
ABSTRACT 

CARPENTER, PAMELA PAGE.  Cyber Connections across age and gender differences:  How 
communication technologies enhance social communication in learning communities in online 
college courses.  (Under the direction of Dr. William Deluca.) 

     The purpose of this study was to determine if age and gender had an effect on how students 

use communication technologies and the students’ use of non-task social communications in 

online college courses at a community college.  Descriptive statistics were used for this study.  

Fisher’s exact tests were used to analyze the students’ use of discussion board and virtual café 

based on age and gender.  A One-way Analysis of Variance was used to analyze if there was any 

difference in social communication based on age and gender.  T-tests were used to find out if the 

use of different communication tools had an effect upon social communication.     

     The analysis revealed the following findings:  (a) that there was no significant difference in 

the participant’s use of discussion boards and virtual café based on age and gender; (b) that there 

was no significant difference in social communication based on age and gender; (c) no 

significant difference among communication tools that would increase social communication; (d) 

Online group discussion forums were not used more for social communications than other 

discussion boards and the virtual café, and (e) the pre and post questionnaires revealed that there 

was a positive increase in the following responses: online education is an excellent medium for 

social interaction; respondent’s comfort level from pre to post questionnaire that they felt 

comfortable conversing in the online environment, and that respondents strongly agreed that 

online education was an excellent way for them to learn.  The study’s results provided no 

evidence that the use of communication technologies and social communications are based on 

age and gender.   
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

     The purpose of this study was to focus upon the role of social communications during online 

college level courses at a community college.  According to Molinari (2003), “social messages 

are words, fonts, punctuation, graphics, and sentences not pertaining directly to the problem-

solving task” (p. v).  How do students in an online class working in groups use social 

communication to connect using synchronous and asynchronous communication technologies to 

overcome age and gender differences?  Molinari (2003) described connection as one of her 

themes with four sub themes she discovered during her research. She describes connection as a 

feeling of closeness, access, or understanding.  A study was conducted of the comparison of how 

students use communication technologies and the use of social communication to connect in an 

online class.  How do social comments in online courses differ based on age and gender 

pertaining to connection needs?  

   Statement of the Problem 

     According to Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, and Zvacek (2003), (as cited in Durrington, 

Berryhill, and Swafford, 2006) students prefer traditional courses because they are most familiar 

with these face-to-face courses, but life situations and demands create the necessity for online 

courses.  Moore and Thompson, 1990; Verduin and Clark, 1991 (as cited in Durrinton et al.) 

state that research indicates that distance learning can be as successful as face-to-face courses 

when the appropriate technologies are matched accordingly to the instructional tasks, that 

instructors are timely in feedback to students, and student interactivity is high.  McCroskey and 

Anderson, 1976; Richie and Newby, 1989 (as cited in Durrington et al.) indicate that when the 

interaction is high, students in online learning environments exhibit higher levels of performance 
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and more positive attitudes.  Durrington et al. further claim that when online instruction allows 

for students and instructors to build interactive relationships, this assists in creating connection 

overcoming the physical and psychological gaps that are so often apparent in online education.  

  Online education has yet to reach a plateau according to a study conducted by the Allen and 

Seaman, (2004) in their report released by the Sloan Consortium 2002-03.   According to the 

study, there are some significant statistical data predicting the continued growth of online 

education. 

 Over 1.6 million students were studying online in the fall of 2002. 

 Over 1.9 million students were studying online in the fall of 2003.  

 Schools expect the number of online students to grow to over 2.6 million by the fall of 

2004.  

 Schools expect online enrollment growth to accelerate — the expected average growth 

rate for online students for 2004 is 24.8%, up from 19.8% in 2003. 

 The majority of all schools (53.6%) agree that online education is critical to their long-

term strategy.  

 The larger the institution, the more likely it believes that online education is critical.  

 Three quarters of all academic leaders believe that online learning quality will be equal to 

or superior to face-to-face instruction in three years.  (Allen & Seaman, 2004, pp. 6-7).   

If all the research indications and predictions are correct, then online education is to become 

a part of the institution as much as the brick and mortar buildings that provide traditional 

classrooms for higher education institutions.  Levine (2000) (as cited in Fahmy, 2004) 

supports when he claims that new technologies will change the way our academic 

institutions deliver services and that the three types of higher education institutions will be 
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brick universities (traditional brick and mortar), click universities (virtual institutions), or a 

brick and click (a combination of brick and virtual).   Moore’s (1993) theory on 

transactional distance (as cited in Lynch and Dembo, 2004) provides a framework for 

distance education programs.  The theory is comprised of three components:  interaction, 

structure, and autonomy.  Moore claims that the interaction and structure components are 

the products of the instructor and designers while autonomy is focused on the learner’s 

capacity to manage her/his learning. Another concern of online education is the possibility 

of social isolation. 

     Social isolation may exist if a number of components are not available to students through the 

course design and the instructor’s use of effective online pedagogy.  Aragon (2003) presents this 

scenario to describe what social isolation might feel like to an individual.  Imagine yourself in a 

new situation-it could be a professional conference in which you don’t know anyone or a new 

training situation outside of your own organization or perhaps a new class.  There are unfamiliar 

faces, the unknown ground rules, and the context in which you are now situated feel foreign.  

The language of the place to you is unknown.  He further poses the question of how you 

overcame these feelings of isolation and not being part of the group.  Did you observe or lurk?  

Did you initiate a conversation to ease the anxiety and feel part of the group?  Did you look for 

others that you thought were similar in some way based on education, socioeconomic status, 

profession, educational level, or physical appearance such as dress?   As you make contacts and 

connect, the anxiety eases through the process of positive social interaction.  If there had not 

been social interaction or a negative social interaction how might you react?  The great obstacle 

is to overcome these feelings of isolation and connect with others in the group through social 

interaction.  According to Gunawardena and Zittle (1997), (as cited in Aragon, 2003) this is how 
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we create social presence through social interaction.  This is one of the challenges for online 

education is to create a sense of belonging in an online learning environment.   

     The combination of the increased demand for online classes and integration of constructivist 

learning theory in online learning environments requires that online learning involve learners in 

an active and meaningful way.  Students construct their own meaning rather than receiving 

knowledge from an instructor.  Ally (2004) states that constructivist learning environments 

should contain the following components:  learning should be active, collaborative, and 

cooperative; learners should have control of their learning under the guided discovery process; 

and, learning should be interactive to promote higher level thinking skills and social presence.  

Hooper & Hannafin, 1991; Johnson & Johnson, 1996; Palloff & Pratt, 1999 (as cited in Ally, 

2004) assert that instructors should encourage collaborative and cooperative learning. Group 

work allows learners to work in a real world scenario using metacognitive skills.  New 

perspectives emerge when learners work within a group allowing for new ideas and the 

possibility of transformational learning.  Ally claims that when learners are assigned to groups it 

should be based on the learning styles, expertise, so each group member can benefit from others 

strengths.   Palloff and Pratt (2005) assert that learning groups should be hetergenous; that 

student groups should consist of diverse groups of students based on age, gender, ethnicity, and 

learning styles.  Coleman (1996) states the need for college graduates to be competent in both 

teamwork and communication while Schilder (1992) identifies corporate organizational needs to 

increase production that rely on effective teamwork.  (Colbeck, Campbell, and Bjorklund, 2000)  

Colbeck, et al., (2000) state that the new standards by the Accreditation Board for Engineering 

and Technology (ABET) stress that engineering program graduates are able “to function on 

multi-disciplinary teams” and are “able to “communicate effectively” (p. 1).  Learning how to 
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work in a collaborative environment and communication skills are essential for the workplace; 

particularly learning the skills of virtual collaboration and communication. 

     Rovai’s (2001) community model (as cited in Aragon, 2003) includes social presence, but 

also states that student-instructor ratio, transactional distance, instructor immediacy, lurking, 

social equality, collaborative learning, group facilitation, and self-directed learning all have an 

influence on the online learning community.  Palloff and Pratt (2005) assert that their 

collaborative learning model consists of presence, collaboration, reflective/transformative 

learning, technology, social constructivist, and interaction/communication.  These components 

shape collaboration and the sense of community.  Bibeau (2001) (as cited in Aragon, 2003) 

claims that teaching and learning are social endeavors so it is advantageous to comprehend how 

geographic, temporal, and psychological elements have an effect on instructors and students 

within the learning environment.  Higher education institutions must prepare to meet the needs of 

online education.  One of the critical areas that must be addressed is towards creating virtual 

learning communities is integrating all its components including social presence and social 

communication into the design of the course.   These elements will lead to successful, but also 

meaningful and authentic learning experiences for students and contribute towards the future of 

online education.   

     Everyone longs for a sense of belonging and community.  In a world where technology offers 

unlimited ways to communicate, our society appears to be a fragmented with humans longing for 

a sense of community and connection with others. Wheatley (1999) supports this sense of 

isolation when she quotes Bellah (1985): 

Loneliness pervaded not only science, but all of Western culture.  In America, we 

raised individualism to its highest expression, each of us protecting our 
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boundaries, asserting our rights, and creating a world that Bellah et al. (1985) 

writes ‘leaves the individual suspended in glorious, but terrifying isolation’ (as 

cited in Wheatley, 1999, p. 32).   

Individualism has been highly valued in our culture, but with communication 

technologies such as Internet, e-mail, instant messaging, and courseware designed to 

deliver education and training; society must learn to use these technologies effectively to 

enhance collaborative efforts.  The existence of communication technology tools do not 

create a learning community.  Tu and Corry (as cited in Palloff and Pratt, 2005) assert 

this claim in their study that active involvement or social presence, is defined as a feeling 

of connection among learners which contributes to positive learning outcomes and 

student satisfaction.  Tu et al. (as cited in Palloff et al.) identified three components of 

social presence:  social context, online communication, and interaction.    Gunawardena 

and Zittle’s study (as cited in Palloff et al.) state that social presence is a factor in student 

satisfaction.  Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, (2000) assert that there are three presences 

that must be met prior to students engaging in a deep and meaningful learning 

experience.  The first is cognitive presence; the second is social presence; and the third is 

teaching presence. 

     There is a wealth of information and research regarding the importance of collaboration, 

groups, communication, and social presence, but little on guidelines for designing and modelling 

social communication provided by instructors in online learning environments.  Two of 

Molinari’s pilot studies revealed that the higher the frequency of messages and the longer the 

messages resulted in better outcomes for a group paper.  Positive social communications may 

contribute to improved learning outcomes in online courses according to Molinari (2003).   
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Palloff et al. (2005) assert that previous studies of online learning environments note that the 

feeling of connection and community among learners contributes positively to learning outcomes 

and learner satisfaction.  The studies conducted by Molinari recognize a connection between 

social communication and outcomes.  Groups that produced successful outcomes used more 

social communications than less successful groups.    Molinari’s (2003) research indicated that 

learning tasks occur only after the emotional and cognitive links to members are made. As a 

result of her study, the faculty at the university where the study was conducted developed a 

“How to succeed in online groups” document based on Laurie Nelson’s (1999) collaboration 

theory.  The same university also included a “Netiquette for online class communications” 

document that offers standards for online communication.  (Molinari, 2003, p. 25)  Schwier 

(2002) states that the formative stage in a virtual learning community is the attraction of new 

members through members attempting to communicate and connect with other members.   

     This study will also offer required readings and activities for small groups so that students   

possible negative group interaction.  Teaching and modelling collaboration and group work is 

one significant component of the online learning community along with encouraging social 

communication through the use of communication technologies.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to answer the following research question.   

Which of the communication technologies (discussion board or virtual cafe) enhances social 

communications based on age and gender?  (more frequency, more emoticons) 

Ho1:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion boards based on 

gender. 
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Ho2:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on gender. 

Ho3:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion board based on 

age. 

Ho4:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on age.   

Ho5:  There will be no significant difference in social communication based on age and gender. 

Ho6:  There will be no significant difference among usage of communication tools that will 

increase social communication. 

Ho7:  There will be no significant difference in the frequency of use of communication 

technologies in online groups’ use of virtual group communication boards and the discussion 

board and virtual café.   

Ho8:  There will be no significant difference in students’ perception in the pre and post 

questionnaires.  

The independent variables in this study were the use of communication technologies based on 

age and gender, communication technologies that enhance social communication, small group in 

Communications 110 use of the virtual group forum, discussion board, and virtual café.  The 

dependent variable was social communication.    

The researcher used an existing instrument based on previous research on social 

communication.  The instrument consisted of 20 social constructs designed to measure the 

frequency of social constructs that are non-task related and the specific use of a particular 

communication technology (discussion boards or virtual cafes) used to convey social 



 

 9 

communication.  The researcher developed pre and post questionnaire surveys that were 

administered to participants in the study the first and last weeks of the semester to determine if 

participants’ perception of use increased and the participants’ comfort level using 

communication technologies to engage in social communications in an online class.  The pre 

questionnaire survey contained twelve questions including five questions in the survey based on 

a Likert-type scale.  The post questionnaire survey contained thirteen questions with nine 

questions in the survey based on a Likert-type scale.   

Significance of the Study 
 
     The literature exists for the need for social presence and collaboration in online learning 

communities, but there is little on how students use social communication to connect with one 

another when there is no face-to-face meeting.  Technology is mentioned as part of the learning 

community, but not expanded upon how students use a specific communication technology such 

as a discussion board or virtual café to connect with others. Both of these components, the use of 

communication technologies and social communications have implications for future design of 

online courses and instructor comprehension of how to implement social communications within 

online courses.   This study describes how social communication is used to overcome feelings of 

distance and differences in online college-level courses at a community college in the 

Southeastern United States.   There are many elements to building a successful online learning 

community, but one area that is under researched is the area of social communication in groups.  

How do students working in virtual groups use social comments to connect in their learning 

experiences?  How might gender and age either enhance or deter the students in connectivity as 

examined through social comments?  How might social comments and connection contribute to 

the learning community?  Molinari (2003) states that the underlying premise is that students 
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working in an online learning environment with people that they are previously not acquainted 

with will use social communication to overcome the emotional distance.  Her study further stated 

that an emerging theme is connection which is defined as “a feeling of closeness, understanding, 

or access” (Molinari, 2003, p. v). Molinari’s theory of connection contains four sub themes:  1) 

technology provided the connection within the course; 2) students looked for similarities with 

other students in order to connect; 3) students discussed non-task topics in order to create group 

connection; and 4) students connected the learning with life experiences and shared examples.  

Molinari’s study of the role of social comments in problem-solving groups was conducted in a 

nursing program where the majority of her participants were female and shared the same 

academic discipline.  Molinari indicated that further research was needed in the role of social 

comments based on age, gender, and discipline differences pertaining to connection needs.   

Literature indicates the need for interaction, learner to learner; collaboration in learning 

environments; student’s competency in using communication technologies (e-mail, discussion 

boards, chat rooms, instant messaging (IM)); but there is little discussion on how students use 

social communication not associated with the tasks to connect and work together in online 

learning environments and students’ use of communication technologies. While Palloff et al., 

(2005) recommend forming heterogeneous groups based on age, gender, ethnicity, learning 

styles, and experience; one might ask how those groups actually connect using social 

commentary.  Molinari (2001) indicated that the groups in her study that engaged in more social 

commentary also resulted in best outcomes than those less successful groups that were not 

engaged in social commentary.   

     The results from this study will benefit the instructional course design of online courses with 

the inclusion of social commentary and further research in online pedagogy in the significance 
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and facilitation of social communication among students working in a collaborative online 

environment.  Face-to-face learning environments allow for students in become involved on a 

social basis and form relationships; this same scenario should be encouraged and fostered in the 

online learning community to promote a sense of a learning community and positive learning 

outcomes.  Social communication should be included in the learning community model.   

Limitations 

1.  A limitation of this study is that some participants may not feel comfortable in the online 

setting using social communication with others they have not met face-to-face.   

2. A limitation of this study is that while participants may be accustomed to using 

communication technologies such as discussion boards; other participants may not be 

familiar with the technology nor how to use the technology.   

3. A limitation of this study is that some participants are taking both on-campus and online 

courses which allows for social interaction outside the online course.  In this case, students 

taking more than one course may be familiar with other students through their other course 

work in both traditional an online learning environments. 

4. A limitation of this study is that it is possible some participants may have had past courses 

or current face-to-face courses on campus with students, therefore developing a relationship 

prior to the online course.   

5. A limitation of this study is that there is no way to monitor and track communication that 

may occur through the use of phone contact and e-mail.  

6. A limitation of this study is that this was not a random sample, but asked for volunteers to 

participate in the study.  This study could be duplicated since the study included all 

participants who met the qualifications of the population of interest.   
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7. A limitation of this study is that administering the online pre and post questionnaires, there 

was no method to track each respondent’s specific responses based on age, gender, and 

academic discipline.   

Delimitations 
 
     The data will only be collected from volunteers enrolled in college level online courses at one 

community college. There was no method of collecting e-mails in Blackboard 6.1 so this is 

delimitation in that only discussion boards will be observed and data extracted and analyzed.  

Some courses offer a virtual café, student lounge, or coffee house where students are encouraged 

to interact, but one course in the study did not offer a virtual café.   

Definition of Terms 

Social communication or social comments 

Social communication or social comments refers to how participants use words, fonts, 
punctuation, graphics and sentences not pertaining to tasks to communicate. (Molinari, 2003)  

Social presence 

The feeling of connection with others in a particular situation or in this paper, a learning 
environment.    

Learning community 

Students involved with communication, interaction, and collaboration with both students and the 
instructor in which a meaningful learning experience occurs.   

Online pedagogy 

Pedagogy that involves the use of technologies that support instructional strategies and promote 
collaboration and interaction in an online course.  

Communication technologies 

Refers to the use of computer mediated communication through the use of e-mail, discussion 
boards, instant messaging, and chat rooms. 
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Computer-mediated-communication (CMC) 

Communication through the use of communication technologies which may include e-mail, 
discussion boards, instant messaging, chat rooms, and computer conferences.   

Asynchronous communication 

Communication that does not require the users to be present at the time of receiving a message.  
Messages may be read at the convenience of the receiver.  Examples include discussion boards 
and e-mail. 

Synchronous communication 

Communication occurs in real time and users must be present to engage in using this 
communication tool.  Examples include instant messaging and chat rooms.  

Emoticons 

Graphics, fonts, and characters used to convey nonverbal expressions in a computer-mediated-
conference.     

Interactive responses 

Demonstrates that one is attending, expresses a desire to maintain contact, indicates support, 
encouragement, and acceptance of others through the use of questions, and personal statements.   
 
Affective responses 
 
The use of conventional and unconventional expression of emotions, humor, self-disclosure, and 
place statements.   
 
Cohesive   
Activities that build and sustain relationships and community commitment with the use of 
salutations, vocatives, use of pronouns such as we, us, our, and using the person’s name to 
address them.   
 
Interactive, affective, and cohesive responses based on definitions according to Rourke, 
Anderson, Garrison, and Archer (2001).   
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CHAPTER 2  

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Social Communication and the Building of Learning Communities 

     There are many benefits to building a learning community and while it is vital for any 

learning situation, it is especially critical to the virtual learning environment.  Rovai 

(2002) emphasizes this point when he states that the physical separation of distance 

education students may contribute to higher dropout rates.     

     Rovai and Wighting (2005) reveal interesting and relevant research that supports that 

alienation and community contribute significantly to a student’s persistence in the virtual 

classroom.  The physical separation reduces the sense of community, gives students a 

feeling of disconnection (Kerka, 1996), along with the isolation and lack of personal 

attention (Besser & Donahue, 1996; Twigg, 1997) which could have an effect on student 

persistence in distance education courses (as cited in Rovai et al., 2005).  Previous 

research (as cited in Rovai et al.) suggests that the physical separation from the institution 

may lead students to experience feelings of isolation and alienation (Mogan & Tam, 

1999) and that the lack on social and academic integration into the institutional 

environment may also be contributing factors to a sense of alienation (Tinto, 1975, 1995, 

1997).   

     Some researchers like Mau  define alienation as social estrangement as a lack of 

meaningful social connection and support while others such as Bronfenbrenner describe 

it as lacking a sense of belonging from community (as cited in Rovai et al., 2005.   Mau 

(1992) claims that within the academic environment that alienation is related to behaviors 

that include self-isolation, failure, and dropping out while Adler (1939) writes that failure 
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in the school setting is derived from a disconnection with the teacher, other students and 

the school community (as cited in Rovai et al., 2005).    

     Dean (1961) claims that alienation is composed of three dimensions which include:  

social isolation, powerlessness, and normlessness.  Social isolation is the lack of 

meaningful relationships and feeling disconnected from others.  Powerlessness is when 

one has the sense of little control and gives up when confronted with resistance.  

Normlessness is rejection of the dominant rules of society.  Dean’s research indicates that 

a student exhibiting the existence of one of these three dimensions is a student who may 

be vulnerable to alienation.  Negative experiences in the classroom can contribute to a 

poor attitude towards the school.  Other research (Valverde, 1987) indicates negative 

student to student relationships contributes to alienation.   

     Pallff & Pratt (1999) advocate that a strong sense of community in online learning 

environments may prevent alienation and having a community may be indicative of how 

students socially integrate into an academic setting.   Fisher, Sonn, and Bishop (2002) 

state that there are multiple benefits to people who experience a sense of community and 

those benefits include:  feeling adjusted, supported, a connection to others and goals of 

the community, social support, and social connection.  In addition, community provides a 

place where individuals may express themselves openly and freely, assists in dealing with 

changes and difficulties.  Students who do feel isolated will invest more energy and time 

into seeking a place where they do feel connected and sense of community as the feeling 

of connection and community is a basic human need.   

     Horn’s (1994) examination of United States distance education programs discovered 

low levels of interaction and that online courses do not promote human interaction while 
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Wegerif (1998) claimed that the social dimension of online learning is a significant 

predictor of distance learner success and further claims that forming a community is a 

critical first step in order for collaborative learning to occur.  Rovai (2002) found that 

strong learning communities offer several advantages to individuals and the community 

in that students have feelings of trust and belonging, care about one another and the 

group, have obligations to one another and the institution, and have faith that individual 

students’ educational needs will be accomplished through the shared goals.  He further 

states that there is evidence that the construct of the learning community consists of two 

dimensions which include both the social community and learning community.   Social 

community is defined as a feeling of community of students relevant to spirit, cohesion, 

trust, safety, interaction, interdependence, and belonging (McMillan and Chavis, 1986; 

McMillan, 1996) and learning community is the sense of sharing group educational 

norms and values to the point of satisfaction of learning goals and expectations (as cited 

in Rovai et al., 2005).        

     Other researchers (Thompson and MacDonald, 2005) suggest that being part of a triad 

(a group of three) provide encouragement, feedback, and a personal connection to others 

that decreased feelings of isolation.  Further indications of their research support that 

there were three levels of community in the e learning experience:  the first were the 

triads, the second was the pre-existing relationships, and the larger group.  The pre-

existing relationship was a significant aspect of the network in that learners had previous 

face-to-face relationships with the group.  Other findings from Thompson’s et al. study 

indicate that most participants were searching for a connection with others and sought to 

understand the requirements for conversation and participation in the online learning 
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environment.  Their discoveries included that conversation is central to interaction as 

reported in an earlier study by Hawkes and Dennis (2003).  There were also obstacles 

found in the study that were supported by previous research (Levy, 2003) in that 

participants were cautious about how their communication would be interpreted by others 

and not being immersed in the conversation of online dialogue.       

     Contributing to the online discussion was found to be one of the more challenging 

themes which had a significant effect on relationships (Levy, 2003) while others (Mann, 

2003) suggested that “acceptance and performance anxieties were exaggerated online” 

(Thompson et al., 2005, p. 244).  According to Tinto (1993), the significance of a 

community in reducing dropout rates is that students will increase satisfaction levels and 

are more likely to continue in a course or program if they feel part of the community and 

develop relationships with other students in the learning community.  He further reports 

that Vann and Hinton’s (1994) study of adult learners in a workplace GED program 

found that 84 percent of students who finished the course were part of a group in the class 

and 70 percent of dropouts were socially isolated.  Ashar and Skenes, (1993) state that 

learning needs may draw students to a course, but doesn’t retain them. (Rovai, 2002)  

Dede (1996) and Wellman (1999) both claim that having a strong sense of community 

increases the persistence of students in a program, improves the “information flow, 

learning support, group commitment, collaboration, and learning satisfaction” (Ubon & 

Kimble, 2004, p.1).  Barker (2002)  suggests that participants in online learning develop 

their interactions as the foundation of a community states that it is critical that the online 

communities have communication technologies to foster learning through the exchange 

of “dialogue, discussion, and debate” (Webb et al. , 2004, p. 95).  According to Yang and 
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Tang (2003), several learning theories emphasize the significance of interpersonal 

interaction on learning outcomes.  If social interaction is the heart of education, one must 

also look at how learning theory may encourage interaction and meet the needs of a 

particular learning community.   

