (para. 2). Houle (1961) identifies 

learners who adopt this approach as goal-oriented learners.  

The Sphere association states the purpose of education in emergencies “can be 

both life-sustaining and life-saving. It can communicate messages about safety, life 

skills, and vital health and hygiene information” (Sphere Project, 2011, p. 12). These 

support the purpose of progressive adult education to support an individual’s responsible 

participation in society. The independent and collaborative concepts within the 

humanistic adult education theories can serve to illustrate the need demonstrated by the 

building of online community social bonds between women in refugee camps of 

Afghanistan, Iran, and Iraq (Pierce, 2007), which fits into Houle’s (1961) description of 

the activity-oriented learner. 

Education of persons of concern can bring about fundamental social, cultural, 

political and economic changes in society, as is the purpose of education within radical 

adult education theory (Spurgeon & Moore, 1997, p.13). Morlang and Stolte (2008) 
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report that tertiary level education for persons of concern leads to higher average 

earnings and employment with greater leadership upon return to their home countries. 

“The benefits of tertiary refugee education transcend the individual student as they 

greatly benefit communities and nations emerging from conflict. The return of qualified 

human resources to a post-conflict area is a vital component for durable reconstruction” 

(p. 63). Women in refugee camps often gain health and human rights awareness that 

significantly increase empowerment in their lives and the lives of their children. Mr. Kofi 

Annan, the UN Secretary-General in 2006, remarks that education leading to the 

empowerment of women and girls is the single most effective policy “to raise economic 

productivity, reduce infant and maternal mortality, improve nutrition and promote 

health,” and increase the chances of education for the next generation (United Nations, 

2006, para. 6). Gender is a consideration in the design of this doctoral investigation.  

Maber (2016) provides a compelling description of education in emergencies 

being influenced by a nomadic subjectivity borne from the multiple tensions of local and 

international politics, conflict, economics, community, identity, and ethnicity. Best 

practices in the design of higher education courses for persons of concern are both 

reflective of their nomadic subjectivity and instruments of change for their communities. 

Even though Maber’s examples are drawn from the cluster of humanitarian organizations 

delivering blended learning to displaced persons along the Thai border with Myanmar, 

they resonate with much of the exceptional work done in the area of higher education in 

emergencies. Education initiatives in emergencies are seen as the hub of transformation 

(Nsamenange & Tchombe, 2011; UNESCO, 2016). 
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Ultimately, higher education in emergency initiatives need to be designed based 

on the appropriate assessment of the needs and capacities of the learners who are persons 

of concern. The social justice implications of removing barriers to higher education for 

this population of learners support the radical theory of adult education. This, together 

with the appropriateness of distance education to serve learners in liminal places, sustains 

the motivation to pursue this study.  

Distance Education  

Distance education may seem like an outdated phrase, with online learning or     

e-learning being more current. Distance education is used in this study because the 

concepts of distance learning predate the wide spread adoption of digital forms of 

communication and will apply in a future era of post-digital forms of communication. 

The definition of distance education is often distilled to the separation of learner and 

instructor by time and space. This is the congruency between distance education and 

learners who are persons of concern. Displaced people living in temporary locales for an 

indeterminate amount of time have difficulty making a commitment to a face-to-face 

educational program. Persons of concern can start their distance education in one locale 

and finish in another, with little interruption to their studies.  

Discussions of distance education often include a technological deterministic 

view of the means to reduce what Moore (1991) refers to as transactional distance 

between learner and instructor that can lead to misunderstandings in communication. Of 

the 376 proposed initiatives, posted on OpenIDEO (2015) innovation website, to answer 

the question, “How might we improve education and expand learning opportunities for 

refugees around the world?” many started from the premise that a single given 
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technology would be the basis for a solution. These were based on the attributes of the 

technology rather than the needs of the potential refugee learners or telecommunication 

infrastructure available to them. In an interview with Latchem and Collins (2001), Sir 

John Daniel stated that in his work as Vice-Chancellor of The Open University of the UK 

(OU), “my first principle here is that you don’t experiment with live students. Given the 

scale at which the OU operates it is irresponsible to introduce new methods until you are 

sure that they are technologically robust and pedagogically superior” (p. 43). 

Technological imperatives driving the need for change in education can lead to greater 

customization, interaction, and learner control (Collins & Halverson, 2009) which align 

with general guidelines of andragogy. These can be elements of success for marginalized 

learners who face multiple challenging roles in their personal lives (Orr, 2019). 

Some educational humanitarian practitioners demonstrate an appropriate use of 

technology by developing initiatives that respond to the learning needs of persons of 

concern (Collins, 2015; Connected Learning in Crisis Consortium, 2019; Jesuit World 

Learning, 2019; MacIsaac, 2017b; Mendenhall et al., 2017; Moser-Mercer, 2014; World 

University Services Canada, 2013; Woolis, 2017). There is a strong history within 

distance education research to design a comprehensive framework for selecting 

technologies for educational use. One approach, proposed by Bates in 1995 and still in 

use is the ACTIONS model. In 2003, this was significantly modified to the SECTIONS 

Model (Bates & Poole, 2003) to be applicable to face-to-face and distance education 

modes. The acronym of this model has changed slightly since 2003, and currently stands 

for Students, Ease of use, Cost, Teaching functions, including pedagogical affordances 

of media, Interaction, Organizational issues, Networking, and Security and privacy 
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(Bates, 2015, p. 263). Distance education is well positioned to adapt to the current and 

future information and communication technology changes to serve the tertiary level 

education needs of persons of concern. 

Chapter One opens with a brief acknowledgement to the validity and strength that 

distance education brings to the plethora of education opportunities provided worldwide. 

It also aligns with the long-term projection that the demand for higher education around 

the world exceeds the human and economic capacity to provide education through bricks 

and mortar (Bokova, 2011). The United Nations Educational, Scientific, Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) predicts that the global demand for higher education would 

expand from less than 100 million learners in 2000 to over 250 million learners in 2025 

(Bokova, 2011, p. 2). The literature review below highlights in more details some of the 

affordances that distance education brings to higher education in emergencies. It starts 

with the financial and environmental costs of education. 

According to UNHCR, many more learners can be supported via blended learning 

(US$300 annually per learner) than via scholarships to attend face-to-face institutions 

(US$6,000 to US$15,000 annually per learner) (O’Malley, 2016a). Blended learning 

offers a cost effective way to provide access to higher education in emergencies. The 

potential positive financial impact of distance education in fragile contexts is two-fold. 

One is reducing expense of acquiring an education. The other is increasing economic 

participation of the graduates (Morlang & Stolte, 2008).  

Roy et al. (2008) conducted an environmental audit of full time and part time 

face-to-face courses as well as print and online distance courses. “The most striking 

finding is that distance learning reduces the energy and emissions involved in studying a 
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[higher education] course dramatically to only 13-15 per cent of those arising from an 

equivalent full-time, face-to-face campus-based course” (p. 126). Distance education 

curriculum for persons of concern can have a direct impact on improving stewardship of 

the environment through courses such as agriculture (Commonwealth of Learning, 2015; 

Dryden-Peterson, 2011).  

Distance education depends heavily on the built infrastructures of transportation 

and telecommunication, first with postal delivery of print materials, then television and 

radio broadcasting, and increasingly with Internet and mobile communication. At the 

time of this study, all of these forms of communication are employed around the world to 

deliver educational opportunities to distance learners who are persons of concern. 

Digitally mediated learner-centred options continue to grow (Woolis, 2017, p. 56). 

UNESCO (2012), acknowledging that mobile communications networks are built rapidly 

with significantly less built infrastructure than previous forms of ICT, describes the 

emergence of near-universal access to mobile technologies as having the “potential to 

open up new avenues for improving the quality of teaching, learning and education 

management” (p. 6). “Increasingly, the ubiquity of information and communication 

technologies, even in emergencies and refugee camp settings, allows for the design of 

diverse and innovative technology enhanced higher education opportunities” (Aristorenas 

et al., 2018, p. 132). 

The built infrastructures of refugee camps are the result of compromises between 

various levels of governments and humanitarian organizations. Refugee camps are 

designed and constructed as temporary settlements, regardless of how protracted the 

conflict is. For some governments, it is imperative to pursue this illusion of 
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temporariness, as anything more sustainable for persons of concern is viewed as a 

hindrance to motivating refugees to seek a durable solution outside the camp. In 2014, an 

impasse was reached when educators were negotiating with the Kenyan government to 

develop a language interpretation course for learners in Dadaab Refugee Complex (Parr, 

2014, para. 4). "The Kenyan government felt that if higher education was offered to 

refugees in the camp, the refugees would want to stay in the camp and not return to 

Somalia" (para. 4). Once the course was redesigned to be delivered wholly at a distance, 

the government green lit the program because the course was no longer physically 

restricted to the refugee camp. Because this online course would be available to refugees 

“regardless of whether they return home, resettle or remain in the camp, there was no 

danger that offering access to a web-based course in Dadaab would make any difference 

to their movement” (para. 6).  

The UNESCO Global Education Monitoring report 2016 identifies education as 

a broad reaching effective initiative for reducing poverty, fertility rates, and child 

mortality; and increasing sustainable practices, disaster preparedness, and constructive 

political participation (UNESCO, 2016, xiv-xvii). The UNHCR is committed to 

supporting delivery of education to persons of concern through open and distant models 

(UNHCR, 2012, p. 6). Examples in this section demonstrate the unique strengths of 

distance education to successfully address challenges particular to providing higher 

education in emergencies.  

Blended Learning  

Blended learning in this study refers to the delivery a course via distance 

education and face-to-face modes. There is a continuum of variations of how these two 
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modes can be utilized in one course. At one end of this continuum is an instructional 

design in which technology is used only to supplement a primarily face-to-face course. 

At the other end is a course designed with the majority of learning activities occurring at 

a distance and learners meet face-to-face only for work that cannot be done at a distance, 

such as hands-on practical lab work. Confusion abounds, as there are no agreed standards 

or definitions the variations of blending along the continuum (Bates, 2015, p. 33). 

Unfortunately, terms such as blended, flexible, flipped, or hybrid are used 

interchangeably in the literature (p. 310).  

As the Kenya-based and Thailand-based learners progress through the BHER 

program, the instructional design of their courses shifts along the spectrum of blended 

learning. The first year has the learner primarily learning in face-to-face courses. In the 

subsequent years the percentage of learning done at a distance increases. For the learners 

based in Canada they could choose to enroll in EDUC 3711 anywhere along their 

undergraduate journey, which comprised mainly face-to-face courses. The learners in 

Canada attended a classroom on York University campus for a face-to-face class led by 

the professor. On a different day the learners, who were refugees living in Kenya or 

Thailand, attended a learning centre in their locale where the face-to-face classroom 

work was led by an on-site member of the teaching team. The course is designed with 

most of the learning activities to occur between synchronous meetings. For the remainder 

of this dissertation the term blended learning references the above described the delivery 

format of EDUC 3711. 

The deployment of EDUC 3711 via blended learning is consistent with many 

practitioners of higher education in emergencies (O’Malley, 2016b). South New 
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Hampshire University and Kepler University deliver degree programs via blended 

learning to refugees in Rwanda with a goal to expand from the two pilot sites to twenty 

locations by 2022 (PR NewsWire, 2017). In 2014, the Australian Catholic University 

(ACU) was recognized by a UNHCR Round Table Conference on Tertiary Education for 

Refugees as an innovator in delivering blended education to refugee communities 

throughout the world (Cranitch, 2014). Jesuit Worldwide Learning (JWL) partners with 

universities to be a world leader in providing blended learning to persons of concern. As 

a partner for universities that want to provide higher education at the margins, JWL 

brings what it does best, providing face-to-face instruction to persons of concern around 

the world. Their extensive experience informs the understanding of how to deliver higher 

education in emergencies via blended learning. In 2015, ACU and JWL along with other 

leaders in blended higher education in emergencies, Kenyatta University, Kepler, Moi 

University, Southern New Hampshire University, York University, University of British 

Columbia, University of Geneva-InZone and UNHCR drafted a framework for what has 

now become the Connected Learning in Crisis Consortium (2019). The consortium uses 

the term “connected learning” to mean a mixture online and face-to-face modes of 

learning, what in this study is called blended learning and should not be confused with 

the discourse of connected learning environments which is more aligned with personal 

learning networks (Ito et al., 2013). Moser-Mercer argues that blended learning is best 

for teaching persons of concern because “there is both a social component as well as 

individual private component to learning. In the refugee context meaning is created 

through collaboration, discussion, and working together” (O’Malley, 2016a, para. 6). 
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International Education  

This section addresses the concept of internationalization of higher education in 

emergencies. As stated earlier, it can be viewed as a cost effective, safe, and 

environmentally sound cultural exchange program. The topic of EDUC 3711 was 

education and international development. Over the years of delivering this course to 

persons of concern, previous learners’ work and viewpoints on contemporary global 

concerns shape the continual development of the course. Abdi (2016) vividly describes 

the paradox of learners studying human rights and social justice while living in a refugee 

camp and attending the disturbing physical setting of the face-to-face learning centre 

being behind barbed wire, and patrolled by armed guards who search each learner upon 

arrival at the center. The BHER learners in Thailand have even fewer human rights, as 

they have no protection of rights as refugees (UNHCR, 2010; 2015b).  

Why does internationalization for these learners matter? Moser-Mercer advocates 

for internationalization because refugees refine their “ideas and arguments not just with 

peers and fellow refugees… but also with students who are not necessarily in a refugee 

context but are taking the same course” (O’Malley, 2016a, para.7). Some Canada-based 

learners shared poignant reflections upon the completion of the EDUC 3711 in June 

2017. One writes of the classmates based in a refugee camp in Daadab, Kenya:  

I assumed that they would not be able to complete their share of the work due to 

language issues. However in working with them I realized that that was simply a 

stereotype I had. They were extremely engaged, in constant communication and 

did a lot of research and had beautiful responses to our case study project. 

(MacIsaac & Doyle, 2017)  
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Another Canada-based learner reflects on the personal connections with international 

learners and the relevance to the curriculum of the course being the roles of education in 

international development, “Collaborating with refugee students was … a refreshing 

concept. It was interesting to interact with them and engage in professional dialogue 

regarding common issues that exist internationally. It grounded me with a different 

perspective on education and international development” (MacIsaac & Doyle, 2017). A 

third learner writes of a shift in personal perspective, “Prior to this course I had not 

realized the capabilities of the refugees and the rights that they had. A big label that I 

grew up with involved refugees being placed in the category of the ‘needy’ ” (MacIsaac 

& Doyle, 2017). The opportunity for the Canada-based learners to communicate with 

persons of concern on an intimate scale such as one-to-one or in a small group for a class 

assignment provides the opportunity for learners to see persons of concern in terms of 

their capacities and intrinsic rights. Dewey (1916) writes, “Education consists primarily 

in transmission through communication. Communication is a process of sharing 

experience till it becomes a common possession. It modifies the disposition of both the 

parties who partake in it” (p. 9).  

 There are different phrases to refer to this type of international learning 

environment. Virtual internationalization of higher education concept is built upon both 

the learner population and the curriculum being transnational (Bruhn, 2017). 

Collaborative online international learning (COIL) is a model where both sites have an 

instructor and a body of learners; it is a cultural learning exchange for the instructors as 

much as it is for the learners. There are discussions underway to form a COIL network 

within the International Council for Open and Distance Education (Rubin, 2017). 
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Another terminology is globally networked learning (GNL) which broadens the inclusion 

of the learning environment to be more informal and formed over various social media 

(Globally Networked Learning, 2017). Whatever the name used to denote this virtual 

educational cultural exchange, the underpinning goal is to provide meaningful 

experiential learning shared with peers in another cultural context. There is value to 

learners on all sides of those exchanges.  

Measures  

This section of the literature review provides the theoretical foundation for 

choosing what to measure in this study. Chapter Three presents the theories 

underpinning the methodology of how measures are used. The measures supporting the 

main research questions are the researcher’s experiences, the learners’ social presence 

and the learners’ academic performance. These are discussed in the first three sub-

sections. The final two sub-sections address the rationale for the measures of the sub-

questions related to gender and locale of the learner.  

Researcher Reflection  

The three core processes in action research are action, observation, and reflection. 

Whose reflection and of what is determined by the context of the research problem being 

solved by the action research. The section below outlines how the measure of researcher 

reflection was chosen from the breadth of options within action research. 

Researchers often introduce their work by defining their chosen methodology 

where there may be wide interpretation in their field. Action research is no different. 

Sometimes a researcher states an individual methodological research choice as the 

definition for that methodology. In surveying literature on action research it became 
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apparent that this confusion leads to inadequate and conflicting definitions of action 

research. “The action research family is wide and diverse, so inevitably different people 

say different things about what action research is and what it is for, and who can do it 

and how” (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 7). The primary researcher set out to read 

action research publications with the aim of identifying a cohesive set of considerations 

for designing a research study utilizing this methodology. From this, the primary 

researcher distilled five considerations of action research. The reading of literature was 

conducted until a saturation of data was achieved, meaning that additional studies did not 

add additional considerations as they each fit into one of the five. Since this research is 

not a systematic review, the entire citation list of individual publications consulted for 

this task is not documented in this dissertation. However, exemplary citations to 

publications that discuss the considerations are included. 

Here are five distinct considerations in designing action research. The first 

pertains to the order of the action research steps: proactive sees action as the first step 

and reactive sees observation and data collection as the first step (Schmuck & Stevenson, 

2010, p. 23-24). The second asks if role of the researcher is internal or external to the 

action (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 11). The third considers if the source of the 

reflective data is individual or collective (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 44). Fourth is 

the purpose of the research: practical or emancipatory (Quigley, 1997, p. 18). The final 

consideration is the media of the data: movement, sound, text, or visual (S. McNiff, 

2008, p. 29). Following these five considerations, this research is proactive, internal, 

individual, practical, and uses numbers, text, and visual data. 
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The purpose warrants further discussion. Practical and emancipatory purposes 

both aim to understand and improve a practice. The difference between the two is that 

emancipatory purposed research seeks to redress imbalances of power, equity, or social 

justice that were formerly taken for granted (Hinchey, 2008, p. 43-44). If conceived as on 

a continuum between practical and emancipatory, then this study fell between the two. 

This study embodies some values of social justice as it applies to removing barriers to 

participation in higher education online course discussions by this population of learners 

but not enough to designate the purpose as emancipatory. Action research is described as 

a “methodology for real-world social change” (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 15). 

Kurt Lewin’s 1946 article titled, Action Research and Minority Problems, is considered 

the seminal work on action research (Adelman, 1993). Lewin’s (1946) article describes 

the trial and error work of developing the practice that would become known as “action 

research” and is published in a issue of The Journal of Social Issues which bore the 

theme “Action and Research: A challenge.” Lewin’s personal history as a Jewish refugee 

from Nazi Germany informs the link between action research and social justice             

(J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 41).  

McTaggart (1993) cautions that, “the commitment to personal engagement while 

important, may risk collapsing into individualism” (p. 31). The purpose of action 

research, to produce new understandings or information useful to others (Hinchey, 2008, 

p. 35), anchors the focus of the reflections on the experience of conducting the research 

and not on the researcher as the subject. First-person action research is not individualistic 

(Kemmis & Di Chiro, 1987, p.103; J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 44). A. P. Johnson 

(2002) describes the researcher a lens through which a bit of reality can be observed     
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(p. 8). Polanyi (1958) positions personal knowledge as the basis for social action. While 

protecting the researcher from becoming the subject of the study, reflexivity in research 

can, at times, “trace the presence of the researcher onto the research context, marking 

their interference, participation, and desire” (de Freitas, 2008, p. 470).  

Arts-based researchers grapple with the tension between the written text and the 

artistic expression; academic writing versus personal reflection; and using first-person or 

third-person references to self. This tension can manifest in a disjointed written 

presentation, in which the reader must decode how information is reported, such as using 

italics for the reflective pieces of writing. For the most part, this dissertation is written 

following the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (APA) 

guide of third person references and non-gendered pronouns unless warranted. This is 

one such moment. I find pleasure in wrangling disparate ideas into linear prose to build 

an argument based on facts. I disagree with Eisner’s (1991) position that first-person 

reflective research needs to be written only in the first-person and that a researcher’s 

choice to write in the third person portrays the researcher as a “disembodied abstraction 

who is depersonalized through linguistic conventions that hide [the researcher’s] 

signature” (p. 4). In the report of this research, I selectively use the first-person singular 

pronoun to differentiate portions as my reflective experience, observation, or 

interpretation, from the rest of the dissertation, which is written in the third-person. 

I have engaged in first-person visual and written reflections throughout this 

research. Sometimes I need to visually resolve my ideas before I can write or act upon 

them. Rather than separating art creation from the academic writing, the arts-based 
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reflections inform the written prose of this dissertation as even and seamlessly as 

multicoloured threads woven into a complex patterned tapestry.  

Social Presence  

In 1957, Hodgkinson wrote that there are two closely related characteristics of the 

educational research landscape that are “particularly important in setting the stage for 

action research. These are the growth of the use of scientific method in solving 

educational problems, and the development of the interest in social interaction” (p. 138). 

This action research incorporates statistical analyses of social presence within this higher 

education course. 

Two seminal works from the pre-digital era are the basis for research into social 

presence in digital environments. The first seminal work is by P. L. Berger and Luckman, 

titled The Social Construction of Reality. It was published in 1967, before the wide 

spread use of current information and communication technologies (ICTs) such as the 

Internet, cellular mobile devices, and their derivative social media applications. Berger 

and Luckman write, “human ‘knowledge’ is developed, transmitted and maintained in 

social situations” (p. 15). They write that face-to-face is the most important and therefore 

prototypical case for social interaction (p. 43). They describe the knowledge of 

technology in everyday life as “recipe knowledge” (p. 56) limited to pragmatic 

competence in routine performances. To Berger and Luckman, the importance of 

information technologies is to deliver content. Their seminal work favours spoken 

language as it was originally situated in face-to-face situations and describes the ability 

for detachment of language in its “capacity to communicate meanings that are not direct 

expressions of subjectivity ‘here and now’ ”(p. 52). They created a continuum of 
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typifications in which the more technologically mediated forms of human interaction are 

labeled as more anonymous types of communication because the actors are more 

“removed from the ‘here and now’ of the face-to-face situation” (p. 48).  

P. L. Berger and Luckman do not reference their contemporary Marshall 

McLuhan’s work on how communication media affected society. McLuhan’s work 

focuses on the changes to society following significant technological advancements in 

communication, namely the 15th century invention of the Gutenberg printing press 

shifting from oral to written communication (McLuhan, 1962) and the invention 

electronic media, specifically radio and television increasing the immediacy of one-way 

communication (McLuhan, 1964). Both of these technological advancements are framed 

as increasing the experiential illusion of “being there” even when producer and consumer 

of information are separated by real time and space. 

The second seminal work is by Short, Williams, and Christie published in 1976, 

titled The Social Psychology of Telecommunications. They hypothesize social presence 

as a construct of “the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the 

consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships” (p. 65). This definition is built 

upon research exploring intimacy and immediacy of the human gaze in communication 

(Short et al., 1976, Chapter 4). They draw from Argyle and Dean’s (1965) research on 

intimacy in human conversation being an equilibrium balance between four 

measurements, eye contact, physical proximity, how personal a discussion topic was, and 

the amount of smiling (p. 293). Immediacy persists as a concept drawn through the work 

of several social presence researchers and warrants further explanation. Wiener and 

Mehrabian (1968) designate the term as the spatial or temporal expression of “the degree 
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of directness and intensity of interaction” between communicator and the object about 

which the communicator is communicating (p. 4-5). They follow this with an example 

comparing the immediacy of two phrases, “you and I decided” and “we decided” labeling 

the former as less immediate than the latter. The phrase “you and I” designated two 

entities, whereas “we” designated no separation. Detailed examples of intimacy and 

immediacy as ways to develop social presence are brought forward to the description of 

data indicators used in this study. In considering technological advances at that time and 

McLuhan’s work on the affect of media to alter the world, Short et al. (1976) posit that 

mediated forms of communication render low social presence because of their inability to 

convey facial expressions and non-verbal cues. 

These two seminal works by P. L. Berger and Luckman (1967) and Short et al. 

(1976) were written in a time when the everyday experience of technology-mediated 

communication was clearly demarcated from intimate and immediate face-to-face 

communication. An example was how overseas telephone conversations in the sixties 

and seventies were stilted because of the delay in conveyance of the audio between the 

two people on the telephone line. Looking at distance education through the lens of these 

two seminal works on human interaction meant concluding that the measurable distance 

in space or time between learners and instructors would prohibit any substantial 

development of social presence.  

The intervening decades have seen an evolution of information and 

communication technologies (ICT) allowing humans to progressively transcend those 

deterministic limitations of technology on their ability to develop social presence in 

mediated forms of communication. Walther (1992) describes humans as robustly 
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pursuing interpersonal functions (p. 80) and aptly predicts that the more users “process 

the social information exchanges” via ICT, the more the inherent impediments of any 

ICT would dissipate as users adapt their “verbal and textual cues in impression 

formation, interpersonal knowledge generation, and relations communications” to that 

particular ICT (p. 54). The carriers of communication such as hardware (desktop, mobile, 

and wearable devices) and software (open, closed, and user-coded applications) are more 

available at the time of this research study. The format and language used in the content 

of communications has changed significantly. Since 1982 keyboard-based emoticons 

have been used to convey non-verbal cues (Fox, 2002, p. 10).  

Following the observable pattern of information and communication technologies 

transforming societies (McLuhan1962, 1964), the evolution of ICT continues to increase 

the sense of “being there” for people using media to connect to each other at a distance 

(Biocca et al., 2001; Boyer, 2016; Ice et al., 2007; Vohra, 2016). The need to experience 

the salience of here and now in human interaction is satiable via technologically 

mediated forms that were not imagined by the seminal authors of social presence, P. L. 

Berger and Luckman in1967 and Short et al. in 1976. We have the ability to send user-

created audio and video, as well as, real time data on location and health indicators of the 

user. Users can produce content for one-to-one communication and one-to-many 

communications in closed and open forums. Digitally mediated human communications 

are so ubiquitous that some users do not perceive them as information and 

communication technologies, as Dahya and Dryden-Peterson (2017) reveal in their in 

study interviewing post-secondary refugee learners’ mobile use. Because of 

contemporary ICT, “presence and absence are no longer so strictly spatialized and 
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actualized as near and far, and thus no longer fit so perfectly (if they ever did) with inside 

and outside” (Shields, 2006, p. 235). The space traditionally occupied by distance 

education, technologically mediated human interaction, is crowded with the explosion of 

social media initiatives serving social, commercial, political, or educational purposes, 

where users have the opportunities to consume and produce both content and software. 

Because of this, curating one’s online personae is commonplace. In reporting on the 

impact of mobile phones on rural areas around the world, Bhavnani et al. (2008) consider 

“social cohesion could be one of the more important forms of intangible benefit” (p. 19).  

By the late 1990s, Garrison, T. Anderson, and Archer were developing the 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework positing that three presences (cognitive, 

teaching, and social) are necessary for deep and meaningful learning in a community of 

learning. In 1999, they worked with Rourke to publish a review of one of the three 

elements, social presence (Rourke et al., 1999). In this article, they mark a turning point 

in the evolution of educational ICT technology with the use of computer-mediated 

conferencing (CMC). They write that it is able to “support high levels of responsive, 

intelligent interaction between and among faculty and students while simultaneously 

providing high levels of freedom of time and place to engage in this interactivity” (p. 51). 

CMC is able to foster the once missing quality of intimacy. The CoI definition of social 

presence and corresponding set of indicators (Garrison, T. Anderson, & Archer, 2000, 

2010) builds upon the work of its predecessors and is applicable to human learning 

irrespective of the details of the technology used in the learning environment. Social 

presence as described by the CoI Framework has withstood academic critique and 

validation for three decades strengthening the assertion that social presence in an online 
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course can foster the opportunity for meaningful and worthwhile learning. For these 

reasons, the CoI description of social presence is used as the underpinning of this 

variable in this study. 

There is consistency, for the most part, in the literature that all three CoI 

presences are necessary for deep and meaningful learning in the online learning 

environment (Garrison & Akyol, 2013). Research agrees in cautioning that the 

development of social presence alone is not enough for establishing an environment for 

meaningful learning (Garrison, T. Anderson, & Archer, 2010, p. 6; Joksimovic et al., 

2015, p. 642). The research differs on understanding the interplay of the three elements, 

as well as their roles, and prominence within the Community of Inquiry Framework. 

Some see social presence as a mediating variable between teaching and cognitive 

presences (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010, p. 32; Joksimovic et al., 2015). 

Wertz (2014) finds this only when social presence is analyzed with each of the other CoI 

presences individually. However, when Wertz analyzes all the presences simultaneously, 

social presence is not found to be a mediating variable.  

Armellini and De Stefani (2016) conclude that the emergence of the digital age 

and personal digital literacies has evolved social presence to be conceptualized as a core 

component of both the teaching and cognitive constructs and the central element to 

higher-order thinking in the 21st century online learning and teaching (p. 1203). They 

propose remodeling the same three elements of the Community of Inquiry framework. 

Some researchers posit the inclusion of a fourth element to the framework, such as 

autonomy presence (Lam, 2015), expertise presence (Lui et al., 2007), and instructor 

social presence (Lowenthal, 2017). The two most deeply researched and debated 
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refinements of the CoI Framework are learning presence (Shea & Bidjerano, 2010, 2012; 

Van Schyndel, 2015), and emotional presence (Cleveland-Innes & P. Campbell, 2012; 

Rienties & Rivers, 2014; Stenbom, 2015). There are two consistencies in the various CoI 

modifications. One is that in any given proposed CoI structure all presences are 

necessary for deep and meaningful learning. The other is that the importance of social 

presence is not diminished by the inclusion or rejection of the various additional 

presences to the original three. 

Each element in the Community of Inquiry framework is attributed with 

categories of measurable indicators. The social presence categories are affective, 

interactive, and cohesive (Rourke et al., 1999). The proposal of emotional presence as a 

fourth element is not to be confused with the use of the phrase “emotional presence” 

within this seminal work on CoI social presence, in which emotional presence was a term 

previously used to identify the category of indicators which has been renamed as 

affective responses (p. 56).  

Many researchers who conduct a content analysis for the CoI social presence 

collect data at an aggregated level of total social presence or the three social presence 

categories, but not at the individual indicator level. Joksimov et al. (2015) in designing 

their study to analyze the relationship between CoI social presence and final grade chose 

to code online course discussion messages by the three categories of CoI social presence. 

Their preliminary coding revealed that most messages in their dataset were being coded 

as demonstrating both interactive and cohesive communications which would “rather 

limit the discriminative power of those two categories; therefore, [they] decided to repeat 

the coding process at the level of indicators of social presence” (Joksimov et al., 2015,   
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p. 645). Their study has two notable findings relevant to this study. One is that learners 

with the highest amount of messages that are coded for the indicator continuing a thread 

achieve the highest final grades (p. 649). The other is that learners with the “highest 

frequency of the messages with the complimenting, expressing appreciation indicator 

attained the lowest final grades” (p. 649). Because there is no agreement amongst 

researchers on the relationship between learner’s success and social presence indicators, 

at either the individual or aggregated indicator level, there is an opportunity for this 

inquiry to contribute to this body of knowledge.  

Academic Performance  

Social presence is complex (Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Caspi & Blau, 2008; Swan 

& Shih, 2005). To understand the scope of possibilities for this study, the range of social 

presence research that already existed was considered. The following is presented as a 

demonstrative, not comprehensive, selection of the research conducted involving social 

presence. The intent of this study is to learn about the learners in this course, therefore, 

the study did not attempt to critique (see Annand, 2011; Xin, 2012), test, or validate (see 

Swan et al., 2008) the theories, definitions, instruments (see Arbaugh et al., 2008; Cobb, 

2009) or models for understanding social presence. This study considers only one CoI 

presence; therefore, it cannot investigate the interrelatedness of CoI presences as some 

studies have (see Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010; Gasevic et al., 2015; 

Guitierrez-Santiuste, & Gallego-Arrufat, 2017). Some research frames social presence as 

the dependent variable in order to investigate the affects on it by independent variables 

such as technology (see P. Thompson et al., 2017; Turula, 2017), or learner 

demographics (see Mykota & Duncan, 2007; Mykota, 2015, 2017). Two demographic 
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characteristics of the participants, gender and locale, are considered in this study and 

discussed at length later in this section. 

Often research considers social presence as the independent variable, and 

investigates its impact on one of more of the following: 

§ academic performance,  

§ creation of online communities, 

§ engagement, 

§ knowledge construction, 

§ learning networks, 

§ motivation, 

§ perceived learning, 

§ satisfaction, 

§ self-regulation, or 

§ retention. 

Of the above alphabetical list of dependent variables, academic performance is 

interesting because the research investigating the impact of social presence on academic 

performance is mixed. Some researchers find no significant relationship (McPhaul-

Moore, 2013; Paquette, 2009). Wise et al. (2004) investigate using a causal approach and 

find social presence to have no causal relationship with academic performance (p. 264). 

Hornik and Tupchiy (2006) find a weak positive association of social presence with 

academic performance (p. 47). Shelton et al. (2017) find that learners with the fewest 

demonstrations of social presence are “the most at risk of failure” (p. 63). Picciano’s 

(2002) study concludes that the relationship of social presence to academic performance 
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is inconsistent, after results show that social presence has no significant relationship to 

exam scores, but has a significant and positive relationship to performance on written 

assignments. Hostetter and Busch (2013) find similar results noting, “Students who 

demonstrated social presence in an online setting performed better on the [written] 

assignment” (p. 83).  

Some studies find a positive correlation of social presence to perceived learning 

(Caspi & Blau, 2008; Hornik & Tupchiy, 2006; Yang et al., 2016). Two out of these 

three studies also explore the relationship between social presence and objective learning 

outcomes and find differing results. One, by Hornik and Tupchiy (2006) finds a weak 

positive correlation between social presence and declarative knowledge. The other, by 

Yang et al. (2016), finds a statistically significant and strong relationship between social 

presence and grades. Caspi and Blau (2008) encourage future studies to investigate the 

relationship between demonstration of social presence and actual academic performance 

(p. 342). Liu et al. (2009) find that higher demonstrations of social presence scores 

positively correlate to “probabilities of getting better course final grades” (p 171). 

