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ABSTRACT 

The introduction of the internet has had a profound effect on the way in which students learn.  

Students are no longer bound by the four walls of traditional classrooms because they can now 

receive their education through online courses.  However, one of the largest hurdles that 

universities face with teaching online courses is keeping students enrolled.  Many researchers 

have investigated why there is such a large drop-out rate for online courses, and several have 

found that a relationship between drop-out rates and sense of community in online course. 

Researchers have typically found that as sense of community increases the drop-out rate 

decreases.  Therefore, it is imperative to study what causes sense of community to rise.  This 

quantitative correlational study has investigated the relationship between sense of community 

and another factor, religiosity, to see if they are related.  The purpose of this study was to add to 

the current research base on religiosity and sense of community.  This study is important because 

its findings helped to shed light on why online, undergraduate level students drop out of their 

online college courses.  A convenience sample of 95 online, undergraduate level students from a 

Southeastern United States University participated in the study.  In this study, two separate 

instruments were used to measure the variables of religiosity and sense of community.  Pearson’s 

r and Spearman’s r were calculated, and it was discovered that a relationship exists between 

religiosity and sense of community.  It was concluded that universities should try to utilize 

students’ religiosity in the online classroom to help promote a sense of community.  Future 

research should focus on the effect that religiosity has in both secular and religious universities.   

Keywords: religiosity, sense of community, online undergraduate students 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

 Chapter One details the background and purpose of this correlational, quantitative study. 

The chapter begins with a review of background information that is relevant to the study, 

including the positive and negative features of online learning, religiosity, and sense of 

community.  The next section of Chapter One discusses the problem and purpose statements, 

which will guide the research towards discovering whether or not there is a relationship between 

students’ religiosity and their sense of community in online, undergraduate level courses.  The 

significance of the study is also explained in this chapter.  The significance of the study focuses 

on why it is important to study religiosity and sense of community and how they relate to each 

other.  Lastly, the chapter covers the research question, the null hypotheses, and the definitions 

that are involved in the study. The research question establishes the goal of the study, which is to 

discover if there is a relationship between the two variables, religiosity and sense of community.  

The three null hypotheses specify what will be investigated during the course of the study, and 

the definitions help to clarify terms that will be used throughout the study.    

Background 

 Many students in today’s society are attracted to online learning at the university level 

because of the perks associated with taking online courses; however, these perks often 

overshadow the negative aspects, which may be more detrimental than students and schools 

realize.  Some of the perks include learning at one’s own pace (Barbour, Grzebyk, & Eye, 2014), 

enhancing learning for gifted students (Barbour et al., 2014), and earning course recovery credits 

(Carr, 2014).  The drawbacks include the following: less face-to-face interaction time with peers 

and instructors (Masino, 2015), an intense requirement for self-discipline (Gaytan, 2013), and 
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lower levels of connectedness to the school (Bolliger & Inan, 2012).   However, the most 

distressing drawback is the high dropout rates (Moore, 2014), which tend to be 10-20% higher 

among online students enrolled in college level courses than they are in traditional students 

enrolled at the same level (Randolph & Kangas, 2008).  The research that supports these higher 

dropout rates in online courses investigated students enrolled in bachelor to doctoral level 

college programs including education, leadership, technology, and health science (Randolph & 

Kangas, 2008).  The researchers looked to see whether there was a difference in dropout rates 

between the online students and the traditional classroom students, and found that there was a 

significant difference (Randolph & Kangas, 2008).  Randolph and Kangas’ study shows that this 

problem has been around for a while, but more recent studies highlight that it is still an ongoing 

issue.  

Another study reported that the online dropout rate had reached as high as 50% among 

higher education online learners (Lee, Pate, & Cozart, 2015).  Current online learning data has 

shown that as course enrollment continues to grow so does the rate at which students drop out 

(Lee et al., 2015).  This problem has caused researchers to ponder why students are dropping out 

of online courses at such an alarming rate.  

 To address this issue, many researchers began to look at the differences between distance 

learning and traditional learning courses.  Historically, distance education has been around for a 

long time.  In fact, Penn State began offering courses through the radio in 1922, but it was not 

until the late 1980s and early 1990s that entire online programs were being offered (Dumbauld, 

2014).  Once large numbers of students began enrolling in online courses, it became apparent to 

universities that one of the largest demographic groups of students enrolled were adults trying to 

balance family obligations and the demands of a full-time job (McCall, 2013).  One survey 
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report found that adults were three times more likely to enroll in an entirely online class than a 

traditional face-to-face class (McCall, 2013).  Even with the flexibility of online courses, adult 

students still drop out of their online programs to take care of other areas in their lives.   

Due to the fact that this problem affects so many people in society at large, many 

universities and institutions are in the process of putting certain supports in place to help both 

faculty teaching online students and the students themselves to be more successful (Almpanis, 

2015; Hillard, 2015; Islam, Beer, & Slack, 2015; Mallison & Krull, 2013).  Some support 

systems, such as having technology experts and 24-hour help desks, are geared towards faculty 

members that have to teach in online environments (Gosselin, Northcote, & Reynauld, 2016).  In 

order to successfully support these instructors in online settings, the first goal of the support 

system must be to identify the technological needs of the instructors (Gosselin et al., 2016).  For 

example, some instructors may feel confident teaching in an online setting while other instructors 

may doubt their capability to successfully teach in a fully online classroom because they are 

unfamiliar with the required technology (Gosselin et al., 2016).   

Instructors are not the only ones who need help.  Other supports, such as synchronous 

web tools like Wikis, are aimed at students and help them connect with others at the same time 

but from different locations (Kear, Donelan, & Williams, 2014).  These are useful because they 

allow students to reach out to other students for help outside the “classroom” environment.  

Another type of support happens within the online classroom by building a strong sense of 

community, which can help to lower dropout rates (Moore, 2014).  According to Moore (2014), 

students with a stronger sense of community are more likely to stay enrolled in their program.  

The problem with this statement is that sense of community tends to be higher in traditional 

classrooms than online classrooms (Delahunty, Verenikina, & Jones, 2014).  This problem has 
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been the driving force behind many research studies that have investigated sense of community 

in online courses  (Lewis, McVay-Dyche, & Chen, 2015; Randolph & Crawford, 2013; 

Shackleford & Maxwell, 2012; Terosky & Heasley, 2015).  Past researchers have focused on 

why sense of community is lower in online courses.  The current research study will investigate 

sense of community in online, undergraduate level courses, but from a different angle.  It will 

seek to see how students’ sense of community is related to their level of religiosity in 

undergraduate-level online courses.  It is important to study these two topics, religiosity and 

sense of community, together because it has been found that religiosity is closely related to 

school connectedness, which is similar to sense of community (Azagba, Asbridge, & Langille, 

2014).  Another study has also shown that religiosity can be used as a bridge to bring people 

together, which may help to increase sense of community and lower dropout rates (Reichard, 

2014).  However, the two variables, sense of community and religiosity, have not been studied 

together specifically in online courses at the undergraduate level.   

 The literature base does include some information on religiosity and sense of community, 

but the two are not typically presented together.  One of the cornerstone studies to look at 

religion and sense of community together was Rovai, Baker, & Cox’s (2008) study, which 

investigated the differences in sense of community that was reported by students at both a 

Christian university and a non-Christian university.  This was not the first time that Rovai has 

studied sense of community.  He had previously studied it in many other contexts including: 

sense of community (SoC) in graduate online courses (Rovai, 2001a), SoC in distance classes 

taught through the television (Rovai, 2003), SoC in blended and traditional classes (Rovai & 

Jordan, 2004), and differences in SoC between different races and genders (Rovai & Baker, 

2005).  Rovai’s time and efforts into studying sense of community have made him the premier 
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researcher in sense of community in online courses.  Other researchers often cite Rovai’s studies 

and use the instrument he developed to measure sense of community (Randolph & Crawford, 

2013).  The current study will also use Rovai’s (2002b) instrument as a measurement of sense of 

community.    

 In addition to understanding the historical contexts surrounding sense of community in 

online classes, it is also important to discuss the social contexts surrounding it.  Society is 

increasingly using technology in every sector of life, and education is definitely one of those 

sectors.  The classroom environment has especially been affected by society’s acceptance of 

technology.  The classroom has had to change in order to fit society’s needs (Furió, Juan, & 

Seguí, 2015).  As a result, there are now multiple versions of “classrooms” that students can 

attend, such as traditional, fully online, or hybrid/blended (Roscoe, 2012).  Since some of these 

types of classrooms are relatively new, instructors are finding that they need help to ensure their 

students are successful in their classes (Lange, 2013).  Universities are looking for ways to help 

instructors support their students to maintain success and enrollment.  By looking at the theories 

behind why students drop out, professors and universities can get a better idea of how to help 

students.  

 Theoretically, the current study was based in two different theories: Bandura’s (1977) 

social cognitive theory and Ryan and Deci’s (2009) self-determination theory.  A part of 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory is the idea of self-efficacy.  Simply put, self-efficacy is a 

person’s belief in his or her ability to accomplish a task (Bandura, 1986).  Having a strong sense 

of self-efficacy is essential to a student’s success in an online program.  If the student does not 

believe that he or she can pass the course, then they are more likely to drop out of the program.  

Students enrolled in online courses tend to drop out at rate that is 10-20% higher than their 
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cohorts taking traditional style classes (Randolph & Kangas, 2008), which has lead researchers 

to wonder whether or not self-efficacy plays a role in being successful in online programs 

(Kirmizi, 2015).  Researchers have pointed out that programs with a stronger sense of 

community foster an increase in self-efficacy, which underlines the importance of studying sense 

of community (Countryman & Zinck, 2013).  

The second major theory of the current study was developed by Ryan and Deci (2009) 

and is called the theory of self-determination.  Self-determination theory emphasizes an 

individual’s motivations and needs as well as what motivates people to be unwavering in their 

need to succeed (Hartnett, 2015).  Self-determination theory also looks at types of motivators, 

such as intrinsic versus extrinsic motivators and how they affect self-determination (Hartnett, 

2015).  Researchers have studied how religion as a motivator might affect certain attributions 

such as locus of control and stability (Sutantoputri & Watt, 2013).  These researchers also found 

that religion can impact a person’s academic performance and motivational goals (Sutantoputri 

& Watt, 2013).  

Since sense of community affects self-efficacy and religion affects motivation, it is 

important to study both sense of community and religion.  It is also important to study the 

relationship between these two factors to see whether or not they are linked to one another.  

Evidence has been shown that they are related to one another, but they have only been studied at 

the high school level (Azagba et al., 2014).  One of the limitations from the Azagba et al. (2014) 

study was that the participants were not online students.  Therefore, the literature calls for a need 

to investigate them further in online courses.  By studying them in online settings, an explanation 

as to why they are connected may present itself.  For example, perhaps students with high levels 

of religiosity do not feel the need to be connected in their online courses because they already 
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feel connected to their church community, and therefore, they report low levels of sense of 

community in their online classroom.  If this is true, then this group would need to be targeted 

for support by universities since the research says that low levels of sense of community is 

related to high dropout rates (Moore, 2014).  

Problem Statement 

 Few studies have investigated how religion is related to sense of community (Azagba et 

al., 2014; Rennick, Smedley, Fisher, Wallace, & Kim, 2013), but those studies did not 

investigate religiosity and sense of community in online, undergraduate-level students.  The 

studies that have been done previously on religiosity and sense of community looked at either 

online students at a level other than undergraduate (high school or graduate) or traditional 

students at the undergraduate level.  None of the studies have looked specifically at online, 

undergraduate level students.  For example, Wighting and Liu (2009) investigated the 

relationship between religiosity and sense of community, but they did so at a Christian high 

school instead of a college or university at the undergraduate level.  Bohus, Woods, and Chan 

(2005) did study undergraduate students, but they looked at students enrolled in traditional 

courses taking place on campus rather than online courses.  Ferrari, Bottom, and Matteo (2014) 

also studied religiosity and sense of community, but once again in traditional courses rather than 

online courses.  Rovai et al. (2008) studied the differences in sense of community in online and 

traditional classes between students at an all-Christian university versus students at a state 

university, but the students were all at the graduate level.   

