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Abstract

The radical changes in educational pedagogies has been a driving force behind writing this
thesis. With the ever evolving landscape of digital education, understanding the role of
instructor social presence in online education is of paramount importance. The study
explores the role of instructor social presence and its impact on student engagement in the
context of UAE. Using a mixed-methods explanatory sequential design, in the first phase
quantitative data was collected by surveying instructors in different educational institutions
in the UAE. The survey consisted of Likert-scale questions and was distributed to 100
participants using random sampling. The second phase of the study included in-depth
interviews from faculty (N=10) using purposeful sampling. The study is grounded in
Community of Inquiry as the theoretical framework which stems from Vygotsky’s social
constructivist theory. Through careful and intensive investigation, it was found that
instructor social presence is a good predictor for student behavioural, cognitive and
psychological engagement. While applying Cresswell’s inductive approach to qualitative
data, several themes were reveled which primarily focused on the importance and inclusion
of instructor social presence. This study is geographically specific and yielded the results
only in the UAE. Further studies need to be carried out with a larger population using
longitudinal study designs. To conclude, it is important to note that technology and
artificial intelligence is shaping the future of education. Therefore, as teachers, we need to
keep abreast of all upcoming technologies to impart education that can engage and bring
life-long learning skills to the GenZ.

Keywords: instructor social presence, community of inquiry, educational

technology
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In the vast ocean of learning, digital education emerges as a rising tide — a force
that lifts all boats. Guided by skilled educators, technology becomes a catalyst for
transformation. Pedagogy serves as a foundation for teaching profession, it is the basis of
the teaching profession and within this context we strategically employ different learning
pedagogies to facilitate and transfer specialized knowledge. Howell (2012) posits that
social and pedagogical imperatives are the driving force of digital pedagogy and he defines
it as an attitude and aptitude towards acceptance of digital technologies. Karpova (2020)
also explored digital competency and the role of teacher in professional digital competence
with its impact on education. Digital technology coupled with educational technological
tools becomes a beacon to guide our thinking in 21% century. Januszewski aand Molenda
(2008) define four parameters of educational technology; study and ethical practice for
facilitating learning, facilitating learning and improving performance, creating, using and
managing technology. Based on this definition, the technology is managed by the teacher
and the end users are the students. Milton and VVozzo (2013) emphasize the significance of
digital pedagogy as constructivist approach with thoughtful integration of digital tools
based on problem-solving and development of higher-order thinking skills. Recent
literature also supports this notion. For instance, Vaataja and Ruokamo (2021) emphasize
that constructivist framework enables teachers to strategically utilize digital tools using
student-centered approach throughout planning and implementation stages to enhance
teaching practices in digital age. Digital pedagogies involving Web 2.0 tools and social
media platforms are instrumental in fostering student-centred learning where the teacher
assume the role of facilitators in disseminating knowledge. This approach relies on
collaboration, interactivity and cultivation of higher order thinking skills that significantly

impact students' learning experience (Ansari & Khan, 2020; Dalvi-Esfahani et al., 2020;



Sailin & Mahmor, 2017). With the advancement in teaching methodologies, developmental
changes in teachers' and students' lived experiences due to the inclusion of technology,
there is a need to embrace digital technology in teaching and learning. Vandeyar (2020)
highlights a shift towards utilizing social media tools to enhances pedagogical practices
and emphasizes the transformative impact of Web 2.0 tools in educational strategies. Since
pandemic has enforced educators globally to adopt technology-enhanced learning, teaching

presence in online education is reshaping to fit the needs of the digital natives.
1.1 Background

The educational landscape has undergone significant transformation since the on-
set of pandemic. This has promoted a pivotal shift from campus-based instruction which
had been the norm for ages. Bayerlein et al. (2021) highlighted this shift and has provided
an opportunity to reevaluate pedagogical values and recognize its essentiality in
contemporary educational settings. Following the study of Dunlap and Lowenthal (2018),
this transition has been further explored in recent literature by Stephenson and Torn (2023)
who delved into the adaptations made in teaching and learning and emphasizing the need
for upskilling academic staff in digital technology. Online education is not merely shifting
a classroom online, rather it is flexibly applying technological tools and accepting
associated challenges for integrated education that can result in motivational and positive
learning outcomes (Lin & Chen, 2017; Adnan, 2020). Historical research on social
presence in technology initiated in late 1970°s when the use of emails increased, and
researchers continued to study the social capabilities of technology in communication.
Over time, asynchronous computer-mediated communication (CMC) was considered
antisocial, however, Gunawardena (1995) argued that social presence can be matured
between participants in online learning environments. Garrison, Anderson and Archer

(2000) developed the Community of Inquiry framework that advanced in understanding of



online education that not only recognized social presence but also elicited teaching
presence. This framework has laid the foundation for examiniation of interconnected
elements in the framework. Teaching presence involves instructional design, building
understanding and direct instruction. However, it was critiqued that this model fails to
recognize the distinct roles a teacher plays in fostering students’ engagement (Kuh, 2001;
Gunawardena, 2017; Rutten, Butville & Dvir, 2024). Milton and VVozzo (2013) defined
digital pedagogies as the construction of knowledge through teachers’ creativity and
innovation in designing their instructional strategies with integration of technological tools.
Furthermore, the integration of technology particularly social media platforms like
Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter and LMS (Learning Management Systems) into pedagogical
practices has been found to foster collaborative learning contributing to improved
academic performance. Also, results in improved students’ learning, engagement,
motivation, and acceptance of online education be it synchronous or asynchronous
(Davidovitch & Belichenko, 2018; Zachos & Paraskevopoulou-Kollia, 2018; Alghizzawi

etal., 2019; Saqgib & Zarine, 2023).

With pandemic necessitated a rapid shift to online learning in universities, leading
to an era of emergency and experimentation in transition to online and remote learning
(Dwivedi et al., 2020; Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). In a short period of time with meagre
professional development, teaching materials were concerted to a format suitable for online
delivery henceforth this experimentation with remote learning initiated. This posed
unprecedented challenges for teachers and students alike to accelerate the adoption of
online education in record time in various disciplines like medicine and language teaching
(Garcia-Morales et al., 2021; Chambers et al., 2023; Jin et al., 2023). Studies have shown
that faculty members’ readiness to use different pedagogies in navigating online teaching

environments effectively impacts student satisfaction and academic performance (Marinoni



etal., 2020; Lim et al., 2021). There is also digital divide among faculty members comfort
level to use technology (Govindarajan & Srivastava, 2020; Wu, 2020) which impacts
online education. Research published post-pandemic has created an impact on the future of
education by highlighting the need of broadening the skills and competencies of the
existing workforce and critical digital literacies of educators and students (Bayerlein et al.,
2021; Lakkala et al., 2021) and retaining online and distributed workplace arrangements
with specific content to motivate and engage students and encourage collaborative learning
(Dwivedi et al., 2020; Agrawal et al., 2020; Nayak et al., 2022; Jarab et al., 2022).
Therefore, it is impetus to highlight the importance and role of instructors’ presence in

digital education.

In the realm of higher education, the transition to digital pedagogies sensed
transactional distance between teachers and students. Zilka, Cohen & Rahimi (2018),
Song, Kim & Park (2019) and Ali (2020) have highlighted the importance of reducing this
transactional distance through enhanced teacher and social presence in online learning
environments. In a study conducted by Zilka, Cohen and Rahimi’s (2018) a significant
association was found between teacher presence, social presence, and the feelings of threat
and isolation that hinder motivation in virtual and blended learning environments.
Students’ sense of isolation directly affects their learning capacity, interaction, and
engagement. Consequently, recognizing this challenge, educators have embraced a robust
teacher presence to foster meaningful learning experiences. Another cross-sectional study
at undergraduate level discovered responsiveness, connectedness and facilitation as key
themes in online learning (Conklin & Dikkers, 2021; Lubis et al., 2022). Furthermore,
Molinillo et al. (2018) and Hehir et al. (2021) suggested social presence and teacher-
student interaction, immediacy, community in designing digital resources to positively

influence active learning through social engagement. On the contrary, Xu, Chen and Chen



(2020) discovered that behavioural and cognitive engagement are higher with instructor
facilitated groups instead of emotional engagement. Similar results showcasing social
connectedness and students’ perceived learning and satisfaction were found in the study of
Richardson et al. (2024). Consequently, Kuh (2003) and Moore (1989) postulated factors
affecting student engagement which will be utilized in this study. Furthermore, the five key
components of online instruction mentioned by Ringsmuth are communication,
expectation, consistency, organization and relationships. For the purpose of this study the
author will explore instructor social presence in higher education and its impact on student
engagement which determines student success. Communication, availability, close
interaction and a student-centered approach was identified among the characteristics of

successful online teacher (Orso & Doolittle, 2012; Melnyk, 2021).

Garrison, Anderson & Archer (2000), in their Community of Inquiry (Col)
theoretical framework have come forward with three concepts of social, cognitive and
teaching presence. This framework is most widely accepted for online teaching and
learning (Richardson et al., 2017; Stenbom, 2018) and acknowledged to trigger critical
thinking, problem solving and discourse. They define Social presence as the participants’
capacity to establish genuine social and emotional connection with their peers. Meaning
engagement with a learning context and being real and authentic encompass social
presence. Cognitive presence is the ability of learners to construct meaning through
sustained reflection and discourse. Teaching presence is defined as the planning,
facilitation, cognitive and social processes brought into the development of the course.
Moreover, teaching presence is based on instructional design and management, facilitating
discourse and direct instruction (Garrison, 2007; Akoyal & Garrison, 2014; Anderson et
al., 2019). Fiock et, al (2021) delved into the sub-elements of teaching presence, including

facilitation of discourse, direct instruction and constructivist learning environment.



Ascertaining teaching presence means creating a learning experience through facilitation,
support and guidance. Teaching presence, just like social presence can be viewed as the
several roles of the teacher and the sense of being ‘real’ and being ‘there’ to facilitate
online learning. These roles include but are not limited to facilitator, motivator, role model,
learning community, and fostering problem-solving abilities (Vaishali & Misra, 2020; Ulla
& Perales, 2021). Additionally, Goria and Konstantinidis (2023) shared a model
emphasizing community, openness, participation, personalization, and technological
enhancement for online learning communitites. Evidence suggests that teaching presence

in online learning significantly improves learner engagement (Nolan-Grant, 2019).

This study was conducted in higher education institutions in the UAE. Since
March 2020, UAE implemented distance learning in all educational institutions as a
precaution to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Several smart learning platforms and
professional training were launched to address this educational crisis as mentioned in the
UAE government portal. It was confirmed in the quantitative study of Chaudhry et al.
(2021) that UAE students received quality education and information amidst the crisis
which also aligned with the findings of Song et al. (2021) where most teachers and
students supported the implementation of online education during the pandemic. Moreover,
the transition from conventional learning to online learning for higher education students
was not arduous since they were already using Learning Management Systems for course
materials, file sharing and online exams which owed to the success of this mode of
learning. However, the quality of education stigma in this mode of education has always
prevailed. Furthermore, it was also observed in studies conducted in higher education in
the UAE that e-learning opportunity needs to solidify more in practice and policy (Salloum
et al., 2019; Alblooshi & Hamid, 2019). Instructors professional development are

indicators of course quality and learning outcomes as they facilitate student learning



(Gurley, 2018; Wang & Stein, 2021) and they significantly improve course learning
outcomes (Al-Mahdi, 2020). Moreover, teachers’ preparation and professional
development for conducting online lessons could range from formal certification courses,
inquiry-based learning communitites (Risnanosanti et al., 2023) to informal in-service
training (Dereshiwsky, 2013; Bentri, 2023) to effectively leverage digital tools for optimal

learning exoerience.

Recent years have witnessed significant advancements in technology and an
increasing need for flexible and inclusive educational options, resulting in a transformative
effect on the landscape of higher education. The UAE serves as an illustrative case in
point, owing to its expeditiously evolving knowledge-based economy and its highly

diverse demographic composition.

The proliferation of remote education is a significant consequence of these societal
changes. Online learning, which was previously seen as a supplementary component to
traditional classroom teaching, has now become the prevailing method of instruction in the
UAE. The trend can be attributed to several factors, including the need to cater to student
population that is geographically dispersed, the increasing demand for lifelong learning,
and the challenges provided by the recent COVID-19 pandemic (Andel et al., 2020;

Greenhow et al., 2020).

Recent discourse has primarily centered around the significance of student
engagement within this context. The measurement of a student's level of engagement
encompasses various indicators, such as their degree of emotional commitment in the
learning process and their extent of interaction with course materials, peers, and
instructors. Existing research indicates that student engagement has a positive impact on
both academic performance and general satisfaction with the course. With the substitution

of in-person interactions by digital interfaces, the notion of student engagement becomes



increasingly significant in the realm of online education. Sustaining student engagement
over an extended duration in online courses can pose a significant challenge. In the
absence of teachers or classmates, certain students may experience emotional
disengagement from the subject matter being given during class (Hamutoglu et al., 2020;

Zhu et al., 2019).

The discourse surrounding "instructor social presence™ is unlikely to yield
significant improvements. The term "social presence” within the realm of online education
pertains to the capacity of educators to effectively develop and sustain favorable
connections with their students. Establishing a congenial and all-encompassing virtual
learning community involves more than the dissemination of information. The potential
impact of a teacher who demonstrates attentiveness, responsiveness, and involvement on
students' motivation, happiness, and academic achievement is considerable (Prestridge,

2019; Van Den Beemt et al., 2020; Whiteside et al., 2023).

There is a noticeable dearth of literature regarding the importance of teachers'
social presence within the educational context of the UAE. Prior research on social
presence has predominantly focused on two key areas: the perception of students towards
the online presence of their teachers, and strategies that educators might employ to enhance
these perceptions. Despite the potential significance of students' social presence in online
higher education settings in the UAE, there is a lack of empirical research specifically
evaluating instructors' perspectives on this subject matter (Hamutoglu et al., 2020). The
United Arab Emirates offers a unique context for examining instructor social presence due
to its diverse population, high literacy rate, and rapidly advancing higher education system.
Enhancing the quality of online education in the UAE necessitates a comprehensive
examination of educators' perspectives and methodologies pertaining to the cultivation of

students' intrinsic drive to acquire knowledge.



1.2 Problem Statement

A considerable amount of literature on Col framework has revealed the positive
effects of cognitive, social and teaching presence in online instruction (Thomas & Thorpe,
2019; Gurley, 2018) in relation to self-efficacy and motivation of learners, however, it is
time to make sense of what is instructor social presence in online learning and how an
effective online experience (Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017; Castellanos-Reyes, 2020)
could improve learner’s engagement in online classrooms (Khan et al., 2017) in
synchronous and asynchronous learning in higher education. Furthermore, the effects of
instructor presence need to be substantiated with empirical evidence (Holbeck & Hartman,

2018).

First, the study investigates the facilitatory and social presence of instructors with a
distinctive theoretical lens on Col and social constructivism. Previous studies have
investigated this phenomenon from students’ perceptions of teaching presence
quantitatively (Gurley, 2018; Nolan-Grant, 2019; Wang & Stein, 2021), therefore, this
study will investigate perceived instructors’ beliefs towards teaching presence and
students’ engagement in online learning (Kennedy, 2020) in higher education colleges
using mixed methods design. Furthermore, Wut and Xu (2021) recommended further
studies on instructor social presence and teacher interaction in online learning need to be
carried out in different demographical locations since online classrooms may serve as a
future learning trend, Bollinger and Martin (2018) and Zilka, Cohen & Rahimi (2018)
identified a need for focus on student engagement in blended and online courses with a
focus on instructors’ perceptions at undergraduate level. Moreover, it is essential to
examine how student engagement may change with instructors’ changing roles, support
provided and teaching experience (Xu et al., 2020). This study is unique in the UAE

context intending to fill the gap in literature by investigating instructor social presence in
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higher education and its impact on student emotional, behavioural and cognitive

engagement using a mixed methods design at higher education institutions in the UAE.
1.3 Research Purpose, Objectives & Questions

The notion of teaching presence within digital pedagogies is not a recent
development and has been previously explored by scholars such as Swan (2003) and Baker
(2010). However, the dynamics surrounding teaching presence have evolved notably in
contemporary times. Drawing from the practical directives delineated in Fiock's (2021)
guidelines for effective online course design, as well as the Community of Inquiry (Col)
framework (2000), this study aims to scrutinize instructors' perceptions and encounters
regarding their social presence within online learning environments and its consequential
effect on student engagement within higher education settings in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE). The primary objective of this investigation is to examine instructors' viewpoints on
social presence and student engagement within the realm of online education at the tertiary
level. This research builds upon the existing body of knowledge in digital education,
particularly focusing on the social presence of both educators and learners, as delineated in
previous works such as Gurley (2018) and Wang & Stein (2021). Additionally, it seeks to
elucidate instructors' perspectives on social presence and identify optimal strategies

necessary for fostering its development.
Following research questions will guide the study:
1.4 Research Questions

. RQ1: What are instructors’ perceptions about online student engagement in
higher education?
. RQ2: Does instructors’ social presence impact student engagement in online

classrooms at higher education level in the UAE?
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. RQ3: What instructional practices are deemed most important by instructors
to establish their social presence in higher education?
. RQ4: What possible measures can be adopted by higher education

institutions to facilitate instructor social presence?
1.5 Significance of the Study

Teaching presence is a key factor that attributes to student engagement and student
attrition (Khan et al., 2017; Hoi & Le Hang, 2021) as it disintegrates the feeling of
isolation. The current pandemic has to be understood as a catalyst to analyze the
educational change towards more flexible models and changes (Rapanta et al., 2020). The
disruptive impact of Covid-19 and the availability of digital technologies has provided an
unprecedented opportunity for transformation of higher education and this phenomenon
will exist (Garcia-Morales et al., 2021). Flipped, blended or hybrid models of education are
currently being employed in the UAE educational sector at various higher education
institutions in the UAE. As a consequence, understanding technology integration and its
effects on learning outcomes cannot be underestimated. Instructor social presence has
seldom been explored in online higher education, but its importance cannot be denied
(Song et al., 2019; Conklin & Dikkers, 2021). Muir et al. (2019) postulated that for
successful implementation of an online course the importance of planning, design and
teacher presence is the epitome for student engagement. Furthermore, using the Col
framework it was statistically found that teaching presence scored differently with two
identical online courses with different instructors (Fiock et al., 2021). Hence, it is
significant to explore the phenomenon with different frameworks and theories like Col,

cooperative learning and social learning.

Embedded within this study is a distinctive feature, characterized by its utilization

of a mixed methods design—a novel approach in the context of educational research. This
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research holds particular significance within the UAE's educational landscape, bearing
relevance to its leadership and Ministry of Education, in light of the pivotal role such
investigations can play in shaping the trajectory of online education aligned with the
nation's 2030 educational vision. Moreover, this inquiry stands to yield substantial benefits
for educators, students, and policy makers alike, fostering collaborative curriculum
development for online education wherein student-teacher interaction, student engagement,
and instructor social presence are positioned at the core of pedagogical endeavors. The
outcomes of this endeavor are poised to serve as a valuable resource for forthcoming
researchers seeking to explore the domain of educational technology within the higher
education sector, thereby contributing to an enhanced understanding of the pivotal role

played by educators in the augmentation of online learning modalities.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Since this study focuses on faculty experiences of social presence in the online
environment, two main bodies of literature were explored. First, the literature pertaining to
faculty social presence in the online learning environment was analysed, focusing on
identifying issues related to faculty that had been studied thus far. Second, the literature
regarding social presence and its impact on student engagement in the online learning
environment was also collated and studied to determine how social presence was
conceptualized and studied and with what populations these studies had been conducted.
The theoretical framework comprises social constructivism as a broad theory narrowing
down to industry-specific relevant theories which have given periphery reference to
computer mediated social presence literature. Furthermore, thematic areas covered include
social presence, students’ social presence, instructor social presence, student engagement
and its effectiveness in online education in synchronous and asynchronous learning
environments (Gurley, 2018; Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017; Castellanos-Reyes, 2020)
and its impact on student engagement. This analysis of the literature led to an identification

of gaps and the analysis of digital pedagogies prevalent in the UAE.
2.1 Literature Review Methodology

This literature review was initiated using inclusion and exclusion criteria for the
selection of relevant materials. To ensure relevance, literature from the last 6 years were
referenced in this study. The primary focus was to search for empirical and research-based
studies in the literature along with seminal studies on different concepts and themes were

drawn from the literature.

It was also noted that in many contexts online education is also referred to as digital

education. Therefore, both terms were used interchangeably (see Table 1).



Table 1

Literature Review: Inclusion and Exclusion

14

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria
- Empirical and research-based - conference proceedings
publications - reports
- published in peer-reviewed scholarly - opinion papers
journals - MOOCs
- doctoral dissertations - not higher education
- English language only - blogs

- only full-text articles
- across all disciplines

- higher education

The following keywords words were used to identify empirical studies and

9% ¢

conceptual literature germane to online learning: “online learning”, “instructor social

2 ¢¢ b AN1Y

presence”, “social presence + online learning”, “digital education and social presence”,

9 ¢¢

“student engagement and online learning”, “student engagement + online education”,

29 ¢

“social presence in higher education”, “faculty social presence”, “student engagement and

instructor social presence”. These keywords were used in combination with each other to

obtain a comprehensive body of literature. The search on literature was limited to online

learning in higher education.
2.2 Conceptual Framework

2.2.1 What is Teaching Presence?

The ability of teachers to be physically present is always applicable for traditional
classrooms, however, this presence takes a new-fangled position in online teaching and

learning. Teaching presence becomes multifaceted in online learning environments. As

technology has seeped in classrooms, teaching presence has taken new facets. According to
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the definition of Pelz (2010), teaching presence refers to the design, facilitation and
meaningful social interaction that provide educationally worthwhile learning outcomes.
Teaching presence also involves actions, planning and behaviour of instructors in online
and blended learning environments. Such actions aim to guide the learners in achieving
their learning goals (Zhao & Sullivan, 2017). Furthermore, teaching presence can be
achieved through their initiation, and the roles and means they take to demonstrate their
presence. Teaching presence is also one of the constructs of Community of Inquiry
framework alongside social presence and cognitive presence (Martin et al., 2022).
Research has shown that teaching presence has had a positive impact on learning
outcomes, student engagement and satisfaction and, perceived learning (Martin et al.,
2022). Therefore, a primary characteristic of online education is linked to student
satisfaction and learning outcomes (Richardson et al., 2020). Online learning environments
require not only course management but added responsibility of instructor social presence
to facilitate discourse, student satisfaction and retention. Moreover, instructors perceived
belief of instructional presence also alters their classroom actions and impacts teaching

presence (Richardson et al., 2016).

Social presence in online learning requires a different skill set for its facilitation
compared to traditional classrooms. An ordinary physical presence in the classroom may
be sufficient for face-to-face classrooms, however, research suggests teacher social
presence in online classrooms demands more complex forms of presence like participation
in online forums, responsiveness, discourse facilitation, connectedness and empathic
behaviours that can motivate learners (Mandernach, Gonzales, Garrett, 2006; Conklin &
Dikkers, 2021). Coupling with the additional demands to the traditional role of teacher
presence intensifies to the complexities of online teaching and makes it burdensome for

many teachers. Furthermore, additional roles and responsibilities require more effort from
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teachers and reduces lesson preparation time compared to face-to-face lessons (Hogan &
McKnight, 2007; Littlejohn et al., 2021). A recent study revealed that intrinsic motivation
and emotional factors have a significant impact on classroom instruction, moreover,
motivational factors are correlational to occupational stress (Panisoara et al., 2020). Studies
on emotional presence in teaching presence have indicated that it fosters social and
cognitive presence in learners and leads to successful learning (Majeski et al., 2018).
Previous research shows that student perceptions of teaching presence is essential to
achieving student learning outcomes (Gurley, 2018). Research has revealed a high degree
of positive correlation between social and cognitive presence, cognitive and teaching
presence, and a relatively lower level of positive correlation between social and teaching
presence in online learning (Horzum 2015). Contemporary study on a similar subject has
also shown that teaching presence has a positive impact on cognitive presence, however, it

does not have an impact on learning engagement (Doo, Bonk & Heo, 2023).

According to Richardson et al. (2015), the concept of instructor presence emerges
at the intersection of social presence and pedagogical presence. In contrast, instructor
social presence places greater emphasis on discernible instructional behaviours and
activities compared to teacher presence. In other words, the active phase of courses, during
their implementation, is when the presence of instructors is most likely to be experienced,
in contrast to the initial stages of course development. This phenomenon holds significance
due to the increasing prevalence of online education, leading to a growing number of
educators choosing to instruct courses that they did not contribute to developing. The
synthesis of existing literature on instructor presence proves to be beneficial. Students
develop perceptions of their instructors by observing and evaluating their social and
instructional presence, which are regarded as significant factors by the learners (Zhang et

al., 2022; Rosenthal & Walker, 2020). The social presence of instructors is considered a
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significant factor in shaping students' perceptions of their approachability and expertise as
mentors. The results of the study indicate that students hold a positive perception towards
educators who demonstrate flexibility in accommodating their individual learning
preferences (Zhang et al., 2022). An additional aspect of the teacher's physical presence
pertains to the prompt feedback they offer. The existing body of literature indicates that
educators can mitigate students' perceptions of distance by promptly addressing their
inquiries and concerns, offering constructive feedback, and cultivating a sense of belonging
within the learning environment (Martin et al., 2022). One of the highly regarded attributes
of an educator is their proficiency in effectively conveying expectations and guidelines to
their students. To integrate these concepts, | put forth the subsequent definition of
instructor social presence: the exhibition by the instructor of a genuine, human presence
through intentional actions and behaviours. Hence, within the framework of the
Community of Intention (Col), the concept of instructor social presence can be situated at
the convergence of instructional presence and social presence. It encompasses the way an
educator presents themselves to both students and other participants within the online

community.

Wang and Stein (2021) posited comparable findings, contending that educators
must increase the frequency of student discourse during virtual instruction, offer more
evaluative input, and leverage technological tools to organize instructional tasks to enhance
students' overall understanding. Several studies, including those conducted by Law, Geng,
and Li (2019), Lim and Richardson (2016), and Stone and Springer (2019), have reported
that the physical presence of teachers in the classroom is associated with increased student
engagement and participation in the learning process. The study conducted by Caskurlu et
al. (2020) revealed a significant and positive correlation between instructional presence

and both student well-being and perceived learning. This finding suggests that instructional
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presence can serve as a dependable indicator of student achievement. The notion that
students acquire knowledge most effectively through active participation in the
construction of their own understanding underscores the importance of integrating the

physical presence of instructors into the design and development of courses.

Littlejohn et al. (2021) posited the notion of an “identity crisis" as a cultural
impediment to the implementation of online education, in conjunction with the challenges
and supplementary efforts required for such an undertaking. As per their assertion, the
reluctance of educators to modify their online instructional approaches is impeding the
potential for more productive engagement in the digital era. Since the onset of the COVID-
19 pandemic, scholarly investigations have been carried out to examine the phenomena of
teacher burnout and technostress (Shlenskaya et al., 2020; Panisoara et al., 2020; Agarwal
& Bansal, 2021). The phenomenon of teacher burnout in online education has been
attributed to various factors such as extended work hours, provision of support and
feedback to students beyond regular office hours, efficient planning and organization,

grading, and technical challenges (Hogan & McKnight, 2007; Shlenskaya et al., 2020).

Richardson et al. (2020) acknowledge the potential advantages of fostering
persistent learning interactions and peer support among instructors by leveraging the
concept of innovation diffusion. This can be achieved by providing networking
opportunities and establishing small group learning communities. Research demonstrates
the effectiveness of professional development programs in addressing challenges
associated with teaching online in higher education (Kebritchi, Lipschuetz, & Santiague
2017; Richardson et al., 2020). Furthermore, teachers' constructive mindset, dedication,
and sense of responsibility collectively help shape learners' academic performance
(Aliyyah et al., 2020). The positive effects of teacher self-disclosure and teacher direct

behaviour on teacher-student relationships in online learning have been widely recognized
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in the academic literature. Teachers’ self-disclosure and teachers’ direct behaviour and
their social presence also positively influence the teacher-student relationship in online
learning, leading to higher learner satisfaction and ultimately greater knowledge
acquisition (Song, Kim, & Luo, 2016; Song, Kim, & Park, 2019; Khan and Rafi, 2020).
For example, Oyarzun, Barreto and Conklin (2018), Kilis and Yildrim (2019), Maeda
(2019), Richardson (2020) all discuss the efficacy of online gamified learning, while Kilis
(2019) and Yildrim (2019) focused on online discussions, and Kilis (2019) focused on

designing course activities.

According to Caskurlu et al. (2020), the level of student engagement in an online
course is notably influenced by the presence of the instructor. The act of designing
engaging lessons by teachers has the potential to enhance the probability of students’
motivation and commitment towards their educational pursuits. The likelihood of students
exerting effort in their academic pursuits is heightened when the objectives of the course
are clearly delineated, the instructional material is presented in a coherent manner, and the
assignments are engaging. Students who are motivated and engaged, experience greater
advantages when taught by teachers who possess similar levels of energy, dedication, and
attentiveness towards their individual needs (Marshall & Kostka, 2020; Kurek & Miiller-
Hartmann, 2019). Teachers can enhance student engagement and collaboration in virtual
classrooms by establishing an inclusive environment. The establishment of a cohesive
community between students and teachers is imperative in the context of online education.
The lack of a teacher's physical presence in an online classroom may engender a sense of
detachment and impersonality among students (Budhai & Williams, 2021). When
educators facilitate constructive student engagement and encourage the unrestricted
exchange of ideas within the classroom setting, students experience a greater sense of

comfort and are more inclined to engage in conversations with their peers. Singh et al.
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(2022) states, the sense of belonging among students is enhanced when their teachers
exhibit approachability, offer timely feedback, guidance, and foster peer-to-peer
interactions. Establishing a "presence” within the classroom context also entails fostering

constructive interactions among students (Stone & Springer, 2019).

The most professional educators foster the development of critical thinking skills
and guide their students towards novel avenues of exploration. Research has shown that
students are more likely to acquire and retain knowledge when they are provided with
unambiguous instructions, relevant illustrations, and comprehensive elucidations (Kilis &
Yildirim, 2019; Johnson & Altowairiki, 2021). Teachers play a pivotal role in fostering the
cultivation of higher-order cognitive abilities in students through the facilitation of
classroom dialogues and the provision of occasions for students to engage in introspection,
evaluation, and articulation of their thoughts. Incorporating diverse forms of media into
instructional practices is a fundamental aspect of effective pedagogy. Enhancing learning
and retention can be facilitated through the utilization of captivating multimedia resources
such as films, interactive simulations, and web-based lectures. Zhang et al. (2022) describe
that teachers have the potential to facilitate effectiveness by leveraging their personal
charisma and enthusiasm within the classroom setting. There exist numerous benefits
associated with conducting face-to-face instruction, although it is not without its
limitations and criticisms (Gikandi, 2021). There exists a perspective among certain
individuals that prioritizing "teaching presence" in online educational settings may not be
of utmost importance for educators in facilitating the academic achievements of their
students (Wang, 2022). Concerns may also arise regarding the comprehensiveness and
scope of the course content, as well as the consistency of the instructors' pedagogical
methods (Hoffman, 2019). The provision of necessary resources to enable educators to

establish a robust online presence can pose challenges for large-scale online education
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initiatives. The inherent subjectivity of instructional presence poses challenges in terms of
its measurement and evaluation, resulting in potential inconsistencies in both its
implementation and assessment (Rapanta et al., 2020; Hilli & Akerfeldt, 2020; Silva et al.,

2021).

Inclusion of an instructor social presence within a distance education environment
has the potential to enhance student involvement, cultivate a more cohesive community
atmosphere, and facilitate supplementary avenues for comprehensive learning (Rapanta et
al., 2020). Online educators have the capacity to create an inclusive and engaging learning
environment by strategically designing instructional content, fostering interactive discourse
among students, and delivering thorough explanations of course concepts (Kurek &
Miller-Hartmann, 2019). The consideration and management of time constraints,
inconsistencies, and evaluation are essential aspects that necessitate attention and
resolution. Further research is required to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the
influence of teachers' physical presence on different student demographics and educational
contexts in online education. This would contribute to the development of improved
pedagogical approaches and assessment frameworks. Educators who invest effort in
developing their "social presence" as teachers derive advantages not only for their students

but also for their own online learning encounters.
2.2.2 Instructor Social Presence

The pivotal role of the teaching faculty in the achievement of online courses is
widely recognized. It is worth noting that the utilization of the Community of Inquiry
framework in the context of online learning serves to foster the cultivation of cognitive
abilities associated with higher-order thinking. This study is based on Lipman's (2003)
theory of social learning, which introduces the notion of a Community of Inquiry.

Incorporating John Dewey's educational theory (1939), Kennedy (2012) asserts that
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integrating these ideas into the pedagogical framework of Community of Philosophical
Inquiry (CPI) offers an optimal approach for nurturing interpersonal relationships and
facilitating the development of cognitive frameworks. The physical presence of teachers in
virtual classrooms exerts a significant impact on student learning. According to the
findings of Garrison and Arbaugh (2007), students exhibited a greater tendency to express
elevated levels of enjoyment, perceived acquisition of knowledge, and sense of belonging
within a community when their instructors were physically present in the educational
setting. Furthermore, a recent quantitative study conducted by Caskurlu et al. (2020) has
made a prediction that the various aspects of teaching presence play a significant role in
determining the outcomes of students in fully online courses. This prediction is based on
the robust correlation observed between teaching presence, perceived learning, and student
satisfaction within the context of online course settings. There exists a positive correlation
between the social presence of a teacher who possesses qualities of kindness and
approachability and the attainment of elevated levels of student satisfaction. The influence
of self-efficacy and the presence of an instructor in online learning is contingent upon the
specific content being taught, particularly in cases where the content lacks a clear structure

(Limetal., 2021).

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2010) identified a lack of conceptual consistency
regarding the constructs of teaching presence. Furthermore, it was underscored that the
existence of teaching presence may potentially be influenced by the demographic
characteristics of the students and the institutional context. Rapanta et al. (2020) conducted
a study that was influenced by the research conducted by Anderson et al. (2001). The study
revealed the existence of three distinct manifestations of teacher presence in various
learning activities: social presence, cognitive presence, and facilitatory presence. It is

imperative to allocate resources towards the enhancement of teacher professional
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development in the realm of online pedagogies, with a specific focus on strategies that can
effectively enhance teacher productivity (Kirschner, 2015; Rapanta et al., 2020).
According to Kirschner (2015), the utilization of technology in learning holds promise to
enhance educational practices, offering improved effectiveness, efficiency, and overall
satisfaction in instructional processes. Zilka, Cohen, and Rahimi (2018) posited that in
virtual and blended learning environments, the presence of instructors and the
establishment of social connections are closely interconnected. The research conducted by
Stone and Springer (2019) aligns with the viewpoint expressed by Kirchner (2015) that the
establishment of an environment that promotes learning is effective in decreasing learner
attrition and cultivating a thriving learning community. The concept of the instructor's
presence, as delineated by Richardson et al. (2016), Oyarzun, Barreto, and Conklin (2018),
and Lowenthal and Dunlop (2018), encompasses the instructor's immediate actions and

behaviours aimed at establishing a genuine connection with the students.

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that according to the Community of Inquiry (Col)
framework, several studies (Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017; Kebritchi, Lipschuetz, &
Santiague, 2017) have revealed that the recognition of teachers' presence and their diverse
responsibilities in online learning is insufficient. Furthermore, a novel element was
introduced to the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework by Pollard, Minor, and Swanson
(2014), namely, the social presence of the instructor. The challenge of defining and
creating an effective online experience, considering various factors such as instructional
tasks, group size, prior relationships, and evolving teacher roles, has been emphasized in
recent research (Fiock, 2020; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020). The study conducted by
Conklin and Dikkers (2021) identified four main themes for instructor social presence,

namely connectedness, responsiveness, and coaching, chunking materials for online
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teaching, and empathic facilitation. These findings underscore the importance of

instructors' social presence.

Scholars and educators in the digital realm have widely recognized the diverse roles
that instructors are required to assume while guiding online learning environments. Online
lecturers fulfil various roles, such as instructional, social, managerial, and technical, as
demonstrated by numerous examples (Collins et al., 2019; Park & Kim, 2020; Al-dheleai
et al., 2020). In the context of online education, instructors bear the responsibility for both
their own social presence and the teaching presence, which may or may not be influenced
by student participation (Ensmann et al., 2021). The concept of the instructor's social
presence pertains to their tangible and corporeal existence within the educational setting
(Natarajan & Joseph, 2022). Nevertheless, in assisted online courses, the significance of
perceiving the instructor as being "real” and "present™ becomes more pronounced because
of the instructor's specific roles, such as the administration of grades, facilitator, subject
matter expert, content creator etc. The concept of instructor immediacy plays a crucial role
in the establishment of instructor social presence. Flener-Lovitt et al. (2020) define
"immediacy" in communication as the degree to which communication behaviours
facilitate a sense of closeness and nonverbal interaction with another individual. The
authors assert that both verbal and nonverbal behaviours, including but not limited to
smiling, eye contact, body language, and humour, are employed to accomplish this
objective. Tang and Hew (2020) have reported comparable results in both face-to-face and
virtual environments, underscoring the importance of instructor accessibility. Intimacy
exhibited by the instructor represents an additional dimension of social presence within the
educational setting, serving as a mechanism to address the individual needs of students
(Hew et al., 2021). However, the strategic decisions made during the design and

development phase, which include different components of a course like individual
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projects or assignments, are crucial in establishing an instructor's social presence. These
decisions play a significant role in fostering a perception of immediacy and intimacy, as

emphasized by Wut and Xu (2021), Lim et al. (2021), and Wut and Su (2021).

There is a substantial body of research available on the topic of instructor social
presence, if one has a clear understanding of the distinctions between social presence,
instructor social presence, and instructional presence (Dilling et al., 2020). A
comprehensive understanding of this study can be achieved by examining one of the three
perspectives on social presence outlined in this book: Social Presence facilitated by
Technology, Social Presence perceived by Students, and Social presence as a Critical
Literacy (Wut & Su, 2021). Bickle et al. (2019) conducted a study where they manipulated
the levels of instructor social presence in two distinct groups. The study primarily aimed to
investigate instructor social presence, which was measured by assessing the attributes of
message kindness, instructor familiarity, and instructor affection. The study revealed that
students' perceptions and interactions with the teacher were impacted by the social
presence of their peers. However, there was no discernible impact on their learning
outcomes, satisfaction levels, level of engagement, or the quality of their final projects. A
previous study conducted by Alessio et al. (2019) examined the evaluation of instructors
by students, specifically focusing on their perceived effectiveness in addressing student
needs, delivering timely and pertinent information, and offering constructive feedback. The
research findings indicate that students did not prioritize the ability to audibly perceive the
instructor's voice, nor did they highly value engaging in synchronous communication with
their peers. Consistent with previous research (e.g., Andel et al., 2020), the present studies
revealed that students expressed appreciation for instructors who demonstrated
responsiveness to their needs, and that the presence of instructor social interaction

contributed to students perceiving their instructors as compassionate and supportive
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individuals (Kilis & Yildirim, 2019; Dilling et al., 2020). The implications of this
statement suggest that it is necessary to carefully examine the methods employed by

instructors when it comes to communication between students and teachers.

The study conducted by Collins et al. (2019) investigated both communication
strategies and a potential approach that would foster increased engagement among students
in the classroom. The study examined the level of teacher engagement within virtual
learning environments. The researcher found that the presence of an instructor in a virtual
classroom had a positive impact on student engagement. According to the findings, the
optimal approach for an instructor to actively participate in an online discussion forum
involved striking a balance between acknowledging students' messages and refraining from
dominating the conversation. Dilling et al. (2020) posited that an excessive level of teacher
involvement may exist, suggesting that active participation in every conversation is not
necessarily obligatory. Ensmann et al. (2021) conducted a subsequent study to investigate
the impact of instructor presence and identification in online discussions. The study
conducted by the researchers revealed that the notion of a teacher's "presence"” went
beyond quantifiable measures such as presses, encompassing a subjective element that was
influenced by the teacher's educational philosophy. Lim et al. (2021) conducted a study to
examine the influence of teachers' online presence on their students. They examined the
relationship between students' perceptions in an online class (both students and instructor)
and their affective and cognitive learning outcomes. There was a significant correlation
observed between affective learning, student learning satisfaction, and teachers' evaluations
of their social presence in the classroom. Moreover, there exists a connection between
students’ perceptions of the instructor's social presence and their attitudes and satisfaction.
However, it is worth noting that students' perceptions have a stronger correlation with their

contentment with learning, as evidenced by the respective correlation coefficients of .69
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and .52. Park et al. (2020) conducted a study examining the level of instructor immediacy
and presence in online classes. The primary focus of their research was to examine the
connections between instructors' immediacy, which is a key aspect of the social presence
concept. This investigation aimed to understand how these factors influence undergraduate
students' affective learning, perceived cognition, and motivation. Park et al. (2020),
findings revealed that although instructor immediacy exhibited a positive correlation with
students’ motivation, affective learning, and perceived cognition, it did not reach statistical
significance. The affective learning, perceived cognition, and motivation of students were
found to be significantly influenced by the physical presence of teachers, also known as
teachers’ social presence. Ultimately, these discoveries would be central to the core of the
Community of Inquiry (Col) paradigm and its underlying assumption that learning
activities and interactions in isolation are insufficient for fostering a Col that facilitates

significant learning (Hew et al., 2023).

In the context of digital education, instructors’ social presence is crucial. Growing
research indicates that instructors' interpersonal involvement in online classes boosts
students' interest, motivation, and outcomes (Conklin & Dikkers, 2021). Having a teacher
that is approachable is the first step in creating a comfortable learning environment for
students. In-person contacts between instructors and students build a warm rapport
between the two groups. However, Lim et al. (2021) argue that physical separation isn't an
option in the digital world. The instructor's social presence in a virtual classroom is helpful
for the students since it fosters a sense of familiarity with the instructor and the other
students. Students are more invested and have a more positive learning experience because
of this interdependence. Students are more engaged and enthusiastic when their teachers
are present in their social lives. Students are more inclined to put in extra effort when they

perceive their lecturers to be really invested in their success. Teachers who care about their



28

students' progress create an environment where students feel comfortable contributing and
are motivated to give their all-in class. If students are interested in what they are learning,

they are more likely to put in the time and effort necessary to succeed (Collins et al., 2019).

Student faculty evaluations factor heavily towards teachers’ interaction with the
students. Teachers’ willingness to interact with their students’ online shows that they
respect their time and believe their course is valuable (Andel et al., 2022). If students
believe their teachers care about them as individuals and are committed to their academic
achievement, students are more likely to put forth substantial effort and attention to their
studies (Jackson, 2019; Park & Kim, 2020). Therefore, this can improve both student
retention and overall happiness with the course. Furthermore, instructors’ comfort with the
use of social media enhances student collaboration and communication skills. Students
need clear and consistent feedback on their progress, ideas, and concerns (Alessio et al.,
2019; Dilling et al., 2020). Teachers who are present on social media are more likely to
respond to pupils quickly and effectively (Ensmann et al., 2021). Communication that is
open and honest creates a climate where students feel safe asking questions and offering
suggestions. The social presence of teachers is crucial in online learning. It's essential for
increasing participation, inspiration, and learning outcomes in the classroom. Teachers who
create and maintain a social presence, both online and in the real world, may aid their
students in drawing connections between different aspects of their education. Increasing
the teacher's social presence in a virtual classroom can have numerous positive effects on

pupils (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020).

Teachers' social presence is especially important in online education because of the
positive effect it has on students' interest and motivation (Alessio et al., 2019; Lowenthal &
Dunlap, 2020; Natarajan & Joseph, 2022). When students believe their instructors are

genuinely invested in them as people and their academic progress, they are more likely to
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speak up in class and sense a feeling of community (Alessio et al., 2019). When a professor
is approachable, students are more likely to engage with the material and learn more from
the experience. However, according to Bickle et al. (2019), there are specific difficulties
connected with creating a social media presence online. It could be challenging for
educators to be heard without the use of visual clues like facial expressions and body
language (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020; Flener-Lovitt et al., 2020; Tang & Hew, 2020).
Asynchronous nature of many online courses can pose barriers to meaningful contact, it is
especially important for instructors to develop methods of reaching out to students outside
of scheduled class time (Jackson, 2019). The primary goal of online teachers should be to
provide a space where every student feels welcome and at home. To that end, it can be
helpful for people to introduce themselves and initiate conversations about themselves to
relieve tensions. Using multimedia resources, such as films and audio recordings, can help
the teacher come across as more approachable and friendly to the pupils (Bickle et al.,

2019; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020).

Al-dheleai et al. (2020) states, staying in regular contact with people already in
one's life is another powerful strategy for expanding one's social network. Therefore, we
can say that it is important for instructors to answer students' inquiries and offer insightful
critiques of their work. Teachers can establish their presence and motivate student
participation in online chat rooms and discussion forums by actively participating in these
spaces themselves. Teachers' enthusiasm for their students tends to rise when they have
access to current, useful materials. A variety of digital resources and channels are available
to educators who wish to raise their online visibility. Live video meetings allow for more
relaxed conversation and a stronger sense of camaraderie amongst participants (Kilis &

Yildirim, 2019; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020; Tang & Hew, 2020). Using social media tools
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like discussion boards and classroom blogs can help teachers and students communicate

and learn from one another (Park & Kim, 2020).

Building and maintaining a social presence online can be difficult due to factors
such as the asynchronous nature of online courses and the absence of tangible signals
(Kilis & Yildirim, 2019). Teaching social skills and creating a cooperative learning
environment requires teachers to put students at ease, maintain open channels of
communication, and make effective use of available technological resources. Teachers
might potentially accomplish a great deal to improve their students' learning by fostering

collaboration amongst them in both online and traditional settings (Hew et al., 2023).

In online education research, multiple terminologies are often used to describe the
interactions and roles of instructors and learners in fostering engagement, connection, and
effective learning. Terms such as teaching presence, instructor presence, social
presence, pedagogical presence, teacher presence, instructional presence,
interpersonal presence, and computer-mediated social presence are frequently
employed, sometimes interchangeably, though they hold nuanced distinctions. For
instance, while social presence emphasizes emotional and interpersonal connections among
participants, teaching presence encompasses the design, facilitation, and management of
the learning experience. These overlapping concepts can create confusion if not clearly
delineated. Therefore, to ensure conceptual clarity and consistency in this study, a table is
presented below that defines each term, highlights their relationships, and establishes their
relevance within the context of this research. This approach provides a structured
understanding of the terminologies while aligning them with the theoretical framework of

the thesis.
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Here’s a concept table to differentiate the terms related to presence in online
education, highlighting their definitions, relationships, and usage. It provides clarity and

ensures consistent terminology throughout your thesis.

Table 2

Different Terminologies of Presence

Terminology Definition Notes/Relationships

The design, facilitation, and
direction of cognitive and
social processes to achieve
meaningful learning
outcomes (Garrison et al.,
2000).

Part of the Community of Inquiry
(Col) framework; closely related to
instructor presence.

Teaching Presence

The active role of the
instructor in engaging with
learners, delivering content,
and fostering interaction.

Synonymous with teaching
presence but focuses specifically on
the instructor’s role.

Instructor Presence

The ability of participants to
project themselves as “real

Social Presence people” and connect
emotionally in an online
environment.

A separate component of the Col
framework; foundational for
interpersonal connection and group
cohesion.

The instructor’s efforts to
guide learning through
Pedagogical Presence pedagogical strategies,
fostering critical thinking and
understanding.

Overlaps with teaching presence but
emphasizes instructional strategies.

A general term referring to
the visibility and engagement

Teacher Presence of teachers in online or
blended learning
environments.

Often used interchangeably with
instructor presence but can also
refer to traditional classroom
teaching.
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Terminology Definition Notes/Relationships

The structured planning,
Instructional organization, and
Presence presentation of instructional
content to learners.

A narrower focus within teaching
presence, emphasizing content
delivery and curriculum design.

The ability to build personal
Interpersonal relationships and foster a
Presence sense of trust and empathy in
a learning environment.

Related to social presence but
specifically emphasizes relational
and emotional aspects.

The perception of others as

: being “present” during A sub-dimension of social presence,
Cor_nputer Mediated computer-mediated specific to computer-mediated
Social Presence . :
communication settings.

(Gunawardena, 1995).

Terminology Relationships:

Teaching Presence is often considered an umbrella term that includes aspects of
instructional presence and pedagogical presence. Social Presence is distinct but
complements teaching presence by fostering the human connection necessary for
engagement. Instructor Presence is synonymous with teaching presence but can be used

to emphasize the instructor's specific contributions.
2.2.3 Digital Pedagogies

Since the current generation has been labelled as digital natives, therefore the
driving force for digital pedagogies are social and pedagogical imperatives (Howell, 2012).
Hybrid Pedagogy in its journal defines digital pedagogy as using digital tools thoughtfully
while paying attention to deciding on the tools and their impact on learning. Milton and
Vozzo (2013) define digital pedagogy as knowledge construction based on problem-

solving and higher-order thinking skills using technology. These tools can be used in
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online learning synchronously and asynchronously depending upon the course design.
From the notion of digital pedagogy arises the concept of critical digital pedagogy which
elaborated by Waddell and Clariza (2018) is a method of empowering students to use
technological platforms for engaging students and teachers and being full agents of their
learning. It further discusses the limitations of technology and centralizes the concept of
inquiry over technology. To incorporate digital pedagogies, over the last few years many
universities are flipping the classroom (Reidsema et al., 2017), utilizing a blended learning
approach (Garner & Rouse, 2016) or offering massive open online courses (Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2016) to provide an effective online learning environment. For optimization of
online learning, Harasim (2017) suggested new pedagogies that adapt or stretch the
existing pedagogies. This digital disruption from within the higher education context sets
the stage for the adoption and inclusion of digital pedagogies in any form that fosters
students' personal growth, communication, collaboration, and creativity while building

skills and knowledge using technological tools (Thomas & Thorpe, 2019).

