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Abstract

Purpose: This pilot study examined the relationship between engaged learning, social presence, and blended learningin a
graduate nursing health policy course. The aims of the study were to: 1) determine the relationship between engaged
learning, social presence and student satisfaction, and 2) investigate students’ perceived learning with online discussions
and seminar blogs.

Results: Twenty-one participants compl eted adapted versions of the Social Presence and Satisfaction Scales. Overall there
was a strong relationship between engaged learning, social presence, and student satisfaction.

Conclusions: Combining face-to-face classroom discussion with academically relevant assignments that engaged
students in the health policy course was associated with an overall sense of satisfaction. The majority of participants
reported that online discussions/blogs provided an opportunity to learn the “value of other points of view.” Respondents
also reported “greater collaboration working with colleagues with-in the blended model.” Seventy-one percent of
respondents reported they were “ stimulated to do additional reading or research on topics discussed in the online portion of
the class.” The majority of respondents stated they “felt actively engaged with the course content working with-in the
blended model.” Instructor presence in the online component of the course was important for creating a sense of online
community and student engagement.

Key words
Engaged learning, Blended learning, Satisfaction scale, Social presence, Blogs

1 Background

Learningisa*“... relatively permanent change in mental processing, emotional functioning, and/or behavior as a result of
experience. It is the lifelong, dynamic process by which individuals acquire new knowledge or skills and alter their
thoughts, feelings, attitudes and actions” (p.52) %,

Learning is based on many factors, including individual learning style, pedagogical approach, and the technology or
methodology used to deliver the information. Technology in the form of mobile devices, simulation, online software, and
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course management systems such as Blackboard® and Moodle® has radically changed how education is delivered.
Students Google®, text, email, Facebook®, and tweet using social media, to stay connected and gain information. They
seek support, reinforce relationships, seek advice, and advise each other. The availability of wireless technology
propagates new ways of communicating and impacts not only our social engagement but how education outside of the
classroom is delivered 2. Students now have immediate access to material and information and the ability to engage with
others from anywhere and to learn in a fashion that is most comfortable for them around the clock /. Courses that take
advantage of these communication avenues combining face-to-face interaction with an online component allows for
increased flexibility 1! and better prepares students for the didactic classroom setting . Thiswill likely also enhance their
community of inquiry and engagement with faculty and peers, improving their learning.

1.1 Theoretical foundation

Social Learning Theory isa perspective on learning that “includes personal characteristics of the learner, behavior patterns,
and the environment” (p. 67) (. Learning is fortified by intrinsic factors, role models, and the external and internal
reinforcement of behaviors. The active learners observe (and engage with) others and make decisions based on these
observation and feedback (reinforcement). Shared social experiences and dialog, which give rise to a community of
inquiry and social presence, enhance learning ™.

Additionally, consider that each person has a unique blend of strengths and abilities, challenges, and emotional and
intellectual intelligences. Howard Gardner 1 posits that intelligence is not a single entity, rather it is comprised of nine
basic intelligences, including: verbal-linguistic, logical/mathematical, bodily kinesthetic, spatial-visual, musical, inter-
personal, intrapersonal, naturalistic, and existential. The linguistic learner may be good with oral presentations; the learner
with strong logical or mathematical intelligence will see the patterns; the musical learner will detect the appreciation for
sound; the bodily or kinesthetic learner will learn through body movement; the individual with good spatial visual
intelligence will learn through images and space; the learner with strong interpersonal skills will relate well with others
and will be more self-aware; the learner with an affinity for naturalistic intelligence will have an awareness of their natural
environment; while the learner with an affinity to existential learning will tackle the deep human existence type questions
(www.infed.org).

Teaching primarily consists of verbal-linguistic intelligence, while the other intelligences may be underutilized. Using
multiple pedagogies such as online, and face-to-face interaction, and engaged activities, allows learners to engage in an
environment best suited to them while challenging them to experience other ways of learning . Using social learning
theory as a means of augmenting multiple intelligences was a foundation for this study.