Even though these studies were not conducted within the parameters of the current study, 

their results are still important to review.  Wighting and Liu’s (2009) study found that a positive 

correlation exists between sense of community and religious commitment in a Christian high 
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school.  The Bohus et al. (2005) study found that students with higher levels of spiritual well-

being had higher levels of sense of community.  The researchers also found that minority 

students had lower levels of sense of community when compared to non-minority students 

(Bohus et al., 2005).  Interestingly, Ferrari et al. (2014) found that there was a significant 

interaction for school sense of community when the participants were grouped by religious 

affiliation, but not when the participants were grouped by racial identification.  Lastly, the Rovai 

et al. (2008) study found that students who attended Christian schools scored significantly higher 

on social community than their peers who attended secular schools.  Rovai et al. (2008) also 

found that on-campus students scored significantly higher on social community than their peers 

who took classes online.    

Other studies have investigated religiosity and sense of community, but they were 

looking at the connection between the two factors in populations other than undergraduate level 

programs, such as church congregations (Obst & Tham, 2009), university administrators and 

staff (Ferrari, Cowman, Milner, Guitierrez, & Drake, 2009), and high school students in 

traditional classrooms (Azagba et al., 2014).  Azagba et al. (2014) found that religiosity is 

closely related to school connectedness, which is similar to sense of community.  However, in 

their study, they investigated religiosity at the high school level and not at the undergraduate 

level. The relationship between religiosity and sense of community should be studied because 

there is evidence that found that religiosity is closely related to school connectedness (Azabga et 

al., 2014), but it has not been investigated with undergraduate online students.  Therefore, the 

problem is the research literature has not investigated the relationship between religiosity and 

sense of community in online (Ferrari et al., 2014), undergraduate-level  (Rovai, 2008) students 

(Ferrari et al., 2009).  
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Purpose Statement  

The purpose of this quantitative, correlational study will be to investigate the gap in the 

literature concerning the relationship between online, undergraduate students’ religiosity and 

their reported level of sense of community.  The problem statement is addressed by the purpose 

of the study, which is to address the gap in the literature by examining whether or not a 

relationship exists between the two variables in question, religiosity and sense of community.  In 

the current study, the researcher will examine students’ level of religiosity and their sense of 

community.  Religiosity can be categorized as either intrinsic or extrinsic.  Intrinsic religiosity 

can be described as an individual’s depth of belief whereas extrinsic religiosity are the parts of 

religious life that can be quantified, such as how often a person attends church or how much 

money they donate to a church (Thorson & Powell, 1990).  Sense of community is essentially the 

feeling of belonging to a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  These two variables, religiosity and 

sense of community, will be investigated within a small sample from a population of 

undergraduate level students taking online courses to see if there is a relationship between the 

two factors.   

Significance of the Study 

This study will help to add to the existing body of literature on religiosity and sense of 

community.  There are few studies that address religiosity and sense of community, and those 

that do need further study.  Bottom, Ferrari, Matteo, and Todd (2013) looked at sense of 

community and religious pluralism, but they did not investigate religiosity specifically.  Ferrari, 

Bottom, and Mateo (2014) studied sense of community and found that a significant interaction 

existed between religious affiliation and sense of community, but once again they did not study 

students’ religiosity.  Other researchers have studied religiosity and its effect on connectedness, 
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which closely resembles sense of community (Azagba et al., 2014).  Azagba et al. (2014) found 

that religiosity is closely related to school connectedness, but they investigated religiosity at the 

secondary level and not at the post-secondary undergraduate level.  These studies show a definite 

gap in the literature because none of the previous studies attempted to investigate the relationship 

of religiosity and sense of community for undergraduate level students enrolled in online 

courses.   

The current study will address the gap in the literature in regard to religion and sense of 

community.  This study will help universities to address students’ sense of community in relation 

to their religiosity.  This is especially important for Christian universities or universities with 

large Christian populations.  Schools with large Christian populations may wish to ask their 

students to volunteer demographic information to determine their religion so that the school can 

better serve them.   

This study will also add to the literature base that studies sense of community in online 

courses.  Many of the studies that have looked at sense of community have only sampled 

graduate level students (Rovai, 2001a; & Rovai & Jordan, 2004).  Rovai’s findings from 2001 

found that females report stronger feelings of sense of community and that students who 

interacted more in the class had higher levels of sense of community.  The findings from Rovai 

and Jordan’s 2004 study indicated that sense of community is strongest in blended courses that 

offer instruction in both an online and in person setting.  One major difference between these 

studies and the current one is the group that was sampled.  This study will sample undergraduate 

level students, which makes it a significant addition to the literature. 
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Research Questions 

The current study will have only one research question, which focuses on the relationship 

between religiosity and sense of community in online learners at the undergraduate level.  The  

variables in the research question are students’ religiosity and students’ sense of community.  

The research question will drive the need to have a correlational research design.  

 RQ1: Is there a relationship between online, undergraduate students’ religiosity and their 

sense of community? 

Definitions 

1. Religiosity- Religiosity has two main components: intrinsic religiosity and extrinsic 

religiosity.  Intrinsic religiosity can be defined as a person’s depth of belief whereas 

extrinsic religiosity can be described as the parts of religious life that are outside oneself, 

such as how often a person attends church (Thorson & Powell, 1990).  

2. Community- Community can be defined as “a feeling that members have of belonging, a 

feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that 

members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986, p. 9).  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

 Chapter Two is presented in four main parts: an overview, a theoretical framework, a 

review of related literature, and a summary.  The four parts of the chapter all tie back into the 

purpose of the study, which is to investigate whether a relationship exists between religiosity and 

sense of community in online, undergraduate students.  The theoretical framework section 

examines the theories that were related to the study, which includes theories on self-efficacy and 

self-determination.  The related literature section discusses the history of online learning, the 

dichotomy of digital immigrants and digital natives, and the drawbacks to online learning.  The 

related literature also presents a thorough background of information on the two variables, sense 

of community and religiosity.  The last part of Chapter Two is the summary, which concludes the 

chapter by tying everything to the purpose of the study.   

Theoretical Framework 

 The theories that will support and guide this study are Bandura’s (1977) social cognitive 

theory and Ryan and Deci’s (2009) self-determination theory.  The theory that is at the core of 

the study is self-efficacy, which is embedded in Bandura’s social cognitive theory (Bandura, 

2012).  According to Bandura’s social cognitive theory, behavior is motivated and regulated by 

the ability to control one’s own actions (Bandura, 1991).  In other words, people are able to 

control their actions by addressing what motivates them and being able to adequately self-

monitor (Bandura, 1991).  Several things can influence self-control, such as level of self-

efficacy, ability to self-regulate, and motivational factors (Bandura, 1991).  Being able to control 

one’s actions and being able to believe in oneself is very important to being successful in 

college, especially in an online course.  Hannon (2014) found that self-efficacy plays a major 
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role in students’ grade point average and relative success in college.  Hannon’s study found that 

the three largest factors that impact academic success are high-knowledge integration, epistemic 

belief of learning, and self-efficacy.  The results from Hannon’s study are important to educators 

who wish to improve their students’ academic success.  If an educator hopes to improve a 

student’s academic success, one of the best places to start is by raising that student’s level of 

self-efficacy (Hannon, 2014).  This information is not only valuable to instructors, but it is also 

important to colleges and universities who are trying to minimize dropout rates.  In order to shed 

light on why students drop out of college, it is important to consider what motivates students to 

persist in their online courses.  One of the most important keys to controlling one’s actions is 

having a strong sense of self-efficacy.  Whether or not a person believes he or she can affect the 

things around them is the essence of the theory of self-efficacy (Bandura, 2010).  

Self-Efficacy 

Bandura developed the theory of self-efficacy in order to study why people’s behaviors 

change, and much of Bandura’s career has been spent exploring this theory.  Bandura (1986) 

described self-efficacy as a person’s belief in his or her ability to accomplish a task.  Students’ 

self-efficacy levels can affect their ability to finalize or even start a task (Bandura, 1986).   If 

students believe they can accomplish a task, then they are more likely to finish the task than if 

they believed the task was too difficult for them (Bandura, 1986).  This statement is very 

important for online learning because if students do not believe they can complete an online 

course, then most likely they will not complete it.  Self-efficacy is closely related to theories on 

intelligence (Martin, 2015).  When discussing theories on intelligence, most researchers’ 

opinions fall into one of two views, entity or incremental (Martin, 2015).  The entity view occurs 

when an individual believes that their intelligence is fixed and it cannot be improved upon or 
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worsened (Martin, 2015).  The opposite of this is the incremental view in which individuals 

believe that they can change their level of intelligence (Martin, 2015).  The theory of self-

efficacy stems from an incremental view because it promotes the idea that if a student believes 

he or she can accomplish a goal, then they are more likely to accomplish that goal (Bandura, 

1986).   

Motivation.  In regards to self-efficacy and motivation, Bandura (2012) stated that “self-

efficacy beliefs influence how well people motivate themselves and persevere in the face of 

difficulties through the goals they set for themselves, their outcome expectations, and causal 

attributions for their successes and failures,” (p. 13).  According to this statement, a person’s 

self-efficacy beliefs can affect how motivated he or she is to accomplish a task.   

Research has shown higher levels of motivation are found in students who complete 

distance education programs rather than students who do not complete their programs (Sultan & 

Hagger, 2013).  The same study also found interesting characteristics for both the students who 

completed their programs and those that did not.  For students who completed their programs, 

the study found the following: females performed better than males, non-disabled better than 

disabled, unemployed better than employed, unmarried better than married, and students aged 

26-35 better than students aged 36-45 (Sultan & Hagger, 2013).  However, the most crucial 

elements for students to be successful were that they believed they were competent and that they 

displayed motivation to achieve (Sultan & Hagger, 2013).  The researchers did point out that 

these two elements, competence and motivation, are not the only factors that determine whether 

or not a student is successful; they also emphasize that other factors, such as computer anxiety or 

personality traits, play a role in a student’s success (Sultan & Hagger, 2013).   
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Sense of Community.  In addition to motivation, sense of community has also been 

linked to a person’s level of self-efficacy (Countryman & Zinck, 2013; Baturay, 2011; 

Hampden-Thompson, Jeffes, Lord Bramley, Tsouroufli, & Sundaram, 2015; Phillips, 2011).   

Building a strong sense of community can help a students’ level of self-efficacy (Countryman & 

Zinck, 2013).  When a student is a part of a community, he or she brings a unique set of skills to 

offer to better the group (Countryman & Zinck, 2013).  It is important to remind students that 

they have something important to offer to the community of learners (Countryman & Zinck, 

2013).  Countryman and Zinck (2013) further explained that “reminding students of the specific 

expertise that brought them to the program appeared to boost self-efficacy beliefs for some, and 

at least began the process of self-reflection for others,” (Countryman & Zinck, 2013, p. 8).  

Reminding students about what they bring to the table is just one way that schools can help to 

boost self-efficacy levels in students.   

Finding solutions that are as simple as the one above seem obvious, but teachers report 

that schools are not prioritizing these types of pragmatic activities to develop students’ self-

efficacy levels (Hampden-Thompson et al., 2015).  Instead, many schools focus on theoretical 

ideas that are intended to support students’ ideas on citizenship and community (Hampden-

Thompson et al., 2015).  In fact, one of the best places to find examples of good citizenship, 

community building, and instilling self-efficacy is not inside the school but rather outside the 

school in extra-curricular activities (Hampden-Thompson et al., 2015).  Extra-curricular 

activities such as sports or music groups provide an environment where students can improve 

their self-efficacy while learning about their role in the community (Hampden-Thompson et al., 

2015).  While it is a good thing that extracurricular activities are promoting self-efficacy, it is 



  27 

also important that schools do everything they can to help teachers instill self-efficacy beliefs 

within the classroom as well (Hampden-Thompson et al., 2015).  

Self-Determination 

 Similar to self-efficacy is the theory of self-determination.  While self-efficacy focuses 

on the individual’s belief that they can accomplish a task (Bandura, 1986), self-determination on 

the other hand focuses on an individual’s motivations and needs (Hartnett, 2015).  The theory of 

self-determination “argues that all humans have an intrinsic need to be self-determining or 

autonomous, as well as to feel competent, and to experience a sense of connectedness to others,” 

(Hartnett, 2015, p. 87).  Hartnett (2015) went on further to explain that self-determination is 

related to the two different types of motivation. Intrinsic motivation, which occurs when a person 

chooses to do something volitionally, is considered the more self-determined type of motivation 

out of the two (Hartnett, 2015).  The opposite of intrinsic motivation is extrinsic motivation, 

which occurs when a person chooses to do something to gain a reward (Hartnett, 2015).  For 

instance, a student may be intrinsically motivated to do well in class because he or she genuinely 

wants to learn the material and gain knowledge, or a student may be extrinsically motivated to do 

well in order to gain things like grades, scholarships, or admission into other programs.  The 

intrinsic motivator is more related to self-determination than the extrinsic motivator because the 

person is doing something for no other reason than because they want to do it.   