Richardson et al. (2017) in conducting a meta-analysis of social presence and learner 

outcomes across contexts, disciplinary areas and varying measures of social presence   

(p. 403) find “only a few studies have examined social presence in relation to traditional 

academic performance, or grades” (p. 406). Richardson et al. (2017) also note that the 

most common measure of social presence investigates the perception of social presence, 

rather than the demonstration of it.  

After choosing to investigate academic performance, the next decision considers 

how to measure it. Setting aside the earlier discussion on the various educational 
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theories, the purpose at the core of human education is the concept that someone learned 

something. Therefore, academic performance could be measured by whether someone 

did or did not learn something. The benchmark for the “something” could be set by the 

learner or the instructor. Surveying or interviewing learners about their perceived 

learning or whether their experience in the course met their personal goals are important 

approaches to researching social presence and academic performance. However, 

considering the previously described restrictions in studying persons of concern, only 

measures that could be identified within artefacts produced from the learners’ regular 

activities in the course are considered. The final grade is a practical choice given the 

restricted access to study participants. This is one of the three reasons supporting the 

choice to use final course grade as the measure of academic performance.  

The second reason is more generalized. If a person enrolls in a university credit 

undergraduate course, then the person has a goal to achieve credit for the course. For the 

learners who are persons of concern, failing EDUC 3711 means being removed from the 

BHER degree program. For the Canada-based learners failing EDUC 3711 means paying 

for a course and not getting a credit for it. The learners in EDUC3711 had varying 

motivations to succeed by achieving a final grade in the course. The means to do so was 

to meet the assessment criteria of all the graded learning activities designed by the 

instructor. The final grade is an appropriate data point as it aggregates the assessment of 

all the formal learning activities in the course.  

The last reason supporting the use of the final grade as a measure in this study 

pertains to the details of the EDUC 3711 course design. Social presence is measured by 

performing a content analysis of learners’ WhatsApp chat messages. These were outside 
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the influence of the professor, who was not in any of the WhatsApp groups. The grading 

rubric for the course does not include participation in the WhatsApp group discussions. 

This is contrary to prevailing practice that online discussions need to be graded otherwise 

participation levels will be low (Hura, 2010; Rovai, 2003; Solan, & Linardopoulos, 2011; 

Stemwedel, 2005; Woods and Bliss, 2016; Wyss et al., 2014; Zhang, 2011). These 

studies are aligned with T. Anderson’s (2008) description, that “most online students are 

practical adults facing much competition for their time; thus, they are less likely to 

participate in activities that are marginalized or viewed as supplemental to the course 

goals and assessment schema” (p. 352). It is possible to present online discussions as a 

valuable activity without assigning a grade to it as an extrinsic motivator for the learners 

to participate. This aligns with common behaviour in Canadian University courses in 

which face-to-face attendance is not graded; yet its value is stressed. Other researchers 

reject using final grades to instead favour using the grade of a single assignment or exam 

to research the effect of social presence on academic performance because online 

participation is a component of the final grade and therefore not a pure measure to 

compare to social presence (Caspi & Blau, 2008; Rovai & Barnum, 2003). Statistically, 

the final grade for EDUC 3711 is not constrained by the WhatsApp chat messages, as 

they are discrete variables. Given the course design for EDUC 3711, the final grade is a 

valuable data point for this heterogeneous population, aligns with learners’ intentions for 

enrolling in the course, and is discrete data from the WhatsApp discussions.  

Learner Gender  

In M. S. Knowles’ (1970) model of andragogy, the second assumption is that 

adult learners “accumulate a growing reservoir of experience that becomes an increasing 
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resource for learning” (p. 45). The learners enrolled in EDUC3711 have varying life 

experiences that relate to the course curriculum on education and international 

development. As well, research shows that learner characteristics could influence the 

online learning experience. While some of these characteristics are skills related to 

managing the technical aspects of online learning, such as computer self-efficacy 

(Hayashi et al., 2004) or readiness for online learning (Smith et al., 2003), others are 

demographic characteristics of the learners, such as age and gender (Packham et al., 

2004). Men and women formulate social capital differently in the context of education 

(Mebane et al., 2007; Webb, 2001; Wells et al., 2011). Gendered subjectivities are fluid, 

context specific, and intersect with human, social, and cultural capitals (Herring, 2003; 

Webb, 2001). Gender and locale are two variables measured in this study and are 

discussed below in turn.  

It is beyond the scope of this study to fully explore all potential gender issues in 

the context of an international multi-site blended learning course in which some learners 

are persons of concern. This literature review highlights three areas of gender research 

that pertain to this study. First is research into gender and academic performance in 

distance education. Second is research into gender issues for persons of concern. Third 

are research findings about gender differences in social presence. Together, these form 

the theoretical foundation to include gender as a variable to analyze in this study. 

Gender and Academic Performance in Distance Education  

While gender is a measure often used in distance education research, it is difficult 

to identify consistent emerging themes. Conrad and Openo (2018) identify a lack of 

definitive research in this area (p. 34). Drawing from meta-analysis and systematic 
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review studies on gender and distance education, research conclusions are divergent (see 

Cam et al., 2016; Jahng, 2012; Perkowski, 2012; Yaghmour, 2012). Perkowski (2012) 

posits, “a small, significant relationship between gender and academic performance and 

gender and self-efficacy, favoring females over males” (p. 276). Cam et al. (2016) report 

from their meta-analysis that there is “no significant effect of gender on the attitudes 

towards computer-assisted instruction” (p. 257). The published broad scoped meta-

analyses and systematic reviews do not agree on a replicable description of relationship 

between gender and the forms of technologically mediated communication used in 

distance education. Therefore, the narrower scoped articles based on single empirical 

studies provide background for considering relevant issues in researching gender and 

academic performance in distance education. These studies are included in this literature 

review because they identify how one or more specific ICT affordances differ by gender 

of the distance learner.  

From its inception of delivering courses via postal mail correspondence in the 

1880s in Sweden and England, distance education has removed barriers of exclusion for 

educationally marginalized populations (Tracey & Richey, 2005). Notably, at that time 

since “education had been available primarily to males in higher levels of society,” 

distance education directly increased the ability of females from various levels of society 

to access education (p. 17). In 1995, Pitkow and Recker analyzed survey responses from 

over 4,000 users of the World Wide Web and reported that 90% of them were male. 

While acknowledging that males dominated online networks, Pitkow and Recker 

conclude the article wondering, “It will be interesting to see if and how these trends 

change as the Web gains in popularity” (p. 822). Whitley (1997) in conducting a meta-
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analysis on gender differences in computer-related attitudes identifies the importance of 

scoring positive and negative attitudes towards computers separately in order to 

accurately capture the gender divide as “women score higher on negative beliefs than do 

men” (p. 13). Arbaugh (2000) summarizes prior research into gender differences in        

e-learning as showing female learners disadvantaged as wealthy males were the primary 

users of computer technologies and noted by 2000 that this gender bias lessens as socio-

economic changes increase access to the general public (Arbaugh, 2000, p. 506).  

 Later research shows the heavy text-based limitations of computer mediated 

communication provides online anonymity for learners which in turn is deemed an 

affordance to female learners as they can transgress gender biased social norms to 

flourish in networked online learning communities (Li, 2005b). Li provides a concise 

overview of the history of research from 1990 to early 2000s on the gender and the role 

of anonymity in computer mediated communication. This particular advantage for female 

learners to curate an anonymous or gender neutral digital presence in an e-course has 

lessened as technologically mediated communication continues to develop more richly 

with multi-media. Arbaugh’s (2000) article summarizes research at the time as showing 

that when male and female learners equally owned computers the “gender differences in 

attitudes towards computers and self-efficacy in using computers were negligible”        

(p. 506). Applying Arbaugh’s finding to this study, mobile instant messaging was chosen 

to because male and female learners, in Canada, Kenya, and Thailand had equitable 

access to WhatsApp on personally own mobile devices.  

“Studies vary with respect to the impact gender has on performance in online 

learning environments” (Murthy, 2015, pp. 97-98). R. D. Johnson’s (2011) study of 
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female and male e-learners uses three measures of learning outcome. Two are the 

perceived measures of satisfaction with the course and instrumentality being the degree 

to which the learner believes the course enhanced the learners’ skills. One is the final 

grade for the course. R. D. Johnson’s results indicate gender differences exist for all three 

measures, more so for the two perceived measures. Female learners “were more satisfied 

with the course and found it to be of greater value… [and] performed marginally better 

than men” in final grade (p.85).  

Another study finds that for online learners with overall grade point averages 

(GPAs) in the lowest quartile, there is a “significant difference in scores received in an 

online course between male and female education majors, with male students scoring 

significantly lower in the online course” (Kupczynski et al., 2014, p. 10). Additionally, 

Kupczynski et al. find no difference in online course grades between male and female 

learners in the remaining quartiles. If the results were not parsed by GPA quartiles, then 

the grade differences by gender would have been diluted. It seems once researchers 

separate the learners from their nuanced contexts, the differences of gender may fall 

away. Perkowski (2012) encourages further research to be conducted into gender 

differences in academic performance for distance education learners.  

The history of distance education is dotted with the ever-changing relationship 

between current information and communication technologies and gender constructs. 

While conclusions are divergent, researchers continue to encourage gender be studied in 

distance education and learner academic performance. As with any data, once collected it 

need be investigated to determine its fit for analysis. Neroni et al. (2018) removed the 

gender variable from their final statistical tests investigating academic performance for 
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adult distance learners (p. 200). For these reasons the gender of each participant was 

collected in this study and the data was tested to determine if gender would be included 

in the final analysis. 

Gender and Persons of Concern  

Both men and women who are persons of concern face the same political, 

religious, and ethnic persecution, abuses, and torture. Women are additionally targets of 

gender-based violence such as rape, honour killings, female genital mutilation, forced 

marriages, and forced prostitution (Women's Commission for Refugee Women and 

Children, 2001, p. 16). More broadly, women and men experience humanitarian 

emergencies differently (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2010; Pittaway & Bartolomei, 2013; Sadki, 

2017). Ahmed’s (2003) study of refugee education and political activism reported, “in 

the refugee transition women experience the migration process differently than men” 

(Ahmed, 2003, p. 7). Broader research on gender and online learning reports how online 

communications and interactions can merely “mirror the power structure of the society” 

(Li, 2005a, p. 5). It was important to the primary researcher to be accurate in depicting 

the contexts for learners in EDUC 3711 who are persons of concern, while avoiding what 

researchers warn is a common research ideology that frames female refugees as 

overburdened passive victims and then denigrates and pathologizes their culture (Ngo 

and Hansen, 2013, p. 115; Nusair, 2013, p. 72). Ahmed (2003) in approaching research 

of refugee women in terms of their strength, agency, and motivations, describes how 

changes in gender relations “are sparked by the crisis situations, which not only increase 

women’s work but the traditionally assigned gender roles for both sexes in the home 
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country become less rigid in the new country” (p. 8). This section highlights digital ICT 

initiatives that transcend these constraints. 

Pierce (2007) documents the work of female bloggers living in refugee camps in 

Afghanistan, Iran, and Iraq. These women, whose physical mobility in the camps are 

restricted to their domestic spaces unless accompanied by a male relative, find ways to 

contribute to public political discourse through online communities. To do so they use 

pseudonyms for self-protection (p. 54), anonymity being a particular affordance of online 

communication. Pierce (2007) emphasizes the simplest of acts such as blog posting 

“representations of everyday life are forms of political activism” (p. 324). These female 

bloggers living in war zones use collaborative international digital spaces to subvert 

gender stereotypes and resist gendered power structures. 

Dahya and Dryden-Peterson’s (2017) research echoes McLuhan’s by considering 

“the mutually shaping processes emergent between technology and social practices in the 

refugee context studied” (p. 286). They write: 

In the case of Somali women in the Dadaab refugee camps, a socio-technical 

perspective and mapping of existing virtual social networks illuminate exceptions 

to what are otherwise highly restrictive realities with regard to women’s 

opportunities to pursue higher education; it also demonstrates how cultural norms 

and practices related to women’s access to higher education in refugee camps 

shift through the use of ICT and through their engagement with transnational and 

online social networks. (p. 286) 

They document that using WhatsApp mobile instant messaging allows female refugees to 

continue virtual contact with their once in-person social network after relocation. “Social 
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networks are considered a defining characteristic of this community, as social networks, 

support, and communication have been historically important in Somali society” (p. 289). 

When mobile devices are in the hands of refugee women directly, they have more control 

and privacy to use the technology than they do in an Internet cafe or computer lab. Dahya 

and Dryden-Peterson (2017) find that “the naturally occurring social relationships that 

motivate mobile technology use, and personalized access of the tool, may mitigate some 

of these challenges for refugee women seeking information about pathways to higher 

education in camps” (pp. 295-296). Their research shows mobile social networks 

mediated by WhatsApp allow female learners in the refugee camp to maintain contact 

with former refugees who were studying in higher education in other locations. This is a 

significant influence on the path to higher education for female learners by (1) learning 

what it is like to study in higher education, and (2) transgressing the restrictions within 

the camps to access information, technology and educational mentorship. Nicol et al. 

(2018) also working in Dadaab Refuge complex, created informal dialogue circles via 

WhatsApp for learners in an education program with graduates of that same program 

who were at the time studying in higher education abroad. 

On the Thailand-Myanmar border female refugees have capitalized on the 

marginalization of women to develop alternative educational initiatives that circumvent 

state authorities in Myanmar or Thailand (Maber, 2016, p. 374). “Women’s organisations 

were often viewed as apolitical… and consequently were able to garner space for social 

work particularly amongst the young and in the traditionally feminised spheres of 

education and training, with little acknowledgement or oversight” (p. 386). Maber 

investigates initiatives on both sides of the Thailand-Myanmar border. Those on the Thai 
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side have greater access to international information via the Internet and the means for 

sharing information locally. This community-based response to address the information 

for refugees in the border region is common (Jack, 2017). The training initiatives, 

delivered via peer-led instruction and community learning centres, encourage community 

and political engagement in the hopes of fostering social change (Maber, 2016, p. 375).  

Buscher (2010) provides a succinct overview of the changes from 1990 to 2010 in 

the international humanitarian response to women who were persons of concern. Gender-

based issues have moved from invisible to reportable by women, and are included in 

policies by humanitarian organizations. Buscher found that practice and prevention of 

gender-based marginalization and violence were still lacking. More recent reports 

document the impact of education for persons of concern as significantly improving 

gender equality and women’s empowerment (UNESCO, 2016, p. i). Education is found 

to reduce fertility rates as a female having four more years in school has one fewer births 

and half a year reduction in the frequency of births for each additional year of education 

(p. xv). The UNHCR acknowledges gender-based barriers to education for refugees and 

sets refugee education targets that include gender parity in higher education by 2030 

(2019, p. 13). The United Nations General Assembly (2018) acknowledges the 

affordances of online tertiary education to remove gender-based barriers to higher 

education by increasing access and safety for the learners (pp. 13-14). 

Pittaway et al. (2010) reports on the token inclusion of female representatives 

from refugee camps committees working with the UNHCR. A female refugee from 

Sudan in Ethiopia states, “Yes. They made the men let us come to the committee, but 

they will not let us speak, and we do not have a vote” (p. 233). A female refugee from 
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Myanmar living in the Thai border region, reports on women not feeling safe to voice 

their views publicly even when serving as community representatives to UNHCR 

committee and states, “They just say what their husbands tell them to – otherwise there is 

trouble” (p. 233). Researchers reflect that it is both valuable to pursue even though it is 

difficult to accurately collect and explore the range of experiences held by women who 

are persons of concern (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003; Jok, 2013; Mazurana et al., 2013; 

Pittaway & Bartolomei, 2001). As Pierce (2007) notes in researching female refugee 

bloggers in war zones, virtual spaces can blur boundaries between public and private    

(p. 54).  

Gender normative expectations impact women’s low representation in higher 

education (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2017). Male dominated social expectations 

requires refugee women to spent considerable time daily managing domestic labour and 

childcare (Buck & Silver, 2012; Hyndman & Giles 2011). One BHER graduate in 

Dadaab, Kenya, describes studying in her home from 9 to 11pm, only after her domestic 

chores are finished (Chiose, 2018, A9). Systemically, this means that the time female 

learners have available to study is occupied by non-educational obligations not put upon 

male learners. This gives male learners more time to study and discuss educational issues 

with their male peers. In addition to the limitations of time, movement, and personal 

safety, female learners have few in-person role models of women pursuing higher 

education. At the secondary school level the teachers are often male, and social norms 

prevent significant contact such as a mentoring role with female learners (Dippo et al., 

2013). The Dahya and Dryden-Peterson (2017) study interviewed female and male 

learners who had graduated from secondary school in Dadaab Refugee Complex and 
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were accepted to study in higher education through BHER, WUSC, or DAFI programs. 

One female respondent speaks of being asked by a male secondary school teacher to 

speak to his class because there were no female teachers at the time, and he understood 

the value to girls to have a female role model pursuing higher education (p. 293-294). 

Education delivered to refugees improves empowerment of marginalized groups; 

women’s health, safety, and autonomy; and political participation levels of both genders 

(Abdi, 2016; Baines, 2001; Maber, 2016; Moser-Mercer, 2014; UNESCO, 2016).  

Gender and Social Presence  

The divergent views of gender issues within distance education as discussed 

earlier apply to this section as well. Conrad and Openo (2018) state: 

Most adults value online community and the relationships that emerge from well-

constructed and facilitated courses that permit and encourage social connection. 

Not all do, however. Again, learners choose the level of sociability that they wish 

to bring to the course. Interestingly, gender researchers often attempt to illustrate 

that women are more socially active online than are men. We are not aware of 

any reports that successfully establish that this is so. (p. 34) 

This study is designed with the understanding that gender may or may not have a 

significant relationship to the demonstration of social presence by this given population. 

This section draws examples of social presence research in which gender is variable. 

R. D. Johnson’s 2011 study addresses a gap in the research focused on gender and 

e-learning, and investigates gender differences in communication, perceptions of social 

presence, and e-learning outcomes (p. 80). R. D. Johnson using the five item scale 

developed by Short et al. (1976) reports significant differences between the genders in 
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terms of perception of social presence and degrees of interaction in online course 

discussion forums. Some research observes gender differences in perceived social 

presence of online learners (Thayalan et al., 2012). Angelaki and Mavroidis (2013) use a 

self-reporting survey instrument to measure the importance to the learner of various 

social presence elements of which the authors do not provide the origin. It is not the 

elements of social presence described by Short et al. (1976), Tu’s (2002) CMC 

Questionnaire, or the CoI Framework (Rourke et al., 1999). The female learners attribute 

greater importance to all elements of social presence than do the male learners (Angelaki 

& Mavroidis, 2013, p. 86). Richardson and Swan’s (2003) study shows a significant 

correlation between gender and perception of social presence, with “women perceiving a 

higher degree of social presence than men in this sample” (p. 74). 

Research investigating the demonstration of social presence provided some 

insight into this study design. H. Zhao et al.’s (2014) study of six online discussion 

groups in one course, found that all female groups demonstrated the greatest effort of all 

the groups to maintain peer discussion and establish a social collaborative environment 

as demonstrated by social presence within the CoI Framework (p. 816). Christen et al.’s 

(2015) study of online business learners finds female learners demonstrate more 

interactive and cohesive indicators of social presence than male learners (p. 41). Salloum 

(2011) finds no statistically significant difference between female and male learners for 

aggregated values of social presence (p. 103). M. Wang et al. (2003) also report no 

significant difference between the genders in terms of online interactions when the data 

was aggregated but find significant differences by gender when each coding category 

was analyzed separately (M. Wang et al., 2003, pp. 54-55). Female participants’ 
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communications were more often coded as asking/answering questions, social 

interactions, and expressing opinion, and male participants’ were more often providing 

unsolicited information (pp. 54-55).  

Human communications and interactions “mirror the power structure of the 

society” (Li, 2005a, p.5). Gender is a component of those power structures and may have 

varying impacts on the learners of EDUC 3711. This study collected data on the gender 

of each participant, in the hopes that there would be sufficient data fit for analysis. As 

gender balance was not a factor in composing the assignment groups, there is variation of 

gender representation between the WhatsApp groups.  

Learner Locale  

This study focuses on the demonstration of social presence as the communication 

of one’s self. This communication is influenced by multiple factors external to the online 

course being studied, including the personal and cultural backgrounds of the learners 

(Kumi-Yeboh et al., 2017; Vladimirschi, 2012). Geography influences culture. Crang’s 

(1998) textbook Cultural Geography defines culture “as embedded in real-life situations, 

in temporally and spatially specific ways” (p. 1) and posits the influence of geography on 

culture through a myriad of facets: economic, natural and built environments, economic, 

political, and social. This section discusses the implications of geographic locale for the 

design of this study.  

All the EDUC 3711 learners lived in multicultural contexts. York University is 

situated in the multi-cultural former city of York where more than half of the population 

has a first language that is not English or French (Statistics Canada, 2017a). Dadaab 

Refugee Complex, having grown from one camp in 1991 to four by 2011, continues to be 
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the largest in the world with a recorded a population of 234,346 registered refugees and 

asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2018b). The multi-religious, multi-lingual population is 

predominantly from Somalia (96.3%), and is the largest population of Somalis outside of 

Somalia (UNHCR, 2018a, 2018d). The Myanmar refugees living in the border area of 

Thailand are culturally heterogeneous comprising of Christians (51%), Buddhists (36%), 

Muslims (8%), and Animists (5%) (UNHCR, 2021). The learners based in Kenya or 

Thailand are living in cultures of displacement informed by their current and past 

geographies. Fully investigating the influence of the socio-cultural factors of geographic 

locale on social presence of these study participants is outside the scope of this study.  

Instead this study considers if locale, or spatially shared form of displacement, is 

enough of a differentiating commonality to investigate its relationship to the main 

research questions of social presence and final grade for learners in EDUC 3711. 

UNHCR had a campaign called The Other One Percent referring to the rate of enrolment 

in higher education by persons of concern (2016a). “To reach university education level, 

a young refugee has to overcome significant barriers and only one in 100 makes it. By 

comparison, just over one-third of young people of university age around the world are in 

tertiary education” (para.1). In 2017, the participation rate of Canadian 20–24 year olds 

in higher education was 43% (Statistics Canada, 2018, chart c.2.1). The experiences of 

accessing higher education for the EDUC3711 learners based in Kenya or Thailand are 

significantly different from their classmates living in Canada.  

Constructing identities when individuals are displaced requires navigating 

different cultures and at times privileging the discourses of the humanitarian institutions 

that may appear to be both neutral and independent (Ngo & Hansen, 2013). Anecdotally, 
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past BHER learners who were persons of concern have described an acceptance of how 

their names were changed by different bureaucracy needs, such as UNHCR Refugee 

identification, or York University student enrollment services. Once the learners have 

completed their undergraduate degree program with York, they were adamant about how 

their names were displayed on their degree parchments. This is raised here to wonder if 

there may have been an operationalization of the learners’ cultures for managing the 

immediately challenging context of displacement that was contrary to those same 

learners’ deeply held beliefs and cultural identity. Put another way, it was hoped that the 

EDUC 3711 course as designed was successful in connecting learners in a deep and 

meaningful manner to allow individual learners to feel comfortable to express personal 

characteristics in order to project themselves as real people within the online course 

communications, thus rendering data worth analyzing. 

Locale is a variable that is identifiable for this study, and allows for three clearly 

demarcated groups, learners who are (1) not persons of concern, (2) persons of concern 

living outside their home country in a refugee camp, and (3) persons of concern living 

outside their home country not in a refugee camp. Respectively, these are study 

participants living in Canada, Kenya, or Thailand. Investigating if there is a relationship 

between locale and demonstration of social presence is a sub-question that remains 

independent of the constructs of the course design. Similar to the gender-based variable, 

this study collected data on the locale of each participant, in the hopes that there would 

be sufficient data fit for analysis, at the class level. Locale would not be considered as a 

variable at the group level as the groups were intentionally comprised of learners from 

each locale.  
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Mobile Instant Messaging  

As stated earlier, it was a practical choice to use WhatsApp for the online course 

discussion in the June 2017 iteration of EDUC 3711 course. Introducing the use of this 

widely used mobile application solved the problem demonstrated in previous years, that 

there was little collaboration between learners in the different locales via the 

communication options within Internet-based learning management system Moodle 

(MacIsaac, 2017b). WhatsApp was used again in the deployment of EDUC 3711 in June 

2018 and is the primary source of data for analyzing the learners’ demonstration of social 

presence. Just because something solves a problem for a course, does not mean it 

warrants an academic study. The following section of the literature review highlights the 

uniqueness this study contributes to the knowledge in this research area. 

Social Media  

As the literature pertaining to mobile instant messaging uses the term social 

media, a working definition for its use within this study is provided. In the opening 

chapter of Social media: A critical introduction the term social media is deconstructed 

into the components of information, interaction, communication, media, and society, 

each being complex multilayered constructs (Fuchs, 2017). A synthesis of the discussion 

could be that media becomes social media when a person recognizes its affordances for 

human interaction. In this study, the use of the term social media is limited to direct 

references of literature in which other authors use the term, most likely to mean digital 

applications that enable users to create and share content.  
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Mobile Instant Messaging in Education  

Two systematic reviews of the use of mobile instant messaging (MIM) in 

education start from the similar premises, that there is a lack of understanding of how 

MIM applications are used for teaching and learning (Pimmer & Rambe, 2018; Tang & 

Hew, 2017). Both reviews build upon the current dominance of MIM in the field of 

communication, and note that most studies in their reviews stress the logistical qualities 

as the highest impetus for adopting a MIM to an educational setting. At the time of 

conducting this study, WhatsApp is the global leader mobile instant messaging 

applications with 1.5 billion users worldwide (Statista, 2018). It is free, easy to use, and 

compatible with Android, BlackBerry, iPhone, Nokia, Window Phone, as well as, Mac 

and PC platforms (WhatsApp, 2017). Saint George (2017) explores the uses of mobile 

phones by persons of concern in Rome and finds that WhatsApp is often the first or 

second most used software for people to connect with family and friends while displaced. 

Anecdotally, it is understood that the Kenyan-based learners were already using 

WhatsApp on a regular basis for social purposes. Unfortunately, the published WhatsApp 

statistics do not include usage in Kenya, Somalia, Thailand, or Myanmar (Statista, 2017). 

A 2014 study of higher education in emergencies reports learners who are persons of 

concern and enrolled in a pilot online course in which learners primary access to the 

Internet was by mobile device, find it costly and recommend that “course providers use 

applications such as WhatsApp, a cross-platform mobile messaging application that 

allows for the exchange of messages without having to pay for SMS” (Moser-Mercer, 

2014, p. 60). A 2013 study shows that a disproportionately high percentage of learners, 

77.5% men and 77% women, enrolled in higher education in Dadaab owned mobile 
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phones with Internet capable features as compared to the general population of the 

Dadaab refugee complex, 13 % of men and 4% of women (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 

2017, p. 289). “Second only to radio, much like in other parts of Africa, in Dadaab 

mobile phones are a key form of communication and means of accessing information for 

long-term refugee men and women” (p. 289). Online education and mobile technologies 

are rapidly growing in the developing world and among refugee communities and are an 

important part of access to education (pp. 285-289). 

WhatsApp, like all MIM, lessens the time and space constraints of human 

communication. Tang and Hew (2017) note the use of phrases such as quasi-synchronous 

and semi-synchronous to encapsulate the affordance of time that MIM brings to the suite 

of communication options for education (p. 100). This lessens the barrier to immediacy 

felt in technologically mediated communications. MIM communication is almost 

immediate, whereas the Moodle course postings has a built-in default feature, if not 

disabled by the course designer or instructor, that delays posting to forums for thirty 

minutes. This allows individuals to have time to edit their posts before they are published 

to their classmates and instructor. Prior to using WhatsApp in EDUC 3711, some 

learners had access to online discussions only once a week, meaning replies to posts 

could be delayed by a week. In a four week condensed course this was not a viable 

option for developing and sustaining a lively online forum discussion. Delays in EDUC 

3711 WhatsApp communications were at the learners’ discretion, shifting the control 

from the instructor to the learner.  

Both systematic reviews note that an often-cited affordance of using MIM in 

education is that it gives the learner the time to think before responding. In general, 
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careful reflection is possible in moments of silence online for any asynchronous learning 

environment (Duran, 2017). Unfortunately, most of the studies in these two reviews do 

not compare MIM to other online communications technologies. Most of the studies used 

MIM as the only online application to an otherwise face-to-face course format; therefore, 

these studies lack the support for claiming this as a particular affordance of MIM. 

WhatsApp is used in EDUC 3711, in addition to the Moodle course website, with the 

hope that it would facilitate an increase in learner interactions, as is documented in the 

research of Aburezeq and Ishtaiwa (2013) who find using WhatsApp increases 

interactions between learners by 71%, interactions with content by learners by 54%, and 

interactions between learners and instructors by 42% (pp. 171-172). 

Both systematic reviews report that direct integration of MIM into formal 

education is difficult, citing mixed success and no emerging best practice. Tang and Hew 

(2017) note that many studies suggest failure to successful deploy MIM in a course is 

due to a lack of agreement on message posting etiquette. Tang and Hew aggregate a list 

of rules of etiquette from the reviewed studies (pp. 99-100). The proposed rules address 

problems with posting outside “school hours,” without reading other’s comments, using 

informal rather than academic language, large complex graphic files not easily viewed on 

small screens, lengthy responses, and messages too informal between learners and 

instructors. These rules further illuminate the mismatch between the desired course 

activities and the MIM affordances. The problem with people commenting before 

listening to others comments is a universal communication problem that exists 

independent of the communication medium. Proposing a rule to combat the informal 

communication tone of learners with instructors is contrary to the strength of MIM to 
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breakdown formal barriers in order to foster working relationships. This informality 

strengthens the value of using MIM for educational communications, as it breaks down 

the barrier of lack of intimacy in technologically mediated communication where a 

strong social presence is desirable. Pimmer and Rambe (2018) note the perception that 

informal language is acceptable in MIM and enhances learners’ willingness to use it for 

educational purposes (p. 15). Successful use of mobile instant messaging applications in 

educational settings derives from an instructional design built upon the strengths of the 

application used.  

Since the learners in this study were studying in three time zones, (Thailand, 

Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) +7; Kenya, GMT +3; Toronto, Canada, GMT -5), there 

were no restrictions on times of day to post to the WhatsApp groups. Learners could 

choose to adjust the periods of the day to activate alert notification on the mobile device 

being used for the course, such as turning their mobile devices to a silent mode. The rules 

governing the use of WhatsApp in EDUC 3711 in 2018 are listed in the consent letter 

(see Appendix C). Notably, the learners were required to comply with the York 

University Code of Student Rights & Responsibilities, as it applied to online course 

communications (York University, 2021a). This code is aligned with the creation of a 

safe and encouraging space for individuals to learn. Contravening this code of conduct 

would have had serious consequences for that learner’s continued academic career at 

York University.  

Both systematic reviews highlight the affordances of MIM in education. Tang and 

Hew (2017) categorizes these as pedagogical, social, or technological. Pimmer and 

Rambe (2018) present them in terms of dialectic tensions. The two reviews acknowledge 
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that perceived ease of use aids the introduction of MIM into educational settings. Greater 

peer interaction is also common to both. These affordances contribute to the reasons for 

choosing to use MIM in EDUC 3711. 

In making suggestions for future research, Tang and Hew (2017) identify that 

none of the studies they reviewed compare “the occurrences of social presence between 

MIM and other forms of computer-mediated communication, such as discussion forums” 

(p. 101). This study describes these comparisons broadly, without being able to conduct 

substantive analysis because the total Moodle discussion forums of past courses rendered 

a sample that was too small. Another area identified by Tang and Hew (2017) for future 

research is longitudinal studies. While the current study does not follow the same 

population of learners over different courses, it does descriptively reflect on the changes 

over three years of delivering this course with and without using WhatsApp and does 

have data from everyday of the course. This study connects these changes to the 

investigation of the relationship between social presence and the final grade for the 

course. 

WhatsApp and Persons of Concern  

There are many complex layers of “the gendered culture of technology literacy” 

that software such as WhatsApp may mitigate (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2017,          

pp. 295-296) because of its various affordances listed previously in the gender sections of 

this chapter. The socio-technical exploration of these social networks exemplifies the 

McLuhan discussion on the interplay of society and the use of information and 

communication technologies from two viewpoints. One is that pre-existing face-to-face 

bonds within Somali society influenced the creation of these online social networks. The 
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other is that these online social networks influenced shifts in social norms by creating 

bonds between men and women in their educational pursuits, where physical exchanges 

are not culturally appropriate. This shift in social norms in turn provides new support for 

women to pursue higher education “The information accrued through these networks 

provided access to valuable and sometimes necessary information that set the foundation 

for pursuing higher education” (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2017, p. 293). Using mobile 

phones in these ways changes “the social and educational landscape of higher education 

for [the] interview participants” (p. 296).  

The Dahya and Dryden-Peterson (2017) study emphasizes the importance of 

mobile social networks to provide support and mentorship to the educational endeavors 

of learners who are persons of concern. Notably, it highlights the particular affordances 

of these networks to women in highly restrictive patriarchal societies. Building upon the 

success of the informal use of WhatsApp to support formal education, this study expands 

the use of WhatsApp within the formal instructional design of an undergraduate credit 

course. 

As will be discussed in the methodology chapter, a common criticism of research 

conducted on persons of concern is that their voices are rarely fully heard (Celestina, 

2018; Pittaway et al., 2010). The WhatsApp messages are data created by the participants 

unprompted by the researcher. In conflict areas, silence can become a form of control 

with the residual legacy of oppression informing participants’ desire to not speak up in a 

research study (Celestina, 2018). Flawed sampling can lead to the silencing of some 

voices. This study is well positioned to hear a wide range of voices from learners in this 

course.  
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None of the studies systematically reviewed by Pimmer and Rambe (2018) or 

Tang and Hew (2017) involved persons of concern, or learners in Canada, Somali, 

Thailand, or Myanmar or its former name Burma. The two systematic reviews each have 

one unique Kenyan-based study that the other review does not analyze. Neither of the 

Kenyan studies used MIM in formal education. This doctoral study contributes to the gap 

in literature on the use of mobile instant messaging in the geographic locales of the study. 