1.2 Review of the literature

1.2.1 Search methods
A review of theempirica literature was facilitated using EBSCO Host, Science Direct, ProQuest, PsycINFO, and PubMed.
Search terms included engaged learning, blended learning, social presence, constructivist theory, blogging, multiple
intelligence, and adult learning.

1.2.2 Blended learning

According to the Sloan Consortium [/ there is a resurgence in interest surrounding blended learning. Online programs,
including blended learning are deemed critical to the long-term strategy of many institutions, thus academic ingtitutions
will continue to improve the overall state of education through blended learning. There generally is no accepted definition
of blended learning due in part to the varying ratios of online versus face-to-face learning °!. Fundamentally blended
learning is a combination of technology/media integrated with face-to-face and online learning designed to complement
each other and promote learning for many learning styles . It allows distance learners to both synchronously and
asynchronously interact with their instructor and classmates [?. What is not clear is the ideal ratio of online and
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face-to-face interaction that is needed for optimal learning [*?. Regardless of the ratio, the outcome data for this pedagogy
ispromising. There are several variables that contribute to these positive outcomes, including course structure, emotional
support, and communication . Blended pedagogy has been well researched and found to be an effective means of
facilitating learning.

1.2.3 Social presence and online learning

Sacial presence was first introduced by the field of social psychology as the “the degree of salience of the other personin
the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships’ (p.65) 1. It was later redefined as “the
degree to which a person is perceived as a‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p. 151) Y. It is a construct that is
influenced by two important factors: intimacy and immediacy [® 2. Intimacy is dependent upon verbal and non-verbal
cues such as physical distance, eye contact, and smiling, whereasimmediacy is “the measure of the psychological distance
that a communicator puts between himself or herself and the object of his’her communication” ( p. 9) ?. Teacher
immediacy and the presence of others are especially important factorsin online education, in part because social presence
facilitates trust and self-disclosure within an online environment %2

Gunawardena and Zittle 'Y, pioneers in the area of social presence and computer-mediated conferencing, suggest that
social presenceis areliable predictor of satisfaction. The benefits of social presencein the area of student satisfaction are
well documented, and it must be established in order to initiate learning in the online environment " *®. Students who
perceived a high level of collaborative learning also perceived high levels of socia presence [ ?Y. A sense of social
presence or connectednessin the classroom was also related to engaged learning 19,

A “community of inquiry” is important for successful engaged learning frameworks ™. This community of inquiry
includes in part, critical reflection, a high degree of uncertainty and tolerance, and a “trusting, respectful attitude of
inquiry.” A key factor in the success of a blended learning program is the respect each member of the class has for each
other, which encourages the expression of ideas without negative responses [*!.

Y oung and Bruce [* define engaged learning as the interest and motivation students have in their own learning. Student
engagement is dependent upon several variables including the instructor’'s sense of connection with students and the
creation of interesting, educational, and meaningful online activities .. Instructors who incorporate technology in the
classroom can enhance student engagement and facilitate “higher levels’ of learning 124

1.2.4 Technology and online learning

The course management-system Moodle® is a powerful platform that allows synchronous and asynchronous learning to
occur and it allows faculty to promote student engagement and peer interaction. However, while discussion boards can
foster camaraderie, they may not be effective at deepening analytic and evaluative skills ®?. Blogs on the other hand can
provide asense of community and enhance learning through both student and instructor interaction ™. Moodle® includes
ablog component, which allowsfor the integration of blogs through engaged |earning. Blogs are effective asthe instructor
can set up atopic and provide students with aforum whereby they can post comments, email linksto the class, and monitor
and participate in online discussion. Unlike discussion boards, blogs can be easily used on a handheld or mobile device,
which allows instructors and students immediate engagement 2%, Blogs are an appealing way for educators to integrate
computer-mediated communication tools at the university level ¥, and are an effective way to implement blended
learning.

