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ABSTRACT 

This report presents a case study of five online non-traditional undergraduate students who used self-created video 
discussion posts for a class.  The study attempted to discover the influence that this type of action had on 
establishing social presence in online courses, which is often described as one of the critical factors in student 
success and satisfaction with online classes.  In this study students indicated that they felt they had established a 
strong social presence in the online class as a result of using self-created discussion videos.  Additionally, several 
themes emerged in regard to using self-created discussion videos; these major themes were course engagement, 
projection of self, and connections to other classmates and the professor.  Sub-themes were present in each of the 
major themes as well.  These included time considerations, technical issues, and interest in innovation. Overall, the 
use of self-created student discussion video posts did seem to create a sense of social presence for these participants 
in their online class. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The rapid development of online education has spurred a number of research studies on factors that contribute to a 
successful online program [2].  Among factors that consistently are cited as significant, the issue of ‘presence’ in an 
online environment is often cited as a critical success factor [30,32,33,38].  While there are several components of 
presence, of particular interest to this study was the creation of social presence.  This type of presence, while easily 
achieved by both faculty and students in traditional campus-based classes, is often considered one of the more 
difficult concepts to manifest in online classes [4,9].  Students often cite this as a cause for dissatisfaction with 
online courses and a reason for a lack of ‘connection’ to the instructor and to other classmates [11].  Some research 
suggests that the use of video can be used as a way to increase student satisfaction, engagement with online courses, 
and overall student success [19,20]. 

Social presence is generally defined as the ability to project ‘self’ into an asynchronous environment.  Much of the 
pioneering work in this area was developed using the ‘Community of Inquiry (CoI)’ framework developed by 
Garrison et al [22,23,24,25]. This type of presence has been found to positively relate to student satisfaction with 
online courses and, to a lesser degree, with performance outcomes.  Community of Inquiry research also indicates 
that social presence can influence cognitive presence as well and may lead to enhanced learning [5,6,27]. Defining 
the exact nature of social presence has been a challenging issue for researchers and its relationship to asynchronous 
learning environments is a consistently challenging area [41,56].  However, much of the current research suggests 
that using student and faculty created videos in discussions may have an impact on increasing social presence 
[48,50]. 

The university that served as the vehicle for this study had established that student engagement was a key driver of 
overall student success and had recently adopted a mechanism to increase the use of instructor-generated video 
content in online courses.  The university uses Blackboard as the sole platform for online courses and recently had 
integrated Kaltura-brand video tools to the online learning environment that more easily allowed faculty to create 
videos for instructional purposes. Some faculty at this university had used YouTube in the past to create video 
content.  While this was generally favorably reviewed by students one of the drawbacks was time.  YouTube-created 
videos usually required a minimum of 24 hours before they could successfully be uploaded and viewable by 
students.  Additionally, there were security issues since oftentimes the videos were ‘public’. Kaltura successfully 
resolved all of these issues and therefore they were well suited to be used in discussion posts, one of the most 
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important areas in an online class for teacher-student interactions.  The university made a concerted effort to 
encourage the use of this technology. 

One instructor had taken on a leadership role in this area and was extensively using video content in a number of 
innovative ways.  These included video lectures, weekly messages, and most significantly discussion posts.  This 
instructor had been using this format for several academic terms with success and the received feedback from 
several students in one class that they not only liked this innovative approach to discussions, but wished that they 
too could participate with video responses.  While students had this capacity with the introduction of Kaltura, it was 
not widely used by students at this time.  Since social presence is a key success factor in online courses, a qualitative 
study was then conducted with a number of students who had expressed interest in using this technology in online 
discussions.  The research question was, “To what degree did the use of student-generated video discussion posts 
create social presence for those students?”  A case study approach was adopted and students that used this format for 
discussions were interviewed and the data analyzed in an effort to answer this key research question. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Development of online education and its rapid expansion has been well documented [2,13]. The primary mechanism 
for student interaction in most asynchronous learning environments is discussion posting [44,47,60].  There has been 
substantive research indicating that this format has, at best, achieved mixed results in generating interaction 
[10,26,45]. However, social presence goes beyond simple interaction and establishes students’ perception of ‘self’ 
into online learning environments.  Much of the research indicated that ‘social presence’ had a relationship with 
overall satisfaction and success for students [14,17,31,35,36].  Several studies indicate that there are significant 
challenges to developing social presence within an online environment [3,7,15,34].  There is also research that 
indicates that students that develop strong social presence in online courses have higher rates of retention and grade 
outcomes [39,46]. Some studies also suggest that one of the main attractions for some people to take online courses 
is that they have introverted personalities and may not value the type of social presence that is common in campus-
based classes [8,49,52]. Some studies also indicate that social presence may have a cultural component and that this 
concept may be perceived differently based on cultural dimensions [42,57,58,59]. 