According to Waddell and Clariza's (2018), digital pedagogy and critical digital
pedagogy encourages students to participate actively in their education by using digital
tools as learning facilitators and content creators. It goes on to discuss how technology has
its limits and how the idea of inquiry should take precedence over technology. Recently,
many educational institutions have begun to implement digital pedagogy by flipping the
classroom (Reidsema et al., 2017), using blended learning methods (Garner & Rouse,
2016), or offering massive open online courses (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2013). Harasim
(2017) proposes new pedagogies that adapt or extend existing pedagogies to improve the
quality of online education. This internal digital disruption in higher education creates

opportunities for the incorporation of any type of digital pedagogy to help students develop



34

their own identities, learn to collaborate, and think critically and creatively while using

digital tools to acquire and apply knowledge (Thomas & Thorpe, 2019).

With the inclusion of technology and a shift to online learning, there has been an
increased reduction in the spatial and temporal problems associated with traditional
personal to virtual instruction and from seminars to webinars (Panigrahi, Srivastava &
Sharma, 2018; Mishra et al., 2020). The advent of internet technology has changed things
that have remained unchanged for centuries. This was reflected in the exchange of regular
correspondence by email and in libraries by websites. In the current educational system,
elements of distance learning have taken the place of traditional educational methods
(Diaz-Noguera et al., 2022). The introduction of modern information and communication
technologies into the educational process has led to the creation of a new form of teaching
- distance learning - in addition to traditional teaching methods. According to Kearney et
al. (2022), in distance learning, the student and the teacher are in constant communication
with each other through spatially separated learning courses, forms of control, electronic
communication and other internet technologies. Distance learning based on the use of
internet technology provides access to the global information education network,
performing several important new functions based on the principles of integration and

interaction.

According to Gourlay (2021), the substantive nature of digital education and the
embodied nature of digital literacy practices suggest that the term 'virtual learning' and its
associated terms are being thoroughly questioned in this unprecedented pandemic situation.
According to him, always "in person™, no matter the place or time. Therefore, any
educational digital technology tool cannot be considered a substitute. They are both

material and the result of concrete actions.
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Worldwide, the coronavirus pandemic has had a major impact on universities,
testing their adaptability (Wu, 2020) and forcing many to move courses online. The impact
of the epidemic on education was felt first in China, then South Korea, Iran, and finally
Italy (UNESCO, 2020). Crawford et al. (2020) presented the digital teaching and learning
responses of higher education institutions in 20 countries throughout the pandemic.
Comments from different countries reflect the strengths and weaknesses of their respective
economies. Except for the United States, all other economically advanced countries did not
take that long break between semesters and moved to online teaching. Although Malaysia,
Indonesia and South Korea are geographically closer to China than the United States, yet
they lacked coherent plans to provide online education. Developing economies also show
some differences. These countries reported that they lack the technical resources to support
online education. Jordanian government used Skype, Facebook, Google Classroom and
Moodle to keep students engaged and reduce negative impact on education (UNESCO,
2020). Given the recent trend towards the eventual closure of brick-and-mortar
universities, now is the time to take online teaching seriously. According to Crawford et al.
(2020), now is the time for a coordinated, collaborative, and collective global response to

best practice in online education utilizing digital pedagogy.

Due to the necessity of conducting research in the UAE, it is crucial to explain the
UAE's higher education strategy. The UAE was able to successfully limit the outbreak and
kept the death toll low with strict safety precautions immediately following the outbreak.
Government buildings, schools, and institutions are closed; public events are cancelled:;
food vendors took precautions; flights were reduced; and employees were allowed to work
from home (CNBC, 2020). The implementation of online classes in March 2019 (KHDA,
2020) was a direct result of these limitations in the traditional classroom environment. Four

of the UAE's leading universities Zayed University, Emirates University, Sharjah
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University and Heriot-Watt University in Dubai chose Blackboard, Adobe Connect and
Vision as cutting-edge virtual learning platforms to deliver courses (Country of the Year,
2020). Hamdan bin Mohammed Smart University was one of the first officially licensed e-
universities in the United Arab Emirates (opened in 2009), so it helped other universities to
make the most of online content delivery. It is worth noting, however, that it is unclear
whether these installations have extended digital pedagogy into higher education, or
whether education will return to traditional face-to-face settings in response to the sudden

shift to online learning (Crawford et al., 2020).

Considering the current global COVID-19 pandemic, the popularity of online
teaching methods has increased significantly. According to a report by educators in Saudi
Arabia, despite the prevailing crisis in the country, the implementation of digital pedagogy
has proven to be an invaluable tool for promoting effective student engagement and
facilitating the review and updating of course materials. During the rapid transition from
traditional to distance learning, universities have made significant efforts to minimize
disruptions in the learning process (Babbar & Gupta, 2021; Burca et al., 2021). According
to Babbar and Gupta (2021), educators in Pakistan have also observed similar advantages
to online education, such as reduced travel-related costs, simplified administrative duties
(such as recording lectures and maintaining attendance records), and improved delivery to
students. Educators in countries as diverse as Guyana, Saudi Arabia, Ukraine, and India
have adopted online classrooms due to its multiple benefits. These advantages include
enhanced teaching creativity and innovation, the convenience of cloud lecture recording,

and improved teaching material organization (Babbar & Gupta, 2016).

The COVID-19 pandemic has precipitated a transition towards the utilisation of
technology within educational settings. Academic institutions are currently facing

significant pressure to expeditiously adopt digital learning methodologies to remain
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competitive amidst emerging educational approaches (Anderson, 2020). Aspiring
educators, who were born prior to the advent of digital technology, are required to modify
their instructional approaches to cater students who have grown up in the digital era
(Mashrabovich, 2022). To ensure that educators acknowledge the significance of
technology within the educational setting, it is imperative to integrate digital pedagogy into

their professional development (Kivunja, 2013).

The pandemic has had a significant impact on Initial Teacher Education (ITE)
programmes as well. The closure of educational institutions, such as schools and
universities, has necessitated a transition towards virtualization in ITE (Initial Teacher
Education) programmes. This shift has disrupted the customary arrangements for placing
ITE students. This alteration has prompted inquiries regarding equity and education,
leading to the emergence of novel digital pedagogical approaches for Initial Teacher

Education (ITE) (Velle et al., 2020).

The extent of digital pedagogy extends well beyond traditional academic
disciplines. Health education is an additional domain in which it proves to be
advantageous. The promotion of youth engagement in digital health technologies is
influenced by various stakeholders, including educational institutions, physical education
classes, families, and peers. Facilitation of successful health-related pedagogies requires
comprehensive understanding of the agency exhibited by young individuals in digital

health contexts (Goodyear et al., 2018).

Nevertheless, there exist challenges in implementing digital tools within preschool
educational settings. There is a prevailing scepticism among experts regarding the efficacy
of digital tools, which poses challenges in their integration within professional practises.
The utilisation of digital tools in early childhood classrooms lacks sufficient empirical

evidence to support its pedagogical effectiveness (Vidal-Hall et al., 2020). Due to the
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COVID-19 pandemic, higher education institutions have been compelled to expeditiously
adopt digital learning methodologies. Human resource development processes can be
instrumental to facilitate this pedagogical transition. Efforts to improve human resources
are crucial to facilitating the shift toward instructor-supported online courses. They
contribute to the creation and standardization of classes, the provision of chances for
professional development for teachers, and the guarantee of equal access to resources for
all pupils. These steps make online teaching easier for professors, provide more value for
students, and ensure the optimal environment for online education (Anderson, 2020; Moyo

etal., 2022; Zhang & Yu, 2023).

Given the current COVID-19 pandemic, the implementation of digital pedagogies
has become imperative within educational settings. These findings offer potential avenues
for enhancing lesson planning, fostering increased student engagement, and ultimately
improving the overall quality of education. The ability of teachers to effectively use
technology to achieve learning objectives in the classroom paves the way for digital

pedagogy (Howell, 2012).

Moyo et al. (2022) states, digital pedagogies refer to strategies that make use of
digital resources and materials to enhance instructors' social presence in virtual classrooms
by fostering better communication and collaboration between teachers and their students.
Instructor social presence also refers to the ability of instructors to create a sense of
connectedness, engagement, and personal interaction with their students. It is a key factor
in promoting student satisfaction, motivation, and learning outcomes in online courses.
However, De et al. (2023) argue that, establishing social presence can be challenging in
digital education, where physical cues and face-to-face interactions are limited. This is
where digital pedagogies come into play. To better engage students in online classrooms,

educators can now choose from a wide variety of digital pedagogical tools. Using online
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discussion forums and platforms can inspire in-depth student conversations and
collaborative projects. Students' social lives may benefit from these mediums since they
provide more opportunity for communication, sharing of ideas, and constructive debate
(Moyo et al., 2020; Mashrabovich, 2022; Zhang & Yu, 2023). Teachers can play a major
role in these interactions by providing constructive criticism and fostering connections

between students.

Video conferencing systems are another example of digital pedagogy that helps
teachers be more present in the classroom. These resources facilitate real-time interaction
between teachers and their online classes (Mashrabovich, 2022). Using video conferencing,
educators can host online classes where students can participate in real-time discussions,
group projects, and lectures. Multimedia tools like movies, simulations, and web-based
presentations can also be incorporated into digital pedagogies. One way that these
resources could help educators connect with their pupils is by providing access to
interesting and visually appealing content (Cowling et al., 2022). These tools can be

utilized to make the classroom experience more engaging and relevant for today's students.

Roe et al. (2022) states, blended learning encourages teachers' social presence in
the classroom by combining face-to-face instruction with internet resources. Blended
learning approaches allow educators to use technology to provide some coursework and
assessment items while still routinely meeting with students in person. Teachers in a
blended classroom can maintain relationships with their students in both the digital and real
worlds. Both opportunities and threats exist for educators in the form of digital pedagogies.
Kearney et al. (2022) argue that, technical issues, limited access to technology, and the
need for superior digital literacy abilities are only a few of the potential hurdles to the
widespread deployment of digital pedagogies. Teachers who want their students to become

engaged citizens should be familiar with a variety of internet resources. Furthermore,
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maintaining inclusive learning settings depends on ensuring that all students have equal

access to technology and addressing any discrepancies.

In conclusion, studies on and efforts to encourage teachers' engagement in online
classrooms cannot succeed without digital pedagogies. They give teachers tools to
facilitate better online interaction between students and instructors. Teachers' online
presence and communication with their pupils can both improve with the use of digital
tools. Educators must address the issues of digital literacy and its access to provide a
comfortable learning environment for all the students (Cowling et al., 2022). However, it is
necessary to conduct additional research and advance the implementation of successful
teaching methods to address the challenges that arise when integrating digital technologies

into diverse educational environments (Haugsbakken et al., 2019).
2.2.4 Student Engagement

Student engagement is a crucial and multidimensional aspect of online learning that
has been widely studied and recognized as having a significant impact on student
satisfaction, motivation, performance, and overall learning outcomes (Martin & Bolliger,
2018; Khlaif et al., 2021). Moreover, this means that classroom learning environment is
one of the factors affecting students’ competence (Miralles & Nesperos, 2022). Student
engagement alters with presence or absence of instructor in traditional and online learning
environments. Student engagement is influenced by several factors and several studies
have examined student perceptions of engagement strategies in online courses. Studies
have identified various factors that influence student engagement either negatively or

positively.

Student perceptions of engagement strategies was surveyed quantitatively based on

Moore’s interaction framework (1989) which revealed that the most valued engagement
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strategies are based on three categories. These include learner-to-learner, learner-to-
instructor, and learner-to-content engagement (Martin & Bollinger, 2018). Furthermore,
the authors encouraged using icebreakers, discussions and collaborative work using online
communication tools as beneficial strategies for student engagement. In learner-to-
instructor category, sending gentle reminders and announcements, sharing grading rubrics
was considered most beneficial. Student-content category included working on real-world
group projects including discussions, structured or guiding questions. Various studies have
supported the notion of Martin and Bollinger (2018) in recent research. Some similar
studies with coinciding results found that gamification of learning and small group
discussions (Elshami et al., 2021), structured feedback (Al-Obaydi et al., 2023) and,
sending announcements and reminders (Adams et al., 2022) are meaningful criteria for
positive online engagement. However, Abou-Khalil and colleagues (2021) contradicted
this study stating that students perceived learner-to-content engagement strategies as

significantly more effective in online student engagement compared to others.

Academic self-efficacy was another significant influence on student engagement
and satisfaction in online learning. Self-efficacy is a predictor of learning outcomes, goal
attainment and learner engagement (Huang, 2016; El-Sayad et al., 2021; She et al., 2021).
The study by EI-Sayad and colleagues was conducted in Egypt during the COVID-19 and
showed that academic self-efficacy positively affects student engagement in various online
learning contexts, such as massive open online courses (MOOCS), blended learning, and
distance learning. Furthermore, academic self-efficacy acts as a precursor of student

satisfaction with online learning.

The COVID-19 crisis has further highlighted the importance of student engagement
in online learning (Khlaif et al., 2021). The study explored factors influencing student

engagement during the pandemic crisis in middle school settings in developing countries.



42

The study identified infrastructure factors, cultural factors, digital inequality, and the threat
to digital privacy as factors that influence student engagement. Moreover, cultural factors
were found to influence female students due to cultural biases against females using online
learning. Furthermore, amongst the determining factors influencing student engagement
were quality of internet connection and accessibility of technical devices (Phuc, 2022).
Several studies focused on students' perceptions of online learning during the COVID-19
pandemic. Similar results were found by Agung & Surtikanti (2020) who identified three
major detrimental obstacles to online learning which included availability and
sustainability of internet connection, accessibility of multimedia interactivity, and
compatibility of tools to access the media. The study emphasized that the success of online
learning lies in the availability of more user-friendly platforms that can increase student

participation.

While it is acknowledged that student-student engagement tactics are crucial for
establishing a sense of community and increasing engagement, they are frequently viewed
as the least successful approaches in online learning (Abou-Khalil et al., 2021). The
significance and usefulness of student-student communication strategies can, however,

differ among studies.

It is pertinent to note the types of student engagement in online learning
environment. Engagement categories are interconnected and may influence one another.
Student engagement in online learning can be categorized into behavioural, emotional, and

cognitive engagement (Sun & Rueda, 2011; Hu & Li, 2017; Zapata-Cuervo et al., 2021).
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discussions, peer collaboration and interacting with course materials are the key highlights

in behavioural engagement and self-regulation (Sun & Rueda, 2011; Park & Kim, 2021). It

involves behaviours such as completing assignments, participating in discussions, and
interacting with course materials (Sun & Rueda, 2011). Behavioural engagement can be
influenced by factors such as the design of online activities, the use of multimedia tools,

and the availability of discussion boards (Sun & Rueda, 2011; Bryson & Andres, 2020).

Emotional engagement refers to the affective or emotional connectedness that
students have with the online learning experience. It involves feelings of interest,
enjoyment, excitement and motivation towards the course content and activities (Sun &

Rueda, 2011; Zapata-Cuervo et al., 2021; Mallari & Tayag, 2022). Factors that positively

influence emotional engagement include multimedia tools, social and teaching presence of
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competent instructors, and a sense of belonging and identity in the online learning

community (Sun & Rueda, 2011; Bryson & Andres, 2020).

When students are actively processing information and exhibiting mental efforts in
cognition of information, this is referred to as cognitive engagement. It involves critical
thinking, problem-solving, higher-order thinking skills, and deep understanding of the
course content (Sun & Rueda, 2011; Zapata-Cuervo et al., 2021). There are several factors
that can influence cognitive engagement amongst learners. These include the use of
interactive learning materials, the presence of challenging and thought-provoking
activities, and the opportunity for reflection and application of knowledge (Sun & Rueda,
2011; Cheng & Chau, 2014). However, another contradictory study indicates that course
plans and learning materials are least influential in learning achievement and course

satisfaction (Mansouri, Zareravasan & Ashrafi, 2021).

The utilization of online learning platforms encompasses not only the behavioural
performance but also the cognitive performance of learners' mind effort and initiative to
apply newly acquired knowledge (Hu et al., 2016). According to Lee, Pate, and Cozart
(2015), emotional engagement is associated with learners' sense of self-worth, satisfaction
with their accomplishments, and willingness to participate. Student engagement involves
behaviour, cognition and emotions including explicit and emotional behaviour (Hu & Li,
2017). Educators should consider these different types of engagement when designing and
facilitating online learning experiences to promote active participation, emotional
connection, and deep learning among students. However, online course delivery's
convenience factor is negatively impacted by student alienation, irrelevance, and labour,

which results in lower student engagement (Wimpenny & Savin-Baden, 2013).

According to Handelsman et al. (2005), four factors encompass students’

engagement with time and devotion: skills engagement, emotional engagement,
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interactional engagement, and performance engagement. Teachers can create a community
of learning and collaborating through active learning. There are several strategies to
incorporate active learning in an online course. These strategies depend on course
development and delivery, learning goals, class activities, feedback, and assessment
criteria (Fink, 2015). Additionally, careful planning, consistency in course design,
resources, and time dedication as key factors of implementing active learning for student
engagement (Khan et al., 2017). Moreover, the results indicated in recent research study at
higher education level indicate that student satisfaction is significantly and directly
influenced by behavioural and emotional engagement (El-Sayad, Saad & Thurasamy,

2021).

The types of engagement are interconnected and can mutually influence each other.
For instance, students’ behavioural engagement in online activities can enhance their
emotional engagement and motivation to learn. Coincidently, when students are
emotionally engaged and motivated, it can enhance their cognitive engagement and deep
understanding of information (Sun & Rueda, 2011). Also, students’ self-regulation and co-

regulation demonstrate higher level of behavioural engagement (Park & Kim, 2021).

Finally, it can be claimed that student involvement, has a significant impact on
motivation, and performance of students. Essentially, it increases student satisfaction
which is an essential element of online learning. Several elements, such as engagement
plans, accessibility, academic self-efficacy, cultural considerations, and infrastructure, can
have an impact on students' commitment to online learning. By having a better
understanding of those elements, instructors, instructional designers, and administrators
may increase student engagement in online courses and improve their overall learning
experiences. Furthermore, it is important for educators and instructional designers to

consider the different types of student engagement when designing and facilitating online
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learning experiences. Thus, the course planners must incorporate strategies and elements
that promote behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement. This way the educators
can create a more engaging and effective online learning environment (Muzammil et al.,
2020). Some of the strategies include providing interactive and multimedia-rich learning
materials, fostering, and developing a sense of community and support, building a rapport,
and offering opportunities for active participation and reflection (Sun & Rueda, 2011;

Bryson & Andres, 2020; Muzammil et al., 2020).
2.2.5 Active Learning

Studying the instructor's social presence in virtual classrooms could benefit greatly
from employing the active learning pedagogical strategy. To keep students interested in
class, teachers implement active learning activities using social media applications that
encourage critical thinking, collaboration, and in-depth understanding (Dahdal, 2020).
Similar studies have also revealed that social media apps like WhatsApp (Al-Rahmi,
Yahaya and Alias, 2018), Facebook (Kabilan, Ahmad & Abidin, 2010), and Twitter
(Junco, Elavsky & Heiberger, 2013) have the potential to positively influence student
collaboration, active learning, and student achievement. Therefore, the negative effects
associated with distance and isolation can be mitigated using active learning strategies in
online education. Prestridge et al. (2019) states that, teachers can engage their students
more deeply in the course contents and in student engagement using active learning tactics
such as class discussions, group projects, problem sets, and simulations. Teachers spend
extra time with their students outside of class because they are more invested in their
success. Teachers show they care by participating in and directing class discussions,
offering timely feedback, and cultivating an atmosphere conducive to critical thinking and
introspection (Greenhow & Chapman, 2020). Thus, both students are more likely to feel at

ease if collaboration is fostered and their emotional and social well-being is taken care of
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while in the classroom. Instructors in online classes come across as more approachable and
personable when they can display both subject-matter expertise and a genuine interest in
teaching. By encouraging greater student participation and the development of online
communities, active learning in online classrooms ultimately benefits teachers' and
students’ experiences in online communication, collaboration, and engagement (Oriji &
Anikpo, 2019; Klevetova, Komissarova & Popov, 2021). It fosters an atmosphere where
both students and teachers are eager to learn. Educators can boost the quality of their
online lessons by building professional networks and using those networks to increase

student involvement.

Rajeh et al. (2021), described in their study that, researching, and improving the
social aspects of online education requires students' active participation. The phrase "social
presence” is frequently used when referring to educators' abilities to engage with and
inspire their online pupils. Teachers can increase their students' involvement in the learning
process, boost the quality of their interactions, and solidify their social ties with active
learning practices (Shannon & Clarke, 2022). When teachers employ active learning
practices, students are more invested in what they are learning, and they improve critical
thinking skills (Oriji and Anikpo, 2019; Shannon & Clarke, 2022). Students' growth as
independent, contributing members of society can be aided by teachers who engage them
in a variety of active learning activities. Students' involvement is crucial to the success of
active learning. If they feel comfortable speaking up in class, students are more likely to
put forth effort in their studies (Nasir, 2020; Rajeh et al., 2021; Butnaru et, al 2021). They
are more likely to grow into self-directed learners and empathetic community members.
Participation in class discussions, group work, and cooperative problem solving is expected
of all students. Qureshi et al. (2021) explain, teachers are more respected when their

students show initiative in their education. Students are more likely to work together
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during an interactive class. Students learn via collaborating and gaining knowledge from
one another in smaller groups. Students benefit from collaborative and group learning
engagement as it is positively related to conceptual understanding and group performance
(Long, Niu, Zhong, 2023). This improves their communication and interpersonal skills and
exposes them to new perspectives. By taking part in student conversations, recommending
helpful resources, and generally being present and helpful, teachers can take responsibility
and regulate these group projects (Lowenthal and Dunlap, 2020; Egid et al., 2021). By
participating alongside their students on digital projects, educators can build rapport and
earn respect as approachable, helpful figures in the digital classroom. The reflective
thinking and deeper understanding that result from active learning are additional benefits.
Students are encouraged to think critically and analytically using problem-solving
activities, case studies, and simulations. Students' ability to analyse, reflect, and synthesize
is developed through these exercises using multiple digital platforms (Manca, 2020; Barrot,
2020). Teachers' ideas, criticisms, and curious inquiries play a crucial role in directing and
pushing pupils to engage in these activities. There are some difficulties associated with
active learning through online education. Jogezai et al. (2021) highlight barriers to the
widespread adoption of active learning strategies include the technology limitations,
scarcity of available materials, and the requirement of digital literacy skills. It's possible
that educators will struggle to create and lead engaging activities for their virtual
classrooms. Maintaining a sense of community and encouraging student participation in
large online classes can be tough. Teachers will only be able to meet these problems head-
on with the help of appropriate instructional design, technological support, institutional
support, and continuous professional development (Park and Kim, 2020; Jogezai et al.,

2021; Salehudin, 2021).
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Active learning improves instructors' social presence in virtual classrooms and
allows for more substantive student-instructor interactions through personalization and fast
feedback (Nochumson, 2020). Individualizing course content and delivery to each student
is a key component of personalized learning (Ahshan, 2021). Active learning, which
demands more student participation, can complement individualized instruction well.
Teachers can better address the requirements of their students if they use active learning
strategies in their classes. According to a study conducted in Malaysia by Nasir (2020),
teachers can cater to their students' varying needs by providing individualized instruction,
adapting existing course materials, and encouraging student participation in projects. Other
similar studies (Prestridge, 2019; Alajmi, 2022), also indicate that developing practical
teaching strategies and prioritizing students' individual needs and the development of
meaningful relationships shows that they value personalization and active learning. Zhu et
al. (2019) and Rice (2022) highlight in their study that providing students with timely
feedback is a crucial component of an efficient classroom. Detailed and instructive
feedback is given to students, illuminating both their strengths and areas for improvement.
Students can benefit from frequent and insightful feedback through active learning.
Teachers can gauge students' engagement and contribution to the classroom through
activities such as class debates, group projects, and problem-solving activities (Van et al.,
2020). This allows teachers to monitor their students' progress in real time, offer immediate
feedback, and better direct their education. Providing timely feedback in active learning
scenarios is one approach for teachers to show they are present, engaged, and invested in

their students' development.

Individualization, and real-time feedback in online education may be more
troublesome than it seems. Problems like a lack of resources, outdated equipment, and

knowledge in instructional design are commonplace for teachers. However, with well-



50

trained educators, technological aid, and concerted effort, these obstacles can be overcome
(Hamutoglu et al., 2020). Teachers can better meet the requirements of their students and
give timely feedback if they attend workshops on instructional design and make use of
relevant technology tools. Active learning produces a potent learning environment when
combined with personalization and fast feedback to foster meaningful interactions between
students and teachers. Students gain from both the adaptability of the learning experience
and the rapid feedback they receive in the form of advice and reinforcement (Hamutoglu et
al., 2020; Ansari and Khan, 2020). Using active learning strategies like individualized
instruction and real-time feedback can help teachers establish a sense of community and
increase student engagement in online courses (Nasir, 2020). The teacher's social presence
is boosted, and the students' online learning environment is improved because of active
learning and forward-looking feedback (Manca, 2020; Al-Rahmi et al., 2021; Jogezai et al.,

2021).

Active learning is a pedagogical approach that promotes student engagement and
interaction, making it a powerful tool for fostering meaningful learning experiences
(Dahdal, 2020; Lowenthal and Dunlap, 2020). According to Zarzycka et al. (2021),
engaging students in their own education is one of the main goals of active learning
methodologies. Collaborative projects, spirited debates, and applicable real-world
applications keep students actively engaged with the material rather than just receiving it.
Students are more likely to be invested in their education when they have opportunities to
apply what they've learned and use critical thinking skills. Students gain a more thorough
comprehension of a topic and are more likely to remember its key points when they

collaborate in its development as part of the learning process.

In their study, Qureshi et al. (2021) investigated the impact of active learning on

students' engagement and intrinsic motivation. Students develop a sense of conscious
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purpose when they take an active role in their education. Students develop a greater
understanding of the worth of their education when they apply classroom knowledge to
practical situations. Students' natural curiosity and interest in learning leads them to seek
out new information on their own. Teachers can increase their students' engagement and
participation in class by emphasizing active learning. Martin et al. (2020) states, active
learning also encourages students to work together. Students in these classes are pushed to
collaborate, share, and test one another. Debates, problem-solving exercises, and group
projects are just a few examples of the group activities that promote student collaboration,
information sharing, and learning from one another. Students get the interpersonal
competence required to work together productively by participation in such activities.
When students are given a safe space to share their perspectives and get feedback from
their peers, they gain a deeper and more refined grasp of the material at hand. According to
Manca et al. (2021), the capacity for critical thought is another skill that may be honed
through active learning. Students improve their critical thinking and creative problem-
solving skills via practice. Students who engage in these types of mental exercises build the
higher-order thinking skills necessary for future academic and professional success. The
shift to active learning could be difficult for a variety of reasons, including a lack of time,
technological limitations, and inexperience with instructional design. However, according
to Al-Rahmi et al. (2022), with careful preparation, teamwork, and application of available
resources, these obstacles can be overcome. Increased student participation and interaction
are only two of the many benefits of active learning, which far outweigh the difficulties of
switching to this style of instruction. Active learning is a potent educational strategy for
building classroom community and student involvement. Students' motivation,
collaboration, and critical thinking can all benefit from discussions, problem-solving

activities, and practical exercises. Active learning practices can help educators motivate
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and engage their pupils in the classroom. In today's fast-paced, globally interdependent
culture, students who engage in real-world, hands-on learning have a greater chance of

being successful (Hamutoglu et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2020; Nochumson, 2020).

Engaged students care more about their education, are more inclined to critically
apply what they learn, and reflect on the learning process. Through this exercise, students
can develop critical thinking abilities such as analysis, evaluation, and synthesis. Active
learning tactics that encourage critical thinking and introspection are a great way for
professors to get students more involved in their online classrooms (Greenhow et al., 2020;
Park and Kim, 2020). In their study Alamri et al. (2020), active learning strategies have
been found to dramatically improve pupils' capacity for independent thought. Students can
challenge not only their own but also their teachers' preconceptions through the use of
active learning strategies. Students that take part in these kinds of activities improve their
capacity for critical thinking, in-depth analysis, and logical reasoning. Students and the
society at large have a higher opinion of teachers who create opportunities for hands-on

learning (Almari et al., 2020).

According to Kilis et al. (2019), participation in learning activities improves
students' self-reflection, analysis of their own cognitive processes, and assessment of their
level of comprehension. For developing insight and independent learning skills, reflection
is crucial. Reflection-based active learning activities help students make connections
between new and existing knowledge, evaluate their own performance, and pinpoint
opportunities for growth. Students can improve their understanding of the material at hand
and of how they learn best by reflecting on their own processes. Teachers that encourage
reflection in the classroom by giving students meaningful, hands-on assignments see an
increase in their students' comfort level while presenting in front of an audience (Dempsey

and Zhang, 2019; Doo et al., 2020).
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According to Al-Maatouk et al. (2020), when educators take part in active learning
activities with their students, they can connect with them on a more personal level and
foster meaningful dialogue. Teachers can encourage students' critical and introspective
thinking by providing explicit directions, asking thought-provoking questions, and leading
engaging classroom discussions. Students who actively study under the instructor's close
supervision and positive reinforcement are more likely to feel comfortable interacting with
others. Teachers who use interactive methods have a favourable effect on their students'
ability to adjust to the virtual classroom setting because they demonstrate that they care
about their success academically (Al Hashimi et al., 2019; Dahdal, 2020). It may be
difficult to create an environment conducive to active learning in a digital classroom.
Educators commonly confront obstacles such as technological constraints, a lack of
resources, and the expectation that they themselves are technologically skilled. Coaching
and training for educators to facilitate technology-based active learning activities would be
beneficial as well. To meet these challenges, educators, in tandem with instructional
designers and IT support workers, will need continuous professional development (Doo et

al., 2020; Archambault et al., 2022; Wut and Xu, 2021).
2.2.6 Instructors and Digital Education

In digital education, be it blended, flipped or fully online, instructors play a critical
role. Their skills and attitudes towards online and blended learning have an impact on
students’ engagement and satisfaction. Digital literacy skills are essential for instructors to
effectively deliver lessons (McGuinness & Fulton, 2019). The study on digital literacy in
higher education found that the development of interactive digital skills, e-tutorials, digital
content creation improved student engagement and attitudes towards online and blended
learning (McGuinness & Fulton, 2019). The study emphasized the importance of equipping

teachers and students with digital literacy skills to thrive in a digitized world. According to
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Saykili (2019), instructors must utilize digital technologies in their teaching practices and
be equipped with the necessary competencies to navigate the technological tools. The role
of instructors in the digital age goes beyond being the "sage on the stage™ and involves

becoming learning designers, facilitators, and providers of context and resources (Saykili,

2019; Martin et al., 2019).

Student satisfaction is strongly linked to instructor support and guidance in online
and distance education (Aldhahi et al., 2021). Instructors ongoing support, feedback and
guidance ensures student engagement, retention, and success in online courses (Aldhahi et
al., 2021). Additionally, Beardsley et al. (2021) found a boost in instructors’ confidence
and motivation to use digital technologies during the transition from traditional learning to
remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Professional development programs that
offer digital badges and micro-credentialing are few such ways that can motivate
instructors to enhance their digital literacy skills (Borup & Evmenova, 2019). Professional
development also involves attending conferences and collaborating with colleagues to stay
abreast with the latest teaching methods (Martin et, al 2019). By adopting these roles and
developing necessary competencies, instructors can enhance student engagement and

learning outcomes.

The digital innovation in education has been progressive and propelled since the
COVID-19 pandemic. Together the educators, students and policy makers are actively
striving towards digital innovation and excellence in the education sector (Rad et al., 2021;
Kang, 2021; Badaru & Adu, 2022). The pandemic has endured that digital abilities are
much needed skills for effective online teaching and performing professional
responsibilities (Perifanou et al., 2021). Despite the advantages, there are challenges

associated with the expeditious expansion of digital transformation in education. There is a
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need to create a harmonious balance of students' engagement with technological tools and

gamification of learning for optimal learning outcomes (Zhang et al., 2020).

During emergency remote teaching, it was found that instructors' decision-making
is influenced by learners' data, as instructors show a greater interest in making data-driven
decisions (Usher et al., 2021). However, at times limited access to students’ academic data
poses a hindrance in instructors’ decision-making processes (Usher et al., 2021).
Furthermore, professional development in digital education is crucially important for
instructors to augment their digital literacy skills in competencies for productive teaching
which can help instructors introduce new forms and patterns of teaching that can create
more personalized and meaningful teaching content (McGuinness & Fulton, 2019; Lailiyah
et al., 2022). Another exploratory study discovered that institutions should also consider
the diverse needs and comfort levels of both instructors and students when it comes to
using digital tools and technologies (Ugur, 2020). In line with the findings of Ugur (2020),
Zinchenko et al. (2023) also observed the peculiarities of implementation of digital
pedagogies and the barriers associated. Implementing digital pedagogies requires digital
infrastructure within an institution to ensure access to all the participants. Balancing
instructor support, student engagement, and effective use of digital technologies can
contribute to a positive and successful digital education experience for both instructors and

students (Mok et al., 2021).

Another persuasive study conducted in Russia examined the impact of digital
education on university teachers. Almazova et al. (2020) researched the challenges faced
by university teachers and investigated that with the rapid shift in digital learning
environments, teachers’ faced challenges related to computer literacy, digital infrastructure
at institutions, support from IT staff, faculty readiness and students’ readiness for online

learning. These challenges have improvised the efficient implementation of online
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education. Similarly, a study conducted in Italy also illustrated that teachers at different
teaching levels were equally unprepared for distance learning (Doz et al., 2022). According
to Bardesi et al. (2021), Saudi Arabia also faced difficulty in finding alternative ways in

imparting online education during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In addition, another study conducted in Spain measured the development of digital
competence in teachers of the Lifelong Learning stage (Artacho et al., 2020). The results
displayed inadequacy of teachers in digital dimensions, notably in the creation of digital
content. The study discussed the importance of teacher training in information and
communication technology (ICT) to enhance teachers’ digital competence. On the
contrary, a recent study on a similar subject highlighted that the areas of digital
competence that showed prominent improvement recently were the digital content creation

and problem-solving sections (Kalogiannakis et al., 2023).

Despite the pandemic necessitated radical pedagogical shift from traditional to
remote learning, there have been challenges and difficulties for higher education
institutions (Garcia-Morales et al., 2021). Reflective teaching as a means of self-directed
continuing professional development was found to be effective for remote learning.
Furthermore, reflective use of pedagogical and social affordances using adaptive teacher
agency was found effective (Chen, 2023). Another quasi-experimental study demonstrated
the significance of self-reflection in improving instructors’ pedagogical practice. Self-
reflection not only improves teaching practice but also helps teachers model best practices
in online teaching (La Prade, Gilpatrick & Perkins, 2014). The continuous quest for
quality-driven teaching in different studies of language teachers pointed out that experience
combined with systematic reflection and the desire to align pedagogical practices and
decisions to emerging circumstances can lead to professional growth, competitiveness, and

more effective language teaching (Farrell & Macapinlac, 2021; Salih & Omar, 2022). It is
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of paramount importance that universities must rethink and redesign their educational

offerings and settings to adapt to the new norms of education.

The impact of digital education on instructors is manifold. Despite the need for
continual professional development, teachers’ satisfaction and professional role have been
classified as crucial factors in implementing online education (Li & Yu, 2022).
Furthermore, a study conducted in six Arab countries revealed that teachers’ self-efficacy
is influenced by various factors like receiving ongoing professional support in designing
online course and delivering it, professional development in digital teaching and learning
and teachers’ prior experience in online teaching (Baroudi & Shaya, 2022; Majadly &

Nikritin, 2022).

The impact of digital games on learning has also been a concern for instructors.
Augmented reality (AR) games through visualization and full immersion into the subject
has the potential to enhance learning, but instructors need to balance students' game
engagement to optimize game-based learning performance (Zhang et al., 2020).
Furthermore, another study conducted in the UAE suggested the need for ‘smart campus’
as the optimum solution for transformation from a traditional to online teaching. Cloud
computing, augmented reality, artificial intelligence, adaptive learning, smart safety, and
security are important criteria and application for transformation from a traditional to a
smart campus (Ahmed et al., 2022; Xu, Wang, Zhang, 2022). Cross-culture collaborative
learning was also emphasized by instructors that can create and facilitate technology-
mediation (Kumi-Yeboah, 2019). Tools that promote continuous knowledge sharing and
cross-collaboration among students can be Google Docs, MS Office 365 and,

GoToMeeting to name a few (Kumi-Yeboah, 2019).

Instructor professional development helps in overcoming the obstacles that

instructors face in online instruction. The significance of professional development in
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online teaching can be found in various studies. Most commonly it is found that designing
courses, sharing projects, course content, assignments, and online teaching methodologies
improved instructors’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes towards online teaching. Studies on
online teaching professional development found that course content, assignments, and the
online teaching methods modelled by the course instructor improved faculty members'
knowledge, skills, and attitudes towards online learning (Borup & Evmenova, 2019;
Patnaik & Gachago, 2020; Jarvie-Eggart et al., 2023). Students’ perceptions of academic
performance in the e-learning environment are influenced by the quality of teaching,
teacher’s active role and the overall digital infrastructure in the institution (Kerzic et al.,
2021). Although, the pandemic crisis has reshaped the society and education and it is
continually encouraging and accelerating innovation and advancement in digitalization of
education using online platforms (Kang, 2021; Kerzi¢ et al., 2021; Badaru & Adu, 2022;

Sadjadi, 2023).

Finally, the impact of digital education on instructors is multifaceted. Although it
presents new opportunities, yet it is not devoid of challenges related to computer literacy,
readiness of academic staff and students, and the need for professional development. This
study aims to bridge and explore the instructors’ viewpoint on their social presence, the
opportunities, barriers, and the future they see of digital learning. Digital education also
offers opportunities for enhancing student engagement, improving digital competence, and
promoting innovation in teaching and learning. The successful implementation of digital
education requires addressing these challenges and leveraging the potential of digital
technologies in education. In this respect, the current research will explore instructors’
perspective and their role in establishing social presence and its impact on digital teaching

and learning.
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2.3 Theoretical Framework

The study's theoretical framework incorporates Vygotsky's seminal contributions to
social constructivism, which is then complemented by a contemporary theory, Community
of Inquiry framework. This framework is rooted in the principles of collaborative
constructivism and is specifically applied to the context of online education. The objective
of this study is to investigate the role of the instructor in online education, wherein the
utilization of interactive communication and collaborative assignments aims to foster an
environment that facilitates the cultivation of a sustained passion for acquiring knowledge.
The utilization of constructivist theories in both traditional classroom settings and online
education was employed in this study, as it acknowledges the reciprocal learning process
between students and teachers through their interaction with one another. In addition, it is
important to note that online learning places significant emphasis on the engagement and
active involvement of participants. The primary focus of this dissertation is to examine the
way learners' social interactions and the presence of instructors contribute to the support

and development of their cognitive abilities.
2.4 Social Constructivist Theory

The present inquiry is firmly rooted in the theoretical framework of Social
Constructivism. According to Vygotsky (1978), the cognitive process of learning is a
socially constructed phenomenon that initiates within the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD). According to Tam (2000), in a social learning environment that prioritizes
collaboration and community building, both teachers and students actively engage in the
learning process. The theoretical framework of constructivism posits that optimal learning
occurs when students engage in collaborative activities and actively exchange their
individual discoveries. The research conducted by Lev Vygotsky has played a significant

role in the establishment of cognitive development. According to his proposition, a
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knowledge community serves as the primary origin of all cognitive functions involved in
the process of learning. Hence, the acquisition of knowledge is a dynamic process that
involves human engagement and the construction of meaning through interpersonal
exchanges, rather than solely encompassing the absorption and adjustment to novel
information. According to Philips (1995), the viability of constructivism lies in its ability to
enable students to actively engage in their education, assume social roles, and foster
creativity. The active engagement of students in the process of information discovery
facilitates the generation and subsequent utilization of knowledge, while also fostering the
emergence of novel insights (Pritchard & Woollard, 2010). Vygotsky postulated that
students' academic performance would be enhanced when instructed by an educator
possessing a proficient understanding of the subject matter. The primary function of the
teacher is to assume the role of a facilitator, offering guidance and support while nurturing
the student's latent abilities. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is a concept that
holds significant instructional value as it serves to effectively bridge the cognitive disparity
between a learner's existing knowledge and the areas in which they require assistance in
acquiring new information. In order to enhance learner engagement and motivate students
with low academic performance, the ZPD theory places equitable significance on the roles

of groups, peers, and social interaction (Jonassen, 2003; Brau, 2020).

A Graphic Displaying the Pieces of Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory is

shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2

Vygotsky (1978) Social Development Theory

Zone of Proximal
Development

To effectively employ social constructivism in the context of higher education and
digital learning, it is imperative to have a comprehensive understanding of the instructor's
role. In a face-to-face constructivist classroom, students assume a more active role in their
own education, as opposed to the traditional teacher-centred approach of lecturing (Cobb &
Bauersfeld, 1995; Zigelman, 2018; Brau, 2020). According to Tam (2000), students who
assume responsibility for their own education are more adept at establishing links between
their pre-existing knowledge and the subject matter they are currently studying. When
educators assume the role of facilitators, they adopt a more passive stance, providing
guidance and promoting student autonomy in classroom discussions, thereby fostering

critical thinking, and facilitating open communication (Rhodes & Bellamy, 1999).

Although significant progress has been made in the realm of online education
through the lens of social constructivism, it is crucial to acknowledge the potential impact
of this educational theory on pedagogy in various other contexts. Studies conducted within
the constructivist paradigm have yielded encouraging findings in relation to the efficacy of
online instruction. According to Allsop (2016), the incorporation of technology within a

constructivist educational setting facilitates the development of innovation, collaboration,
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and critical thinking skills. Research conducted by Garcia et al. (2019) has demonstrated
that the integration of social media and technological tools, such as blogs, within
constructivist classrooms, can enhance students' capacity for critical and creative thinking.
This pedagogical approach finds its theoretical foundations in constructivism and
connectivism, as outlined by Howell (2012). The utilization of technology aligns well with
the constructivist pedagogy due to its ability to enhance student-centred learning, promote
collaboration, and foster engagement. Allsop (2016) and Jha (2017) emphasized the
significance of technology-based pedagogy due to its efficacy in fostering knowledge
construction, facilitating learner engagement, and promoting meaningful interaction and
creativity. The significance of teacher perceptions regarding critical thinking, problem-
solving, cooperation, creativity, and a supportive learning environment cannot be
overstated, as highlighted by Anagun (2018). This holds true even though there is a clear
differentiation between the roles of teachers and students. Furthermore, within the context
of online and digital pedagogies, it becomes incumbent upon the instructor to mitigate
transactional distance, thereby fostering a heightened sense of affiliation between students
and their peers as well as instructors. This, in turn, has the potential to enhance the
educational outcomes of students (Zigelman, 2018). Nevertheless, it should be noted that
the constructivist approach fails to adequately consider matters pertaining to teacher
identity, interactions between instructors and students, as well as the physical presence
aspect within the context of distance education. Based on scholarly investigations
conducted by Grantham, Robinson, and Chapman (2015) as well as Karpouza and
Emvalotis (2019), the assessment of the interpersonal dynamics within the realm of higher
education is contingent upon the level of interaction between educators and learners. The
primary objective of the author, as evident from the overarching theoretical framework, is

to discuss the Community of Inquiry framework. This framework is rooted in
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constructivism and encompasses the concept of instructor presence within the realm of

online education.

According to Patahuddin et al. (2020), the social constructivist stance is helpful
because it places an emphasis on teamwork as an essential part of the learning process.
Both approaches emphasize the importance of collaboration and social interaction for
active construction of knowledge (Archer-Kuhn et al., 2020; Douglas et al., 2022).
Students learn and grow through participation in real-world discussions and group
endeavours. Teachers play a pivotal role in assisting this process by laying the framework
for students' future success, cultivating a friendly and supportive classroom atmosphere,
and leveraging technology to promote student-teacher communication and group projects
(Swan, 2019). Evidence suggests that teaching with a social constructivist lens improves
students' capacity for abstract reasoning, critical thinking, and topic mastery (Kumar and

Nanda, 2020; Aloraini and Cardoso, 2022).

According to Manca et al. (2021), teachers, students, and other educators all need to
work together to improve educators' participation in online learning communities. The
importance of opening several lines of contact between educators and their students is
highlighted by social constructivism (Alalwan, 2022). Teachers can encourage student
teamwork using digital resources including message boards, video conferencing, and
online forums. These sites facilitate productive dialogue between students and educators,
which can only benefit students' access to educational resources (Chuang, 2021). By
having these kinds of discussions with their pupils, teachers may establish themselves as
approachable and knowledgeable figures in the classroom. People may feel more
connected if they engage in meaningful conversations and common interests with others in
a digital space. Getting students invested in the topic can be facilitated by creating a

pleasant and encouraging environment in the online classroom (Alamri et al., 2020;
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Kasperski & Blau, 2023). This can be accomplished by creating spaces for relaxed student-
to-student interaction and fostering open, honest dialogue. Teachers that attempt to get
students to know one other and feel like they belong in the classroom foster an atmosphere
where students are more invested in their education. Online courses that don't promote
student participation and discussion are falling short of their promise, according to social
constructivism (Oriji and Anikpo, 2018). Group projects, virtual team interactions, and
peer-to-peer feedback are all examples of collaborative learning activities that foster
student engagement, learning, and a sense of community. Teachers can promote group
projects in which students work together, share ideas, and learn from one another by
preparing and implementing appropriate activities. Teachers create an inviting classroom
by taking an active role in students' group projects and positioning themselves as
approachable guides for their students' professional and personal growth (Van et al., 2020).
When social constructivist theory is used in online education with the aim of encouraging
increased student participation and contact with one another, several problems and
implications arise (Alalwan, 2022). First, teachers need to be aware of the difficulties
associated with online instruction, such as a loss of face-to-face interaction, technology
limitations, and asynchronous communication. Given these obstacles, teachers may need to
get creative to encourage social interaction and physical presence. Second, for students to
feel comfortable and motivated to participate in group activities, teachers must establish
clear expectations and ground rules. Finally, educators should be kind and supportive in
their dealings with students, actively looking for ways to connect with them and foster their
growth as students and professionals (Park & Kim, 2020; Alalwan, 2022; Al-Rahmi et al.,

2022)

Agbo et al. (2020) states, students are more likely to show interest in the course

subject when they work together on an online project. Students take an active role in their
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education through collaborative activities such as group projects, online conversations, and
peer assessments. When students collaborate on projects, they learn both from one another
and from their own experiences. In another study Dejager et al. (2020) found, collaboration
is fostered when students work on group projects that challenge them to make decisions,
solve problems, and synthesize knowledge. Teachers not only demonstrate their roles as
facilitators and active participants in the learning process by taking part in these group
projects, but they also contribute to the growth of students' knowledge. When students
engage in group projects, they build their understanding by drawing on the information,
skills, and insights of their classmates (Alamri et al., 2020; Le et al., 2022). Some of the
tools offered to educators in modern online classrooms include message boards, online
forums, and virtual group workspaces. Students can utilize these sites to collaborate on
projects and share information effectively (Alalwan, 2022). Teachers encourage students to
acquire knowledge through collaborative endeavours and show their presence and skill by
leading and taking part in these group projects. It is possible that the online classroom has
the potential to become a genuine community if students learn there together. When
students collaborate on a project, they build positive relationships with one another.
Teachers can facilitate student interaction and collaboration by creating a more welcoming
learning environment (Ogbonnaya, 2019). They could mandate substantial student
involvement, inspire enthusiastic participation, and promote honest discourse. Teachers
can foster a cooperative and social classroom climate by assigning group assignments to
their students. The theory of social constructivism raises questions and offers solutions for
improving collaborative education in virtual settings. Before students may gain
academically from group work, teachers must create clear boundaries for when and how
students should cooperate. Second, teachers should think about their students' experiences

and perspectives, and then attempt to foster an inclusive classroom climate. Third, teachers
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must consistently provide support, direction, and evaluation if students are to learn how to
work together effectively. Finally, educators should make good use of digital resources that
facilitate constructive dialogue between them and their pupils (Hamadi et al., 2021;

Qureshi et al., 2021; Xue & Churchill, 2022).

Teachers play a pivotal role in facilitating collaborative learning by setting up
activities that encourage students to work together to solve problems, brainstorm solutions,
and build upon each other's ideas. Case studies, problem-solving exercises, peer
assessments, and virtual classroom discussions all fall into this category. Before students
can work together effectively, teachers must specify specific group objectives, processes,
and expectations. Participating in well-planned collaborative learning activities in the
classroom can help students improve their social skills. The success of any online group
study depends on the members' ability to always keep lines of communication open
(Alalwan, 2022; Alamri et al., 2020; Alismaiel et al., 2022; Chuang, 2021). Teachers need
to encourage free flow of information if they want to see effective group work. Examples
of this include online forums, video chats, and instant messaging (IM). Teachers must be
present and accessible in these spaces so that they can instruct students, respond to their
inquiries, and monitor group work. Ravindran et al. (2022) found, participating in online
debates and dialogues to exhibit presence, knowledge, and commitment to encouraging
cooperative learning might increase teachers' social standing with students. Successful
collaborative learning relies heavily on teachers' abilities to guide students and provide
useful feedback. They can help by providing clearer explanations, asking pertinent
questions, and presiding over group conversations that foster introspection, analysis, and
the development of novel information. By responding to student work quickly and
thoughtfully, teachers may better guide and encourage their pupils. Facilitators can create a

more engaging classroom community by actively participating in their students' education.
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Zhu et al. (2019) describe the implications and considerations for using social
constructivism theory in online education to promote group work and learning. Educators
should consider the wide range of pupils’ experiences, viewpoints, and interests when
forming groups (Chuang, 2021). In such an open setting, people feel more comfortable
sharing their opinions. Second, teachers should be aware of the disadvantages of teaching
online, such as the inability to respond immediately to students' questions and understand
their nonverbal clues. Facilitation in this context relies heavily on open lines of
communication, active involvement, and the use of suitable digital tools and platforms.
Finally, for students to get the most out of their collaborative learning activities, teachers
should give them constant supervision, direction, and feedback (Iredale et al., 2020; Ratan

etal., 2022).