The limited research on the use of mobile information and communication technology to 

expand opportunities for education for persons of concern focuses on informal education. 

This study complements this research by investigating the use of a mobile instant 

messaging application within formal education. 

Implications for Measuring Social Presence in MIM  

Some researchers contest applying the CoI indicators of social presence to mobile 

instant messaging communication. Notably, a proposed model of mobile social presence 

is based on the premise that “social interaction with mobile technology is very different 

from Computer Mediated Communication” (Tu et al., 2012, p. 247). The authors’ argue 

there are limitations of software designed for desktop computer hardware and the 

resulting implications for educational use. In the six years since that article was 

published, the interoperability of mobile devices to connect to non-mobile specific online 

and networked communities, lessens the importance of this distinction. Additionally, the 

device specific distinctions are blurred with mobile hardware expanding considerably to 

mimic a greater range of desktop capabilities; more mobile friendly interfaces of desktop 

applications; and desktop applications adopting features from mobile applications, such 

as push notifications. The systematic reviews by Pimmer and Rambe (2018) and Tang 



  

 

 
73 

and Hew (2017) both give considerable discussion to the push technology of mobile 

instant messaging as an affordance because it makes the user aware of another user. This 

is a feature that users clearly desire. For example, after push technology was added to the 

upgraded WhatsApp 2.0 in August 2009, six months after launching the company, the 

user base increased to 250,000 (Olsen, 2014). Push technology is not unique to MIM 

applications, or even mobile devices, as a user could set up alerts with some desktop 

applications or to have desktop application alerts sent to the user’s mobile device. At the 

time of the deployment of the 2017 and 2018 iterations of EDUC3711, WhatsApp had a 

desktop version. This allowed for ease and efficiency in managing several WhatsApp 

course discussion groups at once. These cross overs lessen the emphasis on the 

differences between the software and hardware of mobile and desktop computers.  

In 2018, the significant difference globally was in the infrastructures that support 

the two forms of communication. Many areas of the world have access to the wireless 

mobile networks via cellular towers where access to the Internet through wired 

infrastructure never existed (Bhavnani et al, 2008, p. 7). The significant differences in the 

technologies discussed here are practical as they relate to the learners and their particular 

contexts.  

Tu et al. (2012) ground their discussion of mobile social presence as being 

“second best” to the paramount physical social presence. As technology becomes more 

bionic, there may be a time when it is impossible to differentiate between in-person 

interactions and technologically mediated interaction. At the time of this study, 

technologically mediated communication has its affordances that remain unique and 

separate from face-to-face communication. Mobile social media has the capacity to 
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connect different socio-cultural spaces in order to facilitate or enhance learning and 

problem solving, in ways previously impossible (Pimmer & Pachler, 2013). Digital 

communication has realized the continuation of McLuhan’s concept of a global village in 

which information has the potential to be communicated around the world 

instantaneously (McLuhan & Stern, 1967), which is not possible to create and sustain on 

the basis of face-to-face communication. This study unequivocally values technology 

mediated communication as being, at times, a preferable form of educational 

communication over face-to-face. 

Tu et al. (2012) raise valuable considerations for instructional design to support 

mobile learning environments. Anticipating that information and communication 

technologies would continue to evolve due to the interplay of technology and society 

(McLuhan, 1964), using a model of social presence dependent on a current mode of 

technology (Tu et al., 2012) would have limited utility for this study. Using the CoI 

Framework means that this study can contribute to the plethora of studies that have used 

it in the past and those in the future which may use technologies that go beyond 

contemporary concepts of mobile technology. One of the strengths of the CoI Framework 

is that the examples of the social presence indicators are not prescriptive to any given 

technology, meaning the operationalization of the model is adaptive to various 

technologies.  

In designing this study, consideration is given to the appropriateness of applying 

the measures of the CoI social presence to the WhatsApp chat messages in EDUC 3711. 

Two CoI social presence indicators (“Continuing a Thread” and “Quoting from another’s 

message”) are removed from the coding instrument for this study because they are 
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technically irrelevant to WhatsApp. The details are explained in the Data Coding 

Instrument section of Chapter Three. The remaining strengths of the CoI Framework are 

deemed a suitable choice for this study. 

In Tang and Hew’s (2017) systematic review of the use of MIM in education, six 

of the studies in their review explored social presence. Five of these used content 

analysis of WhatsApp chat messages and one used participant interviews (p. 98). These 

limitations are presented not as reasons to not study this, but as even more motivation to 

study it. Pimmer and Rambe’s (2018) findings suggest that MIM applied in higher 

education settings could support a wide range of social interaction and collaborative 

learning designs as it balances the dialectic tension of immediacy versus delays; intimacy 

versus detachment; and task versus ludic orientation. These balances support the earlier 

discussion on social presence and the constructivist basis of EDUC 3711. While this 

study is not a study about the use of the MIM WhatsApp, this study’s results and its open 

provision of data may contribute to others’ research focused on MIM applications. 

WhatsApp in EDUC3711  

The use of closed WhatsApp chat messaging groups was offered to all learners in 

the June 2018 iteration of EDUC 3711, regardless of whether or not they chose to 

participate in this study. Because the learners were familiar with using WhatsApp 

socially, the introduction of this communication technology for an educational use 

provided an increase in interactivity between learners while not imposing an increase in 

cognitive load (Sweller, 2011) to learn the technology. It was an affordable and efficient 

mode of asynchronous communication. The technology allowed for the almost 

immediate communication if two or more learners were chatting at once, and the 
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familiarity with the technology removed some of the barriers to intimacy in online 

communications. Immediacy and intimacy underlie the concept of social presence. 

Transcripts from the WhatsApp chat messages are manageable to download and analyze. 

WhatsApp is appropriate logistically for both the learners and the principal researcher to 

use, and theoretically appropriate to the study of social presence. 

Open Movement  

There are three aspects of the open movement that affect this study. The three 

areas concern enrolment, publishing, and data. Because each of the three concepts has 

multiple facets the resulting choices for the research result in a continuum of openness 

rather than a clear binary choice of open or closed. The following discussion is a 

selection of key concepts affecting choices made in preparation of this study.  

Open Enrolment  

Enrollment prerequisites to attend first-year university are different around the 

world. Standards for attending a Kenyan University are different than universities outside 

Kenya. While non-Kenyan universities look at grades only, the Kenyan universities also 

look at the final secondary school exam score. Dahya and Dryden-Peterson (2017) 

document the challenges of Dadaab Refugee Complex learners pursuing higher 

education, “Of those who complete high school and sit for the national exam, very few 

perform well enough to apply for university and for the highly competitive university 

scholarships that make higher education a viable possibility” (p. 288). The course EDUC 

3711 is offered through the Canadian university York, which does not consider the 

national exam mark in the evaluation of applications. This at a minimal level is more 

open than the Kenyan universities. Additionally, York University’s BHER program 
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offers more open enrollment for learners who are persons of concern. BHER provides an 

opportunity for learners who have not graduated from secondary school to enroll in a 

non-credit preparatory course for pursuing undergraduate schooling through blended and 

distance learning. The EDUC 3711 course, being part of a York undergraduate degree in 

education, has aspects of enrolment that are closed to meet the institution’s requirements 

of registration and assessment. Following a similar approach of open enrolment for 

refugee learners, the Australian Catholic University, the partner university supporting the 

EDUC 3711 learners based in Thailand, created a one-year diploma program for refugee 

learners without formal education credentials. After successfully completing this 

qualifying year, the learners receive accredited documentation from an internationally 

recognized university, to use in applying to enroll in an undergraduate degree program 

(Cranitch & MacLaren, 2018, p. 268). In contrast, examples of full openness in 

enrolment of undergraduate courses are those offered through OERu (2018).  

Open Publishing  

An essential part of academic research is the dissemination of the findings. The 

open movement provides an increasing number of options for how to disseminate 

research. Openly publishing contributes positively to open scholarship and challenges the 

closed ownership of research knowledge. As a librarian, I believe that access to 

information is a vehicle for social justice. A deliverable from this study is to pursue open 

publishing of this study’s findings.  

Open Data  

Researchers report a rise in low quality research on persons of concern (Jacobsen 

& Landau, 2003; Krause, 2017; Pittaway & Bartolomei, 2013; Pittaway et al., 2010). 
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Specifically, Jacobsen and Landau (2003) discuss the concerns about “the shortage of 

statistically analysable data” involving persons of concern (p. 188). Releasing the data of 

this study openly can positively contribute to the quality of research in this area. Openly 

releasing the data provides two significant advantages to research of persons of concern.  

Firstly, the data are analyzed in support of this single study’s research questions. 

If research data are considered a resource, it seems wasteful to not allow secondary use 

by other researchers, to pursue new research questions. The circumstances of this study 

mean that the data set is not large enough to make generalizations about higher education 

in emergencies. By openly releasing the data, there is a possibility that the data can be 

combined with other data to be used in a large-scale study such that the results could be 

generalized. “Data that are scientifically and ethically collected create a powerful tool for 

policymakers” (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003, p. 201). This study will openly contribute data 

relevant to those researching and designing higher education opportunities for persons of 

concern.  

The second advantage to openly releasing the data pertains to lessening the 

negative impacts on persons of concern being subjects of research. The participants 

consented to the future secondary use of the data as described in the informed consent 

letter (see Appendix C). The data will be released through Dataverse Network of the 

University of Alberta Libraries. The Dataverse Network is well established globally; the 

metadata is compliant to various standards (e.g. Dublin Core and MARC) thus increasing 

the interoperable discoverability of the content; and the interface is user friendly for 

researchers to upload content and to search or browse content (Crosas, 2011). Openly 

releasing the anonymized and de-identified data is a distinct contribution to academic 
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research about higher education in emergencies as open data increases the potential for 

more research to be conducted on this under-studied difficult-to-access population 

without adding any further burden on the participants.  

Chapter Two Summary  

The issues of distance education for adult learners who are persons of concern 

differ from those of mainstream adult learners because of their fragile context. This 

education takes place in a wide variety of situations and contexts all across the globe 

with no single educational solution meeting all the needs of learners who are persons of 

concern (Thomas, 1996). This study builds upon the research literature relevant to first-

person arts-based action research, international blended adult formal education, social 

presence, and the use of mobile instant messaging and applies it to the context of learners 

who are persons of concern. This inquiry is important because the principal researcher 

has found nothing published on this unique use of mobile instant messaging (MIM) 

within formal education. This study presents an account of the experiences of the primary 

researcher deploying MIM in this course. This study contributes to the understanding of 

online communications of the participants who are Myanmar refugees in Thailand, 

Somali refugees in Kenya, and multi-cultural learners in Canada. By openly releasing the 

anonymized and de-identified data, this study may contribute to larger research projects 

in this area.  
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Chapter 3. Methodology  

Theoretical Underpinnings  

The theoretical underpinnings of the research methodology for this study are 

grounded in a unifying set of presumptions of ontology, epistemology, and axiology. 

Together, they comprise the research paradigm of this study within which the research 

questions are formed. Considerable attention is paid to the ontological, epistemological, 

and axiological implications of visual arts-based research. Outlined in the subsequent 

subsections are: the design of the research; the processes for data collection, coding, and 

analysis; and assumptions of limitation, delimitations, reliability, and validity. The 

conceptualization of the methodology employed in answering the research questions set 

out in this study is influenced by two kinds of prior success. One is the practical 

experience of the primary investigator in academic writing, using Excel and SPSS 

software packages, multi-media painting and drawing, and studying the mobile instant 

message communications of the EDUC 3711 course offered in 2017, one year prior to 

the course currently being studied. The other is the body of work by researchers working 

in the areas of first-person arts-based action research and by other researchers exploring 

the relationship between learner’s social presence and academic performance. Among the 

critiques of research conducted of persons of concern, Jacobsen and Landau (2003) 

identify that research is weakened when key components of the research design and 

methodology are never revealed (p. 186). The details in this chapter are presented to 

establish transparency. This plan is appropriate for the research questions and 

manageable for the context. 
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Ontology, Epistemology, and Axiology  

Ontology considers the nature of reality. Action research assumes that “there is 

no one answer. Knowledge is uncertain and ambiguous. A question may generate 

multiple answers” (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 32). Any answer borne from action 

research is tentative, leads to new research questions, and is open to modification (p. 32). 

Additionally, what is known at the conclusion of any action research is context specific 

and not statistically generalizable (Coghlan, 2013, p. 335; Tekin & Kotaman, 2013, p. 

89). This action research aims to share what is known at the study’s conclusion with 

enough detail to inform future related practice or research. 

This study uses written discourse, mathematical computations, and visual 

renderings to portray what is known. The first two are conventional in academic 

research; however, the third is unconventional (J. G. Knowles & Promislow, 2008,         

p. 514). For this reason, considerable elaboration on the ontological implication of visual 

arts-based research is presented in this chapter. John Berger’s 1972 seminal text, Ways of 

Seeing, posits that “the relationship between what we see and what we know is never 

settled” (p. 7). In spite of the early human development to see and visually recognize 

things (p. 7) the visual arts remain a “mystery which excludes” most people (p. 24). 

Where there are gaps in understanding visual information the human brain strives to 

make sense of it. This is like how we experience films or flipbooks through the 

persistence of vision in which the human brain creates what is missing in between the 

flashes of static images in order to make sense and perceive movement. 

Gitlin and A. Thompson (1995/2005) caution against viewing action research as a 

“methodological panacea” (p. 98). Some descriptions of arts-based research lean towards 
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it as such a panacea, stating that it is “holistic” (Bagnoli, 2009, p. 566; Weber, 2008,      

p. 44); is “humbler and more nuanced knowledge” (Weber, 2008, p. 46); “communicates 

across cultures reaching out to those who do not share a common language” (R. L. 

Lawrence, 2015, p. 142), and conveys “what is not literally there” and the artist’s 

feelings and perspective (Eisner, 2008, p. 11; Weber, 2008, p. 45) in order for the 

observer to “participate vicariously in a situation” depicted in the artwork (Eisner, 2008, 

p. 8) or “borrow the [artist’s] experience for a moment” (Weber, 2008, p. 45). Like a 

successful illusionist using the human tendency to make sense of an optical illusion, each 

of the above listed panacea are examples of stretching the ontological scope of 

knowledge created from arts-based research.  

Instead, this study builds upon the perspective that visual images “can make us 

pay attention to things in new ways” (Weber, 2008, p. 44). “Arts-based research is meant 

to enhance perspectives pertaining to human activities” (Barone & Eisner, 1997, p. 95). 

As such, the visual images of this study are considered as primarily conveying 

connotative meaning through culturally and experientially specific contexts. Denotative 

meanings of images referring solely to an objective reality, while “utopianically” 

possible (Barthes, 1977, p. 42), are in practical terms always influenced by the artist’s 

individual context. While Barthes considers photographs as the closest to a purely 

denotative visual art form, Sontag (1977) posits “photographs are as much an 

interpretation of the world as paintings and drawings are” (p. 6). Additionally, what is 

known from the meaning of any given image can change as meaning is “created each 

time it is viewed” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001, p. 25). This study adopts that same 

ontological view to words and numbers. Multiple readings of a written text or numeric 
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computations spark different understandings. Alone, images cannot adequately serve the 

research needs of this study. Together, these three convey what is known at the 

completion of this study. The epistemology section expands on the interconnections 

between these three. 

This study assumes that adult learners have agency to create and modify social 

interactions. For this study, reality is considered to be subjectively defined differently by 

the researcher and each participant and to be influenced by interactions with the everyday 

physical and social world. Human action is mediated by the social. Acknowledging the 

socially constructed reality of the online formal learning environment, empirically 

measuring two types of artefacts of learners’ online course activities, such as the mobile 

instant messages and the final grade, is an acceptable process to understand, in part, the 

relationship between learners’ actions and academic performance in a course (Joksimovic 

et al., 2015; Kershisnik, 2016; Liu et al., 2009; Pattison, 2017; Shelton et al., 2017). 

Additionally, subjective reflections by the primary researcher capture the practical 

experiences of this action research. “Although action research… works at the level of the 

individual, it is always… located and influenced by a wider environment” (J. McNiff & 

Whitehead, 2002, p. 15). The primary researcher is not a subject of this study to be 

viewed in isolation (J. McNiff, 2017, pp. 43-45), but as a lens through which to 

understand this action research in relation to its context.  

Epistemology considers the nature of knowing. Knowledge is socially constructed 

through human interactions. An individual’s learning is affected by that individual’s 

interactions with other humans. One type of artifact of those interactions in this study is 

data from the individual mobile instant messages between participants in course related 



  

 

 
84 

WhatsApp groups. Another source of data is the final course grade of each participant, as 

a quantitative measure of individual academic performance. These comprise the key 

beliefs in how knowledge is drawn from the quantitative elements of the study. 

The epistemological grounding of the qualitative portion of the study is supported 

firstly by the literature and secondly by capacity of the primary researcher. How an 

action researcher knows something is based on individual action and participation in the 

collective sharing of knowledge. The form of action research selected for this study 

creates knowledge from the observations of the practitioner internal to the action 

intervention. The first-person reflective practice documents, questions, and analyzes 

experiences in the form of written words and/or artistic visual images. “Arts-based 

research can encourage thinking outside the box, generating new ways of interrogating 

and understanding the social” (Bagnoli, 2009, p. 548). Art making and writing are “not 

separate illustrative of each other but interconnected and woven through each other to 

create additional and/or enhanced meanings” (J. G. Knowles & Promislow, 2008,           

p. 515). Similarly, Bagnoli (2009) does “not consider visual data as an add-on to the text-

based analyses, but as significantly contributing to making sense at all different stages in 

the analytical process” (p. 567). 

As the primary researcher in this study, I disclose that I use words, numbers, and 

images to understand the world. As products of communication, each is culturally laden. 

Because they render analogies of reality, they have limitations on how they inform the 

creation of new knowledge. I use them to inform action. I learned from architecture how 

different stages of design (be it writing the architectural program, drawing the concepts, 

or building a model) could render different types of solutions. Weber (2008) articulates 
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the blurring of, and possible confusion around, visual art as being “both method of 

inquiry and the mode of interpretation and representation, reminding us that any attempts 

to completely separate method from findings is artificial and somewhat arbitrary” (p. 49). 

R. L. Lawrence (2015) describes arts-based research as a dynamic approach to 

conducting qualitative research and expanding its dissemination (p. 142). Visual arts, 

mathematics, and English are my three primary languages for understanding the world. 

The underlying logic of balance, progression, focus, simplicity, and beauty of each make 

it difficult to demarcate where one ends and another begins. I use all three throughout 

this doctoral research. My tacit knowledge of each informs its inclusion at any given 

point as I determine its usefulness to address a specific aspect of the research problem. 

Arts-based action research most closely matches my personal epistemology. 

In academic research, axiology is concerned with how research is value laden. 

Action research “assumes that the researcher is in relation with everything else in the 

research field, and influences, and is influenced by others. The research field cannot be 

studied in a value-free way, because the researcher brings their own values with them”  

(J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 30). There are four sets of values underpinning this 

study. The values pertain to the research, learners, the measures, and academia.  

“Values of social justice and individual autonomy… animate action research”    

(J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2002, p. 15). Action research values the unique perspective of 

the practitioner-researcher. Action research is “designed to be carried out by practitioners 

in the actual practice setting” in order to “improve their practice and better understand 

the nature of that practice” (Kuhne & Quigley, 1997, p. 24). Drawing from Dewey’s 

(1929) argument for a science of education, action research values educational practice 
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as both the source of research data and the arena for the final test of research conclusions. 

Dewey writes, “Practice alone can test, verify, modify and develop the conclusions” of 

educational research (p. 34). Action research values a diversity of approaches to 

conducting educational research, including arts-based. Including the arts in the reflection 

component of this action research values creating art as inherently reflexive (Weber, 

2008, p. 46) and values drawing and painting to allow “the time to reflect about the 

issues being explored” (Bagnoli, 2009, p. 548) and that some ideas are best expressed 

visually rather than textually or mathematically. This study values the interconnected 

strength of written, mathematical, and artistic data, analysis, and dissemination. 

This study values the participants by demonstrating three forms of respect: 

universal, protective, and compensatory (J. A. Lawrence et al., 2013, p. 104). Universal 

respect as applied to this study values the learners’ innate albeit not legal, human right to 

pursue higher education (INEE, 2010; Sphere, 2018; United Nations General Assembly, 

1948, Article 26, Section 1) and the free will to consent to and withdraw from 

participation in this research study (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2014). 

Protective respect requires the participants be safe from harm resulting in participating in 

this research (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2014). While contemporary 

ethical guidelines in conducting human research involve a requirement to do no harm 

(MacKenzie et al., 2007), researchers of persons of concern take this further to require 

that research into others’ suffering can only be justified if alleviating that suffering is an 

explicit objective (Turton, 1996, p. 96). This dovetails with the concept of compensatory 

respect. As J. A. Lawrence et al. (2013) outline for research about refugees, this respect 

informs the pursuit of “the possibility of carefully constructed research that can make 
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positive contributions to the experiences of refugees” (p. 104). Thus, action research is an 

appropriate methodology to apply because this research resolves the problem of a low 

level of interaction between learners in the different locales.  

Understanding the educational experiences of any learner is more complex than a 

single study can reveal. This study, as designed, is incomplete in capturing all 

experiences of the researcher and participants in regards to answering the research 

questions. A post-modern research perspective “allows us to know something without 

claiming to know everything” (van Halen-Faber & Diamond, 2008, p. 518). This 

research is succinct on three aspects that contribute to the collective academic 

knowledge. The first two are the experiences of the researcher conducting this action 

research and openly releasing the data. The third is reporting on the relationship between 

the demonstration of social presence and final grade of the participants. This research 

values exploring social presence as defined within the Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

Framework while acknowledging it is but one of the presences within the CoI. It values 

online course messages posted by learners as a rich source of data. It values the work 

necessary to achieve a final grade in an undergraduate credit course.  

The third set of underlying values to this research is about research itself. Past 

research is valued for contributing to the knowledge base upon which this research is 

built. This is mentioned here not because doctoral research standards require a literature 

review but because action researchers explicitly identify the need to foster “respectful 

relationships with prior literature” (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 30). This may be to 

bridge the long-standing divide between applied research and theoretical research in 

education (Quigley, 1997 p. 12). This study values the open dissemination of its findings 
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and data as a transparent contribution to the critical discourse of academia to test, 

strengthen, and expand the understanding of the experience of distance learning. These 

values motivate the researcher’s curiosity to pursue this exploration. Combined, the 

ontology, epistemology, and axiology inform the research approach.  

Paradigm and Research Methodology  

Jacobsen and Landau (2003), in presenting a scathing critique of the research 

about persons of concern, distill the issue down to the ill-resolved competition between 

academic and policy imperatives resulting in flawed methodological designs. Research 

on persons of concern is often more journalistic, sufficing the needs of policy makers or 

funding bodies, rather than academic rigor. Perhaps this relates to the issue of deficit 

thinking, raised earlier, that some researchers approach working with persons of concern 

under the premise that something is better than nothing. Conducting research in complex, 

dangerous, and difficult settings places refugees “at great risk of exploitative and 

damaging research practices… however unintended this might be” (Pittaway et al., 2010, 

p. 231). “For a variety of reasons, it is extremely difficult to accomplish refugee 

research” (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003, p. 195). Celestina (2018) provides an overview of 

the complex challenges of research practiced in conflict and post-conflict environments 

where populations are marginalized in dynamic contexts fraught with political, social, 

and economic instabilities. The research study is positioned with the view that greater 

ethical academic rigor, not less, is required when working with persons of concern (S. P. 

Campbell, 2017; Osman, 2017) This study, as Coghlan & Brydon-Miller (2014) describe 

with any action research seeks “understanding in order to transform” (p. 350).  
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As an example, one factor will be used to highlight the concerns. Demonstrating 

the aim of protective respect, by “doing no harm” while conducting research in 

emergencies is difficult to predict or control (M. B. Anderson, 1999; Jacobsen & Landau, 

2003; Pittaway et al., 2010). “Many researchers do not adequately consider how their 

enquiries put their subjects at risk, particularly in conflict zones or hosting areas where 

the displaced are highly vulnerable” (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003, p. 193). There are two 

sides of the research dialogue that are uniquely altered in the context of emergencies. 

One is on the part of the participant. Krause (2017) notes that participants from many 

different studies of persons of concern often confuse research questions with the 

participants’ legal asylum procedures, even after the researcher explains the difference. 

“In the process of justifying their asylum claims, giving the ‘right answers’ is crucial, 

since ‘wrong answers’ can have radical implications such as detention, rejection or 

deportation” (Krause, 2017, p. 10). Misunderstanding of how answers to researcher’s 

questions will be used, respondents may render substantially unreliable answers. Persons 

of concern “might (consciously or unconsciously) be reluctant or afraid to tell researchers 

their true views, or they might wish to promote a particular vision of their suffering. 

Their responses could be part of their survival strategy” to not jeopardise their position in 

their communities (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003, p. 192). This study draws data from the 

learner-led online discussions for the entire course. Researchers (Celestina, 2018; 

Krause, 2017; Pittaway & Bartolomei, 2013) use this same approach to ensure no 

mediation or influence by the principal researcher on the participants’ communications 

and the voices of participants are heard in their entirety in situ, in the context that 

participants originally intended. 
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Flawed reasons for conducting the research are the other part affecting the 

reliability of research inquiries built upon researcher-participant dialogue. Krause (2017) 

describes the “the current boom” of research in the fields of forced migration, conflict, 

and post-conflict studies carried out in search of personal adventure and curiosity for 

seeing foreign adversity, misery, and suffering as an exotic edgy experience of self-

discovery as dangerous and unethical (p. 28). Conducting research with persons of 

concern means working in highly politicized insecure regions of the world. As a measure 

to reduce potential harm, direct participant response to questions should only be sought if 

they are germane to the research question (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 

2014). This study obtained data from the online discussions in WhatsApp and individual 

participants’ final grade, gender, and locale as identified in the Moodle course and first-

person reflections of the researcher, in order to reduce the potential harm to participants 

while achieving access to a rich source of data to investigate the research questions. This 

is both ethically and academically sound. 

The feminist research paradigm informs the work of many studying education 

and persons of concern. While this is not the basis for this study, feminist theories are 

possible lens through which to view the results. The protection of women and girls is 

such a significant problem that UNHCR has a division dedicated to these issues. The act 

of being forcibly displaced means losing one’s social safety net and having to reconstruct 

a means to express agency within and struggles against forms of domination of the new 

culture. Issues of privilege, oppression, and identity are likely to arise in the 

communications of the participants as they live in fragile contexts “shaped by structural 

restrictions, diverse forms of violence and limited livelihoods” (Krause, 2017, p. 3). The 
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principal researcher was open to issues raised by participants or the teaching team that 

may influence participants’ engagement in the course, or involvement with this study. 

Research Questions  

To restate from Chapter One the research questions are: 

1. What are the experiences of the researcher implementing mobile instant 

messaging (MIM) in an international multi-site blended learning course in which 

some learners are persons of concern? 

2. What are the experiences of the researcher releasing the source data of this study 

openly? 

3. What is the relationship between the demonstration of social presence in course-

related mobile instant messages and the final grade for higher education learners 

in an international multi-site blended learning course in which some learners are 

persons of concern? 

This study considers how the results of the third research question vary by the learners’ 

gender, locale, or WhatsApp group. 

Research Design  

Role of the Researcher  

The context of the role of the researcher in this study, mirrors two quotes from 

Jacobsen and Landau’s (2003) critique of the research about persons of concern. The first 

is a general comment about considerations for all researchers. “While it can be argued 

that all research affects subjects, clearly there are matters of degree, and the greater the 

researcher’s involvement, the greater the effect is likely to be” (p. 192). The second is 

about the uniqueness of working with persons of concern. “The simple act of asking 
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questions becomes loaded in the political pressure cookers that are conflict zones”        

(p. 194). The role of the principal researcher in this study was two-fold. One role was as 

the sole person to build and provide technical support for all the WhatsApp discussion 

groups, but not to provide curriculum instruction in the EDUC 3711 course. The other 

role was to conduct this research project as described, participate in open research 

practices, and reflect on the experience. The separation of teaching and research roles 

were clearly demarcated as the course professor had sole responsibility for grading the 

work of the learners, and no mark was given for participating in online discussions. The 

course professor was not in any of the WhatsApp groups and did not see the WhatsApp 

chat messages before being anonymized and de-identified. This has ensured the 

participation of any learner could not influence the professor’s rapport with the learners 

while in this course or in any future course in which the professor is involved. 

Population and Sampling  

A common sampling strategy in content analysis research on the social presence 

in online course communications is to limit data collection to discrete windows of time, 

such as collecting course communications created during one week within a multi-week 

course. Fortunately, the course studied in this research was a condensed four-week 

course offered in June 2018. This made it practical and manageable to work with data 

throughout 100% of the course’s delivery time. As social presence is understood as a 

progressively developing construct that changes over time (Garrison, 2009, p. 6; Garrison 

and Akyol, 2013, p. 108), this study investigates those changes. 

The course had four group assignment topics, health; primary and secondary 

education (K-12); technical and vocational education (TVET); and higher education. The 
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learners were asked to send their ranked preferences for group topic to the professor. He 

composed the groups mainly from learners’ first choices. He aimed for similar group 

sizes and representation from all three locales in each group. Gender balance could not 

be achieved. As the groups were formed from learners’ identified preferences, it was 

desirable to choose a sample for this study that included representation of all four group 

topics. 

 

Table 1 
 
Comparison of Demographics for Consideration in Sampling 

     Locale    Gender  Group Grossa   
Total  CA KE TH  Male Female  topics chats   
A: All participants and non-participants 

93 
 

18 24 51 
 

47 46 
 

4 4179 
     19% 26% 55%   51% 49%     100% of total chats 

B: All participants  
60 

 
9 15 36 

 
28 32 

 
4 n/ab 

     15% 25% 60%   47% 53%         
C: From groups comprised solely of all participants 

29 
 

6 8 15 
 

13 16 
 

3 2998 
     21% 28% 52%   45% 55%     72% of total chats 

D: From groups with no more than one non-participant 
43 

 
7 11 25 

 
22 21 

 
4 3209 

     16% 26% 58%   51% 49%     77% of total chats 
  
a These are gross estimates because the chats authored by non-participants had not been 

removed from the total chats of non-participants and participants. 

b This could not be estimated since gross estimates are comprised of chats authored by 

non-participants and participants. 
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A representative sample of participants was drawn considering two demographic 

factors (locale and gender) and two non-demographic factors (the group assignment topic 

and the estimated gross number of chat messages). Table 1 illustrates the comparative 

representativeness of different sample inclusion criteria. While there is no set minimum 

number of chat messages required for this study, it was desirable to find a 

demographically representative sample that captures a large number of chats. Section D 

shows such a sampling. This sample is comprised of participants from groups with no 

more than one non-participant. It exactly matches the gender split of the class and all four 

group assignment topics. Of the three samples it most closely matches the locale 

representation in the class. For these reasons, this study samples data from participants 

who were members of groups with no more than one non-participant. 

A limitation of this study is that it cannot be generalized to all persons of concern 

pursuing post-secondary education in a blended setting, because it is a small-scale study. 

This limitation is similar to other research studies on persons of concern, which are 

predominantly small-scale studies (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003, p. 190). “One of the most 

significant problems of small-scale studies is that while they yield in-depth and valid 

information, they are seldom representative of the target population about which the 

researcher wishes to make claims” (p. 194). In response to this limitation, this study is 

designed to openly release the data, so it may be included in future studies that may be 

large enough to draw generalizable conclusions. 

Ethics Considerations  

As a Canadian research study, the framework for ethical research practice must 

be aligned with the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 



  

 

 
95 

Involving Humans (TCPS-2) as set out by the Tri-council comprising of representation 

from Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 

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

(Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2014). Where particular ethical obligations 

to individuals in vulnerable circumstances exist, the TCPS-2 explicitly states that special 

procedures are required (p. 43). The details of those special circumstances for this 

research draw from the INEE standards (2010). Together, these two documents guide the 

ethical decisions of this study.  

The first international code of research ethics was developed as a result of the 

1947 Nuremberg Tribunal court’s decision in prosecuting 23 Nazi doctors for war crimes 

(Murphy, 2004, pp. 307-308). This code was originally documented as a ten-point 

section called Permissible Medical Experiments of the document titled Trials of war 

criminals before the Nuernberg military tribunals under Control Council Law No. 10 

(Nuernberg Military Tribunals, 1949, pp. 181-182) and is more commonly known as The 

Nuremberg Code (see Appendix E). The principles of the Nuremberg Code continue as 

the cornerstones to human research ethics guidelines today (Canadian Institutes of Health 

Research et al., 2014; INEE, 2010). The following will be discussed more fully in the 

context of this study: (Statements 1 & 9) informed freedom to consent and to leave the 

study, (Statement 2) that the results are ‘good’ for society and there is no other way to 

procure these research results, (Statements 4 & 6) the risk of harm in participating is 

appropriate to the humanitarian benefit (as cited in Murphy, 2004, pp. 307-308).  

It is easy for a researcher to fall unwittingly into the oppressive role of colonizer 

by entering the arena of the persons of concern solely to serve the purposes of the 



  

 

 
96 

researcher. “The basic ethical principles established to guide research on human subjects 

are necessary but insufficient for research in conflict and post-conflict environments” 

(S.P. Campbell, 2017, p. 91). One must be sensitive to the potential for the researcher to 

disturb or inadvertently exploit vulnerable populations. This research complies with the 

international standards to respect the rights and dignity of individuals in emergency 

situations to not be burdened by participating in research (INEE, 2010; Sphere, 2018). 

The ethics issues are complex and are diligently addressed at all stages of the study. 

“Many researchers do not adequately consider how their enquiries put their subjects at 

risk, particularly in conflict zones or hosting areas where the displaced are highly 

vulnerable” (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003, p. 193). Because of this and concerns raised by 

teaching team members of the EDUC 3711, particular care is taken to protect the privacy 

of the participants by removing any politically controversial WhatsApp chat messages or 

first-person reflections of the researcher that may put individuals or groups of individuals 

at risk if released publicly. 

