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Abstract—Social presence in a blended learning involves construction of
learning through student sharing, interaction and support thus improving stu-
dents’ motivation, and learning. This paper examines students’ perceptions of
social presence (SP) in blended learning courses (BL) in a medical college in
Tanzania. Three research questions are addressed: are there significant differ-
ences in the reported scores of SP among students based on gender, age and
year of study? How is SP encouraged in the BL medical courses? How is SP as-
sociated with students’ learning in the BL medical courses? Following a mixed
method, Social Presence Scale and Focus Group Discussion were used in data
collection. BL in these courses included face-to-face lectures, student online
and face-to-face group discussions, laboratory practices, team-based learning
(TBL), and online exams. The study involved 144 medical students. Survey re-
sults showed no significant differences in the reported scores of SP based on
students’ characteristics. However, affective expression and open communica-
tion were more valued than group cohesion elements of SP. Qualitative results
showed that SP was encouraged through provision of group assignments, teach-
er online activities, and students’ group discussions. Through SP and interac-
tion, students learnt various concepts and examination questions in both online
and in face-to-face discussions. The conclusion is that students’ characteristics
were not crucial, however, group discussion and SP influenced their learning.
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1 Introduction

The concept of presence which is defined as “the act of being there despite physi-
cal separation” [1] has attracted attention in educational research for several years.
Nevertheless, following the introduction of online learning, the concept of presence
became more difficult to define and express it’s influence in learning. Viewing pres-
ence from the student’s point of view, [2] define it as the student’s sense of being and
belonging in a course; ability to interact with other students and an instructor although
physical contact is not available. The author’s definition was focused on online learn-
ing. In blended learning, which is defined as a thoughtful integration of face-to-face
learning and online or web-based instruction, the concept of presence takes a different
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shape, as physical contact exists. In this case, presence involves student’s sense of
being, belonging to, and participating and interacting in a blended learning course.
This interaction occurs between student and course content, instructor and student,
and student and fellow students in both online and offline settings [3].

Social presence in a blended learning context entails construction of learning
through peer participation, interaction and support [4]. This study approached social
presence as one of the three elements of the community of inquiry (Col). The com-
munity of inquiry is a framework which views learning as occurring through collabo-
ration of students and instructors in the context of teaching, social and cognitive
presences [5].

Students in a community of inquiry must feel free to express themselves openly in
a risk-free manner [6]. They must be able to develop the personal relationships neces-
sary to commit to and pursue intended academic goals and gain a sense of belonging
to the community. The intended instructional effect of social presence is to facilitate
collaboration, participation; peer evaluation and peer reflection that contributes to
forming a blended community of learning [4]. In line with the Col, social presence
helps to identify with others, learn something about other students, and relate to the
individual experiences of colleagues and appreciating other students’ point of view
[7].

Moreover, SP is a mediating factor which provides context for the educational pro-
cess [8]. However, some researchers have warned of the negative effects that stu-
dent’s interaction/presence may have. Commenting on this, [2] argues that student
interaction in web-based learning may be disruptive thus leading students to being
misinformed. This, according to the author, is due to the nature of asynchronous dis-
cussion which allows students to interact in a variety of ways, sometimes causing the
instructor to lose track and fail to comment on the correctness of students’ views. This
implies that to provide desired learning effects; social presence needs to be guided by
direct instruction, facilitation and course design (teaching presence).

Several studies have investigated SP using mainly transcript analysis and SP
scales. This study investigates students’ perceptions of social presence using SP scale
and FGD involving students in blended learning medical courses. The study is unique
and significant in two ways: First, it examines SP in a Tanzanian Medical College
where blended learning is still emerging. Second, the study uses students’ experiences
of SP and their perceptions as obtained in qualitative and quantitative data. This wid-
ens the empirical understanding of SP in a broader perspective.

