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ABSTRACT 
 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) have opened new doors for students around the 

world to access higher education courses. However, the opportunities that come MOOCs also 

come with its own set of challenges: student retention rates and participation rates are incredibly 

low. Literature suggests that engaging students socially can increase student retention rates. This 

research analyzes the relationship between Social Presence and student retention in 

Georgetown’s first MOOC: Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for Developed and 

Developing Countries. The results of this research can allow for better course design to 

effectively engage students in the course.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 

Georgetown’s first Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) titled Globalization’s Winners 

& Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing Countries was offered by the International 

Business Diplomacy Department in the Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service. 

Globalization was a seven-week asynchronous course that covered topics including the resource 

curse and sweatshops, wages, foreign direct investment, offshoring and outsourcing, and national 

security threats. As the first MOOC offered by Georgetown University, Globalization’s Winners 

and Losers enabled Georgetown to test new methods of pedagogy. Implications from the MOOC 

research will shed new light to learning and teaching that can be implemented in both 

Georgetown online courses as well as Georgetown on-campus courses.  

The Rise of Online Education 

Computer-based communication is one of the most fundamental changes in 

communications technology in the last 150 years as it has changed the way people interact, 

entertain, and live (Garrison et al., 2003). But what about the way people learn? To answer this 

question, the history of computer-based learning and its current relevance is explored in this 

research. According to Woolley (1994), early computer-based learning models and techniques 

were brought forth in the 1970s and 1980s (Woolley, 1994). Since 2008, enrollment in online 

course has been growing each year (Allen et al., 2008).  

Allen and Seaman found that online course enrollment rates grew even faster than 

enrollment rates in traditional higher education courses (Allen & Seaman, 2008). Two factors 

affecting the enrollment of online courses are: the decreased availability of good jobs and the 

desire for those currently employed to improve their advancement in jobs by advancing their 
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education (Allen & Seaman, 2008). Higher costs of higher education combined with economic 

changes in the United States economy serve as additional reasons for the increase in online 

enrollment. Allen and Seaman (2013) found that the number of students enrolled in higher 

education and taking at least one course in an online environment increased by 570,000 in just 

one year.   

It is therefore not surprising that higher education institutions have expanded the number 

of online course offerings. Online courses add scheduling flexibility for both students and 

faculty, as teaching online has an inherently different course plan and delivery mode. Richardson 

and Swann (2003) state that online courses offer some advantages over traditional classrooms. 

They write that online classrooms “may be considered advantageous [because] with the altered 

educational environment, the roles of students and instructors may also be transformed. The role 

of the instructor can be altered to become more akin to a facilitator than a lecturer, while the role 

of students can be altered by allowing them to become active learners” (Richardson & Swann, 

2003, p. 69). This transformation can lead to new models of education and allow for the adaption 

and expansion for new roles in both students and professors. In fact, Allen and Seaman suggest 

that offering courses online could be an important part of higher education institutions’ long-

term strategy for enticing students to enroll (Allen & Seaman, 2008).  

A New Breed of Online Courses: Massive Open Online Courses  

The previous section highlighting a historical survey of online courses shows that the 

existence of online courses is not new. So what is new about MOOCs? Simply put, it is the scale 

and detail of these classes: this new breed of course is called a massive open online course 

(MOOC). MOOCs are web-based online courses designed to support large numbers of 
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participants across the globe (Pappano, 2012). MOOCs are usually free, credit-less, and as its 

name suggests, massive (Pappano, 2012). In the American university and college system, a 

Carnegie unit, credit, and student hour is a time-based reference for measuring educational 

attainment (Glossary of Educational Credit Reform, 2013). Credit-less courses means that any 

work completed in the course cannot count toward a degree program in higher education. 

Typically MOOCs contain a series of videos with quizzes, assessments, and assignments 

(Pappano, 2012). MOOCs can contain tests, exams, and final papers as well. EdX, Coursera, and 

Udacity are three popular online platforms that host MOOCs. Each platform offers its own 

course features, software, and business model. For example, Coursera and Udacity are two for-

profit organizations whereas edX is a non-profit organization that has made the core code of the 

platform as open source. These platforms have had significant institutional buy-in as institutions 

as like Georgetown, University of California Berkeley Stanford, Johns Hopkins, McGill now 

offer MOOC courses through one of the three aforementioned online course platforms. 

While the platforms may differ, the general consensus of literature on MOOCs is mixed: 

some sources find the design and appeal of the courses to entice many participants of different 

background, and others question the depth of learning from only taking MOOCs. MOOCs 

erupted onto the global arena with incredible excitement. In fact, the year of 2012 was dubbed 

“The Year of the MOOC” (Pappano, 2012). Registration for sites like edX and Coursera over 1.7 

million in January of 2012, which was a pace “faster than Facebook,” according to Andrew Ng, 

creator of Coursera (Pappano, 2012). The hope (and somewhat hype) of MOOCs is the ability to 

provide access to education to an international student base that would not otherwise have access 

to education (Pappano, 2012). 
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The reality of MOOCs may not stack up to the reputation. Criticism for MOOCs draws 

from the perceived low rates of student retention and overall participation in the courses. A study 

by the University of Pennsylvania found that retention rates are as low as four percent for 

MOOCs (Perna et al., 2013). Additionally, about 80 percent of those enrolled in MOOCs already 

had a higher education degree of some kind, thus thwarting the idea that MOOCs can provide 

access to education for the uneducated population (Perna et al., 2013). Stanford University has 

also spoken out about the underside of MOOCs. Stanford University, which uses the Coursera 

platform reports that 100,000 students enrolled in the first Stanford MOOC, however, not even 

half of the students watched the first lecture (Drake, 2014). Stanford University President, John 

Hennessy argues that MOOCs suffer two design flaws: 1) content taught in MOOCs is too 

rigorous and difficult for the online students with little prior knowledge and background of the 

content, and 2) course enrollment in MOOCs is too large to successfully engage and motivate the 

average online student (Drake, 2014). The Stanford University and University of Pennsylvania 

studies highlight the need to ask questions about MOOCs and future of this new breed of online 

education.  

This research project focuses on how students interact with controversial topics of 

globalized supply chains in developed and developing countries in GeorgetownX’s 

Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing Countries. 

Research Question  

This research thesis focuses explicitly on social interaction and communication within 

MOOC environments. An overarching question related to Open Communication is: how 

important is it to cultivate an open and social environment in a massive open online course? This 
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particular issue was brought up in a particularly compelling piece in the November 2, 2012 

edition of The New York Times. The article posited: “Because anyone with an Internet 

connection can enroll, faculty can’t possibly respond to students individually. So the course 

design — how material is presented and the interactivity — counts for a lot. As do fellow 

students. Classmates may lean on one another in study groups organized in their towns, in online 

forums or, the prickly part, for grading work” (Pappano, 2012). Understanding how different 

course components fit within an online environment is inherently important to understand and 

learn the importance, need, and appropriateness of Social Presence within the MOOC 

environment.  

Taking a closer look at Globalization, this research will examine how often and in what 

capacities students interact with each other during the duration of the online course. Three 

different types of social interactions: Affective Expression, Open Communication, and Group 

Cohesion, are studied. According to the Community of Inquiry model (Garrison et al., 1999) the 

three aforementioned types of social interactions provide evidence of learners’ Social Presence 

within an online course environment. The “community” (Akyol, 2013) is a group of individuals 

who collaborate online to engage in purposeful and critical discourse to construct meaning and 

mutual understanding. Social Presence (Akyol, 2013) is the ability for a student to contribute to 

an online community environment with purpose and trust while projecting his or her individual 

ideas and personalities.  
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Figure 1. The Community of Inquiry Model. Source: Garrison et al., 2007. 
 

Because the research of this thesis centers on social interactions in Globalization’s 

Winners and Losers, the scope of the research only examines variables that fit the “Social 

Presence” in the Community of Inquiry model. The COI model was used as guidance and 

support for the planning of Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for Developed and 

Developing Countries. The thesis does not try to test the entire Community of Inquiry model. 

However, this thesis contributes to the growing literature surrounding MOOCs by examining the 

learner interactions in relation to how the course was designed.  

This thesis examines the following questions related to Globalization’s Winners and 

Losers:  
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1) What are the factors within Globalization’s Winners & Losers: Challenges for 

Developed and Developing Countries that account for Affective Expression, 

Open Communication, and Group Cohesion?  

2) What are current issues related to retention in the online course environment?  

This research will test for the following question:  

3) How does learner Social Presence in the course influence student retention?  

Defining retention in this course is challenging. The concepts of retention, achievement, 

and certification will be discussed in depth in the next two sections. Based on the literature 

available, this research hypothesizes that students who have a high level of Social Presence in the 

course are more likely to be more socially active and ultimately receive a higher grade than 

students that have a lower level of Social Presence. Rourke et al. (2001), Lomicka and Lord 

(2007), and Molinari (2004) all found that the first weeks of interaction are crucial in a groups’ 

development of a social community (Oskov, 2013, p. 285). The literature supports the idea that a 

social community is a powerful tool for cognitive inquiry and learning. When a social 

community is created, it can be generally self-sustaining after the initial weeks and into the rest 

of the course (Oskov, 2013, p. 285). Those students who have a higher level of social interaction 

will be more likely to complete the course and get a certificate. According to Kizilcec et al., a 

“greater perceived Social Presence in online learning environments has repeatedly been 

associated with increased learner satisfaction and perceived learning” (Kizilece, Papadopoulous, 

& Sritanyaratana, 2014, p. 2). This hypothesis will help us see if the reverse is also true: the 

students who have a lower level of social interaction within the online classroom will be less 

likely to be retained in the course.  
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In the next chapter, Chapter Two (Literature Review), I will discuss and epistemological 

foundations of the Community of Inquiry Model and define the scope of the project within the 

Social Presence variable. Chapter Three (Methods & Procedures) will discuss the variables 

related to Affective Expression, Open Communication, and Group Cohesion. The chapter also 

discusses the statistical methods to be applied. Chapter Four (Results) discusses the results from 

the statistical analysis. Chapter Five (Discussion) discusses the limitations to the study and 

explores Bayesian probability analysis. Finally, Chapter Six (Conclusion) unpacks and 

summarizes the findings and discusses further research to be explored.  

 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This literature review walks through the early developments of the Community of Inquiry 

model. It discusses epistemological origins as well as why the COI model a leading model used 

in analyzing online education and learning. Social Presence within the COI is defined and the 

three elements making up Social Presence (Open Communication, Affective Expression, and 

Group Cohesion) are introduced and discussed. In addition, this literature review explores the 

importance of Social Presence with relation to course satisfaction and retention. This section 

ends with a discussion of retention with online learning environments and the importance of a 

firm definition of retention in higher education.  

What is the Community of Inquiry Model?  

The Community of Inquiry (COI) model is a model of online learning, which provides a 

framework for studying and designing online courses. In the field of online education and 
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learning, the Community of Inquiry Model provides a theoretical framework that breaks down 

the complex nature of online learning into its components. Three components that Garrison, and 

Arbaugh (2007) identified are: Teaching Presence, Cognitive Presence, and Social Presence. 