Learning theories 

   There are three learning theories relevant to online learning that are discussed in this 

study.  The first is the constructivist approach which is student centered; the second is 

andragogy;  the science and art of teaching adult learners (Knowles), and the third is 

vicarious learning where students learn by observing others.   Previous research (Brey, 

1988) indicates that community college students are older, have other responsibilities 

such as a family and job, and bring rich and varied working and life experiences to the 

classroom.  Other researchers (Brey, 1988; Porter, 1997) report that attending on-campus 

classes is difficult for older students due the demands of other responsibilities, and many 

older students interrupted their education to attend to other responsibilities. (Huang, 

2002)   Adult learners, combined with online learning, bring a unique perspective to 

consider in developing courses in both pedagogy and usability of the course design.  The 

need for social interaction, real life problems that can be applied to the student’s 

environment, convenience, course design, and technical issues are all considerations 

when developing an online course. 

      Constructivism is a term that implies that learners construct knowledge as individuals 

and create meaning as he or she learns new material connecting new knowledge with 

existing knowledge. The idea is to focus on the learner in thinking about constructing 

meaning, and there is no knowledge outside other than knowledge constructed by the 
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learner.  (Hein, 1991)  A few of the constructivist theorists include Dewey (1916), 

Vygotsky (1978), and Bruner (1996) which view the learners as constructing knowledge 

through social interaction with others.  (Huang, 2002)  Piaget (1969), another 

constructivist theorist, asserts that learning should be active and the process of knowledge 

constructed, while Jonassen (1995) claims that collaboration contributes to the 

development of social construction of knowledge on the part of the learner.  (Palloff et 

al., 2005)  Other researchers (Jonassen, 1995;  Moller, 1998; Petraglia, 1998) suggest that 

constructivism should be utilized in distance learning.  (Huang, 2002)   

     Yang et al. state that collaborative and constructivist learning theories support 

interpersonal interaction.  Collaborative learning theory imposes that learning emerges 

through the interaction with others while constructivist theory states that learning is a 

social endeavour that occurs through communication with others.  The learner then 

constructs knowledge through the social process of observing and interacting with others.  

Constructivists perceive knowledge as not outside the learner but a process that occurs 

internally through the process of interacting with others and real world experiences and 

tasks.  Dewey claimed that the purpose of education was to enhance the reasoning 

process through problem solving with problems obtained from the learner’s area of 

interest which would assist in the motivation and perception of the learner’s interest in 

the problem.  Dewey’s focus was on the instructor as guide to encourage creative 

interaction versus outcome-based teaching.  Vygotsky was more concerned with the 

social context of learning which is termed social constructivism.  His theory stresses 

interaction among learners and teachers and places emphasis on the socio-cultural context 

of the learner’s experience.  (Huang, 2002)   
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     Constructivist theory appears to be a more prevalent form of pedagogy in online learning 

environments.   Huang (2002) recognizes six constructivist learning components for online 

learning which include: 1) interaction; 2) collaboration; 3) facilitation; 4) authenticity; 5) learner-

centered,  and 6) high quality.  Huang further suggests that social isolation is a major concern for 

students and instructors.  Social isolation can be addressed through the development of a learning 

community where students feel a sense of belonging and interactive and engaging activities.  

(Vandervelde & Nielsen, 2004)  

       Palloff et al., (2005) support the importance of letting students working together get to know 

one another prior to immediately working on assignments.  They further contend that 

collaboration solidifies the learning community.  According to a study by Gokhale (1995), 

collaborative learning is another benefit in the Technology Education classroom.  Her research 

indicated that collaborative learning in Technology Education promotes critical thinking through 

discussion, assessment of other student’s perspectives, and explanation of ideas.  Gokhale also 

suggested that the instructor serves as a facilitator of learning by developing meaningful learning 

experiences that foster students’ critical thinking through the use of real world problems to be 

examined.   

     Hiltz (1997) defines collaboration as a learning process that involves group or cooperative 

effort between faculty and students where participation and interaction are acted upon by both 

instructor and student.  Knowledge is a social construct and the learning process is assisted by 

interaction.  Previous research suggests that collaboration encourages high levels of interactions 

among students thereby increasing the student’s learning experiences.  (Curtis & Lawson, 2001)  

Furthermore, Curtis et al. contend that collaboration allows for scaffolding, immediacy of 

feedback, positive social interdependence which includes giving and receiving help and 
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feedback, exchanging information, reflection on the progress, and encouraging and challenging 

one another.  Palloff et al. (2005) assert that collaboration achieves a number of effects.  The first 

is a deeper level of making meaning through cooperative effort of team and group discussion.  

The second effect is fostering critical thinking and creative skills.  Creating a foundation that 

encourages working together towards learning objectives and goals allows for collaboration to be 

part of the course.  The third is that by using a variety of instructional strategies, multiple 

learning styles can be addressed.  Finally, collaboration encourages the students to bring their 

own ways of knowing to the online environment and build on existing knowledge structures. An 

assumption held by many is that only interaction will lead to collaboration. 

       Bonk & King (1998) (as cited in Vonderwell, 2003) state that “Computer-mediated 

communication tools have great potential for changing student and faculty interaction and may 

prove influential in reorganization of the learning process” (p. 3).  Vonderwell further contends 

that when instructors and learners engage in a collaborative learning experience, that the learning 

process can have significant impact on the learning outcomes.  Virtual classrooms provide the 

perfect setting for debate, peer review, discussion, and questioning underlying assumptions that 

allow the student to engage in a more meaningful learning experience.  The group support of 

both peers and instructor may encourage students to meet goals that they would have never 

achieved on their own.  It is similar to when discussion and collaboration are used in the 

traditional classroom, new ideas emerge and blocks and blind spots are exposed to students.    

    Many educators and others claim that online learning is the demise of the future of education.  

Or is it because the idea of new technologies brings about fear of the unknown?  The idea of on-

line learning communities can be substantiated through research and data.  Vonderwell (2003) 
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presents one study of asynchronous communications that was taught from a constructivist 

approach.   

     Vonderwell (2003) examined asynchronous communications of undergraduates enrolled in an 

on-line course.  While this is only one study, it provides some interesting insights about 

communications among students and the instructor in an on-line environment.  The instructor in 

this course (Technology Applications in Education) set up several discussion forums with a large 

discussion group and then assigned teams of three to five students grouping with similar 

specialization areas of interests.  There were six discussion questions of which three required 

collaboration among the student groups.  The questions were related to real life situations and 

problems that the students would encounter in their teaching experience.  There was a 

“Frequently Asked Questions” forum set up by the instructor to answer questions commonly 

incurred by students in this course.  A “Help and Tips” forum was also established so that the 

instructor and students could post and share ideas and tips that they found valuable.  There were 

two ways in which students and instructor communicated:  1) e-mail and 2) discussion postings.  

Interviews were conducted along with examining the transcripts of both the discussion and e-

mails for a number of themes such as collaboration, interaction, reflections, differences in group 

learning, and instructor input from discussions.  There were a number of findings in this study 

that have implications for the design and use of on-line education. 

     Students in the study reported that they felt more at ease in asking more questions in an online 

class.  In face-to-face classes, students worried about peer reaction.  The downside of the 

communication was that students did not engage in team communication via e-mail or set up 

face-to-face meetings.  There was little collaboration among team members and other students.  

A few of the students e-mailed team members and other students in the class and received no 
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response to requests or questions from peers. Students participated only in the graded discussion 

section, whereas there was a minimal response and engagement in the non-graded discussion 

section.  Written communication skills improved as students had to express their thoughts and 

ideas more constructively in an on-line environment.  A strong component of students’ 

perspective toward on-line learning is that they never got to “know” their instructor.  There was 

no relationship formed and the students felt this was a key element missing from the on-line 

class.  Students commented that the instructor provided both positive and encouraging feedback, 

but the interactions decreased over the span of the semester.  Some reported that the lack of 

social interaction was actually a barrier to their learning.  There was also the lack of the physical 

presence of the instructor for immediate feedback and reflection which is similar to what Adams 

(1998) discusses as the lack of embodiment in a physical instructor that aids in the learning 

experience.   

The question remains whether this reconstitution of place is a step forward or 

backward for pedagogy.  It may well be the case that something intangible about 

bodily presence – instructors being near students in the physical container of the 

classroom  -- assists in the transmission of knowledge or the attitudes required for 

reflective and analytical thought.  (Adams, 1998, p. 98) 

 
     Constructivism is active learning, student-centered, and addresses real life problems 

applicable to the learner’s experience with the instructor as guide and facilitator similar to 

the Vonderwell study.  Constructivist learning theories applied in an online learning 

environment encourage social interaction, dialogue, engagement in the subject matter, 

instructor as facilitator, and learning experiences that employ real life problems 

associated with the learner’s situation.  Learning online through the constructivist view 
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becomes student-focused learning that is engaging and interactive versus passive and 

outcome based.  The constructivist approach is applicable in the online learning 

environment, but since many adult learners take online courses, an adult learning theory 

must also be explored.   

Another learning theory applicable to online learning environments is the adult 

learning theory.  The growing number of adults involved in either online learning through 

an academic institution or online training in the workplace calls for an examination of 

adult learning theories.  Knowles (1968)  proposed one adult learning theory specifically 

to meet the needs of adult learners called andragogy, the art and science of teaching 

adults versus pedagogy, the art and science of teaching children.  The six principles 

(Knowles, Holton III, and Swanson, 1998) of andragogy include: 

 The learner’s need to know-why are learners learning what they are 

learning and why is it important. 

 Self-directed learning which is having some control in the techniques and 

purposes of learning. 

 Adults bring their own rich life experiences to the classroom which aids in 

peer collaboration and problem solving. 

 Adults’ readiness to learn when their environment or situation calls for 

learning. 

 Adults prefer problem solving in real life contexts applicable immediately 

to their situations versus subject matter that may be meaningless to them. 

 Adults are highly motivated to learn when the learner can gain new 

knowledge and experience to assist them in solving life issues.  Internal 
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motivation such as job satisfaction and contributing in some meaningful 

way to others are also considerations (Huang, 2002).  

Andragogy allows for adult learners to have input into their learning experiences and values their 

rich life experiences as contributions to the learning environment.  Similar to constructivist 

theory, andragogy fosters real life problem solving relevant to the learner’s situation.  

Andragogy, like constructivism, is student-focused and promotes a meaningful learning 

experience that can be extended to the learner’s particular situation and applied immediately.  

While constructivism and andragogy both call for active engagements of the learners, online 

learning may employ another learning theory relevant to some learners termed vicarious 

learning.   

     Schober & Clark (1989) claim that social interaction in conversation is central to the learning 

process and that understanding only occurs for those who are actively engaged.  (Lee, 

McKendree, Dineen, & Cox, 1998)  Lee, et al. argue that while dialogue is a significant part of 

the learning experience, that learning can occur through the observation of others participating in 

discussion.  Bandura (1977) states that learning should occur in a social context in which 

reciprocal interaction exists between the cognitive, behavioral, an environmental influences.    

Students learn through observing and modelling behaviors, attitudes, and reactions of others. 

(Kearsley, 2005)  Vicarious learning, originally coined by Bandura, has been used to describe 

lurkers in online learning environments (McKendree and Mayes, (n.d.)  The assumption is that 

lurkers, by observing others through discussion, may benefit from learning without active 

participation.  Other researchers (Thompson et al., 2005) found that participants in their study 

were also described as lurkers who read more than they posted.   
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     Lave (1988) claims that learning within the activity, context, and culture is situated and 

further states that social interaction is a vital element of situated learning.  Learners become 

engaged in a “community of practice” in which beliefs and behaviors are acquired.  (Kearsley, 

2005)  The new student becomes more of a participant as she/he moves towards the center of the 

community.  In an online environment, one could envision a student lurking on the outside of the 

community until she/he feels a certain level of comfort and confidence engaging in both non-task 

and task related social communications within the community along with competence in the use 

of communication technologies used within the course.   

     Previous research by learning scientists (Jeong & Chi, 1997; Roschelle, 1992) emphasize the 

importance of dialogue and how this leads to learning, specifically, collaborative learning where 

learners develop a shared understanding through dialogue.  Jeong’s et al. studies (as cited in 

Guzdial and Carroll, 2002) assert that the process of learning results as learners explain to one 

another each learner’s understanding and then refine it based on this process of interaction.  

Jeong et al. (as cited in Guzdial et al.) discovered that the learning process occurs through many 

verbal communications and Roschelle’s study includes nonverbal communication.  Guzdial’s et 

al. study indicated that computer supported collaborative learning (CSCL) environments had 

little interaction, but this does not necessarily indicate that no learning is occurring with lack of 

participation.  Guzdial’s research et al. on the topic of lack of dialogue in CSCL claims that there 

are several paths to learning that may occur which include that learning may occur from a shared 

understanding through observation of others’ participation and posting, in other words, students 

do not have to participate if their questions and reflections have already been represented.  

Another finding by Guzdial et al. is that learning may arise from the observation and inquiry of 

ideas in the forum even if no posting takes place.  Finally, in this particular study by Guzdial et 
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al., CSCL was an extension of the classroom in which some students chose to expand upon the 

discussion in an online environment while other students reflected upon existing postings by 

others.  Vicarious learning was an important aspect of the CSCL environment in that students did 

not have to participate by posting, because their reflections and thoughts had already been posted 

by other students.  There is a shared understanding of knowledge of non posting students through 

the postings of other students in the class.  Though some students may learn through observation, 

social communication offers a critical component to the online learning environment.   

Social communication in online environments 

Sometimes we just talked about things not connected to the course at all like the 

weather, books we were reading and wine we were drinking while studying.  

These are some of the bonuses of working with computer conferencing.  You can 

develop a good professional and personal rapport with fellow students and 

facilitators.” (Stacey, 2002, p. 287).      

     Kolb, 1984; Mayes, 2001, Laurillard, 2002 (as cited in Webb, Jones, Barker, and van 

Schaik, 2004) claim that research in human learning states the significance of dialogue in 

learning environments.  Webb et al. define dialogue as the use of generic discussion 

which includes many topics versus conversation which focuses on a specific topic.  The 

indications of their research (as cited in Durrington, Berryhill, and Swafford, 2006) is that 

communication exchanges between students are as significant, if not more significant, to 

the online learning communities as the learner-instructor exchanges.  Previous research  

by Walther, Boos, and Jonas (2002) (as cited in Ahern, Thomas, Tallent-Runnels, Lan, 

Cooper, Lu, and Cyrus, 2006) indicates that people work in electronic environments the 

same way that they work in a traditional environment which does not fit the new media. ( 
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Ahern, et al. further contend that over time users of the new media adapt to the 

environment.  Abdullah (2003) states that electronic communication has changed the way 

the written language is used through the use of text-based icons, acronyms used for social 

interaction, and changes in normal spelling.   He further claims that writing through 

electronic media has created elasticity in that writing is quick, can be easily changed, and 

allows for the use of images for visual effect.  Danet (2001) (as cited in Abdullah, 2003) 

indicates that writing in this media has become playful through digital greetings and the 

use of digital fonts.   Stacey’s (2002) findings suggests that the socio-affective support of 

the collaborative learning environment was discovered to have a significant effect on the 

success of students who established social support systems through groups and the 

posting of supportive comments and sharing personal information and stories provided 

the necessary component of social interaction that contributed to the respect and trust 

necessary for collaborative learning.  Writers in the online environment attempt to 

convey visual cues through the used of text-based emoticons, punctuation, and 

“politeness markers” (Stacey, 2002, p. 2).  A politeness marker is defined as a way to 

soften a statement such as an apology, a sense of understanding, conveying a particular 

feeling or thank you according to Abras (n.d.)  The use of politeness markers increases 

once the writer realizes it assists in avoiding misunderstandings in the online context.   

     Anderson (2004) agrees with these findings regarding the limitations of body language and 

paralinguistic clues in an online environment may challenge educators in exploring students’ 

perspectives.  The communication tone in an online environment is a critical component to avoid 

misunderstandings.  Emoticons and abbreviations may be used to overcome this obstacle in an 

online environment by using LOL (laugh out loud), J, ;-) (just kidding, winking), along with an 
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assortment of fonts, graphics, and emoticons to support tone.  (Dunnington, Berryhill, and 

Swafford, 2006)  Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) (as cited in Anderson, 2004) claim that 

these limitations may have a negative impact on the efficacy of communication while Walther 

(1996) states that the most common use of asynchronous text-based interaction may foster 

“enhanced or hyper communications” (Anderson, 2004, p. 36).   Previous studies by Sproull & 

Kiesler (1991) (as cited in Rovai, 2003) have revealed that when traditional classroom 

discussions were compared to online discussions, it was discovered that individuals involved in 

online discussions were more likely to become argumentative and outspoken.  Students may 

misinterpret messages written by other students as offensive and this may have a negative effect 

on the community.  Consequences of this type of behavior that continues may result in alienation 

and a lower number of postings by students according to Rovai (2003).  Jonassen, Davidson, 

Collins, Campbell, and Banaan-Haag (1995) (as cited in Ngwenya, Annand, & Wang, 2004) 

assert that continued two-way asynchronous communication allows enhanced instructor to 

learner communication, but the most significant finding is that this type of communication 

fosters the social construction of meaning and knowledge at a distance.  

     Hurst and Thomas (2004) during their training of teaching online team skills to mid-

career professionals found that when participants were asked to suggest improvements in 

the modules, the participants recommended that the ice breaker introductions be extended 

and that the addition of personal biographies be allowed for more confidence, comfort in 

communications, and to foster social interaction be added to the course.  Hurst et al. 

discovered that though participants had indicated further communications with others in 

the course, when asked to participate in the introductions at the beginning of the module, 

the participants seemed “guarded and reluctant to give much in the way of personal 



 

 30 

information” (p. 205).   The researchers observed that only after the students became 

team members did they became comfortable in sharing personal information and humor.   

They also reported that at the end of each module the participants felt comfortable with 

the technological mediated environment with other participants and the facilitator.  The 

comfort level increased after the first chat meeting.  Another significant finding was that 

team members found it important to communicate about topics other task related 

activities.  The team made it a regular effort to communicate various social components 

of team member’s life.  It gave team members a glimpse into what was going on in the 

other member’s life and how this might affect the tasks and where assistance in the task 

may be needed.  This non task communication effort also encouraged the growth of trust 

on a number of levels.  (Hurst & Thomas, 2004) 

   Yang et al. claim that there are a number of studies that accentuate the significance of humans 

being embedded in their society.  A social structure is often related to outcomes which may 

include:  power (Brass, 1984); innovation (Ibarra, 1993); learning outcomes (Baldwin, Bedell, & 

Johnson, 1997), and job performance (Sparrowe, Liden, & Kraimer, 2001).  Guldner and 

Winestock (1995) demonstrated that group arrangement based on a student’s position in the 

social network may increase learning outcomes.  Researchers have discovered that the friendship 

and advice relations correlated positively to student’s academic performance and employee’s job 

performance while the adversarial network had a negative effect on performance.  Centrality or 

social status is critical in the social network.  If a student has centrality, then she/he has 

connections and is popular.  There are many advantages for a student having centrality which 

include more opportunities to resources and information; assists the student in coping with 

stresses, and a greater opportunity to help others and be helped which may contribute to 
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successful academic performance.  If a student is a popular in a web-based forum this may 

increase the possibility of exceptional academic performance in the forum which may further 

increase the chance to develop friendships with other students.  

     Rafaeli and Sudweeks’(1997) study discovered that online conversations were more 

opinionated though there was a higher level of agreement, more humor, higher frequency 

of self-disclosure, and contained more first person plural pronouns in reference to others.  

These components are indicative of interaction occurring along with sense of feeling 

connected to others through involvement and belonging.  This further supports the need 

to explore the critical component of social communications and its place in the online 

learning environment.  Computer mediated communication is the foundation for social 

communication and plays an important role in the development of positive learning 

communities for online courses. 

Computer mediated communication and communication technologies 

     “The Internet has become a mechanism to facilitate the transfer of many types of information 

from one computer to another and is rapidly becoming one of the primary means of 

communication” (Webb et al., 2006, p. 94).  Webb et al. further claim that with the increased 

opportunities for online learning dialogue it is important to comprehend how to design dialogue 

mechanisms to foster learners’ experiences and promote learning.  Another aspect is that 

students, instructors, and others involved in online learning must learn the skills to participate in 

e-learning dialogue in order to promote learning.  Research by Carswell and Venkatesh (2002) 

found “student perceptions of the technology are positively related to learning outcomes and 

intentions to further use the technology” (Webb et al., 2006, p. 95).  Miltiadou (1999) claims that 

computer mediated communication (CMC) is one of the significant areas of research in the use 
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of CMC in online classes.  He further states that the advantages of the use of CMC in online 

education include the high level of interaction among students and instructor to students using 

both asynchronous and synchronous communication tools.  CMC is not limited exclusively to 

online education, but is also being used to enhance face-to-face traditional classes.  Moore and 

Kearsley (1996) (as cited in Miltiadou, 1999) claim that computer networks will provide a virtual 

education versus the traditional classrooms while Harasim (1996) states that online education has 

the potential of changing the future of educational institutions.  Miltiadou reports that there have 

been very few studies on motivational constructs and the use of CMC in online learning 

environments.  According to Blocher’s (1997) study, (as cited in Miltiadou, 1999) CMC 

engagement in relation to gender, motivation, and self- regulation; CMC enhanced interaction 

and social presence in an online learning environment.  

Interaction 

     LeBaron and Santos (2005) (as cited by state that human interaction is at the heart of 

education based on previous studies by Laurilland (2000); Swan (2002); Vrasidas & McIssac, 

1999). LeBaron et al. further state that computer mediated communication (CMC) allows for 

many different types of interactions which include: one-to-one, one-to-many, and many-to-many.   

Barab, Baek, Schatz, Schecler, Moore, & Job-Sluder (2002) (as cited by LeBaron et al. 2005) 

state that interaction must be planned and implemented to promote interaction and (Stepich & 

Ertmer (2003) state that design of the online course must foster collaboration and a sense of 

belonging in an online environment.   LeBaron et al. claim that the technologies themselves do 

not foster interaction and collaboration; it is the design and instructional strategies that promote 

interaction.   Ally (2005) states that technologies can provide access to learning; however, Clark 

(1983) claims that “technologies are merely vehicles that deliver instruction, but do not 
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themselves influence student achievement” (Ally, 2005, p. 3).   Molinari (2003) discovered in 

her study that students interacted with the technology using it as a tool when it fostered in the 

learning process and blamed technology when it deterred goals.  She further says that in face-to-

face communication, one doesn’t proclaim what she/he will say.  Her study revealed that 

messages were focused on different features of access to technology.  These included messages 

that indicated a student was sending an attachment and the uncertainty of not knowing if other 

students could open the attachment.  Messages also indicated frustration, lack of technical 

experience, and limitations.  Molinari also indicated that students assisted other students less 

technology savvy and that students learned new technology skills during the course.   Ally 

(2005) further claims that while computer mediated technologies are significant, it is the 

instructional strategy that is the key to the success of a positive learning outcome.  Bonk and 

Reynolds (1997) further assert this claim that if higher level thinking is to be fostered on the 

Web, then there must be activities that challenge learners to link new information to old, have a 

meaningful learning experience, and use metacognitive abilities; therefore, it supports the 

argument that it is the instructional strategy and not the type of technology that has an effect on 

learning. (Ally, 2005)  Ring and Mathieux (2002) recommend that online learning involve the 

elements of “high authenticity (i.e. students should learn in the context of the workplace), high 

interactivity, and high collaboration” (Ally, 2005, p. 4).  Engaging the entire class through social 

communication may promote collaboration, connect learners through social communication, and 

a sense of community.   

     Interaction and immediacy in online learning are interwoven components and consideration of 

only one may lead to possible negative outcomes. (Woods and Baker, 2004)  They identified 

four different types of interaction in the online environment:  learner-content, learner-instructor, 
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learner-learner, and learner-environment.  Learner-content interaction is how students reflect, 

process, and analyze new information during the course and integrating this new information into 

existing knowledge structures.  Learner-instructor interaction is communication between the 

student and instructor in a course which may include information other than instructional 

material since online allows for a more personal relationship to develop.  Learner-learner 

interaction is communication that is conducted among two or more students.  It may be 

asynchronous or synchronous in the online environment along with phone and face-to-face 

contact.  Learner-environment includes the surrounding environment of the student that either 

helps or hinders the learning process and the interaction with the interface of the technical tool, 

which can either become a stumbling block for students not familiar with computers and the 

online environment or an environment where the student is familiar and comfortable with the 

interface.  The other component of their research included immediacy. 