There was a great dependence upon the generosity of the learners to consent to 

the study. Given the extreme humanitarian emergency context in which some of the 

learners live, any incentives may “amount to undue inducement and thus negate the 

voluntariness of participants’ consent” (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 

2014, p. 27). Based on the good consent rate of learners in the June 2017 iteration of this 

course to participate in a similar study (MacIsaac, 2017b) that did not use any incentives, 

no incentives to participate in this study were offered to the learners in the June 2018 

iteration of this course.  
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In 2017, the principal researcher worked with a study of June 2017 deployment of 

the EDUC 3711 course, knowing that the raw data from that study could not be used in 

this dissertation research. Leading up to the June 2018 deployment of the course, two 

concerns became evident. Firstly, funding for the course was uncertain beyond June 

2018. Secondly, there was not enough time to obtain dissertation committee approval of 

this study’s research proposal and also have enough time to receive ethical approvals 

through both Athabasca University and York University. Because of these concerns an 

unconventional approach for this dissertation research was adopted. Ethical approval was 

sought before the dissertation committee had approved of the research proposal. 

Certificates were received granting ethical approval through Athabasca University (see 

Appendix A) and York University (see Appendix B). Notably, approval was received for 

the first Athabasca University dissertation with a planned preservation to release the data 

involving human participants openly in perpetuity, rather than with a planned destruction 

of data on a specific timeframe. All institutional research ethics board requirements were 

followed as well as those set out by international humanitarian standards.  

Data Collection  

Participant Names  

The Kenyan-based learners interchange French, English, and Somali names. 

Cranitch and MacLaren (2018) describe similar challenges with names of Myanma 

refugees learners based in Thailand. They write, with an example drawn from the Karen 

people, an ethnic group in Myanmar: 

The concept of a fixed identity, a name and birth date enshrined in formal 

documentation is often unfamiliar in ethnic communities whose cultural traditions 
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stem from remote rural villages with low levels of literacy. Furthermore, for the 

sake of protection, many refugee families adopt new identities and change their 

names when arriving in camp. The use of various scripts creates additional 

problems when, for example a Karen name is transliterated into English by 

different officials results in sometimes widely varying spelling. The issues clearly 

challenge the routine university student data systems. (p. 269) 

Add to this the layer of bureaucracies in which persons of concern function, and one 

learner could have a different name for each of the following, home country government 

issued ID name, ration card name, and UNHCR issued ID. If a mistake had been made 

on the UNHCR ID, then that mistake would follow through all the subsequent documents 

created as a result of that one. There were Canada-based participants who used different 

names for themselves than the ones listed in Moodle. For various reasons each of the 

three locations provided challenges in maintaining name consistency throughout the 

study. It becomes complicated to accurately creating the WhatsApp groups and matching 

each group member to the learner’s York University information. 

Faced with these naming challenges, I asked if it was disrespectful to use only the 

name as displayed on the York University Moodle course. I was reassured that the 

learners understood the use of names within a bureaucracy. For this study, each 

participant was identified in the WhatsApp groups using the name as it was listed in the 

York University Moodle course. The de-identifying and anonymizing steps will be 

explained later in this chapter. 
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Mobile Instant Messages  

The independent data for this study are the WhatsApp mobile instant messages 

(MIM). This study collected 100% of the mobile instant messages sent in the EDUC 

3711 course offered in June 2018. In this study, there were 4179 messages total messages 

authored by participants and non-participants. The desktop access to the WhatsApp 

mobile application was used to manage twenty discussion groups in the class and to 

export the data.  

 

Figure 1 

WhatsApp Mobile Instant Messaging Chat Interface 

 

 

The following is a detailed description of how the data was collected in the form 

of WhatsApp mobile instant messages, and then processed as lines in text files before it 

could be analyzed as cells in Excel spreadsheets. The examples used here are drawn from 

a chat message dialogue between the researcher and a participant from the 2017 study. 
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The participant’s name has been replaced with the pseudonym Jane Smith. Figure 1 

illustrates how the chat messages are displayed within WhatsApp mobile instant 

messaging interface. These two messages are used to illustrate how the data was 

processed. 

Weekly, throughout the running of the course, the WhatsApp chat discussions of 

all groups were downloaded. They were exported from the primary researcher’s mobile 

phone to the primary researcher’s desktop computer. Figure 2 is an example of how the 

raw data of the above chat messages was exported as a text file.  

 

Figure 2 

Raw Data Text Files 

 

 

 

There are two elements of the text files that are problematic for importing to an 

Excel spreadsheet. The unit of measure in this study is an individual chat message, 

because it is an objectively identifiable unit defined by the author of the message and this 

unit produced a manageable set of cases (Joksimovic et al., 2015; Rourke et al., 2001; 

Strijbos et al., 2006). The correspondence in Figure 1 is clearly two messages. Since the 

first message has no hard returns in it, it is recognized as one message. Since the second 

message has hard returns in it, the data needs to be processed in order for it to be 

recognized as one message. See Figure 6 for an illustration of how Excel imports the 
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messages with hard returns within one message. A further description follows later in this 

section. To correct the problem with the second message, the hard returns need to be 

removed in the text files before importing into Excel to be analyzed. These are removed 

manually. The result would appear as shown in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3  

Raw Data Text Files with Hard Returns Removed 

 

The second problem derives from the delimiters between the fields of date, time, 

author’s name, and message. Both commas and colons are used. Plus, colons are used to 

separate hours, minutes, and seconds within the time field. Both of these problems render 

importing from the above shown delimited text files into Excel unmanageable. To 

address this a computer program is built to convert the text files as shown in Figure 3 

into bar delimited fields for ease of import to Excel as shown in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 

Converted Raw Data into Bar Delimited Fields 
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This conversion allows importing the messages into an Excel spreadsheet, displaying for 

each message the four discrete fields of date, time, name of author, and content of 

message, as seen in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5 

Example of Correctly Imported Raw Data File into Excel Spreadsheet 

 

 

Without the hard returns removed, Excel displays Jane Smith’s message on three rows 

with the identifying date, time, and name fields corresponding to only one of the three 

rows as shown in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6 

Example of Incorrectly Imported Raw Data File into Excel Spreadsheet 

 

 

Once the data are imported into an Excel spreadsheet, all the chat messages authored by 

learners who did not consent to the study are removed. 
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Final Grades, Gender, and Locale  

The data pertaining to the gender, and locale and final grade of each participant 

are collected from the online Moodle course. Gender is recorded as a binary field limited 

to either female or male. Locale is identified by the country in which the participant was 

living at the time of enrolling in EDUC 3711. Unfortunately, the final grades are issued 

as letters. In order to work with grades as a dependent variable within the SPSS software, 

the letter grade is converted into a percentage by using the middle point in the grade 

range as identified by the York University grading scheme (see Table 2). The conversion 

value is the value used in this study to represent the final grade in the course. 

 

Table 2 
 
Conversion of York University Grading Scheme 

Highest Lowest Letter Conversion   

100.00 % 90.00 % A+ 95.0%   

89.99 % 80.00 % A 85.0%   

79.99 % 75.00 % B+ 77.5%   

74.99 % 70.00 % B 72.5%   

69.99 % 65.00 % C+ 67.5%   

64.99 % 60.00 % C 62.5%   

59.99 % 55.00 % D+ 57.5%   

54.99 % 50.00 % D 52.5%   

49.99 % 40.00 % E 47.5%   

39.99 % 0.00 % F 00.0%   

Note. Adapted from York University (2018) Grades and Grading Scheme.  
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First-Person Arts-Based Research Reflections  

First-person reflections of the primary researcher are captured as the research 

unfolds, as described by J. McNiff and Whitehead (2011, p. 126). Schon (1983) refers to 

these as “reflection-in-action” for they are immediate and documented throughout the 

research action. First-person reflections of the primary researcher also include reflections 

after the research action, coined as “reflection-on-action” by Schon. Original written 

reflections were written in electronic Word documents, or transferred from paper to 

digital format. Visually rendered reflections are two-dimensional using the mixed media 

of pencil, ink, and paint. J. McNiff & Whitehead (2011) advise action researchers, “It is 

unlikely that you would use all the possible sources of data in your account. You would 

use your own common sense about what was sufficient to make your point” (p. 135). 

Images selected for inclusion in the dissertation were then digitized.  

Data Preparation  

Anonymize  

Two processes were employed to ensure data remained anonymous. First-person 

reflections focus on the primary researcher’s experiences, which include interactions 

with other persons who, in turn, are not be identified by description or name. 

Photographs by and of participants were copied using hand-rendering illustration 

techniques. For example, Figure 7 is an illustration composed from a photo posted by 

Thailand-based learners, depicting their face-to-face learner-led study group. 
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Figure 7 

Illustration of Refugee Learners in Group Study Session in Thailand 

 

There were three steps to anonymize the WhatsApp data. Firstly, a unique 

identifier was assigned to each participant and member of the teaching/research team 

using WhatsApp. These are randomly generated numbers. The letter “L” precedes 

participant numbers and the letter “T” precedes numbers for members of the teaching and 

researching team. The primary researcher was the sole person with access to the list of 

names and their corresponding unique identifiers. Secondly, a formula was created to 

replace each name with its unique identifier in the MIM excel worksheets. Then the full 

names and related formula were removed. Lastly, names were manually removed from 

the messages (see Figure 8). This needed to be done manually because of typos and 

multiple versions of names used by participants to address each other.  
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Figure 8 

Excel Display of Anonymized Data 

 

 

Coding Instrument  

The indicators for social presence within the Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

framework are the basis for developing the coding instrument used in this study. In 

addressing issues of reliability in content analysis Cohen et al. (2011) acknowledge that, 

“pre-existing categories may need to be modified if they don’t fit the data” (p. 573). Two 

social presence indicators are removed from the coding instrument because they are not 

relevant to WhatsApp. The indicator called Continuing a Thread identifies the use of a 

reply feature within the communication software to continue a discussion thread rather 

than starting a new one. WhatsApp group’s chat have only one thread; therefore, multiple 

threads are not possible using this software. The indicator Quoting from another’s 

message is also technologically irrelevant to WhatsApp mobile chats. Both of these are 

removed from the coding instrument used in this study. 

Over time various researchers have modified or added indicators of social 

presence into their data coding instruments. One example is the work of Swan and Shih 

(2005) that parses social presence indicators into finer categories based on an extensive 

review of the literature. They find research supported the splitting of (a) Expressions of 

Emotion into two indicators, separating words from paralanguage expressions of 
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emotions; (b) Self-disclosure into three indicators -- expressions of (i) personal values, 

beliefs, and attitudes; (ii) personal information and vulnerability; (iii) social sharing of 

information unrelated to the course; and (c) separating greetings and salutations from 

other Phatics (pp. 135-136). The above listed modifications to the indicators of social 

presence in online communications are included in the original indicators for social 

presence (Rourke et al., 1999). Swan and Shih (2005) also add three new indicators of 

social presence, Approval, Personal Advice, and Course Reflection, for which there is no 

support within the literature that they reviewed (pp. 135-136). Five years later, Shea et al. 

(2010) also include the indicator Personal Advice in their research (p. 19). These three 

indicators fit well within the original CoI Framework but within the indicators for 

teaching and cognitive presences not social presence. For these reasons, the 

modifications to the coding instrument for social presence set forth by Swan and Shih 

(2005) are not used in this study.  

The expression of disagreement is a modification to the indicators for social 

presence used in the research of both Swan and Shih (2005) and Shea et al. (2010). Swan 

and Shih (2005) change the original indicator Expression of Agreement to be Expression 

of Agreement or Disagreement. Shea et al. (2010) resolve this differently and added 

Expressing Disagreement as a separate indicator for social presence. The authors of the 

seminal works on CoI identify areas of disagreement as a component of facilitating 

discourse as defined within the element teaching presence (T. Anderson et al., 2001,      

p. 8). This study considers the inclusion of expressions of disagreement combined or 

separate from expressions of agreement. Joksimovic et al. (2015) in studying social 

presence in online courses find learners who “tended to agree with most of the posts 
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created by their peers were either superficially engaged into discussions or struggled with 

the course requirements” (p. 650). The seminal work on social presence in the CoI, by 

Rourke et al. (1999), describes the expression of disagreement as being “characteristic of 

those who share strong bonds (p. 60).” In a published transcript of a dialogue Marshall 

McLuhan speaks of people’s misunderstanding of his concept of a global village of 

people connected via electronic communication technology.  

The more you create village conditions, the more discontinuity and division and 

diversity. The global village absolutely insures maximal disagreement on all 

points. It never occurred to me that uniformity and tranquility were the properties 

of the global village. It has more spite and envy. The spaces and times are pulled 

out from between people. A world in which people encounter each other in depth 

all the time [sic]. (McLuhan & Stern, 1967, p. 272) 

Researchers exploring the gendered differences in the formation of social capital within 

education encourage the inclusion of positive and negative aspects of social networks 

(Mebane et al, 2007; Webb 2001). For these reasons, this study measures separately 

expressions of agreement and disagreement. In summary, the proposed coding instrument 

for social presence utilizes the three original CoI social presence categories of indicators, 

which are affective, interactive, and cohesive communications (Rourke et al., 1999) and 

eleven modified indicators as described in Table 3. 

The participant ID is a three-digit randomly generated number. Groups are 

identified using two digits, from 11 to 18. Gender is assigned as 0 or 1. Locales are 

assigned 3 to 5. This ensures the number ranges for each data field are mutually 

exclusive to reduce researcher error in misunderstanding or transposing data values. 
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Table 3 
 
Social Presence Indicators Coding Instrument 

Category Indicator Description 
Affective AF1: Emotion Conventional expressions of emotion or 

unconventional expressions of emotions include 
repetitious punctuation, conspicuous 
capitalization, emoticons  

 AF2: Humor Use of humor, teasing, cajoling, irony, 
understatements, sarcasm  

 AF3: Self-Disclosure Self-disclosure – Presents details of life outside 
of class, or expresses vulnerability  

   
Interactive IN1: Chat referring Referring explicitly to others’ messages – Direct 

reference to contents of others’ posts  
 IN2: Questions Asking questions — Learner ask question of 

other learners or the moderator  
 IN3: Compliments Complimenting, expressing appreciation – 

Complimenting others or content of others’ 
messages  

 IN4: Agreement Expressing agreement – Expressing agreement 
with others or content of others’ messages  

 IN5: Disagreementa Expressing disagreement – Expressing 
disagreement with others or content of others’ 
messages  

   
Cohesive CO1: Using names Vocatives - addressing or referring to participants 

by name  
 CO2: Group references Inclusive pronouns, addresses, or references to 

the group as we, us, our, group  
 CO3: Phatic Phatics, Salutations – Communication that serve 

as a purely social function; greetings, closures  
Note. Adapted from Rourke et al. (1999, p. 61). 

a Added to this study’s indicators.  

 

Methods of Analysis  

The qualitative data were evaluated for utility to depict the research experience so 

that it may be of use to future practice and research. First-person reflection can 

sometimes sidetrack research by egocentrically focusing on the researcher as subject. 
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Polanyi (1958) encourages researchers to “crave for universal” intent in their research, 

for it introduces responsibility that offsets the potential for “arbitrary egocentric 

decisions” (p. 325). Universal intent considers how the research might be widely useful 

to other researchers and practitioners when not statistically generalizable. The aim of this 

study, as Barone and Eisner (1997) describe, is to be “referentially adequate” meaning to 

shine enough light on the experience that the reader is able to understand the description 

(p. 102). Following the approach of J. McNiff and Whitehead (2011), the qualitative data 

were rigorously selected to produce a sincere account that is comprehensible to a wide 

audience (p. 152). 

The details of the quantitative data analysis using SPSS software were determined 

based on the quantity and quality of the data collected. The choices of which SPSS data 

analysis tools to use were made at the time of testing the data collected for fit of purpose. 

Chapter Four, Quantitative Results, details the progression of statistical choices made 

during this study. 

Assumptions  

One assumption was that by enrolling in the credit course EDUC 3711 at York 

University, each learner had a goal of finishing this course. Thus, the final grade of this 

course is used as a measure of academic performance in the course. Another assumption 

was that learners would work together to complete the group assignment, for which the 

WhatsApp groups were created. Thus, their chat messages in the WhatsApp groups is a 

valid measure of course related communications between learners endeavoring to work 

together on the group assignment.  
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Another assumption was that learners would use the WhatsApp groups that were 

set up by the course for such communications. This assumption was proven false as one 

group chose to create their own WhatsApp group, and then invited me into it. This did 

not happen in the study in 2017, possibly because using the course WhatsApp groups had 

the added advantage of providing direct access to a designated teaching assistant to help. 

Since the assignment groups were learner-led for the 2018 study, this was no longer an 

advantage to using the course created WhatsApp groups.  

A final assumption was that the content of the messages communicated would 

comply with the guidelines of acceptable learner conduct set out by York University’s 

Student Rights & Responsibilities document (York University, 2021a). This assumption 

was based on the respectful conduct in the 2017 deployment of this course. This 

assumption was proven true, as there were no inappropriate messages sent.  

Limitations  

The context of this study has limitations. This study is limited to the population of 

learners who enrolled in the York University course EDUC 3711 offered in June 2018. 

Based on the challenges stated previously, the quantitative portion of this study relies 

solely on content analysis of WhatsApp chat messages for measuring demonstrations of 

social presence. This means not employing triangulation techniques such as individual 

interviews, questionnaires, pre and post course surveys, reflective journals by the 

learners, direct observation of learners while they work online or interacted in class, or 

focus groups. This research design does not capture data from other forms of 

communication between learners such as face-to-face during class time or outside class 

time; or online via other forms of social media, such as Twitter, Facebook, Moodle 
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messages, iMessage, Short Message Service (SMS), Snapchat, email, Instagram, email, 

or their own private WhatsApp groups. In reporting on the harm due to research 

conducted on persons of concern, Krause (2017) warns researchers to keep in mind that 

data collection instruments “should only be realized if it is indispensable to respond to a 

research question” (p. 3). Krause advocates against research that fishes for possible data 

by casting nets wider than the precise focus of the research questions. While narrow in 

scope, the data sampling is non-intrusive and densely rich, as all participants’ chat 

messages from everyday of the course were captured.  

The two coders of the WhatsApp messages are from cultures different than those 

of the participants, leading to what Vladimirschi (2012) describes as common potential 

inabilities to understand specific cultural references in cross-cultural online course 

communications (p. 14). Ziersch et al. (2017) describe linguistic challenges of 

conducting cross-cultural research with persons of concern as limitations to research 

design. Jacobsen and Landau (2003) in their substantial critique of social science 

research on persons of concern identify that “the issue of language use and translation … 

was rarely addressed” (p. 189) in the published research studies that they analyzed. It is 

likely that some nuanced communications such as slang, humor, or sarcasm may be 

missed or miscoded. Jacobsen and Landau (2003) warn, “Although there are almost 

always considerable logistical challenges facing researchers working with forced 

migrants, in no instance can these difficulties be allowed to justify ad hoc research 

design, obfuscation or exaggerated claims” (pp. 186-187).  

This research utilizes correlation. Correlation is descriptive in nature, and “cannot 

be employed to draw conclusions with regard to cause-effect relationship between the 
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variables in question” (Salkind, 2010, p. 264). This research does not make conclusions 

about causal relationships pertaining to the research questions. To off set these 

limitations, a high academic rigor is sought for the methods employed in this study in 

order to record, analyze, and synthesize the data.  

Delimitations  

The research questions and design are crafted to best suit the fragile context of the 

learners in Kenya and Thailand. This research is non-intrusive in the participants’ lives 

while offering the potential to gather rich data, by using artefacts of learner-led course 

communications and first-person reflections of the primary researcher. Choices of 

communication software have specific delimitations and presumptions built in. Choosing 

WhatsApp mobile instant messaging for online course communications allowed for 24/7 

access to a communication technology for learners during this course. WhatsApp was 

chosen even knowing that it was inherently limited in terms of capability to share 

documents, for participants to start a new discussion thread, etc.  

Clarke and Bautista (2017) report cognitive and text-based activities as the most 

common forms of self-reflection in action research (p. 55). “Arts-based action research, 

an emerging subfield of action research, calls for researchers to extend action research 

beyond its cognitive borders” (p. 56). Arts-based first-person research broadens the 

means of reflection beyond text-based to include two-dimensional visual depictions. 

These are reflections of working with the course, conducting the study, and openly 

releasing the data. As stated previously, maintaining a universal intent in the first-person 

researcher reflections focuses the reflections on the study and helps avoid the researcher 

becoming the subject.  
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This study does not evaluate the design of this blended course or the global geo-

political contexts in which the course was offered. As discussed at length earlier, 

community, as viewed through the CoI Framework, is built on the strong interrelation of 

multiple presences, of which social is just one. This study investigates the demonstration 

of social presence and not the development of community within EDUC 3711. Following 

the approach that “the problem under investigation properly dictates the methods of 

investigation” (Trow, 1957/2004, p. 250) this study attempts to maximize what 

knowledge could be gained while minimizing the negative impact on the study 

participants who are persons of concern. While all researchers pursue standards of ethical 

research, there are added layers of consideration for those working with persons of 

concern.  

Reliability and Validity  

In action research, reliability is demonstrated by holding researchers accountable 

for their research and practices (J. McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 77). Relying on first-

person reflections risks that the researcher’s knowledge is false. Through the critically 

oriented process of inquiry, as described in this dissertation and grounded in the 

published literature of researchers in related fields, the burden of this study is, as Polanyi 

(1958) describes, to “seek knowledge that is not merely true, but also useful as a guide to 

a practical performance. It must strive for applicable knowledge” (p.185). Participating in 

conference dissemination throughout the research process ensures the perspective of the 

primary researcher is not academically myopic, and is informed by active engagement 

with other practitioners and researchers in higher education for emergencies.  
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There are various ways to address reliability and validity in content analysis. 

Negotiated intercoder agreement for 100% of the data increases the reliability of coding 

for CoI social presence indicators. This inquiry meets high standards of academic rigor, 

openness, and transparency throughout the research process in order to, as Cilesiz (2009) 

describes, allow future researchers to evaluate the transferability of the results and 

conclusions. Openly disseminating the final dissertation of the study and data to the 

academic community widens the opportunity for scrutiny of the work by other 

researchers.  

Ethical validation (Creswell, 2014, p. 215) requires researchers to question their 

underlying assumptions, and consider the political and ethical implications. This study is 

not without considerable political and ethical concerns. Critical reflection on the part of 

the primary researcher documents these as they arise during this study. The impetus for 

this research is the political position that access to higher education for persons of 

concern is important. Access to face-to-face higher education for persons of concern is 

severely limited due to the geopolitics creating and maintaining their living conditions. 

Distance education, using online and mobile technologies, is well suited to provide 

access to higher education for this population. A particular concern for the management 

of the data collected for this study is to ensure that by shining a light on this area of 

higher education in emergencies the research does not jeopardize the ability of the 

programs offering the course to continue to work or compromise the safety of any 

individual learners or staff members. These are common issues for researchers working 

with persons of concern. Discussions were conducted with staff members in the various 

locales involved with this study to affirm the need to remove any texts within the 
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WhatsApp chat messages that may put individuals at risk if released openly with the 

other data. This attends to an additional level concern beyond merely anonymizing and 

de-identifying the data. Finally, openly releasing the data has an intrinsic element of 

accountability as others can verify the results through access to the anonymized and de-

identified data set. 

Chapter Three Summary  

The methodological approach as described is congruent with the nuanced 

challenges of researching a population of distance learners who are persons of concern. 

This study, being situated in the area of higher education in emergencies, respects the 

international humanitarian standards set out to ensure accountability and sensitivity for 

working with persons of concern. The participants in this study were camp-based 

refugees living in Kenya, non-camp-based refugees living in Thailand, or non-refugees 

living in Canada. Their WhatsApp messages were coded for content demonstrating social 

presence as defined by the Community of Inquiry framework, and then analyzed for any 

relationship with academic achievement as demonstrated by the final grade. This 

research study endeavors to further the academic knowledge about international multi-

site courses in which some of the learners were persons of concern at the time of 

studying. This knowledge is presented using the languages in which the primary 

researcher is skilled: mathematics, visual arts, and English text. 

This dissertation is shared using the Creative Commons open license version 4.0 

International for attribution, non-commercial, and no derivatives (Creative Commons, 

2018). The anonymized and de-identified data files and descriptive metadata will be 

released openly under a Public Domain license through the primary researcher’s personal 
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account at the University of Alberta Libraries’ Dataverse Network. This allows for 

transparency of the claims made in this study and the opportunity for future researchers 

to evaluate the transferability of the results and conclusions of this study and potential 

reuse of the data.  
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Chapter 4. Quantitative Results  

Data Coding  

Two coders, the primary researcher and Mr. Mark McGregor, a thesis track 

masters candidate in educational leadership at Royal Roads University, employed 

negotiated coding of all chat messages. These two coders successfully negotiated the 

coding of 7,656 data points in the 2017 study of the EDUC3711 course using the same 

coding scheme for social presence indicators with coding of indicators being evaluated as 

consistent over time and between coders (MacIsaac 2017b). Together, intracoder 

reliability and intercoder reliability enhances the quality and reliability of the analysis.  

Separately, each coder assigned each chat message eleven binary codes, one for 

each of the indicators of social presence. A one or zero respectively represented that 

indicator was or was not present in the chat message. The study’s sample of 2,878 chat 

messages rendered 31,658 data points for each coder to code. The primary researcher 

then compared the 63,316 data codes. The coding agreement identified at this stage was 

called the non-negotiated agreement (see Table 4). Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, Koole, et 

al. (2006) state an advantage of negotiated coding is “that it controls for simple errors 

brought on by inexperience, coder-saturation or misinterpretation” (p. 3). This initial 

comparison identified mistakes in coding. The second message in Figure 8 will be used 

as an example. It reads, “Hi yea, I still have access to it Tnx4 your concern #[T-201].” If 

one coder were to identify this as using a name and one does not, then this would be 

identified as a mistake, since “[T-201]” unambiguously demonstrates that the learner 

named a member of the teaching or research team. At this stage of comparison this type 

of coding disagreement is documented as a coding mistake, with the corrected coding 
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then being assigned. Next, the coders met to discuss the remaining differences in coding 

the data points with the goal to see if any agreement could be reached.  

In Table 4, the intercoder reliability is reported in terms of all three figures, the 

non-negotiated coding agreement (93.37%), the coding mistakes (6.44%), and the 

negotiated agreement (0.19%). Overall, 99.81% intercoder agreement was achieved in 

the first three phases with only 0.19% needing to be negotiated through a series of 

synchronous meetings with the two coders. Intercoder agreement varies by social 

presence indicator with none warranting more than 0.87% negotiation of coding. Across 

all indicators, coding agreement was achieved for all MIM chat messages, making the 

coded data reliable to use for analysis. 

 

Table 4 
 
Intercoder Reliability  

	 Non-negotiated		
agreement	

Coding	
mistake	

Negotiated	
agreement	

Totals	

Total	coding	(by	count)	 	29,558		 	2,040		 	60		 	31,658		

Total	coding	(by	percentage)	 93.37%	 6.44%	 0.19%	 100.00%	

Indicator	coding	(by	percentage)		 		 		 		 		

AF1--Emotion	 93.68%	 6.25%	 0.07%	 100.00%	

AF2--Humor	 98.58%	 1.39%	 0.03%	 100.00%	

AF3--Self-Disclosure	 87.94%	 11.92%	 0.14%	 100.00%	

IN1--Chat	referring	 98.37%	 0.76%	 0.87%	 100.00%	

IN2--Questions	 93.22%	 6.74%	 0.03%	 99.99%*	

IN3--Compliments	 92.53%	 7.16%	 0.31%	 100.00%	

IN4--Agreement	 89.12%	 10.46%	 0.42%	 100.00%	

IN5--Disagreement	 97.81%	 2.05%	 0.14%	 100.00%	

CO1--Using	names	 94.61%	 5.39%	 0.00%	 100.00%	

CO2--Group	references	 85.55%	 14.38%	 0.07%	 100.00%	

CO3--Phatic	 95.62%	 4.38%	 0.00%	 100.00%	

*	Less	than	100%	due	to	the	rounding	of	each	of	the	reported	stages	of	negotiated	coding.  
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Table 5 
 
Participant Data at Indicator Level of Social Presence 
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101	 15	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 9	 	 0	 0	 3	 	 0	 3	 0	 3	 2	 	 3	 3	 1	 	 18	
102	 17	 0	 5	 72.5	 	 203	 	 20	 7	 28	 	 5	 32	 20	 44	 4	 	 24	 34	 26	 	 244	
107	 11	 0	 4	 67.5	 	 29	 	 4	 0	 6	 	 2	 7	 7	 7	 0	 	 5	 9	 6	 	 53	
108	 17	 1	 3	 85.0	 	 329	 	 34	 15	 46	 	 4	 84	 33	 79	 9	 	 73	 64	 32	 	 473	
109	 13	 1	 5	 72.5	 	 3	 	 1	 0	 0	 	 0	 0	 2	 1	 0	 	 1	 0	 0	 	 5	
110	 17	 1	 4	 67.5	 	 72	 	 5	 0	 14	 	 3	 17	 9	 18	 4	 	 16	 13	 7	 	 106	
113	 18	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 116	 	 4	 0	 8	 	 0	 22	 19	 7	 1	 	 13	 27	 14	 	 115	
114	 12	 0	 5	 77.5	 	 36	 	 6	 0	 5	 	 2	 7	 5	 6	 2	 	 0	 7	 2	 	 42	
116	 12	 0	 4	 67.5	 	 85	 	 3	 0	 10	 	 2	 6	 7	 14	 0	 	 11	 4	 0	 	 57	
117	 15	 0	 5	 95.0	 	 28	 	 1	 0	 4	 	 0	 3	 0	 2	 2	 	 2	 9	 8	 	 31	
118	 17	 1	 4	 72.5	 	 52	 	 0	 0	 11	 	 0	 6	 2	 8	 0	 	 12	 6	 1	 	 46	
119	 14	 1	 3	 95.0	 	 64	 	 10	 1	 12	 	 2	 10	 16	 18	 2	 	 14	 29	 3	 	 117	
126	 13	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 6	 	 2	 0	 1	 	 2	 0	 2	 0	 1	 	 2	 2	 0	 	 12	
130	 14	 0	 5	 77.5	 	 12	 	 1	 0	 6	 	 0	 2	 1	 2	 0	 	 3	 0	 0	 	 15	
131	 16	 1	 5	 72.5	 	 65	 	 20	 0	 24	 	 0	 9	 18	 12	 7	 	 30	 12	 14	 	 146	
132	 18	 1	 3	 72.5	 	 28	 	 5	 0	 5	 	 0	 4	 10	 7	 0	 	 5	 7	 2	 	 45	
134	 17	 1	 5	 77.5	 	 303	 	 53	 13	 34	 	 0	 44	 27	 49	 4	 	 49	 39	 30	 	 342	
135	 14	 1	 3	 72.5	 	 4	 	 1	 0	 1	 	 1	 0	 2	 1	 0	 	 1	 0	 0	 	 7	
136	 18	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 30	 	 3	 0	 4	 	 0	 3	 4	 2	 0	 	 5	 5	 5	 	 31	
137	 13	 0	 5	 77.5	 	 2	 	 0	 0	 0	 	 0	 0	 1	 1	 0	 	 0	 0	 0	 	 2	
139	 18	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 85	 	 3	 0	 17	 	 1	 19	 12	 8	 2	 	 4	 32	 8	 	 106	
142	 16	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 16	 	 1	 0	 2	 	 0	 0	 1	 7	 1	 	 1	 1	 4	 	 18	
147	 15	 0	 4	 85.0	 	 26	 	 1	 0	 4	 	 0	 10	 2	 9	 3	 	 5	 7	 9	 	 50	
149	 12	 0	 4	 67.5	 	 31	 	 0	 0	 12	 	 2	 6	 5	 9	 0	 	 7	 10	 3	 	 54	
150	 18	 1	 3	 77.5	 	 66	 	 4	 0	 8	 	 0	 12	 12	 18	 1	 	 14	 14	 11	 	 94	
151	 14	 1	 5	 95.0	 	 114	 	 11	 0	 10	 	 5	 27	 14	 26	 2	 	 17	 35	 13	 	 160	
152	 11	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 38	 	 1	 0	 6	 	 0	 9	 8	 8	 0	 	 12	 9	 11	 	 64	
153	 17	 0	 4	 77.5	 	 171	 	 1	 2	 32	 	 0	 12	 17	 36	 9	 	 30	 23	 14	 	 176	
158	 16	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 171	 	 22	 1	 16	 	 1	 25	 34	 31	 4	 	 32	 44	 28	 	 238	
162	 11	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 19	 	 5	 0	 5	 	 0	 2	 4	 7	 0	 	 5	 3	 0	 	 31	
164	 13	 0	 5	 95.0	 	 19	 	 1	 0	 2	 	 2	 1	 2	 1	 2	 	 9	 4	 3	 	 27	
165	 14	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 6	 	 0	 0	 3	 	 0	 3	 0	 2	 0	 	 1	 1	 1	 	 11	
166	 15	 0	 4	 77.5	 	 16	 	 1	 1	 4	 	 0	 0	 2	 3	 2	 	 3	 1	 1	 	 18	
169	 13	 0	 3	 72.5	 	 9	 	 1	 0	 2	 	 1	 0	 2	 1	 2	 	 0	 2	 0	 	 11	
175	 11	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 66	 	 13	 0	 10	 	 0	 15	 16	 11	 0	 	 21	 27	 7	 	 120	
182	 11	 0	 5	 72.5	 	 15	 	 3	 0	 3	 	 0	 0	 3	 2	 0	 	 1	 1	 2	 	 15	
183	 12	 0	 5	 72.5	 	 188	 	 43	 1	 24	 	 8	 43	 23	 30	 6	 	 11	 23	 13	 	 225	
184	 16	 1	 3	 95.0	 	 124	 	 56	 0	 35	 	 2	 17	 45	 25	 11	 	 21	 45	 17	 	 274	
187	 12	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 6	 	 0	 0	 1	 	 0	 1	 2	 1	 0	 	 0	 0	 1	 	 6	
188	 12	 1	 4	 77.5	 	 27	 	 1	 0	 2	 	 0	 2	 5	 5	 0	 	 1	 1	 4	 	 21	
189	 18	 1	 4	 77.5	 	 44	 	 1	 0	 6	 	 0	 0	 6	 7	 2	 	 4	 5	 5	 	 36	
190	 16	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 82	 	 10	 1	 19	 	 3	 13	 32	 10	 0	 	 10	 22	 15	 	 135	
195	 14	 0	 4	 85.0	 	 63	 	 4	 0	 6	 	 1	 22	 30	 18	 2	 	 20	 20	 11	 	 134	

	 	 	 	 Totals	 2878	 	 356	 42	 451	 	 49	 498	 462	 556	 87	 	 498	 600	 332	 	 3931	
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Summary of Data  

The summary of data for each participant is presented in Table 5. It displays each 

participant’s group, gender, locale, and final grade. The data from the MIM chat 

messages are reported as the total messages sent; the total messages demonstrating each 

of the social presence indicators, separately; and the cumulative total number messages 

demonstrating social presence. All the statistical analyses build from this data. 