These three variables relate to three board categories of the online classroom: the instructor 

(Teaching Presence), the individual learner (Cognitive Presence), and the relationships among 

individual students (Social Presence). These three categories, or presences, can then be isolated 

and studied in research like this thesis.  

The COI model defines social interaction as a critical component of the online course 

experience (Garrison et al., 1999). The heart of the COI model is the “community.” A 

“community” is defined as a “group of individuals who are connected and communicate with 

regard to mutual interest and similar expectations as to process and outcomes” (Garrison, 2013, 

p. 10). A Community of Inquiry, according to Garrison et al. (2013) is defined as a group of 

individuals who engage in collaborative and purposeful manners, who create critical discourse 

and reflection in order to construct personal meaning and confirm mutual understanding. In 

addition, the Community of Inquiry is “an environment where participants collaboratively 

construct knowledge through sustained dialogue, which makes possible personal meaning 

making through opportunities to negotiate understanding.” (Garrison, 2013, p. 4) These 

researchers postulate that higher education is consistently viewed as a community due to the 

essential nature of supporting collaborative learning environments and discourse. In fact, some 

literature suggests that higher levels of collaboration and discourse lead to higher levels of 

learning (Richardson & Swan, 2003).  

Introduction to Constructivism  
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 The COI model is a constructivist approach to understanding learning. Constructivism is 

defined as “an individual process of making sense (creating meaning) from new experiences by 

building on and integrating previous knowledge and experiences” (Garrison, 2013, p. 11). The 

general goals of constructivism are to develop critical thinking and metacognitive skills (Dam & 

Volman, 2004). Metacognition is the convergence of knowledge, reflection (Wiezbicki-Stevens, 

2009). To develop deep thinking and reflection, some important characteristics of the COI model 

include: “consistent discourse, a sense of community, internal learner reflection, internal and 

external inquiry of the material, metacognition, and motivation of the study.” (Garrison, 2013, p. 

11).  

The COI focuses on the unity of discourse and community—that is, exploration of 

learning in a collaborative environment is very important as a part of a Community of Inquiry. 

Discourse is defined as the collaborative and critical process for clarifying and resolving 

cognitive conflict through open and disciplined dialogue or discussion with the potential with 

mutual agreement (Hennessy & Murphy, 1999). Discourse contains reflective and reasoned 

elements. The Community of Inquiry model posits that a sense of community and collaboration 

is inherent in learning. Additionally, reflection is very important in the COI model. Individuals 

are “responsible for making sense of new experiencing by building on and integrating previous 

knowledge and experiences.” (Garrison, 2013, p. 3). The development of problem solving and 

reasoning skills, critical thinking, etc. is important in the constructivist discipline as well as the 

COI model.  

 The COI model, based on constructivist theory, posits that interaction, collaboration, and 

exploration are part of the educational experience. Inquiry is a process of “critical thinking and 
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problem solving based on the generalized scientific method leading to resolution and the growth 

of personal and collective knowledge.” (Garrison, 2013, p. 11). The pursuit of inquiry and 

understanding is part of curiosity and deep learning (Garrison, 2013, p. 5). Motivation is an 

important theme in online education, and especially MOOCs, since there is nothing “forcing” the 

student to remain in the course besides his or her own intrinsic motivation. The COI model 

encapsulates the themes of inquiry, reflection, and discourse in online courses.  

COI Model Elements 

The Community of Inquiry Model is one of the first frameworks that identified both 

social and cognitive dimensions of online study (Garrison et al., 2007). Garrison et al. (2007) 

theorized a comprehensive framework to act as an online learning tool. The COI model consists 

of three parts: social, teaching, and cognitive presences. These three COI areas contain indicators 

to help define each of the presences.  

TABLE 1: EXAMPLES OF ELEMENTS AND RELEVANT INDICATORS 
SOURCE: GARRISON ET AL., 2007 

 
Elements Categories Indicators 
Social Presence Affective Expression Emotions 

 Open Communication Risk-Free Expression 

 Group Cohesion Encourage Collaboration 

Cognitive Presence Triggering Event Sense of Puzzlement 
 Exploration  Information Exchange 

 Integration Connecting Ideas 
 Resolution Apply New Ideas 
Teaching Presence Design & Organization Setting Curriculum & Methods 



 

12 
 

	   Facilitating Discourse Sharing Personal Meaning 

	   Direct Instruction Focusing Discussion 
 

COI’s Epistemological Origins  

This epistemological foundation of a Community of Inquiry in its simplest form is that 

exploration of knowledge and a collaborative constructivist community.  

The COI model dates back to the late 19th century and early 20th century learning pedagogical 

writings of John Dewey. Dewey’s teachings support the idea that learning is a social and 

interactive process—and that universities are social institutions. He posits that students thrive in 

environments were they are allowed to experience and interact with the curriculum, and that all 

students should have the opportunity to do so as part of their learning. Dewey believes that 

learning is a process of inquiry and that there is inseparability between personal and social 

experiences. Dewey defined inquiry as “the generalization of the scientific process” (Johnston, 

2002). Modern philosophies have built off of Dewey’s framework and pieced together a model 

of an academic community. Mutual support for Garrison et al.’s (2007) modern presences of 

social, teaching, and cognitive elements of the model can be traced through many different 

philosophers throughout the years.  

Paying special attention to Social Presence specifically, Rovai (2002) argues that a sense 

of community is an integral part of learning. He defines the context and elements of a 

community as having “mutual interdependence among members, connectedness, interactivity, 

overlapping histories among members, spirit, trust, common expectations, and shared values and 

beliefs” (Rovai, 2002, p. 42). Petrie’s (1980) writings support this further by postulating that an 
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educational community has a shared purpose of learning, a pedagogic leadership that creates a 

sense of belonging and meaningful collaboration. An inquiry process requires a common interest 

and therefore is of concern to all members of the community.  

Piaget (1977) connects theories of constructivism, reflection, teaching, and cognition as 

his writings state that social interaction is incredibly important as a tool to recognize and resolve 

cognitive conflicts. Vygostsky supports this idea by highlighting another particularly important 

branch of constructivism regarding social constructivism (Liu & Matthews, 2005). Vygostsky’s 

view, consistent with Dewey, suggests that learning experiences can be designed and socially 

supported such that learners develop intellectually in a continuous manner (Liu & Matthews, 

2005). Thus, all participants in a Community of Inquiry must assume the educational context as 

both a role and responsibility. Lee & Smagorinsky (2000) expand on Vygotsky’s theory to say 

that learning is a process of inquiry and is a central role of collaboration inquiry in education. 

These thinkers emphasize the closeness between social and cognitive development for the 

members of the community as a form of teaching. Vygotsky (1980) also posits the relationships 

between individual and society as mutually interdependent, that is individuals and society are 

interactive and evolve with each other. In this role, sharing as both a personal and social 

experience can show how meaning is constructed individually and shared as a group. In these 

views, the Community of Inquiry is an environment where participants collaboratively construct 

knowledge through sustained dialogue, which makes possible personal meaning through 

opportunity to negotiation understanding.  

The idea of a Community of Inquiry, according to Petrie (1981), is such a process leading 

to the growth of collective human knowledge. He believes that inquiry inherently focuses on the 
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precepts of community and collaboration. Dewey (1959) defines inquiry as the scientific process 

and is consistent with his belief that education is a constantly social and interactive space. The 

importance of reflective thinking put forth by Dewey (1959) reinforces the importance of inquiry 

and self-reflection. It is critically important that the idea of scientific inquiry and reflection 

process be a party of the Community of Inquiry: not only must there be a desire for exploration, 

there must also be purpose and discipline. This reflects the collaborative and respectful nature of 

the COI.  

Garrison et al. (2007) show how impossible it is to do justice to all the theoretical 

perspectives that lead to the development of the Community of Inquiry model and its 

epistemological foundations. However, it is clear that the core philosophical construct is of 

constructivism as contextualized in a collaborative Community of Inquiry. From a theoretical 

perspective, education as an interactive, social, community helps to provide a coherent 

framework for studying online learning.  

Burgess, Slate, Rojas-LeBouef, and LaPrarie (2010) examine the extent to which 

graduate level instructional technology students experienced social, cognitive, and teaching 

presences in class activities held in a virtual environment, Second Life (SL) versus to what extent 

students perceived themselves to experience social, cognitive, and teaching presence within SL. 

The study found that there was little (no statistical significance) difference between the actual 

experience and perception of social, cognitive, and teaching presences (Burgess, et al., 2010).  

These studies encourage continued incorporation of the COI framework as a way to 

analyze learner and teacher engagement within a course. Further, the study discovered how 
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versatile the COI framework could be with regard to applying it to different online and distance 

learning situations for varied research opportunities.  

A Closer Look at Social Presence 

More and more literature is paying particular attention to examining Social Presence—

this thesis is another piece of forthcoming literature to do so. Social Presence is defined as “the 

ability of participants to identify with the community (e.g. course of study), communicate 

purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop inter-personal relationships by way of 

projecting their individual personalities.” (Akyol & Garrison, 2013, p. 44). Social Presence is 

considered to be a subset of communication theory (Richardson & Swan, 2003). Further, a closer 

analysis of Social Presence by Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) concludes that users of 

different modes of media were cognizant to the fact that Social Presence can vary between 

different forms of media. Social Presence is inherently studied in situations where people may 

not interact in-person, but through different communication channels (Richardson & Swan, 

2003).  

Arbaugh writes that Social Presence is extensively studied for both in online and on-

campus educational locations (Arbaugh, 2010). With significant study for both online and in-

person courses, some comparisons and parallels can be studied. Looking forward, lessons 

learned from Globalization’s Winners & Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing 

Countries can be applied to other online and in-person courses.  

Social Presence consists of three distinct types of interactions: Group Cohesion, Affective 

Expression, and Open Communication. Group cohesion is the encouragement of students to 

collaborate, help, and support each other (Garrison, 1999). Affective Expression is the show of 
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emotions (Garrison, 1999). Examples of Affective Expression are emoticons, personal narratives, 

jokes, and anecdotes (Garrison, 1999). Lastly, Open Communication is considered to be risk-free 

expressions of thoughts and reflections as well as the acknowledgement of the open dialogue 

with others participants (Garrison, 1999). These three interaction types of described below.  

Group Cohesion is a measure of the attraction of the group to its members (and the 

resistance leaving it), the sense of team spirit, and the willingness of its members to collaborate 

and work through the course material together (Oxford Brookes University). Highly cohesive 

groups will tend to be: satisfied with the group, willing to participate, and use discussion and 

message boards to interact with others (Oxford Brookes University). A less cohesive group will 

have more absenteeism, factions, and a sense of frustration. Reflected within the course, Group 

Cohesion is anything that can identify if a Community of Inquiry is being formed and if students 

are finding other people of their likeness. Group cohesion can been seen where learners interact 

around common intellectual activities and tasks (Oxford Brookes University).  