So and Brush ! examined the relationship between collaborative learning, social presence and satisfaction in a blended
learning format and found that collaborating on a group project was associated with higher levels of perceived learning.
Similarly, Goldman et al. ' utilized seminar blogs in ablended learning environment and found that blogs enhanced the
learning and understanding of environmental health issues. Specifically, 60 graduate students in a public health class
reported that the use of blogs enriched their earning experience, increased their interaction with others, and expanded their
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classroom learning. Over half of the group reported they learned from their peers, which may be indicative of the caliber of
studentsin agraduate level course. Eighty percent of non-native speakersfound it easier to write acomment or respond to
another person than to speak aloud in class. Additionally, over 65% of students stated learning and using blogs was useful
for current and future work, which implies that thisis a skill that has good carry-over effects.

Halic et al. ¥ explored student perceptions of the effectiveness of blogs as an adjunct to lectures. Sixty seven under-
graduate students were required to respond to aweekly post about class content, and respond to at |east one peer comment
for atotal of 9 weeks. The majority of participants reported that their blog experience was positive as it enhanced their
learning and led them to think about issues outside of the classroom, and to think about different perspectives. In addition,
students who reported a higher sense of community also reported higher levels of learning.

1.3 Purpose of the study

The graduate nursing program at this university was developed with the working student in mind. Considering that
hospital-based nurses generally work every other weekend, course work was initially offered on alternate weekends.
Students stated they had a difficult time transitioning back and forth between course work, employment, and family
obligations with the time laps between course engagement times. The challenge of keeping students engaged on the “ of f
week” was very real. A blended learning model was therefore devel oped and piloted in several sections of one course.

The purpose of this study was to examine the complex relationship between engaged learning, social presence, and
blended learning. The aims of this study wereto: 1) determine the relationship between engaged learning, socia presence,
and student satisfaction; and 2) investigate students’ perceived learning with online discussions and seminar blogs.

1.4 Population of interest

The participantsin this pilot study were graduate nursing students enrolled in two sections of health care policy at a small
university in northern California. The sample included 21 graduate nursing students.

2 Methods

2.1 Ethics

This project was approved by the University’ s Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects. Students
were required to attend the course and to complete the coursework, but completion of the surveys was voluntary.
Information was provided about the study and consent was implied if one completed the survey. A faculty member who
was not associated with the class administered the survey. Completing or not completing the survey in no way affected the
student’ s grade.

2.2 Procedures and assumptions

The study examined a graduate-level blended-format course in two sections of Health Policy. There were severa criteria
for the course: a) students were required to post responses to weekly topics and respond to at least one peer, through a
weekly blog via Moodle®; b) students engaged in civic activities — for example wrote a letter to their congressman, or
attended a public policy meeting and spoke during the open discussion period, and/or wrote an Op-Ed piece for the local
newspaper; and c) students met every other week for face-to-face classroom discussion. The online blog and discussion,
individual engaged activities, and classroom discussions were interwoven in order to provide a rich, comprehensive
learning experience. All students who completed the health policy course were eligible to participate in this pilot study.

Students were approached at the completion of the course and invited to complete a paper and pencil survey about their
satisfaction with working in a multi-modal, blended format. No identifying marks were on the surveys. Students were
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identified by a specific identification number only. Surveys were placed in a sealed envelope and the completed surveys
were given to the individual responsible for data entry.

2.3 Instruments

The survey instrument was based on the social presence and satisfaction scales originally constructed by Gunawardena
and Zittle ™ and their research on social presence and satisfaction in computer-mediated environments. With permission
from Dr. Charlotte Gunawardena, the scaleswere modified to adapt the language of the university environment rather than
the Global Ed environment asinitially intended. The social presence scalewasa 13-item Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
2 = disagree, 3=unsure, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree). The student satisfaction scalewas an 11-item Likert scale (1 =
strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree). Students were asked to answer two open-ended questions that were reflective of
their perceptions of benefits related to course materia and their satisfaction with course content and
learning . Narrative data included: “Which aspects of this course was more beneficial to you and why? and “How
satisfied were you with the course? For example, were your goals and/or expectations met? Please explain (e.g. were the
course activities and assignments appropriate, was the content well-organized?’ Additional dataincluded age, gender, and
past experience with online learning.