Correlation Data Preparation  

The previous section outlines how the data were gathered, coded, and counted. 

This section explains how the data were prepared for statistical analysis, and the results 

interpreted. The first two considerations of fit for analysis are the population samples 

based on demographics and the variables based on the CoI social presence indicators. 

Demographics of Participants  

Table 6 shows the demographics of the 43 study participants. Seven were living 

in Canada, one male and six female. Seven male and four female participants were in 

Kenya. Of the Thailand-based learners, 14 were male and 11 were female. These 

demographic factors along with the eight presentation groups inform how the data 

analyses would be conducted. 

 

Table 6 
 
Demographics of Participants  

Gender	 Canada	 Kenya	 Thailand	 Totals	

Male	 1	 7	 14	 22	

Female	 6	 4	 11	 21	

Totals	 7	 11	 25	 43	
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Statistical Cases  

The population sample is disaggregated based on gender, locale, or group. These 

groupings are called statistical cases. The research questions and sub-questions produce 

20 cases to analyze. The total number of participants (n) in each case determines a case’s 

fit for statistical analysis (see Table 7). 

 

Table 7 
 
Case Sizes  

Case		 n	

All	 43	

Males	 22	

Females	 21	

Canada-based	 7	

Kenya-based	 11	

Thailand-based	 25	

Canada-based	Males	 1	

Canada-based	Females	 6	

Kenya-based	Males	 7	

Kenya-based	Females	 4	

Thailand-based	Males	 15	

Thailand-based	Females		 10	

Group	11	 5	

Group	12	 6	

Group	13	 5	

Group	14	 6	

Group	15	 4	

Group	16	 5	

Group	17	 6	

Group	18	 6	
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Three cases are removed from consideration because they are too small for 

Pearson’s correlation analysis. The cases removed are Canada-based Males (n = 1), 

Kenya-based Females (n = 4), and Group 15 (n = 4). The remaining seventeen cases are 

used for Pearson’s correlation analysis.  

Aggregation of Variables  

As this action research follows the steps act, observe, and then reflect, hypothesis 

statements are not made, nor are the precise statistical variables for analysis identified at 

the research design stage. The design paradigm adopts a reflection-in-action stance. This 

applies to the statistical analysis, whereby the appropriate selection of analyses to address 

the research questions emerges from investigating sufficient relevant data.  

The total sample of 43 is too small to reliably analyze the study’s intended 11 

indicators of social presence from correlation through to regression. Because of this, the 

coded data from the CoI social presence indicators (Table 5) are aggregated to the level 

of three CoI categories of social presence (SP), affective (AF), interactive (IN), and 

cohesive (CO) (see Table 8). The input data for all the SPSS statistical analysis begins 

with the data listed in Table 8.  

The Research Question 3 references the “demonstration of social presence” 

without precisely defining its bounds. Three forms of this concept are explored. The first 

form is a straightforward count of the number of messages coded for each of the three 

social presence categories separately and added together, named in this study as           

AF Count, In Count, CO Count, and SP Count (see Table 8).  
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Table 8 
 
Participant Data at Category Level of Social Presence 

Pa
rt
ic
ip
an

t	I
D	

G
ro
up

	

G
en

de
r	

Lo
ca
le
	

G
ra
de

	

	

To
ta
l	M

es
sa
ge
s	

	
AF

	C
ou

nt
	

IN
	C
ou

nt
	

CO
	C
ou

nt
	

	
SP
	-	
To

ta
l	

101	 15	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 9	 	 3	 8	 7	 	 18	
102	 17	 0	 5	 72.5	 	 203	 	 55	 105	 84	 	 244	
107	 11	 0	 4	 67.5	 	 29	 	 10	 23	 20	 	 53	
108	 17	 1	 3	 85.0	 	 329	 	 95	 209	 169	 	 473	
109	 13	 1	 5	 72.5	 	 3	 	 1	 3	 1	 	 5	
110	 17	 1	 4	 67.5	 	 72	 	 19	 51	 36	 	 106	
113	 18	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 116	 	 12	 49	 54	 	 115	
114	 12	 0	 5	 77.5	 	 36	 	 11	 22	 9	 	 42	
116	 12	 0	 4	 67.5	 	 85	 	 13	 29	 15	 	 57	
117	 15	 0	 5	 95.0	 	 28	 	 5	 7	 19	 	 31	
118	 17	 1	 4	 72.5	 	 52	 	 11	 16	 19	 	 46	
119	 14	 1	 3	 95.0	 	 64	 	 23	 48	 46	 	 117	
126	 13	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 6	 	 3	 5	 4	 	 12	
130	 14	 0	 5	 77.5	 	 12	 	 7	 5	 3	 	 15	
131	 16	 1	 5	 72.5	 	 65	 	 44	 46	 56	 	 146	
132	 18	 1	 3	 72.5	 	 28	 	 10	 21	 14	 	 45	
134	 17	 1	 5	 77.5	 	 303	 	 100	 124	 118	 	 342	
135	 14	 1	 3	 72.5	 	 4	 	 2	 4	 1	 	 7	
136	 18	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 30	 	 7	 9	 15	 	 31	
137	 13	 0	 5	 77.5	 	 2	 	 0	 2	 0	 	 2	
139	 18	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 85	 	 20	 42	 44	 	 106	
142	 16	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 16	 	 3	 9	 6	 	 18	
147	 15	 0	 4	 85.0	 	 26	 	 5	 24	 21	 	 50	
149	 12	 0	 4	 67.5	 	 31	 	 12	 22	 20	 	 54	
150	 18	 1	 3	 77.5	 	 66	 	 12	 43	 39	 	 94	
151	 14	 1	 5	 95.0	 	 114	 	 21	 74	 65	 	 160	
152	 11	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 38	 	 7	 25	 32	 	 64	
153	 17	 0	 4	 77.5	 	 171	 	 35	 74	 67	 	 176	
158	 16	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 171	 	 39	 95	 104	 	 238	
162	 11	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 19	 	 10	 13	 8	 	 31	
164	 13	 0	 5	 95.0	 	 19	 	 3	 8	 16	 	 27	
165	 14	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 6	 	 3	 5	 3	 	 11	
166	 15	 0	 4	 77.5	 	 16	 	 6	 7	 5	 	 18	
169	 13	 0	 3	 72.5	 	 9	 	 3	 6	 2	 	 11	
175	 11	 1	 5	 85.0	 	 66	 	 23	 42	 55	 	 120	
182	 11	 0	 5	 72.5	 	 15	 	 6	 5	 4	 	 15	
183	 12	 0	 5	 72.5	 	 188	 	 68	 110	 47	 	 225	
184	 16	 1	 3	 95.0	 	 124	 	 91	 100	 83	 	 274	
187	 12	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 6	 	 1	 4	 1	 	 6	
188	 12	 1	 4	 77.5	 	 27	 	 3	 12	 6	 	 21	
189	 18	 1	 4	 77.5	 	 44	 	 7	 15	 14	 	 36	
190	 16	 0	 5	 85.0	 	 82	 	 30	 58	 47	 	 135	
195	 14	 0	 4	 85.0	 	 63	 	 10	 73	 51	 	 134	

	 	 	 	 	 Totals	 2878	 	 849	 1652	 1430	 	 3931	
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The second form of social presence data is a calculation of the count of each 

category of social presence (i.e. AF Count, IN Count, and CO Count) as a percentage of 

SP Count. For this study, these are respectively called AF Percent, IN Percent, and      

CO Percent. The third form of data is similar to the second form and is a calculation of 

the count variables (i.e. AF Count, IN Count, CO Count, and SP Count) as a percentage 

of the total messages communicated by the learner (Ttl Msg). The resulting calculations, 

while also percentages, are differentiated by naming them ratio (i.e. AF Ratio, IN Ratio, 

CO Ratio, and SP Ratio). These three forms of data to express the demonstration of 

social presence produce 11 variables to be tested for correlation with grade. 

These additional two forms of data, named percent and ratio for this study, are 

rooted in the speculation that a particular mixture of the three categories of social 

presence predicts academic performance in this course. From this speculation emerges an 

underlying proposition that any such mixture would not change with the volume of 

messages sent by a learner. Put another way, it proposes that as a learner’s total number 

of sent MIM chat messages increases so does the learner’s demonstration of social 

presence. While possible, it needed to be confirmed.  

To test this proposition correlation analyses are conducted between total 

demonstrations of social presence (SP Count) and total messages sent (Ttl Msg) for each 

of the cases. These 17 correlation analyses are the only ones not using the variable grade, 

and cannot be considered for inclusion in regression analyses. There is one further 

proposition underlying this study, that the demonstration of social presence is a useful 

predictor of academic performance for this population of learners. To interrogate this 

proposition, one pair of variables tests for correlation that does not include social 
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presence. It looks for any correlation between a learner’s grade and the total messages 

sent by the learner. If a meaningful correlation is found due to sheer volume of messages 

then it weakens the proposition that any qualities about those messages mattered. These 

17 correlation analyses are the only ones conducted without any social presence variables 

and cannot be considered for inclusion in regression analyses. There are 187 Pearson’s 

correlation analyses conducted in order to understand the relationship, if any, between 

grade and each of the 11 social presence related variables described previously (count, 

percent, and ratio) in each of the 17 cases. The interpretations of these correlation 

outputs determine which if any regression analysis can be conducted.  

Correlation Results  

Benchmarks for Significance and Strength  

Interpretations of correlation results use benchmarks for significance level and 

strength of correlation. Cohen et al. (2011) outline the history of using a p value of 0.05 

and that this “cut level of significance is comparatively arbitrary, though high, and one 

should not ignore coefficients that fall below conventional cut-off point” (p. 616). 

Looking through the correlation results using a p value of 0.05 as the cut-off, insufficient 

patterns emerge relevant to this study. By including data using a cut-off p value of 0.10 

patterns emerge. The second element for interpretation is the degree of strength of 

correlation between the given pairings of variables. Pearson correlation coefficients (r) 

range from zero representing no association between the variables, to +/- 1 representing 

perfect correlation between the two variables. Cohen et al. (2011) present arguments 

cautioning against a rigid use of correlation benchmarks within this range, while 

presenting the following divisions as a starting point for interpretation of absolute values 
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of Pearson correlation coefficient as weak (0 to 0.1), modest (>0.1 to 0.3), moderate      

(>0.3 to 0.5), strong (>0.5 to 0.8), and very strong (>0.8) (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 617). 

The direction of association is documented for each correlation (i.e. a positive or 

negative correlation). Each correlation output is interpreted by (a) using the significance 

level of 0.10, while additionally identifying correlations that are significant at the levels 

of 0.05 or 0.01, and (b) using the above-described benchmarks for strength of 

relationship in identifying the variance that is common to each pair of variables. The 

correlation results for each case are reported in descending order of these strength 

benchmarks.  

Correlation Results for Case All  

For Case All (n=43), representing both genders and all the three locations, the 

correlation analyses results are tabulated in Table 9. The p value for each output is listed, 

while the Pearson correlation coefficients (r) are listed for only those that are significant 

at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). This choice of edited display is used for Tables 9 through 25.  

A very strong positive correlation (r = .958, p = .000) is shown between the total 

number of messages demonstrating a social presence (SP Count) and total messages 

communicated (Ttl Msg). Moderate positive correlations are shown between grade and 

the calculation of total messages containing demonstrations of cohesive elements of 

social presence (CO Count) divided by the total messages containing demonstrations of 

any of the three categories of social presence (SP Count) labeled as CO Percent (r = .456, 

p = .002); as are grade and the calculation of total messages containing demonstrations of 

cohesive elements of social presence (CO Count) divided by the total messages 

communicated (Ttl Msg) labeled as CO Ratio (r = .453, p = .002). Grade and the 
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calculation of total messages containing demonstrations of affective elements of social 

presence (AF Count) divided by the total messages containing demonstrations of any of 

the three categories of social presence (SP Count) labeled as AF Percent shows a modest 

negative correlation (r = -.277; p = .072). The remaining variables show no significant 

correlation to grade. For brevity variable abbreviations are used for the remaining 

correlation discussions. 

 

Table 9 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case All  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .958	***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 	 .822	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .671	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .471	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .183	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 	 .378	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 -	.277	*	 .072*	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .125	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 .456	***	 .002	***	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .679	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .948	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 	.453	***	 .002	***	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .148	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Males  

For Case Males, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are significant at 

the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 10). A very strong positive correlation is shown 

between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .958, p = .000). A strong positive correlation is 

shown between grade and CO Percent (r = .539, p = .010). There is a moderate positive 

correlation between grade and CO Ratio (r = .482, p = .023). There is a moderate 

negative correlation between grade and AF Percent (r = -.405, p = .062).  

 

Table 10 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Males  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .958	***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .130	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .160	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .384	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .954	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 	 .446	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 -	.405	*	 .062	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .336	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 .539	***	 .010	**	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .183	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .934	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 .482	**	 .023	**	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .319	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Females  

For Case Females, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are significant at 

the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 11). A very strong positive correlation is shown 

between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .963, p = .000). A moderate positive correlation is 

shown between grade and CO Ratio (r = .413, p = .063).  

 

Table 11 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Females  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .963	***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .378	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .264	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .191	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .167	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .188	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .760	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .215	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .141	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .670	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .969	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 .413	*	 .063	*	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .377	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Canada-Based  

For Case Canada-based, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are 

significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 12). Very strong positive correlations 

are shown between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .978, p = .000), and between grade and 

CO Ratio (r = .810, p = .027). A very strong negative correlation is shown between grade 

and IN Percent (r = -.859, p = .013). A strong positive correlation is shown between 

grade and AF Count (r = .672, p = .098).  

 

Table 12 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Canada-Based  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .978	***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .320	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 .672	*	 .098	*	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .238	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .195	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .176	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .831	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 -	.859	**	 .013	**	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .215	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .357	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .838	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 .810	**	 .027	**	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 .699	*	 .100		
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	



  

 

 
132 

Correlation Results for Case Kenya-Based  

Only one Pearson correlation coefficient for Case Kenya-based data is significant 

at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 13). It is a very strong positive correlation between 

SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .842, p = .001). The remaining variables show no significant 

correlation to grade.  

 

Table 13 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Kenya-Based  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .842	***	 .001	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .935	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .535	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .529	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .518	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .662	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .123	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .413	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .393	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .164	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .294	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .386	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .499	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

 

Correlation Results for Case Thailand-Based  

For Case Thailand-based, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are 

significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 14). A very strong positive correlation is 
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shown between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .978, p = .000). A strong positive correlation 

is shown between grade and CO Percent (r = .621, p = .001). A moderate positive 

correlation is shown between grade and CO Ratio (r = .478, p = .016). Moderate negative 

correlations are shown separately between grade and AF Percent (r = -.481, p = .015), 

AF Ratio (r = -.386, p = .057), and AF Count (r = -.381, p = .061).  

 

Table 14 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Thailand-Based  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .978	***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .286		

	 	 	 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 -	.381	*	 .061	*		

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .282		

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .756	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 	 .301	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 -	.481	**	 .015	**	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 	 .213	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 .621	***	 .001	***	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 -	.386	*	 .057	*	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .356	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 .478	**	 .016	**	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .889	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Canada-Based Females  

For Case Canada-based Females, the following Pearson correlation coefficients 

are significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 15). A very strong positive 

correlation is shown between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .976, p = .001). A very strong 

negative correlation is shown between grade and IN Percent (r = -.833, p = .039). A 

strong positive correlation is shown between grade and CO Ratio (r = .790, p = .061).  

 

Table 15 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Canada-Based Females  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .976	***	 .001	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .473	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .184	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .380	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .329	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .301	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .676	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 -	.833	**	 .039	**	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .396	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .446	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .652	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 .790	*	 .061	*	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .595	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Kenya-Based Males  

For Case Kenya-based Males, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are 

significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 16). Very strong positive correlations 

are shown between grade and AF Count (r = .945, p = .001) and between SP Count and 

Ttl Msg (r = .852, p = .015). The remaining variables show no significant correlation to 

grade.  

 

Table 16 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Kenya-Based Male  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .852	**	 .015	**	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .922	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 .945	***	 .001	***	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .352	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .381	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .459	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .217	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .418	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .343	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .294	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .230	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .332	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .378	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Thailand-Based Males  

For Case Thailand-based Males, the following Pearson correlation coefficients 

are significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 17). A very strong positive 

correlation is shown between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .986, p = .000). Strong positive 

correlations are shown between grade and CO Percent (r = .699, p = .005), and CO Ratio 

(r = .680, p = .008). A strong negative correlation is shown between grade and AF Count 

(r = -.515, p = .060). A moderate negative correlation is shown between grade and       

AF Percent (r = -.466, p = .093).  

 

Table 17 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Thailand-Based Male  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .986	***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .130	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 -	.515	*	 .060	*	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .106	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .504	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 	 .152	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 -	.466	*	 .093	*	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .248	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 .699	***	 .005	***	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .272	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .597	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 .680	***	 .008	***	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .288	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Thailand-Based Females  

For Case Thailand-based Females, the following Pearson correlation coefficients 

are significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 18). A very strong positive 

correlation is shown between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .973, p = .000). Strong negative 

correlations are shown between grade and AF Percent (r = -.622, p = .041), and between 

grade and AF Ratio (r = -.545, p = .083). The remaining variables show no significant 

correlation to grade. 

 

Table 18 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Thailand-Based Females  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .973	***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .916	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .378	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .891	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .986	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 	 .863	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 -	.622	**	 .041	**	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 	 .906	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .156	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 -	.545	*	 .083	*	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .411	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .911	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .312	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Group 11  

Only one Pearson correlation coefficient for Case Group 11 data is significant at 

the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 19). It is a very strong positive correlation between  

SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .995, p = .000). The remaining variables show no significant 

correlation to grade.  

 

Table 19 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Group 11  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .995		***	 .000	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .447	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .535	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .516	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .443	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .469	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .670	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .828	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .584	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .935	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .872	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .578	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .641	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Group 12  

For Case Group 12, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are significant 

at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 20). Very strong positive correlations are shown 

between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .967, p = .002), and between grade and IN Percent  

(r = .894, p = .016). The remaining variables show no significant correlation to grade.  

 

Table 20 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Group 12  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .967	***	 .002	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .400	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .543	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .506	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .287	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .466	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .369	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 .894	**	 .016	**	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .115	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .425	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .583	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .281	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .604	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Group 13  

For Case Group 13, the following Pearson correlations coefficients are significant 

at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 21). Very strong positive correlations are shown 

between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .979, p = .004); and between grade and CO Count   

(r = .901, p = .037), SP Count, (r = .841, p = .074), CO Percent (r = .835, p = .078), and 

CO Ratio (r = .826, p = .085). There are no significant correlations between the 

remaining pairs of variables. 

 

Table 21 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Group 13  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .979	***	 .004	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .132	
	 	 		 	
					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .434	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 	 .225	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 .901	**	 .037	**	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 .841	*	 .074	*	
	 	 		 	
					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 	 .693	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .299	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 .835	*	 .078	*	
	 	 	 	
					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .862	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .199	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 	.826	*	 .085	*	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .704	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Group 14  

For Case Group 14, the following Pearson correlation coefficients data are 

significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 22). Very strong positive correlations 

are shown between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .965, p = .002); as well as, between grade 

and CO Percent (r = .932, p = .007), AF Count (r = .886, p = .019), Ttl Msg (r = .819,    

p = .046), CO Count (r = .817, p = .047), and SP Count (r = .804, p = .054). A strong 

positive correlation is shown between grade and CO Ratio (r = .745, p = .089).  

 

Table 22 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Group 14  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .965	***	 .002	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 .819	**	 .046	**	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 .886	**	 .019	**	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 	 .102	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 .817	**	 .047	**	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 .804	*	 .054	*	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 	 .204	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .660	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 .932	***	 .007	***	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .168	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .795	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 .745	*	 .089	*	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .890	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Group 16  

Only one Pearson correlation coefficient for Case Group 16 data is significant at 

the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 23). It is a very strong positive correlation between  

SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .901, p = .037). The remaining variables show no significant 

correlation to grade.  

 

Table 23 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Group 16  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .901	**	 .037	**	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .565	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .442	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .404	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .706	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .689	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .924	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .597	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .363	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .996	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .674	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .445	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .866	
   
**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

 

Correlation Results for Case Group 17  

For Case Group 17, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are significant 

at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 24). Very strong positive correlations are shown 
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between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .973, p = .001); as well as, between grade and       

CO Count (r = .858, p = .029), SP Count (r = .831, p = .040), IN Count (r = .823,            

p = .044), and Ttl Msg (r = .822, p = .045). A strong positive correlation is shown 

between grade and AF Count (r = .744, p = .090). The remaining variables show no 

significant correlation to grade.  

 

Table 24 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Group 17  
Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .973	***	 .001	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 .822	**	 .045	**	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 .744	*	 .090	*	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 .823	**	 .044	**	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 .858	**	 .029	**	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 .831	**	 .040	**	

	 	 	 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 	 .785	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .790	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .933	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .605	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .943	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .746	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .884	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Results for Case Group 18  

For Case Group 18, the following Pearson correlation coefficients are significant 

at the 0.10 level (2-tailed) (see Table 25). Very strong positive correlations are shown 

between SP Count and Ttl Msg (r = .927, p = .008), and between grade and CO Percent 

(r = .885, p = .019). The remaining variables show no significant correlation to grade.  

 

Table 25 
 
Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Case Group 18  

Independent	Variable	 Dependent	Variable	 r	 p	

					Ttl	Msg	 					SP	Count	 .927	**	 .008	***	

					Ttl	Msg	 					Grade	 		 .248	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Count	 					Grade	 		 .504	

					IN	Count	 					Grade	 		 .601	

					CO	Count	 					Grade	 		 .279	

					SP	Count	 					Grade	 		 .414	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Percent	 					Grade	 	 .648	

					IN	Percent	 					Grade	 		 .143	

					CO	Percent	 					Grade	 .885	**	 .019	**	

	 	 		 	

					AF	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .292	

					IN	Ratio	 					Grade	 	 .130	

					CO	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .884	

					SP	Ratio	 					Grade	 		 .266	
   
***	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(2-tailed).	

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	
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Correlation Interpretations  

Addressing Assumptions of Total Messages with Grade and Social Presence  

Fifteen of the 17 cases show no significant Pearson correlation coefficients 

between grade and total messages (Ttl Msg) (see Tables 9 to 25). The two cases that 

show correlation are Case Group 14 (r = .819, p = .046) and Case Group 17 (r = .822,     

p = .045). The fifteen cases that show no significant correlation at the 0.10 level include 

all the cases defined by gender and local regardless of the assigned presentation groups. 

It is reasonable to state that grade is not significantly correlated with the total MIM chat 

messages sent by learners. This supports the proposition that volume of messages sent by 

learners in an online course discussion is insufficient at predicting grade. This allows for 

the possibility that attributes of those messages may be of use in predicting grades of 

online learners. 

The second proposition is tested by conducting Pearson’s correlation analyses on 

the variables of total messages (Ttl Msg) and the total number of messages 

demonstrating a social presence indicator (SP Count). Each of the 17 pairs of variables 

shows significant correlation (see Table 26). At the significance level of 0.01, thirteen of 

the Pearson correlation coefficients are very strong and one is strong. Three of the 

correlations are very strong at the 0.05 level of significance. The direction is positive for 

all 17 correlations. With more sent messages, there are more conveyances of social 

presence. This allows for the statistical exploration of all three computational forms of 

data expressing social presence for this study called count, percent, and ratio. 
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Table 26 
 
Correlation Between Total Messages and SP Count  

Case		 r	 p	

All	 .958	***	 .000	***	

Males	 .958	***	 .000	***	

Females	 .963	***	 .000	***	

Canada-based	 .978	***	 .000	***	

Kenya-based	 .842	***	 .001	***	

Thailand-based	 .978	***	 .000	***	

Canada-based	females	 .976	***	 .001	***	

Kenya-based	males	 .852	**	 .015	**	

Thailand-based	males	 .986	***	 .000	***	

Thailand-based	females		 .973	***	 .000	***	

Group	11	 .995	***	 .000	***	

Group	12	 .967	***	 .002	***	

Group	13	 .979	***	 .004	***	

Group	14	 .965	***	 .002	***	

Group	16	 .901	**	 .037	**	

Group	17	 .973	***	 .000	***	

Group	18	 .927	**	 .001	***	

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

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

 

Impact of Excluded Cases  

The three cases excluded from the correlation analysis phase are Group 15, 

Canada-based Males, and Kenya-based Females. The removal of Group 15 reduces the 

opportunity to compare this presentation group to other groups, while the data from the 

individual participants remains aggregated within the demographically defined cases. 

Descriptive data pertaining to Group 15 are included when groups are discussed in 

Chapter Five. The impact of removing this case is nominal to the statistical analysis.  
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The removal of the Canada-based males, and Kenya-base females, makes 

statistical comparisons based on both gender and locale together not possible. No 

conclusions can be made about gender differences for Canada-based learners, or Kenyan-

based learners. No conclusions can be made about gender across the three locations. The 

impact of this is meaningful and the range of statistical analyses is lessened. The coded 

data from the learner’s MIM messages in these two cases remains aggregated into the 

related cases based on demographics and group membership. 

Impact of Using Significance Level to 0.10  

It is necessary to revisit the decision to use the significance level to 0.10. This is 

done by considering what would be lost by using the significance level of 0.05. Overall, 

the total number of significant correlations would have been reduced from 58 to 42 (see 

Table 27). Of the 58 correlations 36 are very strong either positively or negatively, with 

24 results showing a correlation above 0.85. “Prediction studies in education very rarely 

yield correlations” above 0.85 (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 637). Enthusiasm for these results 

is tempered by asking if the inclusion of these 24 correlations is too generous using         

p < 0.10. Notably, all 24 correlations have a p value of less than 0.05. Using the 

significant level of 0.10 does not affect the reliability of the statistically outputs showing 

the closest relationships between the variables correlated. These are statistically very 

useful to this study.  

 

 



  

 

 
148 

Table 27 
 
Comparison of Results by Strength and p Value  

Strength	 p	<.10	 p	<.05	

Very	Strong	(above	0.8)		 	 	

					Above	0.85	 	24	 	24	

					From	0.8	to	0.85	 	12	 			8	

Strong	(from	0.5	to	0.8)	 	11	 			5	

Moderate	(from	0.3	to	0.5)	 	10	 			5	

Modest	(from	0.1	to	0.3)	 			1	 			0	

Weak	(below	0.1)	 			0	 			0	

Totals	 	58	 	42	

   
 

The impact of using p < 0.10 in this study is on the correlations below 0.85. There 

are 34 at this level, with 18 having a p < 0.05. The additional 16 correlations found using 

p < 0.10 vary in usefulness for predictions from very strong to modest (see the bold font 

entries in Tables 28 and 29). Applying the principle that combinations of correlation 

interpretations strengthen the outputs’ usefulness in prediction studies (Cohen et al., 

2011, p. 637), correlations are examined in relationship with other correlation outputs 

using the same form of data arbitrarily named for this study as count, percent, or ratio. 

Two factors are used to evaluate the usefulness of each of these additional 16 

correlations. The first factor is how each of the 16 additional correlations informs the 

understanding of any single variable. The second factor is how each additional 

correlation supports the selection of data for regression analysis. Together, the two 

factors are used to interrogate whether the additional correlations identified at the 

significance level of 0.10 helps to establish a pattern with something observable in the 

correlations significant at the 0.05 level. 
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Table 28 
 
Summary of Significant “Count” Correlations for Each Case  

Dependent	Variable	 SP	Count	 Grade		 Grade		 Grade		 Grade		 Grade		

Independent	Variable	 Ttl	Msg	 Ttl	Msg	 AF	Count	 IN	Count	 CO	Count	 SP	Count	

All	Class	 .958	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Males	 .958	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Females	 .963	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Canada-based	 .978	***	 		 .672	*	 		 		 		

Kenya-based		 .842	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Thailand-based		 .978	***	 		 -	.381	*	 		 		 		

Canada-based	Females	 .976	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Kenya-based	Males	 .852	**	 		 .945	***	 		 		 		

Thailand-based	Males	 .986	***	 		 -	.515	*	 		 		 		

Thailand	-based	Females	 .973	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Group	11	 .995	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Group	12	 .967	***	 		 		 		 		 		

Group	13	 .979	***	 		 		 		 .901	**	 .841	*	

Group	14	 .965	***	 .819	**	 .886	**	 		 .817	**	 .804	*	

Group	16	 .901	**	 		 		 		 		 		

Group	17	 .973	***	 .822	**	 .744	*	 .823	**	 .858	**	 .831	**	

Group	18	 .927	**	 		 		 		 		 		

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

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	

 

As shown in Table 28, the four additional correlations using the significance level 

of 0.10 for AF Count (for cases Canada-based, Thailand-based, Thailand-based Males, 

and Group 17) are inconsistent and do not support the two very strong positive AF Count 

correlations of Kenya-based Males (p = .001) and Group 14 (p = 0.019). None of these 

can be combined with other count variables to conduct a meaningful regression analysis 

for this study. The two additional correlations, SP Count for Group 13 and Group 14, are 



  

 

 
150 

aligned with the correlation for Group 17 (r = .831), yet the group cases cannot be 

considered for regression analysis due to small sample sizes. The inclusion of these four 

additional correlations neither helps nor hinders this study. 

 

Table 29 
 
Summary of Significant “Percent” and “Ratio” Correlations by Case  

Dependent	Variable	 Grade		 Grade		 Grade		 Grade		 	 Grade		 Grade		 Grade		

Independent	Variable	 AF	%	of	SP	 IN	%	of	SP	 CO	%	of	SP	 AF	ratio	 	 IN	ratio	 CO	ratio	 SP	ratio	

All	Class	 -	.277	*	 		 .456	***	 		 	 		 .453	***	 		

Males	 -	.405	*	 		 .539	**	 		 	 		 .482	**	 		

Females	 		 		 		 		 	 		 .413	*	 		

Canada-based		 		 -	.859	**	 		 		 	 		 .810	**	 	

Kenya-based	 		 		 		 		 	 		 		 		

Thailand-based		 -	.481	**	 		 .621	***	 -	.386	*	 	 		 .478	**	 		

Canada-based	Females	 		 -	.833	**	 		 		 	 		 .790	*	 		

Kenya-based	Males	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Thailand-based	Males	 -	.466	*	 		 .699	***	 		 	 		 .680	***	 		

Thailand-based	Females	 -	.622	**	 		 		 -	.545	*	 	 		 		 		

Group	11	 		 		 		 		 	 		 		 		

Group	12	 		 .894	**	 		 		 	 		 		 		

Group	13	 		 		 .835	*	 		 	 		 .826	*	 		

Group	14	 		 		 .932	***	 		 	 		 .745	*	 		

Group	16	 		 		 		 		 	 		 		 		

Group	17	 		 		 		 		 	 		 		 		

Group	18	 		 		 .885	**	 		 	 		 		 		

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

**	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level	(2-tailed).	

*	 Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.10	level	(2-tailed).	
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As shown in Table 29, four of the 16 additional correlations pertain to percent 

variables. One is CO Percent for case Group 13 (r = .835). This is aligned with the six 

other significant correlations for CO Percent. Three additional correlations pertain to   

AF percent. They are for cases All (r = -.277), Males (r = -.405), and Thailand-based 

Males (r = -.466). By including these correlations, each of these cases has the same pair 

of variables (AF Percent and CO percent) as the Case Thailand-based. When viewed 

together these additional correlations turn a single observation (from Case Thailand-

based) into a pattern across four cases, supporting the selection to perform regression 

analyses on AF Percent and CO Percent for these four cases. 

Two of the additional correlations involve AF Ratio (see Table 29). Since these 

are the only two significant correlations, no correlations would have been reported for 

this variable had the significance level be 0.05. This lessens the usefulness of these 

correlations, and they are not used to make further decisions of interpretation nor 

inclusion in regression analysis. Four additional correlations pertain to CO Ratio 

(Females, r = .413; Canada-based Females, r = .790; Group 13, r = .826; Group 14,         

r = .745). These show a positive correlation with grades, as do five other cases. The 

inclusion of these four additional correlations strengthens the reliability of predictive 

interpretations based on the correlation between CO Ratio and grade. 

The choice to use the significance level of 0.10 is purposeful. To include the 

additional correlation outputs warrants considerable evaluation of the impact. None of 

the additional correlations are used as sole support of a correlation interpretation or 

decision to progress to regression analysis. These additional correlations are used to 

support statistically meaningful interpretations of observations that are found in the 
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correlation outputs that are significant at the 0.05 level. Using the significant level of 

0.10 does not affect the reliability of the statistically outputs and allows for the inclusion 

of results to more fully identify patterns of observations in this study. The results as 

presented are useful. 

Correlations Summary  

Two correlation analyses address underlying presumptions of this study. The first 

analysis shows no significant correlation between total mobile instant messages sent by 

learners in an online course discussion forum (Ttl Msg) and those learners’ final grade 

(Grade). The second analysis is statistically very significant and shows a very strong 

positive correlation between the total mobile instant messages sent and the total number 

of messages demonstrating a social presence indicator. These two correlation analyses 

favourably confirm the continuation of the quantitative portion of this study. 

Nine cases show a positive correlation between CO Ratio and grade. Four of the 

cases have a Pearson correlation coefficient between 0.413 and 0.482. Cohen et al. 

(2011) caution against the use of correlations of this strength alone and recommend 

combining them with other correlations within regression analysis. There are no 

statistically significant correlations to combine with any of these four, so they are not 

used further. Five of the cases are strong enough to use for predictions. These are the 

only patterns to emerge strong enough to make predictive interpretations directly from 

Pearson correlation coefficient.  

