
Mathews and Basco International Journal of Research in English Education 

(2020) 5:4 

Original  Article Published online: 20 December 2020. 

 

80 
 

 

Yolanda Mathews1* &  Lelanie Basco1 

 

 
* Correspondence: 

lelaniembasco@yahoo.com 

1. International College, The University 

of Suwon, South Korea 

 

 

Received: 8 September 2020 

Revision: 22 October 2020 

Accepted: 21 November 2020 

Published online: 20 December 2020 

 

 

 

 Abstract 

This study aimed to determine the university students’ level of social 

presence, preferred synchronous learning tool, and learning performance and 

their differences according to sex, age, year, major, Blackboard experience, 

and perceived computer literacy. The relationship between students’ social 

presence, preferred synchronous tool, and learning performance was also 

determined. The respondents were 29 students enrolled in the ESL online 

elective class, Global Business Communication, at a university in South 

Korea. There were two sets of online surveys used in this study. The 

statistical tools used in this study were the mean, Wilcoxon Signed Rank 

Test, Mann-Whitney Test, and Kruskal-Wallis Test. The results showed that 

the students maintained a Moderately High level of social presence 

throughout the duration of the course, chose KakaoTalk as their preferred 

synchronous learning tool, and concluded the course with an overall average 

grade, or learning performance level of “B.” There was a significant 

difference regarding the students’ learning performance when they were 

classified according to Blackboard experience; and no significant 

relationship existed between the students’ social presence, preferred 

synchronous tool, and learning performance.  

Keywords: blackboard, learning performance, e-Learning, social presence, 

synchronous online tools 
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1. Introduction   

Educational innovations are being aligned with the fast changing local and global demands of modern society. 

Traditional classroom setting, where the teachers and students meet face to face every class schedule is not the only 

venue for teaching and learning. Lessons can be delivered to students and learning can happen in many ways and in 

any form. Teaching and learning can be a face-to-face activity or simply an online activity in real time or in any time 

and place. In other words, learning can be synchronous or asynchronous. Synchronous learning happens live, in real 

time while asynchronous learning happens when students and instructors do not interact in real time and students can 

take the lessons at their own pace.  

The adaptation of e-Learning classes gives the schools and universities the prerogative to use the learning tools to 

deliver the lessons to the students. Thus, different online learning platforms, social media, and specific social networks 

are most helpful in this educational innovations. Moreover, professors have to be updated with and knowledgeable to 

what could be more effective tool for their e-Learning classes. Likewise, it should also be of great consideration that 

the end goal of this innovations is to improve the learning performance of the students. That is to say, if the use of e-

Learning classroom is really effective in the students’ learning performance. 

Moreover, it is also noteworthy to know if the students are really willing to learn in an e-Learning classroom. It is as 

well interesting to find out what specific social network the students consider as most helpful in their learning process. 

South Korea is known for its fast internet services all throughout the country. Technology is always a part of every 

person’s life from younger to older generations. In schools and universities, students are not without their phones 

wherever they are and whatever they do. This advancement in technology and availability of facilities are of great 

value to educational innovations such as e-Learning classrooms. 

To give the educators a more realistic picture of the e-Learning classroom, it is better to see it in a specific situation. 

This study investigated the university students’ level of social presence, preferred synchronous learning tools, and 

learning performance (final grades) in an elective e-Learning classroom. 

1.1 Research Questions  

Specific questions for this study are the following: 

1. What are the students’ levels of social presence before and after the conduct of the e-Learning course when they 

are classified according to age, sex, year, major, computer literacy level, and Blackboard experience and when taken 

as a whole?  

2. What is the students’ preferred synchronous learning tool when they are classified according to age, sex, year, 

major, computer literacy level, and Blackboard experience, respectively, and when taken as a whole?  

3. What are the students’ levels of learning performance when they are classified according to age, sex, year, major, 

computer literacy level, and Blackboard experience?   

4.  Is there a significant difference on the students’ level of social presence in the e-Learning course?  

5.  Is there a significant difference on the students’ level of learning performance in the e-Learning course?  

6. Is there a significant relationship between the students’ levels of social presence, preferred synchronous tool, and 

learning performance? 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

The International College of The University of Suwon has engaged in the number and variety of online course 

offerings in the past two years.  These include elective classes, such as Global Business Communication and English 

through TV Dramas, which are taught in either English or Chinese and open to all students. Considering the recent 

surge in research showing the positive effects of synchronous interaction on student engagement and learning 

outcomes in the online classroom (Duncan, Kenworthy, & McNamara, 2012; Francescucci & Rohan, 2018; 

Rabinowitch & Knafo-Noam, 2015; Wang, 2008) as well as the learners’ acceptance of e-learning services (Lee, 

Yoon, & Lee, 2009) coupled with the absence or lack of related research utilizing English as a Second Language 

(ESL) students, an idea came up to conduct a study in an attempt to understand the lack of student participation and 

engagement in synchronous activities in the ESL department’s online courses. Some professors began utilizing 
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synchronous activities in their online classes in order to emulate the traditional, face-to-face classroom environment 

and enhance course presence and sense of community.  

Regrettably, teachers were met with resistance by the students. Such resistance included a lack of or complete absence 

of participation in synchronous activities (Nagel, Blignaut, & Cronje, 2009; Smith, Sorensen, Gump, Heindel, Caris, 

& Martinez, 2011) and/or negative student feedback on course satisfaction surveys. Moreover, in The University of 

Suwon, some professors even reported receiving reduced, end-of-semester teacher evaluation scores because of, what 

they believed, was the addition of required synchronous participation in their courses. Consequently, some studies 

were carried out to implement various synchronous tools and activities in an effort to positively engage students in 

the use of synchronous communication activity (Bower, Dalgarno, Kennedy, Lee, & Kenney, 2015; Ellis, Pardo, & 

Han, 2016), increase social presence in the course and, ultimately, see improved scores as a result of this engagement.   