Reliability analysis was run for both the Social Presence Scale and the Satisfaction Scale with Cronbach’s alpha of a
=.964 (13 and a = .959 (1 respectively. Validity was supported by expert review of the documents and comparison to the
construct as defined by Gundawardena. External validity is limited because of the small and narrowly defined sample.

2.4 Data collection and data analysis

Students were asked to compl ete the demographics and surveys at the end of the semester. Completed surveyswere placed
in a sealed envelope and returned to the researcher. Data were analyzed using SPSSv.17 for Windows. Analysisincluded
frequencies, descriptives, Cronbach’s alpha, correlation, and independent samples t-tests.

The two scales, satisfaction and social presence were collapsed to form two overall scores for analysis. Individual items
were analyzed using correlation.

3 Results

3.1 Demographics

The group was primarily female (95.2%). Ages were reported as 18-25 (14.3%), 26-35 (28.6%), 35-45 (19%), and greater
than 45 (38%). Eighty percent of individuals stated they had completed at least one online course in the past. All had a
Bachelor’s degreein some field and at least one had an Associate degree in Nursing.

3.2 Statistical findings

There was no significant difference between the two groups in overall satisfaction and socia presence even though there
were two different instructors. There was an extremely high correlation between the two collapsed scales of Social
Presence and Satisfaction at r = .955 for both (p =.000, n = 21). Table 1 details the responses for the Social Presence items
and Table 2 details the responses for the Satisfaction items. Please note that, because of the small sample, strongly agree
and agree were collapsed as were strongly disagree and disagree.

The mean, median, and standard deviation were evaluated for each of the 13 itemsin the Social Presence Scale. Maximum
score for each item was five. Overall respondents were satisfied with the blended format class. Mean scores ranged from
3.48 (“online or web-based education is an excellent medium for socia interaction”) to 4.62 (“I felt comfortable
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interacting with other participants in the course”). The top two responses were related to comfort with the online format.
Eighty-five percent of respondents reported they felt comfortable interacting with other students through this format.

Table 1. Social Presence Scale (percents)

Lineltem Disagree/SD Unsure  Agree/SA Mean* SD
OnI-| ng or Wep-based education is an excellent medium for 286 19 524 3.48 178
social interaction.

| felt comfortable conversing through this medium. 238 14.3 61.9 3.76 173
Thei ntrqductlons enabled me to form a sense of online 286 143 571 357 1.80
community.

The instructor created afeeling of an online community. 28.6 14.3 57.1 4.05 1.50
| _felt cquortable participating in the online course 48 238 14 433 115
discussions.

The instructor facilitated discussions on the course. 14.3 19.0 66.7 4.05 1.50
| felt comfortable interacting with other participantsin the 48 95 85.7 462 102
course.

| fel.t t.hat my point of view was acknowledged by other 19.0 95 714 405 163
participants.

| was able t_o.form digtinctive individual impressions of some 95 238 66.7 414 135
course participants.

My level of .Iearnlng that took place in this course was the 143 238 619 305 150
highest quality.

Overall the instructor for this course met my expectations. 14.3 9.5 76.2 3.85 1.49
Plscuss ons using the medi um.of on!l ne postings are more 143 19.0 66.7 404 148
impersonal than face-to-face discussions.

Note. All scores ranged from 1.00 to 5.00

* 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Unsure, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree

Table 2. Satisfaction (percents)

Lineltem Disagree/SD Unsure Agree/SA Mean* SD
| was able to learn through the medium of online posting. 4.8 28.6 66.7 4.24 18

| was able to learn from the online discussions. 4.8 235 714 4.33 155
| yvas sti m_ul ated to QO Eddlt.l onal reading or research on topics 143 143 714 414 1.49
discussed in the online portion of the course.

| learned to value other points of view. 9.5 4.8 85.7 452 1.25
Asa r@lt of my .e).(perl epce with the online nursing course, | 238 190 571 367 171
would like to participate in ancther blended course.

The online part of this course was a useful learning experience.  19.0 19.0 61.9 3.86 1.62
| feel .I _Iearned morein thlsj blended course than | would have in 238 286 476 3.47 166
atraditional classroom setting.