In pursuing demonstrations of social presence that might be both predictive of 

academic performance in the form of final grade and humanly perceptible, these five 

cases are examined closely at the original coding level of individual social presence 
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indicators. The learners’ data from the five cases are aggregated into one set of learners. 

Six duplicates are removed because the learners are represented in more than one of the 

five cases. This set is then split between learners earning 85% or higher in their final 

grade (n = 13), and learners earning a grade less than 85% (n = 10). The mean average of 

each cohesive indicator divided by the total messages sent for that set are calculated and 

named CO1-Ratio, CO2-Ratio, and CO3-Ratio (see Table 30). Out of the three 

calculations based on the cohesive indicators, two have little differentiation between the 

two subsets. Learners with a grade of 85% and higher uses vocatives (e.g. 

communications addressing or referring to personal names of other people in the mobile 

instant messaging online course discussions) in 20% of their total sent messages in the 

course, whereas the learners with a grade below 85% do so in 21% of their messages 

(CO1 Ratio). The rate of use of phatic communications, which serves as a purely social 

function, such as greetings and closures, is identical between the two subgroups, 

appearing in 12% of the messages (CO3 Ratio). The notable difference is in the use of 

inclusive pronouns, addresses, or references to the group as we, us, our, group. Learners 

with a grade of 85% or higher used group references in 28% of their total sent messages, 

whereas the learners with grades below 85% do so only in only 15% of their messages 

(CO2 Ratio). This study investigates correlation not causation. The findings at this stage 

are that if less than a approximately a quarter of messages sent by a learner contained 

group cohesive expressions, such as inclusive pronouns and references to the group, then 

this may be a predictor of low academic performance for that learner.  

The percent form of data renders significant correlations between multiple 

variables in four cases. The cases, called All, Males, Thailand-based, and Thailand-based 
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Males, show significant correlations between grade and AF Percent, while also between 

grade and CO Percent. These are chosen for regression analysis in order to understand 

the relationship of these correlations, and identify any multi-collinearity issues. 

 

Table 30 
 
Learners from Cases with Correlations Between CO Ratio and Grade. 

Subset	by	Grade	 n	 CO1-Ratio	 CO2-Ratio	 CO3-Ratio	

Learners	with	grade	of	85%	and	up		 13	 20%	 28%	 12%	

Learners	with	a	grade	below	85%	 10	 21%	 15%	 12%	

   
Note.	This	set	is	made	up	of	learners’	data	from	five	cases,	after	six	duplicates	were	removed.	The	five	

cases	are	Canada-based,	Canada-based	Females,	Thailand-based	Males,	Group	13,	and	Group	14.		

 

Regression Analyses  

Regression Results for Case All  

A summary of the key statistical information pertaining to Case All is found in 

Table 31. Discussion of the regression analysis is presented in two parts the first 

pertaining to the fit of data to this analysis; the second, the outcome interpretations. The 

ANOVA significance value (p = 0.006) shows that this model, with the variables         

AF Percent and CO Percent, is statistically significant to predict final grade for this case 

of learners. The adjusted R square (0.190) shows that 19.0% of the variance in the grade 

is explained by these two independent variables. Multi-collinearity is nominal between 

AF Percent and CO Percent (VIF = 1.106), supporting the usefulness of this regression 

analysis. The residuals are approximately normally distributed as shown in the 

histogram, and P-P plot (see Figure 9) and within the acceptable range of +/- 3, as the 
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standard residual statistics are -1.966 (Minimum) and 2.400 (Maximum). Figure 9 also 

depicts homoscedasticity of the data contributing to the conclusion that the data meet the 

assumptions for conducting regression analysis. 

 

Table 31 
 
Key Regression Statistics for Case All 

Type	of	Statistic	 Model	 Grade	 AF	Percent	 CO	Percent	
	 	 	 	 	
n	 	 43	 43	 43	
Mean	 	 80.349	 21.266%	 34.048%	
Standard	Deviation	 	 8.0286	 8.7866%	 11.7619%	
	 	 	 	 	
Adjusted	R	Square	 .190	 	 	 	
ANOVA	Sig.	 .006	***	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Min.)	 -	1.966	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Max.)	 2.400	 	 	 	
Statistics	VIF	 	 	 1.106	 1.106	
	 	 	 	 	
Coefficient	Constant	B	 73.754	 	 	 	
Unstandardized	B	 	 	 -	.137	 .279	
Standardized	β	 	 	 -	.150	 .409	
Coefficient	Sig.	 	 	 .310	 0008	***	

 
***	Value	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level.	

 

The standardized Beta (β) values show the relative weightings on the dependent 

variable grade by the two independent variables relative to each other. For Case All, the 

independent variable CO Percent is the strongest positive predictor (β = 0.409) of the 

final grade and is statistically significant (at 0.008, p < 0.05). The independent variable 

AF Percent is a negative predictor (β = - 0.150) of the final grade and is statistically 

insignificant (at 0.310, p > 0.05). 
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Figure 9 

Case All: Regression Histogram and P-P Plot 
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While the ANOVA significance value shows that this model is statistically 

significant, the ability of either independent variable to predict the dependent variable 

grade is a separate matter. The significance values reported with the individual 

coefficients identify that for Case All learners, the CO Percent variable can be used alone 

to predict final grade but AF Percent cannot. The usefulness of AF Percent to predict 

final grade is by understanding it in conjunction with CO Percent. The regression 

formula for all four cases is: 

Predicted	Grade	=	(BAF%	�	AF%)	+	(BCO%	�	CO%)	+	Coefficient	Constant	

The Unstandardized Beta (B) values for AF% and CO% are represented by BAF%		and	BCO%		

respectively. These values and the coefficient constant vary by case and are derived from 

the regression analysis. The regression equation for Case All is: 

Predicted	Grade	=	(-.137	�	AF%)	+		(.279�	CO%)		+		73.754	

From the standardized Beta (β) values it is calculated that for every increase of 8.7866 in 

AF Percent there is a decrease of 1.20 in grade. The decrease is calculated by multiplying 

standardized Beta (β)	for AF Percent (-.150) by the standard deviation for grade for this 

case’s population (8.0286) then rounding to the correct significant figures, which is three 

digits for each of the four cases used in the regression analysis. For every increase of 

11.7619 in CO Percent an increase of 3.28 in grade is similarly calculated. 

Regression Results for Case Males  

Table 32 summaries the key statistical information for Case Males . The ANOVA 

significance value (p = 0.016) shows that this model, with the variables AF Percent and 

CO Percent, significantly predicts final grade. The adjusted R square (0.286) shows that 

28.6% of the variance in the grade is explained by these two independent variables. 
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Multi-collinearity is nominal between AF Percent and CO Percent (VIF = 1.103). The 

residuals are approximately normally distributed as shown in the histogram, and P-P plot 

(see Figure 10) and by the standard residual statistics of -2.012 (Minimum) and 1.379 

(Maximum). Figure 10 also depicts homoscedasticity of the data. Together these show 

the data meet the assumptions for conducting regression analysis. 

The independent variable CO Percent is the strongest positive predictor              

(β = 0.458) of the final grade and is statistically significant (at 0.029, p < 0.05). The 

independent variable AF Percent is a negative predictor (β = - 0.265) of the final grade 

and is statistically insignificant (at 0.188, p > 0.05). The significance values reported 

with the individual coefficients identify that for Case Males, the CO Percent variable can 

be used alone to predict final grade but AF Percent cannot. The usefulness of AF Percent 

to predict final grade is by understanding it in conjunction with CO Percent. 

 

Table 32 
 
Key Regression Statistics for Case Males 

Type	of	Statistic	 Model	 Grade	 AF	Percent	 CO	Percent	
	 	 	 	 	n	 	 22	 22	 22	
Mean	 	 79.545	 21.086%	 31.830%	
Standard	Deviation	 	 8.0784	 11.0872%	 14.4301%	
	 	 	 	 	Adjusted	R	Square	 .286	 	 	 	
ANOVA	Sig.	 .016	**	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Min.)	 -	2.012	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Max.)	 1.379	 	 	 	
Statistics	VIF	 	 	 1.103	 1.103	
	 	 	 	 	Coefficient	Constant	B	 75.195	 	 	 	
Unstandardized	B	 	 	 -	.193	 .256	
Standardized	β	 	 	 -	.265	 .458	
Coefficient	Sig.	 	 	 .188	 .029	**	

 
**	Value	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level.	
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Figure 10 

Case Male: Regression Histogram and P-P Plot 
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The unstandardized Beta (B) values and the coefficient constant are used to create 

the following regression equation for Case Males: 

Predicted	Grade	=	(-.193�	AF%)	+		(.256�	CO%)		+		75.195	

From the standardized Beta (β)	values it is calculated that every increase of 

11.0872 in AF Percent there is a decrease of 2.14 in grade. The decrease is calculated by 

multiplying standardized Beta (β)	for AF Percent (-.265) by the standard deviation for 

grade for this case’s population (8.0784) then rounding to the correct significant figures. 

For every increase of 14.4301 in CO Percent an increase of 3.70 in grade is similarly 

calculated. 

Regression Results for Case Thailand-Based  

A summary of the key statistical information pertaining to Case Thailand-based is 

found in Table 33. The ANOVA significance value (p = 0.000) shows that this model, 

with the variables AF Percent and CO Percent, is statistically very significant to predict 

final grade for Case Thailand-based learners. The adjusted R square (0.459) shows that 

45.9% of the variance in the grade is explained by these two independent variables. 

Multi-collinearity is nominal between AF Percent and CO Percent (VIF = 1.059), 

supporting the usefulness of this regression analysis. The residuals are approximately 

normally distributed as shown in the histogram, and P-P plot (see Figure 11) and by the 

standard residual statistics of -1.913 (Minimum) and 1.729 (Maximum). Figure 11 also 

depicts homoscedasticity of the data contributing to the conclusion that the data meet the 

assumptions for conducting regression analysis. 
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Table 33 
 
Key Regression Statistics for Case Thailand-based 

Type	of	Statistic	 Model	 Grade	 AF	Percent	 CO	Percent	
	 	 	 	 	
n	 	 25	 25	 25	
Mean	 	 82.500	 21.620%	 34.558%	
Standard	Deviation	 	 6.9222	 9.9707%	 14.0381%	
	 	 	 	 	
Adjusted	R	Square	 .459	 	 	 	
ANOVA	Sig.	 .000	***	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Min.)	 -	1.913	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Max.)	 1.729	 	 	 	
Statistics	VIF	 	 	 1.059	 1.059	
	 	 	 	 	
Coefficient	Constant	B	 78.666	 	 	 	
Unstandardized	B	 	 	 -	.246	 .265	
Standardized	β	 	 	 -	.354	 .537	
Coefficient	Sig.	 	 	 .032	**	 .002	***	

 
***	Value	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level.	

**	Value	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level.	

 

The independent variable CO Percent is the strongest positive predictor              

(β = 0.537) of the final grade and is statistically significant (at 0.002, p <0.05). The 

independent variable AF Percent is a negative predictor (β = - 0.354) of the final grade 

and is statistically significant (at 0.032, p < 0.05). The significance values reported with 

the individual coefficients identify that for Case Thailand-based learners, CO Percent and 

AF Percent each can be used alone to predict final grade. 
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Figure 11 

Case Thailand-Based: Regression Histogram and P-P Plot 
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The unstandardized Beta (B) values and the coefficient constant are used to create 

the following regression equation for Case Thailand-based: 

Predicted	Grade	=	(-.246�	AF%)	+		(.265�	CO%)		+		78.666	

From the standardized Beta (β) values it is calculated that every increase of 9.9707 in  

AF Percent there is a decrease of 2.54 in grade. The decrease is calculated by multiplying 

the standardized Beta (β) for AF Percent (-.354) by the standard deviation for grade for 

this case’s population (6.9222) then rounding to the correct significant figures. For every 

increase of 14.0381 in CO Percent, grade is similarly calculated to increase by 3.71. 

Regression Results for Case Thailand-Based Males  

The ANOVA significance value (p = 0.008) shows that this model, with the 

variables AF Percent and CO Percent, is statistically significant to predict final grade for 

this case (see Table 34). The adjusted R square (0.509) shows that 50.9% of the variance 

in the grade is explained by these two independent variables. Multi-collinearity is 

nominal between AF Percent and CO Percent (VIF = 1.060), supporting the usefulness of 

this regression analysis. The residuals are approximately normally distributed as shown 

in the histogram, and P-P plot (see Figure 12) and by the standard residual statistics of     

-1.901 (Minimum) and 1.282 (Maximum). Figure 12 also depicts homoscedasticity of the 

data contributing to the conclusion that the data meet the assumptions for conducting 

regression analysis. 

The independent variable CO Percent is the strongest positive predictor              

(β = 0.624) of the final grade and is statistically significant (at 0.010, p < 0.05). The 

independent variable AF Percent is a negative predictor (β = - 0.318) of the final grade 

and is statistically insignificant (at 0.141, p > 0.05). The significance values reported 
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with the individual coefficients identify that for Case Thailand-based Males, CO Percent 

can be used alone to predict final grade but AF Percent cannot. AF Percent in 

conjunction with CO Percent can be used to predict final grade.  

The unstandardized B values and the coefficient constant are used to create the 

following regression equation for Case Thailand-based Males: 

Predicted	Grade	=	(-.188�	AF%)	+		(.268�	CO%)		+		77,435	

From the standardized (β) values it is calculated that every increase of 12.6208 in         

AF Percent there is a decrease of 2.37 in grade. The decrease is calculated by multiplying 

the standard Beta (β) for AF Percent (-.318) by the standard deviation for grade for this 

case’s population (7.4587) then rounding to the correct significant figures. For every 

increase of 17.3409 in CO Percent an increase of 4.65 in grade is similarly calculated. 

 

Table 34 
 
Key Regression Statistics for Case Thailand-based Males 

Type	of	Statistic	 Model	 Grade	 AF	Percent	 CO	Percent	
	 	 	 	 	
n	 	 14	 14	 14	
Mean	 	 82.143	 21.575%	 32.650%	
Standard	Deviation	 	 7.4587	 12.6208%	 17.3409%	
	 	 	 	 	
Adjusted	R	Square	 .509	 	 	 	
ANOVA	Sig.	 .008	***	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Min.)	 -	1.901	 	 	 	
Std.	Residual	(Max.)	 1.282	 	 	 	
Statistics	VIF	 	 	 1.060	 1.060	
	 	 	 	 	
Coefficient	Constant	B	 77.435	 	 	 	
Unstandardized	B	 	 	 -	.188	 .268	
Standardized	β	 	 	 -	.318	 .624	
Coefficient	Sig.	 	 	 .141	 .010	**	

 
***	Value	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level.	

**	Value	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level.	
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Figure 12 

Case Thailand-Based Males: Regression Histogram and P-P Plot 
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Chapter Four Summary  

Table 35 reports the summary of the regression analysis for the four populations 

as previously presented in this chapter. Broadly speaking, each of the four is a 

statistically significant regression analysis, has no multi-collinearity issues, and shows 

AF % as a negative predictor of the dependent variable grade while CO % is a positive 

predictor.  

 

Table 35 
 
Summary of Regression Results for the Four Population Samples  

	 	 	 	 	 AF%	of	SP	 CO%	of	SP	
Case	 n	 Adj.	R	Sq.	 Sig.	 VIF	 Std.	Beta	 Sig.	 Std.	Beta	 Sig.	

All		 43	 0.19	 .006	***	 1.106	 -.150	 0.31	 0.409	***	 0.008	
Males	 22	 0.286	 .016	**	 1.103	 -.265	 0.188	 0.458	**	 0.029	
Thailand-based	 25	 0.459	 .000	***	 1.059	 -.354	**	 0.032	 0.537	***	 0.002	
Males	(Thailand-based)	 14	 0.584	 .008	***	 1.060	 -.318	 0.141	 0.624	***	 0.01	

  
Note. Dependent variable is final grade.  

*** Denotes value is significant at the 0.01 level. 

**   Denotes value is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

As stated in the correlation findings, this study pursues findings of statistical 

interest that are perceptible to an instructor designing or facilitating online course 

discussion forums in which some of the learners are persons of concern. A set is created 

to use the regression analysis findings, cases, and variables to investigate further 

interpretations at the indicator level of social presence. The four cases are All, Males, 

Thailand-based, and Thailand-based Males. Removing duplicates meant the set is the 
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same as Case All. Similar to the set created to investigate the very strong correlation 

results for CO Ratio, this regression set is split into two subsets, by grade using 85% as 

the cut off. There are 21 learners who earned a final grade at or above 85%, and 22 

earned a grade below 85% (see Table 36). 

 

 Table 36 
 
Case All: Indicators of the Two Variables Predictive of Grade. 

Subset	by	Grade	 n	 	 AF1-%	 AF2-%	 AF3-%	 	 CO1-%	 CO2-%	 CO3-%	

Learners	with	grade	of	85%	and	up		 21	 	 7%	 0%	 12%	 	 13%	 17%	 11%	

Learners	with	a	grade	below	85%	 22	 	 8%	 1%	 15%	 	 13%	 10%	 	6%	

   
 

For each subset, the total messages conveying affective and cohesive indicators 

are totaled separately and then divided by the total messages demonstrating social 

presence (SP Count) for that subset. They are named AF1 Percent, AF2 Percent,        

AF3 Percent, CO1 Percent, CO2 Percent, and CO3 Percent (see Table 36). Out of the six 

calculations based on the affective and cohesive indicators, three have little 

differentiation between the two subsets. They are AF1 – expressions of emotion through 

conventional or unconventional expressions such as emoticons, repetitious punctuation, 

or memes, AF2 – expressing humor, and CO1 – use of vocatives, such as personal 

names, each divided by SP Count labeled AF1 Percent, AF2 Percent, CO1 Percent 

respectively. 

The notable difference is in the remaining three calculations. One is the 

percentages of total social presence messages sent which contain learners’ self-

disclosures of life outside of class (AF3 Percent). For the learners with a grade of 85% or 
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higher, their AF3 Percent is 12%, while those with a grade below 85% shows a higher 

AF3 Percent at 15%. For the top half of the class CO2 Percent (using inclusive group 

references) is 17%, and CO3 Percent (using phatic expressions) is 11%: while for the 

bottom half of the class these are considerably lower at 10% and 6 % respectively. The 

regression analysis shows that AF Percent and CO Percent together in these models are 

reliable predictors of grade for this population. An increase of AF Percent predicts a 

decrease in final grade; and an increase in CO Percent, an increase grade. The exact 

weight of each varies by the case population. Descriptively parsing these factors into the 

original coded social presence indicators leads to the identification of three 

differentiations between learners’ messages. In practical terms, learners achieving grades 

of 85% or higher expressed less self-disclosure and more group references and phatic 

messages as a percentage of the total messages sent expressing social presence than 

learners who earn grades of less than 85%. The next chapters will discuss the 

implications of the correlation and regression findings.  

Reflection on Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis 

 Figure 13 is a photo of an illustration that hung in my workspace during and after 

the data analysis phase of this research. I choose not to crop out of the photo the other 

visual objects that motivate me as I work at my computer in my home, because I want to 

depict the illustration in situ. The illustration is my short-hand for making sense of the 

life cycle of the quantitative data coding and analysis.  
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Figure 13 

Life Cycle of Quantitative Data Coding and Analysis.  

 

  

 

I started with coding what was observable, the learners’ WhatsApp chat messages 

for 11 indicators of social presence. These were aggregated into their three respective 

social presence categories. From the research question and sub-questions, 20 cases were 

identified to analyze. The cases with samples too small for statistical analysis were 

removed, leaving 17 cases. Correlation analyses were performed on the remaining 17 

cases, using three combinations of the data, which this study called count, percent, and 

ratio. From this, four cases and two variables were identified as fit for regression 
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analysis. The regression analysis findings rendered formulas for using two variables to 

predict the final grade of learners in this course. Wanting to tie this work back to 

something that was observable, I took those two variables from the significant regression 

analysis, and returned to the data originally coded for the 11 indicators, in order to 

identify details that could be perceptible to an educator teaching a class in which some of 

the learners were persons of concern. This illustration helped me to resolve the theory 

and practice of correlation and regression analysis for the data of this study. 

Subsequently, it kept me grounded while performing hundreds of SPSS tasks. Figure 13 

is one example of how I used numbers, words, and visual art to make sense of this study. 

Chapter Five elaborates more on this throughout the study. 
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Chapter 5. Qualitative Results  

As this chapter draws on my account of this study, I have selected first-person 

reflections that contribute critical or challenging views without being self-absorbed. To 

maintain a fluidity in reading, I used first-person to refer to reflexivity of my practice, 

and continued to use third-person when making a statement about the study. This is the 

chapter in which these two become most intertwined with the art that I produced during 

the journey of creating this dissertation. 

As with any project, some steps can be concurrent, while others must be 

sequential. My first impulse in writing this chapter was to divide it into parts, one for 

each of the research questions. When I did this, the chapter read as a disconnected 

narrative because it lost the interconnected steps of designing, conducting, and 

disseminating this study. The chapter has been reorganized to follow chronologically as I 

experienced this action research. 

The seed of this dissertation started during a leadership in distance education 

course in the Doctor of Education program at Athabasca University in January 2014. 

When asked to consider areas of innovation for distance education, I wondered about the 

areas in which it is a preferable mode of education to face-to-face. I described these areas 

as contexts in which it is harmful to the learner or instructor to attend in person. My 

examples included threat of communicable diseases. At the time I named Ebola virus, but 

in 2020 I could name the novel coronavirus COVID-19. My examples also included the 

threat of violence in conflict zones and the threat of physical harm in areas following 

natural disasters. Four years later, and six months after I collected the data for this study, 

the Global Compact on Refugees explicitly named the use of online education as an 
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innovative method “to meet the specific education needs of refugees” to overcome 

obstacles of safety for learners, including gender-based safety (United Nations General 

Assembly, 2018, p. 13). In 2014, I shifted my dissertation topic to higher education in 

emergencies, and began exploring the related theories, the practical concerns, and my 

personal position on providing distance higher education to persons of concern, such as 

refugees, internally displaced persons, asylum seekers, stateless persons, and returnees. 

 

Figure 14 

Refugee Inspired Reflective Art 

 

  

One of the ways I explored my self-awareness within this area of research was 

through the creation of visual art. In February 2016, well before I had access to a 

Drawing Connections 
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population that I could study for this dissertation, I enrolled in an art-creation MOOC, 

called 28 to Make. The course set out one visual challenge per day for 28 days. I chose to 

focus my art in ways that allowed me to explore issues pertaining to persons of concern 

on a more personal level than my literature review research allowed. Figures 14 and 15 

are two examples of my artwork during that month. The first is an example of fan art, for 

K’naan a Canadian musician who was formerly a Somali refugee, and performed at 

Arabesque a month long Arab arts and culture festival in Washington, DC. The swirls on 

the left hand side of my illustration are intended as a visual pun as their shape is called 

arabesque (see Figure 14). 

 

Figure 15 

Contents of One Syrian Refugee’s Bag 

 

 

Drawing Connections 
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The second illustration (Figure 15) is a pencil drawing of the contents of one 

Syrian refugee’s bag, as documented by a news article published prior to February 2016 

(I do not have a citation to the original article). The refugee, named Nour, in preparing to 

flee Syria during the current civil war, packed two bags. Before finally leaving the 

country, he was told he could only bring one small bag, so he got rid of most of his 

personal items and kept mainly the small gifts he had received, plus one t-shirt and his 

documents. Nour was a professional artist. Notably, he got rid of the tools of his trade 

and kept primarily small objects of personal rather than professional meaning, like a 

broken watch. His limited possessions included a mobile phone.  

In the intervening years the importance of mobile phones to refugees would 

become more widely known in popular culture. In August 2017, the mobile game called 

Bury Me, My Love was released (Maurin, 2017). Played on mobile devices, this 

interactive fiction game mimics WhatsApp text communications between the player and 

a fictional Syrian refugee, named Nour, trying to reach Europe. In 2018, Behrouz 

Boochani’s book, titled No Friend but the Mountains: Writing from Manus Prison, was 

published. The author wrote this book while detained as a refugee in Manus Prison. The 

book was written on a mobile phone and segments were sent outside the prison via 

WhatsApp to be translated and eventually published. It has since received significant 

literary awards, including the Victorian Premier’s Literary Award in 2019 (State Library 

New South Wales, 2019). These two examples stand out in my mind because they 

vividly emphasize the popularity of WhatsApp in various refugee communities, and they 

add to the understanding of the cultural context in which my study would develop. As a 

result of the Syrian refugees to Europe, there was a significant amount of news coverage 
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of refugee issues, and I began to notice a growing amount of misinformation. To address 

this, I wrote a by-lined column on refugee issues and Canada in the Athabasca Advocate 

Newspaper (MacIsaac, 2016). I also led a team of refugee-background learners and 

educators in publishing an article on our study of the experiences of higher education by 

refugee-background learners (MacIsaac et al., 2020).  

 The previous three paragraphs set the scope of my interests external to my direct 

role in this doctoral study. I conducted this study from a predominantly White small town 

in rural northern Alberta, and consumed western English language news media. Both my 

coursework and my research have been conducted at a distance, where uninterrupted 

Internet and mobile communications have been my primary modes of communication 

with colleagues and study participants. I provide this as a snapshot of the point in history 

of this study, and my socio-linguistic limitations as the researcher. Understanding some 

of the cultural influences on me are important for understanding the milieu in which this 

dissertation study developed.  

Origin of the Action  

This chapter’s organizational focus follows the chronology of the events, rather 

than the order in which the reflections were created. My reflections have been edited to 

provide a succinct yet complete account satisfying the goal set to improve practice 

through conducting research that follows the cycle of act, observe, and reflect using 

numbers, words, and visual art data. While Chapter 4 details the statistical analysis, this 

chapter includes interrogation of the numeric data that do not meet the assumptions for 

statistical analysis. 
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Figure 16 

Film Frame: BHER Program Partners  

 

In November 2019, I presented a three-minute film introduction to my doctoral 

research in the form of a hand drawn parody of a comic book superhero movie trailer 

(MacIsaac, 2019). In this chapter of my dissertation, I reproduce some frames of the film 

to illustrate the development of the origin for this study’s intervening action. Figure 16 

depicts the partner organizations to the BHER through which the York course being 

studied is delivered to refugee learners outside of Canada. The course had been delivered 

before I became involved. I will layout three years of this course as it informs my study. 

The elements that remain the same between the three iterations of this course are (1) 

being an international multi-site class with refugee and non-refugee learners, (2) using 

Moodle, (3) having a graded group-presentation assignment, (4) and encouraging online 

discussion between the learner. The details of these elements change over the three years. 
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2016 Iteration of Course  

The earliest data I accessed were from the 2016 iteration of the course in which 

the learners were refugees in Thailand not living in refugee camps, and non-refugees 

living in Canada. Each presentation assignment group was composed of learners from the 

same geographic area. The course used Moodle forums for online discussions between 

learners. I mapped every Moodle forum message.  

 
Figure 17 

Film Frame: Total Learner Online Messages in 2016 Course 

 

There were 102 messages communicated in the Moodle forums for the 2016 

iterations of the course, which had 78 learners. Figure 17 shows the legend for the 

images used in Figures 18 and 19. There were 50 messages posted to start a new 

discussion thread (see Figure 18). There were 52 replies to either post messages or reply 

messages (see Figure 19). An arrowhead identifies to which messages a reply was 

responding.  
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Figure 18 

Film Frame: Learner Online Post Messages in 2016 Course 

 

 

Of the 50 messages posted to start a discussion thread only 18 received replies 

(see Figure 19). Of those 18, half received just one reply, 4 received two replies, 2 

received three replies, 1 had five replies, and 1 had seven replies. All of these replies 

were authored by learners living in the same locale as the learner who created the post. 

One post received two levels of replies generating 17 initial and subsequent replies and 

was the only one to receive replies from learners in both locales. This sample of 102 

messages is insufficient in size for the type of statistical analysis sought in this study. But 

the graphic representation of the learner-to-learner communications does contribute to 

the understanding of the basis of this studies intervention. From the graphic image, it is 

clear that there was not substantial communication between learners. This was the 
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context in which the course professor, Dr. Don Dippo, asked me for input on ways to 

improve the online communication between learners in this course. 

 

Figure 19 

Film Frame: Learner Online Post and Reply Messages in 2016 Course 

 

 

 

2017 Iteration of Course  

In discussing with the course professor ways to foster more online 

communication in the 2017 iteration of this course, I pitched the idea of using WhatsApp. 

In my comic-book film introduction to this study, I sketched this in three-panels (see 

Figure 20). We both knew anecdotally that this mobile phone app was widely used by 

refugees in Dadaab Refugee Complex in Kenya. I also pitched building a series of single 

question polls within Moodle, with the intent for students to learn more about each other. 
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By formalizing the use of WhatsApp for the online course related discussions, the 

professor decided to change the composition of groups for the presentation assignment. 

The 2017 iteration of the course was the first time groups could feasibly be composed of 

learners from both locales, allowing for learners to collaborate internationally. 

 

Figure 20 

Film Frame: A Pitch to Improve Engagement Online 

 

 

 

Ethical Approval to Study the Intervention of the 2017 Course  

Four months after the 2017 iteration of the course, I gave three conference 

presentations on the experiences of this course (MacIsaac, 2017a, 2017b; MacIsaac & 

Doyle, 2017). I reflected on this 2017 case study through the lens of disruptive 

innovation that has three primary elements: (1) to bring new actors (2) into an existing 
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market (3) through innovation (Bower & Christensen, 1995; Christensen et al., 2015). 

The disruptive innovation was to adopt an existing mobile app that was widely used in 

the Kenyan refugee camps, to increase the number of learners engaged in meaningful 

course communications and collaborations in the 2017 course. This fulfilled the three 

core elements of disruptive innovation. In the abstract for one of those conference 

presentations, I wrote:  

A secondary element of disruptive innovation is that the technology itself is often 

of a cheaper consumer price and a lesser quality than those primarily used in the 

market place. This is true for using WhatsApp for digital course discussions. It’s 

significantly cheaper than the students paying for Internet data plans to access 

their learning management system Moodle. (MacIsaac, 2017a) 

Having considered the potential impacts of using WhatsApp in this course, we applied 

for ethical approval to study this intervention. Proposing to move a course’s online 

discussion to WhatsApp from Moodle was significant. The learning management system 

of Moodle protected the private information of the learners, such as their personal email 

addresses. Unfortunately, at the time, WhatsApp could protect private phone numbers of 

members in a group only if the group was created as a one-to-many broadcast style of 

communication, such as a WhatsApp group leader sending a message to all the group 

members at once, but then each member could reply only to the leader. In this structure 

learners are siloed from each other and have two-way communications only with a 

designated group leader (see Figure 21).  
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Figure 21 

Communication Structure of WhatsApp Broadcast 

 

Note. Adapted from MacIsaac, 2017a. 

 

The goal was to foster learner-to-learner communication. Within WhatsApp this could 

only be achieved in the group structure that disclosed the group members’ phone 

numbers (see Figure 22). We knew this would be a challenge in obtaining ethical 

approval to study this course and meeting ethical standards for research as set out in the 

Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans and the 

INEE Minimum Standards for Education in Emergency contexts.  

 

Learners’ phone 
numbers are not 
disclosed to group 
members. 
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Figure 22 

Communication Structure of Regular WhatsApp Group 

 

 

Adapted from MacIsaac, 2017a. 

 

The first application for ethical approval was rejected. The application revisions 

began by reevaluating the proposed use of the WhatsApp in this course. The reevaluation 

was grounded in the following three goals: 

• to increase opportunity for communication between learners of the two geographies 

in the hopes that deep and meaningful learning through collaboration could occur; 

•  to study the learners’ online communications, and  

Names and phone numbers are disclosed to group all members. 
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•  to respect research ethics and international standards for education in emergencies. 

As detailed elsewhere in this dissertation, it was a prudent decision to add WhatsApp to 

the suite of communication options, including those afforded through Moodle. In terms 

of a disruptive innovation it increased the participation of actors (the learners) in an 

existing arena (the course) using an innovation (WhatsApp) at a lower cost and quality. 

By “quality” I mean, that it was clear that the communication tools within Moodle were 

more robust than WhatsApp, but WhatsApp provided a viable avenue for communication 

seven days a week for the learners in this course. 

 Being convinced of the value of using WhatsApp, we needed to address the 

obligation of research to lessen and disclose any risks to participants. We added 

redundancy in the consent letter in order to be explicit about the risk to learners. After 

describing the use of WhatsApp, we added, “The above described use of WhatsApp 

makes the absolute security of the data impossible to ensure.” Learners’ familiarity with 

socially using WhatsApp contributed to the expectation that the learners: 

• could make an informed decision on the using of WhatsApp for this course,  

• had a greater cultural acceptance of disclosing personal phone numbers within 

“closed” groups, and 

• were familiar with the risk. 

I committed to lessening the risk to learners, within the limits of WhatsApp. Firstly, I 

could build the WhatsApp groups to be closed and private, thus someone searching for 

groups within WhatsApp would not find these course groups listed. Secondly, I could 

diligently manage membership in the groups, limiting it to only those who should be 

there. In the ethics application revision, the consent letter was edited to include sharing 
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the responsibility between the teaching team and the learners for lessening the risk to the 

learners. The consent letter had participants agreeing to:  

• use participant names and numbers only for course related activities within York 

University's Code of Student Rights & Responsibilities, 

•  not disclose participant contact information, 

•  delete contact information on a specified date, and  

•  clear WhatsApp chat history on a specified date. 

 With these changes, an ethics certificate was granted to study the 2017 iteration of this 

course using WhatsApp for online course communications.  

Reflection on the Intervention of the 2017 Course  

As this risk brought with it a significant increase of benefit for the learner, we 

presented the opportunity to the learners to choose. Ultimately, the final decision to use 

WhatsApp was in the power of the learners. It was offered in addition to the 

communication channels afforded through the Internet based Moodle course site. By the 

consent of the learners, the use of WhatsApp mobile chat was successful in enabling a 

significant amount of course related communication. As depicted in the final frame of my 

three-minute film, the learners were all in (see Figure 23).  