There has been considerable study on the emergence of social presence within asynchronous learning environments 
[51,54].  Several studies have emphasized that the use of discussions in online courses are a primary venue for the 
development of social presence [12,53].  While most studies have examined how students use text to project ‘self’ 
into discussions and therefore begin to create social presence, the use of video has only recently become a source of 
study.  The power of video to project aspects of self, including physical appearance in the class, tone of voice, body 
language and other factors has been seen as an important source of projection of self [21,28,37]. The use of video in 
online discussions has also had an influence on overall student satisfaction with online courses which may in part be 
manifested in increased social presence by both faculty and staff within the course [16,29,40].  However, most 
research on this topic has been with traditional college students.  With the growing number of non-traditional 
students and the expansion of online education, the relationship between these variables remains a viable and 
important topic in higher education.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Rationale for using the case study method 

A case study methodology was adopted for this project.  A case study is an effective qualitative technique when the 
researcher has clearly identifiable cases within established boundaries and seeks to provide a greater in-depth 
understanding of a phenomenon, and allows for the emergence of sometimes subtle themes that are consistent 
throughout the experience [18,43].  In this case, the boundaries are very clear and narrowly defined:  the experiences 
of five college students as they transitioned from using traditional type-based online discussions to a student-
generated video format.   This situation was therefore appropriate for a case study methodology.  Another reason for 
using this approach was to see if factors consistent with the development of social presence were experienced by a 
majority of the participants.  
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Participants 

The five students that participated in this study were selected based on a convenience sample. The professor for the 
course extensively used video for many aspects of the course, including announcements, quiz reviews, and 
discussions.  Several students had expressed an interest in this method of interaction through emails or discussion 
posts.  So, during week 3 of the class which ran for 11 total weeks, the professor posted an announcement that 
anyone interested in learning how to post to discussions using video rather than traditional typing should contact 
him. Nine students (from a class population of 25) emailed the professor that they would be interested in learning 
how to post using video.  The professor conducted a tutorial in how to access Kaltura’s video production module 
within the online course shell and how to create and post video discussions.  The professor also asked each of the 
participants if they would be willing to be interviewed at the end of the course to discuss their perceptions on the use 
of this technology.  After these sessions, seven agreed to participate.  Of the seven, five actually produced at least 3 
video discussion responses and were interviewed for this study.  A breakdown of the number and length of the video 
posts is presented in Table 1:  

Table 1: Number and Length of Self-produced Discussion Post Videos 

Participant  Total Number of Video Discussion 
Produced 

Average length of Post 

Victoria 23 2:45 
Braelin  15 2:10 
Robert 9 2:54 
Dale 9 1:38 
Spencer 7 2:04 
 

Victoria (all names used are pseudonyms) was a 29 year old female.  She was a single mother of two small children 
and currently worked full-time as a clerical at a small firm.  She was in her second year at the university and was 
pursuing a Bachelor’s Degree in Marketing.  All her previous course experience had been in an online format due to 
her work and child care schedules.  She described herself as “outgoing” and “someone who really likes meeting and 
working with people.”  She also assessed her computer and internet skills as “average”.  She also evaluated herself 
as a “solid A student.” 