     Immediacy includes communication behaviors that enhance physical and psychological in 

interpersonal communication.  Interaction and immediacy foster the growth of social interaction.  

Knowledge building and higher thinking learning occur when new perspectives are allowed to 

emerge through groups, discussion, and problem solving. (Woods, et al., 2004)     

     On-line classes require not only discipline on the part of the student to be present in the 

virtual environment; the student may sometimes feel quite isolated without appropriate 

interaction with the instructor and other students.  On-line learning doesn’t have to be this way, 

but can involve a great deal of engagement and interaction for students. 

     Online education provides a way to offer training and learning opportunities that might not 

otherwise be possible for students coming from a variety of backgrounds, experience, education, 

and geographic areas.  Some fear that we will lose teaching excellence in the classroom and 
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connection of the face-to-face learning experience. Research has indicated the need to establish 

virtual learning environments that promote a learning community.  There are many working 

definitions of virtual learning environments, but here Schwier (2002) presents this particular 

definition of a learning community.  

Virtual learning environments happen when the process of learning takes 

place outside the boundaries of face-to-face contact, typically online. But 

environments are not necessarily communities. For a community to emerge, a 

learning environment must allow learners to engage each other intentionally and 

collectively in the transaction or transformation of knowledge. It isn’t enough that 

material is presented to people and they interact with the instruction. It isn’t 

enough that the learners interact with instructors to refine their understanding of 

material.  Instead, for a virtual learning community to exist, it is necessary for 

individuals to take advantage of, and in some cases invent, a process for engaging 

ideas, negotiating meaning and learning collectively. This is a definition that 

embraces a social constructivist interpretation of learning, and it resulted in a 

model of virtual learning communities developed in earlier works (p. 1).   

 
The instructor sets the tone for the class through her interaction, course design, and modelling 

behavior that she/he desires to see in her students.  Modelling behavior should be expanded upon 

regarding social commentary in the online learning community.  Palloff et al. (2005) suggest that 

humor, real life stories, and experience be used to model the type of collaborative behavior that 

should be implemented in an online learning community.  Using a variety of communication 

technologies may also assist in enhancing social communication and interaction.  Molinari 

(2003) discovered that “non task communications supported the problem solving activities” (p. 
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24) and since this is a vital part of the student’s learning experience, it should be a goal of the 

instructor “rather than a side effect of the learning process” (p. 24).  While there are activities 

such as icebreakers, introductions, group activities, and other collaborative and interactive events 

to foster community and avoid isolation, it appears that the instructor can design social 

communications into the class by developing a “how to succeed in online groups” (p. 25) based 

on Nelson’s (1999) collaboration theory and “netiquette for online class communications” (p. 25) 

that guides in the communication standards and strategies.  (Molinari, 2003)    

Social presence 

     Rice (1993) defines social presence in the field of communication technologies as “the degree 

to which communicating participants are able to project their presence through the technology, 

social presence can be projected best when the verbal and non verbal cues and the context can be 

also be communicated” (Stacey, 2002, p. 288).  Walther (1996) (as cited by Stacey, 2002) that 

previous studies regarding CMC had reported that participants using CMC would be more task 

oriented and less social, in effect, that CMC was a “depersonalized medium” (Stacey, 2002, p. 

288).  Other research by Parks and Floyd (1996) (as cited by Stacey, 2002) has proven otherwise, 

and that there are high levels of social interaction through the use of email, list serves, and chat.  

Walther (as cited by Stacey, 2002) later suggested that participants in CMC are as driven as other 

communicators to form social relationships and that the accumulation of impressions and 

gathering of information through text messages may encourage the development of relationships 

despite the lack of cues.  Walther (as cited by Stacey, 2002) also concluded that relationships 

were slower to evolve in CMC than face-to-face but developed in the same way as face-to-face 

relationships and were more socially oriented in the online environment.  
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     Ubon and Kimble (2004) examined three categories of social presence from discussion boards 

during an online course.  The categories included:  affective, social cohesion, and interactive 

responses. They discovered in their research that during the first module of an online class, 

affective responses described as communications affected by emotions were highest and declined 

over the course.  The predominant affective response that prevailed during the course was one of 

expressing personal values.  Other affective responses included the use of humor and self-

disclosure.  Social cohesion was another category that required more time to develop during an 

online course and appeared in the second and third modules, but declined over the course.  The 

most frequent social cohesive responses included salutations and closings along with using 

pronouns such as “we”, “us”, and referring to peers by name.  The third category was interactive 

responses.  This included acknowledging peer’s messages and inquiry.  Acknowledgement of 

other’s messages and asking for help form other students were also prevalent in this category.  

Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer (2001) in their study on social presence state that low 

frequencies of indicators, which include responses in the areas of cohesive, affective, and 

interactive categories, reveal that the online learning community is “cold and impersonal” (p. 9).  

Participants in this type of environment exchange information and this could be the result of 

quantitative evaluation.  High frequencies indicate that the online environment is “warm and 

collegial” (p. 9).  Participants feel a part of the group where the environment provides closeness, 

approachability, and that interactions are valuable in and of themselves along with the 

educational benefits afforded by interaction.   Stacey’s (2002) research indicated that 

establishing social presence in an online learning environment is a critical aspect to promote 

online interaction and learning.  Her study further revealed that at the end of the semester 

members of the groups continued social interaction and social relationships.  Webb et al., in their 
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study observed that different types of student interactions were observed and that the students 

who participated in the discussion forums appeared to be successful in meeting the learning 

outcomes for the module, while less actively involved students in the discussion forum were less 

successful.   

Gender 

      There is much research on language and gender in face-to-face settings, but CMC and gender 

are still being investigated as to similarities and differences in the way males and females 

communicate.  CMC would provide a utopia in that social cues, authority, age, gender, and status 

would be eliminated.  (Lakoff, 1975) while research claims that women’s conversation 

approaches are “affected by their oppression under patriarchy” (Rodino, 1997, p 1).  This 

oppression of women’s approach to conversation exhibits an incapacity in power through 

language in the way of being overly polite, qualifiers, exaggerating, and tag questions which she 

asserts an inequality in language between men and women.   Further investigation by Fishman, 

(1978,1983) (as cited by Rodino, 1997) revealed that men exerted power over women in daily 

interactions through men’s use of statements that did not encourage further conversation and that 

men control talk.  Fishman (as cited by Rodino, 1997) also discovered that women were found to 

work harder to foster conversation in face-to-face settings.   

     Researchers Ory, Bullock, & Burnasks (1997); King (2000); Herring (2000) (as cited by 

Bostock and Lizhi, 2005) indicate that females appear to be more talkative and collaborative in 

online environments which may be an indication that online discussion may promote female 

conversation.  Bostock’s et al. investigation of the effects of gender and interactions between 

genders in online groups revealed that all female groups had more messages per student than all 

male groups.  The online presence of females promoted messages from males yet the presence of 
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males discouraged females in writing messages.  Though their research indicated that females 

compared to males were not as self-assured in using computer application and were not as 

confident in using computers, surprisingly, more females preferred online discussion to face-to-

face discussion.   Females in the study thought that the online course would be more difficult yet 

had higher average final grades. The females felt assured in using the online discussion software 

though they had a lower level of confidence with Information Technology (IT) applications.  

Bostock et al. also found that age was not related to the number of messages written by students 

and that the students older than 21 years wrote fewer messages.  Gender, IT experience, and age 

had no significant effect on the way students used online discussion.  Herring’s (1993) study 

discovered specific differences in the way that women and men communicated in a CMC 

academic discourse list.  The study revealed gender differences were apparent with males 

sending longer messages, topic related issues, strong assertions, self-promotion, and challenges.  

The females contributed more to personal discussions, attenuated assertions, offered more 

supportive comments, and were more apologetic.  Witmer and Katzman (1997) asserted in their 

hypotheses that women used more graphic accents than men and that men used more challenging 

language and used more inflammatory messages.  Graphic accents (GAs) are defined as 

“generically to emotional, artistic, and directional devices” (Witmer, et al., 1997, p. 3).  An 

emoticon is an example of a GA.  GAs offer the possibility of adding the effects of emotion and 

nonverbal cues not accessible in online environments.  The results of their study indicated that 

neither gender used GAs more frequently, but that when GAs were used in CMC, females were 

the predominant composers of the GAs.  While Herring’s study found that females used more 

supportive and personal language, Witmer’s et al. study discovered that females used more 

challenging speech which may be indicative of females using more emotional and expressive 
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language.  Witmer’s et al. study also found that neither men or women used GAs frequently, but 

that when GAs were used it tended to be women using them.  Their study also revealed that  

women used more challenging speech than the men in the study.  One explanation given by the 

researchers is that women tend to respond more emotionally than men.  They also suggested 

possible reasons for this may be that women feel comfortable being anonymous in a virtual 

environment, and women engaged in CMC may be in male dominated fields such as high tech 

and academia.  Other studies suggested that virtual discussion groups with a larger number of 

males used more male language that tended to be oriented towards facts and action (Savicki, 

Lingengelter & Kelley, 1996) while groups with less males display more feminine speech traits 

such as self-disclosure and softening statements that tension.  (Witmer et al., 1997)  While it is 

suggested that gender may play a role in CMC dependent upon the participants involved and 

ratio of males to females, nonverbal communication certainly is another significant element in 

online learning environments.   

Non verbal communication in online learning environments 

     There are also power issues at stake in the on-line environment as we are learning to navigate 

in a new social place.   

The absence of low level of social cues and emotions such as body language may 

influence student learning and interaction.  This aspect 

can set the stage for more uninhibited behavior on the part of students than would 

occur in face-to-face conversations as well as misunderstandings and 

misinterpretations.  (Vonderwell, 2003, p. 3) 

In order to eliminate negative behavior in the new social space, a structured environment and 

laying some ground rules of respectful views and no flaming would be appropriate.  One result 
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of Molinari’s (2005) study was that faculty set up Netiquette requirements and small group 

guidelines which provide appropriate behaviour in online courses.  Collaborative activities, 

which may involve group work on a project, other than discussion and chats would encourage 

creative thought processes and promote a sense of community.  Anonymity in the on-line 

environment allowed for the students to ask more questions than they would have normally done 

in the face-to-face classroom, but communication regression can occur as well when there is a 

lack of responsive students.  The implications for practice in both the instructional design 

process and instructor facilitated online learning should consider a number of these issues prior 

to embarking upon the online learning environment.   

     Hert, 1997; Lea & Spears, 1992; Sproull & Kiesler, 1986 assert that the absence of visual 

cues in CMC may create an atmosphere where sex, race, and social status are not as meaningful 

in online interactions.  (Nowak, 2003).  Nowak further claims that from this previous research, 

the lack of visual cues would change the way social judgements and perceptions are formed in an 

online environment.  The focus would be upon the content of the person’s message and not the 

visual cues that assist in social status and physical traits.  The absence of physical cues such as 

facial expressions, body language, and voice intonations are absent from the computer mediated 

communication (CMC) environment; however, researchers such as Rourke et al. have discovered 

that emoticons (Falman, 1981) and the use of humor and self-disclosure all provide affective 

responses.  They extend this claim to include the research supported by Kuehn (1993) in that 

symbolic representations like emoticons assist in expression in CMC environments.   

Gunawadena and Zittle (1997) asserted that participants using emoticons to convey nonverbal 

cues in a text-based environment further expanded their “socioemotional experience” in the 

online environment. (Rourke et al., 2001, p. 7)    



 

 42 

Summary of Related Literature 

     Social communication should be encouraged at the beginning of a course with 

instructors modelling and encouraging this behavior through cohesive, affective, and 

interactive communication along with the use of graphics and fonts to express non-verbal 

cues.  Social presence is essential for students to feel engaged and interactive in the 

online learning environment in order to avoid isolation and alienation.  While 

constructivist learning theory prevails in literature about online learning which 

encourages collaborative activities encourage students to become involved and feel a part 

of the course, other learning theories should be considered dependent upon the students 

enrolled in the course.  Andragogy is one such learning theory if the predominant number 

of learners are adults and non-traditional students in order to provide an authentic 

learning environment where material is relevant to the student’s experience and 

knowledge along with learning new concepts and theories applicable to her/his particular 

situation.  Students who are not actively engaged in discussion may learn vicariously 

through others feeling that thoughts and ideas of others are well represented.  All of these 

components contribute to the development of a positive learning community.   
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CHAPTER 3  

METHODOLOGY  

Purpose and Objectives of this Study 

     The purpose of this study was to observe and gather data on how students use communication 

technologies in online courses to connect with one another using non-task social communication.  

First, this study sought to understand the significance of non task social communications in 

developing relationships and connections to others in the course since this is an important aspect 

of developing social and learning communities with positive learning outcomes.  Second, this 

study examined the frequency of communication technologies in online courses that used 

discussion forums and virtual cafes based on age and gender. Third, this study looked at the 

frequency of social constructs (social communication) based on age and gender.   

  The objectives of this study were: 

1. Gather data on students’ use of non task social communication in online courses. 

2. Examine the frequency of use of non-task social communications based on age and 

gender. 

3. Observe which discussion forums were being used by students for non-task social 

communications.  

Research Question and Hypotheses 

Research question:  Which of the communication technologies (discussion board or virtual cafe) 

enhances social communications based on age and gender?  (more frequency, more emoticons) 

Ho1:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion boards based on 

gender. 
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Ho2:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on gender. 

Ho3:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion board based on 

age. 

Ho4:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on age.   

Ho5:  There will be no significant difference in social communication based on age and gender. 

Ho6:  There will be no significant difference among usage of communication tools that will 

increase social communication. 

Ho7:  There will be no significant difference in the frequency of use of communication 

technologies in online groups’ use of virtual group communication boards and the discussion 

board and virtual café.   

Ho8:  There will be no significant difference in students’ perception in the pre and post 

questionnaires.  

The independent variables in this study was the use of communication technologies based on age 

and gender; communication technologies that enhance social communication, and small group in 

Communications 110 use of the virtual group forum, discussion board, and virtual café.  The 

dependent variable was social communication.    

Research Design 
 
     The research design employed a quantitative method for analyzing the data.  Twenty-four 

community college students in the Communications course were asked via e-mail and an 
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announcement that was posted to the opening course announcements to participate in an 

important study during the spring 2006 semester that would further enhance online 

communications among students in higher education.  Only six students responded and the 

respondents were all female.  Another e-mail was sent to the class revealing the significance of 

the study and that their participation was vital to the study.  There was no response from the 

students.  Another e-mail targeting only the males in the class asked for male participation in the 

study.  No males responded to the request.  After two weeks a decision was made through the 

doctoral chair, the vice president of the college, distance education coordinator, and the 

researcher to ask permission of online instructors with similar entry level college courses to 

participate in the study.   

      The pre questionnaire and post questionnaire were both administered online and available to 

all students in the courses participating in the study.  The purpose of the questionnaires was to 

examine the participants’ previous and post perceptions of the use of communication 

technologies (discussion boards and virtual café) along with their online education experience.  

The Distance Education department at the institution where the study was conducted 

administered and collected the data.  A pre and post questionnaire relating to the participants’ 

experience before and after the study was conducted using a combination of collecting 

demographic information (age, gender, academic discipline), yes/no questions, frequency 

questions, and a Likert-type scale to determine comfort level before and after the course.   The 

pre-questionnaire can be found in Appendix D and the post-questionnaire may be located in 

Appendix E.    

     Coding of data was based on the type of social construct within each discussion posting of the 

participants.  Social communication (SC) is non-task oriented communication (not talking about 
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academic work).  Social communication is how students connect in an online environment by 

getting to know one another without face-to-face meetings and the absence of nonverbal cues.  

An example of a hypothetical social communication posted to a discussion board in an online 

class is represented below.  

Hey everybody, 

My name is Jane and I have just started back to college after twenty years!  It’s 

quite an adjustment   for an older student.  LOL!!! I have been married for 

twenty-three years and have eight great dogs.  I like to play with my dogs and 

hang out.  My favorite television show is Seinfeld.  This is my first online class.  

Has anyone else ever taken an online course?  What’s been your experience?  I 

am looking for a new career change after I was downsized a couple of months 

ago.  I think that a lot of companies are downsizing.I worked at XYZ and heard 

they were laying off a lot more workers.   

Anyway, good luck to everyone!  I look forward to getting to know everybody in 

this course!   

Thanks. 

Jane Doe 

In this communication on a discussion board there could be multiple social constructs.  “Hey 

everybody” is an example of a greeting and she closes with a conclusion and her name which is 

the conclusion social construct.  The writer also uses two examples of unconventional humor to 

reveal the non-verbal component and get her point across to the audience.  She gives her name 

along with revealing information about herself which is self-disclosure.  She offers another self-

disclosure as she talks about her downsizing from her job.  The good luck to everyone and 
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getting to know others is a social statement that is open to the entire class.  She also poses two 

questions.  In this one discussion posting there are several social constructs.  Each construct was 

placed as raw data into the appropriate social construct on the instrument with the participant’s 

information (age, gender, academic discipline).  The social constructs were numbered according 

to discussion posting and which discussion board they were posted on in the online course 

(discussion board, virtual café, or online group).  The dates that the discussions were posted were 

also included beside each social construct so that the researcher could observe points in the 

semester that social communication remained the same, increased or decreased.  Data from each 

participant was collected from January 7, 2006 (the first day of the semester) to the end of the 

semester (April 28, 2006).   

     This study employed the use of Interrater-reliability as suggested by Rourke et al. (2001).    

Three coders, which included the researcher, coded the data according to which social construct 

that they thought would be the most appropriate fit.  The definitions of each social construct 

were explained to the coders.  The coders agreed upon the definitions for the social constructs.   

The coders agreed that social statements were those statements that addressed the entire group 

and included “thank to you all”, “good luck everybody”, and “if anybody needs help I’m here”.  

Personal statements were those that reflected more of a personal address to an individual with 

examples of talking about work, having lunch, and upcoming events that did not involve self-

disclosure.   

Population and Sample 

     The participants in the study were community college students enrolled in online college-

level courses at one community college.  Students were asked to volunteer to be part of the 

study.  Students in the Introduction to Communications course selected an online group in which 
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they participated with other members of the group during the semester based on a mutual interest 

in a particular topic related to the Communication course.  The first two weeks of the 

Communications course involved reading related material to small group communication, group 

process, the life of groups, and a tutorial on how to post to the discussion board.  Students in the 

class were required to post to the main discussion board on a weekly basis and respond to other 

student postings.  Students working in groups were required to work primarily in their specified 

group discussion area versus face-to-face meetings, e-mail, and phone contact; however, there 

was no control of these extraneous variables if online groups used other communication 

technologies than the virtual group forum.  The Communications 110 course was the only course 

that required online group work and a total of six (n=6) participants were involved in the study.  

A virtual café was available as a discussion board during the semester where students were 

encouraged to discuss topics not related to the class.  The following courses were added to the 

study:  HUM 110 (Technology and Society), Religion 110 (World Religions), English 111 (a 

core English requirement for university transfer and AA students), Sociology 210 (Introduction 

to Sociology), and Sociology 220 (Social Problems).   There is additional information about the 

institution’s courses and programs located in Appendix H.   

     The pre questionnaire was posted in each class along with a consent form for students to view 

online.  An announcement was posted in each online course that had agreed to participate in the 

study advising students interested in participating to fill out the pre-questionnaire.  There were 

only two respondents among all the courses that completed the pre-questionnaires.  The 

researcher was advised to offer an incentive to encourage a greater participation rate.  This 

incentive was the chance for students enrolled in the study filling out both the pre-questionnaire 

and signing and returning the consent form that their names would be placed in a random 
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drawing for four amazon.com gift certificates (amazon.com announcement may be located in 

Appendix G).  This incentive was approved by the doctoral chair of the researcher’s committee 

and vice president of the college where the study was being conducted.  An announcement in 

each course was posted along with sending e-mails to each student in the six the participating 

courses.  Forty-nine students responded to the pre-questionnaire.  The pre-questionnaires were 

then examined for student names and a consent form package was sent out to forty-nine 

respondents.  The consent package included the consent letter to be signed, a letter instructing 

students what part to fill out and return, a copy of the consent letter, a self-addressed stamped 

envelope to the researcher, and the announcement regarding conditions for being eligible for the 

drawing for the amazon.com gift certificates.  (The consent letter may be found in Appendix C 

and the letter from the researcher is Appendix F)  February 13, 2006 was the last day that 

consent forms to be accepted into the study.  Twenty-eight signed consent forms were returned to 

the researcher by February 13, 2006.   

     Data was collected from discussion forums, virtual cafes, and virtual student lounges, and 

student coffee houses.  This study uses the term “virtual café” instead of student lounge and 

student coffee house to indicate it is a discussion board set up for students by the instructor so 

that students have a place to “talk” about assignments and non-task related topics.  Only one 

course did not provide a virtual café for students which represented five participants in the study.  

Participant’s social communications were examined for social constructs of the Molinari 

instrument.  Each social communication was recorded according to date posted, placed in the 

appropriate social construct, the discussion board that the communication was posted on, 

(discussion board or virtual café) through the end of the semester which was April 28, 2006.   
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     A number of academic disciplines were represented in the study with one participant enrolled 

at another institution and three participants not enrolled in any program.  One of the predominant 

degrees was the Associates in Arts (AA) program which prepares the student to transfer courses 

or the degree to a four-year institution.  A core requirement course in the Associate of Arts (AA) 

program is English 111 which was a course included in the study.  Students in the AA program 

must select from a number of areas Humanities/Fine Arts which includes the Communication 

110 (Introduction to Communications), Religion 110 (World Religions), and Humanities 110 

(Technology and Society); these courses had participants involved in the study.  Two courses 

from the social/behavioral sciences area included in the study involved Sociology 210 

(Introduction to Sociology) and Sociology 220 (Social Problems).  Other two-year associate 

degree programs require the English 111 and an elective from one of the core areas of the AA 

program.   

Data Collection Procedure 

 Students were recruited by instructors encouraging them to participate in an online study 

and a chance to be eligible for a drawing of four gift certificates.  Students were asked to 

complete an online pre questionnaire at the beginning of the semester and post questionnaire at 

the end of the semester.  Both questionnaires were available and accessible to students in each 

online course from the navigation bar located in the course management system.  A total of 

forty-nine students completed the pre-questionnaires.   

Students read and signed a consent form approved by North Carolina State University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB form is in Appendix B) and the Vice President of the institution 

where the study was conducted.  An information letter about the study, a consent form to be 

signed by the participant, a student copy of the consent form, demographic information (age, 
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gender, and academic program), and information regarding the drawing and gift certificates, and 

a self-addressed stamped envelope to return to the researcher were sent to students who 

completed the pre-questionnaire.  Students were to return the signed consent form and the 

demographic information to the researcher by February 16, 2006.  Twenty-eight students 

responded by February 16th, 2006.  Data was collected through viewing of transcripts of 

discussions of students participating in the study.  Each participant’s discussion was analyzed 

using the social construct instrument by Molinari.  Participants’ discussions were analyzed to 

find out if their communication fit within the non-task social communications and one of the 

twenty social constructs on the instrument. 

Instrumentation 

      The instrument was derived from Molinari’s (2003) instruments on social communication 

constructs. (Instrument in Appendix  A)  Molinari conducted three pilot studies prior to 

embarking upon this study regarding online groups and social communication.  The purpose of 

the instrument was to measure social constructs such as conventional and unconventional 

emotions, self-disclosure, greetings, questions, emoticons, graphics, fonts, and other data that 

implies social communication among students not related to tasks in the course.  Coding will be 

the frequency of the occurrences such as the graphics, fonts, emoticons, and other relevant social 

constructs that contribute to social communications.  Measurement also includes the frequency 

of communication technologies students’ use of discussion boards and the virtual café.  The pre 

and post questionnaires are also part of the instrumentation in this study.   

Definitions related to the instrument 

Molinari (2003)   

Social constructs and categories 
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1. Expressions of conventional 
emotion. 