1.1  The genesis of social presence

The genesis of the construct SP can be traced back to Mehrabian’s (1969) concept
of immediacy, which he defined as “those communication behaviors that enhance
closeness to and nonverbal interaction with another” (p. 203) cited in [9]. Defining SP
continues to be a debate among researchers and theorists depending on their disci-
plines and orientations. Later in 1970s, communication theorists, Short, Williams and
Christie developed the initial theory of SP. They defined it as “the salience of the
other in a mediated communication and the consequent salience of their interpersonal
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interactions” as quoted in [9]. The authors regard SP as an important part of commu-
nication medium which determine the way people communicate and interact. Social
presence in in 1970s was conceived from communication studies. Later in 1980s and
1990s, when computer mediated communications became rampant, the concept was
still perceived as antisocial and impersonal since social cues were filtered out during
communication. In the late 1990s, some researchers in education, started viewing SP
as social and personal as well as opposed to the previous antisocial and impersonal
conceptions.

In the year 2000, [6] published their community of inquiry framework which con-
tains social, cognitive and teaching presence as key elements in explaining the learn-
ing community in online and later blended learning environment. In this respect, SP
was viewed in the context of education and learning and not as a communication
concept. However, the concept of SP arose from concerns among some communica-
tions scholars that computer-mediated communication might prevent students from
developing the sense of belonging with other students, instructors, and programs of
study which social learning theories suggest support learning [10].

1.2  Dimensions and measurement of social presence

Social presence in the light of the Col framework contains three elements. These
are open communication, cohesive responses (group cohesion) and affective/personal
connections. Open communication entails reciprocal and respectful exchanges inter-
actions [5]. Mutual awareness and recognition are examples of open communication.
While mutual awareness helps to build group cohesion, recognition stimulates devel-
opment and sustenance of exchange relationships [5]. The authors [5] indicate that in
general, open communication encompasses free expression, respectful attending to the
comments and contributions of others, appreciating, encouraging, and complementing
other during learning. The second element of SP is affective expression or personal
connections. Affective expression is related to emotional expression. This aspect has
been defined as the ability to express feelings related to educational experience [5].
This includes expression of emotions, features of text used to convey emotion (emoti-
cons), use of humor and self-disclosure. For instance, students in an online group
discussion may use various emoticons such as an index finger pointing up to indicate
‘like’ or an icon showing ‘smile’ to indicate feelings of happiness. The use of humor
in social interactions tends to decrease social distance and convey good will. Self-
disclosure entails personal revelation which helps to build trust and help in knowing
each other [5]. For instance, a student may share personal information with course
group members like “I had a similar problem in accessing the internet when trying to
define SP”. The third element of SP is group cohesion. Group cohesion refers to a
sense of group commitment. This part of SP makes students see themselves as part of
the group. Use of cohesive indicators indicates group cohesion. Cohesive indicators
include group reference terms such as referring to the group as ‘we’, vocatives such as
calling each other by names, social sharing such as informing fellow students about
one’s birthday or a funeral, and greetings and salutations.
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Understanding the role of SP is essential in creating a community of inquiry and in
designing, facilitating, and directing higher-order learning [11]. SP construct has been
measured in two ways. On the one hand, the measure of SP has been done using SP
scales. SP scale has been used by many researchers such as [12], and [13]. On the
other hand, SP, has been measured by obtaining students and instructors chat forums
and conduct transcript analysis to find out the amount of SP. This method has been
used by many researchers such as [14, [9], [15]. This study examined SP using SP
Scale, and FDG with students. While SP scale quantitatively measured the perception
of SP, FGD questions explored students’ experiences SP in their BL courses.

1.3  Social presence and student learning

Research on SP and students’ learning has generated various findings. For in-
stance, while some researchers show that SP increases interaction, predict students’
performance, relates to student learning, it was not related to exams score [7]. Other
studies conducted in higher education show that SP influences interaction, communi-
cation, improves learning, and student satisfaction and motivation [7]; [16]. The re-
searchers [16] examined SP in the online environment and its relationship to students’
performance. The findings showed a relationship between SP, students’ performance,
and satisfaction with instructors. SP predicted students’ performance. In his study [1],
SP was encouraged using techniques fostering a sense of presence and sense of com-
munity. Overall, the findings suggested a strong relationship among perception of
interaction, SP, and learning.