The result of this study is significant for the educators who are doing online classes, specifically synchronous e-

Learning courses. Knowing the students’ level of social presence will help the educators how to make their online 

courses more attractive and interesting to the students so they always attend the class and interact more with other 

students. In addition, lessons and activities can be done through the students’ preferred synchronous learning tool. 

These would make the online teaching and learning more interesting, valuable, and productive for both the teachers 

and students. 

1.3 Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of this study is shown in the following figure. 

  

                                 Independent Variable            Moderating Variable               Dependent Variable 

 

 

 

 

                                   

 

 

 

    

  Figure 1. Students’ social presence, preferred synchronous learning tool, and learning performance in an 

e-Learning class 

 

2. Review of the Literature 

2.1 Social Presence in e-Learning 

The number of e-Learning students, world-wide, is on the rise.  Researchers from the Digital Learning Compass 

organization revealed that as of 2015, the number of college students enrolled in at least one e-Learning course 

was over 6 million (Allen & Seaman, 2017). Korea is following a similar trend, where, according to the country’s 

Ministry of Education, there are 19 universities solely dedicated to distance learning. The transition from the 

traditional classroom to the e-Learning environment has not been without problems, though, notably the ability to 

retain students throughout the duration of a course compared to that of the conventional, bricks-and-mortar classroom 

(Doherty, 2006).   

In addressing high student turnover, relative to the traditional classroom environment, educators discovered that social 

presence was lacking (Kear, 2010; So & Brush, 2008). According to Sung and Meyer (2012), social presence refers 
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to “the subjective feeling of being connected and together with others during computer-mediated communication” 

(p. 1740).  Their measurement of social presence includes factors, such as social respect, social sharing, open mind, 

social identity, and intimacy (Sung & Meyer, 2012). Gunwardena and Zittle (1997) define social presence as the 

“degree to which a person is perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p.9). Additionally, social 

presence refers to the “ability of participants in a Community of Inquiry to project their personal characteristics into 

the community, thereby presenting themselves to other participants as real people” (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 

2000, pp.89). 

Research has shown correlations between social presence and the development of an e-Learning community (Rourke, 

Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Rovai, 2002), social presence and perceived learning (Richardson & Swan, 

2003), and social presence and student satisfaction (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Richardson & Swan, 2003). Due to 

these correlations, educators and researchers have experimented with various methods to create and sustain social 

presence in the e-Learning classroom, including audio and video, introduction posts, regular grading and discussion 

forum feedback (Aragon, 2003). Additionally, social presence has been developed by incorporating tools outside of 

the Learning Management System, such as text messaging (DuVall, Powell, Hodge, & Ellis, 2007) and internet-based 

voice mail (Keil & Johnson, 2002).   

Creating a class environment where the learner is engaged, relaxed, and comfortable when communicating with 

their classmates, hence, social presence, is a primary objective for e-Learning.  Research suggests that this is important 

and necessary because students are more likely to engage in higher order thinking (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 

2000; Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010); participate more actively in e-Learning communications 

(Cui, Lockee, & Meng, 2013; Danchak, Walther, & Swan, 2001); maintain enrollment in the e-Learning course 

(Bowers & Kumar, 2015) and show higher levels of e-Learning satisfaction (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Moallem, 

2015; So & Brush, 2008) when they experience a high degree of social presence in an e-Learning environment. 

Consequently, social presence has been considered to be a significant and central variable in determining the extent 

of interaction and effectiveness of the eLearning environment (Borup, West, & Graham, 2012; Kim, Kwon, & Cho, 

2011; Lobry de Bruyn, 2004; McIsaac & Gunawardena, 1996; Richardson & Swan, 2003).  

Researchers, Biocca et al. (2003), confirmed that social presence has strong predictive validity of teacher-student 

relationship satisfaction, class satisfaction, and perceived knowledge gain (three main outcomes in online class 

experiences). Students state that the interaction with faculty motivates them to overcome challenges and continue 

working and learners are more intellectually committed when they know their instructors (Chickering & Ehrmann, 

1996). Furthermore, according to Hostetter (2012), social presence influenced learning performance on written 

assignments in that it revealed that students demonstrating higher levels of social presence in discussion board posts 

had statistically and remarkably higher ratings on the CAT.  Kim et al.’s (2011) study, investigating Korean e-Learning 

students, showed a correlation between social presence and interactivity but not social presence and learning 

satisfaction. As students’ participation in e-Learning class activities increased, their levels of social presence also 

increased; they felt more acknowledged by their classmates. Additionally, their research showed that male students 

had higher levels of both social presence and learning satisfaction than females (Kim et al., 2011).  

2.2 Synchronous Learning Tools in e-Learning 

Synchronous learning is defined as simultaneous interaction between two or more participants. It can be in a form of 

online chat, instant messaging, white boarding, file sharing, audio conferencing, web conferencing, and 

videoconferencing (Cook et al., 2008 as cited in Motyeka, Onge, & Williams, 2013, p.63). Videoconferencing as a 

synchronous learning tool allows real time interaction between teachers and students and reduces time and travel 

expenses as well. It is more useful in the academe for important activities such as meetings, teaching, managing 

different campuses, and even interviews (Reynolds, 2008). Currently, several synchronous tools are utilized as a part 

of e-Learning curriculums. Cadiz (2000) explains that Distributed Tutored Video Instruction (DTVI) as a form of 

synchronous learning is used to teach distance learning which involves students in different locations as they meet 

online to watch and discuss pre-recorded lectures. In addition, Motyeka et al. (2013) attest another form of 

synchronous learning, Elluminate, which is an online learning platform allowing faculty and students to communicate 

using headphones and their computer. It further allows live interactions, whiteboard communication, chat messaging, 

and content sharing.  

