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Research in education confirmed that students engage in learning when they feel connected with others
and when they play an active role in their learning process. Therefore; social presence (SP) considered as
an important component of effective learning in both face-face and online learning environment.
Therefore, this study intended to investigate students’ perception about SP when using Web 2.0 tool for
learning-based interaction and the difference in their perception based on gender and number of the
semesters of the study. The participants of this study were 71 postgraduate students in one of the
Malaysian public universities. The quantitative methods of data collection and data analysis were used in
this study. Therefore, the researcher employed survey method using Online Social Presence Questionnaire
(OSPQ) to collect the data. The data were analyzed using SPSS software to find mean, standard deviation
of students’ perception of their social presence while using Web 2.0 tool for learning-based interaction.
Independent sample t-test was used to find the difference in students perception based on their gender.
Moreover, One-Way ANOVA was used to find the difference in students’ SP perception based on their
semester of the study. The findings of this study showed that students expressed high perception about
their social presence on Web 2.0 tool. Nonetheless, male students perceived higher social presence on Web
2.0 tool than female students. However, there were not significant differences in students’ perception of
social presence neither based on the gender difference nor on the number of the semester of the study.
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1. Introduction

The technology advancement in the last decade has changed the way of people interaction and
communication. Tertiary education has massively affected by the coming of new online media which
brought more alternatives to online learning. Web 2.0 and social media seen as an appropriate place where
pedagogical activities may take place as they can facilitate knowledge creation, knowledge sharing and
collaboration (Selwyn, 2007). Moreover, Web 2.0 technology enable users of co-creation of content with
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each other and support more social interaction in more dynamic way (Becker, 2012). However, interaction
was proved to be related to social presence; as social presence increase interaction increase and vice versa
(Oyarzun, 2016). Hence, students’ social presence with peers and instructor found to improve overtime
(Akcaoglu & Lee, 2018). Nonetheless, the degree of social presence is based on the characteristics of the
interaction medium and users’ perception (Tu & Mclsaac, 2002). Hence, this study was intended to find
out students’ perception of social interaction as they use Web 2.0 tool for learning purpose.

1.1. Web 2.0 as Online Learning Tools

Several research findings showed that Web 2.0 tools can be used for learning and it can enhance learning
outcomes. Selwyn (2007) for example stated that research findings from Europe, North America and
Australia showed Web 2.0 tools to have the potential to enhance learning outcomes. In Australian context
for example, (Bennett, Bishop, Dalgarno, Waycott & Kennedy, 2012) highlighted that the effective use
Web 2.0 increase the potential learning benefit through students content creation and sharing in particular.
Moreover, a study in Malaysian context found that, Web 2.0 tools such as Facebook has the potential to
facilitate online instructor roles of instructional design and organization, facilitating discourse and direct
instruction (Al-dheleai & Tasir, 2016) and to support student-student online interaction (Al-dheleai &
Tasir, 2017) which resulted greater students’ academic performance. Baisley-Nodine, Ritzhaupt and
Antonenko (2018) recommended researchers and teachers to use of web 2.0 or social networking tools to
provide students the opportunity to master educational experience and skills. Baisley-Nodine et al. (2018)
argued that the use of such tools in students’ learning can help students to establish student to student
social presence and community which positively contribute to their learning outcome.

Boyd (2007) attributed Web 2.0 potential to enhance education to its sociability aspects. Through
sociability aspects, Web 2.0 has the ability to support learner-centered instruction through facilitating
conventional interaction, social feedback, networks and relationship between users (Boyd, 2007). However,
the missing part in (Boyd, 2007) sociability of Web 2.0 is social presence. Supporting social presence is
considered to be an important feature of any technology to facilitate better learning. However, studies on
social presence while using Web 2.0 tools for learning are still limited. Therefore, this study was intended
to investigate students’ social presence in learning-based interaction via Web 2.0 tool.

1.2. Social Presence

Social presence is considered as an important factor for online learning (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) in
most technology-based learning (Tu, 2000). Social presence basically defined as “the degree to which a
person is perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (Gunawardena, 1995). Garrison,
Anderson and Archer (2000) defined social presence as “the ability of participants in a community of
inquiry to project themselves socially and emotionally, as ‘real’ people through the medium of
communication being used”. Moreover, social presence was defined as the perception that there is another
real person taking part in the interaction (Tu & Mclsaac, 2002). Scollins-Mantha (2008) identifies social
presence as being connected or engaged with others in some form of exchange. More recent study
considered social presence in online learning environments as the degree to which a learner feels
personally connected with other students and the instructor in an online learning community (Sung &
Mayer, 2012). In other wotds, social presence is the individual perception that his/her presence with a
group of people is recognized, valued and respected which boost the feeling of connected to other group
members.