When applied to the investigation of teachers’ social presence in online education,
social constructivism theory yields useful insights and solutions for raising the bar of
digitally delivered instruction in terms of quality and attractiveness. Teachers can improve
their online social presence by showcasing student-teacher interactions, group work, and
their own engagement in conversations (Alalwan, 2022). Supporting students as they
actively construct their own knowledge, increasing student engagement, and fostering a
sense of community canall result from incorporating social constructivism ideas into
instructional design and practices (Tkacova et al., 2022). Teachers' social presence in
online classrooms can be studied and improved using the social constructivist paradigm,
which will have a positive effect on students' learning. Both, social constructivism and
community of inquiry framework share similarities and lay emphasis on active
construction of knowledge through social interactions. Both theories highlight the
importance of dialogue and interaction in the learning journey, the recognition of social

context in learning, and the importance of reflection and metacognition. The compatibility
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and complementarity of the two approaches promotes effective and meaningful learning

experiences.
2.5 Community of Inquiry Framework

The development of the Col framework was motivated by the need to enhance
understanding of the most effective elements of learning in digital education. According to
previous research conducted by Garrison (2007), Zigelan (2018), and Gurley (2018), the
Col paradigm aligns with the principles of social and collaborative constructivism within
the context of higher education. Within the framework of the Community of Inquiry
(Swan, Garrison & Richardson, 2009), educators and learners collaborate in pursuit of a
shared objective. According to Shea, Vickers, and Hayes (2010), the fundamental principle
behind the Community of Inquiry (Col) is the recognition that knowledge acquisition
cannot be solely achieved through direct instructional methods. The community of inquiry,
an interactive model for online education, comprises three key components: social
presence, cognitive presence, and instructor presence. The mutual contributions of
everyone in a classroom setting are essential for the collective success of the group,
fostering a dynamic and interactive learning environment (Garrison, Anderson & Archer,

1999).

Figure 3
Elements of an educational experience (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010)
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The model demonstrates the process through which learning takes place when there
is a convergence of social, cognitive, and instructional presence. According to Garrison,
Anderson, and Archer (1999), the effective and methodical integration of various types of
presence by instructors and students enables collaborative knowledge creation in a virtual
environment. The facilitation of meaningful community activities and conversations
improves people's educational experiences because participants' social presence is
necessary. The establishment of a culture of critical thinking within a student group
necessitates the cultivation of trust in one's environment and the sincere acknowledgment
of one's own identity (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 1999). According to Barnett-Allen
(2017), it is crucial for group activities to possess inherent attraction and provide a sense of
gratification to foster students' motivation to sustain their participation and successfully

complete the course.
2.5.1 Cognitive Presence

The construct of "cognitive presence™ as defined by Garrison, Anderson, and
Archer (1999) refers to the participants' capacity to construct meaning through

introspection and dialogue over an extended period.
2.5.2 Teaching Presence

Teachers can exhibit "teaching presence™ (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 1999) by
designing a course that has the capacity to generate advantageous learning outcomes. To
facilitate student-teacher engagement and foster a dynamic learning environment (Garrison
& Arbaugh, 2007), this approach also encompasses the structuring of course content,

syllabi, and instructional resources.

The presence of instructors in online courses plays a crucial role in fostering

student engagement, facilitating their academic progress, and promoting their sustained
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involvement in the course. According to Richardson et al. (2020), there exists a positive
correlation between the quality of online education and the levels of student satisfaction
and achievement. Facilitating social presence in online learning necessitates a distinct skill
set compared to that required in a conventional classroom setting. Research indicates that
while being physically present in a classroom may be satisfactory for traditional face-to-
face educational settings, teachers must exhibit more sophisticated kinds of presence in
online environments to effectively engage and inspire their students (Mandernach,
Gonzales & Garrett, 2006; Conklin & Dikkers, 2021). The implementation of online
education presents a multifaceted and demanding situation for numerous instructors, since
it introduces additional obligations beyond the traditional responsibilities associated with
being physically present as an instructor. Furthermore, when compared to conventional in-
person courses, teachers experience a reduction in their preparation time because of the
heightened effort associated with managing many roles, responsibilities, and instructional
approaches (Hogan & McKnight, 2007; Littlejohn, 2021). The influence of intrinsic
motivation and emotional components on classroom learning has been observed to be
significant, and there exists a correlation between motivational factors and occupational
stress, as indicated by Panisoara et al. (2020). Wang, Stein, and Shen (2021) arrived at a
comparable finding, contending that educators should enhance the frequency of student
dialogue, offer increased feedback, and design technology-based course activities to
facilitate a comprehensive educational experience for students in online learning
environments. The study conducted by Stone and Springer (2019) examined the impact of
student involvement on various academic outcomes. Additionally, Shea et al. (2010)
investigated the relationship between academic accomplishment and its determinants.
Furthermore, Law, Geng, and Li (2019) as well as Lim and Richardson (2021) explored the

influence of instructors' social and cognitive presence on the learning environment.
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Moreover, the study demonstrates the existence of effective teaching is a reliable indicator
of student learning achievements, as it exhibits a strong positive correlation with student
satisfaction and perceived learning (Caskurlu et al., 2020). Consequently, it is evident that
prioritizing instructors' physical presence in the classroom is essential during the process of
designing lesson plans and constructing a pedagogical framework that underscores
students' capacity to collaborate, share ideas, and derive knowledge from their personal
encounters. The concept of an "identity crisis™ as a cultural obstacle to online education,
along with the associated challenges and additional efforts, was introduced by Littlejohn et
al. (2021). The resistance of academics to modify their instructional techniques for online
students was perceived as a hindrance to the successful utilization of digital tools.
Numerous scholarly investigations have been undertaken to examine the phenomena of
teacher burnout and technostress in the context of the ongoing epidemic (Shlenskaya et al.,
2020; Panisoara et al., 2020; Agarwal & Bansal, 2021). The work-life balance of teachers
has been negatively impacted by the implementation of online education (Hogan &
McKnight, 2007; Shlenskaya et al., 2020). This is evident through the increased workload,
including extended working hours, providing support and feedback to students outside of
regular office hours, managing lesson planning and organization, grading assignments, and
dealing with technical difficulties. These factors collectively contribute to emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization among teachers. Based on the scholarly work conducted
by Richardson et al. (2020), the utilization of the diffusion of innovations theory reveals
that educators can derive advantages by engaging in continuous collaboration and
exchange of information by establishing networks with their peers and participating in
small group learning communities. The efficacy of professional development in tackling
the challenges associated with online learning in higher education has been demonstrated

in previous studies (Kebritchi, Lipschuetz & Santiague, 2017; Richardson et al., 2020). In
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addition, the motivation of teachers is influenced by factors such as the enthusiasm and
dedication of instructors, the nature of their responsibilities and duties, and the academic
performance of students (Aliyyah et al., 2020). The enhancement of learner satisfaction
and knowledge acquisition in online classrooms is facilitated by the teachers' inclination to
provide personal information and their prompt accessibility to students (Song, Kim & Luo,
2016; Song, Kim & Park, 2019; Khan & Rafi, 2020). Several scholars have engaged in a
discourse regarding the effectiveness of online gamified learning. Oyarzun (2019), Barreto
(2019), Conklin (2019), Kilis (2019), Richardson and Maeda (2017), and Mahmud (2020)
have contributed to this topic. Additionally, Kilis (2019) and Yildrim (2019) have
specifically examined online debates, while Kilis (2019) has also explored the design of

course activities.
2.5.3 Social Presence

Although the existence of social interaction in online education is considered
advantageous, it alone does not guarantee effective communication when utilizing
technological means. According to Harnertt, St. George, and Dron (2011), the absence of
student motivation may be attributed to inadequate guidance, time limitations, or a
perceived lack of relevance to the student's personal life. The Community of Inquiry
paradigm addresses the challenge of establishing student presence by placing emphasis on
the role of the instructor in establishing the norms, expectations, and results of the course.
The acts of developing instructional resources, delivering instruction, and guiding learning
processes are all instances of what Garrison and Arbaugh (2007) refer to as "teacher
presence." The teacher assumes the position of a mentor or guide, actively facilitating
student interaction and fostering conversation throughout all stages of the educational
process. According to Shea et al. (2010), the physical presence of teachers in the classroom

has a direct impact on students' academic and social accomplishment. The objective of this
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study is to examine the perceptions of teachers regarding their roles in online education,
which is an integral component of the Community of Inquiry (Col) paradigm (Garrison,
Anderson & Archer, 1999; Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010), and a significant

determinant of students' overall happiness.
Social Presence and Its Multiple Definitions

Social presence, as a key concept in online education, has been defined and
explored in various ways across academic literature, often emphasizing the role of
emotional and interpersonal connections in mediated communication. Below are some of

the most widely cited definitions:
1. The Ability to Project Oneself as “Real”

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) define social presence as the ability of
participants in an online environment to project themselves socially and emotionally as
"real people.” This definition is part of the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, where
social presence facilitates interpersonal relationships and creates a supportive learning

atmosphere.
2. A Sense of Being with Others

Biocca, Harms, and Burgoon (2003) describe social presence as a sense of "being
with another™ in a virtual space. This definition focuses on the psychological perception of

others as being present and responsive during mediated interactions.
3. Interpersonal Communication in Mediated Environments

Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) highlight social presence as the degree to which
participants perceive each other as real people in mediated communication. They

underscore its role in building trust, understanding, and satisfaction in online discussions.
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4. The Extent of Perceived Connectedness

Richardson and Swan (2003) view social presence as the perceived connectedness
between individuals in an online learning environment. They stress that a higher perception

of social presence leads to better learner satisfaction and deeper engagement.
5. A Feeling of Belonging and Co-Presence

Lowenthal (2010) extends the concept by defining social presence as a sense of
belonging and co-presence, essential for creating meaningful interactions in digital

classrooms.

Despite the varied definitions, social presence consistently centers on the perceived
authenticity, connection, and engagement among participants in an online context. It serves
as a foundation for collaborative learning, fostering interpersonal trust, emotional
expression, and a sense of community. Each definition reflects a slightly different
emphasis, from psychological perceptions to communicative behaviors and relational
dynamics. The diversity in definitions suggests the multifaceted nature of social presence,
making it adaptable to different research focuses. Its importance in enhancing learner
engagement, satisfaction, and academic outcomes makes it a central element of effective
online education practices. This research builds upon these definitions to explore how
instructor social presence specifically influences learner outcomes in the UAE’s higher

education context.
2.5.4 Instructor Social Presence

The importance of the teaching faculty's experience in online education is widely
recognized. The investigation of various aspects that impact the accessibility of teachers
for online classes has been a topic of scholarly inquiry. Furthermore, it may be argued that

the implementation of the Community of Inquiry framework in online learning
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environments serves to foster the cultivation of cognitive abilities associated with higher-
order thinking. The study is grounded in Lipman's (2003) theory of social learning, which
introduces the notion of a Community of Inquiry. Kennedy (2012) integrates concepts
derived from John Dewey's educational theory (1939) into the pedagogical framework of
Community of Philosophical Inquiry (CPI). This argument posits that such an approach
represents an optimal strategy for cultivating interpersonal connections and facilitating the
development of cognitive frameworks. The presence of educators in virtual classrooms
exerts a substantial influence on students' capacity to acquire knowledge. Garrison and
Arbaugh (2007) conducted research that indicates the influential role of instructors'
physical presence within the classroom on students' sense of belonging. Furthermore, a
recent quantitative investigation conducted by Caskurlu et al. (2020) made a prediction that
each aspect of teaching presence plays a crucial role in influencing students' achievements
in fully online courses. This study unveiled a robust association between teacher presence,
perceived learning, and student satisfaction within the context of online course
environments. The presence of a teacher who exhibits kindness and approachability has
been associated with increased levels of student happiness. The influence of self-efficacy
and the presence of an instructor in online learning varies depending on the topic being
taught, particularly in cases when the content lacks a clear framework (Lim et al., 2021).
However, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2010) observed that there is a lack of
consensus regarding the theoretical foundations of teacher presence. Furthermore, it was
underscored that the existence of teaching presence may be influenced by the demographic
characteristics of the students and the contextual factors of the educational institution.
Drawing inspiration from the work of Anderson et al. (2001), Rapanta et al. (2020) contend
that the social, cognitive, and facilitatory presences of teachers significantly influence

students' learning outcomes. Moreover, they assert that these presences undergo
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transformations throughout the duration of a class and as the rapport between instructors
and students evolves. To enhance teacher efficacy within the educational setting, it is
imperative to evaluate the degree of readiness among educators for implementing online
pedagogical approaches (Kirschner, 2015; Rapanta et al., 2020). According to Kirschner
(2015), the integration of technology into the learning process holds great promise for the
future of education, as it has the potential to increase instruction in terms of effectiveness,
efficiency, and overall satisfaction. Zilka, Cohen, and Rahimi (2018) provided a
description of the correlation between instructor presence and social presence in virtual and
blended learning environments. The studies conducted by Kirchner (2015) and Stone and
Springer (2019) both yielded findings that support the notion that creating a supportive
learning environment can effectively mitigate learner attrition and facilitate the
development of an active and engaged learning community. In the context of education,
instructor presence pertains to the observable acts and behaviours of the instructor that
show their authenticity and credibility as a genuine individual to the students (Richardson
et al., 2016; Oyarzun, Barreto & Conklin, 2018; Lowenthal & Dunlop, 2018).
Nevertheless, previous studies conducted by Richardson and Lowenthal (2017) as well as
Kebritchi, Lipschuetz, and Santiague (2017) have demonstrated that the Community of
Inquiry (Col) framework has limitations in its ability to fully acknowledge the substantial
contributions of instructors and the diverse array of responsibilities they undertake within
the context of online education. Furthermore, Pollard, Minor, and Swanson (2014)
included an additional element to the Community of Inquiry (Col) paradigm, namely, the
social presence of the teacher. The task of comprehending the elements that define a
successful online learning experience and developing such an experience tailored to the
specific needs of students, including instructional tasks, group size, prior relationships, and

evolving teacher roles, has been identified as a complex undertaking in recent scholarly
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investigations (Fiock, 2020; Lowenthal and Dunlap, 2020). The research conducted by
Conklin and Dikkers (2021) revealed four main themes pertaining to instructor social
presence: connectedness, responsiveness, and coaching, creating materials for online
teaching, and empathic facilitation. These themes underscore the importance of instructors'

social presence.
2.6 Literature Review Themes
2.6.1 Broadening Instructor Social Presence in Digital Education — UAE Context

The pivotal significance of the teaching personnel in the achievement of online
courses is widely recognized. Numerous facets pertaining to the involvement of professors
in online learning have been subject to scholarly investigation. Furthermore, the utilization
of the community of inquiry framework in online learning environments promotes the
cultivation of higher-order cognitive processes. The theoretical framework proposed by
Lipman (2003) positing that the Community of Inquiry (Col) is grounded on and promotes
social learning forms the basis for this endeavour. In the realm of educational
considerations within the context of CPI, Kennedy (2012) draws upon the educational
theory of John Dewey (1939), advocating for the adoption of open structured, dialogical,
and speech communities as the most effective means of fostering social connections and
constructing cognitive frameworks. Research has demonstrated that the physical presence
of teachers in virtual classrooms exerts a noteworthy influence on student academic
performance. Garrison and Arbaugh (2007) conducted research that indicates the
substantial impact of teachers' physical presence within the classroom on students' sense of
belonging. In addition, a recent quantitative investigation conducted by Caskurlu et al.
(2020) revealed a robust association between the presence of teachers, students'

perceptions of learning, and their satisfaction in online course environments. The study
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further anticipated that distinct dimensions of teacher presence would contribute to varying

outcomes for students enrolled in fully online courses.

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2010) observed that a consensus about the
theoretical foundations of instructors’ social presence has yet to be reached. Additionally,
it has been revealed that the composition of the student body and the educational
environment may influence the interpretation of instructional presence as a potential
artifact. Rapanta et al. (2020) claim that the contributions of instructors' social presence,
cognitive presence, and facilitatory presence to student learning are contingent upon the
characteristics of the course and the dynamics of teacher-student interaction, drawing upon
the findings of Anderson et al. (2001). The importance of investing in teacher professional
development for the enhancement of online pedagogies and the subsequent rise in teacher
productivity has been emphasized by scholars such as Kirschner (2015) and Rapanta et al.
(2020). According to Kirschner (2015), the utilization of technology in the realm of
education has promise to enhance the effectiveness, efficiency, and overall quality of
instructional practices. Zilka, Cohen, and Rahimi (2018) elucidated the correlation between
instructor presence and social presence within the context of virtual and hybrid
instructional environments. The authors concurred with Kirchner's (2015) assertion that
cultivating a supportive educational environment has the potential to mitigate student
attrition rates and facilitate the development of an active and participatory learning
community. The concept of instructor presence pertains to the acts and behaviours
exhibited by the instructor in the present moment, which serve to establish their
authenticity as a tangible individual to the students (Richardson et al., 2016; Oyarzun,

Barreto & Conklin, 2018; Lowenthal & Dunlop, 2018).

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that according to the Community of Inquiry (Col)

paradigm, some studies (Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017; Kebritchi, Lipschuetz, &
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Santiague, 2017) have discovered that the significance of instructors' presence and their
diverse responsibilities in online learning is not sufficiently recognized. Furthermore, the
authors Pollard, Minor, and Swanson (2014) put up the proposition that the social presence
of teachers should be regarded as a distinct concept inside the Community of Inquiry (Col)
paradigm. According to Lowenthal and Dunlap (2018) and Fiock (2020), scholarly
literature highlights the importance of employing various strategies to cultivate instructor
social presence in virtual learning environments. These strategies are necessary to gain
insights into the nature of effective online experiences and to develop instructional designs

that align with the evolving roles of teachers and the needs of students.

The exponential advancement of technology has precipitated the emergence of
virtual educators. The presence of a teacher in the classroom has been found to enhance
students' learning, retention of information, and willingness to seek clarification through
asking questions (Akyol & Garrison, 2010). This phenomenon is not limited solely to the
Gulf region, but rather extends over the entire planet. To observe an increase in the
quantity of educators operating inside digital environments, it is important to develop a
comprehensive strategy that takes into account cultural diversity, technological
advancements, and effective instructional methodologies (Hill & Lawton, 2018).
According to Rapanta et al. (2021), the efficacy of remote learning in the Gulf region is
contingent upon the essential factor of having qualified educators present. The utilization
of online learning platforms has experienced a significant surge in Gulf countries,
encompassing Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. The
Gulf states have emerged as leaders in the global digital education movement due to their
progressive policies and substantial investments in technology. Contemplating the
prevailing challenges in the Gulf region, it is imperative for educators to place utmost

importance on cultivating a favourable impact on their students. Richardson et al. (2015)
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found that it is important to possess a comprehensive understanding of the diverse cultural
norms prevalent in the given place. The inhabitants of the Gulf region encompass a diverse
array of civilizations, each characterized by distinct traditions and educational
methodologies. It is imperative for educators to demonstrate reverence and commemorate
the diverse array of personal experiences among students. To attain this objective within
contemporary online educational settings, educators must adapt not only their pedagogical
approaches, but also the linguistic choices and illustrative instances they utilize. To
establish efficient communication with their students, it is essential for educators in the
Gulf to comprehend the importance of students' diverse cultural backgrounds (Hill &

Lawton, 2018; Richardson et al., 2015).

When endeavouring to enhance instructor presence in digital education on a global
level, the considerable diversity of cultures and educational systems poses a significantly
more formidable obstacle. It is imperative for instructors to demonstrate a profound regard
for the diverse range of background information and perspectives held by their students. To
ensure successful engagement of students from diverse cultural origins, educators must
possess a comprehensive global outlook and proficient cross-cultural communication
abilities. The capacity of educators to exhibit their own cultural comprehension and
receptiveness within the educational setting can significantly contribute to fostering a
similar attitude among their students (Welch & Napoleon, 2015; Trammell & LaForge,
2017; Hill & Lawton, 2018). The utilization of contemporary technology has the potential
to enhance the expansion of the educational community in the Gulf region and other areas.
One of the fundamental elements of digital education is the heightened opportunity for
engagement and communication between educators and learners. To create captivating
courses for their students, educators must possess a comprehensive understanding of many

digital tools and resources. The utilization of video conferencing, virtual classrooms, and
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collaborative tools enables teachers to effectively engage students irrespective of their

geographical location (Cidral et al., 2018; Rapanta et al., 2021; Martin & Borup, 2022).

The utilization of multimedia in the classroom by educators in the Gulf region and
other areas can enhance student engagement and expand their reach to a larger number of
pupils. The utilization of films, interactive presentations, and captivating images enhances
the overall classroom experience. The utilization of multimedia tools by teachers to
highlight crucial topics and stimulate students’ curiosity can greatly enhance their capacity

to retain information acquired during classroom instruction (Essary & Szecsi, 2018).

The use of technology in the classroom has increased in recent years in the UAE.
Educators, institutions, and students all stand to gain and lose in an ever-changing
environment. According to Elango et al. (2008), access to top-notch education in the UAE
has greatly increased with the development of online courses. Students in remote areas or
with little financial means now have more opportunities to pursue higher education than
ever before because to e-learning platforms, virtual classrooms, and online education.
Students can study whenever and wherever they want conveniently due to virtual
classrooms irrespective of their location. Teachers may be better able to address their
pupils' needs because of technological advancements. Data analytics and adaptive learning
systems allow educators to personalize lessons for each student (Welch & Napoleon, 2015;
Essary & Szecsi, 2018; Authement & Dormire, 2020). International collaboration and
mutual understanding can be boosted by investing in digital education. In the United Arab
Emirates, students can network with experts and peers from all around the world (Akyol &
Garrison, 2010). The UAE virtual education program promotes lifelong learning and
Continuing Professional Development (CPD). To adapt to the ever-changing demands of
the modern labour market, professionals can choose from a wide variety of training

programs and credentials (Elango, Gudep & Selvam, 2008; Richardson et al., 2015).
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Students and teachers alike must be comfortable with the use of digital resources
for schools to fully embrace digital education. Students' lack of familiarity with useful
online resources may be at the root of their resistance to or disinterest in e-learning. The
availability of trustworthy, high-quality online learning materials is crucial. If online
education is to have a good effect on students' academic and professional growth, both
institutions and students must exercise caution when picking credible e-learning platforms
and courses. Keeping students interested and motivated is more difficult in a digital
classroom. Teachers in a distant learning setting, like those using multimedia and realistic
assessments, need to be creative to keep their students engaged (Lee, 2021; Mohebi &
Meda, 2021; Rapanta et al., 2021). Digital educational tools need to consider the cultural
variety in the United Arab Emirates. It is the responsibility of both content developers and

teachers to consider the varied perspectives and experiences of their students.

The UAE has emerged as a global frontrunner in the domain of digital education
due to its proactive efforts in advocating for the use of advanced technologies and
methodologies within educational settings. To enhance the participation of instructors
within the digital education ecosystem of the UAE, it is imperative for these educators to
acquire knowledge regarding local cultures, employ cutting-edge technology, and
effectively apply pedagogical practices that provide positive outcomes. If educators in the
UAE were to embrace this idea, there is a considerable possibility that it might have a
substantial positive impact on the quality of education inside the nation (Cidral et al., 2018;
Hill & Lawton, 2018; Singh et al., 2021). The UAE accommodates a significant expatriate
community and a student cohort comprising individuals from many national backgrounds,
hence emphasizing the significance of cultural comprehension within the region. Teachers
who only engage in online instruction should demonstrate sensitivity towards the diverse

requirements of their students and exert diligent efforts to address those demands. Teachers
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have the capacity to cultivate an inclusive educational setting that promotes a sense of
belonging for students hailing from various cultural, ethnic, and socio-economic
backgrounds. This can be achieved through the implementation of pedagogical approaches
that embrace inclusivity inside the classroom. Educators can enhance their readiness to
cater to the different student populations in online environments by dedicating time to
familiarize themselves with their students' cultural backgrounds (Trammell & LaForge,

2017; Shi, Tong & Long, 2021; Singh, Steele & Singh, 2021).

The availability of many interactive technologies on contemporary digital education
platforms has the potential to significantly enhance students' perceptions of their
professors' physical presence within the classroom. Numerous innovative avenues have
emerged for educators and students to engage in knowledge exchange, including the
utilization of real-time video conferencing, interactive whiteboards, and virtual reality
simulations. The utilization of these tools in an efficient manner enables educators to
mitigate the impersonal aspects of online education by fostering a sense of community and
interconnectedness. The availability of educational resources that enable active
engagement, cooperative learning, and prompt feedback tends to enhance students'
inclination and commitment towards their academic pursuits (Essary & Szecsi, 2018; Hill
& Lawton, 2018; Authement & Dormire, 2020). In the context of a virtual classroom
where physical presence of teachers is absent, students are required to assume a more
substantial portion of the educational responsibility. Educators have the capacity to
facilitate the cultivation of these proficiencies in students through the provision of
opportunities for formulating strategies aimed at achieving well-defined goals. When an
educator assumes a mentoring position, students demonstrate increased engagement in

their academic pursuits. Educators can foster the development of future leaders by
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establishing a school environment that places importance on students' proactive behaviour

(Singh, Steele & Singh, 2021).

In contemporary digital classrooms, presenters have access to a wide range of
multimedia resources, including movies, animations, and interactive presentations, which
serve as effective means of captivating students' attention and fostering their active
participation. Research suggests that students exhibit enhanced attention and information
retention when they are exposed to multimedia materials that are both engaging and
relevant to their personal experiences (Akyol & Garrison, 2010). Educators can employ
multimedia resources as a means of deconstructing complex ideas into smaller, more
comprehensible segments, so facilitating the assimilation and retention of knowledge
among their students. The curriculum exhibits a high level of visual appeal and
engagement, which may be attributed to the instructor's unwavering dedication to

delivering exceptional knowledge (Bubou & Job, 2021).
2.6.2 Motivators to Teacher Presence

The presence of a robust technology infrastructure in schools facilitates the
seamless integration of online learning by educators. Educators in nations possessing a
more advanced technological infrastructure are endowed with greater opportunities to avail
themselves of digital resources, interactive platforms, and multimedia content, hence
facilitating enhanced student engagement. Nevertheless, educators situated in remote areas
may encounter difficulties in establishing a robust virtual community and delivering
engaging, interactive instructional content owing to the unreliability of their internet
connections (Yahya, 2022; Zuo et al., 2021). The provision of institutional support is
crucial for the successful functioning and development of an organization or establishment.
The degree of support provided by educational institutions for online instruction is a

significant concern in the recruitment, retention and motivation of international teachers.
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The assurance and proficiency of educators in the digital learning milieu are reinforced by
an institution's commitment to faculty development, provision of training on online
pedagogical methodologies, and provision of technical assistance to teachers. Teachers can
potentially benefit from their enhanced engagement with the community, provided they

receive the necessary assistance (Pan & Shao, 2020).

Recognition and reward systems for exceptional online teaching have the potential
to serve as strong motivators for educators across different countries. The recognition and
promotion of teachers' efforts in the field of digital education by universities may serve as a
catalyst for increased motivation among faculty members to establish a robust online
presence. To motivate online teaching personnel, it is suggested that they be provided with
financial incentives, opportunities for career promotion, and additional benefits (Mohtar &
Md Yunus, 2022). According to Nicolete et al. (2021), the online reputation and classroom
effectiveness of a teacher can see significant enhancement through the support and
incorporation of student perspectives and contributions. Teachers who receive frequent
rewards for their efforts and provide concrete evidence of how their teaching has positively
impacted their students' academic performance are more inclined to maintain elevated
levels of student engagement. Conversely, instructors can glean valuable insights from
students' observant critique, which may be utilized to enhance their own methodologies in

the realm of online instruction.

According to Kisel et al. (2020), the increasing popularity of e-learning among
educators in the United States can be attributed to its focus on student involvement and
achievement. To ensure the engagement and active involvement of students, instructors
must employ a diverse range of digital tools and resources in a proficient manner. With the
increasing prevalence of customised and specialised instruction in educational settings,

educators are experiencing heightened expectations to maintain an active online presence
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to cater to the diverse requirements of their students. The proliferation of digital resources
in contemporary times has prompted educators to use technological tools, design
captivating instructional sessions, and establish stronger rapport with their students

(Bialowas & Steimel, 2019; Grodotzki et al., 2021; Kusel et al., 2020)

British educators utilize online platforms to expand their reach and provide students
with enhanced access to a wider range of educational materials. Educators who deliver
online instruction should ensure that appropriate adjustments are made to accommodate
students with various disabilities, including sensory, cognitive, and other impairments.
This serves as a catalyst for educators to use innovative tools and flexible pedagogical
practices within their instructional environments. To cultivate a conducive learning
atmosphere, it is imperative for educators to engage in comprehensive dialogues with their
students and offer constructive feedback as and when required (Bailey et al., 2020; Ferri et

al., 2020).

Rahm et al. (2021) found, the extensive utilization of technology in German
classrooms can be attributed to the nation's dedication to the professional growth of its
educators. Educators acknowledge the importance of staying up to date with pedagogical
and technological advancements within the discipline. The continuous necessity drives
educators to prioritize their engagement in professional development opportunities and the
enhancement of their digital teaching proficiency. The prioritization of students' roles as
learners fosters active participation in collaborative learning and supports teachers'
endeavors to cultivate a sense of community within their virtual classrooms (Grodotzki,

Upadhya & Tekkaya, 2021).

Zuo et al. (2021) explained the exponential expansion of online education platforms
in China and the urgent demand to ensure widespread access to superior educational

resources as a growing cohort of Chinese educators were increasingly adopting online
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teaching methods. The key factor contributing to the proliferation of online courses is their
capacity to extend educational opportunities to students residing in geographically isolated
or socioeconomically disadvantaged regions. Educators collaborate with their students to
develop captivating online courses, driven by their concern for the students' prospective
impact on society. Educators are presented with a plethora of digital resources, thereby
fostering an impetus for them to use technology and augment their social presence (Pan &

Shao, 2020).

Oliveira et al. (2021) conducted research in Brazil, concluding that online learning
as a viable approach to mitigate the achievement disparity and enhance the overall
academic outcomes of their students inside the traditional classroom setting. Teachers are
increasingly acknowledging the potential of digital learning to enhance educational
prospects for children hailing from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds.
Contemporary educators employ novel methodologies to foster inclusivity inside their
classrooms, catering to students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Educators are
driven by the prospect of a completely digitalized workforce, which compels them to
provide today's students with the essential digital literacy and skills (ElSayary et al., 2022;

Nicolete et al., 2021).

The dedication of Australia to online and remote education is facilitating the
retention of its teaching workforce. Access to high-quality digital education possibilities is
crucial for students residing in rural areas of the Australia, particularly due to the vast
geographical expanse of the country. Educators must exert considerable effort in
cultivating a robust online presence, thereby cultivating an environment conducive to
stimulating student discourse and nurturing a sense of camaraderie among their virtual

learners. Educators are being urged to adopt digital learning and explore novel pedagogical
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methods in response to the proliferation of cutting-edge technological tools and virtual

platforms for discourse (Afzal & Crawford, 2022; Naseer &Rafique, 2021).

Muthuprasad et al. (2021) in their research in India found that there is a heavy
emphasis on encouraging teachers to engage in online learning possibilities as a means of
augmenting enrolment figures, in alignment with the government's technological
initiatives. Educators value online learning because to its capacity to extend their reach
beyond major urban centres, thereby enabling them to engage with students in diverse
geographical locations. Educators possess a genuine interest in the development of
innovative digital learning possibilities and the establishment of a robust online presence.
This is driven by their desire to enhance students' technical literacy and facilitate their
enrolment in a broader range of academic courses. Online educators in India leverage the
abundant linguistic and cultural diversity of the nation to create captivating and innovative

instructional strategies (Muthuprasad et al., 2021; Sinha & Bagarukayo, 2019).

There are several elements that influence the level of passion and comfort among
UAE instructors towards digital learning, as well as the online interactions between
students and their instructors. Due to their facilitation of constructive discourse between
educators and learners, these attributes assume a crucial function within the progressive
educational framework of the UAE (Nicolete et al., 2021). The UAE places a significant
emphasis on the education of its citizens and permanent residents. Educators in the UAE
possess a profound comprehension of the paramount need of strict adherence to all policies
established by governmental bodies and educational establishments. Due to this rationale,
there is a higher probability that educators will engage in collaborative efforts with their
students within the virtual learning environment. Online courses that are well-organized

are more inclined to possess teachers that exhibit social presence, as they offer prompt
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feedback and foster interactive engagements that contribute to the students' development

and enhance the overall academic quality of the course.

The UAE has consistently demonstrated a proactive approach in embracing state-
of-the-art technologies that have been motivational for the teachers, particularly in the
realm of remote education. Teachers currently have an expanded array of chances to
enhance their instructional approaches due to advancements such as online course
management systems. Educators are driven by the prevalence of interactive multimedia
content and virtual collaboration technology to cultivate a robust social presence and
deliver captivating learning experiences to students. Due to the inherent benefits associated
with digital educational methodologies, there has been a notable surge in their adoption
among educators in the UAE (Muthuprasad et al., 2021; Naseer & Rafique, 2021;
Rawashdeh et al., 2021). The student body in the UAE comprises individuals from various
global backgrounds, and the educators demonstrate a keen awareness of and openness
towards this multiculturalism. To establish a stronger rapport with their students, there is a
need that educators demonstrate cultural sensitivity and adapt their instructional
approaches, language choices, and illustrative instances accordingly. The ultimate outcome
entails the establishment of a virtual classroom that is characterized by enhanced openness
and interactivity, facilitating the development of substantial interactions between educators
and learners. The implementation of cultural knowledge has the potential to yield a
favourable impact on student motivation within the context of online courses (Grodotzki et

al., 2021; Hussein et al., 2020; Mohtar & Md Yunus, 2022).

Teachers who demonstrate achievement in either a conventional or contemporary
educational environment are regarded as exemplars among their colleagues in the UAE. In
order to enhance the professional development of instructors and acknowledge their

contributions in the realm of online education, educational institutions and authorities have
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established mechanisms to facilitate skill improvement, provide training opportunities, and
grant recognition. Educators can derive substantial advantages from such encouragement,
as it facilitates their commitment and effort towards establishing a robust online presence
and augmenting their utilization of digital resources inside the classroom. Educators
demonstrate a greater propensity to engage with their students in virtual learning

environments when they receive incentives for their participation.

According to Shi et al. (2021), educators and learners from various global regions
are drawn to the UAE owing to its notable position on the international platform. Educators
in virtual learning environments recognise the significance of acquainting students with
diverse cultures and perspectives, as this fosters the cultivation of a broader and more
inclusive outlook on the world. Educators are strongly encouraged to expand their personal
networks to expose their students to diverse cultural experiences. The acquisition of a
global outlook on education and culture proves advantageous for students in the UAE as

well as globally.

Nicolete et al. (2021) found, a prevalent approach employed by educators in the
UAE is prioritizing the distinct abilities, interests, and learning methodologies of students.
As a result, online educators demonstrate a higher propensity for engaging with their
students, providing constructive feedback, and fostering meaningful discussions and
collaborative endeavours. The success of online learning is contingent upon instructors
prioritizing the needs of their students and effectively addressing their inquiries and

apprehensions.

Educators in the UAE exhibit a strong drive towards their individual professional
growth and personal advancement. By showcasing their adeptness in digital pedagogy and
actively engaging with social media platforms, individuals might ascend the hierarchical

ladder within the realm of education, so acquiring enhanced professional roles and
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assuming larger responsibilities. Educators who actively engage in cultivating their online
presence and actively participate in the online learning community are more inclined to
gain promotions to positions of leadership within their educational institutions (Bialowas &

Steimel, 2019; ElSayary et al., 2022).
2.6.3 Barriers to Teacher Social Presence

The term "teacher social presence™ in the context of online classes refers to the
consistent availability of teachers to their students. There exist several barriers that hinder
the widespread implementation of online instruction platforms that facilitate visual

interaction between teachers and students (Canals & Al-Rawashdeh, 2018).

2.6.3.1. Technological Challenges. There exist numerous technical barriers that
significantly impede the capacity of educators to be physically present in virtual
classrooms. As a result of the growing significance of technology in contemporary
educational settings, instructors are compelled to utilise digital tools and platforms to foster
interactive and stimulating dialogues with their students. Nevertheless, it should be noted
that not all educators possess the necessary technology skills or have reliable access to
infrastructure, hence impeding the establishment of a robust instructional presence inside
the online learning milieu (Andra & Buda, 2020; Jiang, Yu & Zhao, 2021; Khukalenko et

al., 2022).

According to Adov et al. (2020), one of the most urgent technological difficulties
confronting educators in the present era is the need for reliable and uninterrupted internet
connectivity. In certain geographical areas, internet access may exhibit unreliability or
sluggishness. Insufficient connectivity inside a virtual classroom can lead to disruptions in

real-time instruction and misunderstandings between teachers and students. The potential
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outcome of this situation could lead to a virtual learning environment that is less engaging

and disruptive for the students (Khukalenko et al., 2022; Lai, Wang & Huang, 2022).

The efficacy of online tutoring may be impeded by technological and network-
related challenges. Educators may encounter challenges in effectively utilising digital
learning materials due to limited resources and inadequate assistance. Educators may
encounter limitations in utilising innovative methods of video creation and education due
to the lack of compatibility between contemporary software and outdated PCs or mobile
devices. Teachers may encounter opposition or obstacles such as limited time or financial
constraints that impede their ability to fully integrate digital learning, perhaps discouraging
their pursuit of such initiatives (Balchin & Wild, 2020; Camilleri et al., 2021; Canals & Al-

Rawashdeh, 2018).

Instructors without proficiency in technology may encounter challenges while
utilising online learning platforms and learning management systems (LMS). Instructors
may encounter challenges in the organisation of course materials and the establishment of
efficient channels of communication with students, owing to the intricate interface and
extensive array of capabilities inside the system. Furthermore, there is a probability that
instructors may allocate a greater amount of effort towards acquiring proficiency in the
technical parts of the platform, rather than focusing on fostering a robust social presence
and facilitating beneficial interactions among students (Khukalenko et al., 2022), which
can impede their teaching productivity. Therefore, educational institutions must allocate
substantial resources towards professional development of teachers and offer
comprehensive training in the use of technology. Professional development programmes,
such as workshops, provide educators with the necessary skills to effectively and
confidently integrate technology into their instructional practises. When educators possess

the assurance that they can readily access IT support in the event of network or hardware
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issues, they can devote their whole attention to engaging with their students (Tosuntas et

al., 2019).

The utilisation of user-friendly and intuitive digital platforms has the potential to
streamline online education for both students and teachers. Instructors who are provided
with a user-friendly interface and clear instructions will experience enhanced ease in
adapting to the digital classroom environment and effectively establishing their authority.
Equal access to materials and instruction can be advantageous for all students, and this can
be achieved by providing recordings of live sessions to students who face connectivity
issues (Mumford & Dikilitas, 2020). The engagement of teachers in online education is
impeded by significant technological obstacles. Certain instructors may exhibit reluctance
in fully adopting digital teaching practises and actively engaging students due to concerns
surrounding connectivity limitations, technical constraints, and the intricacies associated
with online platforms. Universities have the potential to provide educators with various
resources such as comprehensive professional development programmes, easily accessible
technical assistance, and user-friendly platforms to facilitate their transition to the online

teaching environment (Kavoshian et al., 2020).

2.6.3.2. Cultural and Linguistic Barriers. The online avatars of educators are
significantly shaped by their cultural and linguistic backgrounds. In contemporary virtual
learning environments, a diverse array of students hailing from various geographical
locations globally can be observed, each possessing proficiency in numerous languages. In
order to establish a favourable online presence and effectively engage with students,
educators are required to identify and implement resolutions for these challenges
(Kavoshian et al., 2020). The influence of culture on students' study habits and their
expectations regarding interactions with teachers is a significant factor to consider. Online

classroom discussions may exhibit a reduced likelihood of engaging students from cultural
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backgrounds that display more pronounced extroverted tendencies. Creating an engaging
and interactive virtual classroom can often pose challenges. Failure to recognize these
subtleties may result in educators experiencing a lack of success in implementing their
instructional approaches with their students (André & Buda, 2020). An essential aspect in
the establishment of an inclusive and safe virtual learning environment for all students
involves the recognition and valuing of diverse cultural backgrounds. It is imperative for
educators to demonstrate sensitivity towards the many backgrounds, religious affiliations,
and communication preferences of their students to prevent any potential instances of
offense. Engaging in an online educational setting that fosters an inclusive atmosphere,
valuing and promoting the unique cultural identities of students, has the potential to
enhance their sense of ease and bolster their motivation (Khukalenko et al., 2022; Lai,

Wang & Huang, 2022).

One significant obstacle faced by online courses pertains to the phenomenon of
language barriers. Both educators and learners may encounter difficulties when acquiring
and engaging in communication with a second language. Consequently, educators may
have challenges in establishing a sense of trust among their students and sustaining their
engagement over the duration of the academic term. Students may encounter challenges in
their ability to engage in class discussions and ask questions if they possess insufficient
language proficiency (Mumford & Dikilitas, 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). Tosuntas et al.
(2019) found, to enhance the learning process, educators operating inside the digital realm
must consider the primary languages and cultural backgrounds of their students. The
establishment of a secure environment for free discourse regarding cultural concerns can
foster stronger relationships and a more profound feeling of community between teachers
and students. Educators who are conducting online lessons should carefully consider the

language they utilize to ensure that it is comprehensible to their heterogeneous student
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population. The provision of translations or subtitles can be quite advantageous for

students who do not possess a high level of proficiency in the language of instruction.

Irrespective of students first language, educators have the ability to utilize a
diverse array of instructional approaches in order to facilitate their academic achievement.
The utilization of visual aids, infographics, and multimedia content proves to be highly
advantageous for students with diverse linguistic abilities. Peer-to-peer interactions and
collaborative learning activities provide students with valuable opportunities to acquire
knowledge and bridge linguistic disparities (Canals & Al-Rawashdeh, 2018; Kavoshian et
al., 2020; Lai, Wang & Huang, 2022). A significant correlation exists between the number
of online teachers and linguistic and cultural attributes. It is imperative for educators to
possess the necessary linguistic and cultural proficiency to effectively engage with students
from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Educators have the capacity to cultivate
an inclusive and accommodating environment for students from various cultural
backgrounds in their online classrooms by placing emphasis on cultural sensitivity,
offering multilingual assistance, and implementing established teaching methodologies

(Andra & Buda, 2020; Balchin & Wild, 2020).

Online communities could draw educators from various geographical locations due
to a multitude of distinct motivations. Various factors influence the way online educators
engage with their students, thereby influencing the educational progress and growth of
these learners (Afzal & Crawford, 2022; Bailey et al., 2020; Bialowas & Steimel, 2019).
The approach teachers engage with their students can be shaped by prevailing national
cultural norms, values, and communication modalities. In certain cultural contexts, there is
a prevalence of a formal and authoritative pedagogical style, but in other contexts, a
preference for an interactive and collaborative instructional method is observed. Educators

who demonstrate a proactive commitment to acquiring knowledge and exhibiting
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reverence for the cultural identities of their students are more likely to garner the

admiration and appreciation of their students (Frolova et al., 2021; Kovacevi¢ et al., 2021).

According to Grodotzki et al. (2021), effective communication with students is an
essential aspect of an educator's work within the classroom setting. Cultural influences
have the potential to exert an influence on the pedagogical practices employed by
instructors, the comments made inside the classroom, and the relationships that take place
among students. The degree of significance attributed to assertiveness and directness vs
indirectness and diplomacy in social interactions might differ among cultures. Educators
who actively engage in understanding their students' cultural backgrounds and
communicate with them in a manner that resonates with their experiences contribute to a
more favourable and productive classroom environment (Ferri et al., 2020; Kusel et al.,
2020; Muthmainnah et al., 2023). Shi et al. (2021) contributed towards the impact of
cultural disparities on the development and diffusion of online courses from varying
pedagogical viewpoints and educational practices. It is likely that specific nations exhibit a
preference for interactive pedagogical approaches, whereas others lean towards more
conventional lecture-based arrangements. Incorporating the pedagogical norms of students
can be an effective strategy for enhancing classroom engagement and bolstering

instructors’ social presence (Shi, Tong & Long, 2021; Sinha & Bagarukayo, 2019).

2.6.3.3. Instructor Resistance or Attitude. There may be obstacles in the way of
developing teacher social presence within virtual learning environments if teachers are
reluctant or have bad attitudes towards digital education. Uncertainty regarding the relative
efficacy of online instruction in comparison to more traditional face-to-face teaching
methods is one of the many factors that contribute to the reluctance of educators to use
digital tools in the classroom. This hesitation can be attributed to several different variables

(Jiang, Yu & Zhao, 2021). According to Akram et al. (2021), the constant fear of students’
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isolation and lack of collaboration from their peers is a crucial factor that contributes to the
reluctance of educators to embrace digital instructional strategies. When students raise
questions or make comments in a traditional classroom, teachers can respond to them as
soon as possible. However, there are apprehensions among educators that the lack of
personal engagement in online instruction may impair their ability to develop meaningful
connections with their students. These educators are concerned that online instruction may

make it more difficult for them to do so (Andrd & Buda, 2020).

There is a possibility that some teachers will be resistant to integrating technology
into their lessons because of their propensity to place a higher priority on the utilization of
more conventional instructional strategies. If teachers go into an online classroom with the
presumption that students won't put in the same degree of work as they would in a
traditional classroom, it's possible that they will put in less effort to create an engaging and
exciting learning environment for their students. Educators that hold such a mindset are
less likely to engage in conversation with their students, which in turn results in a reduction
of the amount of interaction that takes place within the educational environment (Balchin

& Wild, 2020).

According to Drugova et al. (2021), the prevalence of digital learning is impeded
by the significant barrier posed by teachers' reluctance to embrace change. There is a
potential for teachers who have been accustomed to their current instructional approaches
to exhibit resistance towards adopting novel methodologies. The utilization of online
teaching tools and platforms presents a significant challenge in terms of the learning curve,
perhaps deterring educators who lack proficiency in technology from embracing these

resources.

Educational institutions should foster an environment that promotes a culture of

receptiveness towards innovation and continuous professional growth, to address any
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resistance or disposition among educators. The mitigation of misconceptions around online
learning could be achieved through increased participation of educators in training
programs focused on digital teaching methodologies and the sharing of best practices. The
provision of mentoring and assistance by seasoned online educators can facilitate the
adaptation and enhance the confidence of teachers in integrating technology within the
educational setting (Khukalenko et al., 2022). Teachers may exhibit a greater inclination to
allocate time and effort towards the online learning milieu if they see that their efforts are
held in high regard and valued. Educators that employ innovative technology practices
within the classroom should be duly recognized and rewarded by their respective academic
institutions through various means. The perspectives of educators with regards to online
learning may undergo a transformation upon direct personal experience (Akram et al.,

2021).

By cultivating a community of practice that facilitates educators' discussions and
exchange of techniques for online education, institutions can effectively promote teacher
cooperation and the sharing of information. The involvement of colleagues within the field
of education can have a significant impact on motivating educators to explore novel digital
tools and methodologies, as well as fostering the adoption of a growth mindset (André &
Buda, 2020; Balchin & Wild, 2020). Ultimately, the reluctance or disposition of educators
towards digital education has the potential to undermine endeavours aimed at establishing
a significant online teaching presence. For surmounting this challenge educational
institutions use several strategies include staff training, peer recognition, and fostering
multicultural understanding, and actively reshaping students’ perceptions regarding online
education. Educators’ readiness can be enhanced to completely adopt digital education,

actively involve their students, and establish a vibrant and stimulating virtual learning
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environment, educational institutions must address the issue of instructor resistance

(Tosuntas et al., 2019; Adov et al., 2020; Lai, Wang & Huang, 2022).

With the dearth of online course teachers can be attributed to various issues, such as
technical challenges, language barriers, and instructor reluctance. If these challenges can be
effectively resolved, educators will have the opportunity to develop a robust groundwork in
the digital learning environment, thereby enabling them to offer their students a wider
range of captivating and efficient educational opportunities (Chand, Deshmukh & Shukla,

2020; Drugova et al., 2021).
2.7 Teacher Social Presence and Student Engagement

The UAE prioritizes the physical presence of teachers in online classrooms due to
its significant impact on students' motivation to learn and their level of engagement with
the subject matter. Understanding the impact of teachers' social presence on students'
attitudes, motivations, and outcomes in the context of digital education holds significant
relevance, particularly within a nation experiencing substantial growth in technology

adoption and digital learning practices over the past several years (Yu et al., 2022).
2.7.1 Impact on Learning Outcomes

The manifestation of teachers' social presence on students' digital learning
outcomes is influenced by cultural norms, institutional frameworks, and technology
infrastructures. According to Muir et al. (2020), the presence of instructors in the UAE is
highly advantageous for students. When educators invest effort into developing a personal
understanding of their students, they foster a conducive atmosphere whereby students are
inclined to openly engage and acquire knowledge. The students in the UAE exhibit a
notable degree of desire towards achieving success in their online courses, owing to the

nation's unwavering commitment to the field of education. Research suggests that there is a
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positive correlation between the establishment of attainable goals, prompt feedback, and
active participation in classroom discussions by teachers, and the subsequent improvement

in students' learning and retention rates (Martin, Xie & Bolliger, 2022).