Besides offering students extrinsic motivators, university instructors can use other 

techniques to increase motivation and self-determination.  For example, finding activities for 

students that are adequately challenging, not too hard or too easy, can help raise the students’ 

self-determination level needed to complete a task (Hartnett, 2015).  This may mean that 

instructors have to individualize activities for students so that they are appropriately matched to 
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the task at hand (Hartnett, 2015).  If the students encounter tasks that are too difficult, then the 

results may be detrimental to their self-determination causing them to give up on the program 

(Hartnett, 2015).  A student’s level of self-determination can be affected by what the teacher 

chooses to do.   

Ryan and Deci (2009) studied how self-determination can be affected.  They looked at 

how self-determination could be affected by a change in the following psychological needs: 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness.  If these needs were altered, then a person’s level of 

self-determination would be affected.  If a person’s level of autonomy or independence changed, 

then he or she might believe that a task was unachievable.  For example, when people are 

severely injured, they are no longer as autonomous as they once were.  After their injury, they 

often suffer from a lack of self-determination because their normal level of autonomy has been 

altered.   

Typically, if a person’s level of determination is higher, then they are more likely to 

succeed.  Self-determination can also be tied to theories on motivation.  Students who are 

intrinsically motivated will pursue learning of their own volition (Deci, 1995).  While extrinsic 

motivators like grades, praise, or candy can affect students’ level of motivation, it is believed that 

the superior type of motivation is intrinsic motivation (Khan, 1997).  Therefore, it is important to 

study sense of community because it can foster a feeling of belonging, and wanting to belong is a 

strong intrinsic motivator (Soria & Stebleton, 2013).  

 There have been recent significant advances in these theories.  One study used an 

algorithm to determine the three best indicators for identifying potential dropouts (Yukselturk, 

Ozekes, & Turel, 2014).  The researchers found that self-efficacy, online learning readiness, and 

previous experience with online courses were the three best indicators (Yukselturk et al., 2014).  
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By using their algorithm, the researchers believed they could potentially help universities 

pinpoint at-risk groups and reach out to those individuals before they made the decision to drop 

out (Yukselturk et al., 2014).  

 In many of the more recent studies, developing a stronger sense of community seems to 

be the key to keeping students enrolled, which is why it will be at the center of the current study.  

The current study will examine how students’ religiosity is related to their sense of community in 

online, undergraduate courses.    

Related Literature 

History of Distance Learning 

 Distance learning has been around for a very long time.  One of the first documented 

examples of distance learning took place in 1728 in Boston when lessons were sent by mail to 

students (Dumbauld, 2014).  In the 20th Century, distance learning upgraded its method of 

delivery from mail to radio, and in 1965, the University of Wisconsin offered a telephone-based 

education (Dumbauld, 2014).  Distance learning as it is known today did not start until the 

Electronic University Network, which was founded in 1984, began offering online courses in 

1986 (Finkle & Masters, 2014).  The following decade witnessed the birth of the first fully online 

university, Jones International University, which was founded in 1993 (Finkle & Masters, 2014).  

At first, online courses were developed so that students could merely access the material; 

however, over time students have gained a greater level of interaction within the course with 

their instructors, other students, and even the material (Finkle & Masters, 2014).   

Types of online learning.  There are two main types of online learning, fully online 

courses and hybrid courses.  In the first type, students take their course completely online.  Fully 

online courses can be offered asynchronous or synchronous.  Both types of delivery method, 
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asynchronous and synchronous, offer unique benefits.  Online synchronous learning gives 

students the opportunity to interact with their peers and instructors in a real-time environment 

rather than waiting hours or even days for a response.  However, with online asynchronous 

learning, the students are given the flexibility to learn and interact at times, which is convenient 

for them.  This can be especially helpful when students are living in different time zones.  

Another type of delivery method is blended learning.  In hybrid or blended courses, the student 

completes the majority of the class online, but also attends portions of the class in person.  

The early 21st century saw even more ways for students to interact in their online classes; 

students began using Web 2.0 tools to make the online classroom more interactive for users 

(Finkle & Masters, 2014).  Web 2.0 tools include online social media applications that allow 

students to interact with each other despite the distance that separates them (Mbati, 2013).   

 Students attracted to online learning. Even though these tools are being implemented 

in online classrooms, the dropout rate in online classes is still higher than in traditional 

classrooms (Rovai, 2002a).  Researchers have reported that the online dropout rate is as high as 

50% (Lee et al., 2015; Gravel, 2012).  Even with this high dropout rate, students are still 

attracted to online learning.  Researchers have found that online learners are more likely to be: 

female, older, married, and have other responsibilities such as working full time or raising a 

family (Waldis, Conway, & Hachey, 2016).  They may also display other non-traditional 

characteristics such as not having acquired a high school diploma, delayed college enrollment, 

part-time enrollment, and financial independence (Waldis et al., 2016).   

Some students are drawn to online learning because it is more accessible to them than a 

traditional classroom.  For instance, students with disabilities who are physically unable to attend 

class in person can take an online class instead (Hashey & Stahl, 2014), and students who 
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struggle to communicate verbally can take online classes where they can type what they wish to 

say instead of having to physically say it (Grace, Raghavendra, Newman, Wood, & Connell, 

2014). For other students, it is a chance to earn credits that they may have missed previously in 

the school year (Carr, 2014).  One perk to online learning that appeals to many students is that 

taking courses online can be cheaper than taking them in person (Casement, 2013).  All of these 

pros make online learning sound like the perfect match for many students; however, many 

students either give up on the process or are forced to drop out because of their circumstances.   

Transitioning from Digital Immigrant to Digital Native 

Marc Prensky first coined the terms digital native and digital immigrant in 2001.  

Prensky used the term digital native to describe 21st Century students born after 1980 (Kivunja, 

2014).  Anyone who did not grow up with access to computers, video games, cell phones, or 

other similar technology is considered a digital immigrant (Prensky, 2001).  Over the past two to 

three decades, students have started transitioning from being almost entirely digital immigrants 

to digital natives as the population of students who grew up in the digital age has entered the 

classroom.   

The contrast between the two groups can be stark at times.  Digital immigrants are 

“hesistant when it comes to change and technology and, as a result, are behind the times when it 

comes to learning, teaching, and being,” (Smith, 2013, p. 30).  Some groups of digital 

immigrants are unable to adapt to the learning format that is required of online learning 

(Fedynich, 2013).  If students are not digital natives or at least willing to learn new technological 

skills, then their computer illiteracy will become a barrier to their success (Fedynich, 2013).   

On the other hand, digital natives are students who have grown up engulfed in a world of 

technology and are comfortable using it (Comer, Lenaghan, & Sengupta, 2015).  These students 
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have been exposed to technology for the majority of their lives and as a result they naturally 

acclimate to online classes (Comer et al., 2015).  Assignments infused with technology do not 

have to be explained to digital natives because they already understand them; however, digital 

immigrants often have double the workload because instead of just doing the assignment, they 

first have to figure out the technology component of the assignment (Comer et al., 2015).  Many 

online students are older students who are considered digital immigrants, and as such they often 

struggle to overcome this handicap.  It is also interesting to note that many digital immigrants 

may be experiencing challenges that are similar to the challenges faced by first-generation 

college students and students for whom English is not their first language.  For all three types of 

students, they are facing a new environment where they have to step out of their comfort zone.  If 

digital immigrants are to succeed, they must embrace digital technology as the path to their 

success (Comer et al., 2015).   

Bring your own device initiatives. Some school districts and universities have been 

quick to support digital natives by allowing programs such as Bring Your Own Technology 

(BYOT) or Bring Your Own Device (BYOD), which allow students to use their own 

technological devices at school (Rose, Gosman, & Shoemaker, 2014). There are many benefits to 

allowing students to bring their own devices.  For example, students who have cellular phones 

with calculators on them can use them in their math classes that may not have enough calculators 

for all students (Thomas & O’Bannon, 2013).  Other teachers use BYOD to have students 

respond to survey-style questions where they text their response to their teacher (Imazeki, 2014).    

However, many teachers who allow cellular phones in the classroom also have to deal with 

problems such as maintaining consistent internet service (Imazeki, 2014) and classroom 

disruptions including cheating (Thomas & O’Bannon, 2013).  It is up to the parents and the 
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school districts to weigh the positive and negative aspects of programs that utilize BYOD and 

determine whether implementing such a system is worth it in the long run.    

Virtual reality classrooms. Programs similar to BYOD and BYOT have placed pressure 

on instructors to create lessons in which their students can use their devices to improve their 

learning.  For example, one new trend allows students to learn using alternate reality gaming 

devices (Engdahl, 2014).  In 2008, the Smithsonian Art Museum hosted the first alternate reality 

game called Ghosts of a Chance, in which students could participate in virtual reality activities 

that made it seem as if they were actually in the museum (Engdahl, 2014).  These types of 

learning experiences present new challenges to not only digital immigrants, but also to the 

instructors who are tasked with keeping up with these new methods of teaching.  For the 

students, they simply log into the game and start playing, but for the instructors, they have to 

prepare the game, ensure it works, check its appropriateness, and that it actually teaches the 

students the objective.  This is a lot to expect of any teacher, but it is an even larger expectation 

for teachers who are themselves digital immigrants.   

While learning in the world of virtual reality may seem like something out of a science 

fiction novel, there are other experiences and expectations that are more attainable to digital 

immigrants.  For instance, many universities are requiring students to use electronic books rather 

than printed materials (Cumaoglu, Sacici, & Torun, 2013).  This may not seem like a big deal to 

some, but to older students who are used to being able to physically touch their textbooks and 

highlight in them it can be quite a change of pace that requires them to adjust their reading habits 

(Cumaoglu et al., 2013).     

Hurdles of digital learning. Whether they are overcoming small changes like going 

from printed to electronic books or large ones like learning in virtual realities, digital immigrants 
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have to face many hurdles that digital natives easily jump over.  However, just because a person 

was not born into the digital age does not mean there is no hope that they can succeed in an 

online course.  Hachey, Wladis, & Conway (2014) found that previous experience in an online 

course significantly influences whether students are successful in their future online courses.  

According to this concept, if students try an online course and gain experience in how they are 

operated, then they are more likely to be successful in future online courses (Hachey, Wladis, & 

Conway, 2014).  So even if they are not successful in their first attempt at an online course, they 

are still gaining knowledge of what to do differently the next time in order to be successful.     

Digital immigrants are not the only ones to struggle with technology.  Even though many 

millennials are considered digital natives, research reveals that many students in the millennial 

generation are actually not as experienced with technology as one would expect them to be 

(Kuban & Mulligan, 2014).  Researchers point out that just because a student has grown up using 

search engines does not mean that he or she is equipped to critique and evaluate the sources that 

they find (Kuban & Mulligan, 2014).  Many instructors make the mistake of assuming that 

digital natives know how to gather and analyze data over the internet only to find out that their 

students are not proficient in using the internet appropriately inside the classroom (Kuban & 

Mulligan, 2014).  Ultimately, it is the job of the instructor to determine the students’ level of 

capability and scaffold their needs until they are able to use technology appropriately in the 

online classroom (Wang, Hsu, & Campbell, 2014).  

Attrition Rates and Obstacles to Online Learning 

 Online courses experience attrition rates that are 10-20% higher than traditional programs 

delivered in person (Marshall, Greenberg, & Machun, 2012; Bart, 2012).  Some researchers have 

reported that the online dropout rate is as high as 50% (Lee et al., 2015; Gravel, 2012).  Many 
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studies have been conducted to ask students why they are dropping out of the online programs.  

Some of the reasons include: taking breaks from their programs, which turn into dropping out of 

school completely (Grau-Valldosera & Mingullión, 2014; Park, Perry, & Edwards, 2011), lack of 

support and feedback from the program (Baxter, 2012), unsuitable elements of online culture 

(Boton & Gregory, 2015), and lack of student engagement (Lee et al., 2015).  Even though many 

studies have been conducted on attrition rates in online programs, researchers are still trying to 

find ways to keep students enrolled in their courses.  

For those students who are or can become computer literate, there may still be other 

obstacles that they have to overcome, such as having constant access to a computer and a reliable 

internet source (Fedynich, 2013).  Even when students are computer literature and they have 

reliable resources, other events in their lives may still prevent them from achieving success 

(Fedynich, 2013; Comer et al., 2015).   