Sung and Mayer (2012) identifies five factors that affect social presence in online education. Sung and
Mayer (2012) five factors namely are social respect, social sharing, open mind, social identity and intimacy.
First, social respect can be shown through instructor and learners appreciation of learners’ efforts and
time spent on learning activities such as posting questions, ideas, opinion or feedback via online medium.
Second, instructor and students are required to share personal information, belief, values and professional
interest as a way to show social sharing for the purpose of building stronger social relationship. Third,
online instructors are advised to encourage an open atmosphere for learners to express their feedback
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freely and engage in critical discussion through which they can create open mind that take others’
arguments and opinions positively. Next, the awareness of each learners’ identity “their name or their
group name” by the instructor and other learners to show they are recognized by everyone in the group
and they care about his/her social identity among the group members. Finally, sharing personal expetience
by the instructor and other learners such as work experience allow students’ to see them as a humans
he/she share with them same expetience. Therefore, the mentioned five factors of online social presence
were seen as to foster students’ feeling of being together and more connected in a way that they can
provide the guidance for designing online learning system (Sung & Mayer, 2012).

However, Sung and Mayer (2012) recommended that future studies need to examine the five factors in
different age, gender, level of study, different cultural background and other online environment.
Therefore, this study has intended to examine the five factors in higher education specifically master level,
in Malaysian context which has different background from the context of the original study as well as
different online environment which is web 2.0 tool.

1.3. Gender and Social Presence

The significance of the impact of the internet users’ gender has different and not conclusive findings in
the use of the internet research (Thayalan, Shanthi & Paridi, 2012). The gender impact on the way people
use the internet might be affected the culture, purpose of the use and the level of education. Therefore,
Thayalan et al. (2012) argued gender difference place a significant influence on the behavior and the
participation level of computer mediated communication CMC users. Therefore, one of the aims of the
current study was to find out the impact of students’ gender on their perceived social presence.

1.4. Semester of the Study and Social Presence

On the other side, number of the taken online courses found to have an impact of students’ perceived
social presence. For example, Hostetter and Busch (2000) found that higher number of online coutses
were related to higher perception of social presence. Similarly, Mykota (2015) reported that number of
online courses taken is one of the predictors of students’ social presence. Furthermore, the number of
the taken online courses showed the main effect on students’ social presence (Mykota, 2015). However,
the question raised in this study is that what about the effect of the taken in-campus semesters on
students’ perception of their social presence when using Web 2.0 for learning purpose. Thus, analyzing
the effect of the taken in-campus semesters was intended in this study.

2. Objectives

This study was designed to achieve the following objectives:

* To investigate students’ perception of their online social presence while using Web 2.0 tools for
online interaction.

* To identify the difference in students’ perception of their online social presence based on their
gender and number of the semesters of the study.

3. Methodology

The participants of this study were 71 master students from Educational Sciences, Mathematics and
Creative Multimedia in one of Malaysian public universities. The respondents were using Web 2.0 tool for
peer interaction and to interact with their instructor after the classes’ time. Online Social Presence
Questionnaire (OSPQ) developed by (Sung & Mayer, 2012) was adapted to reflect the use of a new
interaction medium “Web 2.0”and used as an instrument of the data collection. The questionnaire has
nineteen (19) items which disseminated among five constructs. The five constructs namely are social
respect (5 items), social sharing (5 items), open mind (3 items), social identity (4 items) and intimacy (2
items). Quantitative data analysis using SPSS software was employed namely Mean and Standard
Deviation to find out student perception of social presence. However, the Independent Sample t-test was
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used to identify the difference in students in their perception of social presence based on their gender.
Moreover, One-way ANNOVA was used to find the difference on students’ perception social presence
based on the number of the semesters of their study.

4. Findings

4.1. Students’ Perception of Social Presence

The findings shown in table 1 indicated that students have high perception of their overall social presence
when interacting with the instructors and their peer students. The analysis for each construct showed that
students feeling social respect were perceived higher among the five SP factors with mean of 4.34 and SD
of .472. Second highly perceived SP factor was open mind with mean of 4.24 and SD .453 followed by
students’ sense of social sharing factor which registered mean of 4.18 and SD of .562. However, students’

have less perception of their sense of intimacy or willing to share personal stories than other factors with
mean of 3.65 and SD of 1.091.

Factor Name Mean SD
Social Respect 4.34 A72
Social Sharing 4.18 562
Open Mind 4.24 453
Social Identity 4.14 AT72
Intimacy 3.65 1.019

Table 1. Students’ perception of their social presence on Web 2.0

4.2. The Difference in Students’ Perception of Social Presence Based on their Gender and
Semester of the Study
4.2.1. Perception of Social Presence Based on Gender

The researchers conducted an independent sample t-test to find out the differences between the
respondents on their perceived social presence based on their gender. Group statistics finding showed that
male students reported slightly higher perception of sense of social presence (Mean = 4.29, SD = .079)
than their counterpart female student (Mean = 4.11, SD = .059). However, the independent sample test
showed that, the difference between male and female students in their perceived social presence was not

significant (t = -1.754, df = 69, p = .084).