Braelin was a 25 year old female.  She was married with one child and currently is a stay at home mother.  She was 
in her first year at the university and was working on a Bachelor’s Degree in Business Administration. She had 
taken two other classes at the university, both online. She described herself as “pretty quiet and really into just 
staying at home and taking care of my son.”  She also stated, “I don’t really like a lot of face-to-face time in classes, 
so I think the online stuff is just great for me.”  She considered her level of computer literacy to be “very good” and 
assessed her academic standing in this manner, “If I could devote all my time to school I would probably do a lot 
better.  But raising a child is really my first priority, so sometimes my classes kind of take a back seat to that.” 

Robert was a 46 year old male.  He was divorced and currently worked full-time in a manufacturing industry.  He 
had been in the armed services for over ten years prior to attending the university.  He had three children who lived 
with their mother and he was in his first year with the university and was pursuing a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Information Systems.  He described himself as “your typical military guy, if you tell me to do something, I’ll get it 
done”. He had taken only one campus-based class which he said he enjoyed a lot more than the online classes he had 
taken.  He assessed his computer and internet skills as ‘outstanding” and considered himself to be a “B student in 
courses that aren’t in my major and an A student in my major courses.” 

Dale was a 27-year-old male.  He was single with no children.  He worked part-time as a telemarketer and was in his 
first semester at the university working on a Bachelor’s Degree in Management.  He described his personality as 
“usually more of an introvert, that’s why I like online.” He had taken no previous courses at the university, but was 
currently taking one other online class (not required for his major), which he described as “a nightmarish 
experience”.  He considered his computer skills to be “excellent” and stated that, “While I was not the greatest high 
school student, I think that was because I was not really mature enough or focused enough.  Now I have my 
priorities in order and really do expect to do A level work from here on.” 
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Spencer was a 30 year old male.  He was married with two children.  He worked full-time in a service industry and 
stated, “I need this degree for a promotion at work, and so the sooner I get done the better.” He was pursuing a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Accounting.  He described himself as, “very outgoing and pretty easy to talk to.  I’m not going 
to lie, I probably don’t spend much time on the online discussion, I usually just do what I need to so I can get my 
points.”  This was his second year with the university and the second time he had taken this class (after having failed 
it the previous semester). He had taken an almost even balance between online and campus-based courses and stated 
that he strongly preferred campus-based because, “I just learn better in them, I need that face to face interaction and 
I need to be able to ask questions.” He described his computer skills as “overall pretty strong” and said, “As a 
student, well, not really focused on grades, I just need to get C’s because I get reimbursed as long as I get at least a 
C.” 

Data Collection 

At the conclusion of the term interviews were held with each participant.  Each interview followed a semi-structured 
format designed to capture as much of the ‘experience’ of the participant as possible. An interview protocol was 
developed and used during this phase of the study.  The protocol was reviewed by two subject matter experts in 
order to establish the validity of the questions used in the process.  Interviews ranged from 60 to 90 minutes and 
were conducted via telephone, since the participants were part of an online class and were geographically dispersed.  
Each interview was recorded and then transcribed.  In order to assure maximum reliability in the data, each 
interview was transcribed by two different researchers and then the transcripts were compared to assure accuracy of 
the data.  Case studies often also include the use of archival data or physical artifacts in addition to personal 
interviews. In this case, data collected by the university on ‘student engagement’ was also reviewed [18,43]. 

Data Analysis 

After the interviews were transcribed, they were initially reviewed.  This within-case analysis provided initial 
familiarity with the data.  The data was then coded for themes.  Two separate coders were used and the results 
compared to ensure consistency and reliability. One of the major challenges with this case study was the 
establishment of epoche, a process by which the researcher excludes any personal bias or judgment when reviewing 
the data [18,43].  This was especially challenging since one of the researchers was the professor for the class and 
had a deeper understanding of the student participants.  This necessitated the use of the second coder. Then, cross-
case analysis was used to facilitate insights beyond preliminary impressions. Themes began to emerge as the data 
was coded and analyzed. Enumeration and categorization of the data was also performed at this stage [18].  

RESULTS 

Three critical components emerged as important elements among the participants regarding the establishment of 
social presence within the online experience in this class: course engagement, projection of self, and connection to 
other members of the class and the instructor. These factors were consistent with the literature on the development 
of this phenomenon [9,15,22,23,24,25]. Further investigation revealed that within each of these major thematic 
areas, three sub-factors were present, time considerations, technical issues, and interest in being innovative.  Each of 
these sub-factors influenced, to varying degrees, the major themes that emerged. 