The presence of instructors in the classroom is underscored by the cultural diversity
observed in the UAE. Educators who possess the ability to exhibit cultural sensitivity
towards their students are more proficient in accommodating the diverse learning styles of
their learners (Alismaiel, Cifuentes-Faura & Al-Rahmi, 2022; Ferrer et al., 2020; Garcia &
Yousef, 2022). Although there may be differences in curriculum and teaching methods, it
is probable that the influence of teachers' social presence on the growth of their students is
universally significant. In technologically advanced countries, educators have access to a
diverse range of digital tools and platforms that can be utilized to enhance student
engagement and foster a stronger instructor social presence inside the classroom setting.
Emerging technologies such as video conferencing and real-time chat hold the potential to
become widely adopted, thereby establishing a new standard for expeditious resolution of

inquiries and enhanced elucidation of concepts (Tan et al., 2021).

According to Martin et al. (2022), asynchronous methodologies, meanwhile, may
be prevalent in regions where technological resources and reliable internet connectivity are
few. Educators can effectively engage with their students and offer assistance through a
diverse range of approaches, such as utilizing recorded lectures, electronic mail
correspondence, and online discussion forums. Moreover, variations in educational
systems and policies among nations can lead to varying degrees of importance placed on
student-centered and outcome-based education. Consequently, countries that prioritize
these educational approaches may place a heightened focus on the quality of teacher social

presence and its impact on student learning (Salta et al., 2021).
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The potential impact of teachers in online education may vary across different
countries, including the UAE. Cultivating a setting that is favourable for educational
advancement and personal growth, it is imperative to acknowledge the significance of a
teacher's social presence within the online classroom. The efficacy of digital education in
diverse settings is contingent upon educators' recognition and adaptability to the cultural
and technological landscapes prevalent in their students' respective nations (Tan, Chan &

Mohd Said, 2021; Yu et al., 2022).
2.7.2 Interaction and Communication Patterns or Strategies

According to Kim et al. (2021), diverse engagement and communication patterns or
strategies in digital education may be observed in countries, such as the UAE, owing to
variations in cultural norms, technical infrastructure, and educational practice. In the UAE,
educators frequently employ forms of communication that demonstrate awareness and
consideration for the diverse cultural composition of the nation. Video conferencing and
discussion forums are two instances of asynchronous communication tools that educators
can employ in conjunction to cater to the requirements of students with diverse learning
styles and schedules. Educators frequently emphasize the importance of establishing a
secure environment within the virtual classroom, wherein students hailing from many
identities and cultural backgrounds can engage in substantive discussions and freely

exchange their thoughts and perspectives (Aldhafeeri & Alotaibi, 2022; Kim et al., 2021).

The utilization of cutting-edge digital engagement and communication technologies
and platforms has the potential to significantly impact digital education in regions such as
North America and Europe. The utilization of contemporaneous communication
techniques, including video conferencing, live chat, and collaboration tools, has
experienced a notable increase in recent times. Group projects and student interaction are

commonly observed in the classrooms of these nations (Muir, Douglas & Trimble, 2020).



102

Countries with restricted access to technology and less consistent internet connectivity tend
to rely more heavily on asynchronous methods of interaction and communication.
Educators can effectively engage in dynamic discussions with their students by leveraging
contemporary communication technology, including email, online message boards, and

recorded class lectures (Tan et al., 2021).

According to Martin et al. (2022), the primary objective of digital education in the
UAE, as in other contexts, is to establish an engaging educational setting that facilitates
constructive dialogue between educators and learners. Enhancing student engagement and
improving learning outcomes in virtual classrooms requires instructors to incorporate
communication strategies that align with the cultural and technological contexts of their

students.
2.7.3 Motivations Around Engagement

Online learning has been increasingly popular among individuals in the UAE and
globally due to its accessibility and adaptability. To promote student engagement and
foster valuable online learning experiences, it is imperative to possess a comprehensive
understanding of these differentiations (Muir et al., 2020). According to Salta et al. (2021),
the cultural atmosphere and educational focus of the UAE significantly impact its citizens.
Enhanced student engagement in online classes can be achieved through fostering a sense
of individual care and concern from teachers towards students, encompassing both their
personal well-being and academic progress. The promotion of remote learning
opportunities is strongly supported among students in the UAE due to the nation's

prioritization of education.

The diverse range of motivations for engagement in activities demonstrates the

extensive cultural legacy of the UAE. Educators can enhance their interaction with online
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learners by employing communication strategies that acknowledge and accommodate the
many cultural backgrounds and viewpoints of students. When students have a sense of
safety and comfort in expressing their cultural identities within the classroom setting, they
are more inclined to actively participate and contribute to discussions (Alismaiel et al.,
2022; Kim et al., 2021). According to Yu et al. (2022), the motivations for individuals to
participate in such activities may vary across different countries, influenced by factors such
as cultural norms, educational background, and social status. There is a potential
correlation between the emphasis placed on personal liberty in a country and the intrinsic
motivation of students to excel academically. Conversely, students originating from
countries with a greater emphasis on collectivism may place a greater significance on

collaborative efforts and reciprocal assistance within the educational setting.

According to Geng et al. (2019), the intrinsic motivation of individuals may exhibit
variation based on their socioeconomic status. In countries where access to formal
education is limited, students may exhibit higher levels of motivation to actively engage in
digital education due to perceiving it as a critical opportunity for personal growth and
career progression (Muir, Douglas & Trimble, 2020; Salta et al., 2021). Educational
policies and institutions exert influence on the motives of students as well. Numerous
studies indicate that youngsters residing in nations that place a high emphasis on learning
outcomes and the development of skills derive significant advantages from engaging in
genuine educational encounters. Nevertheless, nations that adhere to a conventional and
examination-oriented educational framework may need to reassess their methodologies to

stimulate students inquisitiveness and passion (Muir et al., 2020).

A multitude of factors, encompassing both local and global contexts, exert
influence on students’ choices to engage in remote education inside the UAE. The

motivation of students in online courses can be enhanced by the establishment of a secure
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and nurturing learning environment, the provision of engaging learning opportunities, and
the acknowledgement and appreciation of their cultural diversity. In order to enhance
students' preparedness for the highly competitive digital job market, educators and
educational institutions in the UAE and beyond should prioritize understanding their
students’ unique learning motivations and adapt their teaching approaches accordingly
(Afzal & Crawford, 2022; Alismaiel, Cifuentes-Faura & Al-Rahmi, 2022; Martin et al.,

2022).
2.7.4 Students’ Attitudes Towards Digital Education

A diverse range of perspectives exists among both UAE and international students
with regards to the advantages and disadvantages associated with online education. The
formation of students' perspectives and methods of engaging with online learning is
influenced by various factors, encompassing cultural, technological, and pedagogical
contexts (Salta et al., 2021). Most students in the UAE did not encounter any challenges
with regards to distance learning. The widespread integration of technology throughout the
nation has significantly facilitated the acquisition of new digital competencies among
students, hence minimizing any difficulties they may encounter in the learning process.
Consequently, numerous students residing in the UAE resort to online education as a
strategy to effectively manage their diverse extracurricular and academic obligations

(Geng, Law & Niu, 2019; Kim et al., 2021).

According to Muir et al. (2020), the incorporation of technology into the classroom
in the UAE is subject to the influence of the country's unique cultural landscape, which in
turn shapes the viewpoints of students. Due to the government's emphasis on higher
education and professional advancement, an increasing number of students are opting to
enrol in online courses. The perception of distant learning among international students

may be influenced by various factors, including disparities in technological proficiency,
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access to pertinent resources, and prevailing public opinion. Students residing in countries
with well-established technical infrastructures may exhibit a more favourable perception
towards digital education due to their enhanced exposure to online learning and subsequent

good encounters with it (Afzal & Crawford, 2022).

Tan et al. (2021) found, students residing in nations characterized by limited access
to reliable internet connectivity or inadequate educational resources may exhibit greater
caution towards engaging in online learning. The attitudes of students regarding digital
education may be distorted if they encounter limitations in fully engaging with online
courses due to inadequate access to digital devices or unreliable internet connectivity. The
perspectives of students about e-learning are shaped by governmental and institutional
norms and criteria. If a nation allocates substantial resources towards the development of
advanced digital teaching tools and platforms, there is a higher probability that its students
will exhibit greater satisfaction with their online educational experiences (Geng et al.,

2019).

The level of teacher involvement in students' online learning significantly
influences their perceptions of the instructional method. Educators have the potential to
enhance students' contentment with online learning and foster a favorable disposition
towards digital education by cultivating significant rapport with their students, delivering
prompt feedback, and designing captivating learning opportunities (Kurt et al., 2021;
Martin & Borup, 2022). The attitudes of students towards digital education may exhibit
cultural variations, although there exist certain universal factors that can exert an influence
on their perceptions. Several factors contribute to the acceptance of remote learning by the
public, such as the dependability of the internet, the effectiveness of online teaching

methods, and the availability of suitable hardware and software for both students and
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educators (Tan et al., 2021; Wang & Stein, 2021; Yu et al., 2022; Afzal & Crawford,

2022).

The perspectives of students on digital education are influenced by various factors,
including cultural, technological, and pedagogical settings, both inside the UAE and
globally. The perception of online learning among students in the UAE is largely positive,
which can be attributed to the progressive cultural values, diverse population, and strong
commitment to education prevalent in the country. However, it is important to note that
this may not hold true in other countries, as it is contingent upon the extent of technology
advancement and the availability of high-quality online education platforms in those
regions. By taking these factors into consideration, educational institutions in the UAE and
other regions can enhance their capacity to cater the requirements of their online learners

(Wang & Stein, 2021; Aldhafeeri & Alotaibi, 2022; Yu et al., 2022).
2.8 Measurements and Assessments of the Instructor Social Presence

Researchers have conducted a variety of research using different measuring tools to
assess instructor social presence. In this research, | have has exhibited an effort to
categorize previous research into three sections based on the measuring instruments used

for data collection.
2.8.1 Qualitative Studies

Qualitative studies shed light on the opinions and experiences of instructors and
students in the virtual classroom, specifically focusing on teachers' social presence in
digital education. Several qualitative research approaches employed in these investigations
include in-depth interviews, focus groups, comprehensive literature reviews, document

analysis, and observations. These methodologies have enhanced my comprehension of the
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impact that educators' online profiles have on moulding the motivation and academic

performance of their students inside the educational setting.

First, to enhance comprehension regarding the establishment of a sense of
community within online educational settings, a qualitative study was conducted by
Anderson, Smith, and Johnson (2020), wherein interviews were conducted with teachers
and students affiliated with a university in the United States. The utilization of anecdotes,
comedy, and class discussion has been observed to enhance student participation and foster

a more viable classroom environment.

Lee and Kim (2019) utilized focus groups as a research method to gather data from
educators across South Korea regarding their implementation of blended learning. The
study underscored the importance of teacher engagement in dialogue, provision of
personalized feedback on student assignments, and establishment of a nurturing and

inclusive environment inside the virtual learning environment.

In their study, Brown, Wang, and Chen (2018) employed document analysis and
observational methods to assess the sociability of instructors in a massive open online
course (MOOC) conducted in South Africa. The study conducted by researchers revealed a
positive correlation between the sociability of teachers in the classroom and the level of
student engagement with the subject matter, as well as their likelihood of successfully

completing a massive open online course.

Johnson and Smith (2018) focused their emphasis on enhancing the online social
presence of teachers in American online classrooms. To gain insights into strategies
employed by online educators to sustain student engagement and foster interest in the
subject matter, the researchers conducted comprehensive interviews with a cohort of online

teachers.
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Finally, it is worth noting that qualitative research has shed light on the strategies
employed by instructors in digital education to cultivate a robust social presence inside the
online learning setting, as well as the impact of such presence on student engagement and
achievement. Various qualitative research methodologies have been employed to gain a
comprehensive understanding of teachers' social presence in online learning. These include
in-depth interviews, focus groups, systematic literature reviews, document analysis, and
observations. The dynamics of instructor social presence in online learning have been
enhanced by the utilization of a mixed-methods approach, as researchers have provided

valuable insights in this area.
2.8.2 Quantitative Studies

Quantitative research methodologies, such as the utilization of Likert-scale
questionnaires, surveys, and statistical analyses, have been employed to ascertain the
specific impact of teachers' online social presence on students' levels of happiness,
engagement, and motivation. The study undertaken by Anderson, Smith, and Johnson
(2020) employed a quantitative research design, utilizing a Likert-scale questionnaire to
assess the extent of professors' engagement with students in fully online courses. The
participants in this study were queried regarding the level of engagement, responsiveness,
and approachability exhibited by their instructors in asynchronous educational settings.
The statistical data indicated a positive correlation between instructor friendliness and
student satisfaction with their classroom experiences. Students who expressed a sense of
belonging within the virtual classroom community showed a greater propensity to engage

in class discussions and seek assistance when encountering difficulties.

In a comprehensive quantitative study conducted by Li, Anderson, and Smith
(2019), the researchers aimed to examine the correlation between the online social activity

of teachers and the level of student engagement in online classrooms. The data gathered
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was facilitated by a diverse group of students from several online programs. According to
student evaluations, teachers who actively engage in classroom discussions, provide
prompt feedback, and utilize technology effectively are perceived as more accessible by
students. The presence of teachers in the actual classroom was also discovered to enhance

students' judgments of their own academic progress.

Wilson and Brown (2018) also employed a quantitative case study methodology to
examine the level of social presence exhibited by teachers in a hybrid classroom setting.
The researchers conducted a poll to gather students' perspectives on the contributions made
by their teachers in both online and in-person sessions. The research revealed that there
was a significant increase in both student satisfaction and instructor motivation when
students actively engaged in class discussions and diligently completed homework

assignments beyond the classroom setting.

The investigation conducted by Garcia and Kim (2017) focused on the
measurement of student satisfaction in relation to fully online courses. The researchers
employed a standardized questionnaire to conduct a survey encompassing a substantial
cross-section of the student population. The findings of this study demonstrate the
importance of teachers' online presence in their classrooms by establishing a correlation

between teacher online presence and student satisfaction.

The primary objective of the study undertaken by Johnson and Davis (2016) was to
offer an impartial evaluation of the involvement of online educators in online learning
communities. The analysis of discourse in the virtual educational setting involved the
collection of data through surveys administered to both students and teachers. The
outcomes of the study provide insights into the relationship between educators' utilization

of the internet and the levels of passion and participation exhibited by students.
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Chen and Wang (2015) conducted a quantitative study to investigate the impact of
teachers' social presence on the motivation of distance learners. The students were
surveyed regarding their attitudes towards participating in classroom discussions, with a
focus on the perceived friendliness of their teacher. The conclusions drew that involvement
of teachers in the online learning community has a positive impact on the level of
engagement and motivation exhibited by their students. This is evidenced by research
findings that indicate a direct correlation between the instructor's social presence and the

motivation displayed by students.

The evaluation of professors' engagement with students in asynchronous classes
was conducted by Australian scholars through the utilization of Likert-scale surveys (Li,
Anderson, & Smith, 2019). The participants of the study were requested to provide
feedback regarding the level of engagement, responsiveness, and approachability
demonstrated by their instructors in asynchronous learning environments. The emotional
well-being of students positively correlated with their level of involvement and propensity

to seek help from teachers.

Scholars have employed Likert-scale questionnaires, surveys, and statistical
analyses to ascertain the impact of professors' online presence on students' self-perception
of performance and motivation inside virtual learning environments. The findings of these
studies highlight the significance of teachers' social presence within virtual learning
environments. The utilization of quantitative research methods has facilitated in gaining a
deeper understanding of instructor social presence and its potential impact on effective

digital pedagogy.

2.8.3 Mixed Method Studies
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Scholars are currently engaged in efforts to enhance their comprehension of the
dynamics between educators, learners, and digital platforms. Consequently, there has been
a noticeable increase in the prevalence of mixed-methods research endeavours that centre
on the examination of instructors' social presence inside educational settings. The studies
employ a combination of quantitative and qualitative methodologies to elucidate the
strategies employed by educators in cultivating a social presence within virtual learning
environments. Furthermore, these studies investigate the influence of such presence on
student engagement and academic achievements, as well as the perceptions and

interactions between instructors and students within this setting.

In their study, Chen and Wang (2017) employed a mixed-methods methodology to
examine the influence of teachers’ social presence on students' motivation within the
context of online courses. The study employed qualitative interviews with teachers and
quantitative surveys to examine students' motivation and perceptions of the instructor's
social presence. The study's findings indicate that online students had positive responses

when their instructors actively engaged in online forums.

Garcia and Kim (2016) employed a mixed-methods methodology in their study on
instructors' social presence in blended classrooms. The researchers engaged in the
systematic observation of class discussions and conducted a comprehensive review of
syllabi to gain a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of student-teacher
interaction. Student opinion surveys provide valuable insights into the extent to which
students appreciate the accessibility of their teachers outside of the classroom setting. The
mixed methods approach emphasizes the need of teachers establishing and sustaining
meaningful relationships with students over the whole duration of the course, regardless of

whether it is conducted online or in person.
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The study done by Li, Anderson, and Smith (2018) employed a mixed-methods
approach to examine the influence of teachers' online social presence on student
participation. Students were administered a quantitative survey, whilst teachers were
engaged in qualitative interviews. The active participation of students in class discussions,
prompt feedback on their work, and integration of multimedia elements into courses were
found to contribute to a more favourable perception of educators among students. The
study revealed a significant correlation between the level of social involvement exhibited
by teachers in the classroom and the students' subjective evaluation of their own academic

progress.

The study conducted by Wilson and Brown (2019) examined the level of social
presence exhibited by instructors in blended courses through the utilization of a mixed-
methods research design. The researchers employed qualitative focus groups as a means of
investigating the perceptions of educators about the concept of social presence. A survey
was administered to assess the degree to which students saw their teacher's affability as
influencing their drive to learn. The results of this study, which employed a mixed-methods
approach, indicate that it would be beneficial for educators to promote student-teacher

communication by utilizing a combination of online and face-to-face interactions.

Johnson and Davis (2015) conducted a mixed-methods study with the aim of
quantitatively evaluating the social presence of teachers in online learning. To gain a
deeper comprehension of the perceptions held by students and educators on the online
social presence of students and teachers, surveys were administered to both cohorts by
researchers. To get further insights into the dynamics of teacher-pupil interactions, a series
of qualitative interviews were undertaken with a select group of participants. The outcomes
of the study provide insights into the relationship between educators' utilization of the

internet and the levels of passion and participation exhibited by students.
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Chen and Wang (2017) utilized a mixed-methods approach in their study conducted
in Malaysia. This involved conducting extensive interviews with academics and delivering
a quantitative survey to students. The findings of the study indicated that the social
presence of an instructor significantly impacted the levels of motivation, participation, and

enjoyment experienced by students in a blended learning environment.

The integration of qualitative and quantitative research methodologies has yielded
significant findings regarding the social presence of instructors in digital education. These
studies have shed light on instructors' approaches to cultivating social presence, the effects
it has on student engagement and academic achievements, as well as the viewpoints of both
instructors and students regarding the virtual learning environment. The utilization of
qualitative and quantitative methodologies in these investigations has contributed to the
advancement of our understanding regarding the online social presence of teachers and its

impact on the effectiveness of online education.
2.9 Best Practices and Strategies

The establishment of instructors' social presence is crucial for the development of
engaging and effective online classrooms. Educators aspiring to have a constructive
influence in their virtual classrooms employ pedagogical approaches that cultivate

productive student-teacher engagements (Cassidy et al., 2021).
2.9.1 Training and Professional Development

The implementation of professional development opportunities for teachers has the
potential to significantly enhance their engagement with students within virtual learning
environments. With the growing prevalence of online courses, educators must develop new
skills to effectively engage in communication with their virtual classroom communities

(Otumfuor & Small, 2020). The significance of training and professional development is
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emphasized to enhance educators' online profiles and foster constructive student-teacher

discourse.

The domain of pedagogy plays a pivotal role in ensuring the efficacy of digital
teacher training. It is imperative for educators to possess a comprehensive understanding of
both the theoretical underpinnings and practical applications of e-learning. Educators who
have dedicated their efforts to comprehensively study the pedagogical principles and
methodologies possess a distinct advantage over their peers in terms of formulating
cutting-edge online courses, acquainting students with unique approaches to learning, and
cultivating interactive and cooperative learning atmospheres. According to the scholarly
works of Al-Fraihat, Joy, and Sinclair (2020) and Hrastinski (2008), educators who have
received enough pedagogical training are more proficient in effectively interacting with

their students in the digital environment.

Educators who possess limited experience or inadequate training in the realm of
online facilitation may encounter difficulties when it comes to effectively overseeing and
coordinating virtual discussions and debates (Turnbull, Chugh & Luck, 2021;
Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2019). The success of an online course heavily relies on the active
engagement of students, the selection of compelling themes for class discussions, and the
timely delivery of informative feedback. Educators who actively engage in self-
development as online facilitators observe significant enhancements in classroom
involvement and the establishment of cohesive group dynamics. Previous research has
shown that educators who possess the ability to effectively promote student dialogue and
facilitate collaborative activities in online learning environments have been found to have a

positive impact on students' test performance (Rovai, 2002; Shea et al., 2006).

The increasing diversity of online classrooms necessitates the acquisition of

cultural competence training. Demonstrating a genuine recognition and value for the
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diverse composition of student cohorts, thereby modifying the instructional approaches in
response is very important for the instructors. Enhancing their ability to meet the diverse
needs of their students, educators might engage in cultural competence training to gain a
comprehensive awareness of their students' cultural backgrounds. The inclusion of cultural
competency instruction in the classroom has the potential to be advantageous for students

from diverse backgrounds (Crawford-Ferre & Wiest, 2012; Hu & Kuh, 2002).

The significance of ongoing education is emphasized in courses pertaining to the
incorporation of technology within educational settings. With the increasing availability of
tools and the emergence of best practices, the field of online education is undergoing
natural development. Continuous professional development is a necessary requirement for
teachers to be abreast of evolving educational policies, pedagogical trends, technological
resources, and student demands. Educators have the potential to enhance their pedagogical
strategies and effectively address the societal expectations of the contemporary digital
learning environment through the utilization of ongoing professional development and

educational opportunities (Cassidy et al., 2021; Otumfuor & Small, 2020).

It is evident that educators who actively engage in their professional development
and cultivate a strong social presence can have a significant impact on the academic
performance and overall learning experience of their students in online educational
settings. Based on the research conducted by Al-Fraihat et al. (2020) and Shea et al.
(2006), it was shown that educators who had undergone pedagogical training and had
online facilitation skills exhibited higher levels of engagement in their virtual instructional
sessions. The interactions between teachers and students from diverse cultural backgrounds
demonstrate improvement after the completion of cultural competency training (Crawford-

Ferre & Wiest, 2012; Hu & Kuh, 2002).
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Educators who actively engage in their local communities demonstrate a higher
propensity for personal commitment to their ongoing professional growth and
advancement. To effectively address the needs of their students and adapt to the rapidly
changing landscape of digital education, educators should prioritize their ongoing
professional development (Cassidy et al., 2021; Otumfuor & Small, 2020). Educators who
demonstrate a commitment to ongoing professional development possess a distinct

advantage in the contemporary landscape of interactive virtual learning environments.

In summary, the online social presence of educators is significantly enhanced
through the availability of training and professional development opportunities. If
educators receive adequate pedagogical and online facilitation training, they can develop
captivating courses for students engaged in distant learning (Krause, O’Neil & Jones,
2019). The objective of cultural competence education is to establish inclusive educational
settings that foster a sense of belonging for students from diverse backgrounds, enabling
them to freely express their thoughts and viewpoints (Cassidy et al., 2021). Professional
development is a crucial component for educators to effectively impact student
engagement and enhance learning outcomes by utilizing social media platforms. Enhanced
interactions with online students can be attributed to the allocation of resources by

educational institutions towards the training and professional development of instructors.
2.9.2 Communication Strategies for Digital Classrooms

The efficacy of teachers' social persence in the digital classroom is contingent upon
their availability and utilization of efficient communication tools. With the increasing
popularity of online education, educators have been compelled to enhance their repertoire
of strategies to effectively engage with students and cultivate constructive classroom

dialogues (Al-Fraihat, Joy & Sinclair, 2020). These resources facilitate efficient
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communication, ignite students’ curiosity, and foster a sense of camaraderie within the

school community.

According to Bixler and Van Raalte (2018), video conferencing applications such
as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and Google Meet are being increasingly employed in virtual
lecture halls. Educators can utilize these technological resources to facilitate synchronous
virtual gatherings with their student cohorts, thereby establishing a conducive environment
for their academic pursuits. The utilization of video conferencing technology within
educational settings presents numerous potential advantages for both students and
educators (Krause, O’Neil & Jones, 2019; Singh, Steele & Singh, 2021). Teachers may
enhance their social presence in virtual classrooms by engaging in real-time
communication with students. The asynchronous nature of online discussion platforms and
boards enables educators and students to engage in in-depth conversations. Educators can
foster discourse among students through the introduction of thematic elements, the
formulation of relevant inquiries, and the provision of many occasions for students to
express their perspectives. Tanner and Peng (2017) suggest that educators have the
potential to enhance their online presence by actively engaging in discussion boards that

are commonly visited by their students.

The utilization of instant messaging (IM) and email by educators for individualized
communication with their students is crucial. Email serves as a highly effective means of
facilitating contact between educators and students, whether in a public or private
educational setting (Turnbull, Chugh & Luck, 2021; Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2019). The
utilization of instant messaging platforms enables educators to enhance their
responsiveness towards students' time-sensitive inquiries and concerns. The utilization of
social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram have led to a notable

augmentation in the digital visibility of educators. To enhance communication with their
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students, instructors have the opportunity to utilize social media platforms as a means to
disseminate course information, provide links to pertinent resources, and offer
supplementary readings. According to Al-Fraihat, Joy, and Sinclair (2020), educators can
establish a positive relationship with their students, foster increased student engagement,

and project an approachable and informal demeanour by utilizing social media platforms.

Learning management systems (LMS) play a vital role in online education since
they function as centralized platforms for students and educators to access course content
and engage in communication. Educators can readily establish communication with their
students and furnish them with pertinent resources through the LMS. In addition to
facilitating online instruction, LMS commonly incorporate functionalities such as
gradebook administration, assignment submission, and discussion forums (Watts & Wang,
2018). These capabilities afford educators diverse avenues for engaging with their students

in virtual learning environments.

Webinars and webcasts serve as effective means of disseminating interactive
seminars and lectures to a broad audience. Educators can employ these online platforms to
facilitate face-to-face engagements such as seminars and workshops, aimed at enhancing
both their own and their students' competencies. Webinars offer advantages to students
with diverse time zones and schedules as they can be recorded and accessed later (Singh,
Steele & Singh, 2021; Turnbull, Chugh & Luck, 2021). By utilizing online diaries and
blogs, instructors can enrich contact with their students and provide instructional
information to a worldwide audience. Educators can disseminate their expertise, impart
crucial competencies, and establish profound connections with their pupils through the
initiation of a blog. Recent research conducted by Cassidy et al. (2021) has shown novel
findings indicating that blogs have the potential to enhance teachers' communication with

students and cultivate a more amicable online presence.
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During designated "virtual office hours," educators can engage in confidential
online interactions with pupils (Morgan, 2020; Newman & Ford, 2020). Teachers can
enhance their ability to address the individual needs and concerns of students, as well as
aid with assignments, by allocating dedicated time for one-on-one conversations with each
student. Research conducted by Watts and Wang (2018) has indicated that the presence of
online office hours has been associated with an increase in teachers' availability and

commitment to their students' academic success.

Google Workspace and Microsoft 365 are two prominent instances of online
collaborative platforms that can facilitate the development of students' collaborative skills
in project-based learning. Educators can employ these resources in order to enhance
student participation on various academic tasks such as projects, papers, and other
assignments. The active participation of teachers in group projects demonstrates their

dedication to the academic progress of their students (Al-Fraihat, Joy & Sinclair, 2020).

The utilization of multimedia materials, including as films, podcasts, and
interactive simulations, has the potential to foster stronger connections between teachers
and students. The use of inventive content can prove advantageous for both online
classrooms and their instructors. According to Bixler and Van Raalte (2018), the utilization
of multimedia can be an effective strategy for educators to enhance student engagement

and promote active participation within the classroom.

In summary, the cultivation of educators' digital footprints within the classroom
necessitates the establishment of effective channels of communication between teachers
and students. The utilization of email, instant messaging, and video conferencing
technologies enables a heightened level of interpersonal engagement with students. Social
media platforms inherently promote a culture of increased friendliness and approachability

among users in the online realm (Krause, O’Neil & Jones, 2019; Martin et al., 2019).
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Conversely, learning management systems serve as centralized hubs that house all course-
related information. Virtual activities such as webinars, blogs, and "office hours" have the
potential to enhance outreach and productivity to a greater extent than ever before (Bixler
& Van Raalte, 2018). Furthermore, the utilization of collaborative platforms that foster
teamwork and interactive content enhances the sense of personalization in the online
learning environment. The purposeful utilization of various communication channels can
enhance educators' online presence and broaden the scope for meaningful interactions

among their students.
2.9.3 Technology Integration

The effective use of technology can greatly enhance the social presence of online
educators. Online education can foster meaningful interactions between educators and
students if technology is used correctly (Evans et al., 2019; Hartshorne et al., 2020). By
providing instructors with a centralized hub to manage and distribute course materials to
students, LMSs play a vital role in online education. Instructors can keep in constant
contact with their online students using LMS tools like announcements, discussion boards,
and assignment submissions (Al-Fraihat, Joy & Sinclair, 2020). With online LMS,
instructors and students can maintain a constant two-way dialogue through tools like news

publishing, file sharing, and immediate grading and comments.

Video conferencing and webinar software have opened new possibilities for real-
time communication between teachers and their online students. Teachers can hold live
seminars including lectures, discussions, and Q&A sessions for students using only a
computer and the internet. By mimicking in-person communication and enhancing social
presence, video conferencing systems foster a sense of immediacy and connection (Watts

& Wang, 2018). Webinar software also enables teachers to offer online seminars,
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workshops, and professional development sessions, thereby enhancing their visibility and

sociability in the virtual classroom.

Multimedia features, such as films, podcasts, and simulations, enhance online
courses by increasing instructor-student interaction and student engagement. Multimedia
content allows instructors to provide material in a variety of formats, catering to students
with a wide range of preferred learning styles (Bixler & Van Raalte, 2018). When used
effectively, multimedia can make a distance learning course feel more personal and boost
interaction between teachers and their students. Effective communication skills among
educators can be honed using multimedia and interactive simulations in the classroom. To
get more done in less time, students can use online collaboration systems like Google
Workspace and Microsoft 365. To encourage students to work together and develop a
feeling of community, instructors may assign writing and research tasks on such sites
(Cassidy et al., 2021). Having students work together on projects is one way for teachers to

show they are present in the digital classroom and increase participation.

Educators and students can maintain a continuous dialogue with the use of
asynchronous communication tools like discussion boards, email, and online chat rooms.
Discussion forums, in contrast to email and chat platforms, give students a more intimate
setting to have meaningful conversations and exchange ideas (Tanner & Peng, 2017).
These resources allow instructors to engage with their online classes in real time. Teachers
can increase their social presence and motivate students to create meaningful connections
by participating in asynchronous discussions and offering timely feedback (Albrahim,

2020; An et al., 2021; Asgari et al., 2021).

With mobile learning tools, teachers may now contact their students on the devices
they prefer to use, such as smartphones and tablets. Students can access course materials

and interact with the instructor from any location using mobile-friendly content and
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applications (Al-Fraihat et al., 2020). Teachers can better reach their students, cater to their
individual learning styles, and guarantee that everyone has equal access to digital education

by taking advantage of mobile learning tools.

Using advanced computational techniques to tailor educational experiences to the
individual needs, preferences, and abilities of learners allows teachers to cater lessons and
course materials to each individual student. These algorithms analyze data from students’
interactions with educational content and dynamically adjust the learning path, resources,
and assessments to optimize each student’s learning outcomes. These systems can monitor
student development, pinpoint areas of weakness, and suggest new material for further
study (Watts & Wang, 2018). Using a personalized learning platform, educators may keep
tabs on their students' development and provide them with individualized support, which
boosts the educator's online visibility and encourages student participation. One such
example is Khan Academy that implements the above features and allows students to learn

at their own pace.

Virtual Reality (VR) and Augmented Reality (AR) provide innovative tools for
fostering student-teacher partnerships. Combining virtual reality and augmented reality
creates a more engaging and immersive classroom experience (Bixler & Van Raalte,
2018). The social components of online courses could be improved, and students could
have access to a more interesting and engaged learning environment with the help of

virtual and augmented reality.

Understanding student success and motivation with the help of data analytics and
learning analytics tools allows educators to monitor their students' development, pinpoint
areas for growth, and adapt their lessons accordingly (Cassidy et al., 2021). Teachers can
provide a more individualized education by using data analytics to determine each student's

individual communication and support requirements.
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There is evidence that using social media in a digital classroom can improve
dialogue between teachers and their students. Increased student engagement can be
achieved using social media to provide course information, useful materials, and engaging
content (Tanner & Peng, 2017). By establishing online relationships with students through

social media, educators may raise their profile and foster a sense of community.

In conclusion, technology is crucial in online education since it allows instructors to
participate in their students’ educational experiences more actively. Virtual classroom
technology allows for instantaneous interactions and interactive learning, while learning
management systems are helpful for organizing and communicating with students and
instructors. Using multimedia and online collaboration technologies to strengthen group
and team projects, we can add a personal touch to distance learning. Customized learning
platforms are designed to meet the specific requirements of each student, while
asynchronous communication tools and mobile learning technologies provide flexibility
and portability. Teachers can better engage with their students with the use of data
analytics and learning analytics, and students can have a more engaging learning
experience with the help of virtual and augmented reality tools (Albrahim, 2020; An et al.,
2021; Morgan, 2020; Newman & Ford, 2020). Using social media, instructors and students
can have fewer formal conversations and grow closer. Online educators may foster
productive student discussion and collaboration by making judicious use of a variety of

tools and resources.
2.9.4 Instructor-Student and Student-Instructor Interactions

The efficacy of an online course is contingent upon the extent of interactions
between the teacher and students, as well as the reciprocal relationships between students
and the instructor. By employing established and proven methods and approaches,

educators can enhance the quality of their interactions with students (Evans et al., 2019;



124

Turnbull, Chugh & Luck, 2021; Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2019). The timely and effective
sharing of information between teachers and students plays a significant role in fostering
strong connections inside the classroom. Teachers have the potential to enhance student
engagement in classroom discussions by implementing a structured framework that
facilitates student expression of issues and provision of solutions. Educators can maintain
effective channels of contact and immediately attend to student issues through the
utilization of various technological tools such as email, discussion forums, and instant
messaging platforms (Turk et al., 2021). When an educator exhibits authentic enthusiasm
for the academic achievement of their pupils, it fosters increased motivation among

students to assume responsibility for their own learning.

The first task of creating a classroom environment that promotes a sense of comfort
for all students is a crucial aspect in cultivating significant connections between students
and teachers. During the initial stages of the academic term, it is imperative for instructors
to acquaint themselves with their students, provide an overview of the course content, and
elucidate the anticipated learning outcomes for the semester (Al-Fraihat, Joy, & Sinclair,
2020). The utilization of inclusive language and the demonstration of respectful
communication by teachers have been found to positively influence student participation in

class discussions and foster a sense of safety in expressing their perspectives.

Research has demonstrated that engagement in virtual discussion forums facilitates
enhanced interpersonal relationships among students and instructors, as well as among
students themselves. According to the findings of Tanner and Peng (2017), educators who
demonstrate proficiency in posing effective questions and actively engage in classroom
discussions are more likely to foster a high level of student engagement in the learning

process. Teachers can effectively showcase their expertise, enhance student learning
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outcomes, and foster a positive online learning environment by actively engaging in and

guiding dialogues.

The improvement of instructor-student interactions in online learning can be
achieved by implementing tailored feedback and support mechanisms. According to
Cassidy et al. (2021), it is important for educators to provide students with valuable
feedback regarding their assignments, active involvement in class discussions, and
performance in examinations. Students demonstrate a greater propensity to exert effort and
actively participate with the instructor when they are provided with regular and precise
feedback regarding their academic advancement (Newman & Ford, 2020). Achieving
optimal student-instructor interactions in an online classroom necessitates a judicious
combination of synchronous and asynchronous means of communication. Synchronous
modes of interaction, such as live virtual sessions and webinars, facilitate immediate and
reciprocal dialogue between educators and learners (Watts & Wang, 2018). Catering to the
diverse schedules and geographical locations of students, asynchronous modes of
communication, such as discussion boards and email, may be employed. Teachers can
enhance their ability to meet the requirements of their students by integrating both

synchronous and asynchronous learning methods.

The proposal suggests that educators and learners should increase their level of
discourse by incorporating multimedia and interactive materials. According to Bixler and
Van Raalte (2018), educators can augment their accessibility and involvement with online
learners through the integration of multimedia elements such as movies, podcasts, and
interactive simulations. Educators can assess the level of understanding among their pupils
by employing quizzes and self-evaluations, so enabling them to customize their

instructional approaches accordingly.
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One effective strategy for cultivating advantageous student-instructor relationships
involves offering virtual office hours and individualized sessions. These sessions provide
students with the opportunity to inquire, get responses, and engage in substantive discourse
regarding the content of the course (Turk et al., 2021). Two advantages of one-on-one time
include in-depth, specialized training and the establishment of closer teacher-student

connections.

The implementation of strategies aimed at fostering a sense of community within
the classroom environment can contribute to the development of stronger interpersonal
connections between students and teachers. The implementation of various approaches
such as icebreaker games, collaborative projects, and utilization of social media platforms
has been identified as effective ways for fostering a sense of community inside the
classroom (Al-Fraihat et al., 2020). The presence of a climate characterized by mutual trust
and collaboration in the classroom has been found to positively impact student

engagement, teacher popularity, and the formation of friendships among students.

Research has demonstrated that employing social media in a strategic manner to
enhance student-teacher interaction yields advantageous outcomes. According to Tanner
and Peng (2017), educators can utilize social media platforms as a means to disseminate
pertinent information, instructional materials, and assignments that are directly linked to
their respective courses. In the present era, educators are presented with numerous avenues
for establishing connections with their students and colleagues, facilitated by the wide
array of social media platforms at their disposal (Morgan, 2020; Vlachopoulos & Makri,

2019).

Providing students with a secure environment in which they can express their
viewpoints has been widely recognized as an effective approach to cultivating improved

relationships between students and teachers. Educators are advised to promote the
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utilization of reflective instruments such as blogs, online diaries, and multimedia
presentations as a means for students to articulate and demonstrate their acquired
knowledge within the educational setting (Cassidy et al., 2021). Educators have the
potential to enhance the inclusivity and engagement of their classes by prioritizing and

implementing student feedback.

In summary, the efficacy of an online classroom is contingent upon the
establishment of substantive interactions between instructors and students. It is advisable to
maintain a balanced combination of real-time and asynchronous interactions, promptly and
carefully respond to messages, foster an inclusive and hospitable environment, and actively
participate in online forums. Evidence-based tactics for promoting and enhancing these
relationships encompass the implementation of multimedia and interactive materials, the
establishment of virtual office hours and individual consultations, the cultivation of student
communities, the extensive integration of social media platforms, and opportunities for
self-expression (Krause, O’Neil & Jones, 2019; Newman & Ford, 2020). Through the
implementation of these strategies, online educators enhance the probability of fostering
dynamic and engaging virtual learning environments that facilitate the mutual growth and

development of both students and instructors.
2.9.5 Feedback and Support Mechanisms

In online education, instructor social presence also manifests in the form of
feedback. Better learning environments, higher levels of student engagement, and stronger
bonds between teachers and their students have all been linked to more fruitful forms of
feedback and support. Suitable online training relies heavily on the timely and helpful
feedback provided to participants. Turk et al. (2021) recommend that instructors provide
students with quick responses to their questions and comments regarding tests and quizzes.

With the help of timely, specific, and critical feedback, students may evaluate their own
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performance and pinpoint areas for growth. Teachers that take an active interest in their
students’ work and provide them with useful comments have beneficial learning

environments.

One way to improve feedback and support systems is to offer personalised
assistance. Teachers can make themselves more available to their students through online
meetings, virtual office hours, and private contacts (Al-Fraihat, Joy, & Sinclair, 2020). By
tailoring their lessons to the specific requirements of each student, educators can improve
academic outcomes and foster more meaningful relationships with their pupils. By
focusing on everyone, the classroom becomes a more comfortable and safer environment

for learning.

One of the most successful ways to get students involved and interested in learning
is peer feedback. Instructors can promote student participation through group projects, peer
evaluation, and in-class discussions (Cassidy et al., 2021). Peer assessment not only
reduces teachers' responsibilities but also increases students' engagement in class. Group

study sessions are a great way for students to make friends and get academic support.

Teacher feedback on student work can be more consistent and fairer if they use
grading rubrics. Teachers should make it known to students how they will be graded
(Tanner & Peng, 2017). Using clear rubrics allows students to see where they stand in
relation to course objectives. Using rubrics, educators may grade students consistently and

objectively.

Formative assessments should be built into a course's framework so that instructors
may give students regular feedback and support as they learn. Some common types of
formative assessments include quizzes, student self-evaluations, and checks on progress

(Watts & Wang, 2018). Students gain a lot from consistent and forward-looking feedback
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since it helps them focus on problem areas and improve study techniques. Teachers can
boost student motivation and engagement with formative assessments given on a regular

basis.

Feedback that includes audio or video can feel more genuine in online learning.
Teachers can enhance textual remarks with audio and video recordings (Bixler & Van
Raalte, 2018). Multimedia elements used in online lessons increase students' attention and
give the impression of teacher’s availability. In addition, students gain more understanding
and reactivity to input because of the complex communication made possible through

multimedia feedback.

Encouraging students to engage in self-reflection is one way to enhance the
feedback and support networks. Teachers can help students develop their capacity for
introspection by having them keep a journal, blog, or participate in online discussion
forums, as proposed by Turk et al. (2021). Metacognitive awareness and learner agency are
both bolstered when students engage in self-reflective practice. Teachers can greatly aid
their students' learning and comprehension by engaging with their comments and

questions.

Based on the findings of Al-Fraihat et al. (2020), it can be argued that improving
the learning process calls for a methodical, iterative approach to feedback and support
tools. Instructors should routinely conduct surveys or polls to gauge student opinion.
Teachers can more effectively address students' varying needs by soliciting and responding
to feedback about their sessions. Teachers can improve their communication and teaching

skills through iterative feedback and support.

Finally, digital education needs efficient feedback and support methods to help

teachers increase their social presence and foster meaningful interactions with their
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students. Students have a better learning experience when they receive immediate feedback
on their progress, personalized guidance, the perspectives of their peers, and opportunities
to work together to solve problems. Students benefit from transparent grading rubrics and
formative assessments so they can see how their work stacks up against their peers.
Students' personalisation and motivation can both benefit from multimedia feedback that
prompts them to consider how they approach their own learning. If educators take on a
growth mindset, they will always know how to inspire students to improve. Learning
outcomes and instructor-student connections can both benefit from adopting and

implementing these best practices and methods in online classrooms.
2.10 Gaps in the Literature

Significant insights into online classroom dynamics, teaching tactics, and student
engagement have been gained through the examination of instructors' social presence in the
realm of digital education. Significant progress has been made in our understanding of this
intricate concept; nonetheless, there remains a considerable number of unexplored areas.
The gaps underscore the necessity for additional inquiry into the impact of instructors'
social presence in digital education. This section addresses some considerable gaps in the

literature that are yet to be explored.

Contextual Specificity and Cultural Diversity: Numerous academic inquiries
have been conducted to examine the utilization of social media by educators within
educational settings, however predominantly focusing on institutions in western contexts.
The scholarly discourse on the evolution of instructors' social presence has predominantly
neglected cultural and educational contexts outside of the Western world, such as those
found in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa. The presence of many cultural and linguistic

backgrounds within the UAE can potentially impact classroom discussions. Further
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research is warranted to ascertain the extent to which cultural elements impact instructors'

social presence and students' engagement in classroom discussions.

Instructor Training and Development: The results indicate that educators who
allocate resources towards their personal professional development exhibit a more
substantial influence within their respective communities. However, further investigation is
necessary to determine the most effective training programs and strategies for equipping
educators with the requisite knowledge and abilities for productive online collaboration.
The impact of specialized training programs on teachers' online profiles and, consequently,

their influence on student engagement and learning results remains uncertain.

Effective Integration of Communication Tools: The utilization of
communication tools is crucial as it alleviates the burden on educators and fosters more
student engagement in collaborative endeavours. Nevertheless, there is a lack of research
about the most effective utilization of various communication methods within an online
educational setting. Further investigation is required to ascertain the most effective
strategies for educators to enhance their social presence and foster meaningful engagement
by utilizing various technological tools such as discussion forums, instant messaging, video

conferencing, and social networking platforms.

Instructor-Centric Perspectives: The inclusion of instructor opinions is
infrequently considered within research pertaining to teachers' utilization of technology in
educational settings. It is imperative that the discourse be redirected towards the
experiences and perspectives of teachers. Further investigation is warranted in the realm of
how the social presence of educators impacts the levels of interest, motivation, and

academic accomplishment exhibited by their pupils inside the classroom setting.
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Longitudinal Studies and Sustainability: At present, the understanding of the
factors that impact students' motivation is constrained to the consequences of discrete
encounters. Insufficient research has been conducted to comprehensively examine the
enduring impacts of instructors’ social presence. Further investigation is required to
comprehensively comprehend the influence of students' social ties on their academic

engagement and accomplishment.

Instructor-Student Interaction Strategies and Engagement: Despite the
prevailing acknowledgement of the advantages associated with favourable instructor-
student interactions, there has been a limited amount of scholarly investigation dedicated to
identifying the specific interaction strategies that may be employed to enhance students'
social presence within the educational setting. Further research is required to ascertain the
efficacy of strategies aimed at facilitating the social integration of instructors within the

digital classroom environment.

Ethical Considerations and Privacy Concerns: With the growing dependence on
technologically mediated connections in digital education, ethical considerations and
concerns over privacy have gained significant importance. The existing literature lacks
sufficient attention to ethical considerations pertaining to instructors’ online social

presence, such as data privacy, student autonomy, and acceptable tool use.

Although some advancements have been achieved, there remain some areas of
knowledge that require further exploration with respect to the social presence of instructors
in the context of online education. There are several areas within that would benefit from
further refinement. These areas encompass cultural diversity, teacher preparation, teacher
perspectives on student engagement in online learning, the proficient utilization of
communication tools, the integration of quantitative and qualitative methodologies, an

emphasis on the unique needs of individual students, longitudinal investigations into their
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growth and progress, strategies for fostering productive classroom discussions, and the
incorporation of ethical considerations. A more comprehensive and nuanced understanding
of the impact of instructors' online presence on student engagement and learning outcomes

can be achieved by addressing these gaps, not limited to the UAE alone.
2.11 Conclusion

This literature review has yielded significant issues and concepts pertaining to the
social presence of online educators. The present analysis has provided insight into the
intricate relationship between instruction, involvement, instructional methods, and
technological components through an examination of many aspects of teachers' social
presence and its consequences within the context of online education. Based on an
examination of pertinent scholarly sources, it is evident that the social media engagement
of educators carries significant implications for both their students and instructors in online

education.

The presence of the teacher within the physical confines of the classroom holds
significant importance within the contemporary context of online education, as it exerts
influence on all facets of the educational experience (Fiock, 2020; Lowenthal & Dunlap,
2020). Research has shown that the presence of a teacher in a virtual classroom is essential
for fostering a structured and effective learning environment. Research on the online
presence of educators has additionally underscored the need of maintaining open channels
of communication and fostering active engagement among students. The efficacy of online
education is contingent upon the pedagogical competence of instructors in delivering
instructional content, as well as their ability to establish a strong social presence inside the

digital learning environment.
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Digital pedagogies have been observed to have a major impact on the online
identities of teachers and the contributions of students in the classroom. This research has
shed light on some digital pedagogical approaches that might enhance student-teacher
connections and foster a sense of companionship in the classroom. Active learning
approaches have been extensively utilized in educational settings to foster student
engagement and promote collaborative learning. Recent research has indicated that the
integration of technology in educational settings can facilitate the implementation of digital
pedagogies, leading to more interactivity and a greater focus on student-centred learning in

classrooms.

The impact and function of instructors in the development of online learning
communities have undergone a significant transformation. The research findings
emphasize the crucial role that educators have in establishing immersive and authentic
virtual learning environments that foster a sense of belonging among remote students.
Educators have the potential to enhance the overall atmosphere of their classrooms by
active engagement in dialogues, provision of constructive criticism, and cultivation of a
shared sense of camaraderie among their students. This study provides empirical evidence
supporting the notion that the mindsets, motivations, and commitment of educators play a
crucial role in influencing student academic performance within contemporary classrooms

that are equipped with advanced technological resources.

The concept of teacher social presence has been associated with scholarly
investigations and the advancement of social constructivism and the community of inquiry.
This investigation provides valuable insights into the dynamics of online learning
communities and their role in the generation of new knowledge. The inherent interactive
and social nature of online education lends itself to the application of social constructivism

as a pedagogical strategy (Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017; Kebritchi, Lipschuetz, &
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Santiague, 2017). The community of inquiry framework promotes the development of
effective online education environments by emphasizing the significance of students'

cognitive, social, and instructional presence.

This literature review aims to analyse and contrast various viewpoints regarding the
online traces of instructors. This study has illuminated the factors that contribute to the
presence or absence of teachers in the online classroom, as well as the advantages and
disadvantages associated with this phenomenon. Encouraging academics to enrol in online
courses is a formidable challenge due to several considerations. However, the endeavour of
broadening an instructor's digital presence necessitates a more extensive range of
connections and interactions. When considered collectively, these concepts provide insight
into the intricate interplay between the social presence of teachers, student engagement,

and the virtual learning environment.

Increased student engagement, curiosity, and motivation to learn have been
observed when professors actively participate in their students' social lives. Empirical
evidence suggests that the presence of a teacher significantly enhances student
achievement, motivation, and retention. The present study demonstrates a significant
correlation between the level of social presence exhibited by instructors, the extent of
students' active engagement, and the overall effectiveness of distance learning courses

(Cidral et al., 2018; Martin and Borup, 2022; Rapanta et al., 2021).