4.2.2. Perception of Social Presence Based on the Number of the Semester of the Study

Moreover, the researchers conducted One-Way ANOVA test to find the difference between students in
their sense of social presence during online interaction based on their number of the semesters of the
study. One-Way ANOVA findings indicated that there was no statistically significant difference between
students in different semesters in their sense of social presence during online interaction via Web 2.0

(F(3,67) = 2.289, p = .086).

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Social presence as defined by (Sung & Mayer, 2012) is students’ subjective perception of connected with
others in online learning environment. Therefore, the findings of this study showed students’ high
perception of being connected to others during online interaction via Web 2.0. In general, this study
reflected that social respect, social sharing, open mind and social identity are highly valued by students and
seen to be a leading factors for students’ sense of presence in online interaction via Web 2.0. On the other
hand, students saw intimacy as the least factor that led them to the sense of social presence.

It is the instructor role to boost students’ social presence through showing appreciation to students who
spend time and efforts to share ideas, point of views and encourage students to do so. The instructor also
should encourage students to freely communicate with each other and with him/her as well. As a result,
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students will engage in more discussion as they feel their efforts are valued by the instructor and other
participants and feel they are socially respected.

Social sharing can be also achieved through sharing and respecting others values and beliefs and providing
support to students who face difficulties in their study and in their personal life as well. However, the
mentioned acts will certainly lead to close relationship between instructor and students and among
students and make students feel more connected. Moreover, students in this study expressed their
willingness to accept others’ feedback and discussion about their opinion or ideas. Surprisingly, students
even welcome others to disagree with their opinion in a way that enrich the discussion and add other
aspects to the discussed idea. Consequently, students showed open mind that allow critical discourse and
let students freely state their feedback to facilitate cognitive interaction in online environment (Sung &
Mayer, 2012).

On the other hand, social identity is about recognizing the presence of others through greeting them, and
addressing their names. Thus, students in this study expressed that they feel a sense of presence when
instructor and students begin their posts with greetings. Subsequently, addressing the name reflect that the
instructor and peers are aware of student’s identity and this can be a fostering factor for student’s sense of
social presence.

High sense of safety and trust toward the instructor and other students’ deepen the relationship among
learning community members. Students’ sense of “intimacy” or safety and trust in their learning
community tend to disclose personal life stories and feel better when he/she share emotions with online
learning community. In this study, students’ showed less perception about revealing and sharing personal
life stories. However, students’ still agree that they might share their personal life stories when they feel
safe and trust the instructor and peers. Therefore, instructor should encourage students to share a
personal stories or feelings of their life experience which has a connection to their study and can benefit
others. However, instructor and students need to be careful about sharing the sensitive personal life
stories.

This study showed that gender and number of the semesters of the study has no significant effect on
student perception of social presence. The absence of the difference between male and female students
on their perception of social presence might be due to the reality that everyone is using technology “at
least mobile phone” and most students no matter with their gender are using their personal phones and
laptops for their study. Moreover, more that 90% of Malaysian students are using Web 2.0 tools where
most of the respondents were female students (Tasir, Al-dheleai, Harun & Shukor, 2011). Similarly,
number of the semester of the study showed no effect on students’ perception of social presence. This
might be attributed to that the respondents’ of this study are master student and they have the experience
and used to engage in interaction with the instructors and students during their first degree.

In conclusion, students’ have a high perception about social presence when using Web 2.0 for learning
interaction. Students’ social presence was affected by the atmosphere of the online learning environment
that mostly created by the instructor. The characteristics of the online interaction medium appeared to
play the secondary role in boosting students’ social presence after the efforts of the instructor in this side.
Therefore, the instructor role in fostering more socialized learning environment is a crucial factor
followed by the online medium. As a final point, the findings of this study highlight the importance of
social presence for more interactive and collaborative learning which certainly result on a better learning,

6. Novelty of this Study

Social presence has been the focus of many online learning researchers through using several online
learning tools. However, through the intensive review of the literature, the researchers in this study found
that a very limited studies that focus in examining types students’ online social presence on web 2.0 tools
with emphasis on the impact of students’ gender and time spent in the course (semester of study) on their
online social presence. Furthermore, this study is one of a few studies to investigate the affordability of
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web 2.0 tools to support high level of students’ online social presence. Moreover, the findings of this
study are valuable addition to online learning and web 2.0 literature. It also provides insight that may
inspire teachers and students to use 2.0 tools as a medium of online interaction as it can support students’
social presence which is one of the important characteristics of online learning medium.
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