Course Engagement – Consistently cited as one of the most important factors in success for online students is their 
ability to become engaged in the learning environment [10,32,53].  Since much of the asynchronous learning 
environment is self-paced and there is virtually no face to face real time interaction, a sense of isolation can often 
inhibit student success [15,19].  For these participants the use of video in discussions increased their engagement in 
the course.  Key phrases and words that were used to code for class engagement included, “really feel a part of the 
class”, “highly involved”, “Highly engaged”, “enjoy logging in a lot and participating.”  

Time Considerations:  Time issues were mentioned as significant factors by each of the participants in regard to 
course engagement.  Four of the five participants were evaluated as ‘highly engaged’ according to metrics used by 
the university to measure involvement in online courses, while the fifth was evaluated as ‘moderately’ engaged.  
Victoria, a participant who created the largest number of videos, commented, “They took a lot of time to make, 
especially at first, because I kept re-doing them to make them perfect.  I hardly ever do that with typed posts.” 
Robert stated, “It takes at least twice as long to make a video post because you have to know what you’re going to 
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say before you start recording.  When you type you can just stop and start as needed.” Dale stated, “I know I spent 
way more time on this class than the other class I was taking. I think that’s because I was really into making these 
video posts.”  Braelin mentioned, “Although I knew this was taking a lot more time than regular typing did, I 
enjoyed it more because it really felt like I was actually in class.  I mean that’s what you do in a class, you talk, 
right?”  While time was a significant issue for each of the students, three mentioned that the time issue seemed less 
as the semester went on.  As far as establishing social presence as part of engagement, four of the students 
mentioned how creating video discussion posts actually caused them to feel as if the time was less of a significant 
issue and was in fact not a hindrance to creating video discussion posts. Spencer commented, “I liked the class, in 
large part because of my and the professor’s videos, I felt connected to the class in ways I never did in any other 
online class. Sure, it took time, but it was well worth it and once I got used to it, it took less time.” Clearly students 
recognized early on that this type of participation was more labor intensive than traditional discussion methods.  
However, all participants viewed the time spent as a positive in relation to their overall engagement with the course. 

Technical Issues:  Three of the participants discussed how technical issues impacted them both positively and 
negatively in establishing a presence using self-created discussion videos. Of particular concern for these 
participants (expressed by all three) was lack of experience with the Kaltura technology and apprehension about 
appearing inept in its use.  Dale mentioned, “At first I was fearful that if I wasn’t able to do decent videos that I 
might not participate very much.”  This sentiment was echoed by other participants.  However, their experience 
using this technology soon created the opposite perception; Victoria stated, “It was really easy to use the video 
apparatus once you just did it a few times.  I actually thought it was cool showing off how good I was at it and that 
made me respond with even more videos.”  While technical issues may have been an inhibiting factor early on, the 
relatively easy to use technology soon become a positive for students engaging in the online class. 

Interest in Innovation:  Interest in innovation was cited by four of the five participants as a factor in increasing their 
engagement in this class.  Spencer noted, “The video technology, quite honestly, was just really cool. It was new and 
really provided for a fun class experience.  It really felt like I was on the cutting edge of something that a lot more 
classes should adopt, and being in at the beginning made me want to really be more involved.”  This was also a 
theme for Braelin, “I always like new and interesting things and this technology was amazing.  I even found myself 
recording and doing them over and liked that I was doing something almost no one else in the class was.”  While 
online courses are generally often using new and innovative approaches to increase engagement, this technology 
appeared to have a positive impact on students desire to be active and involved in the online course. 

Projection of Self – Among the most critical factors in developing a sense of social presence is the idea of a sense 
of ‘self’ within the context of the asynchronous learning environment [5,7,15,19,24,27,41].  This issue emerged as 
the strongest theme for these participants.  Key words and phrases that were used to code for projection of self in the 
class included, “I actually felt like I was in real class”, “felt personally in the class”, “I could see and hear myself 
and it felt real”, and “personally involved”. 