 For universities, the worst drawback to offering online courses is the fact that the dropout 

rate is so high (Lee et al., 2015; Gravel, 2012).  Students often feel unconnected to their 

classmates and their university.  The most often reported reason why learners feel unconnected is 

that they have little interaction with their fellow peers and their instructors (Yuan & Kim, 2014).  

This lack of face-to-face interaction leaves many students feeling isolated and disconnected from 

their class and university (Bollinger & Inan, 2012).  To combat this feeling amongst students, 

many universities are employing new strategies.  For instance, instructors may have their 

students create online profiles so that their classmates can view them and get a better sense of 

who is enrolled in the class (Kelly & Claus, 2015).  Creating online profiles also helps students 

to feel that they have an online presence (Kear, Chetwynd, & Jefferis, 2014).  Instructors can 

also create an online presence to show students that they are involved in the class.  One way that 
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instructors can create an online presence is through the use of videos (Han, 2013).  Research has 

shown that videos have a significant positive effect on the students’ perceptions of the 

instructor’s online presence (Han, 2013).   

Many universities also require students to complete team assignments; students could be 

grouped together alphabetically, by time zone, by previous performance, or even by their 

personality (Olson, Ringhand, Kalinski, & Ziegler, 2015).  While some schools require students 

to complete group assignments, other schools prefer using social media sites like Twitter to 

allow their students to better connect (Munoz, Pellegrini-Lafont, & Cramer, 2014).  

 All of these implementations by instructors and universities also come with a downside.  

When students are forced to repeatedly communicate in different modes of interaction such as 

discussion boards, group projects, and social media, they often experience high levels of 

frustration with their online programs (Capdeferro & Romero, 2012).  It seems that forcing social 

collaboration can often lead to feelings of annoyance and resentment (Capdeferro & Romero, 

2012).  Additionally, researchers have found that the more students are forced to interact, the less 

enjoyment they receive from the interaction, which causes sense of community to decrease over 

time (Castano-Munoz, Sancho-Vinuesa, & Duart, 2013).  Forced interaction over time creates a 

diminishing return on student satisfaction and consequently sense of community (Castano-

Munoz et al., 2013).  Therefore, establishing a sense of community while not forcing unnatural 

interactions is a challenge facing online instructors and their institutions.  

Sense of Community 

 To find this balance, one needs to investigate sense of community in the online 

classroom.  Sense of community is a feeling that members have of belonging (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986).  In this context, members of the community are students taking an online course.  
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Going by this simplified definition, students must feel that they belong to the group, which in 

this case is their cohort of fellow students.  Students in online courses often report feeling a 

weaker sense of community and belonging in their online course than in their on-campus classes 

(Said, Kirgis, Verkamp, & Johnson, 2015; Rovai, Wighting, & Liu, 2009).  The research 

literature has shown that a common factor that affects the dropout rate is sense of community 

(Rovai, 2002c).  It is important to note that students do not report any significant differences in 

perceived learning between online and traditional students (Cavanaugh & Jacquemin, 2015; 

Rovai et al., 2005).  In other words, even though students feel less connected when they learn 

online, they still report that they are indeed learning.  These reports by students are also backed 

up by research data that show there is no statistical difference between students’ grades for on-

campus and online courses (Cavanaugh & Jacquemin, 2015; VanPatten, Trego, & Hopkins, 

2015).   

Even though there is no difference in the perceived amount of learning (Rovai et al., 

2005), some researchers have been concerned that the quality of instruction may decline if it is 

delivered in an online format (Ice, Diaz, & Swan, 2012; Ouzts, 2006).  To help maintain a high 

quality of instruction and promote a higher level of sense of community, some researchers have 

investigated the different types of online interactions to see which ones elicit the highest levels of 

sense of community (Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012).  Researchers found that the best 

interactions for producing a stronger sense of community are introductions, group projects, 

sharing individual experiences, whole class discussions, and the exchanging of resources 

(Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012).  Instructors who wish to nurture a strong sense of community 

would be wise to include these types of interactions in their online classrooms.  In addition to 
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studying these types of interactions, researchers also looked at other aspects that may have an 

effect upon a student’s sense of community.  

 There are two major trends that researchers have been focusing on recently when it 

comes to studying sense of community.  The first trend is studying characteristics of sense of 

community, such as how it develops over time, what types of students display it more strongly, 

and what type of formats make it stronger.  The second trend in the research is studying ways 

that sense of community can be manipulated to make students’ sense of community stronger.  

Characteristics of sense of community.  One of the first things that researchers noted 

about sense of community was that it is much weaker online courses than it is in traditional, face-

to-face classrooms (Said et al., 2015; Wighting & Liu, 2009; Rovai, 2003; Rovai, Wighting, & 

Liu, 2005).  In a 2016 qualitative study, students reported that their online courses seemed 

mechanical in nature and that they developed fewer friendships as a result (Mays, 2016).  The 

students who participated in this study explained that in the face-to-face classroom interactions 

were more spontaneous (Mays, 2016).  It seems that being in the same physical room allows 

students more chances to interact and form relationships that foster a stronger sense of 

community.  The conclusions from this qualitative study were also supported with data from 

quantitative studies.  One quantitative study measured sense of community by having 

participants complete the Classroom Community Scale before and after they completed 

collaborative activities in either the control group or the experimental group.  The control group 

utilized a face-to-face learning environment, and the experimental group employed an 

educational online program called Edmodo (Wendt & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2015).  The 

researchers of this study found that the control group who had taken part in the face-to-face 
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interactions had stronger overall scores on the Classroom Community Scale than the online 

group.   

 Besides discovering a greater sense of community in face-to-face courses, researchers 

also found some other interesting characteristics.  For example, they found that students’ sense of 

community grows stronger throughout the duration of a course (Rovai, 2001b), and they 

discovered that sense of community tends to be stronger in female students (Rovai, 2001a; Rovai 

& Baker, 2005).  This information could be useful to instructors who are planning their courses.  

For example, they may wish to place teambuilding exercises early on into the course so that 

students build their sense of community faster.  They may also wish to disperse their female 

students evenly for group projects to have a better chance of creating a sense of community.  

Instructors might also find it helpful to survey their students’ sense of community before 

beginning group projects.  One study found that sense of community could be used as a predictor 

of success in teamwork (Erdem Aydim & Gumus, 2016).  The researchers found that groups 

whose scores were low on the Sense of Classroom Community Scale tended to be less successful 

than groups who scored higher (Erdem Aydim & Gumus, 2016). This could be useful to 

instructors who are planning to incorporate group projects that last a significant portion of the 

course.  The researchers also noted that groups that had problems in the early stages of projects 

tended to pass those problems on to later stages (Erdem Aydim & Gumus, 2016).  Therefore, it 

seems it is best to catch problems in group dynamics and sense of community early and before 

they have a chance to cause a larger problem later on in the course. Solving the problem might 

be as easy as switching one person from the group with another person from a different group.  

It is interesting to note that researchers have not found a significant difference in sense of 

community between different ethnicities (Rovai, 2002b; Rovai & Gallien, 2005).  However, 
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researchers are still studying students who have learned English as a foreign language to see how 

it affects their sense of community in online environments.  One study found that English as a 

Foreign Language (EFL) students who were engaged in online activities with other students did 

ultimately establish a sense of belonging (Razak & Saeed, 2015).  It is not really a surprise to 

learn that EFL students struggle to establish a sense of community considering the language 

barrier, but what is important to note is that EFL students need to feel included in the classroom.  

If they do not feel included, they may begin to show signs of alienation, which could lead to 

them dropping out of the program.  Researchers have learned that low levels of sense of 

community are linked to feelings of alienation (Rovai & Wighting, 2005).  So it is important for 

instructors to make sure that all students feel included in the course.   

Manipulating sense of community.  The second trend in the research on sense of 

community focuses on ways to manipulate and impact students’ sense of community.  One way 

that the research has found that sense of community can be manipulated is through the type of 

interactions that students experience throughout the course (Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012).  

Some assignments such as quizzes and tests do not give students a chance to interact, but other 

assignments such as discussion boards and group projects allow students to connect to one 

another.  In order for students to build meaningful relationships with each other, they must have 

chances to interact.  According to research, the best types of interactions include introductions, 

small group projects, sharing experiences, whole classroom debates, and the process of 

exchanging of information (Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012).  Most of these interactions take 

place in online forums, which allow students to exchange ideas and build a stronger sense of 

community (Mohamad & Shaharuddin, 2014; Tucker, YoungGonzaga, & Krause, 2014).  

However, another more recent study found that there is not a significant impact on sense of 
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community when using different types of interactions such as introductions and group projects 

(Trespalacios & Perkins, 2016).  In Trespalacios and Perkins (2016) study, it is important to note 

that their findings were based off of a small sample size (N = 21), and their findings should be 

utilized with caution by future researchers.  This is one area of the research on sense of 

community where there is a gap in the literature, and future research on this topic would help 

tremendously.   

While these studies show the importance of peer interactions, it is also important to 

discuss the impact that the instructor’s presence can have on students’ sense of community.  The 

task of facilitating online discussions, which foster a stronger sense of community, usually falls 

on the shoulders of the instructor (Rovai, 2007).  study collected information on close to 2,000 

graduate level students using the following sources of data: Rovai’s 2002 Classroom Community 

Scale, electronic information from their online courses, and interviews from students (Phirangee, 

Epp, & Hewitt, 2016).   The researchers found that students reported higher levels of sense of 

community when their instructors were more heavily involved (Phirangee et al., 2016).  When 

the instructors rather than peers were the ones to offer feedback and communication, the students 

had higher levels of sense of community (Phirangee et al., 2016).  It appears from this study that 

instructor-facilitated courses rather than peer-facilitated courses tend to be the better option if 

increasing sense of community is the goal.   

Not only does instructor presence stimulate higher levels of sense of community, it is also 

seems to garner higher performance levels in online courses (Kennette & Reed, 2015).  

Researchers discovered that when students took a course with lower online instructor presence 

their final grade on average was around 67.54%, but when the students were participating in a 

course with a higher online instructor presence their final grade on average was around 76.81% 
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(Kennette & Reed, 2015).  Although this difference was not statistically significant due to the 

sample sizes for the low instructor presence (N = 33) and for the high instructor presence (N = 

25), it is quite a large difference and it shows the importance of studying this finding further 

(Kennette & Reed, 2015).  The Phirangee et al. study and the Kennette and Reed study both 

show the importance of having a strong instructor presence in online courses.  However, if 

instructors find that they are unable to offer a strong online presence, then there is an option that 

research indicates may be helpful instead.   

      Student-enthusiasts.  In cases where instructors are not always available, students may 

benefit from the help of student-enthusiasts (Toom, 2015). Student-enthusiasts act as models for 

others, and they provide support for their classmates and the professor (Toom, 2015).  Toom 

(2015) described student-enthusiasts in the following way: “in spite of their competence, they 

still looked at the learning environment through the students’ eyes and might understand other 

students’ difficulties better than instructors,” (p. 137).  In essence, these are students that other 

students feel comfortable turning to when they cannot access their instructor.  They help to build 

a positive atmosphere especially in discussion forums so that their classmates can build a sense 

of community (Toom, 2015).  These are the students that every instructor hopes to have in their 

class, and if they are encouraged and utilized in the correct way, they can help instructors raise 

the sense of community within their course.   

Student-enthusiasts are best used when the delivery method of the course is 

asynchronous, meaning that not all students and/or the instructor are online simultaneously.  If 

the course is delivered in a synchronous method, then all the students and the instructor have to 

be online at the same time.  When everyone is online in the same “classroom,” the instructor can 

facilitate the class and answer questions that students may have, and there is no need for student-
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enthusiasts.  However, when the course is offered asynchronously, then the professor is not 

always present to answer questions and must rely on student-enthusiasts to offer help to 

struggling students.   

      Delivery methods.  Even though the synchronous delivery method does not foster the 

growth of student-enthusiasts, it does seem to be good for promoting sense of community in 

online classrooms.  One phenomenological study suggested that students who take part in 

synchronous workshops have an increased feeling of community that they did not experience in 

their asynchronous online programs (Gauvreau & Hurst, 2016).  Participants in the study 

expressed feelings such as being in a “real” classroom rather than simply participating in a forum 

(Gauvreau & Hurst, 2016).  They also emphasized the fact that they would receive feedback 

right away (Gauvreau & Hurst, 2016).   