Meanwhile, Hrastinski (2008) posits that as synchronous e-Learning is supported by media such as videoconferencing 

and chat, learners can still develop communities since there is still a real time interaction between teachers and 
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learners. Parker and Martin (2010) report that synchronous virtual classrooms use web conferencing to enhance 

interactivity and build a sense of community. In higher education, the most prevalent synchronous tools are Adobe 

Connect, Blackboard Collaborate, WebEx, Saba Centra, Elluminate Live!, and Wimba Classroom.  More research has 

favorable results in the use of synchronous virtual classrooms, like Park and Bonk (2007) which assert that this type 

of classroom environment provides immediate feedback, encourages exchange of different perspectives, enhances 

productive interactions among students and teachers, enhances social presence, and even promotes emotional support. 

In the study of Parker and Martin (2014) they found out that instructors primarily use the virtual classroom to facilitate 

instructor-student and student-student dialogue. The virtual classroom was used for instructional purposes or 

conducting office hours to promote interactivity, develop community, and reach students at different locations.  

Elluminate Inc. (2009) explained that the academic benefits of synchronous online learning include: first, it creates 

effective distance learning which means that live e-Learning enables academic institutions to deliver real-time, 

instructor-led classes to students, regardless of their geographical location and with all the advantages of traditional 

face-to-face classrooms. Second, it extends the physical classroom which means that technology enables to connect 

online and onsite students and instructors can present engaging content onsite and remotely. Third, it builds learning 

communities by using live e-Learning and web collaboration technology, students can collaborate on projects provide 

peer mentoring, and create online communities to discuss a variety of topics. Fourth, it enhances professional 

development, through synchronous e-Learning technology, remote experts can address staff to keep them up-to-date 

on new technologies, policies, strategies, and teaching methodologies. Fifth, it leverages limited teaching resources, 

academic institutions are enabled to teach across geographical boundaries. Sixth, it facilitates communication and 

collaboration, web collaboration technology provides an enhanced meeting environment like web conferencing and 

virtual live meeting. Lastly, it enhances infrastructure support, using synchronous learning technology in internal 

training, research, help desk support, and online library resources.   

Social networks have become more popular over the past decades. Apparently, these are also useful in the learning 

process as synchronous tools in online classes. Messaging apps had been a part of daily routines of most people from 

all walks of life. Statista reported that in 2016, 1.58 billion mobile phone users accessed over-the-top messaging apps 

to communicate. This figure is projected to grow to 2.48 billion users in 2021. Specifically, in 2015, 23.8 million 

mobile phone users in South Korea accessed over-the-top messaging apps to communicate. This figure is projected to 

grow to 28.6 million users in 2019. With over one billion people, worldwide, accessing Facebook, it’s not surprising 

that educators are utilizing it as a teaching and learning tool.  Research studies showed that there are numerous benefits 

associated with using Facebook in the classroom (Bosch, 2009; Lampe et al., 2011). For instance, it was perceived 

that social learning, knowledge sharing, collaboration, learner-centered activities and educational micro-community 

development (Bosch, 2009) were enhanced when Facebook was used in the classroom. Furthermore, students believed 

that English language learning could be strengthened when using Facebook in an e-Learning environment (Kabilan et 

al., 2010), and Qais showed that Facebook improved English proficiency and vocabulary development (2017). Statista 

reports that in 2022, the number of Facebook users in South Korea is expected to reach 15.74 million, up from 13.69 

million in 2015. 

However, with the rise in privacy and security concerns and the shift in Facebook user demographics in recent years, 

(with younger users preferring alternative social networking platforms) research findings are showing some challenges 

with using Facebook in the e-Learning classroom. For example, educators are finding it to be more of a challenge to 

get their students to accept Facebook as a learning tool (Cheung, Chiu, & Lee, 2011). Furthermore, not all students 

are comfortable with disclosing personal information in an online environment (Mazer et al., 2007) and there may be 

a lack of familiarity with accessing and utilizing the account privacy restrictions on Facebook (Boyd & Hargittai, 

2010). Another study indicated that a problem with using Facebook in the online classroom is assessing student 

performance.  It can be difficult and time-intensive for educators to objectively assign a grade based on the quality of 

content submitted on Facebook (Shaw, 2016).  

Another popular networking site, Twitter, is a multiplatform Web 2.0, part social networking - part microblogging 

tool, freely accessibly on the Web (Stevens, 2008). Other popular Web 2.0 microblogging tools include Jaiku, 

Tumblr, MySay, and Hictu, and Edmodo. Twitter, however, is one of the most popular of these microblogging tools 

and therefore, was a tool of choice because it is well-established, has a large and growing participant base, interfaces 

well with other Web 2.0 tools, and is easily accessible.  According to Statista 

(https://www.statista.com/statistics/282087/ number-of-monthly-active-twitter-users/) twitter is a social networking 

and microblogging service, enabling registered users to read and post short messages, so-called tweets. Twitter 
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messages are limited to 280 characters and users are also able to upload photos or short videos. Tweets are posted to 

a publicly available profile or can be sent as direct messages to other users. It is one of the most popular social networks 

worldwide. In 2014, the number of Twitter users in South Korea reached 4.66 million and it increased to 5.13 million 

in 2016. 

Wildly popular in South Korea, KakaoTalk is a free downloadable software application for mobile devices providing 

free text messaging and call services. It first began as a basic instant messaging service, allowing users to send and 

receive real-time messages, and then evolved into a global service platform with features such as voice calls, mobile 

games, and even a social network. It has created a new communications culture: as two out of three Korean mobile 

users use the mobile app to communicate, people who don’t use KakaoTalk feel excluded from their peers (Rousse-

Marquet, 2013). Statista reported that in 2016, 30.3 million South Korean mobile phone users accessed this messaging 

app to communicate. This figure is projected to grow to 34.1 million users in 2021. KakaoTalk users can share diverse 

contents and information from photos, videos, voice messages, URL links, and contact information. It began 

expanding its services in 2010, launching its first non-chat service, the Gift Shop. KakaoTalk introduced more features 

like “Plus Friends”, a feed feature, which allows users to receive special contents and updates from brands and artists 

they choose as their “Plus Friends”; KakaoPay, which allows users to register up to 20 cards to their accounts via the 

KakaoPay menu; KakaoStory, which allows users to share pictures and status updates via their phone; and more 

(Staykove, Kalina, & Damsgaard, 2016).  