Time Considerations:  All of the participants mentioned that they spend considerably more time in this course than 
in other online courses they were currently taking or had previously taken.  In each case, the time consideration was 
a direct reflection of the desire to have a social ‘presence’ in the class.  Several comments were exemplars of this 
consideration.  Robert stated, “I spent a heck of a lot more time preparing what to say.  When you type, it was 
always off the top of my head because who cares if it’s really that good.  But when you are actually saying it in a 
video, it’s like you’re really there, and that matters.”  This was further echoed by Victoria, “I really felt like I was 
actually ‘in’ the class.  People could actually see and hear me and it felt so much like a physical class.  That was 
really what made me want to devote more time to the class; I wanted to make an impression.”  Braelin also stated, 
“at first, it seemed like a lot of prep time before I would record and I did not think I would like that, but when you 
see yourself in the video and you know others are watching and listening to you I think I was willing to devote time 
to make it better because it felt like I was physically in the class.”  Dale mentioned another interesting issue, “You 
know what I thought was strange? I actually took time to comb my hair and put on a nice shirt.  It was like I was 
actually there and I wanted to appear as professional as I could.  I rehearsed these and actually wound up rerecording 
a few of them.  I knew this would take a lot of time, but I wanted everyone to have a positive impression of me as a 
person and as a scholar.”  For each of these participants it appears that because they perceived a more physical 
‘presence’ in the class that they were very accepting of devoting greater time to both the content of their discussion 
posts and their own appearance. 
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Technical Issues:  Several participants discussed some technical concerns and issues that related to their projection 
of self.  Spencer noted that, “At first I just thought I would do one and be done with it, but I was so impressed with 
how easy the system was to work with that I continued to do more.  The technology was so much easier than I 
thought it would be.”  Robert also commented, “I always wanted to make sure that the sound and picture quality 
were perfect because after all, it was me they were looking at and I did not want to seem like either I could not use 
the technology, or worse, I would look foolish.”  Dale echoed this issue, “Since I knew that people were looking at 
me, I always had to be sure I was groomed well, had an appropriate background and then I would view it to make 
sure it looked good. Because sometimes the technology makes you look different than you really are.”  Again, it 
appears that for these participants, the idea of projecting themselves physically into the asynchronous learning 
environment provided an impetus to work with and overcome any technical concerns. 

Interest in Innovation:  All of the participants expressed some appreciation for the novelty of this approach to 
online discussions.  Spencer stated, “One of the coolest parts of this was the newness of it all.  I had never done 
anything like this in any other class and I was able to be one of the first people to actually feel like I was in a 
physical classroom.”  Robert also stated, “I think this really represents the future of online discussions and it was 
cool to feel like I was actually part of this innovation.” Perhaps this issue was best summarized by Victoria, 
“Physically being in the class was an awesome feeling, and I really thought that was the coolest part. But being one 
of the few that did it made it more unique and innovative for me. I like to be a leader.”  This was a telling statement 
because she did not say it was ‘like’ physically being in the class.  She stated that she ‘was’ physically present.  The 
use of student-generated video worked so well for this participant that she transcended the gap of isolation described 
in the problem statement earlier. The concept of developing social presence in online discussions as a unique and 
innovative part of the online experience was a compelling issue for each of these participants.  

Connection to Other Class Members and the Professor – Engagement and connection to class members are 
consistently cited as sources of satisfaction in online courses and the development of personal connections within an 
asynchronous learning environment is also considered a key component in establishing a social presence [7,10,29].  
This theme emerged among virtually all participants.  Key words and phrases that were used to code for this theme 
included, “bonded with other classmates”, “connected”, “felt like we belonged in our own separate group”, “we 
were actually working with the professor”, and “team”. 

Time Considerations: All of the participants expressed spending considerable time making video discussion 
responses.  However, that concern was ameliorated by a stronger connection to the class.  Robert expressed this 
issue thusly; “I’ve never felt more connected to an online class.  I could actually talk to students and the professor.  
It was absolutely worth the time and effort.  You spend so much time in the classes feeling alone and isolated and I 
actually felt like I was part of this class, especially when I watched the other students’ videos.”  This was also 
echoed by Braelin, “We could see each other, hear their voices, and see their body language.  That was so valuable 
that it made the extra time spent really worthwhile.”  It was evident from the research that each of the participants 
believed that although additional time was mandated to successfully use video discussion posts that the sense of 
belonging and connection made the effort worthwhile. 