Text-based 
emotions such as 
happiness, or 
worry 

   

2. Expressions of 
unconventional emotion 

Use of graphics, 
fonts, or emoticons 

   

3. Self-disclosure Revealing 
information about 
one’s self. 

   

4. Expression of humor Referring to 
humorous stories 
or experiences 

   

5. Give/ask advice Advice to/for one 
person 

   

6. Personal statements Non-task related 
statements 

   

7. Questions Non-task related 
questions 

   

8. Opinions Thoughts about 
non-task related 
topics 

   

9. Soothing statement Statements meant 
to lower emotions 

   

10. Encouraging Statements meant 
to help another to 
continue to strive 

   

11. Agree/disagree Constructs used to 
align with 
another’s ideas or 
opinions 

   

12. Place statement Statements of 
where one is 
emotionally or 
physically when 
communicating 

   

13. Softening statement Words used to 
soften a strong 
opinion  

   

14. Excuse/apology A construct used to 
explain failures 

   

15. Approve/disapprove A construct used to 
align one’s 
opinions with 
another’s statement 

   

16. Social statement Expression of 
social opinions 
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17. Greetings None, emotional 
and social 
statements, 
individual names, 
group, formal: 
Dear… 

   

18. Conclusions None, thanks, 
initials, name, 
ellipse, formal:  
Sincerely 

   

19. Personal address Addressing people 
by name 

   

20. Uses inclusive pronouns Refers to the group 
or class by using 
we, us, our 

   

Reliability 

     Reliability depends upon how the data is coded by the researcher.   Rourke et al. (2001) 

suggest that Interrater reliability is useful for this type of study based on the chance agreement 

among coders.  Berlson (1952) stated that content analysis offers an objective method in 

analyzing this type of data and Rourke et al. (2001) states that the primary test in content studies 

that addresses objectivity is interrater reliability which different coders code the same content 

and express the same coding decisions.  (Rourke, 2001)  They further reported that out of 

nineteen published studies in their sample that only ten reported reliability.  Rourke et al. (2001) 

criticized the use of Cohen’s kappa based on the requirement of a priori knowledge of the 

number of coding decisions to be made by the coders.  Rourke et al. (2000) state that syntactical 

units are not neatly packaged as syntactical units. Rourke et al. (2001) suggest using the percent 

agreement which indicates the number of agreements based on the total number of coding 

decisions.  This study used this method and Holsti’s (1969) coefficient of reliability (C.R.) with 

the formula represented below. (Rourke et al., 2001)  

 C.R. = 2m/n1 + n2 

 m-the number of coding decisions upon which the two coders agree 
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 n1 = number of coding decisions made by rater 1 

 n2 = number of coding decisions made by rater 2. (p. 5) 

      Luppicini (2002) addresses the reliability issue that researchers (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, 

and Archer; 2001) have discovered in their research of quantitative content analysis (QCA).  

They claim that there are serious methodological issues with coding schemes which include 

replicability and the meaningfulness associated with quantitative content analysis.  They also 

addressed low reliability of instruments and a lack of reporting of interrater reliability of CMC 

learning environments.  The concern with coding (words, sentences, and paragraphs) is that the 

measurement can address surface meaning as produced by raters, but some questions can not be 

addressed through surface meaning such as measuring cognitive skills, higher level thinking, and 

other more complex variables involved in a study.   

     Interrater or Inter-Observer reliability was used in this study, and the data was coded by three 

coders.  This study involves both categories and frequencies; the category inter-rater approach 

was used.  The raters checked which category each observation fell in and then the calculation of 

agreement of the raters was calculated.  If there were 100 observations being rated by two raters, 

the rater could check one of three categories.  On 86 of the 100 observations the raters checked 

the same category, which led to an 86% agreement.  Another way to improve reliability is to 

encourage reliability between the observers.  A calibration meeting was held to determine how 

observers would decide if a rating was a three or a four.  In this case, raters determined in the 

coding which category was most appropriate for a particular item. (Trochim, 2002)   

Validity 

     This is a new area of research with no available instruments in the area of quantitative 

research. This research may be valid if it can be applied to university transfer programs in 
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community colleges in the southeast regarding online courses.  It is not valid to assume that this 

would apply to online high school students or online graduate students.  Internal validity exists if 

the use of communication technologies and social communication can not be attributed to 

extraneous variables.   Rourke and Anderson (2004) examined a research technique that is used 

to study computer-mediated communication termed quantitative content analysis (QCA).  

Berelson (1952) defined quantitative content analysis as a “research technique for the systematic, 

objective, and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” (p. 5) where 

the communication is segmented into units and each unit is assigned into a category which 

provides a count for each category.  (Rourke et al., 2004)  Rourke et al., (2004) state that 

Bullen’s (1998) study of participation and critical thinking in an online learning environment 

counted the number of times each student contributed to the discussion and assigned each 

posting to one of three categories as it related to critical thinking.  Crocker and Algina (1986) 

define a test as “a standard procedure for collecting a sample of behavior from a specified 

domain” and a specific form of testing proposed by Crocker and Algina is “a standard schedule 

and list of behaviors that can be used by an observer who codes behavior displayed by subjects 

in a naturalistic setting” (Rourke et al., 2004, p. 7).  Rourke and Anderson (2004) agree that these 

definitions provide an accurate description of QCA.  Researchers Bullen (1998) and Henri 

(1991) provided observers with a list of behaviors which the observers examined messages for 

these behaviors of which both studies were conducted in an online setting.  The components 

needed to meet the testing criteria as defined by Crocker et al. included a naturalistic setting, 

which is the online class discussion, and the list of behaviors which are indicative of a specified 

domain.  The list of behaviors is provided to the raters or coders along with providing the 

individual messages from the discussion boards.  Rourke et al. (2004) state that psychometricians 
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claim that test theory and the daily practice of “testing and measuring is the attempt to make 

accurate judgments about unobservable constructs based on observable behavior” (p. 7).  

Predictions are made based on a variety of tests about how a person may perform in school or in 

a particular job.  Rourke et al. (2004) argue that QCA used to “systematically identify, 

categorize, and count the objective elements of communication and provide audiences with a 

summary of this data” is a “sound” procedure which offers a minimal amount of other 

interpretation (p. 15).  The problem exists in that few researchers use existing instruments to 

conduct their studies.  Using an existing instrument contributes to the validity of the existing 

method, and researchers are able to add to and compare results with other data.  Rourke et al. 

further claim that the results of descriptive studies are significant and of value particularly when 

addressing new “educational phenomena such as the use of CMC in teaching and learning” 

(Rourke et al., 2004, p. 15)    

     Poscente (2002) used the text-analysis tool (TAT) developed by Fahy (2002) to examine 

social presence in CMC.   The TAT  model is suitable for inter-rater reliability according to Fahy 

(2001) and uses sentences as a unit of measurement.  While the TAT model provides a few of the 

social constructs in Molinari’s social construct instrument (emotions, humor, self-disclosure, 

questions, appreciations, inclusive pronouns, salutations, and agreements), it includes other areas 

that would not be appropriate for measuring non-task social communications that was studied in 

this research with the addition of examination of continuing threads, quoting from another’s 

message, and other referring to another’s message.  Molinari’s instrument was an appropriate 

tool for this study though there are other tools that are similar; those tools are used to measure 

social presence versus social communications.  Molinari conducted pilot studies prior to her 

study which contributes to the validity of using her instrument for this study.   
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     Molinari conducted three pilot studies for her work in social communications.  The first pilot 

was a qualitative study that examined the communications of nursing students in long-term, ill-

structured problems.  She identified three themes among sixty-four constructs.  The purpose of 

the study was to develop and sustain relationships, work on the task and solution, and manage 

the technology.  The second study compared two groups who produced the most and least 

successful papers.  Molinari used the same sixty-four constructs to identify differences in 

communication patterns over a period of time.  The differences she discovered between the two 

groups were that the groups using the most relationship constructs produced longer and larger 

messages.  Theses groups also used what Molinari describes as “validating” (36) constructs that 

used encouragement and praise for both the individual group members and the entire group.  The 

third pilot study conducted by Molinari examined the teaching of validation to groups in a face-

to-face environment prior to students going into the online learning environment.  Her results 

were similar to the second pilot study in that the groups using the most validation constructs had 

a greater number of messages, longer messages, and performed better than the other online 

groups.  Molinari discovered that another study was needed to address how the validating 

constructs make a difference in communications.  Her qualitative study that this study evolved 

from is based the examination of social constructs used in an online course to connect to others 

in the course using non-task social communications.   

     Rourke’s et al. (2001) study on social presence support Molinari’s theory that the decrease in 

the number of messages indicate a state that low frequencies of indicators which include 

responses in the areas of cohesive, affective, and affective categories reveal that the online 

learning community is “cold and impersonal” (p. 9).  Participants in this type of environment 

exchange information and this could be the result of quantitative evaluation.  High frequencies 
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indicate that the online environment is “warm and collegial” (p. 9).  Participants feel a part of the 

group where the environment provides closeness, approachability, and that interactions are 

valuable in and of themselves along with the educational benefits afforded by interaction.         

Data Collection 

     The data was collected through the online course management system of Blackboard 6.1.  The 

Communications 110 course included a discussion board, the virtual café, and in addition, an 

online group discussion boards.  These online group discussion boards were created for each 

group in the class and involved six participants in this study.  The main discussion board and 

virtual café were open to all the online courses involved in the study except for Humanities 110 

(Technology and Society) which did not offer a virtual cafe.  The social communications social 

construct instrument by Molinari served as a guide to analyze data to determine if participant 

communication fit a particular social construct.  A questionnaire was administered to the 

participants at the beginning of the semester and the end of the semester to discover if there were 

changes in attitudes towards communication technologies, frequency of usage during the 

semester, and perspectives towards online education. A frequency count was collected analyzing 

if students used the discussion board or virtual café more frequently to engage in non-task social 

communications.  Also, non-task social communications were counted throughout the semester 

based on age and gender. 

Data Analysis 

     This study was a quantitative study that employs descriptive statistics using frequency tables, 

a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), t-tests, and the Fisher’s exact test of statistical 

significance.  Fisher’s exact test was used to analyze the participant’s frequency of social 

constructs and the use of communication technologies which include the virtual café and 
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discussion boards based on participant’s age and gender.  A Chi-square test would have been a 

better choice since it measures counts that are ordinal or categorical that falls into a particular 

category such as age and gender.  A Chi-square test would have been an appropriate test if the 

sample size had been larger and the data had been more abundant.  Due to empty cells, the Chi 

square would not have been an efficient test so Fisher’s exact test was used.  Similar to the Chi-

square, a Fisher’s exact tests measures categorical data that are divided into two categories in 

two separate ways.  The test is then conducted to find out if there is any difference in proportions 

that may be significant.  The probability of the sample result was .05.  The smaller the p-value, 

the stronger the evidence is that the two proportions are different.  (Agresti and Finlay, 1999).   

A one-way ANOVA was used to analyze the total frequency of social constructs based on age 

and gender.  This data had continuous variables so the analysis sought to look at the total means.  

T-tests were used to test the hypothesis that examined the use of communication tools having an 

effect on social communications.  A paired t-test was used for five of the participants who used 

both the discussion board and the virtual café and t-tests were used for the remaining twenty 

participants who used either the discussion board or the virtual café.  In this hypothesis, the focus 

was to find out the average of social constructs per posting to each communication tool.   

Summary 
 

     In this study the researcher used an existing instrument by Molinari (2003) to examine social 

communications to determine where the social communications fit on the social construct 

instrument.  This study also sought which communication technologies, discussion boards or the 

virtual café, were used more frequently by the participants based on age and gender.  The virtual 

café and discussion board were examined to determine which of these two communication 

technologies provided for more social communications.  Fisher’s exact test was one statistical 
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analysis used to analyze the use of communication technologies based on age and gender.  A 

one-way ANOVA was used to determine the total frequency of social communications based on 

age and gender.  T-tests were performed to find out if there was any effect of communication 

tools on social constructs.   A pre and post questionnaire was made available to all students in the 

six online courses participating in the study at the institution.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

FINDINGS AND PRESENTATION OF DATA 
 

     The objective of this study was to gather data on students’ non task social communications in 

online college level courses.  The data was analyzed in an attempt to discover the differences in 

the frequency of use of communication technologies, use of discussion boards, and frequency of 

social constructs based on age and gender.  The research question that guided this study was the 

following:  Which of the communication technologies (discussion board or virtual cafe) 

enhances social communications based on age and gender?  (more frequency, more emoticons)  

The following eight hypotheses were tested to answer this question:   

Ho1:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion boards based on 

gender. 

Ho2:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on gender. 

Ho3:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion board based on 

age. 

Ho4:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on age.   

Ho5:  There will be no significant difference in social communication based on age and gender. 

Ho6:  There will be no significant difference among usage of communication tools that will 

increase social communication. 
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Ho7:  There will be no significant difference in the frequency of use of communication 

technologies in online groups’ use of virtual group communication boards and the discussion 

board and virtual café.   

Ho8:  There will be no significant difference in students’ perception in the pre and post 

questionnaires.  

Independent and Dependent Variables 
 

 The independent variables in this study was the use of communication technologies based 

on age and gender; communication technologies that enhance social communication, and small 

group in Communications 110 use of the virtual group forum, discussion board, and virtual café.  

The dependent variable was social communication.    

     The SAS software statistical package used to analyze the data provided by North Carolina 

State University.   

     A Fisher’s exact significance tests to measure which communication technologies (discussion 

board or virtual café) in six online college-level courses that enhanced social communications 

based on age and gender.  A one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to examine the 

total number of social constructs used by participants based on age and gender.  Paired t-tests 

were used to measure social constructs based on participant’s use of both the discussion board 

and the virtual café and t-tests were used to measure the average number of social constructs 

used by participants that used either the discussion board or the virtual café.   A pre-

questionnaire and post-questionnaire were used to gather information about online student’s 

perspectives regarding online education, experience with communication technologies, and the 

online experience.   
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Sample Size and Demographics 

 
 Students enrolled in college level online courses were asked to participate in the study 

through e-mail and online announcement boards in the six courses that agreed to participate in 

the study.   There was a total of twenty-eight participants (N =28) in the study with twenty-three 

females (n=23) and five (n=5) males ranging in the age categories from the 18-21 to 50-59 for 

females and 22-29 to 40-49 for males.  The majority of males (n=3) in the study were in the 40-

49 age category while the 18-21 age category was predominant in the study with eight (n=8) 

females participating.  Two (n=2) female participants had no social communications during the 

study and one (n=1) female in the 30-39 category was considered an outlier and eliminated from 

the results of the study.    

     All except one of the online college courses involved in the study offered students a virtual 

café or student lounge to discuss topics that were course related and non-task topics.  The one 

course that did not offer a virtual café or a place for student dialogue involved five (n=5) of the 

study participants.  One course had a virtual cafe with a total of five hundred and twenty-nine 

postings while another course had a smaller number of only six postings the entire semester.   
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Table 1 
Participants’ Demographics 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Age           Gender    Total Participants 
     
                   Male              Female                                     
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
18-21                     8    8 
 
22-29                5    5 
 
30-39              4    4 
 
40-49                 4    4 
 
50-59                     2    2 
 
22-29                      1       1 
 
30-39           1       1 
 
40-49           3        3 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

n = 28 participants 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Data collection 

     There were a total of two hundred and seventy-five postings that were non-task social 

communications that participants posted to the discussion board, virtual café, and online group 

forums during the Spring 2006 semester.  The two hundred and seventy five postings were 

analyzed for social constructs.  The online group forum in the Communications 110 course 

involved six participants in the study.  Two participants (n=2) in the study did not post any social 

communications to the discussion board.  Some participants (n=4) posted as few as three 

postings that were non-task social communications while one participant (n=1) posted as many 

as fifty-seven postings that were non-task related during the semester.   
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      There were a total of twenty (20) social constructs on the instrument.  One of the most 

predominant social constructs was that of self-disclosure where participants shared and revealed 

personal information about themselves.  Twenty-six (n=26) participants self-disclosed one or 

more times about themselves during the semester.   

There are several examples of self-disclosure from the study below.  The first is the introduction 

discussion forum where students were asked to introduce themselves to the class the first two 

weeks of the semester.  The data is taken directly from the transcripts and no alterations were 

made except for protecting the identity of the participant.  

 Introduction discussion forum 

Participant 1:  My name is _________ and I am ___ years old.  This is my first 

semester back at school in 15 years.  I dropped out of high school at 16 thinking I 

already knew everything (yeah I learned real quick how wrong I was) and got my 

GED in '95.  I did take a secretarial course about 10 years ago but that is all.   

This past year has been both extremelly good and extremelly bad.  The good is 

that my _child was born and is age months old today.  I am a stay at home mom.  

I never thought I would enjoy that because I have always been a workaholic but 

when s/he was born I could think of nothing I loved better.  Watching her/him 

grow and see the world in its purest form is the best feeling in the world.  Nothing 

can compare to that.  S/He is also my inspiration for returning to school.  I firmly 

believe that I can not preach education to her/him if I don't have one myself.  So 

here I am!  I also married the love of my life last February and am very happy.  

This past year has also been frought with tragedy as I lost my grandmother, my 
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brother, and my mom.  The sadest part is that none of them got to meet my 

(child)_____ however, my mom did get to see pictures of her/him. 

Participant 2:  I choose to take the name of class because my goal is to eventually 

help victims of abuse and I felt that this would help me to understand the different 

roles in society that we all play.  I work full time as a manager of a place (for the 

last 14 1/2 years), take care of my livestock, which consists at the moment of 5 

horses, 1 goat, 1 dog and many cats.  As I am single these take up a lot of my 

time, in addition to taking a full college curriculum.  I have two children who are 

career military and one relative who is age months old.  S/he is a handful, 

although I don't get to see him/her very often because s/he lives in city and state 

with her dad and near city with her mother.  I hope to gain some insight that will 

be useful in my goals to assist victims of domestic violence.  

Participant 3:  I am a teaching assistant with special education and I am working 

toward my teaching degree in the same area. I have two children name and age 

and name and age. I have a husband who has been in the hospital since Thursday 

due to a seizure and I lost him for a few seconds if you know what I mean (he's 

only age). I have come home from the hospital tonight to take care of my classes, 

I hope it being 12:41 am is not bad.   

Some participants’ postings included a personal address to a specific person or to 

two people, while greetings were addressing the entire class.  Some of the 

participants signed their names as a conclusion to their posting. 
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Personal addressees, greetings, and conclusions 

 I will talk to you later.  Bye for now. 

 TTYL 

One participant used more formal greetings to the class at the beginning of the 

semester.   

 Hello to all. 

Three weeks into the semester the same participant offered a more informal 

greeting to the class.   

 What's up?  

     The Communication 110 course required students to work with groups in an online 

virtual forum.  The students selected their topic of interest from a list of topics at the 

beginning of the semester.  Within the first two weeks of the course the students had to 

find other students with a similar interest in the collaborative discussion forum.  Students 

were instructed to write in the subject line of the discussion posting their topic of interest 

and then write a short message about why they were interested in this topic and how they 

could contribute to the group.  Students were allowed to have two to three members per 

group.  Students were also required to go through a module regarding theories on groups, 

small group communication, leadership, and problem-solving in groups, and effective 

group communication.  The students were administered a test regarding this module after 

they had read the module.  Part of this module also included a short lesson how to post to 

discussion forums since for some students this may be their first online course.  Six 

participants (n=6) in the study were in the Communications 110 course and were required 
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to work in online group discussion forum.  Examples of the online group non-task social 

communications taken from the transcripts and posted below.   

Online group self-disclosure 

Participant:  Friday morning my family and I leave for place, but I won't be able 

to ride any rollercoasters this time. I found out on Valentine's Day that I am 

pregnant. Again. Number 4. This will be the last one, that's for sure!  

A response from a group member asks a question and the participant responds. 

Oh yeah, they know. I had to work on the night that I found out, so I got my kids 

out of school early to tell them. I began by telling my age year old child that she 

was going to get something that h/she'd been praying about for a long time. S/he 

threw his/her hands over his/her mouth and yelled a muffled 'OH MY GOSH!!!!' 

Then s/he ran to the car screaming, 'WE'RE GETTING A PUPPY! WE'RE 

GETTING A PUPPY!!!' After my husband and I told them, my __year old child 

said 'Cool'. My little one, s/he's age, just likes saying, 'I'm gonna be a 

big/brother/sister! Mommy's gonna have a baby!' Girl, I am tired just thinking 

about it!! 

 
An observation is that 40-49 year old males involved in the study self-disclosed information 

more than the two younger males in the study.  The 40-49 year old male participants offered 

advice, support, and technical support to others in the class.  Here is one example of self-

disclosure of a 40-49 year old male participant.   
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Male Participant 1:  I am age yrs old trying to go back to school in order to make 

a career move. I am married and have two age yr old children living at home. I 

have always been in construction or maintenance ever since I was in high school. 

I feel I can fix or make anything. I worked at place of work for 12 yrs and was an 

position until I was forced to leave in 2003. I guess I should say I had gotten sick 

and never have made it back to work. I had a bad case of pancretitis and almost 

died in January 2003. A year later I had surgery again still dealing with 

complications and almost died again. I actually got to hear the doctor say "Get 

that blood in him we're loosing him." I am now trying to get on at company name 

now since I can't do the a lot of the things I used to do. This class is part of my 

requirements for my name of program technology degree. 

I love to bowl, camp and fish. I am a Joker. I love making people laugh and I 

enjoy having fun. Ever since I got sick I don't take it for granted like I used to and 

I thank God every day for another day. I don't want to sound like I need to go on 

Oprah or anything I'm just telling my story. Comedy is my thing it's what makes 

me tick. I put on skits at birthday parties and this past mothers day organized a 

show for 16 mothers where I dressed up and performed as Elvis. I have also done 

Brooks and Dunn, Jimmy Buffet, Simon and Garfunkal and even Gretchen 

Wilson. 

 I like movies such as Wedding Crashers, White Chicks and the Chevy Chase 

vacation collection. Being at home a lot got me hooked on soaps however I have 

finally winged myself away from them now. I make crafts in my shop such as 
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personalized hope chest, lighthouses, arbors, wooden signs, pie safes and well, 

anything anybody wants. I took two classes last semester on line and enjoyed it. I 

look forward to working with everyone. Oh my dog is my buddy. He is a 20 

month old 152 lb breed of dog.  

The same participant offers the others in the class advice from technical instructions to how to 

dye easter eggs for his peers. 

if your mail is not showing up in your sent box go to options and click on 

rules.Click create new rule. then where it has the box use the arrow to say If any 

of these conditions are met. Then on the next line put "From" in the first box then 

"Contains" in the next box then type your institution address in the next box. 

On the next line wherre it says Perform the following action, click on the arrow 

and put move to in the box. At the next box click on the arrow and put sent in the 

box. Then click save at the bottom. You can also send it to your Inbox the same 

way. You can use this feature to create a lot of different rules.  

I was trying to help find something on egg coloring for infants and found this site. 

Even if you don’t like the egg coloring part the site may be useful for other things. 

http://www.topbabypages.com/ezinearticles/EasterEggs.html 

 
Another 22-29 year old male participant offers technical advice to his peers in the class along 

with self-disclosure and sharing personal information and feelings on particular topic strands 

within the discussion board. 

 

http://www.topbabypages.com/ezinearticles/EasterEggs.html
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After you save your assignment (note where you saved it to), click on tools (in 

blackboard), and then the digital dropbox.  After that you will click send file at 

the top.  Then a short form will come up, under the line upload new file it will ask 

for your name, and then the file name.  You'll note to the right of that the browse 

button, click that and then find the file where you saved it on your computer, once 

you have selected it click open, this should put the name of the file in the line 

named file.  After that add comments if you need too and hit submit.  Afterwards 

a confirmation will show up saying it was sent to your instructor.  Hope that 

helped. 

 
Another theme that was prominent other than self-disclosure was the encouraging comments to 

assist other students.  Both males and females offered encouraging comments to other 

individuals and the class as a whole with a total of twenty encouraging social constructs (n=20).    

18-21 female participant states this to the class.   

If anyone needs anything this semester, I can try to help.  Just ask me for 

anything.  Good luck to all! 

30-39 female participant responds to a particular individual. 

Good luck to you too and talk to you later. 

Cheer up, things will work out, maybe not the way you like it to be, but it will all 

settle down, sometime.  

22-29 male:  Good luck, it does sound like you have a busy life.  Hope you do 

well this semester and I look forward to working with you. 

The encouraging comments assist in building trust and cohesiveness amongst students in the 

online learning environment.   
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      There are students who communicate openly one-on-one in the discussion boards open to the 

entire class. 

Female participant 30-39:Thanks and good to here from you, I was a little worried about 

maybe your personal situation had worsened. 

Have not heard from you lately, how are you doing.   

A small number of students plan lunches and other events using the open discussion 

forum along with displaying personal concerns for one another and self-disclosing personal 

issues and concerns.  One 40-49 female participant discloses her concern for her husband’s 

illness and asks for “prayers”.   

Participant:  If we have anyone who prays please pray for our family we have a 

rough road ahead because he will not be allowed to drive for atleast 6 months, he 

was working as a contractor in Iraq now he can't go back because of his health. 

But by Gods grace and prayers are welcomed we will survive. 