Garrison et al. (1999) postulates that Group Cohesion is closely associated with overall 

student cognition in the course. Garrison, et al. (1999) postulate that “critical inquiry and the 

quality of the discourse is facilitated and optimized when students see themselves as part of a 

group rather than as individuals. Building cohesion and a sense of belonging is important for 

sharing personal meaning” (Garrison, 1999). Eggins and Slade (1997) find that humor and 

personal story telling are affective strategies to bridge differences in groups and help gain a 

familiarity and similarity between individuals in the group. Group Cohesion interactions are 

encouraging, supportive, and helpful in the overall course classroom environments (Garrison, 

1999).  
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Affective Expression is when learners share personal expressions of beliefs, values, 

emotions, and feelings. Garrison et al. (1999) find that “emotions are inseparably linked to task 

motivation and persistence, and therefore, to the critical inquiry” (Garrison et al., 1999). To that 

end, Affective Expression is the capacity for students to express their emotions and feelings 

related to their online learning environment. Arbaugh et al. (2010) write that Affective 

Expression can also refer to injections of emotions through emotional language and 

metalinguistic cues (Arbaugh et al., 2010). To that end, in the absence of seeing the other 

person’s face and emotions, using emoticons and language like “hmmm” or “yuk” are examples 

of Affective Expression. (Arbaugh, et al., 2010; Gunawardena, 1995; Hiltz, 1994; Walther, 

1992).  

Open Communication is described as learners building and sustaining a sense of group 

commitment (Arbaugh, 2007). In addition, it would ask how comfortable students are with 

communicating in the course. Open Communication describes interactions that are respectful and 

reciprocal (Garrison et al., 1999). To that end, mutual awareness between the students and each 

other allows for a more exchanges for dialogues and increased group cohesiveness (Garrison et 

al., 1999). Open Communication type interactions will help build up trust and allow students to 

find other participants whom agree with their point of views (Vaughan & Garrison, 2006). These 

three interaction types make up the exchanges between students in online courses and 

discussions.  

Richardson and Swan (2003) explored the role of Social Presence in online learning 

environments. Their study demonstrates that Social Presence not only affects student outcomes 

but also affects over all student course satisfaction. Richardson and Swan (2003) found that 
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students who interacted more actively in the course ended up being more pleased with the course 

overall in the end. This research paper will examine to see if the findings from Richardson and 

Swan (2003) are consistent within Georgetown’s Globalization’s Winners and Losers. To that 

end, this research paper hopes to be able to show that Social Presence may have an affect on 

course completion and retention.  

Social Presence and Retention  

 To begin an analysis of retention, models of retention must be analyzed. The most cited 

retention model, Tinto’s Integration Model, conceptualized by Vincent Tinto (1975) introduced 

the idea that student integration—both academically and socially—is a very important predictor 

for overall student retention (Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1993; Hagedorn, 2005). Tinto based his model 

on Emile Durkhiem’s suicide theory, which suggested that the failed integration of a person into 

society was a strong precursor of suicide (Durkheim, 1951; Hagedorn, 2005). Tinto applied this 

psychology and framework to the educational environment and postulated that a student’s 

success in an academic institution relied on the successful involvement of the student into his or 

her institution (Tinto, 1987; Hagedorn, 2005). Tinto’s Integration Model suggests that social and 

academic variables are needed for the best chance of student retention (Tinto, 1987; Hagedorn, 

2005).  

The need for social and academic integration is seen in the review of retention literature 

in online courses. As previously mentioned, retention rates in MOOC are very low (Downes 

2010, Clow 2013). Liu, et al. (2009) found that Social Presence is a significant predictor of 

course retention and a final grade in the community college online environments.  
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A survey by the American Public University System, Boston, Diaz, Gibson, Ice, 

Richardson, and Swan, found a total of 20.2% of the variance in student re-enrollment was 

accounted for by two Social Presence indicators and that 88% of the Social Presence items were 

significant predictors of student retention (Boston et al., 2009, Boston et al., 2010, Meyer, 2013, 

p. 318). The aforementioned survey finds a very complex and dynamic relationship between 

Social Presence and retention: students in the survey rated Social Presence to be the lowest of the 

three presences, and rated teaching presence as the most important factor. However, this may 

reflect that student’s perception that Social Presence is not as important than teaching presence—

even if other measurements show Social Presence being the most important.  

 Throughout the literature, Social Presence and retention have an interesting relationship. 

Picciano (2002) finds significantly positive relationships between students’ interaction and 

learning within the course. Further, Russo and Benson (2005) find statistically significant 

correlation between students’ perception of other students in the course and satisfaction with 

their own learning. Garrison et al. (1999) support this connection between Social Presence and 

retention with the need of design and structure of classes to be redesigned to include social 

components.  

The Issues with Retention 

 Retention is a topic heavily discussed in higher education with many implications. The 

rate of retention is sometimes used as a metric in assessing the strength of an educational 

institution (Perez-Pena, 2012). Educational institutions pay specific attention to retention because 

it helps administrators, faculty, legislators, donors, students, and taxpayers make important 

decisions related to academic programs and where they allocate resources. For example, a 
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college must decide on the number and types of courses to offer each semester, human 

resourcing decisions on the demand for professors and administrators, and legislative decisions 

with relation to taxation and funding of public schools (Wild & Ebbers, 2002). The institutional 

and financial implications make retention an important metric for course planning and education 

planning (Wild & Ebbers, 2002). Gleason (2004) writes that no matter how a program is 

delivered—albeit online or on-campus, there will be students who do not matriculate to the end 

of the course.  

 Retention in higher education is an important metric to understand. The U.S. Census 

Bureau found that household incomes rise on average $14,354 when the householder educational 

attainment increases from high school to associate degree. The household income rises even 

more—on average $37,874—when the householder educational attainment increases from high 

school to bachelor’s degree (Hagedorn, 2005; Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 2002). 

Hagedorn succinctly writes: “Retention not only has an impact on the individual and her/his 

family but also produces a ripple effect on the postsecondary institutions, the work force and the 

economy” (Hagedorn, 2005, p. 20).  

Definitions for retention are inconsistent across the board. “Measuring college student 

retention is complicated, confusing, and context dependent. Higher education researchers will 

likely never reach consensus on the ‘correct’ or ‘best’ way to measure this very important 

outcome” (Hagedorn, 2005, p. 2). Meyer defines retention as “the rate that first-year students 

return for their sophomore year) or persistence (from fall term to fall term and on to graduation) 

of student in college, be they online or face-to-face programs (Meyer, 2013). Walleri (1981) 

writes that one definition of retention can be measured by an on-time graduation, which is 
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typically considered to be within four or five years. This definition of retention has some issues. 

The first is that it places a time restraint on the graduation date. So how can this definition be 

applied to part-time or nighttime students? Additionally, the requirement for graduation to occur 

may also be inappropriate for vocational schools, night schools, and community colleges 

(Walleri, 1981).  

Another definition of retention is “defined in terms of program completion” (Walleri, 

1981). Walleri writes that this definition is also problematic because it does not account for 

student sin “special programs and community education.” Crawford (1999) defines student 

retention as the continued enrollment of a particular student in his or her classes throughout one 

semester. Other researchers have found other nuances about retention. Wyman (1997) and 

Crawford (1999) postulate that a certain “rate of persistence”, or effort on the student’s behalf 

could be a viable alternative to retention. All these differing definitions show that a commonly 

incorporated standard measure of retention does not exist.  

The inconsistent definition of retention continues into the online environment (Meyer, 

2013). Dey (1997), Murtaugh et al. (1999), and Nandeshwar et al. (2011) posit that the research 

methods and calculations of retention rates are unstandardized. Therefore, there is a lack of 

consistency in the calculating the level of retention for each course (Adamopoulous, 2013) across 

multiple MOOC platforms. Inconclusive definitions for retention and perceived low retention 

rates—about 4%, according to a University of Pennsylvania study (Perna et al., 2013) offer a 

unique challenge to online course and MOOC designers. Meyer (2013) writes that online courses 

having significantly lower rates of retention than in person programs. Carr (2010) and O’Brien 

(2002) support this idea as they both posit that retention is one of the weakest areas of online 
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education. These weak rates of retention, as well as, inconsistent definitions of the word 

“retention,” mean that it is vitally important to design courses (both online and in-person) that 

will provide participants with positive experiences (Adamopoulous, 2013). Gleason (2004) and 

Reason (2003) find that retention efforts need to begin at the very start of the program. With that 

in mind, this research will have to provide a firm definition in context to the course being studied 

as analyze the overall impact of course Social Presence and course retention.  

Due to the fact that the nature of this research project only examines one class, retention 

will be defined as completion of the course and attaining a certificate. A student completes the 

course and receives a certificate when he or she receives a grade of 75% or more. In the 

statistical analysis, proxy variables will be used to help analyze retention, including a student’s 

grade. This research will postulate that the higher the grade a student achieves, the greater 

chance a student will get a certificate. Therefore, the greater chance a student gains a certificate, 

the more likely a student is retained in the course. This logic will be teased out more in the next 

two chapters. Chapter Three: Methods and Procedures defines the other variables used in the 

analysis and discuss the statistical methods and procedures used in studying Social Presence and 

retention in Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing 

Countries.  

 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
 

 
Chapter Three of this thesis describes the methods and procedures of the study. The first 

section of Chapter Three will describe the edX platform and course design. The second section 
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answers the first question postulated in this paper: What are the factors within Globalization’s 

Winners & Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing Countries that account for 

Affective Expression, Open Communication, and Group Cohesion? Elements of the course that 

are identified as trigger points for Social Presence will be identified with one (or more) of the 

three types of interaction: Affective Expression, Open Communication, and Group Cohesion. 

The third section of Chapter Three addresses the second question that this paper asks: How is 

retention determined in the analysis of Globalization’s Winners and Losers? The last section of 

this section introduces the statistical analysis and methods for answer the research question: How 

does learner Social Presence in the course influence retention and/or certification?  

Globalization’s Winners & Losers: Course Design 

 The edX platform is organized with a very specific structure. The image below (Figure 2) 

captures how the course is organized into its content-related components.  
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Figure 2: Image of Courseware 

The “Courseware” tab on the upper left hand side houses all of the videos and 

assessments in the course. A new section was released each week of the course. The sections 

were organized topically with subsections, which divided each week into a few main topics. 

Subsections were consequently composed of units. Units are individual webpages that can 

include videos, contextualizing information, or activities for students to work across at their own 

pace. edX and the Georgetown team have incorporated many course components to trigger, 

encourage, and cultivate social interaction. Three components of the course that this thesis 

focuses on as the biggest form of Social Presence triggers are: The Discussion Board, The 

Course Wiki, and Course Polls. Each of these components are diagramed and described below.  