The parody of the short film depicts agents of social justice education as comic-

book heroes. The final frame closely parodies a 2017 promotional image of the DC Films 

and Warner Brothers Picture Justice League films which uses Batman in front of the tag 

line “All in.” I replaced the male Batman character wearing a mask and cape with a 

learner carrying a mobile phone, and wearing the contemporary clothing worn by the 

female Somali refugees in this study. The clothing is in three parts. The Jilbaab is a cape-
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like over-garment from head to calf worn with a contrasting coloured scarf covering the 

forehead, and a full-length dress, the bottom of which is seen beneath the Jilbaab. The 

Somali clothing works well in this visual parody of Batman. I adopted the film series tag 

line, since we had full participation in the WhatsApp groups for the 2017 iteration of the 

course. They were indeed all in. 

  

Figure 23 

Final Film Frame 

 

 

 

I built three types of WhatsApp groups: one for each local discussion group, one 

for each international presentation assignment group, and one for the whole class. I also 

built one WhatsApp group for the teaching assistants and me. I built and managed 39 

WhatsApp groups. The course professor was not in any of the groups. There was one 
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teaching assistant in each group. Each teaching assistant was in several groups. There 

were a total of 4013 posts in the 2017 iteration of this course, which had 51 learners. 

These WhatsApp chat messages were about forty times the number of Moodle discussion 

forums posts in the 2016 iteration of this course. While these are not directly comparable 

units of measure, there is, in broad terms, a discernable order of magnitude difference. 

Notably, this level of participation was achieved without a portion of the final grade 

being attributed to participation. 

At ICDE 2017 (MacIsaac & Doyle 2017), I presented reflections of learners in 

the 2017 iteration of the course. The learners’ first reactions were unsettled at the use of 

WhatsApp and the international composition of groups. Once they talked it out, they 

were cautiously enthusiastic. Over the duration of the course, a series of optional Moodle 

polls were released for learners to answer. This was aligned with the premise that “the 

key to keeping students engaged is to design frequent events (e.g., quizzes, assignments, 

and projects) that make students remain active throughout the [course]” (Voghoei, 

Hashemi Tonekaboni, Yazdansepas, Soleymani, et al., 2020, p. 19). The polls addressed 

personal views or experiences, such as fasting during Ramadan, multilingualism, and 

parents’ level of education. One Canada-based student provided the following reflection 

on the use of the Moodle polls: 

One surprising moment for me was the diversity in the backgrounds of the 

students in our class. Through the questions on Moodle I had the opportunity to 

see the diversity in answers on the chart. I was also surprised how dedicated the 

refugees were even though they had connection issues, time differences, etc. 

(slide 17) 
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“Connection issues” in the above quote refers to limitations of the Internet connection for 

the learners living in one of the camps in Dadaab Refugee Complex. The course aimed to 

develop empathy and awareness of other learners. One Canada-based learner wrote about 

collaborating with refugee learners for the group-presentation assignments:  

I assumed that they would not be able to complete their share of the work due to 

language issues. However, in working with them I realized that that was simply a 

stereotype I had. They were extremely engaged, in constant communication, did a 

lot of research, and had beautiful responses for our case study project. (slide 15) 

The learner statement that moved me so much that my voice broke to read it aloud during 

my conference presentation spoke to a shift of perspective from focusing on the needs of 

refugees to seeing their capabilities and intrinsic rights. The learner wrote: 

Prior to this course, I had not realized the capabilities of refugees and the rights 

that they had. A big label that I grew up with involved refugees being placed in 

the category of “needy.” Despite the fact that they have been displaced from their, 

homes, refugees are actually very capable in everything that they do. The issue is 

rather the fact [that] they are placed in a disadvantaged state and as a result must 

overcome many barriers before they can showcase their true skills & identity. 

(slide 33) 

The success of the interventions in the 2017 course set the basis for the 2018 course. 

2018 Iteration of Course  

The 2018 iteration of the course continues the use of the Moodle polls and 

WhatsApp. For the first time, the course delivery expands to offer the course in all three 

previous locales at once, Canada, Kenya, and Thailand increasing the total enrollment in 
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one class, aligning with the first element of disruptive innovation. The 2018 course 

continues to compose the presentation assignment groups with learners from each locale. 

Implementation of the Action  

Ethical Approval to Release Data Openly  

The ethical approval applications to use data from the 2018 iteration of the course 

leverage the experiences from the previous year’s ethics application and add the new 

component of openly release the data. It is worth noting, that these ethical applications 

are compliant to the 2014 version of the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct 

for Research Involving Humans (TCPS-2), as well as, the 2018 revised version, which is 

published after the course is run and the data are collected. Article 5.3 of both versions 

includes the statement that research and ethics boards “should not automatically impose a 

requirement that researchers destroy the research data.” In my profession as an academic 

librarian, I am connected with Canadian data librarians involved with openly preserving 

data. I turn first to them for advice regarding the ethics application. 

 Unsuccessful at sourcing any boilerplate language to openly release data from 

research involving humans, I need to craft it myself. In the applications, I establish what, 

where, and why data would be shared openly. The first two of these are straight-forward 

questions and answered broadly with the following text: 

At the completion of this research project, the anonymized and de-identified data 

will be released openly through the University of Alberta Libraries’ Dataverse 

network, under a Public Domain license, making the data available for future 

secondary use forever. Electronic and paper files pertaining to this study archived 

by Peggy Lynn MacIsaac will be destroyed five years after the end of this course. 
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The third question asking why the data would be shared openly requires a more complex 

answer. 

General and study-specific arguments support my desire to openly release the 

data. My broad stance pertains to the general limitation of any individual study. I will use 

a scenario of closed-data study involving humans in which data is collected, analyzed 

using that study’s research questions, and then destroyed, after five years. Before that 

data destruction date, secondary researchers can apply to have access to the data. If 

successful, they must seek consent from the original participants for permission to use 

the data to pursue new research questions. In the scenario, if there were no secondary use 

of the closed data, this would mean that the usefulness of the data collected was limited 

to the scope of the original study. Closed-data impedes the expanse of research potential 

that may result in multiple researchers using the same open data. 

 To collect research data, resources are used. Let us call this a cost. With open 

data there is no cost for subsequent use of the data. With closed data, there is a cost to 

secondary researchers to obtain participant consent. This may be an insurmountable task 

if the participants were transient. For these reasons, I strongly support open data as an 

important component in the open movement. 

There are study-specific arguments for openly releasing this data. Open data can 

remove the common barriers to researching persons of concern that are outlined with 

specific detail in the Ethics Considerations section of Chapter Three. I will describe it 

here in more general terms. The “cost” is high for collecting research data involving 

participants who are difficult to access. Therefore, the value of this data is high and has 



  

 

 
191 

potentially significant benefits to secondary researchers who may not have the resources 

to overcome barriers to accessing these populations of participants.  

I am not obligated to openly release the data, but choose to do so out of a 

principled desire to contribute to the open movement in the fullest extent while 

complying with all legal and ethical requirements of this study. While I believe the 

success of the intervention of this action research of socially connecting learners 

internationally is the most valuable part of conducting this study, I believe that the open 

release of the data might become an important part of publishing this study. A specific 

quality of my data is that it authentically documents the voices of persons of concern. My 

data captures communications between learners that were uninterrupted by the 

researcher. I did not interfere with the communications between the learners. Openly 

releasing my data increases the opportunity for more research to be conducted pertaining 

to persons of concern without increasing risks to this vulnerable population.  

Reflection of the Action  

In the months leading up to the start of the 2018 iteration of the course, there is 

growing labour unrest at the host institution, York University. The course and the ethical 

approval applications are being prepared, in hope that the labour dispute would be over 

before the start of the course. Unfortunately, the labour dispute turns into a strike directly 

affecting the Canada-based teaching assistants but not the course professor or me. We 

drop the plan to have WhatsApp groups for the local learner-led discussion groups. We 

continue with WhatsApp groups for the presentation assignment groups, with a notable 

absence of teaching assistants in the groups. Initial enrolment is high for the course 

following the success of the previous year and expansion to three locales in the one class, 
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and we anticipate the ratio of refugee to non-refugee learners to be approximately two-to-

one. Unfortunately, many Canada-based learners withdraw because of the labour dispute. 

The ratio of non-refugee to refugee learners for the course turned out to be closer to four-

to-one, with 75 refugee learners and 18 non-refugees.  

On March 17, 2018, less than three months before the start of the EDUC 3711 

course, Guardian newspaper reporters Cadwalladr and Graham-Harrison break the story 

of a Cambridge Analytica and Facebook data harvesting breach. This breach triggers a 

loss in public confidence in the protection of personal data held on social media 

platforms (Vuorinen et al., 2018) or used in scientific research (Lawler et al., 2018,      

pp. 1014-1015). The scandal sees the harvesting and misuse of personal information from 

participants who thought they were taking a personality test using a Facebook app 

(Berghel, 2018, p. 84). The data was subsequently shared with Cambridge Analytica for 

political purposes to which the participants did not consent. Lawler et al. (2018) mark a 

significant growth in the public’s distrust in data science following this scandal (p. 1014). 

Several learners in EDUC 3711 proffer privately that because of this data breach they are 

reluctant to participate in my study. I do not know how many learners decline 

participating in the study for this reason.  

Following the high participation rate (82%) in the study of the 2017 iteration of 

this course (MacIsaac, 2017b), an equally high participation rate was anticipated for this 

study of the 2018 iteration of the course. Unfortunately, that is not what happens. Only 

64% of the learners in the course consent to participate in this study. Coupling the low 

study participation rate with the withdrawals from the class despite the expansion to three 

locations, the study sample of learners is lower than had been hoped.  
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Typically, a learner would focus on only one condensed course at a time because 

the workload is so intense. Part way through EDUC 3711, some Canada-based learners 

reflect that they reduced their time spent on the course. This reduction is because York 

University decided to allow learners who had enrolled in the immediately preceding 

winter term courses (which were interrupted due to the labour dispute) to complete their 

course assignments during the summer term. This meant that they split their time 

between finishing multiple winter term courses and EDUC 3711. Weekly they attend one 

face-to-face class led by the professor on York campus, two student-led study group 

meetings (at locations of the learners’ choosing), and then post their meeting notes to 

Moodle. The learners in each of the locations have very different experiences. 

For the Kenyan-based learners the face-to-face learning centre is surrounded by 

barbed wire fence and patrolled by armed guards. BHER provide each learner with an 

iPad and money to travel to the learning centre on Saturday. The centre is equipped with 

computers, monitors, a projector, and access to the Internet. The learners use their time at 

the learning centre to (a) attend the synchronous class led by an on-site member of the 

teaching team, and (b) access their Moodle course to download their viewings and 

readings onto their iPad, respond to the single question polls, and post their summaries of 

their weekly study groups that happen close to the learners’ homes between the 

synchronous class times. Their time at the learning centre leaves little opportunity for 

deep and meaningful peer-to-peer discussions via the Internet using the Moodle forums. 

Class time ends two hours before sunset, to ensure that all learners have sufficient time to 

get home safely before dark. Mobility in the camp is restricted for between 6pm and 

6am. Female learners in Dadaab report how women’s bodies are the target of misogyny 
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where walking alone or outside these normative daytime hours can result in sexual 

assault (Dahya & Dryden Peterson, 2017, p. 298).  

The Australian Catholic University (ACU) provides for the Thailand-based 

learners. Cranitch and MacLaren (2018) describe the arrangements:  

ACU operates a study centre and two dormitories in a village outside Mae Sot for 

male and female students. Though they have protection through a local village 

authority pass, they do not have valid residence permits. This means that to avoid 

detainment by Thai police, students have only a limited freedom of movement 

within the village. As the police and military rules shift and are enforced in often 

unpredictable ways, security is a significant on-going management issue which 

requires constant monitoring and coordination by ACU staff. ACU also accepts 

responsibility for student health and wellbeing by providing food, regular 

counseling, visits to the hospital if sickness strikes and safe transport when a 

return to camp for head counts or family reasons is necessary. In all these ways, 

ACU takes on significant responsibilities not routinely necessary in an Australian 

university context in order to fulfill the humanitarian imperative of protection.   

(p. 268) 

Learners in the three locations have differing rapports with the institutions providing 

access to higher education, and differing interactions with other learners.  

On March 27, 2018, at the Comparative & International Education Society annual 

conference, I participate in a talk-show-style 23-person discussion panel on mobile 

instant messaging use by educators of refugees. A researcher in the audience poses a 

question about the problem of inappropriate content being shared through MIM. The 
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other researchers on the panel and in the audience, contributes anecdotes on their 

difficulties in addressing this problem. I learn from this substantive discussion that it is a 

common problem, even though I had not experienced it. I am the only one in the 

conversation who discloses using MIM in a formal university course. Everyone else is 

using it outside formal education, such as connecting new teachers with their former 

classmates after graduation. I wonder why I have not seen inappropriate content in the 

2017 iteration of the course. 

Part of the success of transitioning EDUC 3711’s online course discussions to the 

WhatsApp is that the learners are comfortable using WhatsApp in their personal lives. 

Being a formal university course, there are generally accepted communication norms of 

conduct that may be sufficient to prevent learners from sending of inappropriate content. 

Without knowing if it is sufficient, we make three things explicit about the use of 

WhatsApp in EDUC 3711. Firstly, it is voluntary. It is possible for someone to be 

successful in the course without using the course related WhatsApp groups. Secondly, we 

highlight the York University guidelines on acceptable student conduct. The anecdotal 

accounts from other researchers during that conference panel make me mindful of the 

potential for inappropriate content being shared in the 2018 iteration of the course. Tang 

and Hew’s (2017) literature review lists inappropriate behaviour as one of the challenges 

to using MIM in educational contexts. Thirdly, the students are informed that the chat 

messages will be used in this study and openly released as the data. Fortunately, I do not 

have to deal with inappropriate content during this study. The potential for inappropriate 

content to be sent between learners highlights that not all communication between 
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learners is supportive of learning. This study maintains the position that the quality of 

messages matters to learners’ academic achievement. 

The objective of the interventionary action (to use WhatsApp) is to simply 

increase the volume of messages sent between learners. The hope that the WhatsApp 

communications can be meaningful to the learners is predicated on the strength of the 

curriculum and instructional design of the entire EDUC 3711 course. My study is to 

observe and reflect on this action. The statistical reflections distill the relationships 

between the learners’ grades and their messages, after coding them for demonstrations of 

social presence. The lingering question about quantity versus quality leads me to 

statistically analyze if the quantity of messages sent by learners correlates to final grade. 

For the population of this study, there is no correlation. I then want to understand how 

this finding fits with other research. 

It is difficult to establish consistency between studies investigating whether the 

volume of online discussion posts could predict final grade, separate from other variables 

such as quantities of time spent in LMS, viewings of lecture videos, or completions of 

quizzes. Cook and Germann (2010) analyzed five online discussion forum variables in 

relation to grades. Interestingly, they counted separately what I called posts and replies 

sent by learners, and the remaining three variables were the number of emails sent, pages 

within the LMS visited, and articles within LMS read. They studied four different classes 

taught by two different instructors. They find no correlation between the number of posts 

or replies and final grade. For three out of the four classes studied, they find a significant 

correlation between grade and a bundle of three variables (posts, emails, and pages) 

added together (p.16). Notably, replies are not part of this bundle of variables. 
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Alzahrani (2017) reviews contradictory studies exploring online discussion posts 

and final grades, and finds some show correlations and others, none. Alzahrani concludes 

that the, “mixed findings of previous studies indicate a complex relationship between 

student participation in ODFs [online discussion forums] and their final course mark that 

is sensitive to contextual dimensions” (p. 171). Alzahrani’s primary research of 205 

undergraduate students shows the volume of posts is an indicator of final grade, and even 

parses initial posts from reply posts and shows reply posts are an even stronger indicator 

of grade (p. 170). When I look at my drawing of the online discussion forum data of the 

2016 iteration of the course (see Figure 19) the most compelling parts are the replies to 

posts, since they depict dialogue, whereas the stand-alone posts do not. Intuitively this 

makes sense to me, but Cook and Germann’s study (2010) suggest the contrary, 

documenting “replies” either as a separate variable or bundled with other variables, as 

having no significant correlation to grades. After studying 291 distinct online courses, 

Voghoei, Hashemi Tonekaboni, Yazdansepas, and Arabnia (2019) find no consistent 

correlation between the number of posts in online course discussions and students’ grade. 

Neither do Engle et al. (2015, p. 63). Song and McNary (2011) report that their study 

does not show a strong correlation “between the number of posts and student’s course 

grades” and speculated that maybe it is “the quality rather than the volume of students’ 

posts that is strongly associated with course performance” (p. 12). As early as 2005, 

Garrison and Cleveland-Innes surveyed the literature investigating online learning 

environments and find that there is “a growing body of research showing that the 

quantity of interaction does not reflect the quality of discourse” (p. 135). 
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 My finding of no correlation between the total number of sent messages and the 

final grade fits within the diverse range of results found by other researchers. I am 

pleased to find no correlation because it motivates me to continue to interrogate variables 

with more granularity for a correlation to grade. Furthermore, to only investigate at the 

level of total messages sent would preclude exploration into the possibility of both 

negative or positive correlation variables (Joksimovic, 2015), or weaker variables 

bundled with stronger ones, reducing the correlation factor, as Alzahrani’s 2017 study 

finds with posts and replies (p. 171). Motivated to continue my study, I analyze the data 

looking for correlations between grades and counts of each of the categories of 

indicators, affective, interactive, and cohesive. Finding none is also a relief, because the 

straight count of any one category of indicator returns to the reliance on volume than 

quality. I am hoping to highlight the relationships between the three categories of social 

presence indicators in this study. I continue investigating analyses that might be 

statistically interesting while still being perceptible in practical terms to an educator. 

Significant correlation and regression analyses produce two variables that could be used 

as indicators of final grade, affective and cohesive demonstrations of social presence as a 

percentage of the total demonstrations of social presence. These will be discussed as the 

last of the eight key findings in Chapter Six. 

Visual Analogy  

As explained previously, numeric data that do not meet the assumptions of 

analytical testing are explored descriptively. The relationships between social presence 

and final grade for this population at the level of the individual assignment groups cannot 
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be explored through regression analysis. Descriptively, I explore the daily 

demonstrations of social presence aggregated for each assignment group. 

I start by considering the manner of presenting the data. For each group, I want to 

show (1) all three social presence categories in relation to one another, and (2) the total 

number of messages conveyed. How these four data points change over time is also of 

interest for me. Additionally, I want to represent that while the WhatsApp groups were 

separate from each other, the learners in the groups had other opportunities to learn about 

other learners as they were in the same course, and did things on the Moodle course such 

as participate in the Moodle polls throughout the course. As I draw ways to represent 

these data, a visual analogy emerges (see Figure 24). 

My drawings and paintings are a visual analogy of the study data and findings. I 

do this knowing that all analogies ultimately break down (Glynn, 1991, p. 230). Before 

they break down, they can help explain a complicated concept, or approach an 

understanding of an observable phenomenon by connecting to prior knowledge. The 

choice of drawing and painting is part of my mindful practice of what Schon (1983) calls 

reflection-on-action, occurring after the action has taken place. This practice is mindful 

as described by Bentz and Shapiro (1998) and values personal authenticity as a focus of 

ethics in first-person action research (Coghlan, 2013). Where arts-based and first-person 

reflections overlap in action research is as “artful knowing,” as non-traditional 

approaches to conducting and disseminating research (Clarke & Bautista, 2017). The 

figures in this chapter are selected from the work I created during this study. The chosen 

images convey understandings about the data and findings beyond the statistical analysis.  



  

 

 
200 

Figure 24 

Visual Analogy of Data  

 

The visual analogy renders each of the eight presentation assignment groups’ 

WhatsApp interactions as a separate flowering plant (see Figure 24). To represent the 

groups, I painted eight round aster-like flowers growing amongst other plants that 

represented the other social interactions, such as locally coming together multiple times 

per week for in-person class and for their student-led discussion groups. The other plants 

are also proxy reminders that learners may interact outside the course. In the garden 

analogy, I rendered flying insects to acknowledge interlopers who have contact between 

groups. 
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Figure 25 

Visual Analogy of Data Isolated on Groups 

 

Figure 25 isolates the plant representation of the data of the eight groups in Figure 

24. The length of the stem represents the total number of chat messages. The 

mathematical area of each flower head represents the total demonstrations of three 

categories of social presence for that one group. The area of orange centre (the disk 

floret) represents the total number of chat messages coded for affective social presence 

indicators. The areas of the two colours in the petals (the ray florets) represent the totals 

for interactive indicators (light grey) and cohesive indicators (pink tips). The sizes are 

scaled equally, so that visual comparisons can be made. An important part of this analogy 

is that even the smallest flower is complete if it has all the components of a flower. 

Group	
11	

Group	
12	

Group	
13	

Group	
14	

Group	
15	

Group	
16	

Group	
17	

Group	
18	
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Figure 26 

Visual Analogy of Data – At Course Start  

 

The renderings of the group data as flowering plants in Figures 24 and 25 

represent the accumulated totals over the duration of the course. I then sketched various 

ways to represent the change over time of the four statistics (total messages and total 

demonstrations of each of the three categories of social presence indicators) for each 

group. Figure 26 depicts the baseline for a chronological series, in which the course-wide 

design elements are represented by the soil. At the launch of the course, the course had 

been significantly modified. Preparing the course is like preparing soil for a garden, it 

establishes the quality of the environment that connects the learners. 
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Figure 27 

Poll One Results 

 

Before the assignment groups are composed, the series of Moodle poll questions 

is started. The polls are released one at a time throughout the course. The first one asks, 

“Are you looking forward to this course?” and is intended to be non-threatening, in terms 

of not asking anything too personal (see Figure 27). It is also used to build trust that the 

poll results are aggregated and viewable only after submitting a poll response. In the 

garden analogy the polls are like watering the garden, affecting learners across all 

groups. As reflected by learners’ comments, the polls enrich the course experience. The 

aggregated responses to the poll questions are illustrated in dialogue bubbles that are 

proportional in size to the number of responses. 

Are	you	looking	forward	to	this	course?	

Yes					
61%	

Maybe					
31%	

No					
8%	
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Figure 28 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 11 

 

The planted seeds in this visual analogy mark the composition of the WhatsApp 

groups on June 11 (see Figure 28). At this point in the course, the learners have sent the 

course professor their preferences of the four topic areas, which are health; primary and 

secondary education (K-12); technical and vocational education (TVET); and higher 

education. Based on these preferences, the professor forms each assignment group with 

learners from different locales. Without further labeling in Figures 28 to 44, the groups 

are represented in this visual analogy from left to right sequentially by their group 

numbers assigned for this study as being groups 11 through 18 inclusive. This is the 

same order as shown in Figure 25.  
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Figure 29 

Poll Two Results 

 

 The course is scheduled during the condensed summer term at York University, 

which unfortunately coincides with the Muslim holy month of Ramadan in 2018, in 

which one of the practices is to fast during daylight hours. The second poll question asks, 

“Are you fasting this month?” as a way to share personal information without feeling 

exposed or intimidated (see Figure 29). With nearly a third of the students fasting, it is a 

way to begin to socially understand others in the course as real people.  

  

Are	you	fas+ng	this	month?	

Yes					
31%	

No					
69%	
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Figure 30 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 12 

 

 By the end of the day on June 12, 2018, there are WhatsApp chat messages sent 

in all the groups at a scale that I describe as subtle. Figure 30 depicts this as seedlings 

that have not broken ground, yet. On June 12 the learners are at the beginning of the 

group work. The study sample reflects groups in each of the four assignment topic areas. 

Health is the topic for Groups 12, 13, 14, and 16; K-12 is the topic for Groups 17 and 18; 

Group 11 has TVET; and Group 15 has a topic in higher education. At this point the 

group topic area and group members are established. The first task for each group is to 

decide on their specific presentation focus from a long list of options within their topic 

area. 
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Figure 31 

Poll Three Results 

 

 Poll three asks, “How many languages do you speak?” (see Figure 31) serving 

two objectives. One is to highlight a diversity of skills as a strength. The other is to 

showcase a skill of the refugee learners, because English, the teaching language of the 

course, is not their first languages. Incorrectly, I expected primarily monolingual 

responses from the Canadian learners, having forgotten that the Canada-based non-

refugee learners live in the linguistically diverse community of North York, Ontario. 

Only 4% of total respondents self-identify as monolingual. The majority of the multi-

lingual students speak three or more languages. 

How	many	languages	do	you	speak?	

3					
55%	

4					
23%	

2					
15%	

1					
4%	

5+					
4%	
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Figure 32 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 13 

 

Figure 32 continues the visual analogy of the groups as individual plants in a 

common soil. The process of drawing and painting is part of my study’s mindful practice. 

This mindfulness has two objectives. One is to still the busy-ness of conducting doctoral 

research. The other is to be open, without limitations or constraints, to possible 

understandings of what I am creating visually in order to inform my visual design. Every 

piece of visual art in this study starts from the data or findings. The act of seeing the art I 

create forces me to ask myself, “Is this image a successful communication?” and “Does 

this image show me something about my study that I have not considered?”   
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Figure 33 

Poll Four Results 

 

The fourth poll question asks if the respondent has been vaccinated (see Figure 

33), with 91% of respondents answering yes and 9%, no. This question, composed by the 

professor of the course, is the first to connect the personal experiences of the learners to 

the course curriculum on education and international development, as health education is 

one of the topics covered in the course. The poll questions are closed-ended with a 

limited number of answers from which to select. To accommodate limited time to access 

the Internet, the polls are designed to be quick for the respondents to share about 

themselves.   

Have	you	been	immunized/vaccinated?	

No					
9%	

Yes					
91%	
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Figure 34 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 14 

 

 The original visualization of this garden analogy is rendered in the complex 

details of aster-like flowering plants. I allow the design of this visual analogy to evolve. 

My study has a simple focus. After collecting 2,878 chat messages and coding 31,658 

data points, the comparisons here are on four statistics for each group. The total messages 

are plotted as straight stems (see Figure 34). The social presence categories are portrayed 

as nested circles. The area and colour of each corresponds to the floret disks and rays in 

Figure 25, which are plotted as concentric circles. The simplified illustration in Figure 34 

shifts the circles to now be eccentric creating two crescent shapes that heighten the 

readability of the scaled illustrations.  
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Figure 35 

Poll Five Results 

 

 Poll question five asks, “ What’s your father’s highest level of education?” (see 

Figure 35). Asking about respondents’ education of family of origin, celebrates the 

positive choice of respondents to pursue a university degree. For 72% of the respondents 

to the fifth poll question, the simple fact of being enrolled in the course exceeds their 

father’s highest level of education. For each poll, questions are crafted such that there is 

no right answer and values learner input. For some learners, their secondary school 

education was rote learning. These poll questions aim to foster trust between learners to 

share deeper more critical views throughout the course. 

 

What’s	your	father’s	highest	level	of	educa4on?	

None					

17%	
Secondary					

17%	
Primary	School					

38%	
Post-Sec.			

14%	
Grad.	
School					

13%	



  

 

 
212 

Figure 36 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 17 

 

 The areas of the three colours in the flower heads of Figures 34 to 44 are drawn 

using eccentric circles. The inner circle (total affective social presence) and the outer 

circle (total social presence) were easy to set for each group. I needed to calculate the 

grey crescent such that when the inner circle was subtracted from its area, the remainder 

would equal the total interactive social presence. I did the same to calculate the area of 

the outer crescent to accurately represent the total cohesive social presence. I did 

additional calculations to double check this approach. Once my formulas were accurate, I 

computed the three drawn circles for each group for the representational dates used for 

these illustrations. Figure 36 represents accumulated statistics to June 17.  
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Figure 37 

Poll Six Results 

 

Similar to the father’s education reported in poll question five, poll six asks about 

the respondent’s mother’s education (see Figure 37). The responses show 77% of the 

respondents have exceeded their mothers’ education by enrolling in this university 

course. Keeping the polls short, we did not parse graduate school any further. See 

Appendix F for the full list of poll questions, and the aggregated responses from the 

class. 

  

What’s	your	mother’s	highest	level	of	educa5on?	

None					

22%	
Secondary					

23%	
Primary	School					

32%	
Post-	
Sec.			

9%	

Grad.	
School					

14%	



  

 

 
214 

Figure 38 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 20 

 

 In Figures 34 to 44 each group is illustrated as a mathematical chart of the data. 

Each chart combines attributes of a bar graph and pie chart, but takes them further. For 

example, Group 12 has a very thin pink outer crescent and a very large inner orange 

circle compared to Group 16 with a thick pink outer crescent and a smaller orange inner 

circle. This translates to Group 12 demonstrating more affective and less cohesive social 

presence, which together are predictors of low grades. This would predict Group 12 

would have a lower average grade than Group 16.  
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Figure 39 

Poll Seven Results 

 

  Poll seven directly connects respondents’ personal views to the course 

curriculum, by asking, “What do you think is the most important aim of education?” (see 

Figure 39). The majority of the respondents (62%) select the answer “social/political/ 

economic transformation.” Of the remaining responses, 19% choose “personal growth/ 

enlightenment;” 13% choose “job training/ livelihoods;” and 6 % choose 

“community/cultural contribution.” The diversity of results reflects the spectrum of 

theories on the purpose of education discussed in Chapter Two.  

What	do	you	think	is	the	most	important	aim	of	educa4on?	

Personal					

19%	
Social,	economic,	poli4cal						

62%	
Job	

13%	
				

6%	

Cultural	
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Figure 40 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 22 

 

  The illustrations in Figures 34 to 44 are drawn in black ink and then rendered in 

watercolours to emphasize the areas that matter in this study (see Figure 40). The green 

stems mark the accumulated total number of chat messages sent. The pink outer crescent 

and orange inner circle identify the social presence categories (cohesive and affective, 

respectively) that are found to be significant predictors of final grade. Interactive social 

presence is represented in the inner crescent by the neutral colour grey because this 

category of social presence is found not to be a predictor of final grade. The soil is awash 

in brown to represent the opportunities for learners across the course to project 

themselves and perceive others socially as a real people.   
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Figure 41 

Poll Eight Results 

 

  Poll question eight asks respondents, “What do you think ought to be the three 

most important priorities for international development projects?” (see Figure 41). The 

poll offers six possible answers. The answer “Education for all” receives 28% of the 

responses. Of the remaining possible answers they each receive between ten and twenty 

percent of the responses. “Equity and human rights” receives 20%. “Healthcare and 

disease prevention” and “peace and conflict resolution” each receive 16%. “Economic 

development” and “food security and clean water” each receive 10%. The six answers 

are areas of discussion within the course curriculum. Each is valued without the 

assumption of a right answer.  

What	do	you	think	ought	to	be	the	top	priori2es	
for	interna2onal	development?	

Food		
+	H2O	
10%	

Educa2on	for	all						
28%	

Health	
16%	

Peace					
16	%	

Econ.	
Dev.					
10%	

Human	rights					
20%	
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Figure 42 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 25 

 

Figure 42 shows the total social presence for each of the eight groups up to and 

including June 25. The dates selected to be illustrated in Figures 34 to 44 were chosen 

because they marked significant correspondence increases. I put the daily totals for each 

group into a spreadsheet and then grouped dates by the changes in accumulated totals. 

Knowing the size of the final illustrations, I needed the changes to be significant enough 

to be visually discernable for at least one group. I wanted it to be visually perceivable, 

like movement between printed pages of a flipbook animation. The poll questions were 

appropriately interspersed in their order of release. 
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Figure 43 

Poll Nine Results 

 

 The ninth and final poll asks the respondents to envision the not too distant future 

(see Figure 43). They are asked to select an ending for the following statement, “In 2030, 

the social, political, economic, and environmental state of the world will be… ” The 

answers are presented on a Likert scale. No respondents choose the answer “significantly 

deteriorated.” Most of the respondents (79%) choose one of the positive answers. 

“Steadily improving” has 46% and “significantly improved” garners 33% of the 

responses. 

In	2030,	the	social,	poli2cal,	economic,	and	environmental	state	
of	the	world	will	be:	

Same						

5%	
Steadily	

Deteriora2ng	

16%	

Steadily	
Improving	

46%	

Significantly	
Improved	

33%	

NOTE:	No	respondents	chose	the	answer	“Significantly	Deteriorated”	
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Figure 44 

Visual Analogy of Data – June 28 

 

Table 37 
 
Summary of Descriptive Data by Group  

 Group 11 Group 12 Group 13 Group 14 Group 15 Group 16 Group 17 Group 18 
Females 1 

 

1 2 4  4 4 5 
Males 4 

 

5 3 2 4 1 2 1 
Canada  

 

 1 2  1 1 2 
Kenya 1 3  1 2  3 1 
Thailand 4 3 4 3 2 4 2 3 
Group Topic TVET Health Health Health HEiE Health K-12 K-12 
Total Chats 167 373 39 264 79 458 1130 368 
SP Count 283 405 57 448 117 811 1387 423 
AF Percent 20 27 18 15 16 26 23 16 
IN Percent 38 49 42 47 39 38 42 42 
CO Percent 42 24 40 38 44 36 36 42 
Mean Grade 79.0 74.6 80.5 85 85.6 84.5 75.4 80.4 
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Figure 44 shows the total social presence for each of the eight groups at the end 

of the course, June 28. It is displayed with Table 37 on the same page to complete the 

summary of the descriptive data as distributed by group. The intention behind using a 

visual analogy is to be able to compare observable measures between groups. While 

being aware of the volume of messages containing demonstration of social presence   

(i.e. size of each group’s illustrated image), the emphasis is on the comparison parts 

being illustrated. I wondered if I could predict, by looking at the data that determined the 

areas of the pink outer crescent and the orange inner circle, whether the mean final grade 

for a group would be above or below the mean average grade for the class.  