This same participant used unconventional expressions of emotion to express her nonverbal cues.   

LOL!!!  

Another 40-49 year old female displays a sense of possible isolation when group members do not 

respond to her.  She uses an exaggerated form of spelling to emphasize her attempting to contact 

someone and get a response from her group member.   

HELLOOOOO is there anybody in my group 

     The frequency of the use of inclusive pronouns was low for all participants, but this is one of 

the few examples of a 40-49 female use of inclusive pronouns.   



 

 73 

It's a hard road but we can do!!!!!! 

 
One student attempts to look to connect with others in the class through her posting.   
 

30-39 female participant 

I hope more people join in our discussion, it ends soon.   

Give/ask advice 

22-29 Female participant 

If I can give any advice about taking an on-line class, it would be stay ahead of 

the game.  It is so easy to fall behind and it is so hard to catch up. 

 
The social statements were expressions of social opinions.  Moliarni’s study included 

social comments which included:  “hope that helps”, “I look forward to working with all 

of you and wish you all the best.”, “have a great 4th everyone!”, “have a great week!”, 

(Molinari, 2003, p. 68).  This study also included a number of social statements (n=20) in 

which students expressed their desire to work with others, words of thanks, and other 

comments that addressed the entire class.   

 
 18-21 female participant:  I look forward to working with all of you. 

 Thanks for the motivational words 

 18-21 female:  I look forward to hearing from everyone this semester. 

 40-49 female:  Thank you all!!!!! 

 22-29 male:   Have a great day 

Let me know if I can help any more. 

Personal statements that are non-task related included more of a personal address to 

someone in the class.  Personal statements totalled fourteen (n=14).   
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22-29 male:  No problem. I replied under yours and name's about how to save in 

the rich text format.  

40-49 male:  I see we did get one class together. I have heard from three people 

today that company name may not shutdown as expected. 

30-39 female:  Sure lunch would be great....let me know when, and I will let you 

know when I am in town.  So email me back.   

While this sampling of raw data represents social constructs used by some of the 

participants in the study, the next section represents the results of testing the hypotheses. 

Findings from the study 
 

     The first four hypotheses were tested to analyze the difference in students’ use of the 

discussion board and virtual café based on age and gender.  The overall Means and 

Standard Deviations for the discussion board was M= 8.31 (SD= 5.47) and M=.9.38 

(SD=.3.19) for the virtual café.  The mean for the females indicated that females used the 

virtual cafe (M=10.69, SD=3.65) more than the discussion board (M=6.82, SD=4.72) and 

that males used the discussion board (M=21.0, SD=0.00) more frequently than they used 

the virtual café  (M=9.00, SD=6.37).   

     The Fisher’s exact test was employed to find out if there was a difference in the way 

that participants used the discussion board versus the virtual café based on age and 

gender addressing the four hypotheses.   
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Discussion boards based on gender. 

Ho1:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion boards based on 

gender.  A Fisher Exact test was performed to see if the frequency of use of discussion boards 

was based on gender (see Table 1).  P=.29 where p=.05. indicated that there was no significant 

difference of frequency based on gender and the use of the discussion boards and null hypothesis 

one was accepted based on these findings.   

Table 2  
Fisher’s Exact Test Summary Table for Use of Discussion Board based on Gender 
Gender    Nonparticipants     Participants   Total 

 

Female 

 Frequency   6    17   23 

 Percentage   26.09    73.91    

Male 

 Frequency   3    2   5 

 Percentage   60.00    40.00   

Total     9    19   28 
   
 

Use of the virtual Café based on gender    

Ho2:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on gender.  

A Fisher’s Exact test was performed to see if the participant’s frequency of use of the virtual café 

was related to gender (see Table 2).  P=.62 where p=.05 indicated that there was no significant 
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difference of frequency of use of the virtual café based on gender and null hypothesis two was 

accepted based on these findings.   

Table 3  
Fisher’s Exact Test Summary Table for Use of the Virtual Café based on Gender 
Gender    Nonparticipants     Participants   Total 

 

Female 

 Frequency   14    9   23 

 Percentage   60.87    39.13    

Male  

 Frequency   2    3   5 

 Percentage   40.00    60.00 

Total     16    12   28 
 
 
Use of the discussion board based on age 

Ho3:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion board based on 

age.   A Fisher’s Exact test was performed to find if the use of the discussion board based on age 

(see Table 3).  P=.92 where p=.05 indicated that there was no significant difference of frequency 

of use of the discussion board based on age and null hypothesis three was accepted based on 

these findings.  
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Table 4   
Fisher’s Exact Test Summary Table for Use of Discussion Board based on Age 
Age    Nonparticipants      Participants   Total 

 

18-21   

 Frequency   2   6   8 

 Percentage   25.00   75.00 

22-29   

 Frequency   2   4   6 

 Percentage   33.33   66.67 

30-39  

 Frequency   2   3   5 

 Percentage   40.00   60.00    

40-49  

 Frequency   3   4   7 

 Percentage   42.86   57.14 

50-59  

 Frequency   0   2   2 

 Percentage   0.00   100.00 

Total     9   19   28 

 

Use of the virtual café based on age 

 Ho4:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on age.  A 

Fisher Exact test was performed to find out if participants used the virtual café more or less 
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based on age (see Table 4).  P=.77 where p= .05 indicated that there was no significant 

difference of frequency of use of the virtual café based on age and null hypothesis four was 

accepted based on these findings. 

Table 5   
Fisher’s Exact Test Summary Table for Use of Virtual Café based on Age 
Age    Nonparticipants     Participants   Total 
 
 
18-21  

 Frequency   4   4   8 

 Percentage   50.00   50.00 

22-29  

 Frequency   4   2   6 

 Percentage   66.67   33.33 

30-39  

 Frequency   2   3   5 

 Percentage   40.00   60.00 

40-49  

 Frequency   4   3   7 

 Percentage   57.14   42.86 

50-59  

 Frequency   2   0   2 

 Percentage   100.00             0.00 

Total     16   12   28 
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Social constructs based on age and gender. 
 
     Ho5:  There will be no significant difference in social communication based on age and 

gender.  A one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed to find out the mean for the 

total number of social constructs.  Twenty-seven observations in age categories of 18-39 and 40-

59 and gender of male and female were analyzed for a statistical difference (see Table 6).  

F(3,22) = .0.88, p > .05.  Null Hypothesis 5 was accepted.  There was no statistical difference 

that indicated that age or gender had an effect upon the total number of social communications 

(social constructs) used by the twenty-seven participants in the study.   

 
Table 6   
ANOVA Procedure Summary for Total Frequency of Social Constructs based on Age and 
Gender 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
Source  df  SS  MS  F  p 
 
 
Model  3  423.42  141.14  0.22  0.8785 
 
Error  23  14470.58 629.16   
 
C. Total 26  149.00  
 
 
Communication tools that increase social communication 
 
Ho6:  There will be no significant difference among usage of communication tools that will 

increase social communication. 

     A paired-t test was used to find out if there was a difference between the frequency of social 

constructs used for either the discussion board or the virtual café.  A sample of five (n=5) 

participants used both the discussion board and virtual café to post social communications.  The 

difference in the mean between the discussion board and the virtual café was M=-0.048 

(SD=1.55).  There was no significant difference in the frequency of social constructs using either 
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the virtual café or the discussion board t(4) = -0.09, p = 0.93 where p > .05  A larger sample may 

have yielded different results.  

Table 7 
Paired T-Test Summary Table for Frequency of Social Constructs for Use of the Discussion 
Board and Virtual Café  
 

N      Mean             SD    t  p 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Discussion Board 5    2.79    0.92          -0.09                   0.93 

Virtual Café  5    2.84    0.76            

 

 A t-test was conducted on the remaining participants (n=20) for those who used either the 

discussion board or the virtual café.  There was no significance difference in the average number 

of social constructs used per posting with the discussion board with fourteen participants (n=14) 

M=2.96 (SD=0.79) and the virtual café with six participants (n=6) M=2.75 (SD=1.14) with a 

difference of -0.21.   There was no significant difference in the frequency of social constructs 

using either the discussion board or the virtual café t(18) = 0.48, p = 0.64 where p > .05. 
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Table 8 
T-test Summary Table for Frequency of Social Constructs for Use of either the Discussion Board 
or the Virtual Cafe 
 

                       N       Mean         SD                            t  p 

 

Discussion Board 14    2.96           0.79                      0.48            0.64 

Virtual Café  6    2.75                      1.14                             

 

Null hypothesis six was accepted based on the findings that there was no significant difference in 

the frequency of use of social constructs by participants using the discussion board or virtual 

café.   

Online groups’ use of online group discussion boards, discussion boards, and the virtual cafe 

Ho7:  There will be no significant difference in the frequency of use of communication 

technologies in online groups’ use of virtual group communication boards and the discussion 

board and virtual café.   

     The online group participation in Communications 110 course was limited to six participants  

(n =6).  Three (n=3) participants engaged in non-task social communications while three (n=3) 

only engaged in task related communications.  Two participants (n=2) were in the same online 

group with higher frequencies of online non-task social communications.  The tables of both the 

frequencies of postings of the discussion board, virtual café, and online group discussion board 

can be found in appendix M while the frequency of social constructs can be located in Appendix 

N.  The small sample size (n=6) with two participants (n=2) not contributing social 

communications in the online groups could not be tested at p=.05.   
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Pre and post questionnaire survey results 

Ho8:  There will be no significant difference in students’ perception in the pre and post 

questionnaires.  

     The pre-questionnaire was accessible to all students in all six online courses and was 

administered by the Distance Education department at the institution where the study was 

conducted.  Students were informed about participation in the study and were notified that the 

pre-questionnaire was available online in their particular course.  The first questionnaire was 

administered at the beginning of the semester and asked about demographics (age, gender, 

academic discipline) along with the students’ experience with online courses, communication 

technologies, on campus courses, and online group experience.  A Likert scale asked about 

students’ perspectives and experiences regarding online education and communication 

technologies.  The results of the pre-questionnaire may be found in appendix J.   

     A pre-questionnaire was made available for students interested in participating in the study 

the first three weeks of the semester.  The pre-questionnaire involved forty-nine (n=49) 

respondents with 82% (n=40) female and 18% (n=9) males.  24% (n=12) fell into two age 

categories 18-21 and 22-29 while 33% (n=16) were 30-39; 16% (n=8) 40-49; and 2% (n=1) 

respondent in the 50-59 category.  The results from the pre-questionnaire responses include 40 

females (n=40) and 9 males (n=9)  for a total of 49 respondents (n=49).   The categories of age 

included:  18-21 (n=12); 22-29 (n=12); 30-39 (n=16); 40-49 (n=8), and 50-59 (n=1).  The 

academic programs included students taking courses online (n=6); Pre-requisites for the 

Registered Nursing Program (n=4); Associate of Arts university transfer (n=10); Associate of 

Arts (n=6); Early Childhood (n=2); Human Services (n=1); Bioprocess Technology (n=1); 

Associate Degree in Nursing (n=5); Radiography (n=1); Medical Office Administration (n=1); 
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Information Technology (n=2); Criminal Justice (n=2); Associate of Arts Education (n=1); 

Elementary Education (n=1); Library and Information Technology (n=1); Computer 

Programming (n=1); Licensed Practical Nurse (n=1); Machining Technology (n=1), and Office 

Systems Technology (n=1).   

     Respondents to the pre-questionnaire were asked a number of questions regarding their use of 

e-mail, past experience with online courses, and if they were taking an on-campus course.  When 

asked how many hours were spent on e-mail each week the 35% (n=17) spent 2-3 hours each 

week on e-mail while 31% (n=15) spent 0-1 hour on e-mail.  Sixteen percent (n=8) of the 

respondents spent 4-5 hours; 12% (n=6) eight or more hours, and only 6% (n=3) spent 6-7 hours 

each week using e-mail.  Thirty-one percent (n=15) of the respondents had previously enrolled in 

five or more online courses; 29% (n=14) had previously been enrolled in one to two courses; 

24% (n=12) had taken three to four courses, and 16% (n=8) of the respondents had never been 

taken an online course.  Students participating in the pre-questionnaire were also asked to 

indicate the number of times that they had worked in online groups prior to the Spring 2006 

semester course.  Thirty-nine percent (n=19) responded that they had never worked in online 

groups; 33% (n=16) had participated in online groups three or more times; 16% (n=8) had been 

involved in online groups twice, and 12% (n=6) had experienced one course with online groups.  

The majority 63% (n=31) of respondents did not have an on-campus course during the semester 

while 37% (n=18) did have at least one on-campus course at the institution during the Spring 

2006 semester. 

       A Likert scale was administered to the respondents to ask about their use of communication 

technologies and online education.  The Likert scale was based on 1-6 measurement with 1 
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indicating strongly agree; 2=agree; 3=somewhat agree; 4=somewhat disagree; 5=disagree, and 

6=strongly disagree.   

     Online education is an excellent medium for social interaction:  14% (n=7) strongly agreed; 

37% (n=18) agreed; 37% (n=18) somewhat agreed; 6% (n=3) somewhat disagreed; 4% (n=2) 

disagreed and 2% (n=1) strongly disagreed. 

     When asked if they felt comfortable conversing in an online environment:  47% (n=23) 

strongly agreed; 43% (n=21) agreed, and 10% (n=5) somewhat agreed with this statement.   

     Online education is an excellent way for the respondent to learn:  49% (n=24) strongly 

agreed; 31% (n=15) agreed; 18% (n=9) agreed, and 2% (n=1) somewhat agreed.   

     The respondents were asked if they felt comfortable using discussion boards in an online 

class:  47% (n=23) strongly agreed; 43% (n=21) agreed; 4% (n=2) somewhat agreed; 2% (n=1) 

somewhat disagreed, and 4% (n=2) strongly disagreed with this statement. 

     The respondents stated the following when asked if they felt comfortable using e-mail as a 

primary form of communication in an online class:  43% (n=21) strongly agreed; 45% (n=22) 

agreed; 8% (n=4) somewhat agreed, and 4% (n=2) somewhat disagreed.   

     The post-questionnaire was administered the last two weeks of the semester in the same 

delivery through individual online courses participating in the study during the Spring 2006 

semester at the institution.  The Distance Education department at the institution announced the 

availability of the post questionnaire that was delivered online and announcements were made so 

that students were aware of availability of the survey.  The Distance Education collected the 

results from the study and submitted them to the researcher.  The post-questionnaire was 

announced on the course announcement board and a navigation button was added to the course 

to make the online questionnaire accessible and noticeable to the students.  The post-
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questionnaire was open to all students in the six courses participating in the study.  There was a 

total of thirty-six (n=36) respondents with 86% (n=31) females and 14% (n=5) males.  The age 

categories included:  28% (n=10) 18-21; 19% (n=7) 22-29; 36% (n=13) 30-39; 8% (n=3) 40-49, 

and 8% (n=3) 50-59 year olds responding to the post- questionnaire.  The prominent academic 

discipline as similar to the pre-questionnaire with 36% (n=13) enrolled in the Associate of Arts 

program; 17% (n=6) in the Nursing program, and 14% (n=5) in the Human Services program.  

There were a total of thirteen academic disciplines represented which included the three 

academic disciplines mentioned previously.  The post-questionnaire results with the complete 

listing of academic disciplines may be located in appendix K.    

     Respondents when asked after taking this online class how many hours that they spent using 

e-mail each week indicated the following:  11% (n=4) 0-1 hour; 33% (n=12) 2-3 hours; 31% 

(n=11) 4-5 hours; 3% (n=1) 6-7 hours, and 22% (n=8) spent 8 or more hours using e-mail each 

week.  The next section of the post-questionnaire involved respondents indicating their response 

on a Likert scale with the following:  1=strongly agree; 2=agree; 3=somewhat agree; 

4=somewhat disagree; 5=disagree, and 6=strongly disagree.  The same question as in the pre-

questionnaire was posed that online education is an excellent medium for social interaction.  

Thirty-one percent (n=11) strongly agreed; 33% (n=12) agreed; 28% (n=10) somewhat agreed; 

3% (n=1) somewhat disagreed, and 6% (n=2) disagreed with this statement.  Respondents 

indicated if they felt comfortable conversing in an online environment:  56% (n=20) strongly 

agreed; 36% (n=13) agreed; 6% (n=2) somewhat greed, and 3% (n=1) disagreed.  Sixty-one 

percent (n=22) strongly agreed that online education was an excellent way for them to learn;  

36% (n=13) agreed, and 3% (n=1) somewhat agreed with this statement.  When asked if 

respondents felt comfortable using discussion boards in an online class:  50% (n=18) strongly 
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agreed; 39% (n=14) agreed; 6% (n=2) somewhat agreed, and 6% (n=2) disagreed.  Respondents 

indicated that they were comfortable using e-mail as a primary form of communication in an 

online class:  56% (n=20) strongly agreed; 31% (n=11) agreed; 8% (n=3) somewhat agreed 

while 3% (n=1) disagreed and 3% (n=1) strongly disagreed.  Eight-three percent (n=30) strongly 

agreed; 14% (n=5) agreed, and somewhat agreed3% (n=1) that they would take another online 

course.  Three questions on the Likert scale involved respondents’ interaction with other 

students, impressions of other students, and their sense of being part of a community.  Fifty-six 

percent (n=20) strongly agreed; 39% (n=14), and 6% (n=2) somewhat disagreed that they were 

comfortable interacting with other students in the class.  When asked if respondents were able to 

form distinct impressions from some class participants:  39% (n=14) strongly agreed; 42% 

(n=15) agreed, and 19% (n=7) somewhat agreed with this statement.  The statement was posed 

as “through my interactions I felt a sense of community):  28% (n=10) strongly agreed; 39% 

(n=14) agreed; 17% (n=6) somewhat agreed; 8% (n=3) somewhat disagreed; 3% (n=1) 

disagreed, and 6% (n=2) strongly disagreed that through their interactions they felt a sense of 

community.   

     Thirty-five percent (n=17) responded that they spent 2-3 hours each week on e-mail in the 

pre-questionnaire and 33% (n=12) shared a similar response.  Significant differences in pre and 

post responses to this question was that on the pre-questionnaire 31% (n=15) indicated that they 

spent 0-1 hour per week using e-mail and the post questionnaire responses showed a drop to 11% 

(n=4) while other areas increased in respondent’s use of e-mail with 16% (n=8) pre-

questionnaire and 31% (n=11) for 4-5 hours per week and 12% (n=6) for the pre-questionnaire 

22% (n=8) for the post questionnaire in using e-mail 8 or more hours per week.   
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     On the Likert scale, respondents’ had an increase in the response to the statement that online 

education is an excellent medium for social interaction from 14% (n=14) on the pre 

questionnaire to 31% (n=11) on the post questionnaire.  When responding to the statement that 

they felt comfortable conversing online there was an increase from 47% (n=23) on the pre-

questionnaire to 56% (n=23) on the post questionnaire.  The change that was noticeable in the 

post questionnaire is that all respondents agreed to some degree that they felt comfortable 

conversing in an online environment.  There was an increase in the number of respondents that 

strongly agreed that online education was an excellent way for them to learn with pre 

questionnaire results at 49% (n=24) and post-questionnaire results at 61% (n=22).   

     A flaw in the administration of the pre and post questionnaires was that the questionnaires 

were available to all students and not necessarily study participants and that the differences in the 

respondents varied from the pre-questionnaire to the post questionnaire based on the number of 

respondents and the academic disciplines.  It would also be valuable to be able to examine each 

participant’s response based on her/his age, gender, and academic discipline to look for 

similarities and differences in pre and post responses.  The same respondent could be surveyed at 

the end of the semester to explore similar or different responses to survey questions.   

Coding the social construct data 

     There were three coders which included the researcher in this study.  In order to ensure 

objectivity in content analysis Rourke (2001) suggests that different coders each coding the same 

content arrive at the same coding decisions.  This study used Holsti’s (1969) coefficient of 

reliability (C.R.) with the formula C.R. (Rourke et al., 2001) 

 C.R. = 2m/n1 + n2 

 m-the number of coding decision upon which the two coders agree 
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 n1 = number of coding decisions made by rater 1 

 n2 = number of coding decisions made by rater 2. (p. 5) 

The formula used for this study was C.R. 3m/ n1 + n2 + n3.  Using this formula delivered the 

same results as the n1 + n2.  The C.R. was .9211 which represents a 92% agreement among 

coders of the social constructs.  Percent agreement statistics (Riffe, Lacy, and Fico, 1998) report 

that a minimum of 80% is the standard acceptable percentage in communication research. 

(Rourke et al., 2001)  The significance according to Rourke et al., (2001) is in the reporting the 

reliability figures to provide readers adequate information in interpreting results.   

Social constructs 

Examining the twenty social individual constructs was not a hypothesis in the study, yet 

deserves examination since this is a new area to educational research.  The means for the 

individual social constructs present cases indicated that self-disclosure was the highest used 

construct with n=26, M=6.00 (SD=9.82).  In Molinari’s study, her raw data indicated that 

participants self revelation about themselves was high.  The second highest was encouraging 

with n=20, M=5.45 (SD=6.63).  Personal address and conclusions followed closely with personal 

address with n=18, M=5.33 (SD=8.46) and conclusions with n=20, M=5.30 (SD=8.46).  The 

means for present cases of social constructs may be found in Appendix O.  The all cases means 

for individual constructs revealed that self-disclosure was the highest with n=28, M=5.57 

(SD=9.58); encouraging was second highest with n=28, M=3.89 (SD=6.10) and conclusions with 

n=28, M=3.79 (SD=7.42).  The means for all cases of social constructs may be located in 

appendix Q.     

     There was no significant difference in the frequency of social constructs based on age and 

gender, but there were findings that may be of interest for future studies.  A complete review of 
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social constructs based on age and gender may be found in Appendix P and in the discussion in 

Chapter Five. 

Summary 

     The small sample size reduced the power of the research and was not statistically significant 

so each null hypothesis was accepted in this study.  The study can not be generalized to the 

population due to small sample size, but there are conclusions and implications relevant to this 

study and for future studies in this area.  There was no significant difference found in the use of 

communication technologies which included discussion boards and the virtual café based on age 

and gender.  There were no significant differences found in the use of the discussion board and 

virtual café that would increase social communications.  There were no significant differences 

discovered in the total number of social communications used based on age and gender.  The 

small and limited sample size of the frequency of use of online group discussion boards versus 

discussion boards and the virtual café that would increase social communications could not be 

tested for a statistical significance thus conclusions are based on frequency and use of the 

discussion boards and social communications.  The pre and post questionnaires were accessible 

to all students and not limited to participants so these results can not be applied to the study 

participants and the responses to the questions administered were not categorized by each 

respondent’s age and gender.   
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CHAPTER 5  
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

      The purpose of this study was to gather data on student non task social communications in 

online college level courses and analyze the data in an  attempt to discover the differences in 

frequency of use of communication technologies, use of discussion boards, and frequency of 

social constructs based on age and gender.  The data will be presented to the college to enhance 

the instructional design of online courses that encourage non task social communications based 

on the literature that social communications plays an important aspect of connecting students in 

an online course to engage in other stages of information sharing and task-related dialogue.  The 

following research provided a focus for the study:  Which of the communication technologies 

(discussion board or virtual cafe) enhances social communications based on age and gender?  

(more frequency, more emoticons)  The eight hypotheses included:   

Ho1:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion boards based on 

gender. 

Ho2:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on gender. 

Ho3:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the discussion board based on 

age. 

Ho4:  There will be no significant difference in student’s use of the virtual café based on age.   

Ho5:  There will be no significant difference in social communication based on age and gender. 

Ho6:  There will be no significant difference among usage of communication tools that will 

increase social communication. 
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Ho7:  There will be no significant difference in the frequency of use of communication 

technologies in online groups’ use of virtual group communication boards and the discussion 

board and virtual café.   

Ho8:  There will be no significant difference in students’ perception in the pre and post 

questionnaires.  

Independent and Dependent Variables 

     The independent variables in this study was the use of communication technologies based on 

age and gender; communication technologies that enhance social communication, and small 

group in Communications 110 use of the virtual group forum, discussion board, and virtual café. 

The dependent variable was social communication.    