 The Discussion Board, also referred to as the Discussion Forum, is an open message 

forum for the course participants to ask questions, post comments, engage in feedback, and share 

 

Section 
 

Subsections 

Units 
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information with fellow students and the course team. Because of the multi-use nature, the 

Discussion Board features a few categories of commentary. The first category is called 

“Questions for Professor Moran” where students can ask clarifying questions on the subject 

matter discussed in the weekly videos. The second category in the Discussion Board is called 

“Student Lecture Notes” where students are free to post and share their notes and thoughts for all 

to see. The Student Lecture Notes are associated with each video lecture in the course. Lastly, 

there are discussion posts that simply discuss topics in the course and unpack new ideas. The 

first picture below shows the Discussion Board with the “Questions for Professor Moran” thread 

(Figure 3). The second picture shows the Discussion Board with the “Student Lecture Notes” 

thread (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 3: Image of Discussion Forum with “Questions for Professor Moran” Thread 
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Figure 4: Image of Discussion Forum with Student Lecture Notes Thread 

 

The Discussion Board has a few features that allow for users to interact with other 

students. One feature of the Discussion Board includes “Upvotes.” An Upvote was designated 

with a “+” sign. The “plus” sign, which turns green upon endorsement of a post is seemingly 

meant to mean that another contributor agrees with the post. Upvotes are a way for students to 

“second” a particular idea or post.  

In addition to “Upvoting” a post, students could also reply to a discussion post. A string 

of replies on a discussion board is called a discussion thread. In addition to simply passively 

“Upvoting” a post, students could add a post to voice the same opinion, a different opinion, or to 

unpack more ideas. These features of the Discussion Board can help students get responses and 

reactions to their posts (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Image of Discussion Board with Components  

  Another course engagement tool is the Course Wiki. Like Wikipedia, the Course Wiki for 

Globalization allowed students to edit and collaborate on entries pertaining to different topics 

within globalization. Each week of the course guided students to a new “Wiki” activity question, 

encouraging students to write and share original Wiki entries and edit existing Wiki entries from 

their colleagues. The Course Wiki assignment is a non-graded, optional assignment at the end of 

each week. Different types of engagement with a Wiki entry (either initiating a Wiki entry or 

editing a Wiki entry) contributed to different forms of Social Presence and interaction. These 

specific types of interactions will be described in the following sections discussing the three 

variables. The images below show a Course Wiki assignment and a sample of article written by 

course participants (Figure 6 and 7). 
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Figure 6: Image of Course Wiki Weekly Instruction Page 
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Figure 7: Image of Course Wiki Article Threads  

 

  The third activity for course engagement was polls. Polls were used to ask students to 

express their opinions about some controversial topics related to globalization. The polls gave 

students from all backgrounds an opportunity to share their thoughts on different perspectives on 

globalization issues. A discussion board thread that enabled students to explain their position to 

their peers tended to follow polls. The image below (Figure 8) shows an example of a poll with 

an embedded discussion board encouraging students to share their thoughts and opinions with 

their peers.  
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Figure 8: Image of Course + Poll Discussion Board Page 

  The Discussion Board, Course Wiki, and Course Polls have features that allow for the 

integration of social communication and collaboration to occur in online classrooms. The course 

design of Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing 

Countries incorporated many different opportunities for students to interact with both the content 

and each other. This thesis examines a combination of these different tools to gauge the elements 

of Social Presence in the course: Affective Expression, Group Cohesion, and Open 

Communication.  

Data Organization  
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  The sample data collection method for this research was activity within the edX platform 

of 2292 participants. Of the over 35,000 people enrolled in the course, 2,292 represent those that 

used any interaction tool at least once. To maintain the integrity and anonymity of the data, The 

Center for New Designs in Learning and Scholarship (CNDLS) collected and anonymized the 

data of the 2,292 participants. It is also important to note that the data was anonymized prior to 

being distributed to the researcher.  

  For each uniquely identified participant, there was be information about whether or not 

the student participated in any of the Social Presence activities described earlier. Each time a 

student participated in the aforementioned activities or triggers, a single score was recorded. The 

scores were tallied and counted for each participant. To that end, each unique participant had his 

or her own score of Group Cohesion, Affective Expression, and Open Communication. For each 

of the three categories, all of the interactions a participant has within each category were 

summed. For example, every interaction categorized under “Group Cohesion” was added up 

together to create a Group Cohesion score. The same was done for Affective Expression and 

Open Communication. Lastly, all the scores for any social interaction were summed for an 

overall Social Presence score. Each participant had a score for Group Cohesion, Open 

Communication, and Affective Expression. The three groups of interactions are discussed below.  

 
TABLE 2: REFERENCE TABLE OF VARIABLES  

 
Category Variable Description 
Affective Expression # of Upvotes in the Discussion 

Board 
The total number of Upvotes 
for each of the participants in 
the sample per student.  

# of Replies to Existing 
Discussion Board Posts 

The total number of replies a 
student posts on a post by 



 

32 
 

another student per student.  
# of Poll + Discussion 
Participation  

The number of poll questions 
answered per student plus total 
discussion participation per 
user. Total discussion 
participation per user was 
calculated by adding 
discussion posts initiated and 
replies to existing discussions.  

Open Communication # of Initiated Discussion 
Board Posts 

Total number of initiated 
discussion board posts per 
student.  

# of Course Wiki Articles 
Initiated 

Total number of Course Wiki 
articles initiated per student.  

# of Changes Made in Course 
Wiki Overall 

Total number of edits each 
student made in an existing 
Wiki article.  

# of Student Lecture Notes The number of Student 
Lecture Notes written per 
student.  

Group Cohesion # of Poll + Discussion 
Participation 

The number of poll questions 
answered per student plus total 
discussion participation per 
user. Total discussion 
participation per user was 
calculated by adding 
discussion posts initiated and 
replies to existing discussions. 

# of Changes Made in Course 
Wiki of Article by Someone 
Else  

The total number of changes a 
student made in a Wiki Article 
that was not his or her own.  

# of Wiki Changes Made in 
Course Wiki Overall 

Total number of edits each 
student made in an existing 
Wiki article.  

# of Upvotes in “Questions for 
Professor Moran” sub-section 

The total number of Upvotes 
in the “Questions for Professor 
Moran Subsection per student.  

Retention Grade Grade is calculated by the 
total of points a student 
received divided by the total 
possible points in the course. 
This is equivalent to the 
percentage score for each 
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student in the course.  
Social Presence Variables  Social Presence Total (SPT) The total number of Social 

Presence interactions per 
student.  

 Degree of Social Presence 
(DSP) 

Students are sorted based from 
lowest to highest on overall 
Social Presence participation. 
The sample is split into three 
categories: low, medium, and 
high. “Low” describes the 
students have the lowest 1/3 of 
activity. “High” describes the 
1/3 of students who have the 
highest level of participation. 
“Medium” describes the 
middle 1/3 of the students 
organized by activity level.  

Student  Student ID The data from the students 
comes in from edX and each 
student has a unique number, 
the data team took all of those 
numbers, anonimyze them, 
change them and represent 
unique ID students across all 
variables but you cannot 
match up to the database.  

 

Affective Expression in Globalization’s Winners and Losers 

  Affective Expression refers to the expression of emotions and camaraderie in an online 

course (Tolu and Evans, 2013, p. 55). Affective Expression is a type of Social Presence that is 

dependent upon the existence of Open Communication. When Open Communication, discussed 

later, is secured in an online classroom, interpersonal relationships and emotional expression can 

begin (Garrison et al., 2000). Garrison et al. (2000) write that Affective Expression is the ability 

and confidence of students to express their feelings related to the educational experience. 
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  Affective Expression is more difficult to achieve in an online environment because it is 

often dependent on the confidence and comfort-level of the participants. This can take time to 

achieve. Tolu and Evans (2013) write that humor, invitations to converse, trust, and respect all 

contribute to Affective Expression existing in a course. Humor can make participants feel more 

comfortable and self-disclosure can lead to more respect, trust, and support. “Self-Disclosure” 

refers to sharing feelings, emotions, interests, and thoughts (Tolu and Evans, 2013).  

  Affective Expression can require some additional research and has additional challenges. 

For example, emotive expressions and punctuation, including capitalization, punctuation, or 

emotions, which can replace the existence of body language in an online course is a very 

nuanced thought and approach to studying Affective Expression (Oskoz, 2013, p. 285). This 

thesis does not cover the qualitative degrees of expression in this course, but this is certainly a 

new direction for research in the area. Additionally, asynchronous discussion may decrease 

Affective Expression because participants that do not get responses or answers to their self-

disclosures can feel alone and left out in the course (Akyol et al., 2013, p. 285).  

  In this analysis, Affective Expression is referred to as “AFE.” One of the first variables in 

Globalization relating to Affective Expression is the number of Upvotes by a specific participant. 

An Upvote is comparable to a “like” in social media. An Upvote is therefore a signal that the 

reader approves and appreciates what was written in the discussion board. The purpose of an 

Upvote can be shown in Globalization is the number of replies to an existing discussion board 

post. The reason this is an important variable of study is that replies to a discussion post implies 

exact response to a given topic. In online course expression, Affective Expression can be seen as 

direct understanding, outreach, and discussion to another participant and community. Replying 
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directly to a post can be a signal of camaraderie, trust, and respectful dialogue—all parts of 

Affective Expression.  

  The last variable that will be examined for the variable of Affective Expression is the 

number of poll plus discussion participation. Like Group Cohesion, this participation is also a 

signal of Affective Expression since polls typically ask for personal thoughts and opinions. In 

polls, students can feel comfortable to express their opinions, thoughts, and find those who have 

similar points of view. Table 3 summarizes the three variables coded as evidence for the degree 

of Affective Expression.  

 
TABLE 3: AFFECTIVE EXPRESSION MEASURED VARIABLES 

  
 

Open Communication in Globalization’s Winners and Losers 

  In this research the variable of Open Communication is referred to as “OPC.” Open 

Communication is described by the comfort level of students in posting on the online forums. 

Open Communication is respectful and reciprocal exchanges between students (Garrison et al., 

1999). Mutual awareness between students in a Community of Inquiry will allow for comments 

and contributions to be appreciated. Open Communication variables are social interaction 

opportunities that allow uninhibited and risk-free expression of thoughts and communication.  

Affective Expression: What is the goal/purpose of the communication?  
# of Upvotes 
# of Replies to Existing Discussion Board Posts 
# of Poll + Discussion Participation  

Affective Expression Score per Student =  
(# of Upvotes) + (# of Replies to Existing Discussion Board Posts) + (# of Poll + 
Discussion Participation) 



 

36 
 

  The first variable this research examined in Open Communication is the number of 

discussion board posts initiated. Initiation of discussion board posts is interpreted to imply that 

the participant is comfortable participating and posting on an open forum. Because the discussion 

forum is a central node for communication in an online environment on the edX platform, a high 

participation on the discussion board is taken to signify a student that is avidly expressing his or 

her opinions, and actively looking to engage with fellow classmates.  

  The second variable is the number of Wiki articles initiated. Similar to the Discussion 

Board, Open Communication is achieved when participants feel comfortable writing an original 

post of their own opinion. The third variable relating to Open Communication is number of 

changes made in the Course Wiki overall. This is an important signal of Open Communication, 

because editing another student’s work signifies that the participant is clearly willing and 

motivated to interact with another participants thoughts—in additional to expressing and 

incorporating his or her own thoughts. The act of posting, editing, and contributing to an optional 

assignment also show a student’s motivation and excitement to interact and contribute to the 

course and its various components.  