The.d.lvers.ty of tOpI(?S in the online course prompted me to 95 238 66.7 414 135
participate in discussions.

| put agreat .d.eal of.effort mtg Iear.nlng r_10w to post onlinein 238 143 619 376 173
order to participate in the online discussion.

| felt actively engaged with the course content working with the 238 19.0 571 367 171
blended model.

| felt greater collaboration with my colleagues working within 238 95 66.7 286 174

the blended content.

Note. all scores ranged from 1.00 to 5.00

* 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Unsure, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree
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The mean, median, and standard deviation for the social presence scale were evaluated for each of the 11 items of the
Satisfaction scale. Maximum score for each item was five. The top item was “| learned to value other points of view”
(4.52), followed by “1 was able to learn from the online discussions” (4.33) and “1 was stimulated to do additional reading
or research on topics discussed in the online portion of the course” (4.15).

There were three main factors from the satisfaction scale that correlated highly with elements of the social presence scale;
1) the creation of an online community, 2) diversity of topics, and 3) facilitator discussion. High correlations were found
for “The instructor created a feeling of online community” and “The online part of the course was a useful learning
experience (r = .93); “The diversity of topics in the online course prompted me to participate in the discussion (r = .86);
and “| felt actively engaged with the course content working within the blended model (r = .88).

Diversity of topics was aso an important element for overall satisfaction. The item “The diversity of topicsin the online
course prompted me to participate in the discussions’ correlated highly with “I felt instructor facilitated discussions on the
course” (r = .86), and “overall the online part of the course met my learning objectives’ (r = .88).

The item “The instructor facilitated discussions on the course” correlated highly with “1 was able to learn through the
medium of online posting (r = .81), “the online part of the course was a useful learning experience (r = .93), “the diversity
of topics in the online course prompted me to participate in discussion” (r = .86), and “| felt actively engaged with the
course content working within the blended model (r = .88).

3.3 Narrative responses

Two narrative questions assessed how beneficial this course was to student leaning, and overall satisfaction with course
pedagogy. The qualitative data from the open-ended questions reinforced the findings from the quantitative data analysis.
The responses to the question “Which aspect of this course was more beneficial to you and why?’ were overwhelmingly
positive. One respondent enjoyed the “different types of course activities,” while another stated she enjoyed “getting
involved with local community activities.” Several respondents reported a sense of political awareness as noted in the
response “| really enjoyed this class. | feel | have been more political and aware of my community.” One woman stated
“The online discussion was beneficial to me, but at the sametime it was easy to overlook.” Another reported “| prefer face
to face interaction, but online aspects allow for more in-depth research and conversation [sic] is more convenient.”

The responses to the question “How satisfied were you with the course?’ were overall positive. “I learned lots of
information in the health care field” “... it stretched my mind.” “It expanded my knowledge and broadened my
understanding of health care and politics” “... inspired me to think outside of the box and pushed me out of my comfort
zone.” and “the blended structure of the class worked well.” Not all were satisfied with the asynchronous learning format.
One respondent stated: “Because things were posted at different times, it was difficult to follow the conversations’.

4 Discussion and conclusions

Blended learning is aflexible approach to learning that transcends time and place while offering an asynchronouslearning
environment, simultaneously maintaining the benefits of the face-to-face interaction. Blended learning has the potential to
engage students in critical thinking, and reflective experiences [*1% ™ |eads to personal and professional growth 1*# %3
alows interaction and engagement with other students and faculty [ *? and encourages openness and tolerance for other’s
ideas as well as arespectful attitude of inquiry 2.