Summary of Methods 

     The participants in this study consisted of community college students enrolled in online 

courses at a community college in the Southeast of the United States.  Molinari’s (2003) study 

involved all females and the same academic discipline.  She suggested that further research in 

this area would be to study age, gender, and academic discipline and social communications in 

an online environment.  The community college that participated in this study offers a diverse 

group of students from outside the regional area and categories of age and gender that would 

represent diverse participants. This study focused on exploring social communications and the 

use of communication technologies based on age and gender.  Academic discipline information 

was collected and reported, but not part of the study since there were not enough data to support 

this area.   
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     Fisher’s exact test, ANOVA, t-tests, and descriptive statistics were used in this study.  These 

design methods were utilized because of the small sample size and the limited amount of data for 

statistical analysis.  A random sample was not possible in this study since the study sought only 

online students who volunteered to participate in the study.  Interrater coding was used to ensure 

reliability of the instrument and that the researcher was not the only coder in the study which 

provided for more objectivity of coding data.   One statistical outlier that was over three standard 

deviations outside the normal standard deviation and was eliminated from the statistical analysis 

of data, but is present in the data in the appendices represented by “all cases”.  An example is 

when the outlier was included for the 30-39 female age category to test the hypothesis on the use 

of discussion boards versus the virtual café based on age and gender, the means and standard 

deviations were high (M=151.000, SD=132.936) for her contributions to the virtual café used 

exclusively during this study.  When the outlier was removed there was a considerable drop in 

the means and standard deviation for that same category (M=.5000, SD=.58) for the virtual café 

in the 30-39 female category.  For research and drawing conclusions, the outlier was eliminated 

from the analysis of data in this study since it skewed the findings.  

     The instrument used emerged out of Molinari’s previous research on social communications 

and was used in pilot studies and her final qualitative study.  The pre and post questionnaires 

were designed by the researcher to gather additional information about respondents’ perspectives 

and experience in online learning environments and level of experience with communication 

technologies.   

     The data were analyzed using SAS statistical software provided by North Carolina State 

University.  The alpha level for the Fisher’s Exact and ANOVA tests of significance was 

established at .05.   
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Summary of Findings 
 
     Hypothesis one stated that there was no significant difference in the students’ use of 

discussion board based on gender. The Fisher’s exact test was used to test hypothesis one and 

there were no significant differences found for the p-value at the .05 alpha level and hypothesis 

one was accepted.   Hypothesis two stated that there was no significant difference in the 

students’ use of the virtual café based on gender.  The Fisher’s exact test was used to test 

hypothesis two and there were no significant difference found for the p-value at the .05 alpha 

level and hypothesis two was accepted.  Hypothesis three stated that there was no significant 

difference in the students’ use of the discussion board based on age.  The Fisher’s exact test was 

used to test hypothesis three and there was no significant difference found for the p-value at the 

.05 alpha level and hypothesis three was accepted.   Hypothesis four stated that there was no 

significant difference in the students’ use of the virtual café based on age.  The Fisher’s exact test 

was used to test hypothesis four and there was no significant difference found for the p-value at 

the .05 alpha level and hypothesis four was accepted.   Hypothesis five stated that there would be 

no significant difference in social communication based on age and gender.  An ANOVA was 

used to test if participants used a total of more social communications based on either age or 

gender.  A p-value of 0.57 indicated that there were no significant differences of social 

communications based on age or gender and hypothesis five was accepted.  Hypothesis six stated 

that there would be no significant difference among communication tools (discussion board and 

virtual café) that would increase social communication.  The paired t-test was used to find out if 

the five participants (n=5) that used both the discussion board and the virtual café used more 

social constructs with either the discussion board or the virtual café.  There was no significant 

difference in social communications based on the use of the discussion board or the virtual café.  
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A t-test was used to examine the average number of social constructs per posting for participants 

who used either the discussion board or the virtual café.  There was little difference (M=0.21) in 

the social constructs per posting for each participant on either the discussion board or the virtual 

café.  Hypothesis six was accepted since there was no statistical significance.  Hypothesis seven 

indicated that there would be no significant difference in the frequency of use of communication 

technologies in online groups’ use of virtual group communication boards and the discussion 

board and the virtual café.  A small sample of six (n=6) along with the participants limited to one 

class could not be tested for statistical significance.  Two participants (n=2) with the highest 

number of social communication postings and social constructs were in the same group, one 

participant (n=1) was left as the only student in her group, and three participants (n=3) did not 

use the online group discussion board for social communications.  The virtual café was accessed 

at the beginning of the semester and not used after the end of January (the first four weeks of the 

semester).  Hypothesis eight stated that there would be no significant difference in students’ 

perception in the pre and post questionnaires.  The pre and post questionnaires differed in yes/no 

questions and the Likert scale so an appropriate test could not be administered.  Another concern 

was that the questionnaires were administered online and could be accessed by all students 

enrolled in the six online courses.  Results from the pre and post questionnaires indicated that 

there was a positive increase in the following responses: online education is an excellent medium 

for social interaction; respondent’s comfort level from pre to post questionnaire that they felt 

comfortable conversing in the online environment, and that respondents strongly agreed that 

online education was an excellent way for them to learn.   Age may be a component in how 

students use social constructs though not a hypothesis in the study, the give/ask social construct 

indicated that p = 0.0035 showing a statistical significance in that age may be a factor with the 
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30-39 and 40-49 age categories using this construct more than the other categories.  Further 

studies and larger samples may provide interesting results regarding age and social 

communications.   

Discussion 

     The social communication studied involved non-task related communication.  Abdullah 

(2003) suggests that electronic communication has changed the written language through the use 

of text-based icons and acronyms used to convey social interaction.  Social communication is 

talk about topics other than the tasks.  There were twenty social constructs based on Molinari’s 

instrument and emerging themes.  The social construct of self-disclosure was the highest social 

construct on the scale (n=26) indicating that this is significant part of students connecting and 

building community in an online course.  Following closely in the type of social constructs most 

frequently used by participants  (n=20) found that the social constructs of encouraging, social 

statements, greetings, and conclusions were used most frequently while personal address was 

close at (n=18) responses.  Gunawardena (1995) suggests that participants in a CMC 

environment may exhibit increased obvious “social-emotional expressions” which include 

greetings and other methods to express nonverbal cues.  Research indicates (Fisher et al., 2002) 

the numerous benefits to people who experience a sense of community and those benefits 

include:  feeling adjusted, supported, a connection to others and goals of the community, social 

support, and social connection and additionally, a community provides a place where individuals 

may express themselves openly and freely, assists in dealing with changes and difficulties. 

(Rovai et al, 2005).   

     Rovai (2002) discovered in an earlier study that the advantages of having a strong learning 

community offers several benefits in that students have feelings of trust and belonging, care 
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about one another and the group, have obligations to one another and the institution, and have 

faith that individual students’ educational needs will be accomplished through the shared goals.  

He further states that there is evidence that the construct of the learning community consists of 

two dimensions which include both the social community and learning community.   Social 

community is defined as a feeling of community of students relevant to spirit, cohesion, trust, 

safety, interaction, interdependence, and belonging (McMillan and Chavis, 1986; McMillan, 

1996) and learning community is the sense of sharing group educational norms and values to the 

point of satisfaction of learning goals and expectations.  (Rovai et al, 2005)   Some of the 

findings from Thompson’s et al. study indicate that most participants were searching for a 

connection to others and sought to understand the requirements for conversation and 

participation in the online learning environment.  Thompson et al., (2005) support that 

conversation is central to foster interaction as reported in a previous study by Hawkes and 

Dennis (2003).  Levy’s (2003) prior study discovered that participants approached 

communication with caution because of the possibility of how others would interpret their 

conversation which may have prevented participants from being engaged in online conversation 

and could have a significant effect on relationships.  (Thompson et al., 2005). 

      Hughes and Daykin’s (2002) study of student perceptions regarding online learning found 

that social greetings were prominent at the beginning of a semester, but the messages were brief 

introductions which included information about a student’s particular branch of nursing and little 

additional information.  Other messages included the “hope that the group was keeping well” and 

there was frequent use of the phrase ‘talk to you soon’ (Hughes et al., 2002, p. 220).  They also 

discovered that the initial anxiety among online students included the use of information and 

communication technology (ICT) skills and an uncertainty of what was expected of them.  This 
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supports the infrequent use of social communications among the six participants involved in 

online group work (n=4 used social communications; n=2 that did not engage in social 

communications).  The focus was on the task with minimal social communications with the 

exception of two participants (n=2) who were in the same group.  Hughes et al., 2002 further 

stated that online groups exchanged information in the beginning, but that the communication 

shifted to group organization and topic as the semester progressed.  

     Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) reported that computer-mediated-communication tend to have 

less communications early in the course and that through time the CMC users are motivated to 

develop social relationships through impressions of others in the online environment through the 

text-based information that is shared.  In the post-questionnaire administered in this study, 39% 

of the respondents strongly agreed that they were able to form a distinct impression  from some 

class participants while 42% agreed, and 19% somewhat agreed with this statement.  

Gunawardena’s et al. other findings revealed that there was an increase in participant social 

attitudes towards the end of the semester or course and that more personal messages were 

exchanged among users.  (Tu, 2001)  This study revealed that there were more social messages 

during the initial part of the semester and with the exception of a small number of participants, 

the social communication declined over time during the semester.   

     Tu (2001) claims that when there is not an immediate response to a posting in a computer-

mediated-communication environment, interactivity is low and contributes to a decreased social 

presence level.  This literature supports when participants posted communications in the 

discussion forums, but received a delayed or no response.  Two social communications in this 

study taken from a main discussion board open to the class demonstrate participants’ concern 

over the lack of discussion and the delayed response of another class member.   
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I hope more people join in our discussion, it ends soon. 
 
Have not heard from you lately, how are you doing 

  

     Piezon et al. states that research indicates that the more cohesive a group is, the more likely 

that the group will accomplish its goals.  Researchers suggest that according to the social 

exchange theory that group members participating in a high quality relationship will model the 

behavior (Muphy, Wayne, Linden, Erdogan; 2003) along with group cohesiveness members will 

not want to disappoint the other group members by not contributing and participating (Liden, 

Wayne, Jaworski,  & Bennett; 2004) while all team members contributions should be encouraged 

and valued. (Piezon, et al.)  Hare (1981) prescribes an optimum group number of five unless the 

group’s purpose is brainstorming where the larger number is effective in this task.  (Piezon, et 

al.)   The Communications 110 course in this study required that all students work in virtual 

online groups during the semester.  The online groups were comprised of two to three group 

members per group in the Communications 110 course.  At the beginning of the semester, a list 

of topics related to communications studied in the course were posted and students found other 

group members through a discussion board set up to assist students in finding other group 

members.  One topic was leadership.  Students were advised if they were interested in this topic 

to post the word leadership in the subject line and post why they were interested in this topic and 

how they could contribute to the group. Six participants (n=6) in the study were involved in 

online groups (See Appendices M and N).  The students were required to work in the virtual 

group forum as part of the observation of the instructor regarding participation and contributions 

to the group.  Another reason the instructor required online group work was for students to get an 

understanding and experience of working in virtual groups since in the work place at some point 

many students may encounter this type of requirement by employers.  While most groups talked 
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about task related topics, there were two group members involved in the study that were in the 

same group with one other group member not participating in the study.  Two participants (n=2) 

were in the same online group with higher frequencies of postings to the online group discussion 

board and a higher number of non-task social communications.  The two participants in the same 

group engaged in non-task social communications frequently, particularly at the beginning and 

the mid point in the semester.  Their conversation became more task focused after the mid-term 

to get the work done and turned in by the due date.  Three (n=3) participants engaged in non-task 

social communications in their online groups while three (n=3) only discussed getting the task 

done with no reference to social communications.   

      All of the online group participants introduced themselves to the class and self-disclosed 

information during the first three days of the semester:  January 7, 8, and 9, 2006.  The virtual 

café was accessed by the two (n=2) participants on January 21 and 22, 2006 to discuss upcoming 

sports events.  The online discussion board was accessed by the 22-29 female university transfer 

participant on January 17, 2006 and the 18-21 female nursing participant first posted to the same 

online group on January 18, 2006.  The other participant was a 30-39 female in the AA program 

who posted on January 30, 2006.  This same 30-39 female participant was alone in her group by 

the mid point in the semester.  The participant had not had contact with the other group member 

and she posts the following.   

 HELLOOOOO is there anybody in my group. 
 

Another group member who was a participant (18-21 age category) in the study was a leader of a 

group of three where she regularly engaged in task and non-task communications with other 

group members.  She used a lot of self-disclosure and also contributed a soothing statement 

social construct to lower emotions when she had questioned another group members’ lack of 
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participation and contribution to the group.  Another posting was categorized under the personal 

statements social construct to reveal her concern for the person’s lack of response to her requests 

and postings.   

I thought you had fallen off the earth. We haven't heard from you in a while, so 

we have been continuing on as usual. 

The online group discussion boards did not appear to provide a space for the majority of 

the participants to interact and engage in non task social communications though 

providing that space is important in online learning environments.   

       The significance of students connecting in a learning environment is crucial, but with online 

learning, it is even more of a critical factor to provide a space, encourage students to interact and 

connect, and share information that they feel comfortable sharing with others in the course.  

According to previous research by Stacey (2002), the success of students may be associated with 

having a warm and connected learning environment where students feel free to interact and share 

information. Muirhead (2002) examined Salmon’s (2000) studies of online CMC in online 

learning have resulted in a five-stage model to assist online trainers and instructors in student-to-

student interaction and student-to-instructor interaction.  The first stage is that of access and 

motivation in which instructors assist students in overcoming technical and software issues that 

may inhibit their contribution and participation in the class.  The second stage is online 

socialization where students are encouraged to interact for the social aspects.  This is also where 

students may lurk outside and observe while absorbing information.  Salmon suggests that these 

students should be encouraged to join the discussions.  This stage is where students begin to 

adapt and feel comfortable with the online environment and interacting with one another.  This 

leads to the third stage where information exchange will occur and a transition into the fourth 
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stage where students move past the exchange of information and start to construct knowledge 

based on experience, course content, critiques, and opinions.  The last stage is that of 

construction where the students become active participants in developing their own knowledge 

through their personal experience and exploration of topics supporting the constructivist 

perspective of learning.  (Muirhead, 2002)   

     Hurst et al., (2004) when asking participants for improvements to online modules, the 

participants suggested that the ice breaker introductions be extended and that the addition of 

personal biographies that allowed for more confidence, comfort in communications, and to foster 

social interaction be added to the course.  While most online courses provide a virtual café and 

an icebreaker to get students talking and interacting, the use of web biographies may encourage 

this type of behavior.  Web biographies could include pictures and personal information that the 

student reveals about herself/himself.  This may also encourage student participation to move 

through the various stages as suggested by Salmon’s (2000) study and students become 

constructors of their knowledge.   Another area of concern is the use of nonverbal cues in a text-

based environment.   

     Although this was not a hypothesis in this study, the researcher included this information 

since there is little research on social communications in general and particularly age and gender 

related studies.  Fisher’s exact test was used to test each of the twenty social constructs based on 

age and gender.  While there was no significance on nineteen of the social constructs, the 

give/ask advice construct did show some statistical significance regarding age.  The p-value 

indicated that age was a factor regarding this social construct with p=0.0035 where p=.05.  There 

were ten (n=10) present cases based on age with the 30-39 category with four participants (n=4) 

and an 80% using this construct and the 40-49 category with five participants (n=5) with 71% 
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using this social construct.  One assumption is that age may be factor related to the give/ask 

advice social construct and that older students may use this social construct more than younger 

students.  There is no conclusive evidence supporting this assumption, so a larger sample may 

yield different results or stronger support for this assumption.  The agree/disagree social 

construct was close with a p-value at the .05 level (p=0.0489).   Four participants (n=4) in the 22-

29 year old category had a 67% response rate and the 30-39 category with five (n=5) participants 

had a response rate at 100%.  Another social construct that deserves further examination since it 

is used to convey nonverbal cues in an online environment is the use of unconventional emotions 

such as acronyms and emoticons.   

      This study revealed that the use of unconventional emotions such as emoticons was lower 

than other social constructs (self-disclosure, greetings, conclusions, give/ask advice, personal 

statements, and social statements).  Emoticons can either include fonts and graphics created on a 

keyboard ;-) (just kidding) or emoticons that can be downloaded from Internet sites.  

(smileycentral.com)  Another definition of emoticons is one by Florida Community College 

(2006).   

When we speak, our tone of voice and facial expressions convey shades of 

meaning. When we write, sometimes meanings are misinterpreted or blurred. 

Because of this lack of emotional bandwidth in writing, people have invented 

ways to let the reader know how they are feeling through the use of emoticons. 

Emoticons involve the use of a few common keyboard characters to form visual 

icons. Currently, there are over 200 facial symbols, called smileys, which people 

use in their e-mail messages to add emotion and feelings. Some examples are: :-) 



 

 103 

Smile, :-( Frown, ;D Big Smile, ;-) Wink. However, before you use emoticons in 

your online courses, check with your instructor. In online courses, like any 

college courses, you should always use proper grammar.  (Florida Community 

College, 2006)   

One example of a participant’s use of unconventional emoticons in this study was the use of the 

smiley.   

  :) 

Another student used acronyms to add humor to what she was saying to another group 

member.  One would wonder how this statement would have been interpreted by the 

receiver if the participant had not used some form of an acronym or emoticon.   

You've been moving for awhile now Are you having to do a little at a time or 

have you just got a whole lotta stuff?Haha.  

 Florida State University’s “Need to Knows” (2006) web site defines emoticons and 

encourages students to use emoticons to get their nonverbal messages conveyed in e-

mails and other forms of electronic communication.  Emoticons serve as a replacement 

for nonverbal cues that occur in face-to-face communications. (Abras, n.d.)  Abras 

suggests that the use of emoticons brings electronic communication close to oral 

communication, but not to the full extent that communicators experience non-verbal cues 

in face-to-face communications.  Vonderwell (2003) suggests that the absence of low 

level of nonverbal cues may have an influence student learning and interaction which can 

result possible misinterpretations and uninhibited behaviors.  She suggests that in order to 

avoid this behavior that instructors provide a structured environment along with rules 

regarding respect and no flaming would be appropriate.  As a result of Molinari’s (2003) 
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study, the faculty at the institution set up Netiquette requirements and small group 

guidelines.   

     Rourke et al. found that emoticons (Falhman, 1981) along with the use of humor and 

self-disclosure provide for affective responses and that further research of symbolic 

representations such as emoticons (Kuehn, 1993) foster expression in CMC 

environments.  Gunawadena et al. stated that the use of emoticons by participants in a 

CMC text-based environment allowed them to expand their “socioemotional” experience 

online. (Rourke et al., 2001, p. 7)   Stacey’s (2002) findings suggests that the socio-

affective support of the collaborative learning environment was found to have a 

discovered to have a substantial effect on the success of students who established social 

support systems through groups and the posting of supportive comments and sharing 

personal information and stories.  These social supports provided the necessary 

component of social interaction that contributed to the respect and trust necessary for 

collaborative learning to occur.  With the absence of physical nonverbal cues, participants 

in the online environment attempt to express visual cues through the used of text-based 

emoticons, punctuation, and “politeness markers” (Stacey, 2002, p. 2).  Users of 

politeness markers increase their use of them once the user realizes that the politeness 

marker assist in avoiding misunderstandings in the online environment.  Wang, Sierra, 

and Folger (2003) found in their study that emoticons were evidence of visible cues that 

participants were emotionally engaged in the online environment and previous research 

(Wang, Rossett, & Wangemann, 2002) reveal that the larger the number of emoticons and 

acronyms reflected a higher level of engagement by participants in an online 

environment.  This may contribute to an increased sense of community.   
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     The lower number of the use of unconventional and conventional expressions of emotions by 

students may be indicative of a number of speculations for additional research in another study.  

Questions should be posed as to the participant’s experience with communication technologies 

and style of communication (does the participant use emoticons or is she/he familiar with 

emoticons?).  Does the use of emoticons depend upon the user’s experience using CMC?  Does 

age play a role in the use of emoticons?  The use of unconventional emoticons in this study 

revealed the following:  18-21 females:  M=2.00; 22-29 females:  M=4.50:  30-39 females:  

M=2.33; 40-49 females:  M=4.00; 50-59 females:  M=1.00 while only the 40-49 year old males 

used unconventional emotions with a M=1.00.  There are a number of possible reasons that the 

researcher could speculate on concerning this area, however, the 22-29 female category had a 

higher mean so the assumption that students under the age of thirty who grew up with 

communication technologies would not account for this higher mean.  If the use of 

unconventional emoticons had been limited to the 40-49 year old age groups, then it could 

possibly be attributed to age and the need to convey the nonverbal cues in a new medium.  One 

male (n=1) in the 40-49 category was the only male using the unconventional emotion social 

construct.   Bostock et al. suggests that age was not a factor related to the number of messages 

written by students and that the students older than 21 years wrote fewer messages.  Their study 

revealed that gender, IT experience, and age had no significant effect on the way students used 

online discussion.   The sample in this study was not large enough to draw conclusions related to 

age, IT experience, and the use of unconventional emotions.   

     Herring’s (1993) study discovered specific differences in the way that women and men 

communicated in a CMC academic discourse list.  The study revealed gender differences were 

apparent with males sending longer messages, topic related issues, strong assertions, self-
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promotion, and challenges.  The females accounted for more messages related to personal 

discussions, attenuated assertions, offered more supportive comments, and were more apologetic.  

This study found that males offered to self-disclose and encouraging comments as often as 

women.  The small sample of males (n=5) and larger sample of females (n=23) may have had an 

effect on the way participants engaged in social communication with the predominance of 

females.  One male participant who was 40-49 self-disclosed personal information that appeared 

to be almost a reflective journal approach.  Reflective approach is that which one would wonder 

if the participant would reveal this same information in a face-to-face setting.  At first glance, his 

approach is personal and offers a more feminine tone versus the findings by Herring.  The same 

male 40-49 year old participant gives information about his shyness and the types of movies he 

watches while describing his work as more male oriented.  Males offered more technical help to 

other students giving instructions on how to perform a particular task within Blackboard.   While 

Molinari’s study did not include males, she indicated that less technology savvy students assisted 

those with fewer skills during the course.  Witmer et al. (1997) found in their study that females 

used more graphic accents (GAs) than males and that males used more challenging and 

inflammatory asserted in one of the hypothesis in their study.  They discovered that females were 

the main composers of GAs and that females used more flaming and challenging speech as 

opposed to males.    This study found that females used the unconventional emotion construct 

more frequently than males.  Only one male (n=1) 40-49) used an unconventional emotion, in 

this case the emoticon of smiling.   

 :)  
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All of the emoticons were similar to the one above using the keyboard to create a basic smiley or 

the LOL (laugh out loud).  There were no observations of other types of emoticons and acronyms 

used by the study participants. 

     Every age category of females used some type of unconventional emotion construct to 

express nonverbal cues in the text-based online learning environment.  The females in this study 

did not use more challenging speech and with agree/disagree and opinion constructs which were 

few in this study, the participants were always respectful and polite.  The female speech for some 

participants was more expressive and revealed more emotion.  There were more self-disclosure 

of personal issues until the mid-semester point for some of the participants, particularly the 

female participants in the 18-21 and 30-39 year old categories.   

Previous studies suggested that virtual discussion groups with a larger number of males used 

more male language that tended to be oriented towards facts and action (Savicki, Lingengelter & 

Kelley, 1996) while groups with less number of males display more feminine speech traits such 

as self-disclosure and softening statements that ease tension.  (Witmer et al., 1997)  While it is 

suggested that gender may play a role in CMC dependent upon the participants involved and 

ratio of males to females, nonverbal communication certainly is another significant element in 

online learning environments that should be explored.   