2 Method

A mixed design method was used to investigate students’ perceptions of SP in the
two blended learning courses at Kilimanjaro Christian Medical University College
(KCMUCo), Kilimanjaro, Tanzania. Both quantitative and qualitative data were
gathered concurrently. SP scale for studying SP was used, followed by FGD with
students. The following research questions were addressed in this paper;

1. Are there differences in student report of social presence based on gender, age and
year of study?

2. How is social presence encouraged in the medical blended learning courses?

3. How is social presence associated with students’ learning in the medical blended
learning courses?

2.1  Participants

The study involved144 first and second year medical students at KCMUCo in Kil-
imanjaro, Tanzania. Out of the 144 respondents, 137 (95%) filled the questionnaires
completely. Two courses (anatomy for Medical I students and Microbiology for Med-
ical II students) taught in BL mode were selected. Out, of these students, 89 (62%)
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were male while 48 (33%) female. Most respondents 131 (91%) were aged between
20-27, while those 28-35 were (5) 3.5% and those above 36 were only (1) 0.7%. First
year students (anatomy course) were (74) 52% and second year (microbiology course)
were 43.2 % (63) while (7) 4.9% did not indicate their year of study. The two BL
courses of anatomy and microbiology, and first and second year students were select-
ed based on their engagement in BL activities and their availability to participate in
the study as sophomore students were not readily accessible. Table 1 shows students’
demographics.

Table 1. Students’ demographics in frequency and percentage

Type of variable Frequency Percentage
Age
20 -27 131 91
28-35 5 35
36 and above 1 0.7
Missing 7 4.8
Total 144 100
Gender
Male 89 62
Female 48 332
Missing 7 4.8
Total 144 100
Year of study
First year 74 52
Second year 63 43.2
Missing 7 4.8
Total 144 100

2.2 Context and Procedure

This study involved two BL medical courses at a medical college in Tanzania. The
courses were Anatomy and Microbiology studied by Medical I and II students at
KCMUCo. Both courses were taught through blended learning. Part of the teaching
occurred in face-to-face sessions through lectures, team-based learning, question and
answer sessions, demonstrations and practical in the laboratory, and online discus-
sions in the Moodle and (LCMS+) learning systems. Students accessed the LMSs for
lecture notes, TBL and online discussions and examinations. All students involved in
the study voluntarily agreed to take part in the study after the lead author sought their
informed consent. The lead author solicited the consent verbally from the students.
The informed consent was obtained by students verbally agreeing to take part in the
study. Permission to involve the students was obtained from the Dean of Students. To
ensure confidentiality and anonymity students were told to use pseudonyms during
the group discussions.
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2.3 Instruments and Measurements

Social presence was quantitatively measured using SP scale. The study employed a
mixed method approach in data collection and analysis. Nine survey questions were
used to measure SP. The surveys were provided by the lead author in person. Stu-
dents were provided with surveys in their classes after permission from their instruc-
tors. Students filled and returned the questionnaires in about 30 minutes. The survey
also included students’ characteristics such as year of study, course name, gender and
age. Students were asked to rate their SP based on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging
from 1 (Strongly Disagree to 5 Strongly Agree). The SP construct included three
dimensions; affective expression, open communication, and group cohesion. Some of
the questions in the survey included, getting to know other course participants gave
me a sense of belonging in the course, [ was able to form distinct impressions of some
course participants, measuring affective domain. Open communication covered
questions such as, [ felt comfortable conversing through the online medium, and I felt
comfortable participating in the course discussions. Group cohesion domain covered
questions like, I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still
maintaining a sense of trust and [ felt that my point of view was acknowledged by
other course participants.

Qualitative data were obtained using FGD. Three group of students volunteered for
the FGD. The groups made a total of 15 students. Qualitative data included students’
transcripts of their SP obtained in the FGD. The FGDs were tape recorded and written
down by the assistant moderators during the discussion. Each focus group lasted for
about one hour and twenty minutes on average. Students were informed about the
objectives of the FGD. The key questions asked were; which social-learning activi-
ties bring you together to create social presence in the BL courses you are taking?
How do you encourage social presence in the BL course you are taking? Do you feel
connected with certain students in the BL course you are taking? why or why not?
How do you associate your social presence with your learning in the course?