  The fourth variable is the total number of Student Lecture Notes posted per student. The 

Student Lecture Notes section is a space for students to share their thoughts, reactions, and key 

takeaways to share with their students. Student Lecture Notes are particularly interesting because 

while they are available to be read by other students, they are simply just the notes, thoughts, and 

takeaways of one participant. The willingness of students to post their notes shows that they feel 

open to share their ideas with colleagues. Student Lecture Notes posts are a safe place for risk-

free expression. To that end, Student Lecture Notes are a forum for participants to express their 
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own ideas from the lecture material and comment. So, it is a place that describes where Open 

Communication within the course is exhibited. Table 4 summarizes the interactions that embody 

Open Communication in the course.  

TABLE 4: OPEN COMMUNICATION MEASURED VARIABLES 
 

Open	  Communication:	  How	  comfortable	  are	  students	  in	  communicating?	  	  

#	  of	  Initiated	  Discussion	  Board	  Posts	  
#	  of	  Course	  Wiki	  Articles	  Initiated	  
#	  of	  Changes	  Made	  in	  Course	  Wiki	  
#	  of	  Student	  Lecture	  Notes	  
Open	  Communication	  Score	  Per	  Student	  =	  
(#	  of	  Initiated	  Discussion	  Board	  Posts)	  +	  (#	  of	  Changes	  Made	  in	  Course	  Wiki)	  +	  (#	  
of	  Wiki	  Articles	  Initiated)	  +	  (#	  of	  Student	  Lecture	  Notes	  )	  	  
 

Group Cohesion in Globalization’s Winners and Losers  

  Group Cohesion and social cohesion tend to be interchangeably used in the literature. 

Group Cohesion and social cohesion is described as a sense of positive interdependence among 

members of the group (O’Donnell, 2006). Interdependence is explained as the general sense of 

concern for each other among group members (Archibald, 2010). Garrison et al. (2000) considers 

Group Cohesion to be in integral part of Social Presence due to the fact that students and learners 

have to work together to solve complex tasks and gain skills. Encouraging collaboration is an 

important source of support to Group Cohesion. Questions that the Group Cohesion asks 

researchers include: Is a Community of Inquiry being formed? Are students finding people of 

their own likeness?  

  In this study, the Group Cohesion variable is referred to as “GCE” in the statistical 

analysis. To identify which interactions are a part of the Group Cohesion variable for 
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Georgetown’s Globalization course the above questions were answered. The researcher 

identified a total of four Group Cohesion variables that were used in this study. They are: 

participation in course polls and discussion forum, number of changes made in the Course Wiki 

for an article authored by another student, the total number of edits in the Course Wiki, and the 

number of “Upvotes” in a section titled “Questions for Professor Moran.” These four variables 

are explained in the paragraphs below.  

  The first variable is the participation in course polls and corresponding poll discussions. 

The course polls are designed to ask the opinions and beliefs of the participants—therefore is no 

correct answer, simply a survey of opinions. The discussion board linked to the poll allows 

participants to discuss their opinion with their colleagues. The participation in both the poll and 

the discussion is a signal that participants have an opinion about the question and are looking to 

find others with similar or diverse opinions in the discussion board. This interaction is both a 

sign that a Community of Inquiry is being formed and that students are interested in engaging 

with other participants.  

  A second variable related to Group Cohesion is the number of changes made in the 

course Wiki by an article written by someone else. The willingness for a student to edit another 

work was coded as evidence of trust and camaraderie in the Course Wiki. This interaction 

signifies the creation of a Community of Inquiry and a display of Group Cohesion because the 

editor is comfortable interacting with the written language of another student. Additionally, the 

student editing a written Wiki article must already have two characteristics: 1) an understanding 

of the article’s basic contents, and 2) the desire to participate. The inclusion of new content in the 
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Course Wiki can be a mechanism where students can find other contributors who share the same, 

different, or new opinions and ideas.  

  The third variable, similar to the second variable, is the total number of times a 

participants has gone into the Course Wiki to edit or revise an article (their own or that of 

others). This interaction adds an additional dimension to the frequency of edits within the Course 

Wiki, not just for those articles written by other people. A participant with a greater number of 

edits within the Course Wiki, signals that he or she are more active in looking out for posts that 

may related to him or her.  

  A fourth variable is the number of Upvotes in “Questions for Professor Moran” thread of 

the discussion board. In the “Questions for Professor Moran” subsection, students are able to 

post questions that remain for them unanswered from the course material. These questions are 

aggregated and then discussed in the online office hours in the MOOC. Therefore, an Upvote of 

the question shows that students have the same questions and would like the question to be 

addressed. The greater the number of Upvotes for a question, the more students would like that 

question to be answered. This signals a community of students who share the same question and 

idea. Additionally, students are supporting each other and relying on each other to express the 

similar desire to have a particular question answered in the office hours by Professor Moran.  

  Table 5 below summarizes the four variables in the course related to Group Cohesion 

aspect of Social Presence. Each of these variables point to students looking for other participants 

of their own likeness and contribute to the formation of a Community of Inquiry.  

TABLE FIVE: GROUP COHESION MEASURED VARIABLES  
 

Group	  Cohesion:	  Is	  a	  Community	  of	  Inquiry	  being	  formed?	  Are	  students	  finding	  
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people	  of	  likeness?	  	  
#	  of	  Poll	  +	  Discussion	  Participation	  
#	  of	  Changes	  Made	  in	  Course	  Wiki	  of	  Article	  by	  Someone	  Else	  	  
#	  of	  Changes	  Made	  in	  Course	  Wiki	  Overall	  
#	  of	  Upvotes	  in	  “Questions	  for	  Professor	  Moran”	  sub-‐section	  
Group	  Cohesion	  Score	  per	  Student	  =	  	  
(#	  of	  Poll	  +	  Discussion	  Participation)	  +	  (#	  of	  Changes	  Made	  in	  Course	  Wiki	  by	  an	  
Article	  by	  Someone	  Else)	  +	  (#	  of	  Changes	  Made	  in	  Course	  Wiki	  Overall)	  +	  (#	  of	  
Upvotes	  in	  “Questions	  for	  Professor	  Moran”	  sub-‐section)	  	  
  
 

Social Presence in Globalization’s Winners and Losers 

  As previously defined, Social Presence is “the ability of participants to identify with the 

community (e.g. course of study), communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and 

develop inter-personal relationships by way of projecting their individual personalities.” (Akyol, 

2013, p. 44). This research will create two variables for Social Presence: Social Presence Total 

(SPT) and Degree of Social Presence (SPD). The two variables are explained below.  

  For the purposes of this study, total Social Presence (SPT) will be defined as the sum of 

all interactions that make up Group Cohesion, Open Communication, and Affective Expression. 

These interactions make up three of the facets of Social Presence overall give the researcher a 

better picture of how “social” a participant may be. For example, one particular student may 

have equal participation in the number of Group Cohesion, Open Communication, and Affective 

Expression interactions. Another student may have a higher proportion of Group Cohesion than 

the other two interaction types simply because he or she may be using the online platform as a 

way to look for those who may agree with him or her. The SPT variable will gives generate a 

standardized summation of all interaction types per student, therefore, allowing us to compare 

more active students to less active students.  
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  This degree of Social Presence variable will allow the researcher to be able to group 

participants into a larger group. These clusters can help the analysis as those who had low 

activity levels could be compared against those that had higher levels of activity. SPD was 

calculated by examining the frequencies and distribution of SPT. The histogram below (Figure 9) 

shows the range of SPT. This histogram was constructed to display the spread of activity levels 

of the students. The x-axis displays SPT with the effective range from 0-800. The y-axis displays 

the number of students who fell into the SPT ranges. Based on the histogram, the data is skewed 

toward the lower end. This means that a majority of the students had a participation level 

between the 0 and 200 range. As the total interactions increased, the number of students who 

completed that many interactions decreased. This is important in understanding the spread of 

student activity level, and in constructing the Degree of Social Presence variable, described in 

the next paragraph.  
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Figure 9: Histogram of Total Social Presence Use 

    

  The second Social Presence variable is degree of Social Presence (SPD). Students are 

sorted by total Social Presence numerically from lowest to highest. The lowest one-third of the 

group is categorized as having a low degree of Social Presence, numerically represented with a 

“1.” A “low” level of Social Presence will be defined as a student that has a low rate of 

participation in course social interaction tools. The middle one-third of the group is categorized 

as having a medium degree of Social Presence, numerically represented with a “2.” A “medium” 

level of Social Presence will be defined as a student that has a moderate rate of participation in 

course social interactions tools. The highest one-third of the group is categorized as having a 

high degree of Social Presence, numerically represented with a “3.” Lastly, a “high” level of 
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Social Presence is defined as a student that has a very high participation in course interaction 

tools.  

  Understanding this spread is very important for making decisions related to how to group 

students into categories of low, medium, and high levels of activity. For the purposes of this 

research, the researcher decided to divide the entire population into thirds. This means that the 

lowest third will make up the population for “low” levels of activity, the middle third will make 

up the “medium” levels of activity, and the top third will make up the “high” levels of activity. 

“Low” participants would be those that did between 1 and 5 interactions. “Medium” participants 

would be those that did between 6 and 18 interactions. “High” degree of participation would be 

defined as participants that completed greater than 19 interactions. Table 6 shows the breakdown 

of how the Degree of Social Presence variable is defined.  

TABLE 6: DEGREE OF SOCIAL PRESENCE VARIABLE CATEGORIZATION 
 

SPD # of Interactions  
Low (1) 1-5 
Medium (2) 6-18 
High (3) <19 
 

    

  These two depictions of Social Presence will allows the researcher to analyze the 

participants in the course overall, as well as, analyze the participants with like individuals. The 

creation of the SPD variable gives the researcher a sense of the magnitude of how the completion 

of the course varies across low, medium, and high participant groups.  

Course Retention in Globalization’s Winners and Losers 



 

44 
 

  Based on the previous discussion, it can be very difficult to define and differentiate 

course retention, getting a certificate, and overall attainment in online courses. Questions that 

come up in discussion include: Can a student be retained in a MOOC and get a very low grade? 

What if a student stayed in the course, but did not get a passing grade? Are only students who got 

certificates considered to be “retained?” What if a student simply audited the course and had no 

desire to achieve a certificate? Can that student still be considered “retained?”  

  Given the scope of this study, examining a single MOOC within a single institution, 

retention is defined as getting a certificate. Students who received a 75% grade or higher will be 

considered to be “retained.” Receiving of a certificate can be compared to passing a class, or 

graduating from an academic institution.  

  Two variables related to course retention and completions were collected: Grade, the 

overall grade for a student and Certificate, whether or not a student received a certificate. The 

two variables differ in the type of variable: one a continuous scale—Grade from (0.00 to 1.00)—

and the other on a binary scale—certification—(0, no certificate or 1, received a certificate). 