This study intended to conduct a comparative analysis between quantitative and
qualitative methodologies in assessing teachers' level of participation with social media.
This study provides empirical evidence supporting the efficacy of integrating many
methodologies to understand the intricate characteristics of social presence more

comprehensively. A comprehensive understanding of the dynamics between online
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educators and students can be attained by the integration of multiple data sources,

including surveys, interviews, classroom observations, and content analysis.

The findings of the study indicate that educators have the potential to enhance their
online presence through the utilization of education, communication technology, and
support systems. The significance of providing educators with adequate training and
professional development to effectively support students in achieving success in digital
learning, despite potential challenges, has been duly stressed. This strategy also places
emphasis on contemporary methods of communication and feedback. By utilizing feedback
mechanisms and support systems, it is possible to establish virtual classrooms that are

characterized by positivity and engagement.

In summary, an extensive analysis of pertinent literature has thoroughly examined
the many components of teachers' digital footprints. This review has provided valuable
insights into a crucial aspect of online education, offering a comprehensive examination of
various dimensions. These include the role of instructors, digital teaching strategies,
student involvement, theoretical frameworks, factors that drive or impede progress, impact
on learning outcomes, and assessment techniques, among others. The importance of
instructors' social presence in the development of effective online courses is emphasized by
established methodologies and strategies. The results of this study have the potential to
provide valuable insights for educators, researchers, stakeholders, and educational
institutions, enabling them to make well-informed decisions on the effective

implementation of digital tools in educational settings.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

The chapter begins with the theoretical approach to mixed methods study, methods
overview, research questions, and the rationale for chosen research design. Furthermore, it
also includes the role of researcher, any underlying assumptions in the research study,

ethical considerations and data analysis are described.
3.2 Research Paradigms and Approaches

The strength of a research project's conceptualization, implementation, analysis,
and interpretation is contingent upon the underlying philosophical and methodological
foundations. Research paradigms play a critical role in guiding the research design and
implementing the design. There are variety of research paradigms, and each offers its own

unique perspectives for understanding and investigating the research questions.

Lewis (2015) provided an overview of five approaches in qualitative research
design. Each mentioned approach has its own strengths, limitations and applicability
depending upon the research questions. These include narrative research, phenomenology,
grounded theory, ethnography, and case study. On the other hand, Kuhn (1970) discussed
the importance of paradigm shift in scientific research. They believed that scientific
knowledge is not static but evolves over a period. Paradigm shifts lead to the existence of
new theories and methodologies that challenge the existing frameworks. Morgan’s (2007)
work supports Kuhn’s work and explores paradigm shift in social sciences. Paradigm shift
in social sciences can lead to new perspectives, methodologies, and theoretical framework.
Moreover, Aryal (2023) also discussed the limitations of positivism and the importance of
embracing alternative paradigms that aim to consider diverse epistemologies and

ontologies.
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Figure 4

Four Levels of Developing a Research Study (Adapted from Crotty (1998))

Research Paradigm Worldview
(beliefs: constructivist ontology and
constructivist epistemology)

Theoretical Lens
(social science theories: Community of Inquiry framework,
Social Constructivism Theory)

Methodological Approach
(Design: Mixed Methods Study)

Methods of Data Collection
(techniques: survey and interviews)

Therefore, the this study adopts a constructivist pragmatic approach as it promises
to bridge the gap between subjectivity and objectivity (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
Pragmatism will help in examining the social presence of faculty members in online higher
education in the UAE, seeing adaptability as a crucial requirement. Pragmatism is a
philosophical perspective that emphasizes practicality and problem-centered approach will

be best and the important for practical consequences.
3.3 Pragmatism

According to pragmatic philosophers, the pursuit of truth is seen to be facilitated
through the engagement in virtuous actions. The ultimate assessment of a theory's value is
in its practical application and the subsequent outcome, whether it proves successful or
unsuccessful. The basic tenet of practical positivism emphasizes the significance of

customizing research methodologies to address a particular situation or achieve specific
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aims. Rather than promoting a specific philosophical standpoint, it encourages a strategy
oriented on addressing problems, prioritizing the search for solutions, and effectively
managing challenges encountered in the actual world (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020).
Pragmatism as a philosophical approach emphasizes practicality and consequences over,
by offering a way to bridge theory and practice and address real-world problems. In the
educational field, pragmatism emphasizes the importance of action and transition in
learning process (Koopman & Garside, 2019). It also relates to conduct pragmatism that
focuses on the practical aspects of education and calls for inclusion of contemporary

pragmatic philosophy (Sugiharto, 2021).

The pragmatic technique employed in this study was guided by the practical
objectives of enhancing and clarifying the social presence of academics in online higher
education in the United Arab Emirates. The implications and recommendations of this
study have the potential to drive changes in distance learning through their influence on
curricular and institutional practices. Pragmatism promotes a versatile approach, allowing
researchers the freedom to integrate qualitative and quantitative methodologies to
maximize their knowledge acquisition. Pragmatism, as a philosophical approach offers
several advantages compared to its disadvantages for this research study. While evaluating
its applicability in this research context, the researcher weighed its precedence over its
minor drawbacks. Pragmatism takes precedence over other research approaches because of
its practicality and action-oriented research methods (James, 1907), flexibility and
adaptability (Carlile, 2004), integration of theory and practice (Delaney, 1985), and

problem-centered approach (Turino & Santoso, 2020).

The findings of this research hold significant value for stakeholders in the online
higher education sector of the UAE, including educators, institutions, and students. This

study presents a valuable endeavor to effectively reconcile the divide between theoretical
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concepts and practical applications. The recognition of the significance of adopting a
solution-oriented and pragmatic approach while addressing the challenges and possibilities

presented by the digital classroom is emphasized.
3.4 Paradigm Critique

The process of paradigm critique is an essential component of any research
approach, as it involves a meticulous examination of the philosophical foundations and
assumptions that underlie a particular research paradigm. In order to achieve this objective,
a comprehensive analysis was conducted on the selected paradigm from multiple
viewpoints. The present research examines the online social presence of instructors in
higher education institutions in the UAE, highlighting the necessity of employing paradigm
criticism to gain a comprehensive understanding of the implications and constraints
associated with the pragmatic approach adopted. Further below, | have provided a

comprehensive critique on pragmatism.
3.4.1 Flexibility vs. Lack of Theoretical Guidance

The philosophical perspective of pragmatism exhibits a dichotomy between
positivity and pessimism, as it prioritizes the present moment and dismisses the adoption of
any comprehensive theoretical structure. Nevertheless, the present technique may lack the
theoretical orientation provided by other more structured paradigms (Daudigeos et al.,
2019). There exists a concern among certain individuals over the potential for a practical
strategy to prioritize expeditious attainment of outcomes over the establishment of robust

theoretical foundations.
3.4.2 Relativism

One could consider a pragmatic perspective that can be characterized as relativism,

wherein the acknowledgment is made that truth and knowledge exhibit variability
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contingent upon the specific circumstances. There is concern among critics over the
potential impact of relativism on the epistemological foundation of research, as it may pose
challenges in establishing the credibility and practicality of research findings (Kelly &
Cordeiro, 2020). Similarly, if the view of truth and knowledge is contingent upon
individual perspectives and situational factors (Delaney, 1985) then this can raise concerns
about objectivity and universality of knowledge. Critics have argued that without a firm

foundation in objective truth, pragmatism can lead to subjective and arbitrary findings.
3.4.3 Instrumentalism

The instrumentalist perspective, which places emphasis on practicality rather than
theoretical explanation in the evaluation of ideas and concepts, is occasionally linked to the
term "pragmatism™ (Thoilliez, 2019). The instrumentalist strategy has faced criticism due

to its prioritization of pragmatic objectives over theoretical inquiry.
3.5 Relevance to the Research

The application of paradigm critique proves advantageous in this context as it
highlights the importance of finding a balanced approach. While pragmatism's capacity for
flexibility facilitates the identification of realistic solutions for real-world issues, it is
important to acknowledge its inherent limitations. This critiqgue emphasizes the
significance of maintaining a discerning perspective regarding the fundamental

philosophical assumptions that underlie the research.

The objective of this research is to identify a balanced position that reconciles the
merits and limitations of pragmatism, enabling its effective implementation while
maintaining theoretical precision. This perspective recognizes the importance of
comprehending the philosophical and epistemological factors that impact the research

process. However, pragmatism allows for adaptability in addressing the complex
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difficulties associated with instructor social presence in online higher education in the
UAE. If researcher bears this consideration in mind, it can be assured that their findings

will possess practical significance and be well rooted in theoretical frameworks.
3.6 My Paradigmatic Stance

When examining the social presence of academics in online higher education
headquartered in the UAE, | approach the topic from a pragmatic viewpoint. Pragmatism is
a philosophical framework that prioritizes the consequences of one's actions and their
relevance to the pursuit of truth. The recognition is made that the selection of study
paradigms and methodologies should be guided by research questions and purposes, rather

than being influenced by a preconceived philosophical perspective.

Given my belief that studies should not be undertaken in isolation, | am adopting a
pragmatic stance. To adapt the dynamic nature of online learning, pragmatism suggests
that teachers should prioritize the cultivation of a flexible and solution-oriented social
presence. As a result of this, | possess the capability to modify my study methodologies to
suit the unique circumstances of higher education in the UAE, encompassing both its
favorable aspects and drawbacks. The examination of "teaching presence™ within digital
pedagogies has been explored by scholars such as Swan (2003) and Baker (2010).
However, it is important to note that the current dynamics of teaching presence have
evolved significantly compared to previous times. The objective of this research is to
investigate the viewpoints and encounters of educators at a higher education
establishments in the UAE concerning the significance of their social presence in virtual
classrooms. This will be accomplished by employing Fiock's (2020) practical guidelines
for developing interactive and successful online courses, as well as the Col (2000)
framework. Previous research has paid limited attention to the ramifications of the social

presence exhibited by both teachers and students in online educational settings. The
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objective of this study is to investigate the viewpoints of professors on the online social

presence and participation of students.

Academic researchers who seek practical resolutions to their inquiries carefully
evaluate the advantages and disadvantages associated with both qualitative and quantitative
methodologies (Thoilliez, 2019; Thomasson, 2020). The capacity to adapt is particularly
advantageous when examining the perceptions of students and coworkers regarding the
extent of their instructor's social engagement. The integration of qualitative and
quantitative data within a mixed-methods framework has facilitated a comprehensive

understanding of the matter under investigation.

My perspective, which is firmly based on empirical evidence, also recognizes the
imperative of conducting research to enhance educational practices and generate practical
outcomes. Pragmatism in case of my research can be a compelling stance for several
reasons. The study outlines the potential benefits that could be derived from improvements
in pedagogical practices and institutional policies within the online education system in the
UAE, allowing for flexibility in interdisciplinary research when dealing with complex and
dynamic phenomena. With detailed emphasis on real-world problems and quest for
practical solutions, pragmatism will allow a problem-centred approach by addressing
specific issues and placing efforts that are grounded in real-life applications. The objective
of bridging the gap between theory and practice aligns with the principles of pragmatism,
so transcending mere academic pursuit and becoming a valuable instrument for educators,
administrators, and legislators in the realm of classroom instruction and institutional
governance. Furthermore, by the integration of multiple perspectives, and drawing from
various theoretical frameworks, the results will lead to a more comprehensive
understanding of research problem by incorporating diverse viewpoints. This will also

enhance the robustness of the study. Pragmatic research often allows a positive impact on



144

the society by its potential to contribute directly in addressing societal challenges and
improving lives of people, in this case the research aims to alleviate teachers’ struggles in
online teaching by providing them solutions to enhances students’ learning experience.
Since pragmatism is an iterative approach, therefore, it is a continual process of refining
research approach and methods to continuously improve and ensure that research remains

effective overtime.

Ultimately, my adoption of a pragmatist paradigm serves to demonstrate my
determination in addressing the challenges faced throughout my research endeavors within
the framework of distance-learning programs in the UAE by maintaining a discerning
perspective on the fundamental philosophical presumptions that motivate the research
endeavor, it guides the procedure by prioritizing pragmatism, adaptability, and the

generation of practical findings.
3.7 Ontological and Epistemological Underpinnings of my study

The researcher's viewpoint is significantly influenced by the underlying ontological
and epistemological assumptions that underpin the study. The aforementioned principles
shape my approach to studying, my analysis of results, and my degree of knowledge about
the subject of educators' online social presence in higher education institutions inside the

UAE.
3.7.1 Ontological Underpinnings

The ontological underpinnings of a study refer to the assumptions and worldview
held by its authors concerning the fundamental nature of reality, existence, and the criteria
used to determine what is considered as "real™ (Visser, 2017; Visvizi et al., 2023). In the
framework of my research on instructor social presence in online higher education based in

the UAE, | adopt a constructivist ontological stance.
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According to the constructivist philosophical perspective, it is posited that humans
actively shape reality by their activities, connections, and interpretations (Mansouri, 2020;
Thomasson, 2020) and it discerns the idea of absolute truth. This ontological view believes
that there is no ultimate unchangeable reality; instead reality is different for each particular
situation thereby rejecting the notion of an objective, pre-existing reality. The ontological
perspective holds significant importance in my research due to the absence of a fixed and
universally defined idea of reality in relation to the social presence of teachers. Conversely,
the content is collaboratively generated within a virtual classroom environment, involving

both educators and learners.

Constructivists perceive the universe as being inherently shaped by social factors
and intricately connected to its immediate surroundings (Hyde, 2021; Sherratt & Leicht,
2020; Thoilliez, 2019). The statement recognises that individuals' experiences are
influenced by their distinct viewpoints, interpersonal connections, and upbringing. The
significance of this perspective is particularly pronounced in the UAE, given the diverse

cultural, linguistic, and educational backgrounds of both students and teachers.

The present study, which is based on a constructivist ontological framework,
investigates the reciprocal influence of teachers and students on each other's social
presence within the classroom. The acknowledgement is made that individuals' perceptions
and comprehension of social presence within digital educational settings might differ as a
result of various influences, including cultural customs, modes of communication, and
previous encounters with online learning. Adopting a constructivist ontological stance, the
present study examines the transient and contextually contingent nature of teacher social

presence within the online higher education system of the UAE.

Rather than perceiving the social presence of the instructor as an objective truth to

be discovered, a constructivist perspective suggests that students and teachers
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collaboratively build their understanding of that presence. Therefore, ontologically, the
reality is a realm where tools and their effectiveness are tested to find their significance.
Teachers and students develop a perception of social presence through their interactions,
remarks, and shared experiences inside the online classroom environment. This idea
underscores the significance of considering and welcoming diverse interpretations and
welcomes the idea of pluralism by embracing the existence of multiple perspectives,
interpretations and experiences that contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of
phenomenon. The openness to explore and integrate divergent viewpoints and the
acceptance of world as not static and constantly in flux helps in knowledge construction

and practical application.

The research conducted is based on a constructivist ontological framework, which
posits that the perception of reality is shaped by social processes and the lived experiences
of people. As a result, reality can be interpreted in several ways including interaction,
interpretation and social engagements. This ontological perspective enables the
examination of a instructors’ social presence in the context of online higher education in
the UAE from various angles. The depth and richness of comprehension is enhanced when
the diverse perspectives and experiences of both educators and learners are incorporated.
Ontologically, the reality is context-dependent, and truth and reality can vary based on the

evaluation context.
3.7.2 Epistemological Underpinnings

The epistemological underpinnings encompass the comprehension of knowledge,
its acquisition process, and the standards used to determine its truthfulness (Mansouri,
2020; Sherratt and Leicht, 2020). The epistemological framework employed in the present
research, which investigates the social dynamics of online college lecturers stationed in the

UAE, is constructivism. According to the constructivist epistemological perspective,
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knowledge is not innately bestowed upon humans from birth, but rather is actively built by
individuals through their interactions with others, their own experiences, and their distinct
interpretations of those experiences (Kelly and Cordeiro, 2020). The validity of beliefs is
judged by effectiveness in guiding action and achieving desired outcomes. Therefore, this
experiential aspect of knowledge acquisition is central to the epistemological foundation of
pragmatism. The epistemological perspective being adopted in this study aligns with the
constructivist ontology, which recognizes the dynamic and context-dependent nature of

both reality and understanding.

According to the constructivist epistemology, knowledge is conceptualised as a
product of individuals' interactions with their environment, leading to its development
(Geels, 2022; Hyde, 2021). Epistemologically, truth is understood with its practical utility
rather than its objectivity. The statement recognises the existence of diverse cognitive
processes and reasoning methods among individuals that lead towards the practical
understanding of truth. The framing hypothesis of this research posits that within the
context of online higher education in the UAE, there exists a divergence between the
perspectives of teachers and students about the construction of a shared understanding

regarding the role of teachers' social presence in fostering student engagement.

The constructivist epistemological approach is founded on the notion that there
exist multiple routes to truth that cannot be mutually exclusive (Cuthbertson et al., 2020;
Daudigeos et al., 2019). This is also known as fallibilism, an epistemological stance that
emphasizes the dynamic and evolving nature of knowledge. In light of the significance of
participants' subjective perceptions in the collaborative formation of knowledge, scholars
are encouraged to actively involve themselves with participants' real-life experiences and
perspectives as an integral component of their research. This perspective is particularly

valuable as it underscores the importance of utilising nuanced and context-specific
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qualitative research methodologies, such as interviews and observations, to illustrate the

social presence of teachers. This aligns with the own research objectives.

The promotion of introspection is a consequence of a constructivist epistemology,
which places significance on the researcher's role as an active participant in the
development of knowledge. The conclusions derived from study are subject to the
influence of the researchers themselves. This aligns with the perspective that research is
most effectively performed through collaborative efforts and problem-solving orientation,
wherein each individual contributes significantly to the progress of knowledge and

facilitating solutions to real-world problems.

In summary, the underlying constructivist epistemological framework of my study
elucidates that knowledge is not fixed, but rather emerges dynamically through the active
engagement of individuals within their respective contexts. This particular epistemological
perspective is well-suited for conducting qualitative and contextually-sensitive research on
the social presence of educators in distance education programmes situated in the UAE.
The co-construction of knowledge by researchers and participants yields a more robust and
contextually relevant body of knowledge, particularly when various perspectives are

incorporated.
3.8 Research Design

The research strategy plays a crucial role in any study as it delineates the
methodology for data collection, analysis, and utilisation to derive findings. In this section,
we will outline the methods employed to examine the engagement of faculty members. The
Explanatory Sequential Research Design (ESRD) is commonly employed as a component

of the Mixed-Methods Research Design (MMRD).
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3.8.1 Explanation of Mixed Method Research Design (MMRD)

The Mixed Methods Research Design (MMRD) is a robust research technique that
effectively addresses complex problems by incorporating both qualitative and quantitative
methodologies to understand a research problem (Creswell & Clark 2007; Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie 2014). Mixed methods research design allows researchers to combine
strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methods by overcoming their prospective
limitations. Johnson & Onwuegbuzie (2014) also recognize mixed methods as one of the
three major research paradigms alongside qualitative and quantitative research. The study
on instructor social presence in online higher education in the UAE acknowledges the
necessity of employing a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches to address
various research inquiries. Hence, the MMRD framework offers a systematic approach for
integrating both types of data to facilitate a deeper comprehension and robust research

outcomes.

The primary objective of a mixed methods research design is to enhance the
credibility of research findings by the integration of data from multiple sources. This
approach becomes advantageous as it enables researchers to comprehensively analyse
aspects such as the social presence of educators from multiple perspectives (Headley &
Plano Clark, 2020). Methods such as surveys and content analysis have the capacity to
yield quantifiable data pertaining to social presence and its influence on student
engagement. Conversely, interviews and observations offer a more intricate examination of
instructors' viewpoints and encounters. Grech & Grech (2020) argued that researchers need
to carefully consider appropriate mixed methods research design that aligns with the

research objectives and research questions.

The advantages of MMRD extend beyond its application in triangulation by cross-

validating findings from different methods. The utilisation of this approach facilitates



150

comprehensive examinations of research inquiries, so offering a more comprehensive
perspective on the subject matter (Anton Rubio et al., 2023). MMRD can be employed by
researchers to investigate the intricate correlation between instructors' personal life and
their behaviour inside the classroom setting. This facilitates a more comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon and enables the verification of qualitative findings
through the application of quantitative methodologies. MMRD strengthens the validity of
findings by converging on to similar conclusions from both quantitative and qualitative
studies (Zhang & Wang, 2021). Therefore, it enhances the confidence in research findings

by reporting holistically.

The utilisation of MMRD in this study reflects a commitment to providing
extensive, reliable, and contextually informed data on the social presence of faculty
members in the online higher education sector of the UAE. The complexities surrounding
research challenges are acknowledged by this strategy, which offers a methodological
triangulation to their resolution. The MMRD approach expands the boundaries of scholarly
investigation by integrating qualitative and quantitative data pertaining to the phenomena

being examined which will enable flexibility and more holistic reporting of the findings.
3.8.2 Justification for using Mixed Methods Phenomenological Research Design

The researcher has referenced various significant factors in this phenomenological,
mixed-methods investigation on faculty social presence in online higher education in the
UAE. Due to the complexity of the research inquiries, this design is suitable for exploring

the diverse and individualized experiences of online instructors with their students.

3.8.2.1. Exploring Subjective Experiences. The notion of "instructor social
presence” is intricately linked to the viewpoints and comprehension of both educators and
learners. The particulars of these gatherings exhibit significant variations among

individuals due to a multitude of factors. Phenomenology allows for a thorough
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examination of these subjective lived experiences and perceptions of participants as part of
a research process that combines different approaches (Creswell & Clark, 2014).
Qualitative approach will delve into the depth and nuances of human phenomena.
Interviews can enhance the understanding of the influence of social presence in online
learning with teachers and observing classroom dynamics, so gaining a more in-depth
insight into the viewpoints of teachers. The qualitative component of this research

addresses the 'why' and 'how' questions that guide the study.

3.8.2.2. Complementing Qualitative Insights with Quantitative Data.
Quantitative measurements are employed in a mixed-methods study to validate and
enhance the qualitative findings obtained through qualitative methodologies (McCrudden
and Marchand, 2020). Quantitative data, including surveys and content analysis, offer
objective and quantitative indicators of teachers' online participation, which might help
illuminate the issue. This approach improves the study's credibility by eliminating the need

to rely solely on qualitative findings.

The qualitative and subjective insights gleaned from phenomenological interviews
can be supplemented with objective and measurable quantitative data. Quantitative data
can reveal the "how much™ of instructors' social presence, while qualitative data can
elucidate the "why" and "how" of instructors' participation in class discussions. This
method allowed to put a number on the impact that students' social connections have on
their time spent studying online. Also, quantifying the qualitative themes adds statistical

rigour to patterns identified in qualitative analysis.

The ability to spot trends, patterns, and linkages in data is another strength of
guantitative research. Since we hope to establish links between factors like instructor
friendliness and student involvement, this is essential information for the study.

Quantitative studies can be conducted to assess if specific teaching strategies or
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programmes significantly increase students' interest in online learning. We use rigorous
statistical methods to rule out the possibility of bias in our results (Matthias V6lcker,
2019). Therefore, the idea of triangulation using multiple methods will validate and
corroborate the findings. This will also eliminate bias and limitations from a single

method.

It is possible that quantitative evidence can be extrapolated to other settings as well
with a larger population. We can generalise our findings beyond the people who took part
in our qualitative phase by using tools like surveys to obtain data from a bigger and more
representative sample of the community. The capacity to extrapolate these findings to other
contexts will allow generalizability of findings to a broader population. This will allow the
researcher to make more generalizable statements about prevalence or impact of a

phenomenon.

3.8.2.3. Addressing Research Complexity. The instructors' "social presence," a
nebulous concept, is influenced by cultural, linguistic, and pedagogical factors.
Phenomenological mixed-methods research is highly advantageous for examining intricate
situations such as this. It enables a comprehensive examination of the relationship between
qualitative reports (representing the online higher education context in the UAE through
interviews) and quantitative measures (representing the overall higher education context

through survey).

3.8.2.4. Methodological Triangulation. The mixed-methods approach promotes
the practice of methodological triangulation, which involves comparing and contrasting
data from numerous sources to investigate a research question (Johnson, et al., 2007).
Triangulation enhances the reliability and validity of a study's findings to provide a
comprehensive understanding of research problem (Creswell and Clark, 2007). Moreover,

Clark and Ivankova (2016) also highlight the benefits of involving different research
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methods to provide a more holistic perspective of the phenomenon under investigation.
This study's conclusions will be supported by both quantitative and qualitative
phenomenological data, which include measurements of teachers' social presence and its

influence on students' engagement.

The credibility and reliability of the research on educators' engagement in online
learning at universities in the UAE would have been compromised if triangulation was not
employed. In order to assure the accuracy and reliability of our findings, we utilize a
combination of qualitative and quantitative sources and methodologies. By employing two
distinct methodologies to investigate the identical study inquiry, we can mitigate the
inherent partiality associated with any individual methodology (Creswell & Clark, 2011).
To enhance our understanding of the relationship between teacher social presence and
student engagement, we utilize a methodological triangulation approach. This approach

enhances the credibility and accuracy of our study's results.

3.8.2.5. Actionable Insights for Practice. The researcher employed a blend of
approaches in order to maximize the study's potential yield. The merging of qualitative
research of experiences with quantitative measures can yield culturally rich and
scientifically informed findings (Venkatesh et al., 2013). This data will significantly

influence the UAE's future approach and plan for online higher education.

Mixed Methods Phenomenological Research Design was opted due to the inherent
ambiguity in the research inquiries, the requirement to thoroughly explore the experiences
of individual participants, and the imperative to present an accurate depiction of
instructors’ social presence in online courses. The technique aligns with the study's
objectives, which aim to enhance the caliber of distance education in the UAE by

producing comprehensive, contextually-appropriate, and pragmatic results.



154

3.9 Rationale

Given the swift advancement of online learning, it is crucial to examine how
teachers' online social presence affects student outcomes in asynchronous and synchronous
degree programs situated in the UAE. The COVID-19 epidemic has significantly
accelerated the worldwide transition to online education, with the UAE being notably
affected (Sherratt & Leicht, 2020). Considering this perspective, the teacher's social
presence plays a crucial role in the online learning environment, emphasizing the need for

additional research and advancement in this area.

The UAE possesses a transnational and multilingual higher education system,
which presents challenges in delivering online courses. A diverse array of languages and
cultural idioms are utilized in the classroom by educators and students hailing from many
parts of the globe. This diverse viewpoint provides fresh insights into the societal functions
fulfilled by teachers in the educational setting. In order to effectively tailor teaching
strategies to the educational environment in the UAE, it is imperative to have a more

profound comprehension of its distinctive attributes.

With the acceleration of the transition to digital education due to the COVID-19
pandemic, there have been inquiries on its worth. It is currently of utmost importance to
recognize the significance of teachers' social presence in the classroom. This study aims to
address the knowledge gap by examining educators' perceptions of their students'
participation in online courses, the influence of their own social presence on student
engagement, and strategies for enhancing their social presence through instructional tactics
and assessments. The results of this study will have significant consequences for the

provision and reception of online education in the UAE.

Phenomenological, mixed-methods approach was employed in this study due to the

awareness of the intricate nature of teachers' social presence. Complex challenges
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necessitate the implementation of a complete approach that incorporates both quantitative
data and qualitative research on individuals' views and experiences. The utilization of this
methodology enables us to gain a deeper understanding of educators’ online behavior and

generate more valuable insights regarding the online education system in the UAE.

In summary, the research was driven by a curiosity to gain deeper insights into and
enhance online learning, particularly within the multicultural context of colleges in the
UAE. This study recognizes the significance of instructors' interpersonal abilities in the
virtual classroom and aims to provide insights for teaching methods and policy-making in

online colleges and institutions situated in the UAE.
3.10 Explanatory Sequential Research Design

The Explanatory Sequential Research Design (ESRD) also known as the two-phase
model is an established and effective model for conducting research that utilizes many
approaches (Purwanto et al., 2021). Initially, the numerical data is collected and examined,
followed by the analysis and interpretation of the qualitative information. The qualitative
data collected in the second phase is utilized to complement the quantitative results
obtained in the first phase. According to the notation system explained by Creswell and
Clark (2014), quan + QUAL is the mixed methods design followed in the study which
means data collection begins with quantitative phase and later the qualitative phase,
however, priority or weightage will be given to the gqualitative research phase. The
rationale for using this approach is that quantitative data will provide a general description
of the research problem, however, more analysis will be needed through qualitative data
collection to refine, extend and explain the general picture obtained from the quantitative
results. This design has a significant advantage due to its distinct parts which is

advantageous to the readers and the researchers as well (Creswell & Clark, 2014). The
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ESRD offers a systematic methodology for examining the utilization of technological tools

by academics in online courses situated in the UAE.

Below is a graphical representation of mixed methods explanatory sequential

design followed in the study.

quan | QUAL |=—= Interpretation and integration of quan
results using QUAL results

3.10.1 Quantitative Phase

The main objective of this quantitative stage is to gather data from different faculty
members teaching at higher education institutions in the UAE. As this design captures the
best of both data collection methods, therefore, in the first phase the results will be
obtained from the numerical data of faculty members teaching at higher education
institutions in the UAE related to the research questions and hypotheses. This will be used
to accurately depict the relationship between faculty members' online social presence and
students' engagement in online higher education. During this phase, data is systematically
gathered using quantitative tools such as surveys and questionnaires (Asenahabi, 2019).
This would be valuable for collecting quantitative data on the online activities of teachers
and students, as well as student engagement (Wipulanusat et al., 2020). Currently,
throughout the research, we may request participants to evaluate the degree of engagement

and interaction they experience with their online courses.
3.10.2 Analysis

The numerical data collected during the first phase of the study will be analyzed
using statistical tools to examine the patterns, relationships and associations. Since the

guantitative phase has a lesser weightage than qualitative phase, more emphasis will be
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given to descriptive analysis in this stage. This analysis will provide insights into the

research problems and will be followed up by the qualitative phase.
3.10.3 Qualitative Phase

The subsequent phase is qualitative and seeks to examine the underlying reasons
and mechanisms behind the quantitative data. The second phase will allow to refine and
elaborate the findings through in-depth interviews. Undertaking this phase is essential for
obtaining a deeper understanding of how professors assess their interactions within the
educational setting (Prasojo et al., 2019). As a part of this study, the researcher decided to
conduct in-depth interviews either face-to-face or via Zoom. The researcher sought input
from educators regarding the observed impacts of utilizing social media within the

educational setting, their social presence and its impact on online student engagement.
3.10.4 Integration and Interpretation

As a follow-up to the quantitative phase, qualitative data will be integrated with
quantitative data. This integration will involve comparing and contrasting the findings. At
this stage, the findings will also be synthesized to develop a comprehensive understanding
of the research problem. The integrated findings will then be interpreted to provide an
explanation to the findings. Thematic analysis using inductive and deductive approach will
be used to find relationships and patterns in the combined analysis of quantitative and
qualitative findings. Finally, I will report the integrated findings and the interpretations in a
comprehensive manner which will build upon the initial quantitative phase. If, for instance,
guantitative data demonstrates a strong correlation between instructors' social presence and
students' engagement, the qualitative phase might provide insight into the specific methods

and techniques instructors employ to improve their social presence.
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In order to examine academics' online social behavior in the context of online
higher education in the UAE, | employed the ESRD framework, which is considered a
dependable methodology. Empirical data can be acquired in the quantitative phase, while
perspective and nuance can be incorporated in the qualitative phase. This approach
guarantees that research findings are grounded in reality and enriched with relevant context
by leveraging the knowledge and experience of higher education teaching professionals
(Toyon, 2021). The ESRD is particularly effective when examining intricate phenomena,
such as online education research, that require the use of both quantitative and qualitative

data.
3.11 Research Map

Figure 5

Source: Research Map - Adapted from lvankova and Stick (2007, p.98)
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3.12 Sampling Procedures

Given the primary focus of this study on the social presence of professors in digital
education within the United Arab Emirates, extensive efforts are undertaken in sampling
techniques to ensure the accuracy and representativeness of the data pertaining to the

population under investigation.
3.12.1 Sampling Strategy

The target population for this research study are higher education instructors
teaching all across the UAE. The preferred applicant should possess prior expertise in
instructing online courses and may exhibit a wide range of academic qualifications
obtained from colleges in the UAE. These faculty included instructors who have taught
online courses for a minimum of two semesters. These academic faculty had taught at
undergraduate and postgraduate programs in the UAE. According to Johnson and
Christensen (2019), sampling is a process of drawing a subset out of the population to
allow generalizability in a research study. For quantitative data collection, the research
used a convenience sampling technique to quickly gather data with the readily available
sample. By choosing colleagues at my workplace and other higher education instructors
within reach, the research relied on participants who were easily accessible rather than
using a method that ensured every instructor in the UAE had an equal chance of being
selected. This method was chosen due to practical constraints like time, resources, or the
absence of a comprehensive list of all higher education instructors in the UAE to conduct
true random sampling. Given the absence of accurate number of teachers serving at higher
education institutions and taking into accout the homogenity of the population, a sample
size of 100 was chosen for the quantitative study. Considering the practical constraints of
time, resources and accessibility it was feasible to recruit 100 participants which could

provide meaningful insights to the data. In this case, 100 responses from academic faculty
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sufficed the need for a generalized interpretation from the entire population. The sample
consisted of instructors from the institutions who will be available of providing the
necessary data. The research will not include any non-academic cadre employees like
laboratory instructors, teaching assistants, and lab technicians. For the qualitative phase of
the study, the expected sample size for each research question will be around 100

participants.

Qualitative data collection involved one-on-one interviews semi-structured
interviews with the faculty members drawn from the quantitative results. In order to
accomplish the objectives of the study, | employed a purposive sampling strategy to select
individuals in a non-random manner. The purposive sampling strategy ensured that
participants were selected based on their relevance to the research objectives, particularly
their engagement with online teaching and instructor social presence. Purposeful sampling
as suggested by Creswell and Guetterman (2019) was suited as it helped to choose
participants that were most suitable for interviews. The utilization of deliberate sampling
enables the identification of persons who possess pertinent viewpoints and experiences
pertaining to the social presence of online instructors and student interaction (Smahel et al.,
2020). According to Patton (2014) and Merriam and Tisdell (2015), this purposive
sampling when based on a criterion is to ensure that participants are information rich
because they meet some predetermined criterion of importance. The criteria used for
qualitative data collection was characterized according to their disciplines, years of
experience in teaching online courses, and varied backgrounds. In the phenomenological
approach, a sample size of 3 to 10 participants is adequate to gather and analyze data
(Creswell, 2017). The purposeful sample provided information-rich and in-depth details to
the open-ended interview questions that helped in understanding the phenomenon from the

lens of participants which large-size samples cannot provide (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009).



161

3.12.2 Participant Diversity

The objective of the study is to ensure the inclusion of faculty members from
diverse institutions in the UAE, hence enhancing the representativeness of the sample and
correctly reflecting the academic landscape of the region was crucial. By adopting this
approach, one can ascertain that the online education community in the UAE exhibits a
wide range of diversity, effectively reflecting the nation's abundant cultural heritage and
the various pedagogical methods employed within the region (Al-Qaysi et al., 2021; De
wael et al., 2020). It is hypothesized that the inclusion of a diverse range of individuals in
the study may potentially facilitate a more comprehensive comprehension of social

presence, encompassing its various disciplinary and contextual manifestations.
3.12.3 Sample Size Consideration

In addition to the evident necessity of acquiring a diverse and inclusive sample, |
considered the appropriate sample size to consider in order to obtain meaningful insights
while adhering to practical limitations in data collection and processing (Atalan, 2020).
This directly impacts the reliability and generalizability of the research study. To ensure
adequate representation while maintaining the integrity of the findings, the determination
of the sample size will be guided by the principles of statistical power in quantitative

analysis and saturation in qualitative data collection.
3.12.4 Recruitment Process

First, | aimed to clearly define the target population with its demographics to
initiate the right recruitment process. Various avenues, including academic departments,
online platforms, and institutional emails, were employed to establish communication with
potential participants throughout the recruitment phase. Furthermore, the participants were

also recruited from social media platforms including higher education research groups in
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the UAE. Participants were also approached in-person in academic conferences and in the
institution the researcher works for. To ensure transparency and obtain informed consent,
the study's objectives were elucidated, voluntary participation was encouraged, and

comprehensive privacy measures were delineated.
3.13 Data Collection Instruments

Finding the right data collecting tools to capture the many types of student
engagement and social presence in digital learning settings is crucial for the study on
instructor social presence in UAE online higher education. Therefore, subliminal
importance was given to the choice of instruments for the two-phase study to capture the

data that is most relevant and suitable to the research questions.
3.13.1 Quantitative Data Collection Instruments

Surveys and questionnaires for the research study were created on Qualtrics which
iIs a cloud-based platform for survey creation, distribution and analysis. This platform
collects and organizes data in real time. The survey created for this purpose was sent out to
both online course instructors for quantitative data collection through a shared link.
Validated scores or items were utilised as instruments to measure different aspects of
student interaction and social presence. Student evaluations of the online classroom's
immediacy, social presence, and instructor engagement based on multiple-choice
questions, standardised procedures, or Likert-type scales were included in the survey
(Almahdi et al., 2021). The quantitative data was collated using Qualtrics, an advanced
online survey platform, to ensure seamless data collection. Participants were invited
through email, LinkedIn, and social media. Their responses were automatically recorded in
Quialtrics, ensuring accuracy and completeness. The platform's built-in validation features,
such as mandatory fields and logical branching, helped reduce the risk of incomplete or

invalid responses.
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To verify the dataset's quality before analysis, a thorough review process was
undertaken. Duplicate responses, if any, were identified and removed. Additionally, the
dataset was checked for consistency and accuracy by running preliminary frequency
analyses to detect anomalies or discrepancies. Any responses that did not meet the
inclusion criteria, such as participants not belonging to the target population, were
excluded. These verification steps ensured the integrity of the data and its readiness for
further analysis. The clean and verified dataset was then exported for statistical

examination using appropriate software.

Quantitative data collection investigated and measured different characteristics of
instructors’ social presence in online classrooms and its impact on student engagement.
The questionnaire survey was modified from an existing survey developed by pioneers of
the Community of Inquiry Framework (2001), Moore’s Interaction Theory (1989) and
AUSSE (Australasian Survey of Student Engagement) by Coates (2008). The
questionnaire survey included 3 primary constructs of Col based on the model; social
presence, teacher presence, and cognitive presence and to measure constructs of college
students’ engagement, participation and willingness to work in online learning Moore’s
Interaction Theory (1989) and AUSSE student engagement survey (Coates, 2008) was
modified. The questionnaire included 5-point Likert scale questions from strongly disagree
to strongly agree. According to the principle of standardization (Johnson & Christensen,
2019), the same items and response categories were provided to each participant.
Questionnaires are widely accepted tools that can be administered without researcher
presence and provide numerical data for analysis (Cohen et al., 2018). This cluster of
constructs helped solicit the needed information from the instructors. The contructs

included questions related to student engagement; cognitive, behavioural and
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psychological. The next question included questions related to instructor social presence.

Refer to Appendix B for more details.
3.13.2 Qualitative Data Collection Instruments

Semi-structured interviews were utilised to gather qualitative data. To further
understand the significance of social presence in online education, semi-structured
interviews with instructors were conducted to glean their thoughts, feelings, and
experiences in this area. To better understand the effect of social presence on engagement,
I conducted these interviews in an open and welcoming setting where participants felt safe
enough to share their experiences (Al-Qaysi et al., 2021). They offered information that is

more pertinent to the context.

The research techniques can confidently be used to examine instructors' social
presence in the online education scene from multiple angles, including quantitative
indicators and qualitative narratives. As a follow-up to the quantitative data, one-on-one
were carried out with participants to explore instructors’ perspectives and experiences of
social presence in digital education. This aims to address the thoughts, beliefs, issues, and
realities they face in online or digital education. The numerical data paved the way for
probing into how instructors perceive social presence in online classrooms, the challenges
and barriers they face in engaging students online, how effective engagement can influence
student learning outcomes and how can online learning be more advantageous to students
in the changing times. To delve into the answers to this research question qualitative data
collection was used. These research questions were answered through the use of in-depth
interviews from interdisciplinary instructors teaching at the undergraduate level. One-on-
one interviews gave profound insights into how participants construct knowledge of the
world around them and enabled in viewing how reality differs from one person to another.

Interviews assisted in understanding the central phenomenon with open-ended questions
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where the participants can articulate their experiences unconstrained by any biases and
preconceived notions (Creswell, 2002; Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Qualitative
interviews were beneficial in gathering facts, assessing participants' beliefs, feelings, and
motives, and provided a chance to comment on the standards of actions currently being
practiced in facilitating social presence in online teaching. In addition, it explored how
social presence in online education has shaped student engagement, its repercussions with
reasons and explanations to develop further. Furthermore, specific open-ended questions
were prepared followed by probes that sought a response to the research question. The
collected data was transcribed for analysis. Refer to appendix A for a detailed list of

questions used for interviews.
3.13.3 Quantitative Data Collection.

| collected quantitative data from online course instructors in the UAE using
questionnaires and structured surveys to examine the role of teachers' social presence in
online higher education. These carefully crafted tools measured not only the online
classroom but also teachers’ experiences and impressions of social presence and

engagement.

Distributing surveys with standardised or modified measurement instruments to
assess different aspects of social presence was a key part of collecting quantitative data.
Questions about online learning communities, perceived immediacy, and instructional-
student interaction made up these instruments (Alman & Williams, 2021). The surveys also
sought to measure students' engagement with the online classroom by looking at their

participation rates, patterns of interaction, and evaluation of the lessons they have learned.

In order to ensure that the quantitative instruments are both relevant and culturally
appropriate, they were revised and adjusted to fit the unique educational context of the

UAE (Abu-Taieh et al., 2020). As mentioned, some adjustments to the survey questions
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were made to be more applicable to the UAE's online higher education system, taking into
consideration local customs and language differences. Improving the reliability and
validity of the data collected from teachers through the use of these quantitative

instruments required making them more situationally relevant and accurate.

In addition, all participants were guaranteed full anonymity, had the chance to give
informed consent, and participated willingly in accordance with ethical standards during
the quantitative data gathering phase. The questionnaires were filled out by a broad group
of academics from various academic programmes and universities in the UAE. This
ensured that the sample is representative. In order to gain a better understanding of the
social presence of instructors in the UAE's various online learning contexts, this technique

aimed to encompass a varied variety of experiences and viewpoints.
3.13.4 Qualitative Data Collection

A significant proportion of the research on faculty social presence in digital
education in the UAE relies on qualitative interviews. It is interesting to investigate the

distinctive and intricate experiences of educators and learners in this virtual environment.

In order to gain a deeper comprehension of individuals' ideas, emotions, and
encounters with social presence in online education, qualitative data collection methods
such as systematic observations and semi-structured interviews can be employed (Atalan,
2020; Bailey, 2021). During the semi-structured interviews, respondents were provided
with a secure environment to express their views on the correlation between social
presence and engagement. These interviews provided a means to obtain a deeper
comprehension of the online education landscape in the UAE by exploring human
perspectives and revealing the underlying motives, challenges, and social dynamics of

social presence.
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Rigorous protocols were adhered to during the data gathering process to guarantee
the authenticity and reliability of the qualitative findings. These procedures pertain to
matters such as obtaining consent with full knowledge, maintaining the confidentiality of
participants, and taking into account ethical considerations (Mengist et al., 2019). To foster
open and honest conversations, | maintained the anonymity of the individuals |
interviewed. To fully comprehend the significance of social presence in the digital
educational landscape of the UAE, it was crucial to supplement the quantitative findings
with a thorough examination of the subjective experiences and viewpoints of both

educators and learners. This was facilitated by the qualitative methodology.
3.14 Data Collection Procedures

The data was collected quantitatively and qualitatively from online participants in a
methodical and sysmtematic manner as part of the study on instructors’ social presence at
UAE universities. This was decided based on the research design and objectives of the

study.
3.14.1 Quantitative Data Collection Procedures

Among these methods is the administration of surveys or questionnaires to online
educators and in order to gather numerical data. The instruments was distributed digitally
through Qualtrics which is a secure web platform. Participants accessed the surveys by
following the links and simple instructions provided. Perceived social presence and
engagement levels are among the variables that were be quantitatively studied using the
surveys. Participants had plenty of chances to respond during the data collecting period,

guaranteeing that their feedback would be thorough and representative.
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3.14.2 Qualitative Data Collection Procedures

Using a semi-structured interview method, the researcher conducted in-depth
interviews with chosen teachers to gather non-numerical data to explore underlying
meaning, patterns and perspectives. Interviews were scheduled at times that were
convenient for both parties, and participants chose to participate either in person or via
online platforms (Atalan, 2020). The interviews were casual but well-organized so that
participants feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings about the importance of
social presence in distance learning. The interviews were recorded then transcribed in text
format using the Zoom recorder. The transcriptions were verified against the recordings to
rule out any discrepancies in the transfer process. Each interview lasted approximately 30-
45 minutes, providing sufficient time to delve into participants' experiences and
perspectives while respecting their busy schedules. The interviews were conducted in a
professional yet comfortable setting to encourage open and honest responses. This included
virtual platforms (e.g., Zoom or Microsoft Teams) for convenience and accessibility. The
semi-structured format began with broad, open-ended questions to explore participants'
experiences and gradually moved to more specific questions aligned with the study's
themes. Follow-up questions were also utilized to probe for deeper insights or clarify

responses when needed.

Furthermore, the below table describes and elaborates which specific procedure

was used for each research question:
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Title Investigating Instructor Social Presence in Digital Education

Purpose The purpose of this study is to investigate instructors’ perspectives of
social presence and student engagement in online education at the
higher education level.

Design Explanatory Sequential Mixed Method Approach

Paradigm Pragmatism

Research Questions Approach Tools Samples Data Analysis

Method

What are instructors’
perceptions about
online student
engagement in higher
education?

Does instructors’
social presence
impact student
engagement in online
classrooms at higher
education level in the
UAE?

What instructional
practices are deemed
most important by
instructors to
establish their social
presence in higher
education?

What possible
measures can be
adopted by higher
education institutions
to facilitate instructor
social presence?

Quantitative

Qualitative

Quantitative

Qualitative

Quantitative

Qualitative

Quantitative

Qualitative

Questionnaire

survey — close-

ended

One-on-one
interviews

Questionnaire

survey — close-

ended

One-on-one
interviews

Questionnaire
survey-
closed-ended

One-on-one
interviews

Questionnaire
survey-
closed-ended

One-on-one
interviews

convenience
sampling

Purposeful
sampling

convenience
sampling

Purposeful
sampling

convenience
sampling

Purposeful
Sampling

convenience
Sampling

Purposeful
Sampling

Descriptive and
inferential
statistics

Thematic
Analysis

Descriptive and
inferential
statistics

Thematic
Analysis

Descriptive and
inferential
statistics

Thematic
Analysis

Descriptive and
inferential
statistics

Thematic
Analysis
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3.14.3 Data Management and Analysis

The implementation of a systematic approach to data management and analysis is
crucial in order to derive pertinent findings from the qualitative and quantitative data
collected in the research on the social presence of teachers in online higher education
within the UAE. Systematic data management was important throughout the research for
easy retrieval and analysis of information, and saved the time and effort. This was done by

saving information in specific files and folders that follow unique naming conventions.
3.14.4 Data Organization and Storage

The data management methods employed ensured the secure storage and systematic
organization of all collected data, encompassing quantitative survey findings, interview
transcriptions, and observational records. Prior to dissemination to academic researchers,
the data underwent coding and anonymization procedures to safeguard privacy and

maintain confidentiality.
3.15 Quantitative Data Analysis

Data analysis for a mixed-methods study is related to the specific type of mixed
methods design being used. Explanatory sequential designs begin with quantitative data
collection and analysis followed by qualitative data collection, analysis, and interpretation
(Creswell, 2002). Specialized tools were employed to do comprehensive statistical analysis
on the quantitative data obtained from surveys or questionnaires. In this two-phase model,
both types of data are collected and analyzed separately in phases and subsections
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019) and there is no convergence of different forms of data. For
guantitative data, descriptive and inferential statistics using SPSS was used to gauge the
impact of social presence on student engagement. Descriptive statistics was employed to

analyze the numerical responses in order to identify trends, patterns, correlations, and
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relationships within the data between the instructor's social presence and the students'
engagement. Descriptive statistics enabled to summarize the characteristics of the data set.
Inferential statistics brought forward the possibility of cause and effect among the
variables. Moreover, correlation analysis was used to analyze and predict the strength and
degree of relation between the dependent and independent variables. Inferential statistics
allowed generalizability about the population by studying the general pattern of a large
group.

Initially, the collected dataset was cleaned to remove any missing information,
outliers and data entry errors. Outliers were removed using statistical summaries, including
minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation values. Out of 100 participants, there
were 5 datasets with partial information and some empty cells. The missing information
was removed from the dataset to ensure consistency in coding and formatting. Descriptive
statistics from the dataset included charts and graphs generated by Qualtrics that included
mean, median, mode and standard deviation. The charts that are more important and
relevant to the research questions were included in the findings and analysis section.
Furthermore, inferential statistics was applied to the dataset in SPSS. Correlation was used
to make inferences about the population based on the sample data. These inferential
statistical tests helped to find the statistically significant or non-significant relationships
between the variables by testing the hypotheses. The results were then interpreted based on
the research questions. The findings, effect sizes and significance or relationship is

mentioned in the findings and analysis section.
3.16 Qualitative Data Analysis

The qualitative data collected through interviews underwent thematic analysis to
explore and examine narratives, motifs, and recurring patterns. In order to evaluate the

social presence of teachers, this phase involved the organization and categorization of
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qualitative data through sorting and coding (Alman & Williams, 2021; Mengist et al.,
2019). Qualitative analysis software proves to be invaluable when it is necessary to engage

in coding and theme identification of qualitative data.