Another study attempted a quantitative approach to see if there were any significant 

differences in sense of community or academic achievement in an online course taught in both a 

synchronous and asynchronous manner (Olson & McCracken, 2015). The researchers found that 

there were no significant differences between the two sections of the course (Olson & 

McCracken, 2015).  These results should be interpreted with caution because the researchers’ 

synchronous section was only required to “meet” weekly for their synchronous sessions (Olson 

& McCracken, 2015).  Perhaps, if the course had offered more frequent synchronous sessions, 

then they might have had different results.  Further research in this area would shed more light 

on the subject matter, but for now it is a gap in the literature.  

Blended or hybrid programs.  Researchers have found that students who take online 

courses have higher levels of intrinsic motivation when compared to students in traditional 

courses (Wighting, Liu, & Rovai, 2008).  This finding suggests that students must be self-
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motivated in order to be successful in an online course.  However, it leads researchers to ponder 

ways that they could help unmotivated students become motivated enough to take an online 

course.  Many students may wish to take an online course, but they may feel they need the 

support offered by an instructor and classmates who are physically present.   

While some students may not be affected by the delivery method, other students may 

need the level of help offered by taking a synchronous class while also needing the flexibility of 

the asynchronous delivery method.  In order to find a way around this problem, researchers 

started to think of ways to increase help and sense of community while giving students the 

flexibility of taking an online course.  One of the suggested solutions to help increase sense of 

community while maintaining enrollment in online courses is to offer a blended program (Rovai 

& Jordan, 2004).  In blended or hybrid programs, students take an online course or group of 

online courses, but they are still required to occasionally meet in person (Harrison & West, 

2014).  By meeting in person from time to time, the students gain more access to their teachers 

and peers which allows them to form the important bonds that are required to build a strong 

sense of community; however, given the fact that they are not required to meet regularly, they 

are still able to have more flexibility in their schedules by conducting the rest of the course 

remotely.  Another study found that not only did the blended learning environment help to 

increase sense of community, but it also helped with students’ levels of academic achievement 

and levels of satisfaction within the course (Yapici, 2016).   

      Web 2.0 tools.  Lastly, researchers are studying Web 2.0 tools as a way impact sense of 

community in online classes (Deng & Tavares, 2015; Shafie, Yaacob, & Singh, 2016; 

Abdelmalak, 2015; Rohr & Costello, 2015).  Web 2.0 tools include things such as social media 

outlets like Twitter or Facebook and other methods of communication such as Google Docs, 
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Skype, blogs, and wikis (Abdelmalak, 2015).  According to Abdelmalak (2015), Google Docs 

and wikis had the largest positive impact on sense of community.  Other studies have 

investigated these Web 2.0 tools as well.  Ross, Banow, and Yu (2015) studied the social media 

outlet of Twitter and found that when used appropriately it can improve students’ sense of 

community.  Rohr and Costello (2015) also found that Twitter is an effective way to help 

students feel more connected to their classmates and the course material.   

Facebook, similar to Twitter, has also seen positive results from researchers.  Deng and 

Tavares (2015) conducted a study that showed how Facebook could be used to foster interactions 

between classmates and increase sense of community in online courses. In fact, many studies 

showcase how a variety of Web 2.0 tools can be used to increase sense of community.  Mobile 

apps (Hsu & Ching, 2013), wikis (Rockinson-Szapkiw, Pritchard, & McComb-Beverage, 2013), 

Google sites (Deng & Tavares, 2015), and blogging (Kiliç & Gökdas, 2014) have all been found 

to be beneficial tools in increasing sense of community in online courses.   

Impact of religion.  The focus of all of these studies has been on trying to increase sense 

of community, but one area that has not been thoroughly studied in relation to sense of 

community is religiosity.  Few studies have looked at how a person’s level of religion can affect 

his or her sense of community.  Within those studies, there has been only one study that looked 

at religiosity and its impact on sense of community within the online classroom.  Even though 

this study was conducted in 2008, it is considered the most recent research on the subject area.  

The study explored whether there were any differences in sense of community in online and 

traditional classes between students at an all-Christian university (N = 168) versus students at a 

state university (N = 182) (Rovai et al., 2008).  The researchers used the Classroom and School 

Community Inventory as an instrument to measure sense of community.  The results indicated 
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sense of community was stronger among the Christian university students than the state 

university students, and that between the traditional and online, traditional students had the 

stronger sense of community (Rovai et al., 2008).  This study makes researchers wonder what is 

different about Christian students that give them a stronger sense of community.  It also leads to 

further inquiries as to whether this generalization applies only to Christians or to anyone with 

religious affiliations.  This line of thinking leads researchers into studying students’ levels of 

religiosity or spirituality.   

Religiosity 

Spirituality and religiosity can be difficult to distinguish (Kress, Newgent, Whitlock, & 

Mease, 2015).  Kress et al. (2015) elaborated by explaining that spirituality is an overall faith in a 

higher power or an experience beyond the awareness of humans, whereas religiosity is basically 

the formal belief structures and participation in religious organizations, such as churches and 

synagogues.  Essentially, an instrument measuring religiosity seeks to examine a person’s 

intrinsic beliefs and extrinsic practices concerning his or her religion (Harrawood, 2010).  

Types of religiosity.  Religiosity can further be studied in two parts: intrinsic and 

extrinsic (Harrawood, 2010).  Intrinsic religion could be defined as a person’s depth of belief, 

whereas factors of extrinsic religion could be things such as frequency of attendance or 

denomination (Harrawood, 2010).  These two aspects of religiosity are important to note because 

they can have different affects on how people act.  Studying these two different types of 

religiosity has become one recent trend in the study of religiosity.  

For instance, one study found that youth with high levels of extrinsic religiosity were less 

likely to have problems with substance abuse, violence, and delinquency (Salas-Wright, Vaughn, 

& Hodge, 2012).  However, this same study found that youth with a combination of high levels 
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intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity were even less likely to display these problem behaviors (Salas-

Wright et al., 2012).   Additionally, sex education (Heller & Johnson, 2013) is negatively 

correlated to extrinsic religiosity.  Heller and Johnson (2013) found that as attendance at 

religious services went up parents tended to support school sex education less.  Attending church 

services is an aspect that is most closely related to extrinsic religiosity and not intrinsic 

religiosity.  It is important to consider these two types of religiosity separately because each of 

them can have a profound impact on an individual while the other type of religiosity remains 

constant.  

Effects of religiosity.  Another recent trend in religiosity is investigating the effect that 

religiosity has on peoples’ attitudes towards the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender 

(LGBT) community.  One study analyzed data from 78 female and 95 male undergraduate level 

students taking courses to become physical education teachers and found that a positive 

relationship existed between the students’ religiosity level and their negative attitudes towards 

gay men and lesbian women (Sarac, 2012).  While this study points out that higher levels of 

religiosity may instigate negative feelings towards the LGBT community, another study explored 

how religiosity when combined with attending LGBT alliance programs might mediate attitudes 

towards LGBT individuals (Worthen, 2014).  In this study, the researcher found that participants 

with higher levels of religiosity who had also taken part in LGBT alliance programs had lower 

levels of negative attitudes towards the LGBT community (Worthen, 2014).  It is not very 

surprising that participants with higher levels of religiosity would be less accepting of LGBT 

individuals as most religions teach that same-sex relationships are sinful.  However, it is 

reassuring to know that LGBT alliance programs are establishing awareness and understanding 
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of the LGBT community, which can help to temper some of the harmful attitudes towards 

individuals in the LBGT community.   

Other studies have also explored how religiosity affects a person’s attitudes towards gay 

men.  Chonody, Woodford, and Brennan (2014) studied faculty in a social work department at a 

United States university to see whether there was a relationship between religiosity and sexual 

prejudice.  The researchers found that sexual prejudice was higher among participants with 

higher levels of religiosity (Chonody et al., 2014).  Essentially, these results showed that faculty 

members with higher levels of religiosity displayed more prejudiced attitudes towards gay men.  

There was a gap in the research as to whether or not the delivery method of instruction (online or 

in person) could affect the prejudice that some instructors have on LGBT students.  Perhaps, if 

there were no direct person-to-person interactions through an online course, then it could be 

argued that the level of prejudice would most likely be lower.  Even though religiosity was 

negatively associated with the LGBT community in the previously mentioned studies, there are 

plenty of studies that show the positive side effects that high levels of religiosity can have on a 

person.  

Researchers have spent a lot of time exploring the positive side effects of religiosity.  

Researchers have found that religiosity can positively affect the value of life that participants 

report (Randall & Bishop, 2013).  Studies have also shown that a sense of meaning in life 

(Stroope, Draper, & Whitehead, 2013) and life satisfaction (Park, Roh, & Yeo, 2012) can be 

affected by a person’s religiosity.  A 2013 study by Anye, Gallien, Bian, and Moulton measured 

two factors, religiosity and health quality of life.  The researchers measured the religiosity factor 

by using the Spiritual Well-Being Scale, and they measured health quality of life by using 

questions from the Health-Related Quality of Life scale developed by the Center for Disease 
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Control and Prevention (Anye et al., 2013).  The researchers found that participants (N = 225) 

who scored high on the Spiritual Well-Being Scale tended to have higher levels on the Health-

Related Quality of Life (Anye et al., 2013).  In other words, participants with higher religiosity 

levels displayed a higher quality of health.  The results from this study could be used on college 

campuses to increase awareness around spirituality and health.  Value of life, sense of meaning, 

and life satisfaction are all related to how a person perceives his or her quality of life.  Therefore, 

it is not surprising that these are all closely linked to religiosity as most religions seek to help 

people find meaning and happiness in their lives.   

The more surprising studies are the ones that look at how religiosity can affect a person’s 

actions.  For example, Bailey and Yocum (2015) investigated how an increase in religiosity 

helped a student with an auditory learning disability recover from a near-fatal suicide attempt.  

For the participant of their study, the increase in religiosity was a way to moderate the extremely 

detrimental effect that the auditory learning disability had on the participant’s ability to function 

psychosocially (Bailey and Yocum, 2015).  Their study shows just how strongly religiosity can 

impact just one individual.   

Another positive side effect of religiosity is that it serves as a coping mechanism to help 

participants with stressful life events (Koenig, 2001).  In Hertz, Addad, and Ronel’s (2012) 

qualitative phenomenological study, the researchers looked at spiritual well-being as one of the 

key factors that make the 12-step program, Overeaters Anonymous, successful.  Through 

personal narratives, the researchers discovered that two of the essential tools that make the 

program successful centered on spiritual and emotional work (Hertz et al., 2012).  The 

researchers found that if participants were going to be successful in losing weight, then they had 

to confront their spiritual and emotional issues that were causing them to overeat (Hertz et al., 
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2012).  This study showcases the affect that spiritual or religious well-being can have on 

everyday life issues, even ones as simple as eating.  In addition to helping with everyday issues, 

religiosity can also help individuals discuss major life issues such as planning end-of-life care for 

older members of their family (Ko, Roh, & Higgins, 2013).   

Other than studying the effect of religiosity on people’s attitudes towards the LGBT 

community and the positive side effects of religiosity, one of the most explored trends in the 

literature surrounding religiosity is its effect on moral decision-making.  Often in difficult 

situations in life, people feel forced to make decisions that may be illegal or immoral.  These 

types of decisions could range from underage drinking and substance abuse to ethical 

misconduct in schools.  A person’s level of religion can have an effect on his or her ability to 

make legal and moral decisions.   

A study conducted in 2015 found that religiosity affects teachers’ preference for 

whistleblowing in a positive way (Gökçe, 2015).  Specifically, religiosity had a stronger impact 

on the teachers preferred method of whistleblowing.  Teachers with higher levels of religiosity 

preferred to report the misconduct to officials within the school rather than to officials outside 

the school (Gökçe, 2015).  Another study that sampled 323 teachers in Turkey looked at the issue 

of whistleblowing from a different perspective (Toker Gokce, 2016).  In this study, the 

researcher was looking at the relationship between religiosity and two different modes of 

whistleblowing, anonymous and identified.   The researcher found that there was a strong 

relationship between religiosity and both types of whistleblowing (Toker Gokce, 2016).  

However, one of the limitations to this study is that the religion being studied was Islam.  Future 

researchers may want to study this issue and see if similar results are found in other religions.  
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The practice of illegally downloading music is also considered by many to be unethical. 