Grade is a percentage score from 0.00 to 1.00, which is a ratio of the points a student has earned 

divided by the total number of points in the course. Because grade is a predictor for getting a 

certificate (students need a 75% or higher in the course to received a certificate), the researcher 

analyzed the relationship between Grade and Certificate as an initial step in the analysis.   

  To test the certificate variable compared to overall course grades for students, the 

researcher used Pearson’s Correlation test between student grades and student certificates to test 

the following hypotheses:  
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H0: There is no correlation between people who received a higher grade and students who 

received a certificate.  

H1: There is a positive correlation between people who received a higher grade and students who 

received a certificate.  

  The correlation results (Figure 10) show that Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient R is 

0.921, a very strong positive relationship between those with a higher grade and those who 

received a certificate. The correlation test also shows a statistically significant correlation value 

between grade and certification of 0.000 that is significant at the 0.01 level.  

             

Figure 10 Correlation between Grade and Certificate Test Results 

  The high correlation between Grade and Certificate, makes Grade a suitable proxy 

variable for Certificate. Therefore, the researcher used the Grade variable to conduct further 

statistical analyses. Why? Simply because having a retention variable that is continuous will 

allow for a clearly mathematical picture of regressions and correlation. If only the Certification 

variable was used in the analysis, the researcher would only get a picture of how certified and 
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uncertified students performed. The researcher would not get an adequate picture of how 

students who performed poorly in the course (or, received a low grade) participated within the 

course. Therefore, Grade is the best and most detailed measure of student performance in the 

Globalization and will be used as a proxy variable to analyze student retention.  

  The decision to use the variable Grade to run regression analyses is still a robust measure 

of retention because it allows retention to act as a continuous variable that will allow the 

researcher to see a broader and more thorough picture of the relationship between Social 

Presence and retention for participants who performed well, and for those whom did not perform 

well. A binary analysis would limit the scope of the statistical analysis, thus not giving the 

researcher the full picture.  

Statistical Methods & Procedures  

  The statistical analyses were conducted with SPSS statistical software. Correlations and 

regression will be run for the variables when testing for relation. Testing correlation can help the 

researcher determine which variables in fact relate to each other. The regression analysis will 

provide coefficients so that the degree of correlation can be confirmed and compared against 

other variables. Correlation in statistical terms is the degree of coincidence between two 

variables (Reinard, 2006). Vogt (2005) defines correlation as “the extent to which two or more 

things are related (‘co-related’) to another” (Vogt, 2005, p. 35). Therefore, running correlation 

tests in this thesis will simply measure to what extent social interaction participant coexists with 

overall course retention (completion). Because correlations can have a direct, inverse, or 

curvilinear relationship, this thesis hypothesizes that there will be a direct correlation between 

increase social interaction with increased probability of completing the course overall. As 
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previously mentioned, this thesis will not try to prove a causal relationship among the 

variables—simply a measurement of coexistence. After a correlation analysis is completed, 

Pearson’s R will be analyzed.  

  After a correlation analysis is conducted, a regression analysis for the Social Presence 

variable will be conducted. Regression is a linear, bivariate (meaning two variable) analysis to 

see if there is a relationship between the two variables that can be depicted in a line. This 

regression can help further illustrate the correlation between the data points (Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology). The distance between the regression line and all the points is defined as 

the standard error. The standard error can tell the researcher if the captured regression 

relationship is strong or weak. The table below summarizes the series of statistical tests applied. 

Descriptions for the test series are found below the table.  

TABLE 7: SUMMATIVE TABLE OF TESTS 
 

Test Series Variables Used Purpose Statistical Test 
Applied 

1 Grade vs. # of Wiki 
Articles Initiated, # of 
Wiki Article 
Revisions by Another 
Student, # of Wiki 
Revisions Total, # of 
Student Lecture 
Notes, # of Upvotes in 
“Questions for 
Professor Moran” 
Section, # of Poll + 
Forum Participation, # 
of Discussion Forum 
Posts Initiated, # of 
Forum Upvotes, # of 
Forum Replies,  

To determine which 
interactions had the 
greatest effect on 
overall grade.  

Regression & 
Correlation Tests  

2 Grade vs. Social To determine if total Regression & 
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Presence Total (SPT) Social Presence had 
an effect on overall 
student grade.  

Correlation 

3 Grade vs. Affective 
Expression; Grade vs. 
Open 
Communication; 
Grade vs. Group 
Cohesion 

To examine if the 
three types of 
interactions had an 
effect on overall 
student grade. The 
tests are run 
separately for 
Affective Expression, 
Open 
Communication, and 
Group Cohesion 
because those 
variables are not 
independent.  

Regression & 
Correlation 

4 Grade vs. Degree of 
Social Presence 
(Low/Medium/High)  

To examine if a 
student’s degree of 
Social Presence (as 
defined in this 
analysis) had an 
overall effect on 
grade. 

One-Way ANOVA, 
Regression & 
Correlation  

 
Test Series 1:  

   When all the information is collected, descriptive statistics of each variable will be 

analyzed. These are important because so that each variable can be analyzed and understood. 

After the descriptive statistics are taken, the variables making up Social Presence total will be 

regressed against the grade. This will be done with a simple linear regression. The purpose of 

this test is to see which of all the interactions contribute to having a higher grade. When those 

interactions are identified, the researcher can see if the corresponding categories (Affective 

Expression, Open Communication, and Group Cohesion) show a greater impact to getting a 

higher grade. This linear regression is important in understanding a few important parts of this 
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analysis. First, the interactions that affect the overall Grade can be determined. Second, the 

researcher will be able to see if these interactions verify results when the overall Grade is 

compared to the three Social Presence categories. The hypotheses for the sets of analyses are 

below.  

For the line of best fit Y = Β0 + Β1X, + Β2XA + Β3XB + …+ Β9Xn, where:  
 

TABLE 8: VARIABLES IN TEST SERIES 1 
Variable Description 
Y  Grade (value of the dependent variable_ 
Β0  Constant 
Β1 Coefficient for # of Wiki Articles Initiated per 

Student 
Β2 Coefficient for the # of Total Wiki Article 

Revisions per Student 
Β3 Coefficient for the # of Wiki Articles 

Revisions by an Article written by another 
student  

Β4 Coefficient for # of Student Lecture Notes 
Written per Student 

Β5 # of Upvotes for “Questions for Professor 
Moran” Discussion Thread 

Β6 # of Poll + Discussion Forum Participation 
Β7 # of Discussion Form Posts Initiated 
Β8 # of Discussion Forum Upvotes 
Β9 # of Discussion Forum Replies 
X1, X2, X3…X9 The data collected from sample related to the 

aforementioned variables.  
 

The hypothesis for the regression will be:  

H02: Β1, Β2, Β3, Β4, Β5, Β6, Β7, Β8, Β9 = 0  

H2: Β1, Β2, Β3, Β4, Β5, Β6, Β7, Β8, Β9 ≠ 0 

 From a course design standpoint, it would be important to see which variables greatly affect 

the overall grade. The reverse is also true: it is important to understand which variables do not 
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affect the grade. To that end, designing a course and pulling out the interactions with the biggest 

weight would be most productive in encouraging student retention. Likewise, this simple 

regression will tell us which types of interactions had little or no impact to the overall grade and 

can simply be left out of the course design.  

Test Series 2:   

  As the hypothesis is that Social Presence can relate to greater retention, the variable 

“Social Presence” can be correlated to retention. The second test of regressions will be to test 

Social Presence and retention, therefore a regression will be run against overall grade to see if 

that are related, To that end, this thesis hopes to find if Social Presence is related to retention—

and if so, which variable within Social Presence is most correlated with retention. The below 

hypothesis analyzes the relationship between Social Presence and retention.  

Line of Best Fit for Social Presence & Grade:  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒSocialPresenceTotalXSocialPresenceTotal 

H03: ΒSocialPresenceTotal= 0  

H3: ΒSocialPresenceTotal ≠ 0 

Test Series 3:  

  The next set of regressions will be to compare Affective Expression, Open 

Communication, and Group Cohesion variables against Grade. This regression analysis will try 

to determine which of the three Social Presence variables had the greatest impact in overall 

grade. The regressions must be run separately because the variables are not independent. 

Affective Expression, Open Communication, and Group Cohesion have overlapping similarities, 
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as determined in the COI model, and therefore there would be a multicollinearity effect of the 

regression ran all three variables at separate times. The hypotheses for the regressions are below:  

Line of Best Fit for Affective Expression:  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒAffectiveExpressionXAffectiveExpression 

H04: ΒAffectiveExpression= 0  

H4: ΒAffectiveExpression ≠ 0 

Line of Best Fit for Open Communication:  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒOpenCommunicationXOpenCommunication 

H05: ΒOpenCommunication= 0  

H5: ΒOpenCommunication ≠ 0 

Line of Best Fit for Group Cohesion:  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒGroupCohesionXGroupCohesion 

H06: ΒGroupCohesion= 0  

H6: ΒGroupCohesion ≠ 0 

Where:  
TABLE 9: VARIABLES IN TEST SERIES 3:  

 
Variable Description  
Y Grade (Independent Variable) 
XAffectiveExpression Measured Affective Expression data 
XOpenCommunication Measured Open Communication data 
XGroupCohesion Measured Group Cohesion data 
ΒAffectiveExpression Coefficient for Affective Expression 
ΒOpenCommunication Coefficient for Open Communication 
ΒGroupCohesion Coefficient for Group Cohesion 
 
Test Series 4:  
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  The last test series compared low, medium, and high Social Presence students against one 

another to see if a difference in Social Presence performance has an effect on overall grade. A 

one-way analysis of variance ANOVA was performed. The ANOVA test allowed us to examine 

the difference in means in the low/medium/high groups of the SPD variable against overall grade 

or certification. The ANOVA test is a way for this research to compare three means for statistical 

significance. Testing for a difference in low, medium, and high can help to answer the research 

hypothesis that: that students who have a high level of Social Presence in the course are more 

likely to receive a higher grade than students have a lower level of Social Presence The 

hypotheses for the ANOVA tests are below.  

H07: On average there is no difference in grade between the students who had a low Social 

Presence activity, medium Social Presence activity, and high Social Presence activity.  

H7: On average there is a difference in grade between the students who had a low Social 

Presence activity, medium Social Presence activity, and high Social Presence activity. 

  After a One-Way ANOVA, regression and correlation tests were performed on the 

variable Degree of Social Presence (DSP) and Grade to see if there is an effect on how active 

students were in the online environment and their overall grade. The hypotheses for the test are 

below.  

Line of Best Fit for Degree of Social Presence  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒDegreeSocialPresenceXDegreeSocialPresence 

H08: ΒDegreeSocialPresence= 0  

H8: ΒDegreeSocialPresence≠ 0  
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 Based on the results of this test series and Test Series #2, which examined Social Presence 

and Grade, the researcher is able to see if Social Presence affects course retention and if so, 

whether a high degree of Social Presence participation leads to overall retention. In sum, four 

series of statistical tests are applied to tease out whether Social Presence and retention are 

related, and if it is a positive relationship. These statistical analyses will help us determine 1) if 

there is a correlation between Social Presence and retention, and 2) how strong or weak is that 

relationship? A layered analysis between the variable making up Social Presence and overall 

Social Presence can help the researcher find out of some aspects of Social Presence can be more 

impactful than others.  