Blackboard is a Web-based learning management system (LMS) designed to support fully online courses or provide 

a space for face-to-face course supplementation.  It provides many types of tools and features for enriching the learning 

experience. (http://www.uta.edu/blackboard/). Blackboard’s suite of enterprise applications includes the Blackboard 

Learning System, Blackboard Community Portal System™, and Blackboard Transaction System™. The Blackboard 

Learning System, used daily by more than 2,000 institutions dedicated to teaching and learning, features an online 

environment designed to complement and supplement either traditional learning or distance learning. One popular 

utility in this system is the Blackboard Ultra Collaborate, a virtual classroom and discussion board which provides a 

rich, multi-functional environment for both synchronous and asynchronous communications. It further affords free-

form chat, chat lectures, and question and answer chats. 

2.3 Learning Performance in e-Learning 

Educators and practitioners have been researching the effects of e-Learning on performance and how this differs from 

that of the conventional, bricks-and-mortar classroom. They have discovered numerous variables involved in e-

Learning performance, both positive and negative. Castillo-Merino and Serradell-Lopez (2014) showed that the most 

significant influencer of e-Learning performance for higher education learners was motivation, which was positively 

determined solely by the learners’ perception of their efficiency. Another influential variable implicated in their study 

was the learners’ perceptions about their digital technology capability. However, no correlations existed between 

previous e-Learning experience and learners’ effort and learning performance.     

Similar to the present study, Liu et al. (2009) also measured learning/academic performance using the final course 

grade. The study by Liu et al. (2009) showed a strong statistical correlation between perceived social presence and 

students’ final grades.  Furthermore, this study revealed that social presence strongly predicted student retention in 

the course and led to increased student interaction, resulting in the increased likelihood of students to earn higher 

grades. Giesber et al.’s (2013) study investigated the effects of tool usage and course participation on learning 

performance. Results showed that there was a strong correlation between the students’ tool usage and the final exam 

score but an even stronger correlation between the final score and the level of course participation. 

When it comes to enhancing learning performance in the online classroom, educators have expanded their tool usage 

to include not only the standard LMS tools (discussion boards, wikis, blogs, etc.) but social media tools (i.e., Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, etc.) as well.  Numerous studies have shown strong correlations between social media interactivity 

in the e-Learning classroom and learning performance (Nachmias, 2002). There are many positive learning outcomes 

associated with incorporating social media tools in the online classroom, including “enhancing the autonomous 

learning abilities, overcoming difficulties, cooperation, contemplative learning, fast/prompt feedback from instructors, 

decreasing the effect of geographical distances, clarity of students’ effort, and the establishment of social dealings 

between academicians and students” (Al-rahmi et al., 2015). Another well-known benefit of using social media tools 

was the ease at which knowledge and information was dispersed. For example, Scholarly Twitter users listed 

information dissemination as one of the main benefits of using social media (Al-rahmi et al., 2014). 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design  

This study utilizes a descriptive-correlational method of research. The descriptive method of research which is an 

attempt to determine, describe, or identify the characteristics or behavior of a sample population (Jackson, 2009). 

Correlational research explores the interrelationship amongst variables of interest without any active intervention on 

the part of the researcher (Polit & Hungler, 2013). The results of the study were described based on the answers 

obtained through two survey questionnaires. The relationships between the independent and dependent variables were 

also determined. 

3.2 Participants  

The participants in this study were the ESL students enrolled in a purely online, elective course, Global Business 

Communication, at the University of Suwon in South Korea in the Spring Semester of academic year 2018-2019. All 

students had access to the same tools and communication modalities and were required to participate in all activities.    

The 29 participants were classified according to sex (male=14, female=15); age (18-20=7, 21-24=14, 25 and over=8); 

year (first year=7, second year=7, third year=7, fourth year=8); college (Arts=3, Business=4, Engineering=5, Health 

and Science=4, Humanities=5, Information Technology=5, and Theater=3); perceived computer literacy level 

(basic=15, intermediate=10, advanced=4); and Blackboard experience (short=13, long=16). 

3.3 Instruments    

Two online surveys were used in this study. The first survey, which was adapted from the study of Brady, Holcomb, 

and Smith (2010), determined the students’ preferences regarding synchronous tool usage. It is composed of fourteen 

statements describing the benefits of synchronous tools which are Facebook, KakaoTalk, Twitter, and Blackboard 

Ultra Collaborate. The tool with the highest survey score indicates the student’s preference. The second survey 

measured students’ social presence in online courses and was adopted from Richardson and Swan (2003). It is 

composed of three parts. Part I is about the students’ overall experiences in the e-Learning class; Part II is about the 

students’ experiences on specific activities, both use a 6-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree (1) to strongly 

disagree (6). Part III is composed of five specific questions about the e-Learning class. Validity and reliability were 

established for this survey questionnaire. 

3.4 Data Collection Procedure   

In this study, several synchronous communication tools were adopted: Blackboard Ultra Collaborate, Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, and KakaoTalk (a widely-used Instant Messaging application in South Korea). These were used 

as supplemental tools as part of the course instruction and enabled students to communicate in real time, utilizing 

either face-to-face, two-way oral, or two-way text modalities. Throughout the semester, the instructor used 

synchronous activities. All students were instructed to register accounts for each of these synchronous tools in Week 

1 of the course. Synchronous sessions were composed of mandatory one-hour group chat sessions. During the group 

chat sessions, students discussed case study dilemmas, controversial issues, and course subject matter. The course 

instructor monitored and facilitated the group chat sessions. Each week, students completed the social presence survey 

immediately following the synchronous activity.   

3.5 Data Analysis Procedure 

The data gathered in this study were encoded and processed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 

Specifically, the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was used to determine the respondents’ level of social presence before 

and after the conduct of the e-Learning course. The Mann-Whitney Test and Kruskal-Wallis Test were used to 

determine differences. Pearson’s r was used to determine significant relationships. 