One study examined 706 Canadian Baptist teenagers between the ages of 14 and 18 years old to 

determine what their opinions were on illegally downloading music (Fawcett, Francis, & 

Henderson, 2013).  The researchers found that only 26% of the participants thought that 

downloading copyrighted music without paying for it was wrong (Fawcett et al., 2013).  

However, the results indicated that as the teenagers church attendance increased and as they 

became more familiar with Biblical teachings they tended to take a stronger stand against music 

theft (Fawcett et al., 2013).  This study shows that the level of religiosity in an individual has an 

impact on the moral choices they make.   

Substance abuse is another area where religiosity plays a strong role.  While many 

religions allow participants to drink alcohol, almost all religions are against abusing it especially 

in children and young adults.  Therefore, it is not really much of a surprise to learn that 

individuals who are actively religious are also less likely to binge drink and take part in risky 

behaviors (Isralowitz & Reznik, 2015).   

Furthermore, researchers have found that religiosity is a better predictor of alcohol abuse 

for boys than it is for girls (French, Purwono, & Rodkin, 2014).  In other words, this means that 

religiosity can be used to predict whether a child is likely to abuse alcohol, but the indicator 

(religiosity) is stronger in boys than girls.  The researchers also discovered that religiosity was 

more strongly predicative of alcohol abuse than tobacco abuse (French et al., 2014).  This result 

was not truly surprising given the participants.  The researchers’ participants were Muslim 

adolescents; their religion, Islam, discourages the use of tobacco but generally forbids drinking 

alcohol (French et al., 2014).  It would be interesting to see if these results were consistent across 

different religions.   
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Another study did offer some insight into what the results might appear to be with a more 

diverse pool of participants.  Klassen, Smith, and Grekin (2013) surveyed 643 participants who 

were 45.5% Caucasian, 18.8% African-American, 11.7% Arab, 14.4% Asian, 4.5% 

Hispanic/Latino, and 5.1% other.  They found that there was a negative correlation between 

religiosity and cigarette smoking.  Interestingly, they did not find a significant correlation 

between religiosity and waterpipe use.  As waterpipes or vapes are a relatively new type of 

substance, many religious communities may not be prepared to offer any guidance on their 

usage.   

Lastly, it may be beneficial to look at how different types of religiosity may have 

different effects on drug use.  Mason, Schmidt, and Mennis (2012) looked at three different 

dimensions of religiosity and how they affected youth drug use.  The three dimensions of 

religiosity included social religiosity, perceived religious support, and private religiosity.  The 

first dimension, social religiosity, was used to refer to religious practices such as church 

attendance and other religious activities done with others (Mason et al., 2012).  The second 

dimension was coined perceived religious support and was used to describe the level of general 

support reported by a single member of a congregation (Mason et al., 2012).  The third and final 

dimension of religiosity was private religiosity.  The term private religiosity describes 

intrapersonal aspects of religious practice such as prayer (Mason et al., 2012).  They researchers 

found that when social religiosity and perceived religious support were high, marijuana and 

tobacco use decreased (Mason et al., 2012).  They also found that being near a religious 

institution also had an impact on alcohol use.  The results indicated that the further a person’s 

home was from a religious institution, the more likely that person was to use alcohol (Mason et 

al., 2012).  Interestingly though, they found no correlation between private religiosity and any 
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type of substance use (Mason et al., 2012).  Their study shows why it is important to study the 

different types of religiosity.   

Religiosity in correlational studies.  In correlational studies, religiosity is often used as 

a factor to study the level of religion of participants in a variety of religions, such as Islam 

(Isralowitz & Reznik, 2015) and Christianity (Francis, ap Siôn, & Village, 2014).  Much of the 

research on the topic of religiosity focused on identifying relationships between religiosity and 

other factors.  Those studies were important because they funneled the research into studying the 

beneficial areas of religiosity.  For example, studies have been conducted and found that 

religiosity is not correlated to the following: grade point average (Zubairu & Sakariyau, 2016), 

performance in the chemistry classroom (Oloyede & Mercy, 2016), or youth activism (Spellings, 

Barber, & Olsen, 2012).  However, other studies have found that religiosity is correlated to the 

following: marital satisfaction (Homaei, Bozorgi, & Ghahfarokhi, 2016), non-suicidal self-injury 

(Kress et al., 2015), aggression levels in boys (French, Purwono, & Rodkin, 2012), and 

transformational leadership (Mehdinezhad & Nouri, 2016).  These types of correlational studies 

help researchers know what specific areas of religiosity to investigate further.    

All of the studies mentioned in this section used religion or spirituality in some way as a 

major part of the study, and they each demonstrated that religion powerfully affects the lives of 

participants.  This dissertation will also use religiosity as a variable in a correlational design that 

will investigate the relationship between students’ sense of community as measured by Rovai’s 

2002 Classroom Community Scale and their religiosity as measured by the Spiritual Well-Being 

Scale.  All of the literature presented in this chapter highlights how important both of these 

variables are in participants’ lives, especially those of participants who are students.   
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Summary 

Online education has evolved greatly over the last few decades.  From the Electronic 

University Network’s founding of online learning classes in 1984 (Finkle & Masters, 2014) to 

the first fully online university in the 1990s (Finkle & Masters, 2014), distance learning has gone 

through many transitions.  In today’s technological world, students have more access and 

opportunities than ever to learn in an online environment.  However, the research literature 

indicates that the biggest challenge for universities offering online programs is simply keeping 

students enrolled.  Online learning suffers from extremely high dropout rates when compared to 

traditional programs (Lee et al., 2015).  Even though many students continue to drop out, there is 

also a constant flow of new students who are attracted to the perks of online learning.  For some 

students, the perks include the following: credit recovery, flexibility of time, and fewer location 

restraints (Carr, 2014).  Other students may not have a choice but to take part in an online course 

because a physical or mental disability will not allow them to attend their classes in person 

(Hashey & Stahl, 2014).   

For whatever the reason, students continue to enroll in online courses despite the fact that 

the online dropout rate is reported to be as high as 50% (Lee et al., 2015).  Of the students that 

choose to enroll, many of those students struggle because they were not brought up using 

technology and it does not come naturally to them.  These digital immigrants are forced to 

overcome their trepidations if they are to be successful in an online learning environment 

(Prensky, 2001).  It does not help their self-confidence to be placed in the same class as digital 

natives that seem to take to technology like a fish to water (Prensky, 2001).  However, digital 

natives often have the opposite problem when their instructors assume because they are younger 

that they will automatically understand how to appropriately use technology.  Some digital 
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natives may know how to do an internet search, but they may not have the necessary tools to 

sufficiently judge whether a source is credible or not.  It is up to the instructors to assess what 

their students’ needs are and plan their assignments accordingly.      

Due to the demand for online course offerings, universities have had to find ways to 

ensure that student enrollment numbers remain high.  Universities and educational researchers 

have investigated why students decide to drop out so that they might be able to prevent future 

students from dropping out also.  Much of the research pinpoints low levels of sense of 

community as one reason why students drop out (Phirangee, 2016; Rovai, 2001b).  Without a 

strong sense of community, students’ self-efficacy begins to drop and as a result students are 

unable to successfully complete the task of finishing an online course.  In addition to sense of 

community, religiosity also seems to be linked to students’ success.  Studying these two 

variables, sense of community and religiosity, in correlation to one another may be the key to 

unlocking information that can help with attrition problems in online courses.       

All of the research studies presented in this chapter have shown that there is a gap in the 

literature surrounding sense of community and religiosity.  The gap exists in the fact that there 

are no studies that investigate the relationship between sense of community and religiosity in 

undergraduate level online courses.  The purpose of the current study will be to explore this gap 

in the literature and discover if a relationship exists at all between those two variables.  

Hopefully, the findings of the current study will shed some light on this gap, and will help future 

researchers to explore the issues even further.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

 Chapter Three covers the methods that were used in this quantitative, correlational study.  

Pearson’s r was utilized in this study to analyze the data because it best fits the needs of the 

research question.  Spearman’s r was also used as a nonparametric test because not all of the 

assumptions were met to use Pearson’s r. The research question, “Is there a relationship between 

online undergraduate students’ religiosity and their sense of community?” is restated in this 

chapter along with the three hypotheses.  The participants were obtained through a convenience 

sample of at least 100 students from a Southeastern United States university. Two instruments 

were used in this study.  The first instrument that was used is Paloutzian and Ellison’s (1982) 

Spiritual Well-Being Scale, and the second instrument was Rovai’s (2002) Classroom 

Community Scale.  Lastly, the chapter details the specific procedures that were used in the study 

along with statistical analysis that were used to analyze the data.   

Design 

A correlational design utilizing Pearson’s r was originally intended for use in this study.  

This type of design was the most appropriate for this study because it fits the demands of the 

research question, which focuses on the relationship between religiosity and sense of community.  

Gall, Gall, and Borg (2007) emphasized its appropriateness by explaining “correlational research 

refers to studies in which the purpose is to discover relationships between variables through the 

use of correlational statistics,” (p. 332).  They also explained that there are two purposes for 

using correlational research designs, which are “(1) to explore causal relationships between 

variables and (2) to predict score on one variable from research participants’ scores on other 

variables,” (Gall et al., 2007, p. 337).  However, after running the assumption testing needed in 
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order to use Pearson’s r, it was determined that not all of the assumptions were met for Pearson’s 

r to be reported.  Instead, Spearman’s r was performed because it is a nonparametric test. Other 

types of correlations, such as Spearman’s r, may be used when the assumptions for Pearson’s r 

are violated (Warner, 2013, p. 27).   

When defining religiosity there are two main parts that one has to keep in mind, intrinsic 

religiosity and extrinsic religiosity.  Intrinsic religiosity is defined as a person’s depth of belief, 

whereas extrinsic religiosity is described as the parts of religious life that are outside oneself, 

such as how often a person attends church (Thorson & Powell, 1990). Religiosity was measured 

by the Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, Religious Well-Being, which provides a self-

assessment of an individual’s relationship with God (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).  The scores 

reported for religiosity reflected intrinsic religiosity since the Religious Well-Being subscale 

focuses on a person’s relationship with God.  The variables examined in relationship to 

religiosity were sense of community, as measured by the Classroom Community Scale and 

subscales, Connectedness and Learning (Rovai, 2002b).  

Research Question 

 RQ1: Is there a relationship between online undergraduate students’ religiosity and their 

sense of community? 

Null Hypotheses 

H01: There is no statistically significant relationship between online undergraduate 

students’ sense of community scores as shown by the Classroom Community Scale (Rovai, 

2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as shown by Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, 

Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).    
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H02: There is no statistically significant relationship between online undergraduate 

students’ classroom connectedness scores as shown by the Classroom Community Scale’s 

subscale, Connectedness (Rovai, 2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as shown by 

Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).   

H03: There is no statistically significant relationship between online undergraduate 

students’ learning scores as shown by the Classroom Community Scale’s subscale, Learning 

(Rovai, 2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as shown by Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s 

subscale, Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).    

Participants and Setting 

The participants for the correlational study were taken from a convenience sample of 

undergraduate level students enrolled in online courses in the Department of Education at a 

Christian faith-based, Southeastern United States university during the summer semester of the 

2018 school year.  As of summer 2018, 43 professors offered online courses in the Education 

Department.  

 For this study, 90 participants were studied, which is over the amount of participants 

required for a medium effect size. According to Gall et al. (2007), 66 is the required minimum 

number of participants for a medium effect size with statistical power of .7 and an alpha level of 

.05.  The sampling method that was used in this study was a convenience sample, which is 

defined as a group of participants that are chosen because they are available and easy to access 

(Gall et al., 2007).  The rationale behind using a convenience sample is that it was the best way 

to sample the population given the restriction of time and monetary funding.  The targeted 

population for this study included undergraduate level, online students at a Christian university 

on the East Coast of the United States.   
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The researcher reached out to online instructors teaching in the Department of Education 

at the university and ask if they would like their classes to participate in the study.  The study 

was then introduced to the sample participants first through their course instructor who emailed 

them a copy of the recruitment.  Some of the professors chose to post an online recruitment letter 

in the announcement section of their course rather than emailing their students.  Participants 

could then take the survey by clicking on a link to the survey that was found in the recruitment 

letter.  Once they clicked on the link to the survey, they first had to read the consent letter and 

then acknowledge that they were at least 18 years of age or older before they could take the 

survey.  The researcher used the survey tool Qualtrics as the survey platform.  The 43 professors 

who were sent recruitment letters were combined teaching 12 different online courses.  Some 

professors taught multiple classes of the same course, other professors taught different courses, 

and some professors taught only one class.   