The orange inner circle (AF Percent) represents the percentage of demonstrations 

of affective social presence as a ratio of the total demonstrations of social presence      

(SP Count – represented by the entire area bound by the outer circle which adds the 

orange inner circle, grey inner crescent, and pink outer crescent). Similarly, the pink 

outer crescent (CO Percent) is the ratio of cohesive social presence as a ratio of             

SP Count. Comparisons between the illustrations could only be blunt, such as comparing 

the proportional area of the orange inner circle between groups, e.g. this comparison for 

Group 14 is considerably smaller than that of Group 12. A proportionally smaller orange 

circle (AF Percent) is more favourable for predicting a high grade as identified by the 

regression analysis in Chapter Four. Iteratively doing these blunt comparisons between 

each of the groups could produce a ranking of the groups from most favourable to least 

on the basis of AF Percent and then repeating the process for CO Percent. Table 38 

summarizes these comparisons, labeling them “Rank by AF Percent” and “Rank by     

CO Percent” respectively. 
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Table 38 
 
Summary of Ranked Comparisons of Groups  
 Group 

11 
Group 

12 
Group 

13 
Group 

14 
Group 

15 
Group 

16 
Group 

17 
Group 

18 

Rank by  
AF Percent 

4 7 3 1 2 a 6 5 2 a 

Rank by  
CO Percent 

2 a 6 3 4 1 5 a 5 a 2 a 

Cumulative  
Rank 

6 b 13 6 b 5 3 11 10 4 

Final Adjusted 
Rank 

5 8 4 3 1 7 6 2 

Predicted Half of 
Class by Grade 

Bottom Bottom top top top Bottom Bottom top 

Mean Grade of  
Each Group 

79.0 74.6 80.5 85 85.6 84.5 75.4 80.4 

Group Mean Grade 
Compared to Class 
mean of 80.3 

Below Below Above Above  Above Above Below Above 

Prediction Aligned 
With Group Grade 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

a	Groups	with	the	same	percentage	were	given	the	same	comparative	rank.	

b	Groups	with	the	same	cumulative	rank	are	differentiated	by	weighting	the	rank	of	CO	Percent	as	having	

a	stronger	influence	than	AF	Percent	over	predicting	the	final	grade	as	identified	by	the	regression	

analysis	in	Chapter	Four.	

 

Only the pink and orange parts of the illustrations are used in the comparisons for 

ranking. Based on the regression analyses these two factors together are significant in 

predicting final grade. The first ranking of the groups uses the percentage of affective 

demonstrations of social presence (AF Percent); the lower the AF Percent, the higher the 

rank. The second ranking of the groups uses the higher the CO Percent, the higher the 

rank. For each group these two rankings are added and then the cumulative totals are 

ranked. These are labeled in Table 38 as “Cumulative rank.” There are two groups (11 
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and 13) with the same cumulative rank. To differentiate the ranking between them, the 

value of CO Percent is crudely weighted as being a stronger factor in predicting final 

grade than AF Percent. (A more precise weighting is found in the unstandardized Beta 

identified in the regression analysis in Chapter Four.). The adjusting rankings are 

labeled, “Final adjusted rank” The groups ranked 1 to 4 are listed as top in the row 

labeled “Predicted half of class by grade,” and the groups ranked 5 to 8 are listed as 

bottom. 

The actual mean grades for each group are identified as above or below 80.3%, 

the mean average grade for the class. This approach correctly predicts that Groups 13, 

14, 15, and 18 achieve above-average grades and that Groups 11, 12, and 17 achieve 

below-average grades. There is one incorrect prediction, that for Group 16, which 

achieved above-average grades. I was happy to see that my blunt comparisons of the pink 

and orange parts of these visual analogies were successful in predicting the above-

average and below-average grades for seven out of the eight groups. 

Chapter Five Summary  

I say “happy” because statistical analysis at the group level failed to meet 

statistical assumptions for regression analysis, meaning a precise calculation could not be 

identified. Thus, I use a “blunt” comparison of proportional size of demonstrations of 

affective and cohesive social presence. While logically sound, it is a blunt not precise 

mathematical comparison. I took a leap of faith and it ended well. This supports a 

practical use of percentage of affective and cohesive demonstrations of social presence as 

a predictor of final grade. 
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I say “happy” also because in choosing to my mixed methods, I desire to push the 

boundaries of visual expressions of data that are still illustrative. My own range of visual 

art experience is from civil engineering draughting in which the way an arrow- head is 

draw to a steel beam formed part of the legal contract between engineer and builder, 

through to expressionist painting. The engineering drawings communicate within precise 

industry-specific language while the paintings are boundless stirrings of emotions. The 

illustrations included in this dissertation fall somewhere between those two extremes. I 

do not deny my emotional connection to the images. I had a unique emotional rush 

during a sound and video check of projecting my three-minute film on multiple 15-foot 

tall screens in a Convention Centre Dublin hall, the day before my lightning talk 

presentation at ICDE 2019. I have presented at conferences in large halls with multiple 

screens, but this was the first time I was able to look at my creative work from the 

technical booth and really “see” it for the first time. I saw the choices of font, colours, 

images, lightness, darkness, words, music, and silence, all coming together to convey 

succinct points about my research.  

It was an unplanned choice to evolve the design of the visual analogy from a 

representational visual form of a flowering plant to a more abstract one. The evolution 

was a result of the process of my mindful practice. It was successful at conveying 

simplicity of interpretation of the data and findings drawn from the real world 

complexities in which learners socially interact with each other. Part of my happiness in 

achieving this simple portrayal was in knowing the vast amount of hard work upon which 

they are drawn. 
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Chapter 6. Discussion and Conclusion 

The previous two chapters of findings are structured differently. Chapter Four 

presents statistical findings without discussion. Chapter Five, being first-person 

reflections, includes findings and select discussions relating to Chapter Four. This, the 

final chapter, solidifies the strength of this study to fulfill its purpose through 

successfully aligning with the course being studied, executing the methodology, and 

meeting the ethical goals. This chapter proposes the significance of this study and future 

research; and ends with a summary of the key findings. This chapter ties the conclusions 

in each of these areas to practical applications. 

Alignment of Study and Course Being Studied 

The learners in this action study were enrolled in an undergraduate course that 

was designed to foster the social construction of knowledge through interactions between 

socio-culturally diverse learners. The course subject was education and international 

development and the learners were refugees living in Thailand and Kenya, and non-

refugees living in Canada. The interventionary action of this study was to deploy 

WhatsApp, a mobile instant messaging app, for the formal online course discussions. 

This action research focuses firstly on increasing equitable sustained access to online 

course communications, and secondly on investigating the nature of those 

communications. The scope of the research investigates those messages as they relate to 

the concepts of social presence and final grade in the course. This study is strongly 

aligned with the course design to foster communication between learners from different 

international contexts.  
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Executed Methodology 

I experience the world through my perception of reality. It is a singular 

perspective. One that is influenced by my socio-cultural milieu, which is different from 

the contexts of the learners in this study. This study validates my first-person perspective 

as a lens through which to understand the mobile instant message communications 

between learners in this international multi-site university course in which some of the 

learners were persons of concern. Upon reflection, it is intellectually and personally 

satisfying that my key findings echo my research paradigm. My research approach values 

the view of the individual researcher as able to contribute to the collective good, 

specifically to find universal intent from qualitative reflections and to contribute content 

to open data repository. 

This action research follows the three steps to act, observe, and reflect. Choosing 

from the various models of action research, this study completes the J. McNiff and 

Whitehead (2011) question, “I wonder what would happen if...?” (p. 56) with a pitch to 

the course professor to use WhatsApp mobile instant messaging to address inequitable 

access to learner online discussion forums. Three main research questions guide the 

understanding of this interventionary action. The first two are, “What are the experiences 

of the researcher designing, conducting, and disseminating this researcher study?” and 

“What are the experiences of the researcher releasing the source data of this study 

openly?” These are answered through first-person reflections using words, numbers, and 

visual images.  

The inclusion of arts-based reflections is aligned with my personal epistemology. 

Drawing and painting are significant components in sense making throughout this study. 
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Following J. McNiff and Whitehead’s (2011) advice, common sense is used to select the 

examples of art to include in this dissertation (p. 135). The process of executing and 

analyzing the visual analogy in a realistic and then abstract style of rendering of the study 

data fulfills J. G. Knowles & Promislow’s (2008) encouragement to use arts-based 

research to go beyond habitual thinking (p. 517). The process allows me to mindfully pay 

attention to the data, and then test its practical use, by successfully using the visual 

depictions to predict the academic performance for seven of the eight groups. Visual art 

creation in this study is successful, while acknowledging Sturken and Cartwright’s 

(2001) caveat that an image can change every time it is viewed (p. 25), meaning the 

visual experiences of this study and its ontology may be in continual flux and may never 

fully resolve.  

The third research question embeds a statistical examination of the observable 

data into the reflection step. The question is, “What is the relationship between the 

demonstration of social presence in course-related mobile instant messages and the final 

grade for higher education learners in this course?” This is explored through statistically 

analyzing 31,658 coded data points from the learners’ chat messages. It was hoped that 

this research question could be explored for the whole class as one case, and then parsed 

into smaller cases by the two genders, three locales, and eight WhatsApp groups in order 

to answer sub-questions of how these smaller cases compare to the findings of the larger 

case of the whole class. As the number of participants is significantly lower than 

projected at the design of this study, the sub-question cases are too small to meet the 

assumptions of statistical correlation through to regression analysis. The statistical 
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analysis of the case of the whole class does render useful results, which will be discussed 

in the findings section below. 

 Ethical Issues and Resolution  

I achieved my ethical targets to fulfill ethical guidelines in conducting human 

research to do no harm and comply with research ethics requirements at Athabasca 

University and York University. A personal ethic that developed over the course of this 

study has been to avoid sensationalizing the fragile context in which the Kenya-based 

and Thailand-based learners were living while enrolled in this course. The story of this 

action study is not mine. I take care to tell it respectfully, without sensationalism. 

Additionally, I limit the first-person disclosures about me to only that which is necessary 

to understand my positionality. Otherwise, my reflections focus on the details of the 

study.  

Turton (1996) states that research into others’ suffering can only be justified if 

alleviating that suffering is an explicit objective (p. 96). This study’s interventional 

action was to remove a barrier to communication between refugee and non-refugee 

learners in the EDUC 3711 course. I then studied the consequences of that action in a 

non-intrusive manner, through observation of those communications. These study design 

choices are explicitly tied to my ethical goals for conducting this research. 

Identified Limitations 

There are two unexpected limitations. One derives from the labour dispute 

involving the teaching assistants at York University causing a restructuring of the 

WhatsApp groups to be student-led without any teaching assistants in the groups. The 

other derives from a distrust to participate in research following the Cambridge Analytica 
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data breach, resulting in lower than anticipated participation rates. Subsequently, data 

analysis could not be conducted at the intended levels of gender, locale, and groups. 

Fortunately, the study obtained sufficient data to conduct significant analysis at the class 

level. The remaining limiters were known at the design phase of this study.  

Another limitation is the socio-cultural background of the two coders being 

different from the participants’. There may be some linguistic misinterpretations in the 

coding of participants’ messages. Like the assumptions of this study, the limitations are 

stated explicitly in order to be transparent about the design. Releasing the original 

messages openly allows for researchers from within the cultures represented by the study 

participants to conduct their own coding and analysis of the messages. 

Another limitation is that this study cannot be statistically generalized. 

Understanding this, the study aims for transferability beyond the context of the one class 

under investigation. The key findings, discussed later in this chapter, transgress this 

limitation and are useful to researchers and education practitioners. 

Identified Delimitations  

The delimitations of this study result from decisions to make the scope 

manageable. Arts-based first-person action research is context specific. The aim is to find 

universal intent to contribute to the related research and practice discourses. The choice 

to use learner-generated MIM chat messages as data, excludes data from other avenues of 

communication between learners. The choice to code data for social presence is relevant 

to the course’s original design and the interventionary action. One delimitation is not 

related to the design paradigm but related to my monolingual skills as the primary 

researcher. After reading English abstracts of relevant non-English articles, I investigated 
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the possibility of translating articles into English, which proved too costly for me. A 

delimitation of this study is that literature review is of works published in English. All 

the delimitations were known at the outset of the research design. 

Reflection on Significance 

A few areas of possible significance, identified at the start of this study, were that 

the study would provide a unique understanding within the gap of research on higher 

education in emergencies; contribute one more study in the areas of social presence and 

arts-based research; and contribute anonymous de-identified data to an internationally 

searchable repository of open data. After finishing the research, I reflect on the details of 

what I think may be significant in this study. Within my home institution, Athabasca 

University, I may have paved the way for other researchers to obtain ethical approval to 

openly release their data in perpetuity for unlimited secondary use, by sharing language 

from my consent form and ethics application that can easily be adapted to other studies. 

The impact of openly releasing research data on vulnerable populations that are difficult 

to access has the potential to contribute significantly to the increase of research on such 

populations without increasing the risk or burden to the participants, as they have 

consented to unlimited secondary use.  

This data documents authentic communications of learners who are persons of 

concern. An unintended outcome of the York labour dispute was that the 

communications between learners in the WhatsApp groups were led by the learners and 

took place independent of the teaching team. My involvement was logistic facilitation of 

the groups, not instruction. This makes this collection of data valuable to explore to 

future researchers wishing to investigate university course discussions without the  



  

 

 
231 

instructor. The statistical findings describe the correlation of grades to social presence 

indicators. Each area of significance listed above is a small but valuable contribution to 

the respective discourses. 

Future Research  

My study may generate future research by building upon my dissertation or my 

processes. The following are gaps in my study that are potential areas of further research: 

• Broadening the key areas of the literature review to non-English include publications, 

to see if any of the noted trends would be different from those I have reported.  

• Secondary use of open data:  Using coders who are from within the cultures of the 

study participants to re-code and then re-analyze the data. 

• Secondary use of open data:  Adding my data to other data to form a significantly 

large data set, in order to pursue research questions that can be generalized. 

• Secondary use of data:  Pursuing research questions different from mine, e.g. code 

and then analyze the data for all three CoI presences, or perform a different type of 

content analysis, or use a different model of social presence to see how the practical 

outcomes differ from this study’s. 

• Investigating learners’ participation in discussions beyond the platforms used in 

formal higher education courses in terms of the learners’ academic agency to freely 

set and pursue academic goals (MacIsaac et al., 2020, p. 157). 

Some of my processes may be useful to other researchers. One is adding a step to 

negotiated coding. The step is to identify and report unambiguous mistakes; and then 

remove the mistakes from the list of coding differences that the coders need to negotiate. 

This lessens the time needed for negotiation, and parses more detailed information in the 
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study’s report. Another is the statistical approach to see if a single result at the 

significance level of p value <.05 can be identified as part of a pattern of results 

identified using p value of <.10. Chapter Four details my use of .10 while still favouring 

.05. These are speculations, as I cannot predict how others might conduct future research. 

Reflections on Key Findings  

This study has eight key findings. The first three relate to the use of MIM for 

online discussions. The first key finding is that Mobile Instant Messaging (MIM) can 

successfully be used to increase and sustain course related communications between 

learners in formal education. This can be achieved without the problems listed in the 

systematic reviews by Pimmer and Rambe (2018) and Tang and Hew (2017) (see 

Chapter Two). 

The second key finding is that MIM can be used ethically within the parameters 

of TCPS-2 and INEE. The responsibility for lessening the risks to the learners can be 

shared by the teaching team and the participants. Chapter Five details the steps taken in 

this study to garner commitment on the part of participants to protect the privacy of all 

participants. 

The third is that substantial participation in online course discussions can occur 

without attributing a component of the final grade to online participation. Chapter Two 

expounds on how this is contrary to prevailing practice. Voluntary participation increases 

the learner’s agency to freely choose how to communicate in the course. Voluntary 

participation may also reduce the problem Kay (2006) identifies in learners’ reporting the 

quality of online course discussions being “diluted with messages not related to 

curriculum because online participation was a component of the grade” (p. 769).  
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The fourth finding is that the creation of visual art can be a valuable component 

of sense making in academic research. I am often let down by the manner in which data 

and findings are visually represented in academic publications and aim to push the 

boundaries of my illustrations in this study. For me the act of drawing in this study is, in 

itself, an analogy to conducting this study. When I draw, I am aware that by my act of 

pulling a pencil across paper, a visible mark is made. Painting is a similar act as I pull 

paint to where I want it to flow and eventually dry, the physics and chemistry of liquid 

paint means that I do this with noticeably less control than using a pencil. The Oxford 

English Dictionary traces the etymology of the verb draw to Old English and Old Norse 

sense of pull (Oxford University Press, 2020). It is to act upon a thing that exists, in order 

to move it. In art this action makes an aspect of that thing more visible, without 

presuming to convey the entirety of that thing; only part of it is pulled. In my working 

with visual art forms, I seek to go beyond the habitual production of academic charts, and 

pull out aspects of my data and findings so as to expand my understanding of them. 

The included examples of my visual art result from my mindful research practice. 

One example is borrowing from other visual disciplines to apply to academia, such as 

creating a hand drawn film as my vehicle for introducing my research (MacIsaac, 2019). 

Another example is creating a new form of visual analogy to graphically chart numeric 

data. These renderings are complex to execute but achieve the visual simplicity necessary 

to make it possible to use them to predict top half and bottom of the class. 

The fifth finding is the boilerplate language to help researchers obtain ethical 

approval to openly release data for unlimited secondary use. The full text is in Chapter 

Five. That chapter also presents my approach to establishing what, where, and why data 
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would be released openly. These may be of use to future researchers considering openly 

releasing their data and wishing to do so ethically. 

Findings six through eight are derived from the statistical analysis. In pursuit of 

findings that can inform practice, this study reveals three observations that can relate to 

instructors identifying learners at risk of poor final grades. The first observation is that 

the messages communicated by learners do not correlate to final grade. Chapter Five 

shows how this finding fits within a spectrum of contradictory research. This finding 

encourages instructors to use observable qualities of learner-authored messages to 

identify learners who are at-risk of poor grades. Findings seven and eight are two such 

gauges. 

The seventh and eighth key findings isolate social presence indicators that can be 

used to predict academic success in this course. The seventh key finding is that learners 

in the top half of the class used group references in at least 28% of their total sent 

messages. Translating this into a practical recommendation is that an instructor may want 

to reach out to a learner who is using group references in less than a quarter of messages. 

Remembering that this study investigates correlation and not causation, the value of this 

finding is not to encourage, or require learners to communicate using group references, 

but for the instructors to use low use of group references as a red-flag that a learner may 

be in need of extra supports to be successful in the course. The seventh key finding is a 

simple gauge. 

The eighth key finding is a more complex gauge as it isolates two categories of 

indicators together that can be used to predict final grade of learners: (1) the ratio of 

messages demonstrating affective social presence to the total number of messages 
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demonstrating social presence is a negative indicator for academic achievement and (2) 

the ratio of messages demonstrating cohesive social presence to the total number of 

messages demonstrating social presence is a positive indicator for academic 

achievement.  

My formulas in Chapter Four are accurate but have little practicality for an 

educator in the middle of teaching a course. Descriptively analyzing the data identifies 

one affective indicator and two cohesive indicators that are connected to academic 

performance. Learners in the top half of the class express less self-disclosure and more 

group references and phatic messages as a percentage of the total messages sent 

expressing social presence. I end this chapter by distilling these three indicators and their 

positive or negative impact into a practical adage that the top students send messages 

like, “Hey, enough about me. Let’s talk about the project.” 
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Upon receipt of an ethics approval certificate, researchers are reminded that they are 
required to ensure that the following measures are undertaken so as to ensure on-going 
compliance with Senate and TCPS ethics guidelines: 
 

1. RENEWALS:  Research Ethics Approval certificates are subject to annual renewal.   
a. Researchers will be reminded by ORE, in advance of certificate expiry, that 

the certificate must be renewed 
i. Researchers have 2 weeks to comply to a reminder notice; 
ii. If researchers do not respond within 2 weeks, a final reminder will be 

forwarded.  Researchers have one week to respond to the final 
notice; 

b. Failure to renew an ethics approval certificate or (to notify ORE that no 
further research involving human participants will be undertaken) may result 
in suspension of research cost fund and access to research funds may 
be suspended/withheld ; 

 
2. AMENDMENTS:  Amendments must be reviewed and approved PRIOR to 

undertaking/making the proposed amendments to an approved ethics protocol; 
 
3. END OF PROJECT:  ORE must be notified when a project is complete; Failure to 

submit an “End of Project Report” may result in suspension of research cost fund 
and access to research funds may be suspended/withheld. 

 
4. ADVERSE EVENTS:  Adverse events must be reported to ORE as soon as possible; 

 
5. AUDIT: 

a. More than minimal risk research may be subject to an audit as per TCPS 
guidelines; 

b. A spot sample of minimal risk research may be subject to an audit as per 
TCPS guidelines. 

 
 
FORMS:  As per the above, the following forms relating to on-going research ethics 
compliance are available on the Research website: 

a. Renewal 
a. Amendment 
b. End of Project 
c. Adverse Event
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Letter  

Informed	Consent	
Date:		May	25,	2018.	
	
Study	Name:	Distance	and	Globally	Networked	Learning	in	“Education	for	International	Development”.	
	
Researchers:			Don	Dippo,	Faculty	of	Education	and	Centre	for	Refugee	Studies,	York	University			
	
	
Research	Assistants:																																																																																											and	Peggy-Lynn	MacIsaac.	
	
Purpose	of	the	Research:	This	research	project	will	take	place	in	conjunction	with	the	York	University	
undergraduate	course	EDUC	3711	Education	and	International	Development	that	will	be	offered	in	June	
2018.	This	course	will	enroll	49	York	students	in	Toronto,	25	York	students	who	live	in	refugee	camps	in	
Dadaab,	Kenya,	and	50	York	students	who	are	refugees	living	outside	refugee	camps	in	Thailand.	Students	
will	be	taking	the	course	in	a	blended,	facilitated,	on-line	format	using	the	Moodle	learning	management	
system	and	the	WhatsApp	phone	application.	This	research	project	will	explore	effective	means	of	
supporting	the	participation	of	refugee	students	in	an	on-line,	integrated	course	and	will	document	and	
analyze	interactions	among	students	with	a	view	to	better	understanding	the	potential	of	globally	
networked	learning	in	higher	education.	Data	will	be	comprised	entirely	of	on-line	submissions	to	the	
course	Moodle	and	course	specific	WhatsApp	interactions.	We	do	not	foresee	any	risks	or	discomfort	
from	participation	in	this	research.			Don	Dippo	and	three	RAs,		
						have	a	dual	role	as	instructor	and	a	member	of	the	research	team.	A	fourth	RA,	Peggy	Lynn	MacIsaac	
is	included	in	each	of	the	EDUC	3711	WhatsApp	groups,	and	is	responsible	for	all	data	collection	but	is	not	
involved	in	direct	instruction.	While	the	three	other	RAs	are	in	some	of	the	aforementioned	WhatsApp	
groups,	and	provide	direct	instruction,			Dippo	is	solely	responsible	for	submitting	grades	in	EDUC	3711	
and	will	not	be	included	in	any	WhatsApp	group,	nor	be	provided	with	access	to	any	data	before	final	
grades	for	EDUC3711	are	submitted.	
	
Benefits	of	the	Research:	This	research	will	contribute	to	overall	understanding	of	effective	means	of	
delivering	distance	and	globally	networked	learning	in	higher	education.	
	
Voluntary	Participation	and	Withdrawal:	Your	participation	in	the	study	is	completely	voluntary	and	you	
may	choose	to	stop	participating	at	any	time.	Your	decision	not	to	volunteer	or	to	stop	participating	will	
not	influence	your	standing	in	the	course,	the	nature	of	the	ongoing	relationship	you	may	have	with	the	
researchers,	or	nature	of	your	relationship	with	York	University	either	now,	or	in	the	future.	In	the	event	
you	withdraw	from	the	study,	all	associated	data	collected	will	be	immediately	destroyed	wherever	
possible.	
	
Confidentiality:	Confidentiality	will	be	provided	to	the	fullest	extent	possible	by	law.	All	information	
supplied	during	the	research	will	be	held	in	confidence.		
	
Each	participating	student	is	expected	to	respect	the	confidentiality	of	their	fellow	students	and	RAs	by	
	
(a)	using	the	contact	phone	numbers	only	for	EDUC3711	course	related	activities	within	the	guidelines	of	
acceptable	student	conduct	set	out	by	York	University’s	Student	Rights	&	Responsibilities	document	
http://www.yorku.ca/oscr/pdfs/CodeofRightsandResponsibilities.pdf	,	
	
(b)	not	disclosing	their	name	and	phone	numbers	to	anyone,	
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(c)	deleting	all	EDUC	3711	related	student	and	RA	names	and	phone	numbers	in	mobile	devices	by	July	7,	
2018	11:59	PM	Toronto	Time,	unless	an	individual	has	given	the	student	express	consent	to	retain	his	or	
her	phone	number	after	this	date.	This	is	to	be	decided	between	individuals,	
	
(d)	clearing	all	Chat	history	pertaining	to	EDUC	3711	WhatsApp	groups	by	July	7,	2018	11:59	PM	
Toronto	Time,	and		
	
(e)	A	student	can	at	any	time	withdraw	consent	for	participating	in	the	research.	If	that	is	done	before	
July	7,	2018	then	all	the	data	collected	related	to	the	student	will	be	removed	from	the	study.	If	that	is	
done	after	July	7,	2018,	and	before	the	data	has	been	anonymized,	then	all	data	collected	related	to	the	
student	will	be	removed	from	the	research.	If	consent	is	withdrawn	after	the	data	has	been	anonymized,	
then	the	data	related	to	the	student	will	remain	part	of	the	study	and	be	included	in	any	dissemination	or	
publication	of	the	research	in	an	aggregated	form.	
	
Consent	to	participate	will	be	sent	electronically	to	Peggy	Lynn	MacIsaac,	who	will	keep	these	on	a	
password	protected	computer	for	the	duration	of	this	research.	These	will	be	destroyed	five	years	after	
the	completion	of	this	course	(August	2023).	
	
The	above	described	use	of	WhatsApp	makes	the	absolute	security	of	the	data	impossible	to	ensure.	As	
the	data	gathered	is	from	groups	communicating	via	mobile	devices,	so	all	members	of	the	closed	EDUC	
3711	WhatsApp	groups	will	have	access.	The	researchers	commit	to	no	WhatsApp	data	being	accessible	
to			Don	Dippo	until	after	the	final	grades	for	the	course	are	submitted.	All	WhatsApp	data	will	be	
downloaded	and	saved	to	the	password	protected	personal	computer	of	Peggy	Lynn	MacIsaac.	Upon	
completion	of	the	course,	the	course	Moodle	will	be	archived	and	only	the	research	team	members	will	
have	access	to	this	information.	After	a	retention	period	of	5	years,	the	Moodle	data	will	be	deleted.	
Once	the	WhatsApp	data	has	been	anonymized	and	de-identified	by	Peggy	Lynn	MacIsaac,	they	will	be	
accessible	to			Don	Dippo	and	the	other	three	RAs.	At	the	completion	of	this	research	project,	the	
anonymized	and	de-identified	data	will	be	released	openly	through	the	University	of	Alberta	Libraries’	
Dataverse	network,	under	a	Public	Domain	license,	making	the	data	available	for	future	secondary	use	
forever.	Electronic	and	paper	files	pertaining	to	this	study	archived	by	Peggy	Lynn	MacIsaac	will	be	
destroyed	five	years	after	this	course	(August	2023).	
	
Questions	About	the	Research?	If	you	have	questions	about	the	research	in	general	or	about	your	role	in	
the	study,	please	feel	free	to	contact	Professor	Don	Dippo	either	by	telephone	at			
																																or	by	e-mail																																						This	research	has	received	ethics	review	and	approval	
by	the	Human	Participants	Review	Sub-Committee,	York	University’s	Ethics	Review	Board	and	conforms	
to	the	standards	of	the	Canadian	Tri-Council	Research	Ethics	guidelines.	If	you	have	any	questions	about	
this	process,	or	about	your	rights	as	a	participant	in	the	study,	please	contact	the	Sr.	Manager	&	Policy	
Advisor	for	the	Office	of	Research	Ethics,	5th	Floor,	Kaneff	Tower,	York	University	(telephone	
					or	e-mail	ore@yorku.ca).	
	
Legal	Rights	and	Consent:	
	
If	you	consent	to	participating	in	the	above	described	study,	please	send	your	full	name	and	the	following	
paragraph	to	Peggy	Lynn	MacIsaac	via	email																																															or	text	message	to	mobile	phone	
																																			.		
	

I	consent	to	participate	in	the	Distance	and	Globally	Networked	Learning	in	“Education	and	
International	Development”	research	project	conducted	by	Professor	Don	Dippo.	I	have	
understood	the	nature	of	this	project	and	wish	to	participate.	I	am	not	waiving	any	of	my	legal	
rights	by	consenting	to	this	study.	This	electronic	message	indicates	my	consent.	
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Appendix D: EDUC3711 Course Description and Objectives  

Brief Course Description  

“Education changes the world” is the slogan of the World University Service of 

Canada (WUSC). This course asks how education has contributed to, and sometimes 

been implicated in, social, political, economic, and environmental change in the context 

of what is commonly known as “international development”. The course will consider 

notions of “quality education” at the primary and secondary school levels and explore the 

place of technical and vocational education and training (TVET) and higher education in 

development. 

Extended Course Description  

Education constitutes an important dimension of most approaches to international 

development. Those that focus on human rights see education as essential to the 

achievement of other fundamental rights. Those that emphasize social development see 

education as contributing to the strengthening of social cohesion and inclusivity and the 

establishment of democratic institutions. Those interested in human capital development 

stress the relation between higher levels of education and training and overall economic 

growth. In Transforming Our World: The 2030 Goals for Sustainable Development 

(United Nations, 2015), Goal Four reads: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 

education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.” This course introduces 

students to a range of theories and practices of education and international development 

and addresses some of the major historical and contemporary debates within the field. It 

asks whether and how education can contribute to an approach to sustainable 
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development that is committed to the achievement of social, economic and 

environmental justice and the creation of peaceful and inclusive societies. 

Course Objectives  

1. Key course objectives/UUDLES include the development of: 

2. An awareness of the transformative and disruptive power of learning; 

3. A commitment to diversity, inclusion, understanding, acceptance and social 

responsibility in dialogue with local, national, and global communities; 

4. A critical understanding of the dynamics of gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, 

culture, ability/disability, and structures of privilege in knowing and learning; 

5. A knowledge of a wide range of cultural concerns and cultural differences; 

6. An ability to create curricular study focused on questions of community and culture; 

7. An interest in sensitizing the self to cultural and community perspectives in terms of 

history and present preoccupations; 

8. The ability to create curricular study focused on questions of environmental 

sustainability;  

9. The ability to articulate curricular and pedagogical intent, and ethical stance to 

parents, caregivers, community members and a broader public. 
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Appendix E: Nuremberg Code  

1. The voluntary consent of the human subject is absolutely essential. This means that the person 
involved should have legal capacity to give consent; should be so situated as to be able to 
exercise free power of choice, without the intervention of any element of force, fraud, deceit, 
duress, over-reaching, or other ulterior form of constraint or coercion; and should have sufficient 
knowledge and comprehension of the elements of the subject matter involved, as to enable him to 
make an understanding and enlightened decision. This latter element requires that, before the 
acceptance of an affirmative decision by the experimental subject, there should be made known 
to him the nature, duration, and purpose of the experiment; the method and means by which it is 
to be conducted; all inconveniences and hazards reasonably to be expected; and the effects upon 
his health or person, which may possibly come from his participation in the experiment.  

The duty and responsibility for ascertaining the quality of the consent rests upon each individual 
who initiates, directs or engages in the experiment. It is a personal duty and responsibility which 
may not be delegated to another with impunity.  

2. The experiment should be such as to yield fruitful results for the good of society, unprocurable 
by other methods or means of study, and not random and unnecessary in nature.  

3. The experiment should be so designed and based on the results of animal experimentation and 
a knowledge of the natural history of the disease or other problem under study, that the 
anticipated results will justify the performance of the experiment.  

4. The experiment should be so conducted as to avoid all unnecessary physical and mental 
suffering and injury.  

5. No experiment should be conducted, where there is an a priori reason to believe that death or 
disabling injury will occur; except, perhaps, in those experiments where the experimental 
physicians also serve as subjects.  

6. The degree of risk to be taken should never exceed that determined by the humanitarian 
importance of the problem to be solved by the experiment.  

7. Proper preparations should be made and adequate facilities provided to protect the 
experimental subject against even remote possibilities of injury, disability, or death.  

8. The experiment should be conducted only by scientifically qualified persons. The highest 
degree of skill and care should be required through all stages of the experiment of those who 
conduct or engage in the experiment.  

9. During the course of the experiment, the human subject should be at liberty to bring the 
experiment to an end, if he has reached the physical or mental state, where continuation of the 
experiment seemed to him to be impossible.  

10. During the course of the experiment, the scientist in charge must be prepared to terminate the 
experiment at any stage, if he has probable cause to believe, in the exercise of the good faith, 
superior skill and careful judgement required of him, that a continuation of the experiment is 
likely to result in injury, disability, or death to the experimental subject.  

["Trials of War Criminals before the Nuremberg Military Tribunals under Control Council Law 
No. 10", Vol. 2, pp. 181-182. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1949.]  
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Appendix F: Moodle Poll Questions and Responses  

P-1:  Are you looking forward to this course? 

Yes (61%) 

Maybe (31%)  

No (8%)  

P-2:  Are you fasting this month? 

Yes (31%) 

No (69%)  

P-3:  How many languages to you speak? 

  One (4%) 

  Two (15%) 

  Three (55%) 

  Four (23%) 

  Five or more (4%) 

P-4:  Have you been immunized/vaccinated? 

  Yes (91%) 

No (9%) 

P-5: What is your father's highest level of education? 

  No schooling (17%) 

  Primary School (38%) 

  Secondary School (17%) 

  Post-secondary Education (14%) 

  Graduate School (13%) 

P-6:  What is your mother's highest level of education? 

  No schooling (22%) 

  Primary school (32%) 

  Secondary school (23%) 

  Post-secondary education (9%) 

  Graduate school (14%) 
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P-7:  What do you think is the most important aim of education? 

  Social/political/ economic transformation (62%) 

  Personal growth/ enlightenment (19%) 

  Job training/ livelihoods (13%) 

  Community/cultural contribution (6%) 

P-8:  What do you think ought to be the three most important priorities for international 

development projects? 

  Economic development (10%) 

  Education for all (28%) 

  Equity and human rights (20%) 

  Food security and clean water (10%) 

  Healthcare and disease prevention (16%) 

Peace and conflict resolution (16%) 

P-9:  In 2030, the social, political, economic, and environmental state of the world will 

be… 

  Significantly deteriorated (0%) 

  Steadily deteriorating (16%) 

  About the same (5%) 

  Steadily improving (46%) 

  Significantly improved (33%) 

 

 

 

 

 