2.4  Data analysis

Both quantitative and qualitative data were obtained in this study. Students’ char-
acteristics were analysed using descriptive analysis methods. Mann Whitney and
Kruskal Wallis tests were used to analyse the differences in the reported scores of SP
and students’ characteristics. Qualitative data were transcribed into the text. Based
on the nature of the data, a combination of inductive and deductive approaches to the
content analysis was employed. The sentence was used as the unit of analysis. First,
all open codes in the sentences were listed, later reduced tol10 codes. Pre-coded
themes were obtained from the data. The pre-coded themes were based on an under-
standing of SP in the light of the Col model and SP indicators as in [13]; [9]. These
themes were those related to SP indicators as defined in the Col. These included the
use of group references, social sharing, as indicators of group cohesion, humor, for as
affective indicator etc.
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3 Findings

This part presents the findings of the study beginning with the quantitative findings
which are explained by the qualitative results. Students involved in the FGD are given
short codes as pseudo names, for instance RIM, for respondent 1 medical I, while
RIM2 for respondent 1 medical II.

3.1 Reliability and Validity of the SP scale

The SP scale contained 9 items. The reliability analysis showed that the SP scale
was highly reliable for data collection. The scale has overall Cronbach alpha =.87
which is high and acceptable. The sub-scales of the survey reliability were as fol-
lows: (o =.74), for affective expression, open communication (o =.79), and group
cohesion (a =.64) which was below the .70 standard. Overall, the SP scale was relia-
ble. Table 2 shows the reliability of the SP scale.

3.2 Students’ characteristics and their perceptions of social presence

The study measured students’ perceptions of SP and related them with their charac-
teristics. Students’ characteristics included age, gender, and year of study (course
type). To measure students’ perceptions of SP, an SP scale was used. Then, the re-
searchers compared the reported scores of SP between male and female students. The
results of the Mann Whitney U test, showed Male students reported high mean rank
score of SP (69) compared to Female students (67). However, the difference was non-
significant. (U = 2058, p = .724). This means, there was no significant difference in
the reported scores of SP between male and female medical students.

Secondly, a Mann Whitney U test was conducted to find out if there was any sig-
nificant difference in the scores of SP among first year (anatomy course) and second
year students (Microbiology course). The results of the Mann Whitney U test showed
that there was a non-significant difference in the reported scores of SP between first
and second year students (U = 2880, p = .809). However, first year students reported
a slightly higher mean score (69) compared to that of second year students (68). This
also means that there was no significant difference in the mean scores of the two
groups based on the courses they studied, ie Microbiology and Anatomy. Again,
Kruskal Wallis test was run to find out if there was a significant difference between
age and reported scores of SP among students. The results of the Kruskal Wallis test
showed that there was no significant difference in the reported scores of SP among
the age groups (x*(2) = .570, p =.752).

Mean scores of the sub-scale highly and lowly rated in social presence

Based on the mean scores, students highly rated affective expression items (M=
3.89, SD=1.01) and open communication (M= 3.85, SD=1.02). The results of the
qualitative data showed that in the studied blended courses, face-to-face contacts
increased the amount of social interaction among students which were maximized
during online discussions especially in the social media groups, and during TBL ses-
sions. This is substantiated by the students’ responses in the FGD who mentioned that
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they spoke openly in their group discussions, moved, lived together, shared the same
class sessions, and shared social gatherings such as going to church together. This
can also be explained by items related to affective expression and open communica-
tion being highly rated.