Creswell’s (2013) six-step inductive iterative bottom-up approach was used for
qualitative data analysis. In the research study, the Community of Inquiry framework
advanced as a preliminary theoretical framework which was then modified as a newly
configured theory as the data was analyzed. In Step 1; the data was organized, sorted and
prepared depending upon the source information like note-taking and transcribing
interviews. This included familiarization with the data by reading and re-reading the data
to gain a comprehensive understanding of the data gathered. This phase helped in
understanding the content, the context, and themes present in the data. In the second stage
the data was read and looked into for general idea and credibility. At this stage, the data
was also looked for generating initial codes also known as open coding for meaningful
identification of data. This also involved capturing key ideas, segments, and repetitive
patterns that emerged from the raw data. Constant comparison with existing codes also
helped to identify the similarities and differences. Iteratively, the codes were refined and
revised as new data emerged. Step 3 involved searching for themes which enabled placing
the data into categories and labeling with terms. The recurring patterns and topics were
grouped together. The essential aspects of the data that contributed to the research
questions were categorized into different themes. At this stage engaging in reflexivity by
continuously reflecting on my assumptions, biases and perspectives helped in staying
aware of any background influences it may have in the interpretation of the data. In step 4
the themes were reviewed and refined ensuring they accurately represent the content of the
data. This organization and categorization allowed coherent and meaningful organization

of data. Codes and themes made sense out of the huge data and examine overlapping and
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redundancy. This inductive process narrowed down the codes to fewer themes. These
themes were based on research questions and understanding of the central phenomenon.
These themes were then compared to similar studies in literature for similarities and
differences. Step 5 is repetition of the process until all the recurring themes were
represented and addressed the findings and analysis that can be represented in the
qualitative narrative. The themes were named and defined based on the content and
relevance to research questions. Data collection and analysis was simultaneous until the
themes were clearly articulated and reflected the essence of qualitative data, unlike
quantitative data analysis. Data saturation occurred at this stage as new data did not yield
any new insights which determined that enough data has been collected and thoroughly
explored with no new emerging patterns and themes. The final stage of this inductive
process was comprehensively reporting the identified themes, examples, quotes and
narratives from the qualitative data to support the findings. The data was interpreted, and

results contributed to the dissemination of the research findings and its implications.

This inductive process for qualitative data analysis was interactive and dynamic. It
allowed flexibility and responsiveness to the data by continuously studying raw data back
and forth for emerging themes relevant to the research questions. It also encouraged the
emergence of new concepts directly from the data contributing to deeper understanding of

the phenomenon.
3.17 Data Integration and Triangulation

The credibility and validity of the findings can be enhanced by integrating and
triangulating qualitative and quantitative data throughout the analysis stage (Al-Qaysi et
al., 2021). The objective of this study is to enhance the comprehensiveness of the depiction

of social presence among online college instructors through the process of comparing,
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contrasting, and synthesizing two distinct datasets. This process served to validate and

enhance the findings of each other.
3.18 Interpretation and Conclusion

Subsequently, | proceeded to scrutinize and discuss the outcomes of the data
analysis in relation to the objectives of the research. The findings enabled to draw
inferences and contemplate the potential ramifications. A comprehensive understanding of
instructional methodologies and prospective areas for future research can be achieved by
situating the findings within the context of the UAE’s online educational landscape
(Almahdi et al., 2021; Mengist et al., 2019). Through meticulous data management and the
application of rigorous analytics, the objective is to elucidate the social presence of online

education instructors in the UAE.
3.19 Phases of the Study and Data Collection Procedures
3.19.1 Phase 1: Pilot Study and Data Collection Procedures

A pilot study is a small-scale trial of the proposed study plan before carrying out
the actual research (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009). The pilot study helped in validating the
guestionnaire and reveal inconsistencies before commencing the full-scale research study.
This was carried out with 10 senior colleagues from the Education and General Studies
department who have experience in teaching online courses and have some research
experience in educational technology. First, a questionnaire survey was sent to them to
evaluate the question types, wording, format, and clustering of the questions. They were
requested to participate in the pilot study. Further, upon receiving the responses from the
guestionnaire survey, minimum 5 participants were invited for the one-on-one interview.

Once all data was gathered, the interviews were transcribed and coded. Relevant themes
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were generated and shared with participants to receive their feedback. The results and

feedback from the pilot study helped the researcher develop construct validity.

The main goal of the pilot project was to improve and verify the research
instruments to enhance their application, relevance, and efficacy. This was the initial phase
of the comprehensive research aimed at documenting the various aspects of the online
social engagement of university instructors in the UAE who deliver their courses through
digital platforms. To conduct a comprehensive investigation in the primary study, it is
crucial to obtain valuable perspectives and make necessary modifications within this initial

step.

To ensure the authenticity, trustworthiness, and thorough scrutiny of study, it is
imperative that to adhere to these guidelines beforehand. The main study's comprehensive
analysis established a foundation for understanding the social presence of online higher
education instructors. This contributed significantly to the academic conversation on this

subject.

As triangulation of data provides reliability and robustness to findings, using two
triangulation strategies from Brown (2014), location and interdisciplinary triangulation
fetched data from different campuses and programs. Different methods of data collection
boosted the validity of the research. Validity of the instruments ensured with the pilot
study and with different methods of data collection used. Validity was also addressed
through the use of data triangulation, interpretation, and staying on-site for an extended

amount of time.
3.19.2 Phase 2: Main Study and Data Collection Procedures

During the main study, a meticulous and purposeful sampling method for

qualitative phase of the study was employed to ensure a comprehensive representation of
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diverse perspectives and life experiences. The objective of this study was to analyze the
social media engagement of academics teaching at online universities situated in the UAE.
The participants in this study were selected using a purposive sampling technique. The
selection of participants based on preset criteria relevant to the research objectives is
essential to this approach. The UAE online education is distinguished by the meticulous
selection of instructors and students from many academic areas and institutions. This
technique combined different levels of instructor interaction, behaviors, and experiences
that are associated with social presence (Ronkainen & Wiltshire, 2019; Rose & Johnson,
2020). This study sought to recruit individuals with diverse educational backgrounds and
varying degrees of classroom experience in order to gain a deeper understanding of online
learning environments. The researcher aimed to encompass a wide range of experiences in
the digital education field by including diverse perspectives, rather than being confined to a
singular viewpoint. Participants were required to meet specific criteria prior to their
inclusion in this study. This category encompasses online course instructors from diverse
academic disciplines. The online classes attract a diverse range of students with varying
levels of academic accomplishment and professional background. The inclusion criteria
guarantee the presence of a varied sample, hence enhancing the depth and intricacy of the
data. The inclusion criteria consisted of individuals from diverse ethnic backgrounds,
academic fields, and institutional contexts. It also included teachers who have taught online
courses for a minimum of 2 semesters and in English language. This approach aimed to
eradicate bias and foster a comprehensive understanding of the social presence of teachers
in different situations within the higher education system of the UAE. The study's
purposive sample technique aims to achieve diversity, inclusiveness, and relevance
collectively. The objective of this technique was to enlist a heterogeneous cohort of

individuals in order to enhance the reliability and applicability of the study's findings.
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A quantitative study was conducted to examine the social presence of online higher
education instructors in the UAE. Surveys and questionnaires were systematically
distributed to lecturers in online classes. The digital distribution of structured surveys and
questionnaires in the UAE's higher education system encompasses a diverse array of
academic disciplines and institutions. These methods are highly effective for assessing the
viewpoints, attitudes, and active participation of online instructors in class discussions
(Stacey, 2019; Toyon, 2021). Online surveys extensively explore several subjects such as
classroom dynamics, communication patterns, and the impact of social media on
engagement and academic performance. Surveys were distributed through institutional
settings or digital communication channels, allowing for easy access and interactivity. The
survey collected quantitative data through standardized question forms, such as Likert
scales or multiple-choice questions, which require numerical replies. The purpose of this
survey was to collect data on online social presence of teachers’ and their perspectives on
students’ engagement in online learning. The rigorous design of the survey tools ensures
their validity and reliability. The quantitative analysis produced more reliable and valid
results because of the well-defined objectives of the study and the carefully crafted

questions that tried to acquire nuanced insights.

To gain a deeper understanding of instructors' complicated experiences and
perspectives on instructor social presence, a qualitative approach was employed throughout
the data collection phase (Hong & Cross Francis, 2020; Humphreys et al., 2021). This
approach relied on the perspectives of academics from online universities situated in the
UAE. The collection of qualitative data involved conducting comprehensive interviews
with professors specializing in online education. This enabled to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of their cognitive processes, emotional states, and past

encounters with social interaction inside the educational setting. The research objectives
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serve as a framework for the interview questions, while also allowing teachers the
opportunity to freely express their thoughts in the semi-structured interviews. The
instructors for online courses from different colleges in the UAE are carefully chosen using
a rigorous sampling method. In order to guarantee a wide array of perspectives, the
selected instructors possess a diverse range of academic qualifications, pedagogical beliefs,
and levels of engagement in online education. The purpose of doing a one-on-one
interview was to create an environment where both the interviewer and interviewee feel at
ease, allowing for open and honest communication (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021).
Online educators are urged to articulate their views, emotions, and experiences on the
establishment and maintenance of a social presence in the classroom. By utilizing
qualitative interviews, several factors were thoroughly expolored that influenced the
interactions between instructors and students in online classrooms. By collecting data in
this manner, it has been demonstrated that the narratives, viewpoints, and firsthand
encounters of instructors offer a substantial amount of qualitative information that
illuminates many aspects of social presence within the classroom (Adi Susilo Jahja et al.,
2021). Comprehensive data collection was facilitated by carefully documenting and
recording the audio of these discussions. Thus, it was ensured that crucial particulars and
concepts were documented with precision. Validity and reliability are crucial while
collecting qualitative data, since they prioritize the trustworthiness, dependability, and
credibility of the information. In order to authenticate and rectify the qualitative data, it
was important to employ techniques such as member checking. This ensured the reliability
of the results obtained from the perspectives of the instructors. Participants were required

to thoroughly examine and validate the interview transcripts.

Research ethics was given priority when examining sensitive areas, such as the

viewpoints of human participants or the social presence of online teachers in the
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classroom. Safeguarding the anonymity and privacy of research subjects is a crucial and
perpetual ethical consideration (Johnson et al., 2020; Krawczyk et al., 2019). All data,
regardless of whether it was quantitative data obtained from surveys or qualitative data
obtained from interviews, was treated with utmost confidentiality. Prior to the consent to
engage in the in-depth interviews, instructors were given detailed information about the
study's objectives, methods, and potential outcomes. Upon receiving notification of their
right to withdraw from the study at any point without incurring any negative consequences,
instructors were given the option to participate without any restrictions. Participants were
not compelled to partake in the study, and their choice was completely optional. By
dissecting the procedure into its constituent elements, it was ensured that individuals have
a thorough understanding of the study's goals, their personal involvement, and the possible
results. Integrity and transparency were the defining characteristics of the research. To
establish confidence and ensure participants comprehend the research objectives, it was
essential to furnish them with concise and unambiguous details regarding the study's
purpose, methodology, and prospective consequences. This study complies with all
applicable institutional policies and legislation in terms of participant engagement, data
collecting, storage, and dissemination. Participants were ensured to be secure and at ease
from any potential danger prior to the commencement of data collection. All participants in
the study were expected to exhibit respectful and polite behavior, as a concerted effort was
made to avoid posing biased questions or exploiting anyone. Maintaining the
confidentiality of participants' names and safeguarding their independence were crucial

ethical considerations in any inquiry.

This study utilized a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and
quantitative methodologies, to examine data related to the social presence of online

professors in higher education in the UAE. Structured surveys and questionnaires were
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used to collect quantitative data, which is then subjected to rigorous statistical analysis.
Comprehending numerical data necessitates the utilization of appropriate statistical
techniques to discern patterns, correlations, trends, and patterns (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020).
The statistical research of quantitative answers indicates a high correlation between student
engagement in online courses and the social presence of teachers. The objective of the
statistical study was to ascertain the quantitative size of the impacts of various elements on
social presence in online education. Thematic analysis was employed to scrutinize
qualitative data obtained from comprehensive interviews with educators. The purpose of
adopting this approach was to identify narratives, overarching themes, and repeating
patterns within the qualitative data. Qualitative data analysis offers valuable understanding
of the intricate dynamics of interactions inside online classrooms (Ronkainen & Wiltshire,
2019; Rose & Johnson, 2020). The study verified the findings and formulated
comprehensive conclusions by employing a mixed-methods approach that integrated
qualitative and quantitative data. In order to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the
social presence of online educators, triangulation methods were employed to analyze and
integrate both qualitative and quantitative data. Data integration, through the amalgamation
and validation of data from multiple sources, enabled the creation of a comprehensive and
intricate representation of the subject being examined. Data analysis played a crucial role
in the study as it allowed us to combine various data sets, evaluate outcomes, and draw

robust conclusions regarding instructor social presence.
3.20 Validity and Reliability
3.20.1 Validity in Quantitative Data

This study focused on the social presence of instructors in online higher education
in the UAE. The study's content validity was ensured through the careful structuring of the

survey methodology employed. Survey questions were reviewed by educators and subject-
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matter experts to ensure that they accurately assess the level of social presence exhibited
by instructors. The design of these constructs took into account social presence, which
encompasses engagement, immediacy, and teacher reaction. Utilizing Exploratory Factor
Analysis (EFA) and Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) enabled the assessment of the
soundness of quantitative measurements (Adi Susilo Jahja et al., 2021). By employing
these statistical tools, connections and patterns were analyzed within the survey data. The
responsibility of CFA was to verify and analyze the measuring model in order to ensure
that the items appropriately represent the intended construct. On the other hand, EFA
assisted in revealing the fundamental qualities of instructor social presence (Bleiker et al.,
2019; Church, Dunn & Prokopy, 2019). Questionnaires assessing instructors' interpersonal
presence in the classroom must adhere to existing norms or external criteria in order to be
deemed criterion-relatedly acceptable (Quint&o et al., 2020; Roller, 2019). The aim of this
research was to examine the correlations between survey outcomes and validated
indicators or established scales that are relevant to online learning, such as student
engagement and interaction. Through the process of comparing the survey items with
external criteria, | determined the effectiveness of assessing instructors' social presence.
Prior to releasing the surveys to the entire population, the study went through a pilot testing
phase with a limited group of educators. This approach involved ensuring that the survey
questions possess "face validity," meaning that they appear pertinent and straightforward to
comprehend. Enhancing the survey's clarity and face validity is achieved by simplifying
and clarifying items using information gathered during the prototype phase. The survey
instruments of the project underwent ongoing evaluation and enhancement. To maintain
the survey's continued validity, several measures were employed, including iterative
reviews, discussion with subject matter experts, and consideration of participant comments

(Cian, 2021). The quantitative indicators used in this study to measure faculty social
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presence in online higher education in the UAE were strong and dependable due to their
thorough validation methods. This ensured that the elements associated with engagement
in digital learning environments and the interactions between instructors and students are

appropriately assessed.
3.20.2 Validity in Qualitative Data

It is crucial to validate the qualitative data from this study in order to comprehend
the diverse perspectives and experiences of online higher education instructors from the
UAE regarding their social presence in online classrooms. Reliable qualitative data is
characterized by its trustworthiness and reliability. There are numerous methods that can
be employed to enhance reliability. The primary focus was maintaining communication
with individuals over an extended period of time. They were more inclined to disclose and
furnish with valuable knowledge when they felt sufficiently secure. As part of the
membership verification procedure, participants also examined transcripts and outcomes.
By employing this approach, individuals were able to authenticate their own
understandings, so yielding outcomes that were more dependable (Coleman, 2022; Daniel,
2019). The study employed triangulation, a strategy that involves integrating many data
sources or methodologies to obtain a comprehensive understanding. The value of
triangulation resides in its capacity to enhance the dependability of qualitative data by
gathering information from multiple sources. As a researcher self-awareness of individual
biases was adhered to, to conduct research of exceptional quality. The essence of
reflexivity lied in critically examining the researcher's impact on data gathering and
analysis and making necessary modifications accordingly. Personal biases was mitigated
by assuring precise results by maintaining self-awareness and controlling the reflexive
responses during the investigation. The study's qualitative data relied on comprehensive

descriptions and rigorous data collection. To have a comprehensive understanding of the
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students' encounters with the instructors' social presence, it was necessary to thoroughly
record teachers’ narratives and descriptions. The concept of "thick data" which refers to a
wealth of knowledge that is both plentiful and thorough, helped to achieve a more
comprehensive grasp of the topic being examined (Earnest, 2020). Dependability of
qualitative data refers to the degree of consistency and reliability of the obtained results.
Every study approach, data gathering process, coding technique, and analytical choice was
rigorously documented to ensure the reliability of the findings (Eldh et al., 2020). The
transparency of the data collection process improved the dependability of the qualitative
data and facilitates the replication of the study. In order to enhance the applicability of the
study, it was imperative to furnish precise details pertaining to the geographical setting,
characteristics of the participants, and the employed research methodologies.
Comprehensive documentation enabled readers to evaluate the relevance of the results to
comparable scenarios, so bolstering the generalizability of qualitative data. The study's
findings on the social presence of faculty members in online higher education in the UAE
were considered reliable and valid due to the strict adherence of the qualitative data

obtained to the prescribed techniques and tactics.
3.20.3 Reliability in Quantitative Data

In order to evaluate instructor-student interactions and engagement in digital
learning environments, this study utilized trustworthy quantitative data to analyze the
social presence of instructors in online higher education in the UAE. The degree of
consistency in which survey items assess the same construct serves as an indicator of
dependability. To assess internal consistency, statistical measures such as the Cronbach's
alpha coefficient were computed (Patias & Hohendorff, 2019). This statistical method
assesses the reliability of the scale or survey items by examining the degree of similarity

between the groups. Survey items that aim to measure instructors' interpersonal presence
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demonstrate strong internal consistency when Cronbach'’s alpha is high. The term "test-
retest reliability" refers to the consistency of survey answers across time (Pratt et al.,
2019). Some participants in this study were asked to complete the survey many times, at
various intervals. The primary focus was on the correlation between the two datasets.
When assessing the test-retest reliability of the survey, a high correlation coefficient
indicates that the participants' replies remain consistent over time. The objective of
evaluating the reliability of survey responses using parallel forms is to confirm the
consistency of data collected from two similar survey instruments. The correlations
between the two surveys were assessed when administered to similar groups of individuals
to verify the stability and consistency of the measures. The results were utilized with
greater certainty if the data collection technique is standardized. To improve the reliability
of quantitative data, it was important to minimize sources of error and ensure that
participants are in standardized conditions (Hayashi et al., 2021; Hendren et al., 2022).
This was achieved by using consistent methodologies and administering surveys in a
consistent manner (Eldh et al., 2020). Continuously striving to enhance the precision of
quantitative measures is a persistent pursuit. Continual reliability assurance procedures
encompassed the implementation of a pilot research to assess the survey's validity,
modifying the questions based on feedback, and use statistical tools to ensure consistency.
This study used reliability measurements to gather quantitative data on the social presence
of instructors in online higher education in the UAE, aiming to attain high levels of

dependability. By doing this, uniform reliable results and evaluations were guaranteed.
3.20.4 Trustworthiness in Qualitative Data

To ensure the reliability, validity, and trustworthiness of the results, it is imperative

that the study on social presence among UAE online higher education instructors relies on
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precise qualitative data. To enhance the credibility of the qualitative data reported in this

study, many methodologies are employed.

Ensuring the truthfulness and precision of the data is essential for qualitative
research to uphold its credibility. By adopting a welcoming and non-critical attitude,
candid responses from teachers during the in-depth interviews were successfully elicited.
Participants' credibility was enhanced by establishing familiarity with them prior to the
interviews through conversing and establishing rapport (Hong & Cross Francis, 2020;
Humphreys et al., 2021). Participants were more inclined to share their experiences on the
social presence of their online lectures when a strong rapport was built between the

researcher and them.

In order to enhance the credibility of qualitative data, triangulation was employed,
which involved collecting data from multiple sources. Triangulation refers to the process
of corroborating assumptions by utilizing evidence obtained from several sources,
including interviews, field notes, and publications related to online pedagogy (McGannon
et al., 2019; Nassaji, 2020). Moreover, location and interdisciplinary triangulation was also
employed in the study. This comprehensive technique ensured the convergence of many
perspectives, hence enhancing the reliability of the conclusions obtained from diverse

datasets.

In order to guarantee the reliability of qualitative data, the technique of member
checking was employed as a method of validation (Johnson et al., 2020; Krawczyk et al.,
2019). Upon analyzing the interview transcripts and discerning patterns, the researcher
communicated the emerging findings to the teachers who took part in the study.
Participants ensured the representativeness of the results by cross-validating the interpreted

themes with each other and confirming their alignment with their personal experiences.
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Incorporating comprehensive explanations and verbatim statements from
participants enhances the caliber of the qualitative data. The credibility and accessibility of
information were enhanced when it included precise quotations and comprehensive
depictions of individuals' experiences and viewpoints (Quintao et al., 2020; Roller, 2019).
The qualitative data's general reliability was improved by the study's openness and the

precision with which it communicates the participants' opinions.

Reflexivity, an essential skill in qualitative research, refers to the capacity to
recognize and manage own biases and assumptions. To maintain objectivity and reduce the
influence of personal opinions on the outcomes, reflexivity was employed that strived to
eliminate bias in every aspect of data collection and analysis (Pratt et al., 2019). This
approach mitigated the potential for bias by ensuring that the outcomes accurately reflect

the authentic opinions of the participants.

The study's reliability was ensured through comprehensive documentation of each
step of the procedure, encompassing data collection, analysis, and interpretation. Another
element of the audit trail comprised detailed documentation of decision-making processes,
analytical notes, and coding methods (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020; Watts & Finkenstaedt-

Quinn, 2021).

Finally, this study employed techniques to enhance the dependability of its
qualitative data, specifically regarding the social presence of online higher education
instructors in the UAE. The methods encompass credibility establishment, triangulation,
member verification, rich description, reflexivity, and dependability assurance. Overall,
these criteria guarantee the authenticity and reliability of the qualitative findings, providing

an accurate representation of online educators' perspectives on their work.
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3.21 Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations take precedence over all other factors during the data
collection process. A thorough explanation of the study's goals, the value of the
participants' voluntary participation, and the precautions taken to safeguard their privacy
was provided to them. Before someone may participate in the study, they must provide
their informed consent (Al-Qaysi et al., 2021; Bailey, 2021). In addition, there was non
disclosure of any information about the participants in order to preserve their privacy. The
foundation of all attempts was adhered to relevant laws and institutional norms regarding

research ethics.

In order to fully grasp the social presence of instructors in UAE online higher
education, the study aims to gather quantitative data from structured surveys and
qualitative data from in-depth interviews. The validity and reliability of the results are
guaranteed by data collection methods that place an emphasis on transparency, participant

agency, and ethical norms.

Ethical considerations in mixed-methods research involve ethical approvals for
both quantitative and qualitative data collection. This study followed the three primary
ethical principles stated by Fraenkel and Wallen (2009) for educational researchers.
Furthermore, to expedite the ethical committee approval process, all sections in the BUID
ethics form were addressed. To begin with, draft instrument for data collection process was

attached making sure no personal information of participant is revealed.

The participants were assured to be protected from any physical and psychological
harm. This was guaranteed by signing a consent form by all participants before the
commencement of the study. All participants signed an informed consent form specifying
the research title, the purpose of the study, and any known risks involved. Since this was a

low-risk study that involved only the instructors from the institutions, hence, no minors



188

were involved. Second, there was no chance of any potential harm or negative effect on the
participants and they were informed of their voluntary participation. The data was kept
secure and private and only be used for educational purposes. Participants were informed
about their freedom to withdraw at any time, maintaining their confidentiality and
anonymity at all times. Finally, as this was a low-risk study and there was no deception
involved for the participants, all the collected data was kept for educational purposes for 5
years and destroyed as per the university policy and there is no financial involvement in

this research. The study was only for the fulfillment of degree requirement.

Like every study, there are also some limitations associated with this study. First,
the research was carried out only with higher education instructors and does not include
educational management or the students. Social presence in online education was only
researched and face-to-face learning is not a scope of this study. The study was limited to
higher education institutions in the UAE; therefore, it cannot be generalized to other

populations.

In order to safeguard the rights and privacy of participants, it is imperative to
strictly adhere to well-established ethical norms (Abu-Taieh et al., 2020; Smahel et al.,
2020). Prior to engaging in the study, individuals were required to furnish their informed
permission. Furthermore, research participants had the option to withdraw from the study
at any given time without facing any negative consequences. Additionally, measures were

taken to ensure the protection of their privacy and identity.
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Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis

The intention of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to investigate
instructors’ perspectives on their social presence in digital education. The study also aimed
to explore instructors’ social presence and its impact on student engagement in online
classrooms. Four main questions were constructed focusing on instructors’ perceptions
about online student engagement in higher education, instructors’ social presence and its
impact on student engagement, appropriate instructional practices to establish social
presence, and measures that can be adopted by higher education institutions to facilitate
instructor social presence. The section is guided by the principles of explanatory sequential
mixed-methods design by first providing the results and findings of the quantitative study
and following up with results and findings from the qualitative study. The chapter ends
with integration of both the phases of the study and provides a holistic summary of the

findings gathered from both the phases.

This report has been shaped by a few circumstances that should be considered to
properly situate the findings. The study explains teachers’ perspectives of social presence
in online learning environment which has constantly been shaping and evolving in the
academia. The survey and interviews were conducted in March 2023, and by the time | am
narrating the results, several professional development sessions, conferences, seminars, and
workshops have been conducted in the Gulf region addressing the issue of social presence
which is now a growing practice. Furthermore, it should also be added that teaching

dynamics are evolving and dependent on the cultural context.

It is also important to consider that the wordcount in this chapter has been limited
and that has affected the detail at which the results can be analyzed. As a researcher, |

initially thought to highlight all the intricacies and dynamics that were brought to attention,
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however, restricted by wordcount | had to pick and choose the most important and relevant
findings. Therefore, | have limited the supporting quotes to only two for each theme/point.
This is to emphasize that the number of participant quotes does not reflect the frequency at

which they occurred in the discussion in the interview process.
4.1 Quantitative Phase
4.2 Demographic Characteristics

The key characteristics of the population chosen for quantitative data collection
were male and female teachers working in higher education institutions in the UAE and
must have taught online courses. As a matter of fact, most of the population for this sample
had experienced pandemic and as a result had taught online courses for at least 2 years.
This added an advantage to the quality and versatility of the data. The targeted audience
was from various teaching departments including but not limited to General Studies,
Business, Health Sciences, Computer Sciences, Education and more. All of the teachers
were experts in their fields with a minimum qualification of a Masters degree. The teachers
came from various backgrounds, culture, and nationality. | believe this modest
investigation provides the audience a greater understanding of educators’ perspectives,

obstacles, and the needed pedagogy to impact online education.

In this study, the survey link was sent to many educators working in higher
education institutions through email, social media, personal links, collaborative groups etc.
After a careful examination a sample of 100 participants was selected from the total
population. This sample was sorted based on the complete responses on the questionnaire
survey, without any missing information. The focus of the study is on investigating the
Instructor Social presence in Digital Education at Higher Education Institutions in the

UAE. The data underwent analysis utilizing the Statistical Package for the Social Science
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(SPSS), specifically version 25. The analysis encompassed descriptive statistics, and
correlation examination. Descriptive statistics such as mean, standard deviation was
computed for each variable to provide an overview of central tendency and variability.
Correlation analysis was performed to examine the relationship between variables.

Additionally, graphs were used to get clear understanding of pattern of the data.

Descriptive statistics, including frequency and percentage, are employed to provide
a comprehensive profile of the study participants by overviewing the distribution of a key
demographic variables. This encompasses Age, Gender, program currently teaching, Level
of Program teaching, teaching status and Year of experience. It helps to understand the
demographics of instructors, essential for acquiring an understanding of the digital

education landscape in UAE.

Table 4

Socio-demographic variables of the main study

Variables Categories N %
Age
Under 30 years old 4 4%
Between 31-40 years old 41 41%
Between 41-50 years old 37 37%
Between 51-60 years old 18 18%
Gender
Female 69 69%
Male 31 31%

Program Currently Teaching

Education 37 37%
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Engineering 9 9%

English Communications 23 23%
General Studies 12 12%
Other 19 19%

Level of Program teaching

Certificate 10 10%
Diploma 9 9%
Diploma, Postgraduate, 10 10%
Certificate

Diploma, Undergraduate 13 13%
Postgraduate 15 15%
Undergraduate 38 38%
Undergraduate, Postgraduate 5 5%

Teaching Status
Full-time 84 84%
Part-time 16 16%

Year of experience

1-5years 39 39%
11 - 15 years 24 24%
16 years above 11 11%
6 - 10 years 26 26%

Note. n=frequency, %=percentage

Table 3 explores the participants backgrounds by examining their Age, Gender,

program currently teaching, Level of Program teaching, teaching status and Years of
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experience. In terms of Age distribution among participants, 41% fell within the 31 to 40
years range, 37% were in the 41 to 50 years category, 18% belonged to the 45-55 years

range and a minority of 4% was Under 30-year age group.

The table further provides insights into the frequencies of the various genders,
program currently teaching and Level of Program teaching among the participants. Among
the total participants in the study, 31% were male and 69% % were female. In program
currently instructors teaching, Education had high percentage of 37% in contrast to English
Communications (23%), Other (19%), General Studies (12%) and Engineering (9%).
Similarly, when considering the Level of Program taught, a significant portion of
instructors in Digital Education taught Undergraduate program, constituting a high
percentage of 38% in comparison to 15% for Postgraduate. Furthermore, 13% of
instructors are engaged in teaching combination of Diploma and Undergraduate program,
followed by 10% for combination of Diploma, Postgraduate and Certificate program.
Additionally, 9% of only Diploma program and smallest percentage of 5% for combination

of Undergraduate and Postgraduate.

The table also provides insights into the frequencies of the various teaching status
and Year of Experience of the participants as these are demographic variable in the study.
In the terms of teaching status, majority of instructors hold a Full-time position,
constituting high percentage of 84% while hold a smaller portion of Part-time position of
16%. In the terms of participants Year of Experience, it was observed that 39% of the
participants have high level of experience of 1 - 5 years in compared to those with 6-10
years of experience, accounting for 26%, 11 to15 years (24%) and the least 16 years above

of experience (11%).



4.3 Pie Charts

Figure 6

Pie chart for Gender

Figure 7

Pie chart for Age group

Gender

How old are you?

HEFemale
Emale

B Between 31-40 years old
[l Between 41-50 years old
[l Between 51-60 years old
M Undler 30 years old
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Figure 8

Pie chart for Years of Experience

Years of experience in Higher Education:

&

W1 -5 years
11 -15 years
M 16 years above
C6-10 years

4.4 Quantitative Data Analysis

As discussed in the Methodology chapter, the participants were sent out the
Qualtrics questionnaire survey. Needless to mention, the findings from the quantitative
findings are like the published pilot study that was conducted initially in the year 2023.
This showed reliability and credibility to the findings. The Cronbach Alpha used as a
reliability test yielded a 0.8 which meant that is it reliable and internally consistent. Before
the research explores the results of each test, below is a table of all the measures and

response scales. Further details of the survey are attached in Appendix B.

Here is the updated table based on the provided constructs and their details:
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Table 5

Quantitative Constructs and Details

Number Response

Construct of ltems  Scale Description Source
Student Likert Scale Measure's the frequency of Based on
: students’ observable

Behavioral 15 (Never to . survey

Engagement Always) behgv_lors_, such as . design
participation and interaction.

Student Likert Scale Assesses stude'nts emotional Based on

i and psychological

Psychological 9 (Never to . survey
involvement, such as X

Engagement Always) design

motivation and enthusiasm.

Likert Scale Evaluates students' effort in Based on

Student Cognitive learning, such as critical

8 (Never to N ) , survey
Engagement Always) thinking and persistence in design
tasks.
Likert Scale  Examines the extent to which
. . ) Adapted
Instructor Social 27 (Agree - instructors establish a sense from
Presence Disagree - of community and interaction .
. literature
N/A) online.
Challenges in Likert Scale Iden_tlfles th(_a p_erce_lved Adapted
" i (Agree - barriers or difficulties
Establishing Social 22 . . . . from
Disagree - instructors face in fostering .
Presence . literature
N/A) social presence.

4.5 Pearson Correlation

Pearson correlation was used to testify the strength and direction of linear and
direct relationship between two continuous variables. This test determined the strength of
relationship between the constructs/variables of the study. The Pearson correlation involves
exploring whether a notable connection exists between two variables and evaluating the
extent to which they either change together or in opposite ways. This method aids in
understanding how change in one variable aligns with change in another, which can be

helpful for predicting outcomes or spotting patterns in the data.
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Correlation matrix showing the Relationships among Instructor Social Presence,
Behavioural engagement, Psychological engagement and Cognitive engagement of

students.

Table 6

Correlation Matrix

No. 1 2 3 4
1. Behavioural Engagement 1 213* .258** 237*
2. Psychological Engagement 1 .248* .082
3. Cognitive engagement 1 191
4. Instructor Social Presence 1

Note. * Correlation significant at 0.05 levels

** Correlation significant at 0.05 levels

The table above presents the correlation results for Instructor Social Presence along
with Behavioural, Psychological and Cognitive aspects of student engagement. It indicates
a positive and statistically significant relationship between Student Behavioural
Engagement (p=.213*), Student Psychological Engagement (p=.612**), student Cognitive
engagement (p=.258**) and Instructor Social Presence (p=.237*) with the significance
levels (p-value) less than 0.05 and 0.01, respectively. This suggests that these variables are
statistically significant in analysis. Similarly, Student Psychological Engagement is
positively correlated with student Cognitive engagement (p=.248*) and significance level
(p-value) is less than 0.05. This specifies that overall Behavioural, Psychological,
Cognitive dimensions of students’ engagement as well as Instructor Social Presence are

interconnected or influence each other in some way. The correlation coefficient between
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Psychological Engagement and Cognitive Engagement is 0.082, which is positive but not

statistically significant.
4.6 Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics provides a clear summary of the central tendency and
distribution of the data. Means, median, mode and standard deviations were reported for
Instructor Social Presence as well as Behavioural, Psychological and Cognitive dimension
of student engagement. Mean, median and mode provide insights into the central tendency
and standard deviation was employed to assess the variability within the data. Reporting

these measures help to identify the average level of each variable.

Psychometric characteristics of Instructor Social Presence along with Behavioural,

Psychological and Cognitive dimensions of student engagement.

Table 7

Psychometric Characteristics of Variables

N R Min Max Mean median mode  Std. D. Vv

Student Behavioural 100 43 47 90 65.56 66.50 71 8.249 68.05

Engagement

Student 100 70 22 92 38.43 38.00 34 8.304 68.96
Psychological

Engagement

Cognitive 100 30 15 45 30.69 30.00 30 7.526 56.64

engagement

Instructor Social 100 40 63 103 73.83 73.00 68 6.155 37.88

Presence

Note: Std.D. = Standard Deviation, N= Total number of participants, V=Variance, R=range,

Min= minimum and Max= Maximum.
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The above table presented the standard deviation, mean, median and ranges for
Instructor Social Presence as well as Behavioural, Psychological and Cognitive aspects of
student engagement. The mean of Student Behavioural Engagement (m=65.56), Student
Psychological Engagement (m=38.43), Cognitive engagement (m=30.69) and Instructor
Social Presence (m=73.83) was higher than standard deviation of Student Behavioural
Engagement (Std. D.=8.249), Student Psychological Engagement (Std. D.=8.304),
Cognitive engagement (Std. D.=7.526) and Instructor Social Presence (Std. D.=6.155)
presenting normal distribution. The value of standard deviation is lower than mean,
indicates data are relatively concentrated around the mean and allowing less amount of
disparity in the observed data. Similarly, mean and median are relatively close for each
variable suggesting roughly symmetrical distribution. The values are evenly distributed on

both side of mean and indicate symmetry.
4.7 Histograms

Figure 9

Histogram depicting Student Behavioural Engagement
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Histogram of Student Psychological Engagement
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Figure 11

Histogram of Student Cognitive Engagement
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Figure 12

Histogram of Instructor Social Presence
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The histogram figure helps to understand the distributions patterns of values within
the data set. The graphical presentation of Student Behavioural Engagement, Student
Psychological Engagement, Student Cognitive engagement, and Instructor Social Presence
indicates that histogram is almost symmetrically distributed with no skewness.
Additionally, the near equal distribution of the values with almost half values falls below
and half above the mean further suggests roughly normal or bell-shaped distribution. This

represents most participants scored around average in the dataset.

As | proceeded with findings and analysis obtained from the quantitative results,
there emerged some overarching and recurring themes which are discussed in the next
chapter. Different constructs in questionnaire helped in answering the research questions.
These themes were a result of numeric data, however, for more depth in understanding the
findings, qualitative phase was conducted to further explain the findings. The conclusive

themes from both the phases are discussed in the next chapter.
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4.8 Qualitative Phase

Qualitative research involves a detailed exploration and understanding of human
perceptions, experiences, and behaviors. In this study, qualitative data was gathered
through interviews with instructors to gain insights into their perspectives related to student
engagement in virtual classroom environment. The analysis aims to identify recurring
patterns, themes, and sub themes within the instructor responses. This was done using
Creswell’s inductive approach of qualitative data analysis. The major themes that surface
through data analysis because of instructors’ social presence on online student engagement
were Perception of Online Student Engagement, Active Learning and Student Engagement,
Instructors Impact on Student Engagement, Culture Affects Student Engagement,
Instructional Practices and Measures for Facilitating Instructor Social Presence. Verbatim
excerpts from instructors’ interviews which serves as a raw data and analysis involves
organizing, coding, and interpreting these excerpts to drive meaningful insights. These
themes are interconnected, and the data analysis suggests that the social presence of
instructors has a significant role in student engagement. Being an educator for ESL
students and a researcher, I was enthusiastic to know more about instructors’ perceptions
of their social presence in second language classrooms. It was at some point hard to refrain
from giving clues during the interviews, however, | had to drop my teacher hat and
takeover the researcher hat to find answers to my research questions. The interview
transcripts were detailed with hordes of information, nevertheless, due to restrictions in
word count and giving importance to the gravity of questions, | chose to include those
excerpts that could give more meanings and were closest to the research questions. This
section first includes the participant’s profile. The participants were carefully chosen based
on their experience and varied backgrounds in teaching English as a second language to

bring heterogeneity to the results.



4.9 Participant’s Profile

203

It is crucial to provide a brief profile of each participant, before delving into the

themes, as it offered valuable insight into background and perspectives of the instructors

contributing to the study. The demographic profile includes age, gender, program currently

teaching, level of program teaching, teaching status and years of experience. It helps to

understand the characteristics of participating instructors, essential for acquiring an

understanding of the digital education in UAE.

Table 8

Demographic characteristics of Participants (N=10)

No. Gender Age program Level of teaching Year of
currently Program status experience
teaching teaching
1. Male Between  Education Postgraduate Full- 1 - 5 years
31-40 time
years old

2. Female Between General Studies  Undergraduate  Part- 11-15
41-50 time years
years old

3. Female Between Education Postgraduate Full- 6-10

31-40 time years
years old
4, Female Under English Certificate Full- 1 - 5 years
30 years Communications time
old

5. Male Between  General Studies ~ Undergraduate  Full- 11-15
51-60 time years
years old
6. Female Between Education Undergraduate ~ Full- 1 -5 years
31-40 time
years old

7. Female Between English Undergraduate  Part- 11-15
51- Communications time years
60 vyears
old

8. male Between Engineering Undergraduate  Full- 6-10
31-40 time years
years old

9. Male Between  Education Undergraduate, Full- 6-10

31-40 Postgraduate time years
years old

10. Female Between Education Diploma Full- 1 - 5 years

31-40 time

years old
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Using Creswell’s six-step iterative bottom-up approach to analyze qualitative data,
this iterative process provided methodological framework and rigor and depth to the

qualitative research. It also contributed to the credibility and trustworthiness of the data.

Figure 13

Six-step Strategy for Qualitative Data Analysis by Creswell and Creswell (2017)
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Data for Analysis
=

Raw Data (transcripts,
fieldnotes, images, etc.)

| had to go through each transcript multiple times to identify the recurring patterns
and themes. By re-reading and increased observation of the transcripts | was able to discern
implicit meanings and nuances became more evident. Personally, | was inclined towards
this approach as it provided flexibility to adapt and refine my strategy of analysing data
based on the research questions. Furthermore, by engaging in multiple cycles of data
collection and analysis, | gained a holistic understanding with in-depth exploration and
studying the richness and complexity of the research phenomena. During this phase, |

examined the data to initiate the process of generating preliminary codes. This phase is also
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called open coding. | aimed at identifying meaningful patterns and their recurrence among
other transcripts. This phase of the study was of paramount importance and considerable
amount of time was invested in this phase. The results were, however, rewarding. By
highlighting segments of repetitive patterns and constant comparison of codes, | was able
to create a mind map that gave the much-needed structure to the study. Although, most of
the themes were like the pilot study, the increase in participants brought fresh ideas and
generated more themes as a result. With a structured mind map | was able to identify
themes that resonate with the research questions since that was the aim of the entire study.
As a teacher with the same background and similar experience, it was in fact hard to keep
myself distant from the influence and biases that could impact the interpretation of data. In
this case, with reflexivity and constant reflection on my assumptions, | was able to
overcome this phase. This was a repetitive process until all the themes were found and
supported by excerpts from interview. This phase of the research study took almost 3 to 4

months and finally now | can share the results that were found.

Below is the mind map that served as an instrument to unfold the complex

amalgamation of the instructors’ beliefs that formed the major themes.
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Mind Map of Qualitative Themes
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themes, each presenting broader aspect of the study. In each theme, one or more themes are

introduced to further breakdown and classify smaller details. Direct interview quotes are

presented to provide clear and comprehensive understanding of the data derived from
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participant’s experiences while names of all instructors have been anonymized to protect
their identity. Each theme is explained with excerpts below; however, subthemes and their

occurrence are embedded within the main themes.
4.10 Theme 1: Perception of Online Student Engagement

The first theme generated from the analysis was the instructors’ “perception of
online student engagement”. The focus of the investigation was on how instructors view
and understand the student’s engagement levels in the online learning environment. The
exploration encompassed many subthemes, however, only few of them are explained
below. The sub-themes included student involvement, designing right activities, students’
voice, engagement as a challenge, workshops, mandatory use of camera. Some subthemes
have been combined to give a generalized idea of the findings. The findings were derived
from instructor’s interviews and verbatim excerpts from their responses are presented to
provide nuanced understanding of their perspectives about student engagement in virtual

classrooms as follows.
4.10.1 Theme 1.1: Student Involvement and Engagement

When asked about students’ involvement and engagement in online classrooms,
instructors provided insights into dynamics of student interaction within online class

setting. The verbatim of some instructors are stated as follows:

Participant 1: “So I've had classes where they haven’t been more engaged than
others and | think part of the issue is that the students didn't know each other before, and

they were only meeting each other for the first time in that online environment.”

Participant 6: “I think the classes where there were more vocal students, they

would share a little bit more about their lives. | found that those classes seem to connect
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better and participated more and open the space for the other students to share and feel

more at ease.
4.10.2 Theme 1.2: Challenges in Student Engagement

Instructors openly shared the challenges they encountered in boosting student
engagement in online setting, providing valuable visions about difficulties, disruptions and
challenges they faced in virtual learning environment. The verbatim excerpts from

instructors are as follows:

Participant 1: The effort is 3 times more than usual, ... maybe 3 times more than
the actual classroom sessions, because you have to think about different types of activities.

Using anecdotes to share personal stories helped me relate with the students.

Participant 5: Some students face challenges with their devices or internet

connectivity which hindering their ability to actively participate.
4.10.3 Theme 1.3: Strategies and facilitators

Instructors shared approaches and tools to enhance online student participation and

engagement as stated in verbatim of some instructors’ below:

Participant 2: My strategy is just to design the entire classes into workshop style
trainings in 3 different stages. So, | have the pre-instructional stage which includes pre-
session activities. For example, reading activity or little research activity. The workshop is
basically kind of a problem-based learning pretty much and then have the post session

activities which in force elaborate or kind of extension activities as well.

Participant 5: the use of cameras should be a must for students as they will feel

accountable for their learning and once called upon, they will be forced to speak.
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4.11 Theme 2: Active Learning and Student Engagement

The domain of active learning and student engagement explores the interactive and
participatory methods to boost student engagement. Instructors shared perception about
active learning and its influence on student engagement in an online setting. The
exploration encompasses three main sub themes: use of technology tools, extension
activities, interactive lessons, and variety in activities. The verbatim excerpts from
instructor’s responses are presented to provide understanding of their perspectives about

active learning and student engagement in virtual classrooms.
4.11.1 Theme 2.1: Technology Integration and Use of Tech Tools

Instructors have substantiated the integration of various tech tools to enhance online
student engagement, providing valuable insights into several tech tools applicable in virtual

learning environment. The verbatim excerpts from instructors are follows:

Participant 4: | usually use Nearpod for my classes, and | construct a lot of
activities to see that they are actively engaged, for example, quizzes and polls and

collaborate board.

Participant 6: Prompting some questions that will intrigue, you know, different
opinions, and we just engage all of them into discussing ideas live in class or recording on

some platform, try to come up with a solution to a scenario may be given to them.
4.11.2 Theme 2.2: Interactive Participation Techniques

Instructors share the diverse approaches and techniques to actively involve students
in online learning process. Verbatim excerpts from some instructors related to interactive

and participatory methods are stated as follows:
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Participant 6: Asking students to turn on mic to answer questions well by looking
at the Nearpod, having students to respond and actively produce something either written

in the chat box or spoken....

Participant 8: Calling out student names to elicit responses is effective to estimate
student engagement and then I'll call out names. I'll be like, Thank you for doing
this....Could you please explain more... Can the other students complete this, or like with
the work, and I’/[ say the name. Try to use their names a lot. I try to ask specific questions.

Use emojis to express themselves if they are hesitant to speak...
4.11.3 Theme 2.2: Diverse Approaches for Engagement

Instructors employ various techniques and strategies to ensure student engagement,
overcoming several difficulties and promoting active participation in virtual learning

environment. The verbatim excerpts from instructors are as follows:

Participant 2: Calling out names to see engagement with something they have to
produce, and also a little different every time, and also using their names and sending
messages to them, and just calling out different students in class their names. I also send

text messages in the lesson if some student is not responding.

Participant 6: I've maybe put them in groups. Group work doesn't always work
well, but if you plan it, so that, like the the more talkative students are kind of the group

leaders. If you plan it carefully, then it can really work.
4.11.4 Theme 3: Instructor Social Presence and Impact on Student Engagement

The instructors’ impact on student engagement focuses on the role of instructor’s
social presence in influencing student engagement. It encompasses communication style,

instructional style, and the overall teaching approach. The verbatim excerpts from
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instructor’s responses are presented to provide understanding of their sense of presence in

the online setting and its perceived impact on the student engagement.
4.11.5 Theme 3.1: Communication Strategies

Instructors play vital role in shaping communication approaches to improve student
engagement in online learning process by ‘being real’ and ‘building rapport’. Furthermore,
relevant topics suited to age groups and differentiated and personalized curriculum can
increase motivation and enhance student engagement. The verbatim excerpts from

instructors are stated below:

Participant 3: I'm trying to connect with them on a more emotional level and
trying to just get to know them better. So, I think doing so, I do that by modeling what I'm

kind of expecting from them.

Participant 10: I try to have a social presence by always building rapport at the
beginning of lessons, even if | do that every lesson | always like. ask them a question, how
do you feel today? Then I'll send an emoji like, you know, just feeling rushed, or feeling

whatever, and then I'll tell them a story about this.
4.11.6 Theme 3.2: Instructional Style

The Instructional style theme highlights the unique techniques that instructors take
while conveying content and facilitating knowledge in the virtual setting. It can include
various teaching methods, presentation styles, and interaction forms. The verbatim excerpts

from instructors are stated below:

Participant 4: ....breakout sessions to analyze a short text and finding mechanical
errors. looking at some of the mechanical problems in their own writing, and as a group,

because | can use Microsoft Live. And once we had this breakout session, where groups
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were responsible for reading, analyzing a short text, short paragraph, and try to find out

together what some mechanical errors are.

Participant 8: we live in a world where you can just play a YouTube video, and
then you can go on, but you need to be engaged to understand, especially when you're
doing this, for example, to prepare for a particular assignment. You need to see the

relevance of this activity.
4.11.7 Theme 3.3: Teaching Approach

Instructors contribute prominently to form a supportive and comprehensive learning
setting by fostering a variety of teaching approaches among students. The verbatim of

some instructors are stated as follows:

Participant 7: Instructors social presence is as important in online classes as it is
in face-to-face. Yes, even more important because you're not physically present. So, your
social presence is a means that you've got to work harder to have that presence. You've

already got that presence when you are physically present.

Participant 3: We look at the activities. We introduce the students right, and at the
end of the class we are supposed to be achieving a goal or aim, and so | try to give group

work, and sometimes pair work and get them into discussing things.
4.12 Theme 4: Best Practices for Student Engagement

This theme delves into various instructional practices employed by instructors to
enhance social presence and consequently student engagement. It encompasses instructive
approaches and technology integration to create more interactive online learning
environment. Excerpts from instructor’s interviews are presented and I was pleased at the
innovative approaches to teaching pedagogies. Below are the excerpts to illustrate the

effective methods in implementing teaching practices online.
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4.12.1 Theme 4.1: Instructive approaches

Instructors shared importance of various instructive approaches to create an
interactive online learning setting. It focuses to imitate the interactive nature of face-to-
face instruction, giving students opportunities to engage well in online learning

environment. The verbatim of some instructors are stated as follows:

Participant 6: what | very often do is visit each group and share the task
expectations. When we do group activities and put them in breakout groups, | am make
sure they are okay. | give them something to research like a topic, but I personally join

each breakout rooms, 1 will almost spend 4 to 5 min with each group and provide support.