Technical Issues:  One of the interesting issues was the degree to which technical issues served as a bonding issue 
for these students.  Four of the students expressed that they had ‘frequent’ contact with each other via both email and 
phone in order to improve the quality of their video discussion posts.  Spencer’s response served as an exemplar of 
this, “What was amazing was that after a week or so we kind of all started talking to each other about webcams and 
sound glitches and other topics.  We would text or message each other so that we could always put our best foot 
forward on these posts.  We were like our own little sub-group.”  The sense of being in a group also served to 
enhance the students overall satisfaction with the course and the video experience. 

Interest in Innovation:  This bonding experience was also expressed regarding the students’ interest in innovation.  
Victoria stated, “We were leaders and innovators.  I really think a lot of the other students were a bit envious of us 
since we sort of dominated the discussions.”  There was a slight increase in the number of student responses to video 
posts compared to student responses to typed posts.  Robert also stated, “We were our own little club of innovators, 
we were doing something new and unique and I think it really brought us together and I even think we had a 
stronger bond with the professor as a result of this.” The innovative nature of this technology and the fact that it was 
such a small group enhanced the cohesiveness of the participants.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

The results of the study indicated that for these participants using student-generated video posts in online 
discussions enhanced their perceptions of physically being in the class and helped them to achieve a sense of social 
presence.  When asked to rate how strongly they felt they were ‘actually in’ the class, each of the participants 
indicated that that they felt “fully involved”, or ‘actually felt like my personality was showing through in the video 
posts.”  Each participant also indicated that they felt more ‘present’ in this class than in any other online course they 
were taking at that time. While defining this term can often be challenging, there seemed to be a strong relationship 
between using video discussion post factors associated with developing social presence, particularly course 
engagement and projection of self.   

None of the demographic factors, including personality type, academic standing, and familiarity with technology, 
age or gender appeared to have any influence on the perceptions that these participants had regarding the use of 
student-generated video content in creating a social presence.  The use of video did appear to be relatively equally 
valuable to each of the participants [11]. Since social presence is considered an important attribute in student success 
in online courses, any factor that can influence the development of social presence should be considered an 
important area of study in higher education.  While some research indicates that increased social presence in 
asynchronous learning environments does relate to higher grade outcomes, and each participant in the study 
indicated that they felt they “learned a lot more in this class” than in other classes, there was not a statistical 
significance in grade difference between the video-producing students and the overall class population. The small 
sample size of the video-producing group may account for this and opens an additional area for research. The 
continued development of video technology in asynchronous learning environments combined with increasing 
sophistication on the part of users presents some potentially significant opportunities to improve student outcomes 
and satisfaction in regard to discussions in online courses.   

FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study demonstrates that there may be some significant potential in using video for online discussions as a 
means to establishing social presence for students.  The use of video in many aspects of online learning 
environments represents a new and potentially vibrant area for study.  Since different demographic groups may react 
differently to this type of technology, further research is needed.  Student-generated video content may work very 
well for some students, but for those with language issues or those with issues of social adjustment, this technology 
may represent a hindrance to success if other students continue to use this technology.  Further research in this area 
can establish appropriate parameters for the use of this technology. Another interesting area for study would be 
comparing the occurrence of social presence between students who used student-generated video content in 
discussions and those that did not.  While it does appear that a degree of social presence emerged from those that 
created video discussion posts the effect of video on that phenomenon could better be determined using a 
comparison study.  

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

While the results of the study do indicate that these participants did experience the development of social presence 
and they had a positive experience using this technology, the results of this study should be viewed with caution.  
The sample size was small and non-traditional students do not readily fit into neat categories from which large 
extrapolations of results can be applied.  Additionally, since all data was taken from only one class, the role of the 
professor in influencing the perceptions of these students might also have been a factor.  Within these limitations 
however, the study does contribute to the overall body of knowledge in the field of online education. 
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