Surprisingly, group cohesion scored the lowest mean (M= 3.54, SD= 1.03). Per-
haps this is due to the nature of the online discussions, which took place at specific
times, such as night (for students who lived far) or during exams (in which only ques-
tions were discussed) thus limiting online discussions and collaborations. This was
noted during the FDG responses. In the FGDs students also reported that they mainly
responded to friends or people they knew during their discussions, as they thought,
others only wanted to challenge them. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of SP
and their reliability.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and reliability of SP subscales

SP subscale Means (M) Standard deviation (SD) Cronbach Alpha
Affective expression 3.89 1.01 74
Group cohesion 3.54 1.03 .64
Open communication 3.85 1.02 .79

3.3  How is social presence encouraged in the blended learning courses?

The second objective examined how SP was encouraged in the studied BL courses.
First, students were asked what activities and how such activities encouraged SP in
the courses they studied. In the FGD, students mentioned face-to-face class sessions,
exclusive face-to- face group discussions, online (WhatsApp and LMS forum) discus-
sions, instructor online questions, learning materials, class lectures, laboratory works,
group assignments and studying together in the class as activities which brought them
close together. This is to say student based interactive activities, both online and of-
fline, and teacher-based activities (teaching presence) such as questions posted
online, and lecture sessions, provided students with a sense of SP in the courses facili-
tated students’ SP. This finding suggests that both teaching presence and student
participation and interaction are important in exerting SP among students. Although
students mentioned various activities, further analysis showed that group discussion
was the major way which encouraged students’ SP. This was evident in the FGD in
which almost every student mentioned group discussion as their anchoring unit. The
following are some of the responses from the FGD expressing social interactive activ-
ities which brought students together.

“The class teacher brings us together as he provides materials on the eLearning
system where we meet online especially in the computer lab. We meet in MDI hall,
where we have classes on Monday and Friday.” RIM.

Another medical I respondent added on the influence of group discussion,

“We have group discussions we conduct face-to-face and we also have online
group discussions. We have a group where we discuss things in the WhatsApp group”
RIM
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A similar response was made by R3M2 who said,

“On my side, something that brings us together in this course is studying together
in the classroom, especially our microbiology instructor, he teaches and asks ques-
tions in the class. This makes me feel confident. Also, group discussion and when the
teacher gives us assignments”.

These excerpts from the respondents show the importance of teaching presence,
and student group discussions in enhancing SP. In the FDG, students used various
indicators of group cohesion such as group reference terms like “we”, “our’’ when
responding to various questions. This also signifies their sense of belonging to their
groups and that they learned together.

Furthermore, students’ sense of SP was also showed in the way they put personal
touches and use emoticons in their communication during learning and discussions. In
the FGD students expressed that they used emoticons to show appreciation, to bond
with others, to feel and get closer, save time, and attract attention. Students believed
that putting personal touches in their messages and using emoticons is showing wis-
dom and telling the kind of person that you are. They further elaborated that using
emoticon symbols such as “smile” or “like” when posting and discussing online
helped to save time and show care. The following responses from the FGD illustrate
students’ use of emoticons and personal touches.

“Why using emoticons? The way I get it is why don’t we use formal language in
our discussions when we are learning! That’s how I got it. However, to be frank Mr.
J.K, the goodness of the emoticons is that it brings you close to the person. It’s like
you are showing yourself to that person, like you are facing the person. For example,
when you show someone a smile icon, it’s like you are with that person. Those images
help to express what we feel to that person. Just like my friend said, this shows that
we are that kind of person, eg humble when using a humble imagery or icon”. MR7

Another respondent added.

“I want to add something here when my colleague mentioned that using emoticons
is our common language. It is showing wisdom. This is to avoid using languages that
may make others feel bad. So, we use images to draw people’s attention”. MR5

The use of emoticons to express feelings and sense of presence has been one of the
major findings of this study. Students tended to use emoticons and put personal
touches in their messages to make others “feel” their presence. This kind of explana-
tion agrees with the formal definition of SP as the sense of feeling or ability to feel the
presence. The use of emoticons to save time is an interesting paradox. Students felt
that the use of icons such as a symbol of two hands folded together, express the idea
of “thanks” faster than the use of the writings itself. On this, one respondent men-
tioned.