Conclusions  

     Since some students may be new to online learning or may lack IT and communications skills 

in CMC, it would be advantageous to address this issue at the beginning of the semester through 

orientation.  As part of the instructional design of the course, information about the lack of 

nonverbal cues and the use of emoticons should be encouraged in the online learning 

environment to express emotions and avoid misinterpretations of text-based messages.  LeBaron 
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et al. suggest that interaction must be planned and implemented to promote interaction (Barab et 

al.) and that design of the online course must foster collaboration and a sense of belonging in an 

online environment (Stepich et al., 2003). They further claim that the technologies themselves do 

not foster interaction and collaboration; it is the design and instructional strategies that promote 

interaction.   A glossary of emoticons and acronyms would assist the students’ understanding of 

the use of unconventional emotions and further, the instructor may model this behavior.   A link 

to an emoticon dictionary may be beneficial for both online students and instructors.  The 

appropriate use of emoticons should be encouraged in online courses.  Another area is that of 

providing a web page where students may post pictures, graphics, and personal information that 

they wish to share with the class.  Some course management systems may be limited in this 

aspect of students providing a personal web page, but a possibility may be the use of wikis as an 

additional collaborative technology tool.  Augar, Raitman, and Zhou (2004) used an icebreaker 

in their wiki study to promote social interaction.  The icebreaker provided a space for groups of 

students to interact with a facilitator, post graphics, pictures, and information about themselves 

while learning about other classmates.  The instructors involved in the Augar et al. study 

modelled the behavior that they wanted students to display.  The icebreaker also contained 

several questions to help students find and respond to students involved in the wiki group that 

shared similarities.  The result was that students were able to connect with the instructor and 

other students through the use of icebreaker wikis which assisted in fostering a positive online 

engagement and avoid isolation.  Wikis are simple to use and involve a ten to fifteen minute 

tutorial to acquaint the student with its features. As Molinari indicated in her previous studies, 

technology savvy students could assist those less accustomed to communication technologies 

and most students would gain new technology skills.   
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     Self-disclosure was a predominant social construct during the study with participants 

revealing feelings, personal information, and sharing about themselves and their lives with others 

in the class.  This is supported by the research presented by Ubon et al., (2004) in that the most 

prominent affective response that was sustained during the course expressing personal values, 

humor, and self-disclosure.  Another finding supported by their study was the use of salutations, 

closings, and the use of inclusive pronouns.  While salutations and conclusions were clearly 

evident and used by participants, very few participants used inclusive pronouns.  The third area 

that was supported by the research of Ubon et al. was that of acknowledging other’s messages 

and asking for help from others.  In this study, some participants also offered their help to the 

class.    A small number of students used the virtual café as a place to connect with other 

students, but in general, there was little in the way of high frequencies indicating that the online 

environment is a place students feel welcomed and warm.  Rourke et al. (2001) state that low 

frequencies of cohesive, affective, and interactive categories are indicators of a cold environment 

while high frequencies are indicative of an environment where participants feel part of the group 

and that interactions are valuable along with the educational benefits that are a part of the 

interaction.   Participants in what is described as the low frequency and cold environment only 

exchange information.    

     Hiltz (1997) found that non-task related social interaction was associated with online 

discussions and Cook (1997) indicated that a high proportion of discussion was social 

interactions and that this form of conversation in the online environment has a positive effect on 

social cohesion.  (Curtis and Lawson, 2001)  Curtis et al. suggest that the social communication 

about particular situations and work assisted in the collaborative group process of understanding 

other member’s responsibilities and time issues.  The group members indicated that the time 
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lapse of communicating about assignments in an asynchronous online learning environment may 

have contributed to delayed tasks being completed by group members.  Some members were 

slow to respond and were off-line for long periods of time.  Curtis et al. suggest that guidelines 

about time delays, member’s contributions, group skills, and time commitment are necessary 

components for future students to make them aware of possible difficulties.  While Curtis et al. 

did not find non task interactions and social communications in their study; they suggest that 

they are significant contributions in social functions that foster learning interactions in an online 

environment.  The post-questionnaire survey revealed that the majority of respondents (56%) 

were comfortable interacting with other students in the class.  Thirty-nine percent of the 

respondents strongly agreed that they were able to form distinct impressions from some class 

participants while 42% agreed with this statement.  There were a variety of responses when 

asked through interactions did the respondents feel a sense of community.  Twenty-eight percent 

strongly agreed that they felt a sense of community; 39% agreed; 17% somewhat agreed; 8% 

somewhat disagreed; 3% disagreed, and 6% strongly disagreed with this statement.  The use of 

emoticons and personal biographies may assist in helping students interact with one another and 

their instructor along with forming distinct impressions of others in the class.  A more in-depth 

questioning process could have assisted in discovering some possible reasons for assisting 

students in making connections and having a sense of community.  This study only included the 

twenty-eight participants and further research could provide additional information regarding 

student’s perspectives about online learning environments.   

     The virtual café provided a place for students to discuss task and non-task topics and interact, 

but only a few participants in the study were actively engaged in the virtual café.  Indications 

from the study conducted by Schellens and Valcke (2006) discovered that larger groups fostered 
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more social communications that were non-task in what they termed as non-sense topics and 

technical issues while small and average sized groups had higher performance and knowledge 

construction.  Previous studies report that in larger groups, individuals contribute less with the 

belief that they make less of a difference (Kerr, 1989; Kerr & Bruun, 1983) and that individuals 

find making a contribution is more difficult in a larger group (Jones, 1984; Kerr & Bruun, 1981) 

along with the lack of cooperation as the group grows in number (Kerr & Brunn, 1983; 

Komorita, Parks & Hulbert, 1992).  (Piezon & Donaldson, 2005).  This study found that the 

small online group communication was more task-oriented versus non-task social 

communication.   

     This study was not supported by the findings of Stacey’s (2002) research in that by the end of 

the semester members of the group continued social interactions and social relationships.  While 

participants had other ways of connecting through e-mail, phone, and face-to-face, this study can 

not conclude that relationships absolutely did not continue, but can assume through observation 

of declining discussion postings that participants were more interested in the tasks and 

assignments versus the social communications and connections.   

      A question for further research would include a measurement of both vicarious learners and 

interactive and participating learners to measure the learning outcomes.  Based on Webb’s et al. 

study, they observed that different types of student interactions were observed and that the 

students who participated in the discussion forums appeared to be successful in meeting the 

learning outcomes for the module, while less actively involved students in the discussion forum 

were less successful.   

     The implications for practice in both the instructional design process and instructor facilitated 

on line learning should consider a number of these issues prior to embarking upon the online 
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learning environment.   Previous research by Walther et al., (2002) stated that people work in 

electronic environments the way that they work in the traditional environments which does not 

fit the new media.   (Ahern, et al., 2006)  Molinari (2003) stated that the more technology savvy 

students assisted those that needed help and that students developed new technology skills during 

the course.   

     A more in-depth survey would ask for a specific age, academic background, and previous 

careers and background along with experience and perceptions relating to information 

technology use and computer mediated communication.  A Factor Analysis examine social 

constructs based on Molinari’s study and Rourke’s et al. (2001) social presence theory based on 

age and gender may provide additional information and theories on how social communications 

may contribute to positive learning outcomes.  It is suggested that surveys be administered to 

individuals to gather the appropriate data on age and gender as it relates to their responses on 

each question.  This study was not able to decipher how each respondent to the pre and post 

questionnaires responded based on their age and gender.  The pre and post questionnaire should 

be limited to those participants involved in the study to gather accurate information about their 

reflections and responses.   Two areas that influenced the researcher were the use of emoticons 

and the participants’ lack of use of them and adding biographical web pages of students either 

through the course management system or wikis.  The most important part of the study revealed  

how to bring the human component to online learning to further enhance the community building 

relationships and that is an area that she will pursue in future research.   

Recommendations 

1. Social communities with the fostering of social communications leads to a sense of trust 

and collaboration where students begin to share information and start to build a learning 
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community.  An outcome of the learning community could lead to high levels of dialogue 

and social construction of knowledge with possible results in higher achievement and 

outcomes for students. 

2. A quasi-experimental design with a larger sample with diverse age groups across gender 

may provide results that would yield statistical significance in the way that students use 

social communications and communication technologies in online learning environment.   

3. Surveys should include only the participants involved in the study and not all students 

giving a more concise perspective of participants’ views regarding online education, 

communication technologies, and connecting with others in the course along with asking 

students their definition of a community and expectations of connecting with others in the 

course. 

4. The ability for some control of the use of e-mail in order to track social communications 

and the addition of asynchronous communication that can be recorded as transcripts for 

analysis.  
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APPENDIX A 

 Instrument  

Student name:               Age: Gender Academic 
Discipline 

 

Social construct Definition Discussion 
Board 

1. Orientation 

2. Group 
Collaboration 

3. Group 
forum 

 

Virtual 
Café  

Date 

1. Expressions of conventional 
emotion. 

Text-based 
emotions such as 
happiness, or 
worry 

   

2. Expressions of 
unconventional emotion 

Use of graphics, 
fonts, or emoticons 

   

3. Self-disclosure Revealing 
information about 
one’s self. 

   

4. Expression of humor Referring to 
humorous stories 
or experiences 

   

5. Give/ask advice Advice to/for one 
person 

   

6. Personal statements Non-task related 
statements 

   

7. Questions Non-task related 
questions 

   

8. Opinions Thoughts about 
non-task related 
topics 

   

9. Soothing statement Statements meant 
to lower emotions 

   

10. Encouraging Statements meant 
to help another to 
continue to strive 

   

11. Agree/disagree Constructs used to 
align with 
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another’s ideas or 
opinions 

12. Place statement Statements of 
where one is 
emotionally or 
physically when 
communicating 

   

13. Softening statement Words used to 
soften a strong 
opinion  

   

14. Excuse/apology A construct used to 
explain failures 

   

15. Approve/disapprove A construct used to 
align one’s 
opinions with 
another’s statement 

   

16. Social statement Expression of 
social opinions 

   

17. Greetings None, emotional 
and social 
statements, 
individual names, 
group, formal: 
Dear… 

   

18. Conclusions None, thanks, 
initials, name, 
ellipse, formal:  
Sincerely 

   

19. Personal address Addressing people 
by name 

   

20. Uses inclusive pronouns Refers to the group 
or class by using 
we, us, our 

   

Social statements include statements that wish others well, includes the words “good luck, 
hope, take care, have a great time, thanks, etc.). 
 
Personal statements that are non task include comments about a specific situation to an 
individual.   
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
Sponsored Programs and Regulatory Compliance 
Campus Box 7514 
1 Leazar Hall 
Raleigh, NC 27695-7514 
919.515.7200 
919.515.7721 (fax) 
 
 
From: Debra A. Paxton, Regulatory Compliance Administrator 
           North Carolina State University 
           Institutional Review Board 
 
Date:    January 11, 2006 
 
Project Title: Cyber Connections across age, gender, and discipline differences: How 
communication technologies enhance social communication in online learning communities 
through group work in an online Communication course  
 
IRB#:   008-06-1 
 
 
Dear Ms. Carpenter: 
 
The research proposal named above has received administrative review and has been approved 
as exempt from the policy as outlined in the Code of Federal Regulations (Exemption: 46.101.b. 
1 & 2).  Provided that the only participation of the subjects is as described in the proposal 
narrative, this project is exempt from further review. 
 
NOTE: 
1. This committee complies with requirements found in Title 45 part 46 of The Code of 
Federal Regulations. 
 For NCSU projects, the Assurance Number is: M1263; the IRB Number is: 01XM. 
 
2. Review de novo of this proposal is necessary if any significant alterations/additions are 
made. 
 
Please provide your faculty sponsor with a copy of this letter.  Thank you. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Debra Paxton 
NCSU IRB 
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APPENDIX C 
 
Consent Form to be a Research Participant 
 
Dear Student: 
 
This semester we are doing a study of online courses at the college.  We are asking for your 
participation in this significant work that will improve the quality of education at the community 
college level.  Your participation in this study would be greatly appreciated and will contribute to 
the knowledge base of education and benefit educational institutions.   
 
If you agree to participate, messages sent to the discussion group and main class discussion 
forum will be printed and analyzed.  Short questionnaires will be administered at the beginning 
and end of the semester through the Distance Education department.  The questionnaires can be 
completed online.   By participating in this study, your normal class responsibilities will not 
change.  There is no extra work or participation on your part if you decide to participate in this 
study.   
 
There are no known risks to your participation in this study.  Your research participation will not 
affect your grades, class relationships, or instructor relationship.  The Distance Education 
Department will administer the questionnaires and will hold them until after class grades are 
posted. 
 
Involvement in the research project is voluntary. Students not wishing to participate in the 
research project may send an e-mail message to wisedogs@earthlink.net stating a request to be 
withdrawn from the study.  All of their messages will be used only for assignments within the 
course.  You may participate or withdraw at any time without consequences or penalties. 
 
Your identity will be kept private and identified by numbers.  The name of the college will also 
be kept private and referred to as a community college in the Southeastern United States.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
Pam Page Carpenter 
wisedogs@earthlink.net 
919-837-5982 
 
___________________________________             ______________________________ 
Student signature                                                           Date 
 
Please print name 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:wisedogs@earthlink.net
mailto:wisedogs@earthlink.net
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1.  Age:  ____18-21  ___22-29  ___30-39   ___40-49   ___50-59   ___60-69   ___70 plus 
 
2.  Gender:   ____Female   ____Male 
 
3. Which academic program are you currently enrolled in at the college?  ____________ 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Personal Information Sheet 
Pre Questionnaire 

 
 
 
1.  Age:  ____18-21  ___22-29  ___30-39   ___40-49   ___50-59   ___60-69   ___70 plus 
 
2.  Gender:   ____Female   ____Male 
 
3. Which academic program are you currently enrolled in at the college?  ____________ 
 
4. Prior to this class, how many hours did you spent using e-mail each week? 
 
___0-1   ___2-3   ___4-5  ___6-7  ___8 or more hours 
 
5. Prior to this class, how many online courses have you taken? 
 
___0    ___1-2  ___3-4   ___5 or more  
 
6. Please indicate the number of times that you have worked in online groups prior to this class? 
 
___0 time ___1 time  __2 times   ___3 times or more 
 
Part of your responses should reflect how you feel about online courses based on what you know 
about online education if this is your first online course and if you have been enrolled in online 
courses in the past, this should reflect your past experience. 
 
(1=strongly agree, 2=agree, 3=somewhat agree, 4=somewhat disagree, 5=disagree, 6=strongly 
disagree) 
 

Questions SA     SD 
Online education is an excellent medium for social 
interaction. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I feel comfortable conversing in an online 
environment. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Online education is an excellent way for me to learn. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I feel comfortable using discussion boards in an online 
class. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I feel comfortable using e-mail as a primary form of 
communication in an online class. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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APPENDIX E 
 

Post Questionnaire 
 
 
 
1.  Age:  ____18-21  ___22-29  ___30-39   ___40-49   ___50-59   ___60-69   ___70 plus 
 
2.  Gender:   ____Female   ____Male 
 
3. Which academic program are you currently enrolled in at the college?  ____________ 
 
4. After taking this class, how many hours have you spent using e-mail each week? 
 
___0-1   ___2-3   ___4-5  ___6-7  ___8 or more hours 
 
(1=strongly agree, 2=agree, 3=somewhat agree, 4=somewhat disagree, 5=disagree, 6=strongly 
disagree) 
 

Questions SA     SD 
Online education is an excellent medium for social 
interaction. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I feel comfortable conversing in an online 
environment. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Online education is an excellent way for me to learn. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I feel comfortable using discussion boards in an online 
class. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I feel comfortable using e-mail as a primary form of 
communication in an online class. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I would take another online course. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I was comfortable interacting with other students in 
the class. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I was able to form a distinct impression from some 
class participants.   

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Through my interactions with classmates, I felt a sense 
of community. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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APPENDIX F 

 
Hello everyone, 
 
I am one of the Communications instructors at Central Carolina Community College and also a 
doctoral candidate at North Carolina State University.  I am conducting an important study this 
semester and would like your help if you would be willing to participate.  Your part only 
involves filling out a short (less than three minutes) questionnaire at the beginning and end of the 
semester and signing a consent form to be a research participant.  Your participation in this study 
will contribute to improving education’s body of knowledge regarding online education in higher 
education which includes community colleges, 4-year colleges, and universities.  Your 
participation is needed, encouraged, and much appreciated to contribute to this significant study.  
 
I have attached the consent form for you to read over.  If you choose to participate I ask that you 
just fill out the bottom portion regarding your age, gender, and academic discipline.  Send me 
your mailing address and I will send you a copy of the letter to sign in a self-addressed, stamped 
envelope to be returned to me.   
 
Thank you for your time and consideration regarding participation in this study and good luck in 
your academic life at CCCC!   
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Pam Page Carpenter 
Communications Instructor-Central Carolina Community College 
wisedogs@earthlink.net 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

mailto:wisedogs@earthlink.net
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APPENDIX G 

 
 

Your chance to win valuable gift 
certificates! 

 
Sign up for a chance to win a gift certificate from amazon.com 
 
Amazon.com offers EVERYTHING that you can imagine from computer and 
video games, CDs, music, DVDs, software….visit the site and see for yourself.  
www.amazon.com 
 
 What do you have to do to become eligible to be entered into the 
drawing?  ….become a research participant this semester by signing a consent 
form that will be mailed to you and filling out the pre-questionnaire online (takes 
less than three minutes).   
 
What do you have a chance to win?   
 
$50.00 gift certificate 
$25.00 gift certificate 
$15.00 gift certificate 
$10.00 gift certificate 
All gift certificates are from amazon.com.   
 
You will have a chance to win one of four gift certificates listed above by your 
name being entered in a drawing through your participation in the research study.  
The drawing will take place at the end of the semester in the Distance Education 
Department at Central Carolina Community College.  Winners will be notified and 
may receive their gift certificates either online or through postal mail.   
 
Questions?  E-mail Pam Page Carpenter, Communications Instructor, CCCC at 
wisedogs@earthlink.net.   

www.amazon.com
mailto:wisedogs@earthlink.net.
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APPENDIX H 
 

Information regarding the Associate in Arts program 
Highlighted courses indicate courses involved in the study. 

 
Arts and Sciences 
Comprehensive Articulation Agreement 
North Carolina Community College System 
University of North Carolina System 
Associate in Arts 
Associate in Science 
Pre-Major Associate in Arts Degrees 
Pre-Major Associate in Science Degrees 
The Comprehensive Articulation Agreement (CAA) addresses the 
transfer of students between institutions in the North Carolina 
Community Colleges System (NCCCS) and from that system to 
constituent institutions of the University of North Carolina (UNC). 
This Comprehensive Agreement was developed jointly by faculty and 
administrators of the NCCCS and UNC System based on the 
proposed transfer plan approved by both governing boards in 
February 1996. The CAA applies to all North Carolina community 
colleges and all constituent institutions of the University of North 
Carolina. 
Listed below are the specific guidelines of the Joint Transfer 
Agreements approved by the University of North Carolina System 
and the North Carolina Community College System: (Effective Fall 
1997) 
1. The AA and the AS Degree programs will require a total of 
64-65 semester hours credit for graduation. Students who complete 
the requirements for the AA and/or the AS Degree may apply for 
admission as juniors to any of the 16 universities of the UNC system. 
2. Within the overall total, the NC Community College 
System and the UNC System have developed a 44 semester credit 
general education core transfer component that will transfer as a 
block to any of the 16 universities in the UNC System. This core is 
intended to satisfy the institution-wide lower division general 
education requirements for the Baccalaureate Degree. 
3. Students who do not complete the AA and\or the AS 
Degree but who do complete any or all of the 44 general education 
core will receive transfer credit for any or all of these approved 
courses. 
4. Students must meet the same requirements set for native 
students in that university with respect to such things as grade point 
average and credit hours accumulated including a minimum of a 2.0 
GPA and a “C” or better on all courses transferred. 
5. Admission to a university will not constitute admission to a 
professional school or to a specific program. 
6. Requirements for admission to some major programs may 
require additional pre-specialty courses beyond the general education 
transfer core courses taken at the 
community college. 
7. Courses which do not originate at the community college 
and which are not listed on the approved college transfer course lists 
will be evaluated on an individual basis by the receiving university. 
Transfer credit may or may not be granted for these courses, 
according to the policies of the receiving institution. 
Important Note: 
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Students who plan to transfer any degree or credits listed in this 
section should discuss their transfer plan with a representative from 
the receiving institution. 
Associate in Arts Degree 
A1010000 
This program prepares the student to transfer courses or the degree in 
its entirety to a four-year senior institution. The Associate in Arts 
Degree stresses communications, social/behavioral sciences, 
humanities, and fine arts. 
Program Length: 4 semesters 
Career Pathway Options: 
Associate in Arts Degree 
Baccalaureate Degree at a Sr. Institution 
Program Sites: 
Lee Campus - Day, 1st & 2nd Year 
Evening, 1st & 2nd Year 
Chatham Campus - Day - 1st & 2nd Year 
Selected Evening Courses 
Harnett Campus - Day - 1st & 2nd Year 
Selected Evening Courses 
Distance Education - 1st & 2nd Year 
All Campuses 
Course Requirements 
I. General Education (44 SHC) 
A. Composition (6 SHC) C-L-CR 
ENG 111 Expository Writing 3-0-3 
and 
ENG 112 Argument-Based Research 3-0-3 
or 
ENG 113 Lit-Based Research 3-0-3 
or 
ENG 114 Prof Res & Reporting 3-0-3 
B. Humanities/Fine Arts (12 SHC) 
Select courses from at least three of the following areas: art, music, 
drama, dance, foreign language, interdisciplinary humanities, 
literature, philosophy, and religion. At least one course must be a 
literature course. 3 SHC of speech/communications (COM) may 
substitute for 3 SHC of Humanities/Fine Arts in AA and AS Degree 
programs. Speech/Communication may not substitute for the 
literature requirement. 
ART 111 Art Appreciation 3-0-3 
COM 110 Intro to Communications 3-0-3 
COM 120 Interpersonal Commun. 3-0-3 
COM 231 Public Speaking 3-0-3 
DRA 111 Theatre Appreciation 3-0-3 
ENG 231 American Literature I 3-0-3 
ENG 232 American Literature II 3-0-3 
ENG 233 Major American Writers 3-0-3 
ENG 241 British Literature I 3-0-3 
ENG 242 British Literature II 3-0-3 
ENG 243 Major British Writers 3-0-3 
FRE 111 Elementary French I 3-0-3 
FRE 112 Elementary French II 3-0-3 
HUM 110 Technology & Society 3-0-3 
HUM 150 Amer. Women’s Studies 3-0-3 
HUM 160 Introduction to Film 2-2-3 
HUM 220 Human Val. & Meaning 3-0-3 
MUS 110 Music Appreciation 3-0-3 
MUS 112 Intro to Jazz 3-0-3 
PHI 210 History of Philosophy 3-0-3 
6 03 
PHI 240 Intro to Ethics 3-0-3 
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REL 110 World Religions 3-0-3 
REL 211 Intro to Old Testament 3-0-3 
REL 212 Intro to New Testament 3-0-3 
SPA 111 Elementary Spanish I 3-0-3 
SPA 112 Elementary Spanish II 3-0-3 
SPA 211 Intermediate Spanish I 3-0-3 
SPA 212 Intermediate Spanish II 3-0-3 
C. Social/Behavioral Sciences (12 SHC) 
Select courses from each of three of the following 
disciplines: anthropology, economics, geography, history, political 
science, psychology, and sociology. At least one course must be a 
history course. 
ANT 210 General Anthropology 3-0-3 
ANT 220 Cultural Anthropology 3-0-3 
ECO 151 Survey of Economics 3-0-3 
ECO 251 Prin of Microeconomics 3-0-3 
ECO 252 Prin of Macroeconomics 3-0-3 
GEO 111 World Reg’l Geography 3-0-3 
HIS 111 World Civilizations I 3-0-3 
HIS 112 World Civilizations II 3-0-3 
HIS 121 Western Civilization I 3-0-3 
HIS 122 Western Civilization II 3-0-3 
HIS 131 American History I 3-0-3 
HIS 132 American History II 3-0-3 
POL 120 American Government 3-0-3 
POL 210 Comparative Government 3-0-3 
POL 220 International Relations 3-0-3 
PSY 150 General Psychology 3-0-3 
PSY 237 Social Psychology 3-0-3 
PSY 241 Develop. Psychology 3-0-3 
PSY 281 Abnormal Psychology 3-0-3 
SOC 210 Intro to Sociology 3-0-3 
SOC 213 Sociology of Family 3-0-3 
SOC 220 Social Problems 3-0-3 
SOC 225 Social Diversity 3-0-3 
SOC 240 Social Psychology 3-0-3 
D. Natural Sciences (8 SHC) 
Select two courses, including accompanying laboratory work, from 
among the biological and physical science disciplines. 
AST 111 Descriptive Astronomy 3-0-3 
AST 111A (lab) 0-2-1 
BIO 110 Principles of Biology 3-3-4 
BIO 111 General Biology I 3-3-4 
BIO 112 General Biology II 3-3-4 
BIO 120 Intro to Biology 3-3-4 
BIO 130 Intro to Zoology 3-3-4 
BIO 140 Environmental Biology 3-0-3 
BIO 140A (lab) 0-3-1 
CHM 131 Intro to Chemistry 3-0-3 
CHM 131A Intro to Chemistry (lab) 0-3-1 
CHM 132 Organic & Biochemistry 3-3-4 
CHM 151 General Chemistry I 3-3-4 
CHM 152 General Chemistry II 3-3-4 
GEL 111 Introductory Geology 3-2-4 
PHY 151 College Physics I 3-2-4 
PHY 152 College Physics II 3-3-4 
PHY 251 General Physics I 3-3-4 
PHY 252 General Physics II 3-3-4 
E. Mathematics (6 SHC) 
Select at least one course in introductory mathematics; the other unit 
may be selected from other quantitative subjects, such as computer 
science and statistics. 
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CIS 110 Intro to Computers 2-2-3 
CIS 115 Intro to Programming 2-2-3 
MAT 140 Survey of Mathematics 3-0-3 
MAT 151 Statistics I 3-0-3 
MAT 155 Statistical Analysis 3-0-3 
MAT 161 College Algebra 3-0-3 
MAT 162 College Trigonometry 3-0-3 
MAT 171 Precalculus Algebra 3-0-3 
MAT 172 Precalculus Trigonometry 3-0-3 
MAT 175 Precalculus 4-0-4 
MAT 263 Brief Calculus 3-0-3 
MAT 271 Calculus I 3-2-4 
MAT 272 Calculus II 3-2-4 
MAT 273 Calculus III 3-2-4 
II. Other Required Hours (20-21 SHC)* 
These courses may be selected from the following or any of the 
above listed courses not used to meet minimum block requirements. 
Students should consult with their advisor to determine the 
appropriate elective to complete based upon the requirements of the 
selected receiving institution and the students’ intended major. Must 
include a minimum of 2 SHC in physical education. Must take ENG 
111A with ENG 111. Work experience may be included up to 1 SHC 
in career exploration. 
ACC 120 Prin of Financial Acct. 3-2-4 
ACC 121 Prin. of Accounting II 3-2-4 
BIO 163 Basic Anatomy & Physiology 4-2-5 
BIO 165 Anatomy & Physiology I 3-3-4 
BIO 166 Anatomy & Physiology II 3-3-4 
BIO 168 Anatomy & Physiology I 3-3-4 
BIO 169 Anatomy & Physiology II 3-3-4 
BIO 175 General Microbiology 2-2-3 
BIO 271 Pathophysiology 3-0-3 
BIO 275 Microbiology 3-3-4 
BIO 280 Biotechnology 2-2-3 
BUS 110 Intro to Business 3-0-3 
BUS 115 Business Law I 3-0-3 
BUS 228 Business Statistics 2-2-3 
CHM 130 Gen, Org, & Biochemistry 3-0-3 
CHM 130A Gen, Org, & Biochem. Lab 0-2-1 
CHM 251 Organic Chemistry I 3-3-4 
CHM 252 Organic Chemistry II 3-3-4 
CJC 111 Intro to Criminal Justice 3-0-3 
CJC 121 Law Enforcement Oper. 3-0-3 
CJC 141 Corrections 3-0-3 
COE 111 Co-op Work Exper. I 0-10-1 
COE 115 Work Exp. Seminar I 1-0-1 
COM 130 Nonverbal Communications 3-0-3 
COM 140 Intercultural Communications 3-0-3 
CSC 134 C++ Programming 2-3-3 
CSC 136 FORTRAN Programming 2-3-3 
DFT 170 Engineering Graphics 3-0-3 
**EDU 116 Intro to Education 3-2-4 
ENG 111A Expository Writing Lab 0-2-1 
HEA 110 Personal Health & Wellness 3-0-3 
HUM 115 Critical Thinking 3-0-3 
MAT 210 Logic 3-0-3 
MAT 280 Linear Algebra 3-0-3 
MAT 285 Differential Equations 3-0-3 
PED 110 Fit and Well for Life 1-2-2 
PED 113 Aerobics I 0-3-1 
PED 114 Aerobics II 0-3-1 
PED 115 Step Aerobics I 0-3-1 
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PED 116 Step Aerobics II 0-3-1 
PED 117 Weight Training I 0-3-1 
6 03 
PED 118 Weight Training II 0-3-1 
PED 121 Walk, Jog, Run 0-3-1 
PED 128 Golf-Beginning 0-2-1 
PED 130 Tennis-Beginning 0-2-1 
PED 139 Bowling-Beginning 0-2-1 
PED 143 Volleyball-Beginning 0-2-1 
PED 145 Basketball-Beginning 0-2-1 
PED 148 Softball 0-2-1 
PED 149 Flag Football 0-2-1 
PED 152 Swimming – Beginning 0-2-1 
PED 155 Water Aerobics 0-2-1 
PED 160 Canoe – Basic 0-2-1 
PED 254 Coaching Basketball 0-2-1 
PHI 230 Intro to Logic 3-0-3 
POL 130 State & Local Gov. 3-0-3 
PSY 246 Adolescent Psychology 3-0-3 
SOC 232 Social Context of Aging 3-0-3 
* Students must meet the receiving university’s foreign language 
and/or health and physical education requirements, if applicable, 
prior to or after transfer to the senior institution. 
** Selected Universities (Must contact receiving institution.) 
NOTE: 
If a student completed the ENG 111 requirement at an institution that 
does not require four semester hours of first-level English, the fourth 
hour is waived and the student may graduate with 64 semester hours 
total credit. Conversely, if a student is required to take ENG 111A at 
an institution that does require four semester hours of first-level 
English (as does Central Carolina Community College), that student 
must complete 65 semester hours total credit to graduate. 
Suggested Semester Sequence for Associate in Arts Degree 
1st Semester (Fall) C-L-CR 
ENG 111 Expository Writing 3-0-3 
ENG 111A Expository Writing Lab 0-2-1 
Natural Science Course & Lab 3-3-4 
Required History Course 3-0-3 
Approved Intro Math Course 3/4-0-3/4 
Required PED Elective 0-2-1 
12/13-7-15/16 
2nd Semester (Spring) 
C-L-CR 
ENG 112 Argument-based Research 3-0-3 
or 
ENG 113 Literature-based Research 
or 
ENG 114 Professional Research & Reporting 
Natural Science Course and Lab 3-3-4 
Approved Social/Behavioral Science 3-0-3 
Required Mathematics Course 3-0-3 
Approved Elective Course 3-0-3 
15-3-16 
3rd Semester (Fall) C-L-CR 
Required Literature Course 3-0-3 
Required PED Elective 0-2-1 
Approved Humanities/Fine Arts Course 3-0-3 
Approved Social/Behavioral Sci. Course 3-0-3 
Approved Elective 3-0-3 
Approved Elective 3-0-3 
15-2-16 
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APPENDIX I 