4. Results 

The results in Table 1 show that the students’ overall level of social presence before and after the conduct of the e-

Learning course is moderately high (before: M=2.35; after: M=2.59) although there is an increase of .24 in the mean 

score after the conduct of the e-Learning course.  When grouped according to different variables, the students have a 

moderately high level of social presence. Apparently, a majority of the higher mean scores are evident after the conduct 

of the e-Learning course. This means that the e-Learning course meetings somehow influenced the students’ social 
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presence in the e-Learning course but it’s not that significant. Therefore, there is no significant difference in the 

students’ social presence in the e-Learning course according to different variables as well as before and after the 

conduct of e-Learning course.  

 

Table 1. Students’ levels of social presence before and after the conduct of the e-learning course 

   _____________________________________________________________________ __     

        Category                 N             Mean             SD              Description               Z      p-value_ 

      Entire Group              29 

Before                  2.35             .78           Moderately High           1.114        .265 

After                  2.59             .92           Moderately High 

     Sex 

Male                  14 

            Before                2.16             .78 Moderately High              .691                .490                   

                    After                              2.36             .76 Moderately High 

Female              15 

            Before                2.52              .61 Moderately High              .739         .460 

            After                2.76            1.04 Moderately High 

    Age 

18-20                  7 

            Before                2.51              .34 Moderately High              .845                 .398 

            After                2.95              .96 Moderately High 

21-24                14 

            Before                2.43              .77 Moderately High              .911        .362 

            After                2.67              .94 Moderately High  

25 and over        8 

            Before                           2.06             .81 Moderately High             .140        .889 

            After                2.05             .70 Moderately High  

     Year                                 

First year            7 

            Before                2.54             .33 Moderately High             .169                 .866 

            After                2.58             .70 Moderately High 

Second Year       7 

            Before                2.47             .57 Moderately High           1.355                .176 

            After                3.23           1.0 Moderately High 

Third Year          7 

            Before                2.16             .99 Moderately High             .845                .398 

            After                1.78             .87 Moderately High  
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Fourth Year        8 

            Before                2.25             .83 Moderately High           1.542                .123 

           After                2.66             .63 Moderately High  

       Major 

Art                      3 

            Before                2.48             .96 Moderately High           1.089        .275 

            After                2.69             .81 Moderately High 

Business             4 

            Before                2.37            .90 Moderately High            .365                 .715 

            After                2.50            .58 Moderately High  

Engineering        5 

            Before               2.54            .44 Moderately High             .674       .500 

            After               2.82            .64 Moderately High  

Health Science   4 

           Before               2.71            .78 Moderately High             .365                .715 

            After               2.73            .75 Moderately High  

Humanities         5 

            Before               1.91            .53 Moderately High           1.490               .136 

            After               2.86          1.54 Moderately High  

Info Tech            5 

            Before               2.23            .85 Moderately High            1.214               .225 

            After               1.71            .80 Moderately High  

Theater               3 

            Before               2.33            .82 Moderately High            1.069              .285 

            After               2.82            .81 Moderately High  

        Computer Literacy Level 

Basic                 15 

           Before               2.30             .65 Moderately High             1.364             .173 

                   After                             2.70           1.06 Moderately High  

Intermediate      10 

                 Before                             2.37            .79 Moderately High               .459             .646 

                 After                             2.52            .79 Moderately High  

Advanced            4 

                 Before                             2.50            .89 Moderately High             1.6444           .100 

                 After                             2.17            .72 Moderately High 

          Blackboard Experience 
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Short                  13    

                  Before               2.35            .61 Moderately High              1.644            .100 

                  After                             2.71            .69 Moderately High 

Long                  16 

                  Before               2.35            .80 Moderately High                .284           .776 

                  After                             2.45          1.08 Moderately High_____________________  

      

The results in Table 2 show that the students’ overall preferred synchronous tool is KakaoTalk (M=2.66), followed 

by Blackboard Ultra Collaborate, Facebook, and Twitter, respectively. When grouped according to different variables, 

KakaoTalk still got the highest mean score among the other tools except for the variable Year, where Facebook has 

the highest mean score which is the most preferred tool by the third year students. Looking at each variable more 

specifically, male students prefer KakaoTalk while females prefer Blackboard maybe because females are more 

serious in their studies and they find Blackboard more helpful for them. Students who belong to 18-22 age bracket are 

more or less the First Year students, preferred Blackboard. These students are neophytes to the university and maybe 

are still more diligent on their studies compared with the older and higher level students who have already university 

life experience. But it doesn’t mean that these students are less diligent though.  

Moreover, Art and Theater preferred Twitter and Blackboard respectively and the rest of the majors preferred 

KakaoTalk. As for the Computer Literacy Level, all students preferred KakaoTalk. Lastly, students with long 

Blackboard experience preferred KakaoTalk while the ones with short experience preferred Blackboard which showed 

actually a big Mean difference. This maybe because, students with longer experience had too much of the Blackboard 

activities that they want a more accessible tool to use in their e-Learning class. 

 

Table 2. Preferred synchronous learning tool 

                   ______________________________________________________________________ 

                        Category               N                    Mean       SD      Description___ 

                     Entire Group              29                     2.66                  0.95                    KakaoTalk 

                     Sex 

                          Male                      14                     2.86                  0.92      KakaoTalk 

                          Female              15                     2.48                  0.97      Blackboard 

                     Age 

                          18-20   7                     2.44                  0.75      Blackboard 

                          21-24              14                     2.51                  0.81      KakaoTalk 

                          25 and over             8                     3.12                  1.25      KakaoTalk 

                     Year 

                          First Year  7                     2.18                   0.43      Blackboard 

                          Second Year 7                     2.63       0.90      KakaoTalk 

                          Third Year              7                     3.32                   1.02      Facebook 

                          Fourth Year 8                     2.55                   1.08      KakaoTalk 

                     Major 

                          Art               3                     1.72                   0.62      Twitter 
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                          Business  4                    2.83                   0.96      KakaoTalk 