“Images (emoticons) such as those of showing thanks using an icon save time. In-
stead of taking much time to write, we use images "MR3

Since SP encompasses the idea of participation and connection. When asked
whether they feel connected in these BL courses, most students related that they felt
connected especially in their exclusive group discussions. In such groups they were
free to ask each other without a sense of fear. However, some students felt connected
mainly with people who answered their questions well. Online groups did not bond
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students together. This is because the groups were only active at certain times, such as
examination period in which students posted questions, or at night where students
could not come together. During other times, the online groups were used for posting
notes only. Expressing how exclusive discussion groups brought them together, and
how free they are in such groups, a medical I respondent said,

“At the altar (this as a name assigned to a group discussion) we correct each oth-
er, we use open language, we ask anything to each other without fear ’"MR2.

This response shows how free students were to express themselves in their exclu-
sive group discussions, something they did not express to feel in their traditional face-
to-face class.

Though students felt connected in general, most students choose whom to respond
to especially when they were being asked questions. Students indicated that they felt
bonded with members of their discussion groups and friends. They felt that other
students asked to challenge them. Moreover, they would only respond when they
knew the answer. Otherwise they would search for the answers first before they do. In
the FGD with Medical I students, one respondent mentioned,

“In some situation I am selective, and I feel connected to the people who respond
well to me.” MR3. The same responses were made by Medical Il students as indicat-
ed in the following quotes,

“I am selective, with my friend, I will answer what I know. But if it is someone [
don’t know, I only answer the question if I know the answer, but if I don’t know the
answer, 1 will first Google (search over the internet)”. M2R2

Taken in general, these quotes from the FGD indicate that students in these BL
courses are mostly connected to their group members and friends in which they com-
pete and challenge each other. In contrast some students were not selective about
whom they responded to. They would respond to whoever asked them something.
This is indicated by one respondent who replied.

“I don’t choose whom to respond to. I listen to various answers from different
people and tend to find the correct one. ”MR4

3.4 Social presence and students’ learning

The third objective of the study examined how students associate SP to their learn-
ing. To achieve this objective, students were asked to explain how they relate their
social presence with their learning. The main question was, do you think your SP
relate in any way with your learning (performance) in this course? How?

Data analysis of the FGD transcripts indicate that students related that social pres-
ence influenced their learning in the sense that they learnt various concepts, and ex-
amination questions through online and face-to-face discussions, classroom interac-
tions, TBL sessions and interaction in the laboratory practical. During the FGD, a
medical I explained how he learnt various concepts from an informal discussion he
had with his friend.

“Social presence(interaction) helped me a lot, quite a lot. I remember one day we
were walking with one of the members of our discussion group and discussing some-
thing. The following day we had an exam. I remember it was anatomy exam. We were
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talking about life, this and that and through talking he came up with a question and
fortunately in the next exam, the question came up. Not only that, many times, we
talked, and questions came in the exam”. MR7.

A second-year medical student also added,

“I see social interactions and presence contribute in terms of learning. In Micro-
biology, you interact with your friends or fellow students when discussing exam ques-
tions, you get to know how to answer questions. In group discussion, someone comes
and explains to you something you did not know, and you understand it”. M2R2.

Interestingly, SP and interaction were also found to influence students’ learning in
another interesting way. Students were found to refer to each other by names of the
structures they learnt in their anatomy course. This was testified by the students dur-
ing the FGD.

“We use names of anatomical structures to call each other, for instance the name
of Mr. Mgoo (not a student real name) is prob, Mr. Smile is digit mini. For example,
they call me facialata. They used to call me longus before, following the names of
structures we learnt in upper limbs anatomy”. MR6

Importantly, students expressed that they learnt various things from the way their
fellow students talked, used language, wrote and from mistakes that they committed
while learning. For instance, students mentioned that they learnt how to pronounce
some medical terms, how to write in good English, how to write politely through
online discussion groups. They learnt wisdom from the way others used to apologize
when they wrongly posted in the online discussions. Additionally, students narrated
that interaction with fellow students changed their perceptions towards them. The
following extracts from the FGD show how students relate social presence with their
learning. Medical I student explained how others’ mistakes helped her to learn.

“I wish to say personally that interaction with others helped me a lot. For instance,
if you find somebody makes a mistake, that gives you a chance to make corrections.
Yes, I can give an example, one day a student was asked to do an extension of muscles
and unfortunately could not do it well, so when the lecturer corrected her, we all
learnt how to do it”. MR5

Furthermore, another medical I student gave an example of learning language and
wisdom from other students.