Among this group there was a strong relationship between engaged learning, socia presence, and student satisfaction.
More specifically, combining face-to-face classroom discussion and online interactive activities, with academically
relevant assignments, engaged studentsin the course content and was associated with an overall sense of satisfaction. This
relationship between online discussion and satisfaction has been found with other cohorts of nursing students 127,
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These studentsfelt asense of safety in this community inquiry and devel oped trust and respect for each other; there wasan
ability to express one's self without feeling vulnerable. This sense of community was reinforced by the social presence
which came from being able to exchange ideas and information in this safe environment in class and online at any time of
the day or night. Also, the majority of students reported that the online discussion provided an real opportunity to learn
from others and hear others’ perspectiveswhich is consistent with past research ' ¢ *8!: jt motivated them to do additional
readings and to be more engaged with their peers. They felt more connected with their classmates. Study participants were
engaged in their learning and the overwhelming mgjority of respondents stated their point of view was acknowledged by
others. One student reported being inspired to think outside of the box and being pushed to work outside of her comfort
zone. Students also reported a sense of “ connectedness’ as opposed to isolation. Others studies support thisand have found
that combining face-to-face meetings, with clinically relevant assignments and discussion boards may prepare students for
lifelong learning 3.

This being said, the onus of ensuring engagement among the students is on the faculty who must be available and engaged
in the work along with the students. Technology, provides educators the ability to actively engage students with course
content, to move students from teacher-centered to student-centered learning #. As students move towards student-
centered learning, they purposefully engage with one another and are open to others' ideas and interpretations ™.

The aims of this pilot study were twofold. Firstly, we sought to determine the relationship between engaged learning,

socia presence, and blended learning. There was active involvement with course content when there was a sense of socia

presence; specifically, facilitation of an online community was important for engagement with course content within the
blended model. Secondly, we sought to investigate students' perceived learning with online discussions and seminar blogs.
Facilitator involvement was extremely important. Students were stimulated to do additional readings or research topics
discussed in the online component of the course if the instructor facilitated discussions, and when students felt that their

point of view was acknowledged by other participants.

Over 85% of students stated they felt comfortable interacting with other participants in the course. This finding is
consistent with Cobb ¥ who found that the majority of participants felt comfortable interacting in a blended learning
format. It isimportant that participants know they can post a discussion without fear of negative responses from others as
this encourages a community of inquiry ™. Online discussion aso gives the learner for whom English is a second
language, time to consider his or her response and to formulate alogical and coherent response rather than trying to think
of just the right words in an immediate environment.

Blended learning is a positive way for graduate students to learn. It provides students the ability to connect with their
professor and their peers, as well as learn through creative reflection and discourse 2. This pilot study supports Social
Learning Theory where environment, interaction, intrinsic factors, motivation, and reinforcement are clear aspects of the
blended learning environment.

5 Practical implications

As the opportunity for blended learning grows, nursing faculty need to be provided with adequate professional
development so they can teach online ™. In this study, the online discussion involved online blogs and was carried over to
the face-to-face discussion the following week. The interface of the two forms of learning should come together
seamlessly and time must be provided for participants to discuss the online content in a face-to-face setting ©°..

While blended learning is not new in academe, it isaway to help studentslearn in an environment where one-size does not

fit all ). The academic horizon is changing; learning takes place online, in groups, individually, by facing, tweeting,
Moodling, and Googling. Students no longer accept outdated pedagogical practices. As learning is a dynamic process,
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faculty and universities need to be dynamic in how learning is facilitated. Using blended learning is smply one way to
support the students and enhance learning well into the future.

6 Limitations

The main limitation of this pilot study is the small sample size and convenience sampling technique. The time frame for
the study was aso relatively short (16 weeks), which isthe length of atraditional semester. Since studentsinteracted with
each other online on a bi-monthly basis, this short time frame may have been too brief a period to fully determine the
capacity of group dynamics and social presence through online discussion 2.

This study also utilized self-reports and the effects of blended learning were not specifically measured with a comparison
group. Similarly, overall satisfaction was measured with the Satisfaction Scale [?, yet specific questions about blogs
themselves were not addressed. It may be helpful to address which specific variables impact perceived learning.

Technology has allowed us to move forward with how we educate our future nurses. Programs that use blended learning
are measuring positive effects, including increased flexibility ', better preparation for the didactic classroom setting %,
openness and tolerance for others’ ideas, and arespectful attitude of inquiry > 4. As technological advances continue to
improve, it will be imperative that education utilize what is available in order that we continually improve our nursing
education to meet the demands of the changing health care system.
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