 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 
 

  The descriptive statistics offer a basic look at that data. The average grade for all students 

in the sample was 39.57%. The average grade for certificate earners in the sample was 88.2%. 

The percentage to obtain a certificate at the end of the course is 75%. To that end, the analysis 

also shows that 36% of the sample received a certificate. This means that 64% of the students in 

the sample did not earn a certificate. Compared to the total number of  course registrants, 35,519 

students, only 1,152 students obtained a certificate. This reinforces the need to better understand 

what Social Presence tools are useful in helping retain students in the course.  

  Activity interaction data of Group Cohesion, Open Communication, and Affective 

Expression ranged from 0-220, 0-249, and 0-374, respectively. The means for each of the three 

interaction types were very similar in number. The average number of Group Cohesion 

interactions performed by each student in the course was 12.24. The average number of Open 
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Communication interactions per student in the sample was 14.42. And finally, the average 

number of Affective Expression numbers was the highest at 15.02 interactions per student. The 

full chart of descriptive statistics is found below (Figure 11).  

 

Figure 11: Descriptive Statistics Results from SPSS 

Test Series 1 Results:  

  Below tables (Figures 12 and 13) are the results of Test Series 1, which analyzed the 

relationship between course interactions and overall student grade.  
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Figure 12 Top: Descriptive Statistics Chart from SPSS Analysis; Bottom: Portion of Correlation Table 
Analysis on Grade and Social Interactions 
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Figure 13 Coefficient Table from Regression Analysis of Test Series 1 

  The correlation coefficient test results (Figure 13) show that the correlations were 

statistically significant at the 0.05 level. Poll + Discussion Forum Participation, Discussion 

Forum Initiation, Student Lecture Notes, and Wiki Revisions by an Article written by another 

where the four strongest interactions that related to the grade. The correlation coefficients were 

0.421, 0.363, 0.272, and 0.190 respectively.  

  However, the regression results in the table above  (Figure 13) show that not all the 

variables were statistically significant in the regression test. In the regression analysis, some 

variables were found to have negative coefficients as well. These confusing results indicate that 

there must be something else in the test that is affecting the variables, including effects of 

collinearity. To that end, because the regression test does not match the results of the correlation 

test, the null hypothesis cannot be rejected.  

  For this analysis, the correlation test was straightforward and robust, therefore, the new 

revised hypotheses below will be used for the remaining of the analysis.  
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H02A: There is no statistically significant correlation between the student participation in the 

Social Presence variables in the course and his or her overall grade.  

H2A: There is a statistically significant correlation between the student participation in the Social 

Presence variables in the course and his or her overall grade.    

  While this study does not discuss causation between the interactions and overall grade, 

there is a statistically significant correlation coefficient between the variables and grade.  

Test Series 2 Results:  

 The test in the second series examined the total number of Social Presence interactions 

and its potential relation to overall grade. The results from the correlation test (Figure 14) below 

reveals a statistically significant correlation coefficient of 0.369 at the 0.05 significant level, 

which indicates a moderately positive relationship between a student’s total Social Presence and 

overall student grade. Therefore, the researcher concluded that Social Presence and grade are 

moderately positively correlated at a statistically significant level.  
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Figure 14 SPT and Grade Correlation and Regression Test Pt. 1 
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Figure 15 SPT and Grade Correlation and Regression Test Pt. 2 

 The regression analysis supports the Social Presence total and grade has a moderate 

statistically significantly correlation. This means that the researcher can reject H03 and accept H3.  

H03: ΒSocialPresenceTotal= 0  

H3: ΒSocialPresenceTotal ≠ 0 

Test Series 3 Results:  

  The third series of the tests attempt to see if Affective Expression, Open Communication, 

and Group Cohesion are related/correlated to overall student grade. The first null hypothesis in 

this series stated that there is no change in slope, thereby, no linear relationship, between 

Affective Expression and Grade in a line of best fit. The results of the test are below (Figure 16 

& 17).  

Line of Best Fit for Affective Expression:  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒAffectiveExpressionX2 

H04: ΒAffectiveExpression= 0  

H4: ΒAffectiveExpression ≠ 0 
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Figure 16 AFE & Grade Correlation & Regression Pt. 1 

 

Figure 17 AFE & Grade Correlation & Regression Pt. 2 

  The above correlation table (Figure 16) suggests that there is a positive, moderate 

relationship between Affective Expression and Grade by the Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient of 

0.378. This correlation coefficient is statistically significant at the 0.05 level, according to the 

correlation matrix analysis. In the regression coefficient table above (Figure 17), the results are 

also statistically significant. To that end, this confirms that there is a statistically significant, 

moderate, and positive relationship between Affective Expression and overall student Grade. 

Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected.  
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  The next test in the series examines Open Communication and Student Grade. The null 

hypothesis states that in the linear regression between Open Communication and overall student 

Grade, the slope would be equal to 0, meaning there is no relationship between Open 

Communication and Grade.  

Line of Best Fit for Open Communication:  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒOpenCommunicationX3 

H05: ΒOpenCommunication= 0  

H5: ΒOpenCommunication ≠ 0 

                                                 

Figure 18: OPC and Grade Correlation and Regression Test Pt. 1 
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Figure 19: OPC and Grade Correlation and Regression Test Pt. 2 

  In the correlation analysis (Figure 18), the results show a Pearson’s Correlation 

Coefficient of 0.330. This is a positive moderate relationship between Open Communication and 

Grade. The correlation test shows that the result is statistically significant. The regression 

analysis (Figure 19) shows that the linear relationship is statistically significant between Open 

Communication and Grade. Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected. There seems to be a 

statistically significant, moderate, positive relationship between a student’s amount of Open 

Communication and their grade.  

  The correlation coefficient for Open Communication is slightly less than the correlation 

coefficient for Affective Expression (0.330 vs. 0.378). The regression coefficient is also lower 

for Open Communication than Affective Expression (0.004 vs. 0.005). The results suggest that 

Affective Expression may be more correlated to Grade than Open Communication when 

compared to the overall Student Grade. Although both coefficients are very small, they are both 

statistically significant, so they can be considered in the analysis.  

  The third test examines a student’s overall Group Cohesion score compared to their 

overall grade. Like the other two tests in this series, the null hypothesis stated that there was no 

linear relationship between Group Cohesion and Grade variables.  

Line of Best Fit for Group Cohesion:  

YGrade = Β0 + ΒGroupCohesionX4 

H06: ΒGroupCohesion= 0  

H6: ΒGroupCohesion ≠ 0 
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Figure 20 GCE and Grade Correlation & Regression Pt. 1 

 

Figure 21 GCE and Grade Correlation & Regression Pt. 2 

  The correlation analysis shows that Group Cohesion again has a moderate, positive, 

statistically significant relationship to overall student grade. In the regression analysis, the results 

were positive and statistically significant, reinforcing the previous correlation finding. Therefore, 

the null hypothesis is rejected and the hypothesis is accepted: there is a positive, moderate, 

statistically significant relationship between Group Cohesion and overall Student Grade. In this 

analysis, Pearson’s correlation coefficient for Group Cohesion is higher than the correlation 
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coefficients for both Affective Expression and Open Communication. The regression coefficient 

for Group Cohesion is greater than those for Affective Expression and Open Communication, so 

the researcher can conclude that Group Cohesion has a greater impact on overall student grade. 

The results show that Group Cohesion has a relatively stronger correlation to grade than 

Affective Expression and Open Communication.  

Test Series 4 Results:  

  The fourth test series compared the difference in grade between the three activity levels 

of students: low, medium, and high. The hypotheses for the test are below.  

H07: On average there is no difference in grade between the students who had a low Social 

Presence activity, medium Social Presence activity, and high Social Presence activity.  

H7: On average there is a difference in grade between the students who had a low Social 

Presence activity, medium Social Presence activity, and high Social Presence activity. 

  

Figure 22: ANOVA Test Results for DSP vs. Grade 

  The above ANOVA test results show that there is a statistically significant difference in 

means between the low, medium, and high Social Presence groups. The researcher can reject the 

null hypothesis. This means that there is a difference in grade between the students who had a 

low, medium, and high Social Presence activity level. Table 10 shows the percent of students in 
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each category that received a certificate. It shows that there is a difference between the high, 

medium, and low activity level groups with fifty-seven percent of the highly social group 

receiving certificates, thirty-eight percent of the middle social group receiving certificates, and 

only fourteen percent of the low Social Presence group receiving certificates.  

TABLE 10: CERTIFICATION BY DEGREE OF SOCIAL PRESENCE CLASSIFICATION 
 

Degree of Social 
Presence Classification 

Percent of Group that 
Received Certificates 

High 57% 
Middle 38% 
Low 14% 

  

  The graph below shows the predicted grades for each student in the low, medium, and 

high groups compared to the actual distribution of grades. The three straight lines across one-

third of the graph show the average grades for students in the high, medium, and low categories. 

The average grades were calculated by taking an average of the grades for each category. For 

high Social Presence level students, the predicted grade was 61.2%. For the medium Social 

Presence level students, the predicted grade was 43.3% and for the low Social Presence level 

students, the predicted grade was only 16.8%. The grade shows that there is a greater cluster of 

high grades in the high Social Presence area, a split cluster of grades in the medium Social 

Presence area, and the cluster of low grades in the low Social Presence category. The clustering 

of the higher grades with the highly active participants, and a cluster of lower grades with the 

less active participants supports the research results: student who are more socially active tend 

to, on average, have higher grades than students who are less socially active.  
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  It is important to note that the graph below also shows the variability within the data set. 

The shows that there are still students with low social activity levels who had high grades. 

Likewise, there are students with a high social activity level with low grades. This variability is 

consistent with such in MOOCs and other big data projects. Therefore, while the statistical 

analysis demonstrates patterns and potential relationships, the below graphical representation of 

the data also shows the high amount of variability.  

 

Figure 23: Graph of Actual Grade v. Expected Grade Sorted by Degree of Social Presence 

 

  In sum, the statistical analysis of the four test series suggests that overall Social Presence 

had a moderately positive correlation to a higher grade. The more frequently a student 

participated in the course, the higher chance that he or she will receive a certificate in the course. 
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The study also saw that those who participated minimally, tended to get lower grades. The next 

section (Discussion) will use a Bayesian probability analysis to discussion and further unpack the 

results of the study.  

 

CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION  
 
 The statistical analyses in the previous chapter showed that social student involvement 

was positively associated with overall student grade. Using a Bayes’ probability approach by 

applying Tabu Unsupervised Structural Learning provided a better insight into the relationships 

between specific student interactions and grade. Therefore, while the statistical analyses in the 

previous chapter shows the relationship between overall student interaction and grade, an 

analysis using Tabu allowed the researcher to tease out the probabilistic relationships among all 

the variables of Social Presence and Student Grade. This enabled the researcher to see the 

Bayesian networks that formed.  