Instrumentation 

The instrument that was used to measure the variable, religiosity, was Paloutzian and 

Ellison’s (1982) survey on Spiritual Well-Being.  The Spiritual Well-Being Scale was 

administered in its entirety, but the whole survey was not analyzed for data.  Instead, only the 

subscale on Religious Well-Being was used when analyzing the data (Paloutzian & Ellison, 

1982).  The reliability for the subscale is high with a Cronbach alpha level of .92 (Harrawood, 

2010).  Validity for the Religious Well-Being Scale has been established by correlating the RWB 

scores with Intrinsic Religious Orientation (r = .79) (Harrawood, 2010).  This instrument has 

been reviewed by multiple other researchers who have found it to be reliable and valid (Bufford, 

Paloutzian, & Ellison, 1991; D’Costa, 1995; Ledbetter, Smith, Fisher, & Vostler Hunter, 1991; & 

Schoenrade, 1995).  The instrument consists of 20 items that can be scored using a six-point, 
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Likert-style scale ranging from strongly agree (5) to strongly disagree (0) (Paloutzian & Ellison, 

1982).  Some of the questions were worded negatively and had to be reverse coded and scored.   

The combined possible score on the Spiritual Well Being Scale ranged from 0 to 100.  A 

score of 0 points was the lowest possible score meaning that the person answered strongly 

disagree to all questions.  A score of 100 points was the highest possible score meaning that the 

person answered strongly agree to all questions. The survey took approximately 10-15 minutes to 

complete, and participants were able to take the survey digitally through Qualtrics.  The answers 

that were selected by the participants were then stored in Qualtrics until 90 participants had taken 

part in the survey.  The researcher then exported the data into SPSS and sent it to a statistician to 

be analyzed.  Permission to use the scale for the study was acquired, and a copy of the request to 

use the scale can be found in the appendix.  

History of the Religious Well-Being Scale 

 The Religious Well-Being Scale was developed over time by Dr. Paloutzian and Dr. 

Ellison who first met in during the 1970s (Life Advance, 2009).  Their quest to develop the scale 

began when they pondered whether or not it was possible to measure the spiritual dimension of 

the human mind (Life Advance, 2009). As both doctors were trained social psychologists, they 

knew that any instrument that truly measured a person’s religiosity would have to be both 

reliable and valid; they knew it also had to be able to be used by people of different religions 

(Life Advance, 2009).  The researchers interviewed participants early on to see how they 

described their spiritual well-being in their own terms (Life Advance, 2009).  They also pulled 

information from the literature on the topic to help them develop the scale (Life Advance, 2009).  

After creating a large initial group of questions, the researchers were able to narrow their set of 

questions down to fifteen (Life Advance, 2009).  That set of 15 questions was then revised, 
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retested, and presented in 1979 to the American Psychological Association and consequently 

published in 1982 (Life Advance, 2009).  Since then, many researchers (Liaquat, Sultan, & 

Hussain, 2013; Robert, Young, & Kelly, 2006; Geertsma & Cummings, 2004) have utilized the 

scale in their studies (Life Advance, 2009).   

Classroom Community Scale 

The instrument that was used to measure Sense of Community is Rovai’s (2002b) 

Classroom Community Scale.  Reliability testing for the Classroom Community Scale overall 

and for each of the two subscales has been conducted.  The overall Classroom Community 

Scale’s Cronbach alpha level was .93, the Connectedness subscale’s alpha level was .92, and the 

Learning subscale’s alpha level was .87 (Rovai, 2002b).  The scale was also tested for validity, 

and was found by three university professors to be valid (Rovai, 2002b).  Additionally, the scale 

was previously tested and found to have a score of 68.4 on the Flesch Reading Ease instrument, 

which not only shows that it scored high and in the acceptable range of 60-70, but it also 

indicates that it is an easy document to understand (Rovai, 2002b).  Rovai’s Classroom 

Community Scale has been cited in over 600 studies, and has been used as a measurement 

instrument in many others (Smilyanski, Boyd, Perry, Rothman, & Jenkins, 2015; Pollard, Minor, 

& Swanson, 2014; Porterfield & Isaac-Savage, 2013).  The instrument used a Likert-style 

response scale.  Responses were as follows: strongly agree = 4, agree = 3, neutral = 2, disagree = 

1, and strongly disagree = 0 (Rovai, 2002b).  Reverse ordering was also required for some 

questions.  This survey took approximately 10-15 minutes to complete, and participants were 

able to take the survey digitally through Qualtrics.  The answers that were selected by the 

participants were then stored in Qualtrics until 90 participants had taken part in the survey.  The 

researcher then exported the data into SPSS and sent it to a statistician to be analyzed.  
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Permission to use the scale for the study was acquired, of the author’s permission to use the scale 

can be found in the appendix.  

History of the Classroom Community Scale  

In 2002 Rovai began the developing the Classroom Community Scale (CCS), which is 

the scale being used in the current study (Rovai, 2002b).  The participants in Rovai’s 2002` study 

included 375 students who were enrolled in graduate level online courses (Rovai, 2002b).  The 

students were approximately 34% male and 66% female; they represented ethnicity groups of 

about 62% Caucasian, 24% African-American, and 14% other (Rovai, 2002b).  The participants 

were on average 39-40 years old (Rovai, 2002b).  Rovai initially developed two sets of items.  

The first set of twenty items tested for sense of community in the actual classroom, while the 

second set of twenty items tested for sense of community in the virtual classroom (Rovai, 

2002b).  All of the items consisted of five-point Likert type responses of strongly agree, agree, 

neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree (Rovai, 2002b).  Half of the items were worded 

negatively, and they had to be reversely scored (Rovai, 2002b).  The most favorable choices 

were assigned a 4 on the scale and the least favorable choices were assigned a 0 (Rovai, 2002b).  

A group of experts consisting of three professors who taught at the university level were given 

the initial set of 40 items to review for content validity (Rovai, 2002b).  This review narrowed 

the scale down to 20 items total with 10 for the actual classroom and 10 for the virtual classroom 

(Rovai, 2002b).  Rovai then used the 20 item scale in his study, which showed the scale to be 

both valid and reliable (Rovai, 2002b). 

Procedures 

 The researcher acquired Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Liberty 

University before collecting any data for the study.  The researcher was also careful to adhere to 
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any and all rules and guidelines set forth by the Institutional Review Board.  After IRB approval 

to conduct the study was obtained, emails will be sent to 43 professors in the Department of 

Education at the university selected to participate in the study.  Permission to contact the 

professors was obtained from the Dean of the Department of Education.  Consenting professors 

will then be sent a recruitment letter to give to their students.  A link to the survey was placed in 

the recruitment letter.  The professors either emailed their students the recruitment letter or 

posted it to the announcement section of their online course.  The surveys were given through 

Qualtrics, an online survey apparatus that offers tools to give and collect survey data. 

To guarantee that students gave their consent before proceeding to the survey questions, 

they were first required to confirm they had given their permission to take the survey and that 

they were at least 18 years of age or older.  Over the course of the summer of 2018, the data from 

students filling out the surveys was collected.  Follow up emails were sent to professors who did 

not respond from the initial round of the email recruitment letters.  Once the data was collected 

from 90 participants, it was then analyzed for statistical significance.  Copies of permission to 

use the surveys, participant consent forms, and recruitment letters can be found in the 

appendices.  

Data Analysis 

Once the data was recorded, they were then analyzed for statistical significance using 

Pearson’s r.  Pearson’s r is the most appropriate statistical analysis because it analyzes the 

correlational relationship between two variables (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007), which were sense of 

community and religiosity.  This type of statistical analysis also best fits the demands of the 

research question, which investigates whether a relationship exists between the two variables.  
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Before running tests of statistical significance, the data were screened and certain 

assumptions were verified. First, the data was screened, by using a box-and-whisker plot 

between the variables Religiosity and Sense of Community to look for outliers.  Next the data 

was checked to ensure that all assumptions met before proceeding.  This included verifying that 

both variables were at least at the interval/ratio levels of measurement and that both variables 

were independent of each other.  The data was also checked for normality by using the 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov because the sample size was greater than 50 (Warner, 2013).  

Additionally, scatterplots were run while adding a line of fit to check for linearity; the 

scatterplots were also checked for a bivariate normal distribution by looking for a classic cigar 

shape (Warner, 2013).   

Typically once the assumptions are all met, the data would be analyzed for statistical 

significance.  However, not all of the assumptions were met for Pearson’s r, and therefore, 

Spearman’s r was also conducted because it is a nonparametric test.   

Both descriptive and inferential statistics were run on the data.  The means and standard 

deviations were reported.  Next, Spearman’s r was calculated for each hypothesis, and the 

strength and direction will be noted.  Even though Pearson’s r is the most appropriate test of 

statistical analysis based off of the fact that the study will be trying to determine if a relationship 

existed between two variables (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007), the study used Spearman’s r because 

not all of the assumptions were met to use Pearson’s r.  Other types of correlations, such as 

Spearman’s r, may be used when the assumptions for Pearson’s r are violated (Warner, 2013, p. 

27).  To see if the correlation for each hypothesis was significant, the Bonferroni correction was 

used to calculate the appropriate level of significance.  The Bonferroni correction requires that 

the significance level be lowered to p < .02 (Warner, 2013).  This correction will be utilized to 
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protect from Type I error (Warner, 2013).  Observed r value (r) and significance levels (p) for 

each null hypothesis were reported along with degrees of freedom (df), number (N), power, and 

effect size.  Lastly, the researcher determined whether to reject the null hypotheses or fail to 

reject the null hypotheses based off of the significance levels that were acquired.      
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Overview 

Chapter Four will present the descriptive statistics, the data screening, and the 

assumptions testing conducted in order to test the three correlations.  The results for the null 

hypotheses are also discussed, which include the Pearson’s r and Spearman rank-order test for 

each of the three hypotheses.  

Research Question 

RQ1: Is there a relationship between online undergraduate students’ religiosity and their 

sense of community? 

Null Hypotheses 

H01: There is no statistically significant relationship between online undergraduate 

students’ sense of community scores as shown by the Classroom Community Scale (Rovai, 

2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as shown by Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, 

Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).    

H02: There is no statistically significant relationship between online undergraduate 

students’ classroom connectedness scores as shown by the Classroom Community Scale’s 

subscale, Connectedness (Rovai, 2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as shown by 

Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).   

H03: There is no statistically significant relationship between online undergraduate 

students’ learning scores as shown by the Classroom Community Scale’s subscale, Learning 

(Rovai, 2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as shown by Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s 

subscale, Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).    
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Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean and standard deviation scores reported for the variable Religious Well-Being 

(RWB) can be found in Table 1. Means and standard deviations scores for the Sense of 

Community (Classroom Community Scale overall score, Classroom Community Scale subscale 

Learning, and Classroom Community Sclae subscale Connectedness) can be found in Table 2.  

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics: Religiosity  
 
Variables N Mean S.D. 

RWB 85 53.60 7.308 

 
Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics: Sense of Community 
 
Variables N Mean S.D. 

CCS Overall 85 54.04 12.479 

Connectedness 85 23.60 7.963 

Learning 85 30.44 5.596 

 

Results 

Data Screening 

 All of the data were screened to check for missing data and outliers.  In total, five 

participants (68, 73,74, 76, & 79) failed to answer all survey questions from both instruments.  

This resulted in a large amount of missing data for the five participants.  These participants’ data 

were thus discarded and removed from the data set (Warner, 2013, p. 134).  Box plots were used 
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to identify any outliers for both variables (Warner, 2013, p. 153-157) (see Figure 1 for box 

plots). No additional data were removed due to outliers.  

Figure 1. Box Plots 

 

Assumption Tests 

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was then used to determine whether or not each variable 

passed the normality assumption test (Warner, 2013, p. 153).  The assumption for normality was 

found acceptable at the .05 alpha level for the Classroom Community Scale overall (p = .200) 

and the subscale Connectedness (p = .200).  However, the assumption for normality was not 

found tenable at the .05 alpha level for the Religious Well-Being variable (p = .000) or the 

Classroom Community Scale’s subscale Learning (p = .035).  The assumption of homogeneity of 

variance was examined using the Levene’s test.  No violations were found (p = .013 for 

Classroom Community scale overall, p = .184 for Connectedness, p = .028 for Learning) so the 

assumption of homogeneity was met.  Scatterplots were also ran for each correlation to test for 
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linearity.  The linearity assumption was met for each correlation (see Figures 2, 3, & 4 for 

scatterplots).  The researcher ran histograms on the two variables that did not meet the 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov assumption test.  After inspecting the graphs, the researcher determined 

that the non-parametric test, Spearman’s r, would be needed for statistical analysis in addition to 

Pearson’s r.  