                          Engineering 5                    2.63      0.91      KakaoTalk 

                          Health Science 4                    2.94      0.98      KakaoTalk 

                          Humanities             5                    3.20      1.04      KakaoTalk 

                          Info. Technology 5                    2.82      1.08      KakaoTalk 

                          Theater  3                    1.92      1.08      Blackboard 

                     Computer Literacy Level 

                          Basic             15                   2.68       0.95      KakaoTalk  

                          Intermediate         10                   2.65       0.86      KakaoTalk 

                          Advanced               4                   2.64       1.39      KakaoTalk 

                     Blackboard Experience 

                          Short             13                   2.19       0.46      Blackboard 

                          Long                     16                   3.05       1.07      KakaoTalk____ 

  

The results in Table 3 show that the students’ overall learning performance (final grade) is “B” (M=80.14). The highest 

learning performance when grouped according to major is “A”; according to year and Blackboard experience is “B+”; 

and according to sex, age, and computer literacy is “B.” There is a significant difference in the students’ learning 

performance when they were grouped according to Blackboard experience. The students with longer Blackboard 

experience have “B+” grades while the students with shorter experience have “C” grades. This implies that the longer 

the students’ Blackboard experience, the higher their learning performance in this particular online class, although 

these students preferred KakaoTalk as a synchronous tool.  

Moreover, Female students have higher grade than males although it’s not a really a big difference. Noticeably, 

students from 18-12 age bracket who are more or less are the First Year students have C and C+ grades while the rest 

have B grades except for Fourth Year students who got B+ grades. Understandably, they are graduating students so 

they can’t just get low grades as much as possible. Further, Business major students got the A grades for a fact that 

this is a Business elective class. The rest got B, C+ and Theater majors got D grade as it might not be that interesting 

for them or they didn’t put much effort to the class. Lastly, students with Basic Computer Literacy level have C+ and 

those with Intermediate and Advanced levels had B grades. Since this is an e-learning class, it is apparently an edge 

to be more knowledgeable with technology in general to cope with the demands of the course. Therefore, there is a 

significant difference in the students’ level of learning performance in the e-learning course only according to 

Blackboard experience.   

 

Table 3. Students’ learning performance 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

                 Category     N                    Mean                SD               Description    p-value_ 

                     Entire Group                  29                     80.14             15.42                      B 

                    Sex 

                          Male                 14                   78.50               19.54         C+                     .914 

                          Female    15                   81.67               10.75         B 

     Age 

                          18-20      7                   76.29       26.47         C+                     .686  
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                          21-24    14                   79.79               11.37                      B 

                          25 and up      8                   84.12                 8.78                      B 

     Year 

                          First Year      7                   70.57               24.76         C                       .506  

                Second Year     7                   80.71               12.38                      B 

                         Third Year      7                   82.86               10.64                      B 

                         Fourth Year                 8                   85.63                 7.96                      B+ 

                  Major        

                         Art                   3                  81.67               12.58                       B                    .304  

                         Business      4                  90.25                 4.86                       A    

                         Engineering     5                  81                    7.71                       B 

                         Health Science     4                  81.75             13.45                        B 

                         Humanities                  5                  82.60             11.97                       B 

                         Info. Technology     5                  74.60             30.37                       C+ 

                        Theater                   3                  66.67               5.77                       D 

                  Computer Literacy Level 

                        Basic     15                  77                  18.04                       C+                    .586  

                        Intermediate    10                  84                    9.39                       B  

                       Advanced       4                  82.25             18.17                       B  

                  Blackboard Experience 

                        Short     13                  72                 18.09                         C                   .004* 

                        Long                  16                  86.75              8.82                         B+   _____ 

  

The results in Table 4 show that there was no significant relationship between the students’ level of social presence 

and preferred synchronous tool (r=.089, p=.645), and learning performance (r=.245, p=.184), and learning 

performance and social presence (r=.300, p=.114). This means that social presence does not influence the students’ 

preference of synchronous tool nor their learning performance. All students have moderately high social presence but 

their choice of synchronous tool and learning performance varies. Therefore, there is no significant relationship 

between the students’ levels of social presence, preferred synchronous tool, and learning performance? 

 

Table 4. Relationship of social presence, preferred synchronous tool, and learning performance 

 

  

 

Social 

Presence 

Preferred 

Synchronous Tool 

Learning 

Performance 

Social Presence Correlation Coefficient 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 

1.000 

 

29 

.089 

.645 

29       

-.300 

.114 

29 
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Preferred Synchronous 

Tool 

Correlation Coefficient 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 

-.089 

.64 

29 

1.000 

 

29 

.254 

.184 

29        

Learning Performance Correlation Coefficient 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

N 

-.300 

.114 

29           

254 

.184 

29 

1.000 

 

29 

                   ** Correlation is significant at 0.05 alpha level (p < .05) 

 

5. Discussion 

The findings regarding students’ levels of social presence before and after the conduct of the e-Learning course show 

that all variables fell within the Moderately High social presence category (2.50-3.25), revealing slightly higher social 

presence scores on the survey completed at the conclusion of the course than at the beginning of the course in all areas 

except for those students above 25 years of age, third year students, information technology majors, and students who 

belong to advanced level of computer literacy. The reasoning behind the decrease in social presence levels for 

information technology students may be due to the fact that these students, overall, prefer working individually as 

opposed to collectively in a group, which was how work was completed during course synchronous activities.                                

For students above 25 years of age, referred to as non-traditional students, the decrease in social presence levels may 

have been due to the students partaking in a full-time job or family responsibilities. These students may have felt that 

the requirement of synchronous activities diminished the convenience of online learning. Time management, stress 

and coping factors of the non-traditional students have been addressed in the study of Forbus et al. (2011) along with 

their differing online learning attitudes and outcomes (Beaghan, 2013). Similarly, because of the extensive course load 

typically required of third-year students at this university, the requirement of synchronous activities may have been 

viewed as a nuisance, resulting in decreased social presence levels. Korean students tend to take the bulk of their major 

courses during their third year, while completing minimal coursework, internships, and/or job searching activities in 

the fourth year.   