Bayesian networks, structured by the calculation of Bayes’ theorem, are a network of 

nodes that allow researchers to visualize and see probabilities in difference scenarios (Murphy, 

1998). In probability statistics, Bayes’ theorem is a mathematical analysis of conditional 

probabilities. Because Bayesian probabilistic graphical models can assist the visualization of the 

dependencies of the variables within the data set, the researcher used BayesiaLab, Bayesian 

software, to run a Tabu Unsupervised Learning analysis (Figures 24 & 25).  
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Figure 24: BayesiaLab Unsupervised Structural Learning (Tabu) of All Variables 

 

 

Figure 25: Bayesia Lab Software Analysis of Course Interactions to Student Grade 
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Tabu search is a metaheuristic algorithm that is used in examining combinations of items 

where optimal ordering is desired (North Carolina State University). This means that Tabu 

search can be a powerful tool in helping to organize seemingly random elements, behaviors, or 

circumstances. BayesiaLab’s Unsupervised Learning analysis tool can generate the possible 

structures of Bayesian networks of the variables through the Tabu methodology (Conrady & 

Jouffe, 2011). The Bayesian network will concisely show the possibility probabilities of standard 

correlation matrices (Conrady & Jouffe, 2011). Figure 24 displays the data set after a Bayesian 

Unsupervised Structural Learning algorithm is applied. All variables were include in the Tabu 

analysis because the researcher wanted to see what emerged from the data itself using 

Unsupervised Structural Learning.  

 The variables for Affective Expression (AFE), Open Communication (OPC), Group 

Cohesion (GCE), Social Presence Total (SPT), and Degree of Social Presence (DSP) were 

omitted from the second analysis. The decision to omit those variables is because the researcher 

wanted to examine which of the social interaction variables had an affect on overall student 

Grade.  

Two nodes had a direct effect on Grade, which included Student Lecture Notes and Poll + 

Forum Participation. Again, this supports the previous findings in Test Series #1 found that 

Student Lecture Notes and Poll + Forum Participation had the highest Pearson’s Correlation 

Coefficients when compared to Grade. The Wiki variables displayed interdependencies amongst 

each other, shown by the triangular relationship between the three Wiki variables in the lower 

left portion of the Bayesian network in Figure 24. Additionally, the network shows a relationship 

between Initiated Discussion Board Posts and Wiki Article Revisions Total variables. Therefore, 
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this connection in the network suggests that those students who where more active on the 

Discussion Board, where potentially more active on the Course Wiki as well.  

Again the two variables that relate to Grade are Student Lecture Notes and Poll and 

Forum Participation. Additionally, dependencies and relationships between Group Cohesion, 

Affective Expression, and Open Communication variables are visible, which is consistent with 

the COI model. Discussion forum interactions are seen to be linked to Affective Expression and 

Open Communication, which confirm that the study properly identified those variables for 

analysis. However, the above Tabu network shows Group Cohesion associated with all the 

Course Wiki Interactions. To that end, perhaps in the next study, Wiki interactions should only 

be categorized with a Group Cohesion label, instead of in Open Communication and Affective 

Expression in this study.   

Another interesting relationship that BayesiaLab highlights is the relationship between 

Initiated Discussion Forum Posts and Discussion Forum Replies. The network shows a 

relationship between initiation and reply. From a course design perspective, this could mean that 

the more instructions that encourage initiation of posts, can lead to a student taking the initiative 

to reply to another colleague’s post. This verifies the results once again and brings even more 

confidence to the analysis of the results for the study. The above Bayesian networks (Figures 24 

& 25) confirm that the Bayesian analysis can help to visualize many of the findings in the 

previous chapter. 

Course Design Implications  

 The results can lead to course design changes in the next Georgetown MOOC. For 

example, since Student Lecture Notes  and Poll and Discussion Forum Participation a direct 
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effect to overall student grade, these two interaction points could be strategic entry points for 

student discourse. One potential course design change could be to add an additional dimension of 

dynamism to the Student Lecture Notes by explicitly writing out students to encourage them to 

provide feedback to each other on the shared notes. This would increase both interaction with 

Student Lecture Notes and potentially increase student initiation of discussion posts.  

 Additionally, a second potential course design change could involve the Course Polls. 

Since the Course Poll and Discussion Participation also had a direct effect on Grade, course 

teaching assistants could enhance poll discussion by facilitating greater debate and discussion of 

the poll question. Additional engagement with polls and discussion could open up new means of 

discourse. The Bayesian analysis showed a relationship between Discussion forum activity and 

Course Wiki activity. To that end, a third potential course design change could include a 

redesign of the relationship between the Discussion Board and Course Wiki. As the course 

stands now, the Course Wiki and Discussion Board are completely separate. However, the data 

suggests that those that participate in one are more likely to participate in the other. Therefore, 

some activity or assignment that involved both the use of Course Wiki and the Discussion Board 

could be created to bridge communication between the two course components.  

 These are just three potential changes based on the data from the analysis. Georgetown 

can take these implications and test them in upcoming MOOCs, or potentially redesign these 

elements for following iterations of Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for 

Developed and Developing Countries.   

Discussion of Limitations 
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The first limitation is the seemingly narrow nature of the study. This study only covered 

one MOOC from one university. While, the results from the study are dependent on only one 

course, Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing 

Countries is a course designed with the framework of the COI model. As the literature review 

suggests, the COI model is commonly used for the study of computer-based online education. 

Additionally, much of the literature shows how the COI model transcends different course types, 

subjects, and platforms as a method of study. Therefore, while this study is only focused on one 

course, the methodology could be applied to others.  

The second limitation to the study is that the variables were collected on a quantitative 

basis—not a qualitative basis. This means that the action and intent behind the activity 

interaction is captured in the data, but the quality of a Discussion Forum reply is not captured. A 

person could be posting a one word comment like “yes,” “no,” or “hmm.” That said, while the 

exact wording of the variables are not captured, the study captures the action and the intent 

behind the action—both are inherently part of the COI model. While the material in the post may 

be one thing, the fact that a person was willing to post (an example of Open Communication) and 

share a personal thought (Affective Expression) either in agreement or disagree (Group 

Cohesion) still fits with in the variables of Social Presence in the COI model. There is certainly 

added benefit for textual analysis, for the purposes of this study, the capture of the action shows 

a student’s intent behind social interactions in the course. Because so much of the COI model is 

dependent on action and intent, this study has chosen Social Presence variables that highlight 

student intent, and that are not dependent upon the qualitative nature of the written interaction.  
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A third limitation to the study is that the data set only consists of students who have 

participated in the course. It does not examine students who did not participate in the course at 

all. Therefore, a sense of how students who did not participate at all are not depicted in this 

study. This does not nullify the results of the study however, simply because this study wanted to 

examine how Social Presence participation affected student grades. Therefore, a minimal amount 

of Social Presence is needed to examine how students who had a minimal amount of 

participation did in comparison to students who had a greater amount of participation.  

While these limitations exist, the study still provides a good picture of what Social 

Presence interactions were in Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for Developed 

and Developing Countries and how different levels of student engagement with the interactions 

affected overall student grades. This study can be replicated and expanded upon the future.  

 
CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

 
Georgetown’s first MOOC, Globalization’s Winners and Losers: Challenges for 

Developed and Developing Countries was a pilot project at Georgetown University and a 

experiment to learn about new designs in pedagogy. Based on the importance of student 

retention in both on-campus and online courses, this thesis examined the effects of student Social 

Presence with relation to overall student grade. Conclusions from this study can help design 

better online courses that can enhance student participation and retention.  

The research examined the following question: How does learner Social Presence in the 

course influence retention? Four statistical test series were created to analyze Social Presence 

and overall student grade in the course. These four tests determined that interactions with the 
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Social Presence variables had a moderate, positive correlation to overall grade. In fact, the results 

shows that the higher the number of total Social Presence interactions, the higher the chance that 

the student received a certificate at the end of the course. When the sample was broken into low, 

medium, and high Social Presence participation levels, the researcher found dramatically 

different results with relation to grade. Only fourteen percent of the students in the low Social 

Presence classification received a certificate, while thirty-eight percent of medium Social 

Presence participations received a certificate, and fifty-seven percent of the high Social Presence 

participants received certificates. The level of Social Presence in Globalization’s Winners and 

Losers: Challenges for Developed and Developing Countries is positively correlated to students 

receiving a higher grade.  

Bayesian and Tabu analysis showed a more nuanced picture of student interaction and the 

subsequent relationship between variables. Student Lecture Notes and Poll + Discussion Forum 

Participation were consistently the two variables highly correlated to overall student Grade. 

Therefore, from a course design perspective, Student Lecture Notes and Poll + Discussion Forum 

Participation could be strategic entry points for student discourse.  

This analysis is just the start of the literature from Georgetown related to online learning 

and education. To that end, this study can be replicated and expanded upon for future studies 

across or within MOOCs.  
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APPENDIX A: DEFINITIONS 

 
Affective Expression: A way for a participant within an online course to express emotion. This 

includes the use of humor and self-disclosure (Rourke et al., 2001).  

Community: A group of individuals who are connected and communicate with regard to mutual 

interests and similar expectations as to process and outcomes (Garrison, et al., pg. 10).  

Community of Inquiry: A framework for online collaborative learning that highlights that 

learning occurs within a community through the interaction of three essential elements cognitive 

presence, Social Presence, and teaching presence.  

Community of Inquiry Model: A process model constructed by Garrison, Anderson, and 

Archer in 2000 used to conceptualize the dynamics of online learning environments (Sheridan, et 

al., 2013, pg. 82) 

Constructivism: Constructivism is an educational philosophy that holds that learners ultimately 

construct their own knowledge that then resides within them, so that each person's knowledge is 

as unique as they are (Oregon Technology in Education Council).  

Discourse: A collaborative and critical process for clarifying and resolving cognitive conflict 

through an open and disciplined (reflective and reasoned) form of dialogue or discussion with the 

potential for mutual agreement (Akyol, 2013).  

Group Cohesion: A type of expression related to belonging to a group or community within the 

online environment. Rourke et al.. (2001) found that interactions using vocatives, phatics and 

salutations, and inclusive pronouns were parts of Group Cohesion.  
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Inquiry: A process of critical thinking and problem solving based on the generalized scientific 

method leading to resolution and the growth of personal and collective knowledge (Akyol, 

2013). 

Open Communication: Open Communication expresses the interactivity of participants within 

the online platform. Rourke et al.. (2001) originally identified things such as continuing a thread, 

asking questions, and expressing appreciation as indicators of Open Communication. 

Social Presence: The ability of participants to identify with the community (e.g. course of 

study), community purposefully in a trusting environment, and developing inter-personal 

relationships by way of projecting their individual personalities (Aykol, 2013, pg. 44).  
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APPENDIX B: AN EARLY GLOBALIZATION’S WINNERS AND LOSERS: CHALLENGES FOR 
DEVELOPED AND DEVELOPING COUNTRIES COI MODEL 
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