“Regarding posting messages in our WhatsApp groups, some would write in Eng-
lish and some would write in Kiswahili. Some write good English, they impress you
to improve your English, so you learn like aah, so people write such and such good
English words. Also, some people, when they make mistakes, there are words that
they use to seek apology, such words tell you that these people have wisdom and that
they are humble. I remember when some people made mistakes in their posts, they
would send messages to ask for apologies, so I think of them as people with wisdom,
that such people are not weak, not stubborn, and accept that they have made a mis-
take”. MR6

A student from medical II course also mentioned,

“The real interaction that holds an exalted position has to do with what the stu-
dents publicly talk, that you need to study hard to pass microbiology, and that when
you fail and get a supplementary it’s hard to make it. So, you enter into the course
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with a strong attitude that am going to struggle, but when you start studying it, you
find things go smoothly. You see yourself as passing, so you find that the interaction
between you and other people makes you learn that such and such courses use this
style and others use that style. I feel comfortable learning in a group discussion. How
people present their ideas helped me to feel confident”. M2R3

Therefore, in general, students associated their social interactions and social pres-
ence with their learning as they learnt various concepts, key questions, and felt more
confident through such encounters.

4 Discussion

This study investigated students’ perceptions of social presence in blended learning
courses at KCMUCo in Kilimanjaro, Tanzania.

The survey findings showed that there were no significant differences in the re-
ported scores of SP regarding gender, age and year of study (course type). This im-
plies that gender, age and year of study are not important variables in influencing
social presence in these BL courses. Alike this study, [13] found no significant differ-
ences in perception of social presence based on gender and student classes. Also,
studies by [17,18] found no significant difference based on age indicating that SP
exists in all learners regardless of their age. Regarding course type, differently, a
study by [13] found a significant difference in the mean scores of SP between stu-
dents taking Mass Communication and those taking Educational Computing. Accord-
ing to the author, the difference could be related to the instructional design. The med-
ical courses studied in this study were very similar in structure both being descriptive
basic medical sciences as indicated by students’ responses in their FDG.

Additionally, the survey results showed that affective expression, and open com-
munication were highly reported SP aspects in the two BL courses. This was perhaps
due to the reason that the amount of social interaction was great due to courses being
taught in face-to-face sessions. Also, online discussions, TBL sessions in class and
student group discussions helped to increase the amount of interaction as students
were free to express themselves in such groups. Based on the survey results, group
cohesion was the least valued aspect among SP elements. This may be because survey
questions on group cohesion were mainly measured based on online part of the BL.

Furthermore, questions on a sense of trust and acknowledgement of one’s point of
view as measured by SP scale, were found to be of less important to students as indi-
cated in their FGD. The fact that online discussions were done mainly at night or
during examination times in which students wanted to share examination questions,
add to the explanation. Still, the findings of this study showed that students were
selective about whom they responded to. Students mainly acknowledged the point of
views of their friends or closed groups. In contrast, a study by [19] showed that stu-
dents perceived stronger teaching and SP in the online section compared to the face-
to-face section.

The qualitative results showed that SP was encouraged through the provision of
group assignments, feaching presence (teacher online activities), student online and
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offline group discussions, TBL sessions and laboratory works. This finding shows
that together with students-based interactive learning activities such as group discus-
sions (where students socialized also), teaching presence is important in influencing
social presence. The results of this study add to the importance of student interactions
and teaching presence as significant in enhancing SP. Similarly, in [7] SP serves as a
platform for communication between instructor and student and students among
themselves. Meanwhile, [20] found that teaching presence was necessary to provide
guidance and interaction among students in online courses. A study by [21] found SP
depended upon participation in the weekly discussions, which encouraged an appreci-
ation for the points of view of others. Additionally, [22] found perceived and actual
levels of students’ interactivity positively related to students’ satisfaction in blended
learning. The findings of this study underscore the significance of group discussion in
influencing SP. This was evident in the FGD in which almost every respondent men-
tioned discussion group as their main anchoring point for social interaction and learn-
ing.