Participant 3: | mean when we talk about tourism it's not traveling. It's about
personal engagement with the destination, with the experience, and i'm a very touched. So
| have lots of stories to tell good ones, bad ones, but both of them fit very well. The good
ones are interesting; the best ones even more interest because they tell them what to do in

a particular case.
4.12.2 Theme 4.2: Technology Integration

The role of technology in facilitating instructional practices and student
engagement were discussed. Instructors highlighted the successful application of specific
technologies and tools to provide flexible learning opportunities. The verbatim of some

instructors are stated as follows:

Participant 9: ....Social presence by being real in online environment. Like
cameras ON for the students, but for us we have the cameras always on, right! So we are

there ready for our classrooms and well prepared.

Participant 5: Incorporating breakout rooms for small group discussion to engage

student with course material in more friendly setting through Microsoft Live.
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4.13 Theme 5: Role of Institutions in Instructor Social Presence

Instructors suggested the multifaceted nature of measures to higher education
institutions that needed to enhance and facilitate instructor social presence in virtual
classrooms. The theme explored the intentional actions and strategies employed by
instructors to establish a meaningful connection with students in the virtual space. The
exploration encompassed three main themes: practical strategies, institutional support and

interaction that could improve overall engagement of students.
4.13.1 Theme 5.1: Practical Strategies

Instructors highlighted the importance of practical strategies to enhance social

presence. The excerpts from various instructors are stated as follows:

Participant 4: we'll start thinking, oh, okay, she's shy or he's more engaged. He is
an expert - those kinds of personalities. And we need to think about them when we design
the activities. Most of it is instructional. But there is this social engagement which I think is

kind of neglected.

Participant 8: | had a yearlong training about instructional design pretty much,
but most of this was related to it. Yeah, | mean, | wish | had more training like it. And this

is how you maintain your social presence.
4.13.2 Theme 5.2: Institutional Support

Instructors expressed the need for institutional support in facilitating social
presence. Recommendations for creating a conducive environment for instructor social

presence were identified. The excerpts from various instructors are stated as follows:

Participant 3: this is not the end of the hybrid education with Covid. I actually see
this is a very beginning. This is the beginning for very big changes to happen in many

institutions.
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Participant 8: it's more convenient and cost effective if you think about online
engagement and online learning. If we could use that particular screen wisely, that is much

better, much better.
4.13.3 Theme 5.3: Interaction

Instructors express the need of student interaction to improve overall student

participation and engagement. The excerpts from various instructors are stated as follows:

Participant 6: Because we work in this environment, as you could see, that we
have a lot to do and it becomes exhausting. And so, interaction may not be one of the
major concerns right, since students have access to Blackboard 24 hours, so it's available

for them.

Participant 4: Students are privileged to everything on LMS, technology at hand,
infrastructure compared to other parts of the world. Students should use that. Technology
should be there or the platforms, the available LMS as well. That's the most important

part; because we don't have the energy, we won't be able to do it.

Upon analyzing the data, the interconnected nature of themes has been seen. The
participants' profiles, their perceptions and the strategies employed collectively, highlight
the integral role of instructors' social presence in shaping and influencing online student
engagement. The themes collectively emphasize the multifaceted nature of the instructor-

dynamic in the digital learning environment.
4.14 Triangulation of Findings

The triangulation in this research methodology involves the use of both quantitative
and qualitative methods, combining them to provide a more comprehensive and detailed
understanding of the research questions. The study involved a mixed method design with

two distinct phases: first, a quantitative phase data collection and analysis, followed by a
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qualitative phase to gather and analyze additional insights. The integration of data from
both quantitative and qualitative phases aimed to address the research questions more
broadly. The integration involved examining the extent of the convergence and divergence
between two data sources and highlighting the ways in which qualitative themes
complements quantitative results. The focus of investigation on detail understanding of the
instructor perceptions about online student engagement, the relationship between active
learning and student engagement, the impact of instructors on student engagement, the
instructional practices and measures for facilitating instructors’ social presence in online
learning setting. The findings reported in this chapter were organized and presented in
alignment with the research questions, ensuring clear and structured presentation.
Triangulating the findings provides a more comprehensive understanding of the complex
dynamics involved in instructors' social presence and its effects on student engagement in
online learning. This triangulation enhances the validity and reliability of the study by

corroborating insights from different perspectives.

To provide a detailed understanding of the convergence between quantitative and
qualitative data, the table below outlining specific findings about how qualitative themes

complement or diverge from corresponding quantitative survey:
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Triangulation of Findings

217

alitative Convergence/
Themes Quantitative results Qu v onv =
Themes divergence
positive correlation  Student Interaction Convergence
with student
Perception of Online  engagement Strategies And Conversence
Student Engagement Facilitators &
Not all challenges .
are Quantified Challenges Faced Convergence/Divergence
Technology Integration Convergence
Active Learning and Il;zgr;llfzgrhsac‘)gal IntE{aF:tina And . Convergence
Student Engagement presence Participation Techniques
positive influence.
Diverse Approaches for
Convergence
Engagement
Instructor social Communication Style Convergence
presence predicts
Instructors Impact student engagement :
on Student Instructional Style Convergence
Engagement Not all Teaching
Approaches are Teaching Approach Convergence/Divergence
Quantified
various tools and
Instructive .
A h Instructive Approaches Convergence
Instructional pproaches
Practices mentioned in survey
various toolls Technology Integration Convergence
mentioned in survey
effective Measures Practical Strategies Convergence
Measures for L,
P, maintained in survey )
Facilitating Interaction Convergence
Instructor Social
Presence Not all Support are

Quantified

Institutional Support

Convergence/Divergence

This table demonstrates the interplay between quantitative and qualitative findings,

offering a comprehensive view of instructors' perspectives on social presence and its

influence on student engagement in the online learning context.

Triangulation of different data resources was employed to strengthen the overall

validity and reliability of the findings, offering a comprehensive exploration of the impact

of social presence on student engagement in online learning. The integration of quantitative
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survey data and qualitative data sources, aims to provide a nuanced and in depth
understanding of the phenomena. The convergence and divergence between the themes
have been compared below, however, at this stage verbatim excerpts were not included due
to the limited word count. Below is the detailed representation of the triangulation of

quantitative and qualitative findings:
4.15 Perception of Online Student Engagement

Instructor’s perception of online student engagement highlighted the instructors
view on importance of instructors’ cogitation regarding student engagement levels in the
online learning environment. It presented qualitative and quantitative findings related to

student interaction, challenges faced and strategies and facilitators in virtual classrooms.
4.15.1 Convergence
Quantitative findings:

Instructor social presence has a positive relationship with student engagement

indicating the significant importance of student interaction in boosting student engagement.
Qualitative findings:

Sub-themes like student interaction, challenges faced, and strategies and facilitators
elaborate the instructor point of view regarding students’ involvement and interaction,
designing right activities, students’ voice, engagement is a challenge and use of cameras

affirm the importance of instructor perspectives and point of views.
Convergence:

Quantitative analysis highlighted the instructors view on importance of students
knowing each other to enhance student’s engagement levels in the online learning

environment as the result of correlation revealed that instructor social presence significance
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levels (p-value) less than 0.05 and 0.01 suggesting that variable is statistically significant in
analysis. Verbatim excerpts from the qualitative analysis, complements the quantitative

result, reinforcing the convergence. Instructors also shared approaches and tools to enhance
online student participation and engagement. Both qualitative and quantitative data sources

align in emphasizing the crucial role of instructor perspectives in online engagement.
4.15.2 Divergence
Quantitative findings:

Instructor social presences have positive relationships that high scores of instructors
social presence stipulate a general acknowledgment of challenges, however, it lacks the

depth of specific challenges faced with student engagement in online sessions.
Qualitative findings:

In-depth narratives revealed challenges faced and specific strategies elaborated by
instructors. It provided details on the effort required in online sessions, emphasizing the

magnitude of challenges.
Divergence:

Quantitative analysis did not highlight the instructors encyclopedic view on
challenges faced during the online classroom environment. It just gave a general
conversation about it, whereas verbatim excerpts from the qualitative data delves deeper
into the challenges faced by different instructors, offering a more comprehensive view than
guantitative scores alone which reinforced the divergence. Both qualitative and quantitative
data sources differ from each other in elaborating the challenges faced by instructors in

online engagement.
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4.16 Active Learning and Student Engagement

Active learning and student engagement highlighted the interactive and
participatory methods to boost student engagement levels in the online learning
environment. It presented qualitative and quantitative findings related to technology
integration, interactive and participation techniques, and diverse approaches for

engagement in virtual classrooms.
4.16.1 Convergence
Quantitative findings:

The high scores in quantitative data indicate a significant level of technology use
including Learning Management Systems (LMS) and perceived effectiveness of interactive
techniques. Survey responses also indicate the acknowledgment of diverse engagement
approaches, emphasizing the importance of active learning in boosting student

engagement.
Qualitative findings:

Findings elaborate the instructor point of view regarding the use of technology
tools, interactive lessons, variety of activities and extension activities which verify the
importance of active learning in an online setting. Insights reveal specific technology
integration methods, such as the use of Nearpod and engaging activities like quizzes and
polls. Narratives also revealed specific interactive and participation techniques like calling

out student names and group work with careful planning to acknowledge participation.
Convergence:

Points of convergence emerge when both data sources align, quantitative data
confirming a positive relationship between technology use and active learning strategies,

effectiveness of interactive and participation techniques as well as diverse approaches for
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engagement in enhancing online student engagement. The qualitative data complements
the quantitative result, reinforcing the convergence. The verbatim excerpts from
instructor’s responses provided understanding of active learning and student engagement in
virtual classrooms. Instructors also shared the diverse approaches and techniques to keep
students involved and interested in the online learning process. Instructors used different
techniques and strategies to make sure students are actively involved and participating in
online settings. They worked to overcome several challenges and encouraged students to

actively participate in a virtual learning environment.
4.17 Instructors Impact on Student Engagement

Instructor’s impact on student engagement highlighted the instructor’s social
presence influence on student engagement in the online learning environment. It presented
qualitative and quantitative findings related to communication style, instructional style and

the overall teaching pedagogy in a virtual setting.
4.17.1 Convergence
Quantitative findings:

High scores indicate a significant impact of an instructor's communication and
instructive styles on student engagement in an online learning environment through
strategies such as building rapport or probing. Survey responses highlighted the importance

of instructor’s impression on improving student engagement.
Quialitative findings:

Themes related to communication style, instructional Style, and teaching approach,
suggesting a qualitative understanding of how instructors impact student engagement. Rich
narratives highlighted the importance of facilitation, Cameras ON, building rapport, asking

questions, and differentiated curriculum and instructional design to establish a social
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presence. Findings verify the importance of instructor social presence in promoting student

engagement levels in online settings.
Convergence:

Quantitative analysis highlighted the instructors view on the importance of building
rapport and asking questions on students' engagement levels in the online learning
environment. Verbatim excerpt from the qualitative analysis complements the quantitative
result, reinforcing the convergence. When both data sources align, it confirms the
relevance of communication style such as rapport building and instructive style such as
breakdown of sessions in impacting student engagement. The verbatim excerpts from
instructor’s responses provided understanding of an instructor’s effect on student
engagement in virtual classrooms. Instructors had a role in shaping communication
approaches to improve student engagement in the online learning process. Instructors’

unique techniques when facilitating and conveying content in the virtual setting.
4.17.2 Divergence
Quantitative findings:

In the quantitative analysis, potential commonalities among students in online
sessions were highlighted through survey responses. However, the findings lacked the

depth required to explore the various teaching approaches employed by instructors.
Qualitative findings:

Quialitative findings provided detailed narratives from instructors, offering insights
into specific instructional and teaching strategies. These included the use of materials such
as case studies, announcements, and regular emails to enhance the online learning

experience.
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Divergence:

The divergence becomes apparent as the quantitative analysis failed to highlight the
instructors profound view on various teaching approaches during the online classroom
environment. It provided only general knowledge about these approaches, while qualitative
data added profundity by explaining the strategies in detail and providing context that
quantitative data alone may not capture. The instructors’ statement reinforces the
divergence, emphasizing the importance of activities, group work, and pair work to achieve

goals or aims in the online learning environment.

Both qualitative and quantitative data sources diverge in their representation of the
multiple teaching strategies employed by instructors in online engagement. The qualitative
data, with its detailed narratives, adds richness and context that is not fully captured by the

more generalized findings of the quantitative analysis.
4.18 Instructional Practices

The study explores various instructional practices employed by instructors to
enhance social presence and, consequently, student engagement in online learning
environments. Both qualitative and quantitative findings are considered, with a focus on
instructive approaches and technology integration to create a more interactive online

learning experience.
4.18.1 Convergence
Quantitative:

The quantitative analysis revealed high scores in areas such as group discussion,
participation, calling out names, and tool use. These scores indicate a positive relationship
between instructional practices and student engagement. Additionally, potentially high

scores were noted in the use of technology for engagement.
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Qualitative:

In the qualitative data, several themes emerged related to instructive approaches,
including the establishment of social presence, personally tailored activities, and providing
support and feedback. Themes related to technology integration emphasized the
importance of social presence through practices like keeping cameras constantly on and
utilizing virtual boards, padlets, WordPress, blogs, and LMS for creating interactive

activities.
Convergence:

Both guantitative and qualitative data sources converge, strengthening the
perception that the suggested measures, encompassing instructive approaches and
technology integration, are highly effective in enhancing instructor social presence and
promoting online student engagement. The excerpts from instructors further illustrated the

importance of these measures in creating a robust online learning environment.

Instructive approaches focus on imitating the interactive nature of face-to-face
instruction and the excerpt reflected a hands-on and personalized approach to fostering
student engagement. Instructors highlighted the successful applications of specific
technologies that contribute to creating a sense of readiness and preparedness in the virtual
classroom. Both quantitative and qualitative data converge, providing strong support for
the positive impact of specific instructional practices and technology integration in online

student engagement.
4.19 Measures for Facilitating Instructor Social Presence

The study focused on measures suggested by instructors to enhance and facilitate

instructor social presence in virtual classrooms, incorporating both qualitative and
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quantitative analyses. Three sub-themes emerge: practical strategies, institutional support,

and interaction, all aimed at improving overall student engagement.
4.19.1 Convergence
Quantitative:

The quantitative analysis indicates high scores, suggesting the perceived
effectiveness of measures within practical strategies like group discussion, training, and
tool use. Additionally, interaction and institutional support is highlighted through survey
responses, particularly in relation to interaction through platforms such as Blackboard and

Learning Management Systems (LMS).
Qualitative:

Themes emphasize practical strategies and interaction as important measures.
Detailed enactments provided insights into the practical strategies, such as PD area in
terms of content pedagogy, observations, and comparisons or digital infrastructure.
Similarly, narratives provided insights into the importance of interaction due to the

availability of resources like Blackboard and LMS.
Convergence:

Both data sources align, indicating that the suggested measures are perceived as
highly effective in enhancing instructor social presence and, consequently, online student
engagement. Qualitative data adds richness by explaining the details and specific benefits
of interaction, enhancing the understanding. Instructors highlight the importance of
practical strategies to enhance social presence. Instructors expressed the need for student

interaction to improve overall student participation and engagement.
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4.19.2 Divergence
Quantitative:

Potentially common institutional support measures highlighted through survey

responses.
Qualitative:

In the qualitative data, rich narratives emerge, providing insights into specific

aspects of institutional support.
Divergence:

The divergence lies in the qualitative data adding richness by explaining the details
and specific benefits of institutional support, going beyond numerical measures. In this
case, the narrative sheds light on the practicality and convenience associated with using a
specific LMS, providing a nuanced understanding that quantitative measures alone may not
capture. Furthermore, it also brought forth the need for more professional development.
This area also highlighted the need for teacher observations and comparative models for
teachers to choose the strategy that best suits their teaching style in an online environment.
Smaller class sizes and designated spots in campuses for online teaching were also the
areas instructors proposed while narrating about institutional support. The instructor's
expression of their needs to progress in online teaching illustrates how qualitative insights
enhance the understanding of the role and impact of institutional support in the online

learning environment.
4.20 Integration of Findings

The integration of findings from the quantitative and qualitative phases in this
mixed methods study is a crucial step to address the research questions comprehensively.

Integrating quantitative and qualitative findings provide a comprehensive and multifaceted
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understanding of the relationship between instructor social presence and student
engagement in the online higher education context in the UAE. By combining numerical
data with qualitative insights, the study aims to address each research question thoroughly.
This integrated approach ensures that the combined results contribute to an all-
encompassed understanding of the instructor's social presence relation with student
engagement in the online higher education context. It provides a comprehensive picture
that goes beyond mere statistical correlations by incorporating the qualitative subtleties,

providing richer interpretation of the study.
4.20.1 Integration of Research question 1

What are instructors’ perceptions about online student engagement in higher

education?
4.20.2 Quantitative Findings

The statistical analysis revealed a strong positive correlation between instructor
social presence and student engagement levels. Instructors who rated the instructor's social
presence higher also reported higher levels of student engagement. This quantitative
insight establishes a numerical foundation for understanding the perceived link between

instructor perception and student engagement in the online setting.
4.20.3 Qualitative Findings

Qualitative data complements the quantitative results by providing a richer
understanding of student interaction, various strategies and facilitators, and the challenges
faced in the online environment. The insights collectively illuminate key dimensions such
as students’ involvement, designing right activities, Students’ voice, engagement is a

challenge, workshop style training, and use of cameras.
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4.20.3.1. Integration. The triangulation of findings reveals a convergence in
instructor perceptions, emphasizing the positive relation between online instructor social
presence and student engagement. Both quantitative scores and qualitative findings provide
an understanding of student interaction, challenges faced, and effective strategies
employed by instructors in the context of online student engagement. However, there is a
divergence when it comes to the challenges faced. While the quantitative data
acknowledges challenges, the qualitative themes provide a richer understanding of the
substantial increase in effort required in the online environment, shedding light on the
specific difficulties faced by instructors. The combined insights contribute to a more
comprehensive and actionable understanding of instructor perceptions. The quantitative
aspect establishes a broad relationship, while the qualitative insights add depth by
providing a detailed illustration of a particular student interaction, challenges faced, and

effective strategies employed by instructors.

This holistic understanding goes beyond mere statistical correlations, offering
actionable insights for educators and institutions. The integrated findings contribute
valuable insights to the broader field of online education. The study not only affirms the
importance of instructor social presence in online student engagement but also highlights
the challenges faced and effective strategies employed. This comprehensive view provides
actionable recommendations for educators and institutions aiming to enhance online

student engagement.

The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings for Research Question 1
enriches the understanding of instructors' perceptions about online student engagement,
emphasizing the multi-faceted nature of these perceptions and providing actionable

insights for the educational community.
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4.20.4 Integration of Research Question 2

Does instructors’ social presence impact student engagement in online classrooms

at higher education level in the UAE?

4.20.4.1. Quantitative Findings. In the realm of quantitative findings, the results
of the statistical analysis unequivocally demonstrate that the presence of instructors in the
online space serves as a potent predictor of student engagement. This predictive power is
particularly notable as it accounts for the maximum variance observed in student
engagement levels. The data strongly suggests that the social presence of instructors is not
merely a superficial aspect but holds substantial influence, significantly impacting the
levels of student engagement within the online learning environment. This quantitative
insight establishes a numerical foundation for understanding the perceived link between

instructor social presence and student engagement in the online setting.

4.20.4.2. Qualitative Findings. The qualitative findings of this study serve as a
complementary and enriching counterpart to the quantitative results, offering a deeper
understanding of various aspects within the online learning environment. The primary sub-
themes, communication style, instruction style and teaching approach emerged from
qualitative data as expressed by multiple instructors. The insights collectively illuminate
key dimensions such as facilitation, intrinsic motivation, cameras ON, being real, building
rapport, different curriculum and instructional design and relevant/personalized topics. The
qualitative findings contribute a qualitative depth to the numerical foundation established
by the quantitative insights, presenting a comprehensive picture of the manifold ways in
which instructors' social presence influences student engagement in the higher education

online context in the UAE.
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4.20.4.3. Integration. The combination of both quantitative and qualitative results
creates an overarching understanding of the pivotal role played by instructors' social
presence in shaping student engagement. It underscores the significance of effective
communication, instructional strategies, and teaching approaches, emphasizing their
collective impact on student engagement. The quantitative results provide statistical
weight, demonstrating the predictive power of social presence, while the gqualitative
insights offer a contextualized view, highlighting specific strategies and practices
employed by instructors. This integration allows for a more perplexed and compendious
interpretation of the intricate dynamics at play within online classrooms, shedding light on
how instructors' social presence, encompassing various aspects, significantly shapes and

influences student engagement levels in higher education settings in the UAE.

The convergence in findings emphasizes the critical importance of communication
styles, instructional methods, and teaching approaches in influencing student engagement.
Simultaneously, divergence in findings highlights a gap in the quantitative analysis
regarding the depth of teaching approaches. However, qualitative data fills this gap by
offering detailed narratives about various instructional strategies used by instructors,
including case studies, announcements, emails, group work, and pair work. The findings
collectively contribute valuable insights into the various dimensions of instructor social
presence, aiding educators, and institutions in enhancing the overall online learning
experience. The integrating quantitative and qualitative findings contribute to the over-all

understanding of the instructor’s impact on student engagement in online classrooms.

The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings collectively answers the
research question by affirming the significant impact of instructors’ social presence on

student engagement in online classrooms at the higher education level in the UAE. Overall,
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it offers actionable insights for educators, institutions, and policymakers to enhance the

quality of online education.
4.20.5 Integration of Research Question 3

RQ3: What instructional practices are deemed most important by instructors to

establish their social presence in higher education?

4.20.5.1. Quantitative Findings. Quantitative findings from the statistical analysis
illuminate a clear relationship between instructional practices of instructors in the online
space and student engagement. The results explicitly indicate the implementation of
specific instructional practices correlates significantly with heightened levels of student
engagement within the online learning environment. The data further suggests a positive
trend, indicating that an increase in instructional practices is associated with a
corresponding increase in student engagement level. This quantitative insight not only
establishes a numerical foundation but also underscores the crucial connection between
instructional practices, the establishment of instructor social presence, and their collective
impact on student engagement in the online setting. The statistical evidence provides a
measurable and empirical basis for understanding how instructional practices play a pivotal
role in shaping the social presence of instructors and subsequently influencing student

engagement in higher education.

4.20.5.2. Qualitative Findings. The qualitative findings of this study provide a
multifarious and comprehensive exploration of the instructional practices considered
crucial by instructors for establishing their social presence in higher education online
contexts. The primary sub themes, instructive approaches and technology integration
emerged from qualitative data, shedding light on key dimensions of instructional practices

such as establishing social presence, sharing expectations, student reflections, providing
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support, feedback, differentiating activities, anecdotes, being ‘real’ in online learning and
challenges in social presence. The qualitative findings contribute a qualitative depth to the
numerical foundation established by the quantitative insights, presenting a comprehensive
picture of the polymathic ways in which instructional practices benefit instructors' social

presence and influencing student engagement level in the higher education online context

in the UAE.

4.20.5.3. Integration. The integration of both sets of findings offers an all-
encompassing view of the relationship between instructional practices and technology
integration in shaping social presence and influencing student engagement. The combined
insights emphasize the dual role of technology not merely as a tool but to establish and
maintain social presence, positively impacting online student engagement. The identified
practices accentuate the importance of an expansive and intentional approach to online

instruction.

The integrated understanding guides educators and institutions in optimizing
instructional practices beyond mere technology integration. It emphasizes the
establishment of meaningful social connections with students, ranging from clear
communication to personalized anecdotes. The convergence of evidence from both
quantitative and qualitative sources strengthens the overall understanding, providing a
comprehensive foundation for enhancing the quality of online education. The integration of
quantitative and qualitative findings collectively answer the research question by affirming
the significant relationship of instructional practices and student engagement in online
classrooms. The combined insights offer a robust basis for understanding how instructional
practices play a pivotal role in shaping the social presence of instructors and subsequently

influencing student engagement in higher education. Overall, this knowledge is valuable
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for shaping effective strategies and policies that contribute to an enriched online

educational experience in higher education contexts.
4.20.6 Integration of Research Question 4

What possible measures can be adopted by higher education institutions to facilitate

instructor social presence?

4.20.6.1. Quantitative Findings. In the realm of quantitative findings, the results
of the statistical analysis markedly demonstrate the potential measures that higher
education institutions can adopt to facilitate instructor social presence, play a vital role in
boosting student engagement levels in the online space. The results explicitly indicate that
the implementation of effective measures is significantly associated with heightened levels
of instructor social presence with levels of student engagement within the online learning
environment. The data further suggests a positive trend, indicating that an increase in
possible measures corresponds to subsequent increase in student engagement levels. This
quantitative insight not only establishes a numerical foundation but also draws attention to
the crucial connection between adoption of possible measures, the facilitation of instructor

social presence, and their collective impact on student engagement in the online setting.

4.20.6.2. Qualitative Findings. The qualitative findings of this study provide a
involuted and comprehensive exploration of the effective measures adopted by higher
education institutions, considered momentous for facilitating instructors in establishing
their social presence in higher education online contexts. The key sub themes such as
practical strategies, institutional support, and interaction emerged from qualitative data,
elucidating on key dimensions of possible and effective measures or actions. These include
the need for more PD in social presence, observations, and comparisons of teaching

models, smaller campuses/class sizes, digital infrastructure, different student-teacher
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evaluations, designated spots for online education, and strategies for teacher burnout. The
qualitative findings contribute a qualitative depth to the numerical foundation established
by the quantitative insights, presenting a comprehensive picture of the multidimensional
ways in which effective measures or actions adopted by higher education institutions
benefit instructors' social presence and influencing student engagement level in the higher

education online context in the UAE.

4.20.6.3. Integration. The integration of both quantitative and qualitative findings
provides a comprehensive understanding of the measures that higher education institutions
can adopt to facilitate instructor social presence. The combined insights emphasize the
significance of practical strategies, institutional support, and interaction in shaping an
online learning environment. This integrated understanding can guide higher education
institutions in formulating actionable strategies and policies to enhance social presence,
ultimately fostering increased student engagement in the online learning landscape in the

UAE.

The convergence in findings emphasizes the critical importance of highly effective
measures in enhancing instructor social presence and, consequently, online student
engagement. Both quantitative scores and qualitative findings provide an elaborated
understanding of practical strategies, institutional support, and interaction importance in
facilitating instructors in the context of online student engagement. Simultaneously,
divergence in findings highlight a gap in the quantitative analysis regarding the depth of
institutional support. While the quantitative data acknowledges institutional support,
qualitative data fills this gap by offering detailed narratives about various benefits of

institutional support that can facilitate instructor social presence in the online environment.

The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings collectively answer research

question; confirm the significant association of effective measures with heightened levels
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of instructor social presence and student engagement within the online learning
environment. The combined insights offer a robust foundation for understanding how the
measures adopted by higher education institutions can play a pivotal role in shaping the
social presence of instructors and subsequently influencing student engagement in higher

education.



236

Chapter 5: Discussion

In this chapter, | first discuss and summarize the findings considering the research
questions. Further, | delineate the implications of this research study, discuss the limitations,
and provide recommendations for future research. Based on the research questions, | have

discussed the findings as follows.
5.1 Instructors’ Perceptions about Online Student Engagement in Higher Education
5.1.1 Student Involvement and Engagement

The faculty's interactional views about students' participation and engagement in
online higher education plays out with consequentiality for effective learning environments
and successful outcomes. Instructors, being the educational architects in the digital landscape,
bring out different approaches to assertiveness aimed at generating student engagement. The
one and only essential voice in this discourse is that of realizing that the higher position on
this spectrum does not point to the more successful behavior in which effectual learning

occurs. (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020; Egid et al., 2021).

The role of instructors is to underline the establishment of a digital atmosphere where
the students are prompted to share their views, opinions, and comments to participate in
constructive dialogue. The existing literature also appeared to share the same results as found
in this research study. Through this approach a new system of communication that is devoid
of the traditional notion of the unidirectional flow of information is established. This system
enables the two sides to engage in a stream of interactions that are reminiscent of traditional

classroom environments, and are also interactive (Iredale et al., 2020; Ratan et al., 2022).

In this regard, it is functional to say that the collaborative projects are also identified
as an important additional component instructors use to nurture student participation. The

virtual area, even if separated with a physical distance, becomes a constructive canvas on
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which all students can paint uniquely to symbolize their grasp and deep knowledge of course
materials collectively. Instructors, fully aware of the affect that solitary study in the online
setting may have, implement group assignments to impart the feeling of being part of a group

that shares experiences and successes (Oriji & Anikpo, 2019; Shannon & Clarke, 2022).

Moreover, they demonstrate a keen awareness of the diverse range of learning styles
exhibited by students. This revelation leads to the provision of diversified engagement
designs and integrating methods that take care of the visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and other
learning modalities. This also means that flexibility in content delivery among educators
using multi-media presentations or interactive simulation is a topical phenomenon they recall

often (Long, et al., 2023).

It was also noted from the findings that educators who recognize the digital landscape,
encompassing both the platform and the issue at hand, as their desired medium and obstacle,
encounter a significant task in comprehending technology in a manner that amplifies rather
than modifies the educational encounter. Interactive tools to provide a link between human
instructors and digital space leads to the transition of classroom discussions beyond
traditional form (Tkacova et al., 2022). On the one hand, these technological advancements
play the role of mediums of content delivery, and, on the other hand, it contributes to creation
of interactive learning and relationships among students. However, the advancement in this
assimilation, though, is accompanied by skewness. Instructors are called upon to a fine
harmony — on the one hand, they are looking for students' initiatives, on the other hand, they
should be able to determine the speed at which they begin the involvement of a high-tech
environment which is different for everyone. This challenge consists of developing skills
using these tools effectively and building up an environment of participation where students

with different digital fluency levels will find a place for productive contribution.
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This is another scenario that makes the online engagement an arduous and a
complicated deal. Instructors will have to organize workshops and discussions with an idea to
incorporate flexible time schedules. They need to be mindful of related time zones, career,
and family commitments to work arrangements. Thus, an explicit structure of the learning
process should be chosen, which will take the asynchronous mode beyond the limits of time.
The teacher here becomes the conductor of the digital symphony in which the proper
coordination of the technological; and the pedagogic sides is an element of significance. It is
not just about the choice of an appropriate technological tool but the careful consideration of
the kind of classroom activities that will be enticing to the students, relevant to the academic
goals, and that fully tap the capabilities and benefits of the environment (Hogan & McKnight,

2007; Littlejohn, 2021).

With mix master’s at the helm, the educational terrain is undergoing a seamless
transition as now is the time educators must embrace different technology modalities for
knowledge transmission. The function of the student inclusiveness and involvement in online
higher education, therefore, is a reference to the kind of educators who are flexible, adaptable
and creative in that they probe into the digital medium with the intention to disseminate
knowledge and not just the tuition, but to ensure that learner’s productivity and participation
is cultivated too as found in different studies. (Shlenskaya et al., 2020; Panisoara et al., 2020;

Agarwal & Bansal, 2021).

Therefore, in such type of classes instructors would share their own perspectives
towards the purpose of the exams which is to gauge as well as stimulate students. Beyond the
routine tests, the teachers look for different kinds of assessment ideas that place emphasis on
giving critical analysis, practical problem-solving, and the skill of applying the given

knowledge. Formative evaluations through papers, discussion and peer reviews serve as an
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interactive resource that not only demonstrate but also create opportunities for students to get

involved in the class evaluation (Almazova et al., 2020; Aloraini & Cardoso, 2022).
5.1.2 Challenges in Student Engagement

It is unarguable that previous studies have added considerably to our awareness of the
issues that the teaching staff finds in stimulating student participation in online class settings
(Mandernach, et al., 2006; Conklin & Dikkers, 2021). These studies are opening a range of
barriers they went through in the technological aspect in shaping motivation and most
importantly in building virtual communities. These results allow us to look deeper into the
mysterious dynamics of online education, but they should be subjected to scrutiny and

considered together with the existing knowledge framework.

Through critical evaluation of prior studies, we learn the fine fibers of this tedious
task as well as get the chance to track down loopholes or locate avenues for more insights.
Moreover, this is achieved through the combination of research results in a broader context of
online education and the emergence of trends and different factors influencing student
engagement, hence drawing a dynamic and evolving nature of the field itself. The critical
analysis appears as a starting point for students to continue to build their knowledge and

enhance their comprehension of the multidimensional nature of online education.

Analyzing and relating research findings to the present knowledge with rooting in
current understanding helps to spot emerging trends and shifts in the educational landscape
that may affect motivation in online learning facilities (Hogan & McKnight, 2007;
Shlenskaya et al., 2020). This complete approach puts us in the position of assuming an
educated guess on the processes, patterns, or inconsistencies in the literature and based on
these predictions we can formulate more sound hypotheses or research questions for further

research.
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Basically, although past research presents an initial insight into the problems of
student engagement in online learning at its essence, it is crucial to cast these findings under a
critical lens and to put them into a proper broader context of the research that is currently
done. By introducing this dimension, researchers will be enabled to have a more detailed and
a holistic view of the online educational complexities which makes it easy for researchers to
create ways that can handle the dispute in an efficient way (Mandernach et al., 2006; Conklin

& Dikkers, 2021).

This study highlights the technological barrier, which remains a major problem for
online educators who want to motivate students. Progression has great potential for
improving communication and collaboration, but its panel into online learning has issues. The
technological world encountered by instructors could be with diverse discrepancies such as
platforms issues, possible internet connection problems, and so on which spoil the perfect
flow of communication and they block activities of students (Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017,

Kebritchi et al., 2017).

Platform failures, software non-conformity, and functionality incompatibility could
emerge as a predominant technical limitation for the instructors. These challenges not only
affect the educational process but also bring about the danger students believe the online
learning environment might be unreliable. Besides that, technical problems can let to
frustration for both instructors and students which at the same time is the biggest con from

the learning process making it unreal and hindering the real actions (Doo et al., 2023).

Technical issues would make the connection even more complicated. On the one
hand, the entire student population, along with the tutors themselves might experience some
difficulties with being online, submitting assignments or recording their participation, and, on
the other hand, all these impediments frustrate the students’ and teachers’ learning process.

As well, different levels of technological skills among students could add many-sided
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difficulty to instructors. Although some students might be good at digital skills, and fit
themselves well in a moment, others would have trouble to keep up. Instructors will have to
necessarily deal with the technical prowess level range of the learners, while at the same
time, ensuring that all students, (regardless of technological skill level) are able to effectively
use digital tools to meaningfully participate in the learning process. To ensure the academic
environment and its transition to the digital age are overcome, the instructors and the
educational institutions need to do more than just implementing technological updates (Cidral
et al., 2018; Martin & Borup, 2022; Rapanta et al., 2021). This in some cases will be doing
the hard work, making available technical support resources to ensure students handle and
overcome the technology challenges, offering training session on top of concluding tutorials
to improve the students' digital literacy skill levels as well as putting in place contingency

plans to counter the impact of technical problems in the learning process.

In discussing the complexities that present themselves in the context of the challenges
of student engagement in distance learning within the higher education arena, it is easy to see
that the subject is not that straightforward. It is unarguable that previous studies have added
considerably to our awareness of the issues that the teaching staff finds in stimulating student
participation in online class settings (Rapanta et al., 2020; Hilli & Akerfeldt, 2020; Silva et
al., 2021). The critical analysis appears as a starting point for students to continue to build
their knowledge and enhance their comprehension of the multiple-dimensional nature of
online education. Analyzing and relating research findings to the present knowledge with
rooting in current understanding helps to spot emerging trends and shifts in the educational
landscape that may affect motivation in online learning facilities (Bailey et al., 2020; Ferri et

al., 2020).
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5.2 Ways in which Instructors’ Social Presence impacts Student Engagement
5.2.1 Active Learning and Student Engagement

Extensive studies conducted now have shown that learners actively attracted become
more engaged and their learning efficiency increases. The earlier studies (Gurley, 2018;
Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017; Castellanos-Reyes, 2020) have proven the point that active
learning comes to life in the classrooms often leads to good results. The vocational aspect of
active learning is the learner, becomes an active participant in the process of learning,
encouraging the growth of critical thinking skills, problem-solving, and comprehension of
concepts (Martin et al., 2022). In laptop mediated environments, teachers construct engaging
classrooms via interactive classes, collaborative group activities, and hands-on learning tasks
(Freeman et al., 2014). These cause students to become curious and want to actively
participate in their lessons. These strategies are not only the ways to learn but also the way to
grow intellectually apart from improving ones' knowledge retention and memorization which
could be later utilized in the academic world and students' overall satisfaction. Yet another
clear link between active learning and constructivist pedagogy is seeing learning as an active
process that uses what one has learnt before together with new information to construct
meaning to a higher level (Richardson et al., 2016). Instructors can do this by encouraging
students to interact, experience, and learn the corpus of topics on their own initiative. This
creates a learning setting, which puts the students in the centre of learning and therefore
becomes more meaningful to them (Mandernach et al., 2006; Conklin & Dikkers, 2021).
Such an approach is aimed at students to transition from passive receiving of the information
to active building of the knowledge, which instills in them the ownership to the learning

process and improving their understanding of the subject matter.

Active learning strategies have shown advantages in learning. However, the

effectiveness of using active learning may be influenced by a variety of factors, namely, the
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complexity of the topic, students' prior knowledge and what teaching approach is employed
by the instructor. Additionally, it is possible that the effectiveness of some group processes
like discussions or problem-solving activities may depend on the type of course students are
taught. In larger lecture-based classrooms, the consideration of these strategies might be
impeded primarily by logistics and limited students' engagement (Hogan & McKnight, 2007;
Littlejohn, 2021). In this sense, active learning is a pedagogical approach that continues to
have value in education, however, teachers need to be cautious and make sure the chosen
methods are appropriate for the subject matter and students present in their class. Compacted
synchronous time limit and technological barriers can fail activities involving a great deal of
interactivity, which can in turn reduce student involvement and participation (Doo et al.,
2023). Furthermore, students in online courses may have widely varying levels of
preparedness to connect which at the same time may constrain activities designed to suit
different levels of competencies, thus exacerbating unequal participation and learning.
Although the implementation of these active learning methods can result into resistance from
the students who are used to more conventional and passive form of learning, teachers still
need to guide and encourage them to better prepare for the future careers. Some students may
attribute active learning strategies as unfamiliar type of experience requiring some efforts
from them; instead, they may feel more comfortable with the traditional lecture-based
teaching methods (Zhao et al., 2017). This resistance may, in fact, blunt the performance of
the active learning techniques, as it creates doubts about their usefulness for student learning.
First, they are reliant on students being ready to partake into the learning activities and accept
the methods effectively. Consequently, teachers should go with these hindrances very
carefully, taking into consideration the traits of their students and making them involved

actively in the online and hybrid learning environment through using suitable methodologies.
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Notwithstanding the challenges associated with the implementation of learning
techniques in an online setting, current research findings based on literature review,
underscore the need of tailoring these approaches to accommodate the unique characteristics
and needs of the students. The new technologies, centered on the virtual classrooms, online
forums for discussion, and the interactive multimedia in combination with the online course,
allow the instructors to create new possibilities for active engagement for the students at the
university level (Caskurlu et al., 2020). Through applying online activities platforms, teachers
may create rich interactive environments where students can work in teams, solve problems,
and actively participate in the class activities (Martin et al., 2022). These technological
advancements can provide an instructor with tools to build immersive and stimulating
learning environments that are not restrained by conventional classes. These new methods of
learning can draw students deeper into the course contents promoting not only better learning
but also keeping student engaged and motivated. Thus, using innovative technologies,
barriers can be overcome partially through discovering better teaching and learning tools.
Additionally, it's worth noting that latest research is focusing on the efficacy of active
learning strategies in stimulating student engagement and higher academic ambitions (Hogan
& McKnight, 2007; Shlenskaya et al., 2020). Implementing self-suggested learning
attainment, peer collaboration and application of course material concepts enable students to
come up with an informed understanding of the central content (Richardson et al., 2020).
Teachers involving active learning approaches in their online course repeatedly mention the
high level of student’s engagement, satisfaction, and the perceived learning outcomes as the
result of more engagement-oriented and learn-by-doing teaching strategy (Barreto, 2019;
Conklin, 2019). In addition, these results have demonstrated how online learning can be
transformed through active learning, since it not only promotes performance in academia but

also fosters key skills like critical thinking, solution-related thinking, and collaboration. As a
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result, by applying technology learning tools, instructors can create interactive and self-
satisfying online classes that grant students to oversee their own education and maximize

their academic accomplishment.

Nevertheless, it is important to place great emphasis on the accuracy of the
applicability of learning strategies in the virtual learning space because these features of the
online environments could be varied ranging from students' levels of digital proficiency, the
availability of the resources, and the different learning styles. Interestingly, some authentic
developers of acquiring such technologies and learning on their own speed might ease off the
students’ adaptation, however, some others might feel hindered by the demands of
exploration skills or being self-motivated. Moreover, the absence of physical presence and in-
person interaction in online courses poses a potential obstacle to fostering meaningful social
relationships and facilitating collaborative learning experiences, both of which are integral
aspects of effective active learning (Marshall & Kostka, 2020; Kurek & Miller-Hartmann,
2019). Face-to-face discussions, interaction, and collaboration become impossible without
such opportunities for real time conversation and engagement. Students may feel
disassociated and detached, and, thus, rebuff their engagement with course material and
peers. Hence, instructors must very aptly live up to listing these factors and get the active
learning strategies perfectly implemented in online learning environment, reducing any

barriers, and building inclusive and supportive learning atmosphere for all the students.
5.2.2 Technology Integration and Tech Tools

This finding parallels with the viewpoint that technology integration in the online
education is a revolutionary factor that would transform teaching and learning techniques
(Budhai & Williams, 2021). Through employing various technological tools for learning in a
format that is engaging, a teacher can build exciting and interactive learning environments for

students having dissimilar needs and preferences. One can talk about various technological
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tools that help to accomplish the learning goals. They vary from audio-visual resources,
virtual simulations to using platforms that entail collaboration and social media integration,
thereby enabling active student engagement and participation throughout the learning
process. The study also finds that technology is one of the driving forces behind the social
presence of the instructor and student engagement in UAE educational system. It also shows
that the findings are is in line with all the research that show the importance of technology in
the higher education system when it comes to social presence of the instructor and student
engagement. This was also revealed in the pilot study of this dissertation (Shehzad, 2023).
Through the well-designed technology tools like online discussion forums, virtual classrooms
and web based interactive multimedia resources, instructors brilliantly create such classroom
environment that cross the geographical boundaries and breed meaningful interactions among
students. Technology increasingly plays a pivotal role in fostering communities and
promoting collaboration in online learning. Hence, these technologies should be utilized to
enhance engagement and improve the entire learning experience (Rapanta et al., 2020; Hilli

& Akerfeldt, 2020; Silva et al., 2021).

Additionally, it is worth noting that past studies on distance education have revealed
that technology integration can address geographic barriers and provide a footing for
inclusive online learning (Rapanta et al., 2020). Through the judicious use of technology,
teachers are able to transform the learning process into an accessible spatial context,
effectively making education a whole idea irrespective of students’ location. This strikes an
inclusive and equitable education experience. Through this, the study is integrally aligned as |
seek to examine how technology can be used to narrow the divide between instructors and
students who are learning online. By blending different innovative technologies such as
virtual classrooms, mobile learning platforms and multimedia resources in a strategic way,

teachers can easily enable the processes of communication and cooperation among those
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students who are geographically scattered. As a matter of fact, technology dismisses the
barriers to personalized learning as it ensures that educators customize instruction
appropriately to meet the differentiated requirements and individual appetites of students
(Lim et al., 2021). Instructors can foster an inclusive and accessible education setting that is
student centered to include active participation of all students and ultimately have success in

their academic pursuits. This can be achieved through appropriate technology integration.

Despite the myriad benefits of technology-integrated online learning, there exist
challenges that educators encounter. Consequently, a judicious approach is necessary to
cultivate a pedagogical experience and a competent educational landscape effectively. A
common concern pertains to the likelihood of infrastructure failures and technical
complexities that cause disruption of teaching process and diminish student engagement
(Kirschner, 2015; Rapanta, et al., 2020). Secondly, the fast-evolving nature of technology
which entails that instructor may struggle to keep pace with coming up tools and platforms
can sometimes lead to an existing susceptibility for instructors acquiring to the different
technological confidence levels among each other (Fiock, 2020; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020).
This study does not deny the considerable impact that technology integration brings to
classroom style as well as to teaching methods, however, it also highlights the need to tackle
these challenges and offer instructors the necessary background and training so that
technology proves to be a helpful tool. This has especially occurred with the massive use of
GenAl in educational settings. Al has facilitated in education, however, it brings in itself a

huge burden and burnout for teachers with new tools being launched over nightly.

Moreover, other studies noted a role of digital divide and distribution of the
technologies in meeting students’ needs who live in or come from economically deprived
regions (Ensmann et al., 2021). In UAE the technology gap would probably leave students

from the impoverished background behind, therefore, the first concern should be the
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elimination of the existing inequity to make it possible for all learners to benefit from online
learning. The research also underlines that the technology is a transforming aid, but it also
asserts that the equity challenge should be tackled so that all students can be part of the online
learning experiences. In addition, the research also shows the necessity to construct a critical
attitude towards technology integration since this allows to use the technology at full capacity
including its limitations (Wut & Xu, 2021; Lim et al., 2021; Wut & Su, 2021.). Even though
technology can function as a tool that enriches instructional techniques and fosters
collaborative learning, people should not consider it as the key to every educational challenge
they face. The instructors’ ability to assess the pedagogical aspects of different technological
tools and platforms with respect to objectives, their ease of accessibility for different kinds of
learners, and the inherent ethical concerns is a trial of their character (Dilling et al., 2020).
Educators can adopt a discerning perspective toward technology integration, leveraging its
advantages while concurrently strategizing to mitigate the inherent risks associated with

online learning.
5.3 Best Instructional Practices to Enhance Social Presence

Online education today proves to be full of changes in the socio-ecological system of
the community, in which only those who have the skill to grow social presence and those that
stimulate learning interactions between students can be successful. Above all, best teaching
practices have the power to improve social existence, increase student-teacher interactions,
and give rise to an online all-inclusive learning environment. The form of instruction
discussed in this section works on building the social presence in the online learning field.
When educators go into the investigations of the practices that include, clear communication,
promoting interactivity, cultivating community, providing timely feedback, and building up
the instructor’s presence, they can get significant knowledge of online teaching which is

beyond the complexities of learning too. Consequently, incorporating these instructional
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features can make the online learning space a cooperative and well thought out platform

where students can hold debates, ask questions, and thrive.
5.3.1 Clear Communication

Effective communication that encourages social presence is vital in the development
of virtual learning environments. Traditionally, research gave thought to transparent and clear
communication influencing the quality of online interactions (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020;
Flener-Lovitt et al., 2020; Tang & Hew, 2020). In line with these findings, opening the door
to effective communication with components such as precise direction giving, setting clear
expectations and timely feedback are important. Through forming some rules and making
expectations of the students clear, teachers will be able to provide a structured learning
environment, which on one hand, motivates students and, on the other hand, reduces unclear

settings.

Moreover, the research has demonstrated the role of the communication tools such as
discussion forums, email, and video conferencing that help learners interact with their
instructors and with their fellow learners (Jackson, 2019). This research also indicates that the
utilization of media tools will benefit in achieving social presence goal of online classes. The
results of this study coincide with the findings of Lowenthal and Dunlop (2020) who
mentioned that the use of both asynchronous and synchronous means of communication also
provides the platform for interactive and collaborative learning and create an environment

where students feel belonged.

On the other hand, although effective communication is a core phenomenon for social
presence enhancement, it is not a one-hundred percent error-free process. Often physical
signs and cues of emotions are obstructed in online communication, which make instructors

struggle in some issues like showing complex concepts and giving feedback (Wise & Chiu,
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2014). To go further, language barriers and cultural differences could even make the
communication more problematic that would necessitate the use of instructors’ teaching
strategies that accommodate learner’s different backgrounds (Alessio et al., 2019; Lowenthal

& Dunlap, 2020; Natarajan & Joseph, 2022).

On the contrary, the fast tech spread has both pros and cons for the educators. On one
hand, these tools have opened the avenue for the promotion of interaction and student
engagement, while on the other hand, they have also necessitated the instructors to modify
their communication methods for adaptation with the medium to be fully effective (Bickle et
al., 2019). Though social presence has been determined as an essential tool in developing
good communication, this also implies that it is mandatory to continuously work on the

communication strategies and adjust to the developing situation as the digital age evolves.
5.3.2 Promoting Interactivity

A highly interactive nature is the second important teaching method to developing
social presence in online learning. The knowledge gained from previous researchers,
especially Panigrahi et al. (2018) indicates the need to enhance student participation as
engagement and collaboration plays a great role in building the sense of community and
belonging (Bickle et al., 2019; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2020). As the cited evidence suggests, |
defend the idea that instead of focusing on passive reception, the implementation of story

scenarios that motivate students to interact with the material is desirable.

Through discussion forums, group projects and assignments, a variety of strategies are
being developed to promote the interactivity (Wu, 2020). This has also been witnessed in the
qualitative and gquantitative findings in this study. Through such activities, students can
interact with the course content, reflect on their own ideas, and keep learning from their

colleagues, and thus create the ambiance of bond and cooperation (Hew et al., 2023).
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The imperative to augment interactivity serves to enhance social presence within the
online learning environment. However, it is essential to recognize that this pursuit may
concurrently introduce certain limitations or shortcomings in the overall online setting. It is
the responsibility of the lecturers to make the learning experiences engaging and fair at the
same time, so that all students can have equal opportunities to contribute to the whole class
discussion (Howell, 2012). Besides that, teachers can face challenges like course

management and productive class discussions in large online classes (Velle et al., 2020).

Besides, increasing interactivity involves instructors' incorporating facilitators
function into their teaching mode, such as guiding students through the joint activities,
providing feedback in a timely manner, and providing adequate support (Mashrabovich,
2022). This is a transition from the traditional instructor centered class to a more facilitative
and participatory teaching style, which could require the instructors to acquire skills and
competencies they have not used before (Anderson, 2020; Moyo et al., 2022; Zhang & Yu,
2023). The study also revealed similar results and | agree when teachers act as facilitators,

students’ confidence is boosted which results in better engagement and participation.