     
 
Participants by age, gender, and academic discipline 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
          
Age  Gender   Academic Discipline                  Participants 
18-21  Female   Associate of Arts   5 
18-21  Female   Nursing    2 
18-21  Female   Criminal Justice   1 
22-29  Female   University Transfer   1 
22-29  Female   No program    1 
22-29  Female   Associate of Arts   2 
22-29  Female   Nursing    1 
30-39  Female   Associate of Arts   2 
30-39  Female   Nursing    2 
40-49  Female   Associate of Arts   2 
40-49  Female   Office Systems Technology  1 
40-49  Female   Library Science   1 
50-59  Female   Associate of Arts   1 
50-59  Female   No Program    1 
22-29  Male   No Program    1 
30-39  Male   Criminal Justice   1 
40-49  Male   Biotechnology Processing  1 
40-49  Male   Computer Programming  1 
40-49  Male   Other institution   1 
n=28 total participants  n=Females=23  n=Males=5 
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APPENDIX J 
 

 
Prequestionnaire Survey Results 
 
Category       Responses 
 
Age 

18-21 12 (24%) 
22-29 12 (24%) 
30-39 16 (33%) 
40-49 8  (16%) 
50-59 1   (2%) 

Gender 
  Females     40 (82%) 
  Males      9  (18%) 
 
Academic   
Program 
  Pre-requisites-RN    4 
  AA transfer     10 
  AA      6 
  Biology     1 
  Intermediate Algebra    1 
  Early Childhood-AA    2 
  Human Services    1 
  Bioprocess Technology   1 
  Associates Degree Nursing (ADN)  5 
  Radiology/university transfer   1 
  Medical Office Administration  1 
  English 111     2 
  Information Technology   2 
  Criminal Justice    2 
  AA Education     1 
  Elementary Education    1 
  Library and Information Technology  1 
  Courses (Eng 113, Math 080)   1 
  Computer Programming   1 
  LPN      2 
  Machining Technology-transfer  1 
  Office Systems Technology   1 
  Courses (online)    1 
 
Prior to this class how many hours spent on e-mail each week? 
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0-1 15 (31%) 
2-3 17 (35%) 
4-5 8 (16%) 
6-7 3  (6%) 
8 or more     6 (12%) 

Prior to this class, how many online courses have you taken? 
 

0 8 (16%) 
1-2 14 (29%) 
3-4 12 (24%) 
5 or more     15 (31%) 

Please indicate the number of times that you have worked in online groups prior to this class. 
 
  0 time      19 (39%) 
  1 time      6 (12%) 
  2 times      8 (16%) 
  3 times or more    16 (33%) 
Do you have an on-campus course this semester? 
  Yes      18 (37%) 
  No      31 (63%) 
 
(1=strongly agree, 2=agree, 3=somewhat agree, 4=somewhat disagree, 5=disagree, 6=strongly 
disagree) 
 

Questions SA     SD 
8. Online education is an excellent medium for social 
interaction. 

7 
14% 

18 
37% 

18 
37% 

3 
6% 

2 
4% 

1 
2% 

9. I feel comfortable conversing in an online 
environment. 

23 
47% 

21 
43% 

5 
10% 

   

10. Online education is an excellent way for me to 
learn. 

24 
49% 

15 
31% 

9 
18% 

1 
2% 

  

11. I feel comfortable using discussion boards in an 
online class. 

23 
47% 

21 
43% 

2 
4% 

1 
2% 

 2 
4% 

12. I feel comfortable using e-mail as a primary form 
of communication in an online class. 

21 
43% 

22 
45% 

4 
8% 

2 
4% 
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APPENDIX K 

 
 
Post-questionnaire survey results 
18-21 10 (28%) 
22-29 7  (19%) 
30-39 13 (36%) 
40-49 3  (8%) 
50-59 3  (8%) 
  
  
 
 
Females 3 (86%) 
Males 5 (14%) 
 
 
AA 13 
Network Administration 1 
No program 2 
Computer Programming 1 
Human Services 5 
Nursing 6 
A.S. 2 
University transfer 1 
Transfer/other institution 1 
Operations Management 1 
  
Computer Engineering 1 
Industrial Systems 1 
Operations Mangement 1 
  
  
 
After taking this class, how many hours have you spent using e-mail each week? 
0-1 4  (11%) 
2-3 12 (33%) 
4-5 11 (31%) 
6-7 1  (3%) 
8 or more 8  (22%) 
 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Somewhat 

agree 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

Online education is 
an excellent medium 

11 
(31%) 

12 
(33%) 

10 
(28%) 

1 
(3%) 

2 
(6%) 
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for social interaction 
I feel comfortable 
conversing in an 
online environment. 

20 
(56%) 

13 
(36%) 

2 
(6%) 

 1 
(3%) 

 

Online education is 
an excellent way for 
me to learn. 

22 
(61%) 

13 
(36%) 

1 
(3%) 

   

I feel comfortable 
using discussion 
boards in an online 
class. 

18 
(50%) 

14 
(39%) 

2 
(6%) 

 2 
(6%) 

 

I feel comfortable 
using e-mail as a 
primary form of 
communication in an 
online class. 

20 
(56%) 

11 
(31%) 

3 
(8%) 

 1 
(3%) 

1 
(3%) 

I would take another 
online course. 

30 
(83%) 

5 
(14%) 

1 
(3%) 

   

I was comfortable 
interacting with 
other students in the 
class. 

20 
(56%) 

14 
(39%) 

 2 
(6%) 

  

I was able to form a 
distinct impression 
from some class 
participants.   

14 
(39%) 

15 
(42%) 

7 
(19%) 

   

Through my 
interactions, I felt a 
sense of community.   

10 
(28%) 

14 
(39%) 

6 
(17%) 

3 
(8%) 

1 
(3%) 

2 
(6%) 
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APPENDIX L 
 

Participants’ use of communication technologies based on age, gender, and academic discipline 

Age Gender AD 
Number of 
participants 

Discussion 
Board 

Virtual 
Café 

18-21 F AA 5 34 29 
18-21 F Nursing 2 99 11 
18-21 F CJ 1 8 0 
22-29 F UT 1 51 7 

22-29 F 
No 
program 1 24 0 

22-29 F AA 2 18 0 
22-29 F Nursing 1 12 0 
30-39 F AA 2 31 0 
30-39 F Nursing 2 32 307 
40-49 F AA 2 41 6 
40-49 F OST 1 0 0 
40-49 F Library Sci 1 35 0 
50-59 F AA 1 14 0 
50-59 F NP  14 0 
22-29 M NP 1 23 0 
30-39 M CJ 1 0 5 
40-49 M Biotech 1 0 31 
40-49 M Comp P 1 0 13 
40-49 M Other ins 1 19 0 
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APPENDIX M 

 
 

Communications 110 online group frequency use of communication technolgies 

Subject 
Discussion 
Board Virtual Cafe 

Online 
Group Board Total 

1 4 0 0 4 
2 3 0 0 3 
3 10 2 23 35 
4 11 3 14 28 
5 13 0 0 13 
6 11 0 0 11 

Total 52 5 37 94 
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APPENDIX N 

 
 

Online groups versus discussion board and virtual café frequency of social constructs 

Age Gender 
Academic 
Discipline 

Discussion 
Board 

Virtual  
Café 

Online 
Discussion 
Board Total 

18-21 F AA 12 0 0 12 
18-21 F AA 6 0 0 6 
18-21 F Nursing 30 8 61 99 
22-29 F UT 26 7 24 57 
30-39 F AA 5 18 0 23 
40-49 F AA 25 0 6 31 
Total   104 33 91  
       

Online group participation in Communications 110 course- (n =6).   Three (n=3) participants 

engaged in non-task social communications while three (n=3) only engaged in task related 

communications.  Two participants (n=2) were in the same online group with higher frequencies 

of online non-task social communications.   
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APPENDIX O 

 
 

The Means for social constructs-present cases 
Variable Label N Mean Std Dev Minimum Maximum 

Conventional_Emotion 
Unconventional_Emotion 
Self_Disclosure 
Expression Humor 
Give/Ask Advice 
Personal_Statement 
Questions 
Opinions 
Soothing Statement 
Encourage 
Agree/Disagree 
PlaceStatement 
Softening_Statement 
Excuse/apology 
Approve/Disapprove 
SocialStatement 
Greetings 
Conclusions 
Personal_Address 
Inclusive_Pronouns 
 

Conventional Emotion 
Unconventional Emotion 
Self-Disclosure 
EH 
G/A Advice 
Pers S 
Questions 
Opinions 
Sooth S 
Encourage 
Agree/Disa 
Place S 
Soft State 
Exc/apol 
Approve/D 
Social State 
Greetings 
Conclusions 
Personal Address 
Inclusive Pronouns 
 

9 
9 

26 
4 

10 
14 
8 
8 
3 

20 
14 
10 
2 
6 
1 

20 
20 
20 
18 
9 
 

1.67 
2.67 
6.00 
2.75 
2.30 
3.21 
4.50 
1.63 
1.00 
5.45 
2.29 
2.00 
1.50 
2.00 
1.00 
4.40 
2.40 
5.30 
5.33 
1.78 

 

0.87 
2.29 
9.82 
2.06 
2.06 
2.49 
4.54 
0.52 
0.00 
6.63 
1.98 
0.94 
0.71 
1.26 

. 
6.54 
2.28 
8.35 
8.46 
1.64 

 

1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 
1.00 

 

3.00 
8.00 

52.00 
5.00 
7.00 
7.00 

12.00 
2.00 
1.00 

31.00 
6.00 
3.00 
2.00 
4.00 
1.00 

31.00 
9.00 

34.00 
36.00 
6.00 
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APPENDIX P 
 
Social Constructs by Age and Gender 
Gender Age N 

O
b
s 

Variable Label n M SD Minim
um 

Maxi
mum 

F 18-
21 

8 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 8 4.75 4.23 2.00 14.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 1 5.00 . 5.00 5.00 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

2 4.50 3.54 2.00 7.00 

   Questions Questions 2 6.50 6.36 2.00 11.00 
   Opinions Opinions 1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 5 3.40 2.79 1.00 8.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 3 2.33 2.31 1.00 5.00 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 2 1.50 0.71 1.00 2.00 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 2 1.50 0.71 1.00 2.00 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

0 . . . . 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 7 3.14 2.54 1.00 8.00 

   Greetings Greetings 6 3.50 2.88 1.00 9.00 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 4 2.75 1.71 1.00 5.00 



                                                                                                         Cyber Connections 

 

 

149 

   Personal 
Address 

Personal Address 4 5.00 6.73 1.00 15.00 

   Inclusive 
Pronouns 

Inclusive 
Pronouns 

2 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 

Gender Age N 
O
b
s 

Variable Label n M SD Minim
um 

Maxi
mum 

F 22-
29 

5 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

3 1.67 1.15 1.00 3.00 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

2 4.50 4.95 1.00 8.00 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 4 3.50 2.38 1.00 6.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 0 . . . . 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 0 . . . . 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

3 2.67 2.89 1.00 6.00 

   Questions Questions 2 2.00 1.41 1.00 3.00 
   Opinions Opinions 2 1.50 0.71 1.00 2.00 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 4 3.75 2.36 2.00 7.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 4 2.25 1.89 1.00 5.00 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 2 1.50 0.71 1.00 2.00 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

0 . . . . 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 3 2.33 0.58 2.00 3.00 

   Greetings Greetings 2 1.50 0.71 1.00 2.00 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 4 2.75 1.71 1.00 5.00 

   Personal Personal Address 4 3.00 2.45 1.00 6.00 
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Address 
   Inclusive 

Pronouns 
Inclusive 
Pronouns 

3 1.33 0.58 1.00 2.00 

Gender Age N 
O
b
s 

Variable Label n M SD Minim
um 

Maxi
mum 

F 30-
39 

4 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

2 2.50 0.71 2.00 3.00 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

3 2.33 1.15 1.00 3.00 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 4 15.2
5 

24.6
6 

1.00 52.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 3 4.33 2.52 2.00 7.00 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

4 4.50 3.00 1.00 7.00 

   Questions Questions 3 6.00 5.57 1.00 12.00 
   Opinions Opinions 2 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 2 21.5
0 

13.4
4 

12.00 31.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 4 3.25 2.63 1.00 6.00 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 3 3.00 0.00 3.00 3.00 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 2 3.50 0.71 3.00 4.00 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 4 10.7
5 

13.5
7 

3.00 31.00 

   Greetings Greetings 4 2.75 3.50 1.00 8.00 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 4 15.0

0 
16.2
3 

1.00 34.00 

   Personal 
Address 

Personal Address 3 15.3
3 

18.3
4 

1.00 36.00 
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   Inclusive 
Pronouns 

Inclusive 
Pronouns 

1 6.00 . 6.00 6.00 

Gender Age N 
O
b
s 

Variable Label n M SD Minim
um 

Maxi
mum 

F 40-
49 

4 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

2 1.50 0.71 1.00 2.00 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

1 4.00 . 4.00 4.00 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 3 4.33 0.58 4.00 5.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 1 4.00 . 4.00 4.00 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 3 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

2 1.50 0.71 1.00 2.00 

   Questions Questions 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 
   Opinions Opinions 1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

0 . . . . 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 3 3.33 0.58 3.00 4.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 1 3.00 . 3.00 3.00 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

0 . . . . 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 3 3.33 2.52 1.00 6.00 

   Greetings Greetings 3 2.00 1.00 1.00 3.00 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 3 3.67 3.79 1.00 8.00 

   Personal 
Address 

Personal Address 2 4.50 0.71 4.00 5.00 

   Inclusive Inclusive 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 
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Pronouns Pronouns 
Gender Age N 

O
b
s 

Variable Label n M SD Minim
um 

Maxi
mum 

F 50-
59 

2 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 2 2.50 0.71 2.00 3.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 0 . . . . 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 0 . . . . 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 

   Questions Questions 0 . . . . 
   Opinions Opinions 1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

0 . . . . 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 1 7.00 . 7.00 7.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 0 . . . . 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 0 . . . . 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 0 . . . . 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

0 . . . . 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 

   Greetings Greetings 2 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 2 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 

   Personal 
Address 

Personal Address 2 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 

   Inclusive 
Pronouns 

Inclusive 
Pronouns 

1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 
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Gender Age N 
O
b
s 

Variable Label n M SD Minim
um 

Maxi
mum 

M 22-
29 

1 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

0 . . . . 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

0 . . . . 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 1 5.00 . 5.00 5.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 0 . . . . 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Questions Questions 0 . . . . 
   Opinions Opinions 0 . . . . 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

0 . . . . 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 1 3.00 . 3.00 3.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 0 . . . . 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 0 . . . . 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

0 . . . . 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 1 3.00 . 3.00 3.00 

   Greetings Greetings 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 1 6.00 . 6.00 6.00 

   Personal 
Address 

Personal Address 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Inclusive 
Pronouns 

Inclusive 
Pronouns 

0 . . . . 

Gender Age N Variable Label n M SD Minim Maxi
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O
b
s 

um mum 

M 30-
39 

1 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

0 . . . . 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

0 . . . . 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 0 . . . . 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 1 1.00 . 1.00  1.00 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Questions Questions 0 . . . . 
   Opinions Opinions 0 . . . . 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

0 . . . . 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 0 . . . . 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 0 . . . . 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

0 . . . . 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 0 . . . . 

   Greetings Greetings 0 . . . . 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 0 . . . . 

   Personal 
Address 

Personal Address 0 . . . . 

   Inclusive 
Pronouns 

Inclusive 
Pronouns 

0 . . . . 

Gender Age N 
O

Variable Label n M SD Minim
um 

Maxi
mum 



                                                                                                         Cyber Connections 

 

 

155 

b
s 

M 40-
49 

3 Conventio
nal 
Emotion 

Conventional 
Emotion 

0 . . . . 

   Unconven
tional 
Emotion 

Unconventional 
Emotion 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Self 
Disclosure 

Self Disclosure 3 6.33 1.53 5.00 8.00 

   Ex Humor Ex Humor 0 . . . . 
   G/A 

Advice 
G/A Advice 2 2.50 2.12 1.00 4.00 

   Personal 
Statement 

Personal 
Statement 

2 2.50 2.12 1.00 4.00 

   Questions Questions 0 . . . . 
   Opinions Opinions 1 2.00 . 2.00 2.00 
   Soothing 

Statement
s 

Soothing 
Statements 

0 . . . . 

   Encouragi
ng 

Encouraging 3 4.00 3.00 1.00 7.00 

   Agree/Dis
agree 

Agree/Disagree 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Place 
State. 

Place State 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Softening 
Statement 

Softening 
Statement 

0 . . . . 

   Excuse/A
pology 

Excuse/Apology 0 . . . . 

   Approve/
Disapprov
e 

Approve/Disappr
ove 

0 . . . . 

   Social 
Statement
s 

Social Statements 1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 

   Greetings Greetings 2 2.00 1.41 1.00 3.00 
   Conclusio

ns 
Conclusions 2 2.50 0.71 2.00 3.00 

   Personal 
Address 

Personal Address 2 3.00 0.00 3.00 3.00 

   Inclusive 
Pronouns 

Inclusive 
Pronouns 

1 1.00 . 1.00 1.00 
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APPENDIX Q 
 

 
The Means for Social Constructs-All Cases 

Variable Label N Mean 
Std 

Dev Minimum Maximum 

Conventional_Emotion 
Unconventional_Emotion 
Self_Disclosure 
EH 
G_A_Advice 
Pers_S 
Questions 
Opinions 
Sooth_S 
Encourage 
Agree_Disa 
Place_S 
Soft_State 
Exc_apol 
Approve_D 
Social_State 
Greetings 
Conclusions 
Personal_Address 
Inclusive_Pronouns 

Conventional Emotion 
Unconventional Emotion 
Self-Disclosure 
EH 
G/A Advice 
Pers S 
Questions 
Opinions 
Sooth S 
Encourage 
Agree/Disa 
Place S 
Soft State 
Exc/apol 
Approve/D 
Social State 
Greetings 
Conclusions 
Personal Address 
Inclusive Pronouns 
 

28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 
28 

 

0.54 
0.86 
5.57 
0.39 
0.82 
1.61 
1.29 
0.46 
0.11 
3.89 
1.14 
0.71 
0.11 
0.43 
0.04 
3.14 
1.71 
3.79 
3.43 
0.57 

 

0.92 
1.78 
9.58 
1.20 
1.63 
2.38 
3.10 
0.79 
0.31 
6.10 
1.80 
1.12 
0.42 
1.00 
0.19 
5.85 
2.21 
7.42 
7.20 
1.23 

 

0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 
0.00 

 

3.00 
8.00 

52.00 
5.00 
7.00 
7.00 

12.00 
2.00 
1.00 

31.00 
6.00 
3.00 
2.00 
4.00 
1.00 

31.00 
9.00 

34.00 
36.00 
6.00 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