This study further showed that students felt a powerful sense of belonging (connec-
tion) in and with their exclusive face-to -face discussion group members. They were
freer to express themselves in such groups than in the whole class sessions. They
further felt bonded with members of their exclusive discussion groups and friends.
These findings portray that small exclusive group discussions bonded students closer
together than large class sessions. These groups tend to augment SP. This might be
due to the fact as group size increases, team work and interaction tend to become
more complicated as some studies have indicated (cf[23]). Comparably, A study by
[23] which investigated the effect of group size on students’ perceptions of SP found
that students perceived a higher level of SP in smaller groups than in whole class
discussions.

Social presence entails interaction and participation. Notably, this study has shown
that SP is associated with students’ learning. SP influences students’ learning through
interaction, participation in informal social conversations, TBL sessions, classroom
interactions and lab practices. In these settings, students learn various concepts, exam-
ination questions, language, grammar, and pronunciation of words.

An interesting finding is that students also use their fellow students’ “presence” to
enhance their learning by giving names to other students. Such names refer to ana-
tomic or biological structures that students study in their courses. In giving such
names, students could link and recall the concepts they study in their BL courses.
Other studies on SP and student learning have also related SP to learning. For in-
stance, a study by [16] found SP as a predictor of students’ performance in online
learning. A study [24] on students’ interactions in small private online courses in-
volving medical students in the Netherlands found that students discussed and ex-
plained subject content to each other. The study further found that through interaction,
most online discussion content was initiated by students themselves and aimed at
fellow students, containing about 43% of social based messages. The findings of this
study, like our study, stress on the significance of student interaction in discussion
forums as an essential part of learning. The effect of teaching presence in the SP

LT3

iJET — Vol. 13, No. 9, 2018 119



Paper—Students’ Perceptions of Social Presence in Blended Learning Courses in a Tanzanian Medical...

found in this study, has been supported by [25] whose findings show facilitation as an
element of teaching presence in the discussion forum that influences learning.

5 Conclusion, Implication and Limitations of the Study

Based on the findings, the following conclusions are drawn: First, Student charac-
teristics such as gender, age and year of study did not have any significant difference
regarding the reported scores of SP. This implies that gender, age and year of study
are not important variables in influencing SP in these BL courses. This adds to the
previous findings that have shown such variables to be of no significance in influenc-
ing student perceptions of SP in blended learning courses.

Second, affective expression, and open communication are highly regarded SP el-
ements in the two BL courses. However, group cohesion was the least regarded ele-
ment of the SP perhaps due its items being mostly focused on online interactions,
which were limited in the studied courses as students interacted online mainly at night
or during examination times. This implies the need to devise online discussions in
such a way that students get maximum interaction and build up cohesion that may
help in their learning.

Moreover, both student interactive activities such as group assignments, online and
offline group discussions, and teaching presence (teacher online questions, and TBL
sessions) are important in encouraging SP. Students felt highly bonded in their exclu-
sive group discussions where they were free to express themselves and share ideas
than they were in normal classes. The study also concludes that students felt more
connected with their group discussion members and friends than other fellow students
in the class. Consequently, there is a need to increase student interactions in the large
classes by employing innovative teaching methods such TBL and encourage students
to form groups which help in increasing their SP.

Social presence influences students’ learning through interaction, participation in
informal social discussions, group discussions, TBL sessions, classroom interactions
and laboratory practice. This conclusion signifies the importance of small group inter-
actions, and various teaching presence elements in facilitating SP and students’ learn-
ing.

Nevertheless, this study is limited in the following ways; only one medical univer-
sity in the country was involved in the study, thus limiting the generalization of the
findings to other universities. Future studies need to involve other medical universi-
ties involved in offering BL courses. Students involved in the study were those in
their first and second years of study taking medical degree only. Therefore, there is a
need to involve students in the third, fourth and fifth year from medical and other
health related professions to provide a comprehensive picture of the findings. Further
studies should also compare the results from medical based universities and other
universities providing education in various disciplines such as engineering, social
sciences, humanities and education.
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