Therefore, enabling interactivity is one of the important directions of attention when
online education is implemented for the social presence improvement. The deliberate
utilization of interactive strategies enables the cultivation of robust relationships between
learners and educators. These interactions contribute to fostering an enriched learning

environment, thereby enhancing student success.
5.3.3 Building Community

For successful social presence in online teaching and education, the community aspect
plays a vital role. Sustained research has always shown that feeling a strong and intensive

social interaction encourages better engagement, satisfaction, and it reduces academic failure



252

(Cowling et al., 2022). Based on these findings, we suggest systems of strategies developed
with the idea of creating and maintaining the congenial and collaborative learning ambiance

in classes where students feel comfortable among their peers and educators.

Using a no-icebreaker program along with introductions at the beginning of the course
can also be an effective strategy to help students to introduce each other to the class
(Haugsbakken et al., 2019). Such methods go from a simple dialogue on forums to more
interactive assignments like virtual team building assignment or online scavenger hunts. The
provision of a chance for students to tell the class about themselves and their areas of interest
will enhance fellowship and assist the instructors to create a comfortable environment among

classmates.

Furthermore, the development of activities that are informal in nature and allow for
free exchange of ideas and feelings can contribute to the cultivation of the social aspects of
online learning (Adams et al., 2022). For instance, teachers are allowed to see who has
participated in the coffee breaks arranged by them, assess students feedback, and attend
social events where they can form connections. These casual conversations amongst
classmates can give an impression of inclusion and fraternity. This in turn leads to an

improved relationship with their college experience.

Nevertheless, the community building in the online courses may correspond to
difficulties, especially if the learner is asynchronous and without the presence of fellow
students, who help the learner feel connected and less lonely (Khlaif et al., 2021). The
teachers should play the leading role in arranging the possibilities of the contacts and
cooperation and give regular types of praise and encouragement as it is also necessary to

handle the process online properly.
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Notwithstanding, a given community can only come about if there are proactive
moves by both the instructors and students. Participating instructors can be role models, they
can engage in discussions, provide personalized feedback, and create a learning environment
where every student feels welcomed and included (Sun & Rueda, 2011; Hu & Li 2017;
Zapata-Cuervo et al., 2021). Thus, we have students who are participants in interactions,
answering their peers' questions, and promoting the atmosphere of fellowship, joint efforts,

and teamwork.

The community plays a fundamental role in increasing the social presence in online
learning environment. There are a multitude of measures that instructors can use to generate
connections, promote collaboration, and make their classes more supportive for students thus
resulting in an engaging learning atmosphere that allows for superior satisfaction and

academic achievements.
5.3.4 Providing Timely Feedback

Responsively giving feedback for improving online education is a key to fostering
social presence in the online classroom. The studies show that the fast and well-structured
feedback can improve not only students’ engagement and motivation but also learning
progress. These results being aligned with my research statement, | strongly suggest
incorporating methods to ensure that students receive timely and substantial feedback as time

passes by in the course (Manca, 2020; Al-Rahmi, et al., 2021; Jogezai et al., 2021).

Instantaneous and forward-looking feedback is a somewhat metaphorical to narrow
the difference between students and their instructors in online learning environments. It is
used to give students very resourceful pieces or insights about their achievements and

performances. Through timely and effective replies to students’ questions, worries, and
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submission issues, instructors leave no room for the expertise to be doubted and demonstrate

their dedication to the whole process (Bryson & Andres, 2020).

Deadline-bound feedback helps students get straight to the sense of accountability and
responsibility in them for the course study materials and assignments. The students' learning
is more effective as they get immediate feedback on the tasks they do; they can identify any
possible shortcomings, rectify the misunderstandings, and make the necessary changes. They

can thus enhance their performance (Wimpenny & Savin-Baden, 2013).

Although giving prompt feedback in an online course may be logistically challenging,
it may be especially complex in large courses, or courses focused on asynchronous learning
(Mansouri et al., 2021). Instructors will have to design quick reaction mechanisms and
solutions to deal with high volumes of student assignments without compromising on the
quality of what is being said and given to the students. This is a new arena where GenAl can

be incorporated in setting algorithms and protocols in auto grading of students’ assessments.

In addition, the quality of the feedback should also be in the correctness of its time.
Comments should be accurate, helpful, and actionable. In this way, they will move students
from a low-understanding in-course concepts to mastery of them at deep levels (Park & Kim,
2021). The goal of giving feedback by the instructor should be to offer suggestions to
students and meet their needs and contribute to their progress and to address students' strong

and weak points.

Giving prompt feedback needs to be kept in mind as a key technique for making
social presence stronger when instructing in an online environment. An optimal online
learning experience can be achieved by incorporating robust feedback strategies into the
education process which would support learner interest, motivation, and results so that all

parties involved derive satisfaction in the learning experience (Long et al., 2023).
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5.3.5 Cultivating Instructor Presence

One of the main instructional strategies is transforming a course into a socially
engaging learning environment. One of the most important facilitators of such an
environment is student-instructor interactions wherein the latter plays a vital role of creating a
supportive and engaging environment for the former (Prestridge et al., 2019). Supporting this
conclusion, I underscore the necessity of creating a sense of the instructor's presence by

means of active student engagement, dialog, and interactions.

A good instructor presence is not just about a teacher presenting the course material.
It also covers creating an environment where a meaningful connection with the students is
established, the instructor's interest in the topic is displayed, and the teacher offers help and
support to the learner throughout the learning process, interaction is fostered, rapport is built,
and meaningful exchange of ideas takes place (Oriji & Anikpo, 2019; Shannon & Clarke,
2022). Professors who participate in online discussions, respond promptly, and offer virtual
office hours, leave their presence, and serve as sources of information in the online learning.
They are not only present and accessible to students, but also contribute to enrichment of

their learning experience.

Moreover, executing instructor presence covers the messages that are real and open
for communication. Teachers have a duty to transmit their enthusiasm in teaching and the
efficient way of caring for the students through their interactions as well as corrections
(Manca, 2020; Barrot, 2020) by directly revealing critical instances, stories, and ideas in
connection with online class materials, instructors can make online learning more individual,
solidify connections with “other participants,” and facilitate the formation and improvement

of class camaraderie.
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On the contrary, a situation may arise where cybernetic presence in online education
is not perfect, especially for instructors who have no experience in the online teaching world
or come from traditional face-to-face teaching environment (Lowenthal et al., 2020). The
process of training and development may include adaptation of teaching strategies, styles of
communication, and technology skills which will help engender a humanistic and interesting

learning environment.

In conclusion, for instructors it is the effective use of instructor presence that is one of
the most important practices among the techniques for improving social presence in online
education. One of the most crucial elements of the instructional process is the support from
the instructor to students (Van et al., 2020). As the instructors actively attend to students,
display enthusiasm and authenticity, and develop meaningful relational ties, they can build a

favorable learning atmosphere that focuses on student satisfaction and success.
5.4 Role of Institutions in Facilitating Instructor Social Presence

In the dynamic landscape of online education, institutions play a crucial role in
facilitating instructor social presence. By providing support, resources, and infrastructure,
institutions can empower instructors to cultivate meaningful connections with students and
create engaging learning environments. This section explores the role of institutions in
fostering instructor social presence, drawing on previous findings and highlighting areas of

agreement and disagreement.
5.4.1 Institutional Support and Resources

One of the main instructional strategies is instructor social presence building that is
heavily used to make an online course a social one. One of the most important facilitators of
such an environment is student-instructor interactions wherein the latter plays a vital role of

creating a supportive and engaging environment for the former (Shea et al., 2010). Effective
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instructor presence extends beyond mere content delivery. It encompasses the deliberate
cultivation of an environment where a profound rapport with students is forged.
Demonstrating genuine enthusiasm for the subject matter and providing consistent guidance
and assistance throughout the learning journey are integral facets of this pedagogical
approach (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). Professors who participate in online discussions,
respond promptly, and offer virtual office hours, leave their presence, and serve as sources of
information in the online learning. They are not only present and accessible to students, but
also contribute to enrichment of their learning experience (Ahmed et, al 2022; Xu et al.,

2022).

However, the overall conclusion is that for instructors it is the effective use of
instructor presence that is one of the most important practices among the techniques for
improving social presence in online education. One of the most crucial elements of the
instructional process is the support from the instructor to students. As the instructors actively
attend to students, display enthusiasm and authenticity, and develop meaningful relational
ties, they can build a favorable learning atmosphere that focuses on student satisfaction and

success (Kalogiannakis et al., 2023).
5.4.2 Technological Infrastructure

Technology-oriented platform structure represents the core of instructors' social
presence which is considered fundamental in guiding the online educational process. Strong
technological construction includes devices, software and network systems which are needed
to smooth the teaching and learning activities. Organizations embracing modern tech
assurance and delivering online education with cutting-edge, effective technologies and tools

and resources let educators create different, exciting courses.
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All past investigation has confirmed, clearly, that technical infrastructure at the
foundation of online teaching is critical for successful teaching (Allen & Seaman, 2017).
Schools where instruments are strong will be able to support different ways of e-learning, for
example, video conferencing, virtual classrooms, and transmission of multimedia content.
Since the internet is a dependable connection, and if digital devices and interactive platforms
are also available and easy to use, it enhances the instructor’s skill to keep the students active

and involved in online learning.

While it may be possible that imbalances exist in the distribution and the capacity of
certain entities to absorb technological infrastructure within a given area, rural regions and
small schools stand at a higher likelihood of being underserved (Hew et al., 2023). Whilst this
could mean that large, well-funding institutions are able to adopt disruptive technologies and
high-speed internet, small or under-resourced one’s battle to have the necessary technological
equipment in place. Such a digital divide hinders instructors' expertise in interacting with

online learners and ensures a high-quality online instruction which is substantially impacted.

Furthermore, the rapid change of technology requires that instructors constantly
upgrade themselves in addition to learning new tools or platforms (Nicholas, 2020).
Professors, inevitably, do revise their teaching style, views, and methods of knowledge
delivery to suit newer technologies, and keep their class materials current and gripping to the
students. In the area of technology, institutions largely contribute to instructors' expertise by
implementing such activities as training programs, technical support, and consulting (Mok et

al., 2021).

However, the technology infrastructure plays a fundamental role in the engagement of
faculty members in technological and e-learning environments. Also, the tech progress thus

needs a substantial investment in technical infrastructure in institutions to have required
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support so that the instructors have the requisite tools and resources needed to generate

quality education in the online environment (Saykili, 2019; Martin et al., 2019).
5.4.3 Professional Development and Training

Incorporation of professional development and training might help in facilitating the
use of instructor social presence in online education. Instructional training further facilitates
teachers with the applications of the pedagogical tools, technological capabilities, and
teaching methods that are functional in digital learners’ environment (Hodges et al., 2020).
One of the major roles that institutions play is that of role models as they advocate for
continuous professional development programs where teachers can be expected to improve
on both their teaching practices, adapt to technology advances, and cultivate strong social

presence in online courses.

Surveys and studies of professionals demonstrate that training and development
programs are a major factor in aiding in the change of presence-based tutors to virtual ones
(Allen & Seaman, 2017). Learning institutions that provide training workshops and
certification programs allow for the acquisition of skill sets needed for the construction of
numerous online courses that are interactive, responsive, and have effective feedback to
learners. Coaching programs that emphasize educational breakthroughs, teaching techniques,
and online course development theories make the instructors better prepared to engage
students and guarantee their success (Doo et al., 2020; Archambault et al., 2022; Wut & Xu,

2021).

A significant challenge arises in providing development and training processes based
on the disparate needs and preferences of the teachers (Hew et al., 2023). Training and
professional development programs by a single size fits all might not be effective for the

differences in computer literacy, teaching level, and instructional styles among the
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instructors. Indeed, effective development and training protocols must be tailored based on
the needs of instructors based and the level of recent educational techs and trends in online
teaching. Institutions must be potent and useful enough to take on flexible and adaptive
approach as part of teacher’s professional development in which instructors should be
enabled to alter their learning experiences best suited to the context of teaching (Dempsey &

Zhang, 2019; Doo et al., 2020).

Finally, besides staff development and training, the social presence of the instructors
in online education should be given full support. Although there is a common idea that these
programs are critical, the problems might start from developed actions and anchor points to
the teachers’ needs. Institutions should be encouraged to finitize comprehensive and creative
structured training schemes that help teachers to deal effectively with digital course delivery

and offer the best quality online lectures.
5.4.4 Policy and Governance

Policy and regulated functions are of great importance because they build a
framework of rules in which instructor social presence in online education can take place. A
safe platform and behavior rules will be the basis for the instructor’s endeavors to invite
students’ social presence into a virtual learning context (Hodges, 2020). Besides, governance
mechanisms promote accountability, transparency, and consistency in posting ideas onto

institution’s online platforms.

The past studies stress the necessity of academic policies and related governance
models in powering inventive online teaching and learning (Teixeira et al., 2019). A clear
line jurisdiction over web-based educational programming, curriculum, teaching, and
evaluation allows instructors to progress the presentation of classroom material. Furthermore,

management structures in which faculty are engaged in the decision-making procedure create
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a perception of ownership which increases the overall participation and commitment to online

training projects (Hamutoglu et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2020; Nochumson, 2020).

However, there exist implementation struggles in the task of establishing policy,
governance models and approaches as online instructors' needs are not the same and their
duties are different (Hew et al., 2023). Institutional policies should be a middle ground
between making instructions precisely clear and setting the boundaries for teachers to have
flexibility in creation of novel and unique approaches to teaching, but always ensuring that
any solution is compliant with quality assurance standards and regulatory requirements. A
crucial fact is that decision making structures will be inclusive and participatory and give
room to the opinions of faculty members and administrators among other groups of

stakeholders in online education systems (Greenhow et al., 2020; Park & Kim, 2020).

As a concluding remark, policy and government framework are crucial for setting an
educational environment that advances the teacher's social prevalence in the online education
arena. Despite that most educators agree on the fact of their necessity, there should be
continuous efforts to get responsive, adaptable, and inclusive policies put in place that ensure

that teachers can achieve their goals and have quality standards.
5.5 Interpretation of the Findings in Relevance to the Literature

This study started right after the COVID-19 pandemic which created a pivot in higher
education from traditional face-to-face and blended courses to fully online learning within a
matter of days (Gardner, 2020). From then onwards institutions in several ways have adopted
online and hybrid learning models with different pedagogical approaches. Although many
studies have previously focused on blended learning, college developmental education,
student engagement, motivation, and/or student relationships, few have taken into

consideration on how effective instructor social presence impacts student engagement in
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online learning. Since all the recruited participants were instructors from higher education,
therefore, the findings of this study extended beyond previous literature in the field. The
findings also focused on components that aligned with, extended, and diverged from previous
literature in the field. In this study, most participants reflected positive perceptions of the
three Col presences within the study with most instructors giving importance to establishing
their social presence as a vital component in online teaching. Overall, the participants
identified positive perceptions of student engagement, social presence, and instructor-student
relationships, and many provided overlapping perceptions that indicated the influence of Col
participation on these three factors. The current literature provided studies of Col that
focused on the three presences combined with student or teachers’ perceptions in a variety of
collaborative learning environments. However, few studies focused on Col in a blended or
fully online learning environment. The findings of those studies focused on a blended
learning environment, concentrated on other content areas rather than teaching skills. In those
findings, further research was needed to elaborate instructors’ perspectives of social presence
and its impact on student engagement. The key findings in my study also indicated the need
for further research since there are still gaps in the research. In previous studies of Col in the
online environment, results indicated loneliness and student connectivity directly affected
social presence, and students who worked closely with others tended to have better-perceived
relationship experiences than those who worked alone (Gurley, 2018; Richardson &
Lowenthal, 2017; Castellanos-Reyes, 2020). The findings in my study identified an emerging
theme for social presence of an increased sense of belonging through sharing, supporting, and
acknowledging, and for student relationships, the theme of increased relationships through
interaction, friendliness, and availability. Also, in previous studies, instructor or teaching
presence influenced course satisfaction and course outcome in some online and hybrid course

studies but showed no significant difference in instructors’ sense of belonging and being
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socially and emotionally present to the learners. In this study, there was a direct relationship
to instructor social presence and positive perceptions of student engagement with the
emerging theme of increased understanding through guiding, encouraging, and timely
feedback. The variance in these previous studies aligns with the variance in the influence of
instructor social presence in my study. The findings in this study identified positive
perceptions of interaction among the three Col presences, with instructor social presence as a
key element in the model. The fact this study was conducted during and after the
unprecedented times and pandemic may have influenced the contributions to academic
achievement or student relationships and further study would be needed to confirm this.
These findings extended the literature beyond what had been previously studied and provided
further insight for areas of future research. The findings in this study indicated a theme of
increased student relationships through interaction, friendliness, and availability. These
findings extended the previous study by identifying possible factors that motivated students

and would increase persistence.

This thesis makes a significant contribution to advancing the theoretical
understanding of instructor social presence (ISP) within the Community of Inquiry (Col)
framework, which traditionally focuses on three interrelated presences: social, teaching, and
cognitive. By proposing instructor social as a distinct construct, the research addresses a
critical gap in the literature. Specifically, the study recognizes that instructors' active roles in
creating meaningful connections, fostering a sense of belonging, and facilitating engagement
in online learning environments require unique attention beyond what is currently
encapsulated within social or teaching presence. The integration of ISP as a separate
dimension into the Col framework offers an understanding of the dynamics in online
education. While social presence primarily concerns learners' ability to project themselves

and establish interpersonal relationships, instructor social presence emphasizes the
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instructor's active role in cultivating these interactions. The thesis provides a thorough
justification for this distinction by drawing from empirical evidence and theoretical insights,
demonstrating that the instructor's role in establishing social presence is not merely a subset

of social or teaching presence but a unique construct essential for effective online teaching.

A critical contribution of this research is the conceptual and practical delineation
between instructor social and the broader concept of social presence. Whereas social presence
traditionally examines the collective ability of participants in an online setting to present
themselves as "real," instructor social presence focuses explicitly on the instructor's
intentional strategies, behaviors, and actions that foster connectivity and engagement. By
isolating ISP as a standalone construct, the study highlights its pivotal influence on student

engagement, satisfaction, and learning outcomes.

The findings provide actionable insights for online educators and institutional
stakeholders by emphasizing the importance of professional development programs that
enhance instructors' ability to establish social presence. Additionally, this conceptual
distinction opens new avenues for research that explore how ISP interacts with the other
elements of the Col framework, such as teaching and cognitive presence, to enhance the

overall online learning experience.

Therefore, with the profound knowledge gathered through the literature review and
extensive data collection through mixed methods approach, | humbly intend to modify the
existing Community of Inquiry framework. Although, Col model is the most well-known
model for online and blending learning environments, however, it lacks a major component.
The three presences of Col framework form a baseline for online and digital education but
lacks a holistic and all comprehensive approach to online education. Therefore, instructor
social presence will have to be added to the framework to provide an all-rounded view of

online learning which can be beneficial to instructors as well as stakeholders.
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5.6 Implications
5.6.1 Implications of Social Presence in Online Learning

According to statistics, with the increase in technological pedagogies, universities are
offering more and more courses online, therefore, students are increasingly opting for online
classes each year. However, it is important to note that online classes always require an
element of self-motivation as discussed in this research. The findings of this research indicate
that well-thought and well-developed online curriculum with clear and concise objectives,
and instructor social presence can enhance students’ engagement and motivation. When
instructors actively participate and engage with the students, it fosters a sense of community.
Students feel more connected and engaged which positively impacts their learning journey

(Shehzad, 2023). Before enrolling, students should introspect on their reasons for choosing
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online education as it is not a suitable medium for all types of students. Additionally, social
interactions play a vital role in effective online learning. Adult learners benefit from diverse
perspectives in social learning contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). Peer interactions contribute to
social presence, which positively impacts interaction and participation (Tu, 2000). Other
strategies could include ice breakers, canvas profiles, introductions and course

announcements, office hours and or student surveys.
5.6.2 Implications for Instructors

Research studies have consistently highlighted the importance of immediacy,
intimacy, and interaction in shaping positive student learning outcomes and overall
satisfaction. These factors collectively contribute to what is known as social presence—the
ability of learners to project themselves socially and emotionally, recognizing fellow learners
as real individuals even in the online learning environment. The instructors’ role in fostering
social presence is to cultivate social presence because instructors play a pivotal role. They
should actively model engaging components, encouraging students to connect with their
peers and sustain a vibrant learning community. Bridging the gap between the technological

interface and the human aspect of learning is crucial.

Instructors can enhance students’ perception of social presence by implementing
specific strategies and imparting essential skills. Researchers such as Lowenthal et al. (2009),
Halim et, al (2022) emphasize the integration of technology as it is dynamic and provides a
shift in educational practices. Leveraging digital tools improves communication in online
instruction, allowing instructors to adopt best practices and meet student needs (Love &
Marshall, 2022). Instructors must explicitly teach students how to communicate effectively
online. When students join a specific online class or program, they need guidance on using
digital tools to interact with peers, instructors, and complete assignments. Encourage students

to support each other rather than relying solely on the instructor, they should refer to their



267

peers for dialogue and assistance. Instructors should initiate and guide discussion topics,
facilitate information exchange, help students connect ideas, and promote collaboration.
These efforts foster trust and connection among students, motivating them to actively

participate beyond the minimum requirements.
5.6.3 Implications for Instructional and Curriculum Designers

In the realm of developing online curriculums for short courses or academic
programs, it's crucial for curriculum designers to conduct thorough research to integrate the
most effective strategies from current literature (Gregg, 2015). Crafting learning activities
that are self-guided, mirror real-world situations, and encourage collaboration that
significantly aid in fostering online learning communities (Swan, 2002). The students should
not feel that the assignments and discussions lack real-world relevance, they should be able to
engage, collaborate, and bond with fellow cohort members. Moreover, the instructors and
curriculum designers should be in close collaboration to include platforms that are convenient
for all instructors for use and provide technical hands-on training if the need be. This will

keep instructors positive in their teaching experience and burnout situations will be avoided.

The importance of social presence in online learning cannot be overstated, as it has
been proven to boost interaction and engagement levels, which has been discussed
throughout the study. Other studies have echoed the same notion, emphasizing the necessity
for online courses to facilitate not only student-content interaction but also student-student
and student-instructor interaction which then leads to the concept of instructor social presence
(Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Roberson & Klotz, 2002). Such interactions within a learning
community often lead to novel understandings of the material. Moreover, it's vital to engage

in open discussions with all stakeholders to address concerns and ensure effectiveness.
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Adopting a blended hybrid model or a flipped learning approach in online program
development is another effective strategy. Lastly, curriculum designers should leverage user-
friendly and accessible technology tools in online learning platforms to enhance the learning
experience. Implementing innovative technologies can streamline processes and make
learning more intuitive for students. Effective online program development involves thorough
research, designing engaging learning activities, fostering social presence, incorporating a
blended hybrid model, and utilizing user-friendly technology tools (Gregg, 2015; Swan,
2002; Tu, 2000; Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Roberson & Klotz, 2002). These strategies

collectively contribute to the creation of vibrant and effective online learning communities.
5.6.4 Implications for Higher Education Administration

Student attrition is one of the major challenges that administration faces at higher
education institutions. Budget constraints often hinder administrators’ efforts in student
retention. Although, students benefit from online education programs and the trend in online
education is increasing, however, administrators must keep in mind that effective strategies
should be implemented with online education. Appropriate software, tech tools, teachers’
professional development, student orientation, LMS platforms are some useful ways in which
students can retrieve benefits from online learning. Furthermore, feedback from participants
emphasizes the program's efficacy in equipping them with practical knowledge applicable to
their careers. This means real-world scenarios and meaningful real-life situations are
important in online learning as it connects and engages the participants. Moreover, creating
professional network with cohort peers and exchanging ideas within the field of educational
technology enhances learning experience. Such opportunities should be created by
administrators by running online community sessions where students can virtually meet and

greet. This not only signifies the success of the Educational Technology, Research, and
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Assessment (ETRA) technology specialist faculty and staff but also benefits the university by

fostering a culture of ongoing learning and knowledge exchange among participants.

Gaytan (2013) proposed strategies for institutions to enhance online enrollment,
emphasizing the importance of frequent interactions between faculty and students and a
deeper understanding of the online student experience by administration. However, Gaytan
also highlighted the critical role of social presence in online learning. Social presence,
defined as the degree of feeling connected and involved in a virtual learning environment,
plays a significant role in students' satisfaction and retention rates. Without social presence
and the associated behaviors, it elicits from students, online learning experiences may be less

fulfilling, potentially leading to decreased satisfaction and retention rates.

To address these challenges and capitalize on the benefits of online learning,
institutions must prioritize strategies that foster instructor social presence and meaningful
interactions among students and faculty. By creating opportunities for collaborative learning,
encouraging peer-to-peer engagement, and providing adequate support and resources,
institutions can enhance the overall online learning experience. Moreover, administrators
should invest in training and development programs for faculty to effectively facilitate online

interactions and cultivate a supportive online learning community.

In summary, while student attrition remains a prevalent concern in higher education,
online cohort programs offer promising solutions to this issue. By equipping participants with
practical skills and fostering a sense of community and collaboration, these programs
contribute to the ongoing professional development and knowledge exchange within the field
of educational technology. However, to fully leverage the potential of online learning,
institutions must prioritize strategies that promote instructor social presence and meaningful

interactions, ultimately enhancing student satisfaction and retention rates.
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Chapter 6: Limitations, Recommendations and Conclusion

This section begins with the limitations and recommendations for this study

followed by the closing remarks in the conclusion section.
6.1 Limitations

While this study contributes valuable insights into instructor social presence in
digital education, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations, which may impact the

generalizability and robustness of the findings.
6.1.1 Sample Size and Representation

The sample size of instructors that were recruited for the study from different
institutions in the UAE is one of the major limitations of our study. It is likely that the
sample will not accurately convey a broad spectrum of online teachers’ instruction
methods all over the world, let alone within the UAE. Additionally, the similarity of
culture, learning context, and previous teaching experience of the subjects may restrict the

results, which does not completely reflect others’ settings.

The disparity in representation also narrows the variety of views and experiences
that instructors bring to the table, possibly passing over those subtle differences that
diversify instructor approaches. This restriction lowers the actuality of the study for there
might be things that do not really show the whole picture of just interaction and
communication of online education to them (Bailey et al., 2020). Therefore, certain care
should be taken when applying the study results to other groups of people outside the
specific aims and context of the study. Upcoming studies should focus on recruiting and
analyzing more representative samples to improve the credibility and relevance of the
results conducted on instructor social awareness in the digital educational context

(Grodotzki et al., 2021).
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6.1.2 Self-Reported Data and Social Desirability Bias

The other limitation of this research arises because of its use of data that is self-
reported by participants, a situation which is prone to social desirability bias. | have tried to
represent their traditions, techniques, and experiences in a more positive way, as well as
their efforts to support the improvement of social presence in the online learning and
teaching environment. As a result of these expectations, the effectiveness of the best

practices might be overestimated while the actual results would change.

Moreover, self-reports can sometimes be inaccurate and cannot always represent
the level of complexity that shows behavior and attitude changes, since they highly depend
on personal perceptions and an individual’s recall efficiency. The capacity for the survey
questions to be looked at in a wrong way can even make this task more complicated (Pan
& Shao, 2020). Consequently, further research can adopt non-subject measures such as the
direct observation and peer-reviews to check the real teaching strategies that will give the
research a balanced and an all-round coverage of how educators implement the ways that
will help them to be more socially present in online educational setting (Grodotzki et al.,

2021).
6.1.3 Cross-Sectional Design

The cross-sectional design of the study poses a limitation since it does not allow
temporal changes in perception and the inability to infer causality. It is rarely the case that
some graphic image will present a comprehensive picture of attitudes of educator and
students at one moment, hence, it might not present an exact representation of the complex
folds of interactions both long-term and short-term in online learning environments. It is
hard to draw this conclusion without longitudinal data, since we can't be sure whether these
relationships are long-term or short-term (Shi et al., 2021; Sinha & Bagarukayo, 2019).

Furthermore, future research could be enhanced by formatively using the longitudinal
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approach to better understand how learning strategies for boosting instructor social
presence are being evolved and possibly changed over time, giving a deep level of
understanding into the reasons and long-term results of such educational activities (Zuo et

al., 2021).
6.1.4 Subjectivity in Qualitative Analysis:

Despite qualitative information being the major objective of this mixed-methods
study, it is still the major challenge of my research. Generally, qualitative methods tend to
give detailed data and can improve the understanding of participants' experiences and
perceptions, but they are unreservedly subjective. This can be the introduction of bias
because the analysis is dominated by the researcher's views, theoretical perspectives, and
methods he has selected (Kovacevi¢ et al., 2021). In this study, the coded and thematically
analyzed data may well be the subjective side of the research as it may not have an
objective account of the phenomenon. To address these biases, | used various techniques
like peer consultation and member checks, even though interacting with people may still
influence the subjectivity of research. The future research could be more objective
including experimental studies which consist of both qualitative and quantitative data and
they can help to provide a more comprehensive perspective for the issues required to

enhance social presence in the digital learning environment.
6.1.5 Contextual Specificity

The context-dependent nature of the research is another limitation that brings about
this study, as the findings are situated in the educational and cultural reality of the research
environment. This specificity sometimes harms the effectiveness of the results, that is why
the conclusions cannot be applied to other educational systems, cultural contexts, or online
learning environments, in particular. | mainly probed into the institutions within a specific

geography, which may evince dissimilarities in terms of technology, teaching methods, as
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well as student population attributes. Despite its immense importance for grasping and
strengthening local practices, these scenario-dependent learnings could not be applicable or
directly transferred to completely different contexts where the circumstances are diverse
and different from that of the local setting. Future research could imitate these
investigations in a variety of settings to compare data and improve the universalization of
communication methods discussed in this thesis for the improvement of instructor social
presence in online classes. These types of comparisons can reveal both particularly
powerful principles and the contextual settings where they need adaptation to find a place
in the diverse worlds of online teaching and learning (Bailey et al., 2020; Bialowas &

Steimel, 2019).
6.1.6 Participant Recruitment and Response Rates

Lower response rate due to time restraint is another limitation. Only certain
institutions were in the framework for recruitment. This might have influenced the
participant pool in different forms. Moreover, the response rate might not have been
optimal, hence causing a potential to have response bias wherein the individuals who chose
to respond somehow distinguish themselves from the non-responders in terms of
motivation. Therefore, this selective involvement could be a problem in the results
acquired or in the conclusions reached as their width or depth might thus be limited (Singh
et al., 2021). Future studies to design broader and more progressive signs-up procedures, as
well as to scale up response rates is a must, which will help develop a comprehensive view
about instructor social presence in online education. The study might be subjected to some
limitations though, yet it succeeds in providing a thorough analysis of the complexities in
instructor social presence in the digital education field, and in laying a foundation for

further research to handle these mentioned limitations and build on the findings.
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6.2 Recommendations for Future Research

By the time | am writing this section of the study, another calamity that occurred
due to unprecedented storm in the UAE (16 April 2024) further disrupted the education.
The UAE’s National Emergency Crisis and Disaster Management Authority advised
people to stay home, and private schools were closed ahead of the storm. Therefore, the
education sector urgently shifted to online and remote learning during this time for more
than a week. This further highlights the importance of comprehensive digitally empowered
education system for sudden pedagogical shifts. These shifts are naturally cumbersome for
teachers and raise a level of burnout, however, this shift minimized the learning loss to a
certain extent. | provide here the detailed recommendations for future research, and it
focuses on delivering the shortages in online education and refining the strategies just to

ensure effective learning.
6.2.1 Diverse and Larger Sample Sizes

Research surveys should look at using larger and more diverse samples to improve
this research's generalizability. Examination method could comprise people from different
academic fields, cultures, and educational backgrounds (Cidral et al., 2018; Martin &
Borup, 2022; Rapanta et al., 2021). This would help us evaluate if and how different
factors influence the efficiency and endeavors for expanding the social presence in the

online classes.
6.2.2 Longitudinal Studies

It would be worthwhile for the researchers to conduct longitudinal studies to better
explore the potential of instructor social presence in the long term (Welch & Napoleon,

2015). This research can investigate the trajectory of students’ engagement level during
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classes, satisfaction with the program, and the changes in academic performance in the

long run, thus leading to a multiperspective analysis of different types of instruction.
6.2.3 Comparative Studies Across Different Platforms

To recognize the recent adaptation of online learning platforms, constructive
discussions on the difference between presence in social fields across various technologies
are necessary (Essary & Szecsi, 2018). A good survey would, consequently, lead
instructors and institutions to determine which platforms are most suitable and have

knowledgeable teaching and learning methods.
6.2.4 Integration of Advanced Technological Tools

Future investigations should also consider the optimization of the input of such
technologies like VR and AR that could be implemented in maintaining social presence
within a virtual environment. Research may explore and compare the use of these
technologies to other tools in online learning that address issues such as reducing students'

solitude, improving engagement, and ensuring learning outcomes (Rapanta et al., 2021).
6.2.5 Integration of Artificial Intelligence in Education

Artificial Intelligence has an immense potential for transforming education in
innovative ways. In the last few years with the launch of ChatGPT, Microsoft Copilot and
many other tools, it will now be worth recommending research in these areas and their
impact on establishing instructor social presence in online education. With personalized
learning, automated assessments, intelligent tutoring systems, data-driven insights,
enhanced administrative tasks, Natural Language processing, it is now time to explore how

teachers without burning out can create their social presence that is useful for the students.
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6.2.6 Impact of Instructor Training on Social Presence

Additional research should be conducted to assess whether the specialist teacher
training effectively produces the positive effect on the social presence of online courses.
Evaluation studies could be carried out to determine the relevance of various training
classes and then confirm their role in helping trainers use digital tools more proficiently
and hence create a pedagogical intervention that is more interactive and engaging than

before (Cidral et al., 2018).
6.2.7 Detailed Analysis of Student Perceptions

Another topic to focus on in future research is to conduct an in-depth analysis of
students' viewpoints concerning social presence and its potential ramifications on their
learning process. It could also be achieved through qualitative studies such piloting
interviews and focus groups to further the exploration of students’ thoughts and

standpoints about various teaching methods.
6.2.8 Exploration of Psychological Factors

Understanding the psychology of interactions can help to better grasp the way in
which students perceive the level of presence may also furnish useful data (Trammell &
LaForge, 2017). This can be done by the research and investigation on the role with
determinants like motivation, self-efficacy, and anxiety, all of which contribute to a

learner’s connectedness and engagement in online learning.
6.2.9 Policy and Institutional Framework Analysis

Further research can also explore how policy and institutional structures are either
supportive or various factors that impedes social concentration in online education.

Instruction in this area will cover related issues such as supporting all aspects of
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administration, efficient resource allocation, resource management and policy guidelines

directing to the adoption and use of successful online teaching methods.
6.2.10 Cross-Disciplinary Approaches

It is recommended for future work to take a multidisciplinary perspective
leveraging ideas and suggestions from the area of education technology, psychology,
communication studies and others respectively. Personally, for further research | would
like to explore the impact of culture on establishing social presence in online education
from students’ perspectives. This would equally explain the social presence from

multidimensional views, and this could help to form well varied adaptation measures.
6.2.11 Effectiveness of Synchronous versus Asynchronous Strategies

Another area of interest for the future exploration of the communication medium by
their efficacy level could be between the synchronous and asynchronous channels for the
social presence. The research can shed light on the types of interaction suitable for learners
who are better at different activities, or who are grouped together (Authement & Dormire,

2020).

These recommendations are formulated with a purpose to encourage the research
efforts toward resolving the complex issue of instructor social presence in the distant
learning setting. Through examining such aspects researchers could participate in the
bringing forth effective, stimulating, and inclusive online learning methods that are

properly designed for various learning populations.
6.3 Conclusion

This study started right after the end of pandemic which changed the societal norms
and education in all forms pivoted from traditional face-to-face courses to fully online

learning environments. This study started to dwell while the repercussions of pandemic
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were still on the way. The traditional face-to-face education was thriving until this
disruption and since then the world of academia swelled and sored with how online
education can manifest, benefit, and engage students. As the digital landscape continues to
reshape education, the role of instructors in online learning environment becomes
increasingly critical. The quest for effective online education transcends mere content
delivery; it depends upon the establishment of instructors’ social presence — human
connection and interaction that bridges the virtual and spatial gap between the instructors
and the learners. Collaborative components such as interactivity, community-building,
prompt feedback, and instructor presence became central factors to construct virtual

learning spaces that enable students to still feel the presence of physical classrooms.

The theoretical concepts of Vygotsky and the Community of Inquiry framework
have been incorporated in the study. By analyzing the three dimensions of Col, it is worthy
to note that Instructor Social Presence is at heart of educational technology coupled with
active learning strategies. The findings of this mixed-methods research indicate that clear
communication, socio-interactivity, community building, timely feedback, and teacher
presence are not only related to the development of educational environments, but also the
online courses will make both students and instructors feel as though they are participating
in something worthwhile. The quantitative results revealed a positive correlation between
between Student Behavioural Engagement, Student Psychological Engagement, student
Cognitive engagement and Instructor Social Presence. The qualitative interviews gauged
instructors in-depth perspectives towards instructor social presence and its dire need in
online education. Moreover, the study stressed the inseparable role of institutional support
in nurturing fertile conditions where social presence flourishes. From well developed

technologies to superb faculty development initiatives; the institutional policies act as a
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critical intrinsic intervention shaping the future of online learning ecosystem and also

enabling teachers to use social presence to be effective.

This thesis contributes significantly to the field of online education and digital
pedagogy by exploring the multifaceted concept of social presence in higher education. By
focusing on instructor social presence within the context of the UAE, it provides insights
that address a gap in the literature specific to the Middle Eastern educational landscape.
The study's findings shed light on how instructors foster engagement, build community,
and overcome challenges in online learning environments. The contribution lies not only in
the identification of practical strategies for enhancing online teaching but also in presenting
an empirical model that links instructor social presence to various facets of student
engagement. Additionally, the study addresses critical barriers to establishing social

presence, equipping educators and institutions with actionable solutions.

By focusing on the UAE's higher education sector, the thesis provides region-
specific recommendations while also contributing to global discussions on online learning
practices. Its findings can be leveraged to improve professional development programs for
instructors, curriculum design, and institutional policies aimed at enhancing the quality of
online education. As such, the thesis extends the wider body of literature by situating its

contributions at the intersection of theory, practice, and regional context.

This investigation is but a wayforward or a stepping stone in the ongoing voyage
toward effective digital education. As technology evolves, so must our understanding of
instructor social presence. It is of utmost importance to humanize the virtual classrooms
ensuring the learner feels seen, heard, and valued. I will close this thesis with with words
of Dewey: “Education is not an affair of ‘telling’ and being told, but an active and
constructive process”. May our collective efforts help share the learning process by

empowering our students to construct knowledge and shape a vibrant, socially connected
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educational system. A system where instructors are not mere digital avatars but
compassionate and empathetic torch bearers who illuminate the learning journeys of next

generation.
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Appendices
Appendix A — Faculty Interview Questions

1. How would you describe student engagement?

a. Do you have an idea about active learning, or have you ever used it in your
online class? (Active learning methods ask students to engage in their
learning by thinking, discussing, investigating, and creating. In class,
students practice skills, solve problems, struggle with complex questions,
make decisions, propose solutions, and explain ideas in their own words
through writing and discussion.)

b. What active learning strategies do you use to keep students engaged?

c. Do you think active learning helps in student engagement?

2. How do you know when a student is engaged in learning?
a. Do you make an effort to help in increasing their engagement?
3. How do you know when students are not engaged?

a. What efforts do you make to grab their attention and interest?

4. Can you describe some incidents in your online class where students were
especially engaged?

a. As an instructor, how does this feel?

5. How would you describe the relationship between student engagement, student
motivation, and student learning?

a. Do you think active learning strategies have helped you in increased student
engagement?

6. How do you try to enhance your social presence in online classes? Does that affect
student engagement?

a. Do you think instructor social presence is as important in online class as in
face-to-face class?

7. What challenges do you face in online teaching?

a. How do you try to overcome?

8. What practices do you use to facilitate instructor social presence?

a. Do you think you need more professional development in understanding
those?

b. Are you offered regular PD session to improve your social presence in online

classrooms?
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9. What measures can facilitate Instructor Social Presence?

10. What measures can your institution take to facilitate social presence?
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Appendix B — Questionnaire Survey

Instructor Social Presence

Q26

Hello and welcome to my research project! Are you an educator, teacher, or lecturer (at
tertiary/higher educational level) who is open to reflecting and sharing experiences related
to instructor social presence in digital education? If yes, this research project may be of
interest to you. The following survey is a part of my Doctor of Education in TESOL (Ed.D.
TESOL) postgraduate research project at the British University in Dubai. The title of my
research study is Investigating Instructor Social presence in Digital Education at
Higher Education Institutions in the UAE.

This project aims to: 1. find out instructors’ perceptions about online student
engagement in higher education. 2. Find out the impact of instructors’ social presence and
its impact on student engagement at the higher education level in the UAE. 3. Find out
instructional practices deemed important by instructors to establish a social presence. 4.
Find out what measures can be adopted by higher education institutions to facilitate
instructor social presence.

Confidentiality: The data held in the survey is anonymised, except where you have
provided your information for follow-up.

Anonymity: The survey data is anonymous, and any publication of the results will not
identify you in any way.

Contact: If you have any questions regarding this project, please contact Naureen
Shehzad (20001441@student.buid.ac.ae), my supervisor Asst Prof. Dr Tendai Charles
(tendai.charles@buid.ac.ae), or the British University in Dubai Ethics Committee
(phd@buid.ac.ae).

Confirmation of consent: | have been fully informed about the aims and objectives of the
project. | understand that: There is no compulsion for me to participate in this research
project. If I do choose to participate, | may at any stage withdraw my participation. | have
the right to refuse permission for the publication of any information about me. Any
information which | give will be used solely for the purposes of this research project,
which may include publications. If applicable, the information, I give, may be shared
between any of the other researchers participating in this project in an anonymised form.
All information | give will be treated as confidential. The researchers will make every
effort to preserve my anonymity.

What to Expect: There are 5 parts to this survey which are based on your view of
instructor social presence and student engagement in digital education. Each section has a
series of multiple-choice options. At the end of the survey, there is a comment box for your
ideas and comments. | am particularly interested in hearing about your experiences and
observations, positive, negative, critical, or challenges, and any questions that you may
have. If you are not sure about a question, please contact me at: Naureen Shehzad Ph: +971
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501241678 Email: 20001441 @student.buid.ac.ae. The survey is about 10-15 minutes long.
If you want to leave the survey and re-enter to finish it later, please do not delete the
browser history and use the same link and browser you started the survey from.

Q27 Please provide your consent to participate in the survey.

I consent, begin the study (1)

I do not consent, | do not wish to participate (2)

Skip To: End of Survey If Please provide your consent to participate in the survey. = | do not consent, | do not

wish to participate

Q3 Part I: Faculty Demographic Information
Please complete the following section by selecting or writing your answers:

How do you describe yourself?

Male (1)

Female (2)



Q5 How old are you?

Under 30 years old (1)

Between 31-40 years old (2)

Between 41-50 years old (3)

Between 51-60 years old (4)

Q6 Which program are you currently teaching?

General Studies (1)

Education (2)

Applied Media (3)

Engineering (4)

Computer Sciences (5)

English Communications (6)

Other (7)

Q7 Level of Program you are teaching

Diploma (1)

Undergraduate (2)

Post graduate (3)

Certificate (4)

352
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Q8 Your teaching status

Part-time (1)

Full-time (2)

Q09 Years of experience in Higher Education:

1-5years (1)

6 - 10 years (2)

11 - 15 years (3)

16 years above (4)

Q10 Number of years teaching online:

Q11 Number of hours spent teaching online per week:

Q12 Part Il: Faculty Survey

The following is a list of statements related to student behavioural, psychological and
cognitive engagement. Please read each statement and rate your satisfaction with students
using ‘Never’ (5), ‘Rarely’ (4), 'Sometimes' (3), ‘Often’ (2), ‘Always’ (1). There are no
right or wrong answers.

I: Student Engagement

Student Behavioural Engagement

What is your perception of students' behavioural engagement in online classes?
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During online classes my students....



Never Rarely

1) )

1. are online
for lessons (1)

2. skip the
classes (2)

3. are late for
classes (3)

4. show
preparedness
for their
classes (4)

5. avoid
participating in
extracurricular

activities (5)

6. seem to
engage in
flipped work
(6)

7. Read
the
announcements

()

8. watch the
recorded
lectures if they
missed a class

(8)

9. turn on the
microphone
when
prompted (9)

10. turn on the
microphone
when they
have a problem
(10)

Sometimes

(3)

Often
4

Always
(5)

355

Not
Applicable

(6)



11. turn on
camera (11)

12. voice
their concerns
if they face any

problems in
breakout
rooms (12)

13. interact
with me about
course material

(13)

14. engage in
conversations
in chat box
(14)

15. students
demonstrate a
lack of prior
online learning
experience
(15)

Q13 Student Psychological Engagement

356

What is your perception of students’ psychological engagement in online classes.

During online classes my students....



Never (1) Rarely (2)
1. seem

interested to

interact (1)

2. Ask
questions if
the need be

()

3.
Integr
ate their own
views with
others (3)

4,
engag
e in dialogue
with other
students (4)

5. seem to
feel
intimidated
by the
language used
in the lessons

()

6. seem
competent for
online
learning (6)

7. treat
other students
with respect

(")

8. treat you
respectfully

(8)

9. seem to
feel isolated

(9)

Sometimes

3)

Often (4)

357

Always (5)
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Q14 Student Cognitive Engagement

Cognitive engagement is defined as the extent to which students' are willing and able to
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take on the learning task at hand. This includes the amount of effort students are willing to
invest in working on the task.

What are your perceptions about students' cognitive engagement in online classes?
During online classes my students...



Never (6) Rarely (1)

1. post in
discussion
forums when
asked (1)

2.seem to
feel that the
course
contents are
useful for
their future

)

3. seem to
feel they can
utilise their
knowledge in
real-life (3)

4. participate
in
collaborative
tasks in
breakout
rooms when
asked (4)

5. participate
in
collaborative
tasks outside
classroom
when asked

()

6. seem to
effectively
work on their
own pace (6)

7. Participate
in online
discussions
when asked

(")

Sometimes

)

Always (3)

360

Not
Applicable

(4)
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8. participate
in online
activities

when asked

(8)

Q15 11: Instructor Social Presence

Please read each statement and rate your experience using ‘Agree’ (1), Disagree (2),
and Not Applicable (3). There are no right or wrong answers.

Rate the extent to which the following statements apply to your online teaching. For
online lessons,
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Design & OrganisationAs the course instructor it is my job to ...



Agree (1)

1. communicate
important course
topics. (1)

2. clearly
communicate
important course
goals. (2)

3. provide
instructions on how
to participate in
course learning
activities. (3)

4. communicate
important due
dates/time frames for
learning activities.

(4)

5. Navigate
students to the LMS
(5)

6. Organise
course contents week
by week (6)

7. Provide my
contact details as
announcement (7)

8. Set up office
hours and be
available (8)

9. train students how
to use LMS (9)

10. Dry run online
activities (10)

11. Design course
interface to
personalise it (11)

12. Create a
discussion thread for
communication (12)

Disagree (2)

363

Not Applicable (3)



13. Design the course
syllabus (13)

14. Design formative
assessments (14)

15. Design
summative
assessments (15)

364



Q16 Facilitation

As the course instructor it is my job to ...

Yes (1)

16. guide the class
toward
understanding course
topics (1)

17. keep the course
participants engaged

)

18. keep the course
participants on task

(3)

19. keep the course
participants
exploring new
concepts in this
course. (4)

20. reinforce the
development of a
sense of community
among course
participants. (5)

21. clarify students
misconceptions. (6)

22. be available
online without
appointment. (7)

23. respond to
students emails at
any time. (8)

No (2)

365

Not Applicable (3)



Q17 Direct Instruction
As the course instructor, it is my job to ...

24. focus discussion
on relevant issues (1)

25. provide feedback
that helps students
understand their
strengths and
weaknesses relative
to the course’s goals
and objectives. (2)

26. provide feedback
in a timely fashion.

3)

27. Keep a record of
all student
communication. (4)

Q20

V. Challenges in Establishing Social Presence

Agree (1)

Disagree (2)

366

Not Applicable (3)

'As instructors we all want to do our best, but some things get in the way of instructors

engagement'

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following factors in deterring your

online social presence?
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Rate your experience using ‘Agree' (1), Disagree (2), and Not Applicable (3). There
are no right or wrong answers.



Agree (1)

1. Long
Teaching hours (1)

2.
Administrativ
e duties (2)

3. Department
meetings (3)

4. Management
meetings (4)

5. Community
engagement (5)

6. Professional
development
engagement (6)

7. Working from
home (7)

8. Effective use
of technology (8)

9. Research
Projects (9)

10. Exam Duties
(10)

11. Lack of training
in using EdTech tools
1)

12. Lack of course
orientation for new
instructors (12)

13.
Personalisatio
n of course contents
(13)

Disagree (2)

368

Not Applicable (3)
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14. Poor internet
connection (14)

15. Lack of course
content (15)

16. Lack of admin
support (16)

17. Lack of dedicated
online classroom (17)

18. Large class
size (18)

19. Reduced
contact hours with
students (19)

20.  Anxiety (20)

21.  Burnout (21)

22. Work-life

balance (22)

Q21 Are there any other factors you think make your online social presence a
challenge in teaching online courses?

Q23 In light of the above challenges, what measures do you think could be taken by
your institution to facilitate instructor social presence in online classes?
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Q28 If you wish to further take part in the study (i.e., online interview), please
provide your contact details and your email address below:

Name: (4)
Email ID: (5)
Mobile no. (6)

End of Block: End of Survey