The findings in this study, further indicate that students’ levels of social presence are not influenced by age, gender, 

year of study, college major, computer literacy level, nor level of Blackboard experience. Despite the results of 

numerous studies corroborating opposite research findings (Joksimovic et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2009; Richardson & 

Swan, 2003), these results are not surprising since the means used to express social presence was through the use of 

synchronous communication activities. Overall, students expressed dissatisfaction at being required to participate in 

synchronous activities as revealed in correspondence (face-to-face, online messaging, and qualitative survey data) 

between the students and instructor throughout the semester. However, some studies showed similar findings to the 

present study. According to Swan and Shih, no significant differences existed in the students’ social presence 

according to gender and LMS experience (2005). Additionally, Kim et al.’s study showed that gender and online 

learning experience did not significantly influence social presence (2005). Nevertheless, creating a class environment 

where the learner is engaged, relaxed, and comfortable when communicating with their classmates are important and 

necessary as researchers suggested that because students are more likely to engage in higher order thinking (Garrison, 

Anderson, & Archer, 2000); participate more actively in e-Learning communications (Cui, Lockee, & Meng, 

2013; Danchak, Walther, & Swan, 2001). Hence, social presence, is a primary objective for e-Learning. 

The students’ preference of KakaoTalk as a synchronous learning tool is not unexpected. As mentioned, KakaoTalk 

is the most popular social network in South Korea, so obviously, majority of the students would prefer it as a tool 

because they are more familiar and comfortable with it. Apparently, in all variables of this study: sex, age,  major, 

computer literacy level, and Blackboard experience, KakaoTalk got the highest mean score among the different 

categories of each variable except for the variable year, where Facebook got the highest mean score from the third 

year category. This made Facebook to be mentioned once as well as twitter, making these two least preferred among 

the popular tools used in this study. The study of Han and Cho (2015) concludes that KakaoTalk is the mobile instant 

messenger that the vast majority of Korean smartphone users constantly use, and KakaoTalk developed this app as its 
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core platform and has provided a variety of follow-up platforms, such as mobile commerce, mobile advertisement, 

mobile games, etc. 

Likewise, Gallagher (2017) points out that South Koreans are accustomed to using technologies and applications 

developed in and for South Koreans. In fact, they are used to using them at an early age. He further reiterates that 

KakaoTalk is the dominant social media application and environment in South Korea. Hence, it is deeply integrated 

into this country’s socialized practice, both informal and formal, activated through mobile technology and it is used 

by university students to maintain participation across informal and formal communities. Moreover, Blackboard 

Collaborate Ultra is the second synchronous tool preferred by students in this study, probably because it is an online 

course which they could only access through Blackboard. According to the study of Robinson et al. (2017), the 

students were interested in seeing an increase in the number of Blackboard courses offered in subsequent semesters. 

Findings in the study of Asiri and Aly (2018) show that faculty members and students’ degree of e-Learning system 

(Blackboard) use and tools in teaching and learning is very high. The researchers concluded that these results indicate 

the importance of such learning system in the educational process.  

In the study of Sauers and Walker’s (2004) students in the hybrid business writing classes displayed higher levels of 

improvement in their writing than those in the traditional classroom. This improvement was attributed to increase 

active learning: online discussions and online activities promoted in the online environment. Likewise, the study 

conducted by Kramarski and Mizrachi (2006) on seventh–grade math classes found that students who participated in 

online discussion and problem solving outperformed their face–to–face counterparts in math literacy and real–life 

tasks. Coopman (2009) concluded in her essay that “the technology used to deliver an online class influences how 

students and instructors interact with one another. More than previous technologies, online learning systems have the 

potential to enhance the collaborative performative nature of teaching, and at the same time, the potential to turn 

teaching into a static exercise.” 

In the case of twitter and Facebook, Kim and Song (2012) evaluated the SNS effects on education by analyzing 153 

articles from 2009 to 2012 published in Korea to know the current status of the application of the SNS on education. 

It was found out that 38% of the articles are related to language education, such as foreign language learning, 

especially, using Twitter and Facebook. They attributed the result to the main characteristics of Twitter and Facebook 

being more appropriate for teaching language with short sentences. Since both Twitter and Facebook are easy to create 

individual contents and deliver news just adding a few sentences along with communication with short sentences, thus 

exposure time of language can be increased through students using this SNS. To sum up, students would prefer a tool 

that is not only comfortable and familiar with them but equally important as well is that they can use their mobile 

phones in using this tool. Statista reported that in 2016, 1.58 billion mobile phone users accessed over-the-top 

messaging apps to communicate. This figure is projected to grow to 2.48 billion users in 2021. Students use KakaoTalk 

in almost all of their online transactions so it is just practical to use it as well for their learning purposes.  

Furthermore, the result of this study shows that the students’ overall learning performance is “B” (80.14), however, 

this is the lowest grade in the grade category “B” (B=80-84). This implies that the students generally struggled to get 

a higher grade in this elective online class. In like manner, Business major students got “A” (90.25) but it still belongs 

to the lowest category (A=90-94). This result can be attributed to the fact that the online elective class in this study is 

Global Business Communication and these business major students have some amount of familiarity and knowledge 

of the topics being discussed during discussions. In addition to these results, fourth year students got “B+” (85.63) 

which belongs in the middle of the grade category (B+=85-89). This is somehow expected of higher level students, 

especially since they are graduating from college, they need to pass the course and if possible get higher grades. 

Additionally, they have probably had the opportunity to take additional e-Learning or English-based classes as 

compared to lower-level students.   

Another significant result is that, students with longer Blackboard experience received a higher grade “B+” (86.75) 

compared with the students with shorter Blackboard experience who got a “C” (72), though it belongs to the middle 

of the grade category (C=70-74). This particular result makes a significant difference with regards to Blackboard 

experience, specifically, students with longer Blackboard experience have higher learning performance (final grade) 

compared with students with shorter Blackboard experience. Presumably, students’ experience in Blackboard classes 

gave them the confidence, knowledge, and skills, specifically, learning management system fluency, in online classes.   

In the of Castillo-Merino and Serradell-Lopez (2014) one influential variable implicated as a significant influencer of 

e-Learning performance for higher education learners, aside from motivation, was the learners’ perceptions about their 
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digital technology capability. Thus in this age of technology, students are fast learners in using the social media and 

specific social networks which can facilitate their learning. 

Similarly, the study of Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, and Jones (2010) reveals that the overall finding of their 

meta-analysis is that classes with online learning (whether taught completely online or blended), on average, produce 

stronger student learning outcomes than do classes with solely face-to-face instruction. Students in online conditions 

performed modestly better, on average, than those learning the same material through traditional face-to-face 

instruction. Learning outcomes for students who engaged in online learning exceeded those of students receiving face-

to-face instruction. A study done by Rodriguez et al. (2006) found that students in a biology course for non-majors 

who engaged more actively in online discussions also scored higher on the final test. Furthermore, according to 

Robinson et al. (2017), students who rated themselves as having high computer literacy level felt that Blackboard was 

advantageous in their learning. However, Davies and Graff (2005) found that frequency of participation in online 

discussion did not lead to higher grades in a college business course, but those who participated infrequently did earn 

lower grades.  

Results were unanticipated by the researchers in this study regarding the correlations of social presence, preferred 

synchronous tool, and learning performance. Contraindicative to similar studies conducted outside of Korea, it was 

expected that when students use a synchronous tool in which they enjoy and are more familiar and comfortable with, 

social presence levels would undoubtedly raise. Results of the study of Tu and McIsaac (2010) showed that by 

choosing the right computer-mediated communication medium in an online class, social presence can be improved.  

Furthermore, it was predicted that this rise in social presence would lead to improved learning performance (Picciano, 

2002); the greater one feels connected to his or her peers and instructor, the more engaged one becomes, hence, the 

more accountable one feels for their course contribution and performance. 

On the other hand, Giesber et al. (2013) investigated the effects of tool usage and course participation on learning 

performance. The results revealed that there was a strong correlation between the students’ tool usage and the final 

exam score but an even stronger correlation between the final score and the level of course participation. Al-rahmi et 

al. (2015) further posit that there are many positive learning outcomes associated with incorporating social media tools 

in the online classroom, including enhancing the autonomous learning abilities, overcoming difficulties, cooperation, 

contemplative learning, fast/prompt feedback from instructors, decreasing the effect of geographical distances, clarity 

of students’ effort, and the establishment of social dealings between academicians and students.  

6. Conclusion 

The participants in this study have a moderately high level of social presence in their online class, both in the pre- and 

post- surveys with a very slight increase in the post-survey mean scores. The introduction of synchronous 

communication e-Learning activities excite the students’ interest in their online class. However, certain segments of 

the participants showed decreases, specifically for older students, third-year students, students majoring in information 

technology, and students with advanced computer literacy. KakaoTalk is the participants’ preferred synchronous tool, 

which is expected since it is the widely-used instant messaging application established in South Korea, with nearly all 

Koreans having a registered account.  This was followed by Blackboard and Facebook.  Twitter is the least preferred.  

Apparently, it is more convenient to the students and they are more familiar with it especially with its entertaining and 

useful features. The participants overall learning performance is “B” (final grade) and significance difference is 

revealed in the students’ Blackboard experience. The students with longer experience have higher learning 

performance than the students with shorter experience. Noticeably, exposure to e-Learning classes using the 

Blackboard platform is more advantageous to students enrolled in the class where this study was conducted. Finally, 

there is no significant relationship between the students’ levels of social presence, preferred synchronous tool, and 

learning performance.  The students’ social presence doesn’t influence nor affect their preferred synchronous tool and 

learning performance. Perhaps this is due to the lack of experience Korean students have with taking e-Learning 

courses.  

6.1 Limitations and Recommendations  

The major limitation in this study was that the sample size was small; only one online course was evaluated. A 

combination of the increase in the time commitment expected, adherence to the rigid regimen/structure of the 

experimental course and effect the student requirement to participate in synchronous activities would have on the 

professor’s end-of-course teacher evaluation score led to the lack of instructor participation in this research study.      
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Regarding the teacher evaluation score, a 15% decrease occurred between the prior and present semester’s classes, 

resulting in one of the lowest evaluation scores in the college. The only course curriculum changes made included the 

addition of synchronous activities and preference surveys. Students’ comments on the end-of-semester survey 

included: “Online discussion is really inconvenient. For learners, think about why they take online classes instead of 

offline?” and “I think that student-to-student interaction is difficult in online education. This is because we are 

unfamiliar with each other and unfamiliar with the electronic devices and programs.” To remedy this problem, it would 

be best to conduct this study at a time when all e-Learning teachers are utilizing synchronous communication within 

their courses.  When students see that their peers enrolled in other e-learning courses are also expected to participate 

in synchronous activities, their regard for synchronous communication may be viewed as a requirement and customary 

(as is at a number of universities across the U.S. and Europe) and may improve.    

Another limitation was that Korean students disliked the privacy and security concerns surrounding the use of 

Facebook and expressed their desires to discontinue using it in the middle of the semester.  One student stated, “Now, 

I am constantly receiving advertisement pop-ups when I never used to before I registered for Facebook and it’s very 

inconvenient.” Additionally, the Korean students enrolled in this course were much less familiar with using Twitter.  

Over half of the students in the class didn’t have an account or experience with using this social networking site. It 

would be interesting to see the effects of using more familiar, Generation Z-preferred synchronous communication 

tools, such as Snapchat or Instagram, in the e-Learning classroom. Therefore, the researchers of this study recommend 

that online educators gravitate towards using those synchronous tools in which a majority of the students currently 

use (are comfortable and familiar with) in the country or region in which the class is being conducted, such as 

Messenger in the U.S. and KakaoTalk in South Korea.  
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