 Spearman’s r was used to test all three null hypotheses in addition to Pearson’s r.  Other 

types of correlations, such as Spearman’s r, may be used when the assumptions for Pearson’s r 

are violated (Warner, 2013, p. 27).  As it is a nonparametric test, Spearman’s r does not require 

any assumptions to be met.  Spearman’s r can be “applied when scores come in the form of 

ranks, or are converted into ranks, to get rid of problems such as outliers and extremely 

nonnormal distribution shapes,” (Warner, 2013, p. 1116).  Since most of the assumption testing 

was met for Pearson’s r, it has been reported in addition to Spearman’s r.   

Statistical Analysis 

 Spearman correlations were used to test the three null hypotheses at the .05 alpha level.  

In order to protect against Type I error, a Bonferroni correction was used.  The per-comparison 

alpha level (PCα) was calculated by taking the experiment wise alpha (EWα) and dividing it by 

the number of significance tests performed in the study (k = 3) (Warner, 2013, p. 98).  Therefore, 

the PCα was .0167.   

Null Hypothesis One 

For the first hypothesis, the researcher looked to see if a relationship existed between 

online undergraduate students’ sense of community scores as shown by the Classroom 
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Community Scale (Rovai, 2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as shown by Spiritual Well-

Being Scale’s subscale, Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).    

The researcher did find a statistically significant relationship between students’ sense of 

community scores overall and their religiosity scores.  Therefore, the researcher rejected the null 

where Spearman’s r(83) = .476, p = .000.  The effect size, where r = .476, was very large based 

on Cohen’s effect size index (Warner, 2013, p. 208).  The results for Pearson’s r were r(83) = 

.391, p = .000.  See Figure 2 for scatter plot for sense of community overall scores and 

religiosity.  

 

Figure 2. Scatterplot between Classroom Community Scale Overall score and Religious 

Well-Being. 
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Null Hypothesis Two 

 For hypothesis two, the researcher examined the data to see if there was a relationship 

between online undergraduate students’ classroom connectedness scores as shown by the 

Classroom Community Scale’s subscale, Connectedness (Rovai, 2002b) and the students’ 

religiosity scores as shown by Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, Religious Well-Being 

(Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982).  The researcher did find a statistically significant relationship 

between students’ classroom connectedness scores and their religiosity scores.  Therefore, the 

researcher rejected the null r(83) = .417, p = .000.  The effect size, where r = .417, was very 

large based on Cohen’s effect-size index (Warner, 2013, p. 208).  The results for Pearson’s r 

were r(83) = .307, p = .001.  See Figure 3 for a scatterplot of students’ classroom connectedness 

scores and their religiosity scores.  

 

Figure 3. Scatterplot between Classroom Community Scale’s subscale Connectedness 

and Religious Well-Being. 
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Null Hypothesis Three 

For null hypothesis three, the researcher inspected the data to see if there was a 

relationship between online undergraduate students’ learning scores as shown by the Classroom 

Community Scale’s subscale, Learning (Rovai, 2002b) and the students’ religiosity scores as 

shown by Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, Religious Well-Being (Paloutzian & Ellison, 

1982).  The researcher did find a statistically significant relationship between students’ learning 

scores and their religiosity scores.  Therefore, the researcher rejected the null r(83) = .492, p = 

.000. The effect size, where r = .492, was very large according to Cohen’s effect size index 

(Warner, 2013, p. 208). The results for Pearson’s r were r(83) = .435, p = .000.  See Figure 4 for 

a scatterplot of students’ learning scores and their religioisity scores.  

 

Figure 4. Scatterplot between Classroom Community Scale’s subscale Learning and 

Religious Well-Being. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS 

Overview 

 In this chapter, the results from the statistical analyses that were conducted are discussed 

and the implications of these findings are considered in light of the literature. Additionally, the 

limitations of the study and suggestions for future research are offered.  

Discussion 

 While the literature on Sense on Community in online classrooms has been covered quite 

thoroughly, there has been a gap in the literature on whether or not religiosity has an effect on 

students’ levels of Sense of Community (Azagba et al., 2014; Bottom et al., 2013).  The purpose 

of this quantitative, correlational study was to investigate the gap in the literature concerning the 

relationship between online, undergraduate students’ religiosity and their reported level of sense 

of community. 

 This study used two instruments to quantitatively measure the two variables, Sense of 

Community and Religiosity. The Classroom Community Scale, developed by Rovai (2002), was 

used to measure Sense of Community.  Rovai’s instrument provided the researcher with a valid 

and reliable instrument to measure online students’ levels of sense of community.  The Spiritual 

Well-Being Scale’s subscale, Religious Well-Being, developed by Paloutzian and Ellison (1982), 

was used to measure the variable Religiosity.  Their instrument provided the researcher with a 

valid and reliable instrument to measure participants’ level of religiosity.  These two data 

gathering instruments were used to answer the study’s research question: Is there a relationship 

between online undergraduate students’ religiosity and their sense of community? 

 Spearman’s correlation was used in this study to examine the correlation of the variable 

religiosity and the variables associated with sense of community as the variable. Spearman’s 
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correlation was run, in addition to Pearson’s r, since the assumptions required to use Pearson’s 

correlation were violated.  This nonparametric correlation was the most appropriate statistical 

analysis to use for this study since it can assess the strength of relationship between two ordinal 

variables (Warner, 2013, p. 1116).  

Null Hypothesis One 

 For the first null hypothesis, a significant relationship was found between students’ 

overall Classroom Community Scale score and their level of Religiosity.  Randall and Bishop 

(2013) found that religioisity played a role in value of life that was reported by participants in 

their study.  Conversely, other researchers have shown that sense of meaning in life (Stroope, 

Draper, & Whitehead, 2013) and life satisfaction (Park, Roh, & Yeo, 2012) can affect a person’s 

religioisity. Anye et al. (2013) studied religiosity and health-related quality of life.  The 

researchers found that participants (N = 225) who scored high on the Spiritual Well-Being Scale 

tended to have higher levels on the Health-Related Quality of Life (Anye et al., 2013).  In other 

words, participants with higher religiosity levels displayed a higher quality of health. These 

studies imply there is a relationship between the factors studied (value of life, sense of meaning, 

life satisfaction,  and health-related quality of life) and religiosity.  However, in these studies the 

researchers did not specifically investigate a sense of community.  They were focused on the 

participant’s satisfaction with themselves as an individual.   

The current study instead looked at how religiosity might be related to a student’s sense 

of community in their online classroom.  Only one other study has specifically investigated 

students’ religiosity and their sense of community in online courses (Rovai et al., 2008).  Rovai 

et al. (2008) found that sense of community was stronger among students who were enrolled at a 

Christian university than students who were enrolled at a state university.  These results suggest 
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that religion had a significant impact on the students’ level of sense of community in their online 

courses.  However, in Rovai’s study, the researcher was only looking at graduate level students.   

The present study, which looked at undergraduate level students, found that there was a 

statistically significant relationship, where Spearman’s r = .476,  between online students’ sense 

of community and their level of religiosity.  Based on the aforementioned studies of Stroope, 

Draper, & Whitehead (2013), Park, Roh, & Yeo (2012), and Rovai et al. (2008), the very large 

effect size was deemed reasonable (Warner, 2013).  

Null Hypothesis Two 

 For null hypothesis two, there was a significant relationship found between classroom 

connectedness and religiosity. Rennick et al. (2013) studied the effects of spiritual and religious 

engagement on students’ college outcomes.  They included the following categories as student 

college outcomes: leadership skills, interpersonal skills, social satisfaction, sense of belonging, 

and psychological well-being (Rennick et al., 2013).  Since for the purposes of this study, sense 

of community has been defined as a feeling that members have of belonging (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986), then it is reasonable to look at the Rennick et al. (2013) study, which uses “sense 

of belonging” for comparison to the present study which is investigating “sense of community.”   

Rennick et al. (2013) found that spiritual and religious engagement had a positive impact 

on sense of belonging in African-American, Asian, and White students, but not Latino students.  

While they did not find a positive impact between the two variables for Latino students, it is still 

impressive that there was a positive connection for so many races of students.  In the present 

study, a significant relationship was found between classroom connectedness as measured by the 

Classroom Community Scale’s subscale, connectedness and Religiosity as measured by the 

Spiritual Well-Being Scale’s subscale, religious well-being.  In the present study, the relationship 
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between these two variables was measured by Spearman’s correlation where r = 4.17.  Based on 

the Rennick et al. (2013) study, the very large effect size was deemed reasonable (Warner, 

2013).  

It is also important to note that researchers have found that students’ sense of community 

grows stronger throughout the duration of a course (Rovai, 2001b).  Since the present study 

collected data from students mainly during the first three weeks of their online courses, it would 

be interesting to see if the results from the study were to significantly change if the survey was 

given out towards the end of the course. Therefore, in future research, it would be advisable to 

collect data during the tail-end of the online course to see if there was significant change between 

level of sense of community and its relationship to religiosity.  Researchers might be able to get a 

stronger correlation between the two variables if they were to collect their data at the end of the 

course.   

Also, it has been discovered that sense of community tends to be stronger in female 

students (Rovai, 2001a; Rovai & Baker, 2005).   For future studies, researchers might want to see 

if gender plays a role in determining the relationship between sense of community and 

religiosity.  

Null Hypothesis Three 

 For null hypothesis three, there was a significant relationship found between students’ 

learning as measured by the Classroom Community Scale’s subscale, learning and their level of 

religiosity.  One phenomenological sudy found that many students described their faith as a 

“starting point” on which they could build their relationships with their classmates (Byrd, 2016).  

In that study the students explained that their relationships that were strengthened by their faith 

also had a stronger impact on their learning throughout the course (Byrd, 2016).  In many 
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instances, the students would ask their religious classmates to pray for them whenever they 

might be struggling over the coursework or things going on in their lives (Byrd, 2016).  They 

believed this type of encouragement had a positive impact on their learning.   

Once students start to connect with their classmates, they typically are more willing to 

share with each other and support one another (Chang, 2012).  They may even begin to feel 

responsible for the learning environment (Chang, 2012).  However, in order for students to 

connect with each other, they must be given opportunities to interact.  Researchers have found 

that certain interactions produce a stronger sense of community than other types (Shackelford & 

Maxwell, 2012).  The interactions that produce the strongest sense of community are 

introductions, group projects, sharing individual experiences, whole class discussions, and the 

exchanging of resources (Shackelford & Maxwell, 2012).  Course instructors who hope to build 

a strong sense of community should try to include these types of interactions in their online 

classrooms.   

The results from the present study support the findings from Byrd’s 2016 

phenomenological study.  The present study found a very large relationship between religiosity 

and learning with Spearman’s r = .492 (Warner, 2013).  This suggests students with stronger 

levels of religiosity have higher levels of learning throughout their online course.  However, 

unlike Byrd’s study, the present study did not ask participants if they interact with other students 

in regards to their religion.  Byrd may have seen those effects because the students in that study 

discussed their religion openly with their classmates.  The present study only ask students about 

their own religiosity and their own sense of community.  It is important to note for future 

research that when students openly support each other through their faith in their religion that 
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they tend to have a stronger sense of community and that they also perform better in their online 

courses (Byrd, 2016).  

Conclusions 

 At the beginning of the present study, the researcher predicted that there would be a 

significant relationship between online, undergraduate students’ level of religiosity and their 

sense of community.  After collecting and analyzing data, it was determined that there was a 

significant relationship between religiosity and the three variables (sense of community overall, 

connectedness, and learning).  The researcher also corrected for Type I error by using the 

Bonferroni correction.  It is important to note that while these conservative correlations all came 

back significant they do not therefore imply causation.  Warner (2013) clarifies that “Correlation 

does not imply causation,” (p. 265).  Even though it can not be said that higher levels of religion 

cause stronger levels of sense of community, these results still give clear and valuable insight 

into the fact that the two variables are indeed related.  What is unclear, however, is exactly how 

they are related.  For example, perhaps those participants with stronger levels of religiosity also 

happen to be more extroverted and therefore tend to build relationship and a stronger sense of 

community faster than other students.  It can not be determined from a correlation why two 

variables are related.  For this to be determined, futher research into the topic would have to be 

conducted.  

According to researchers, one of the most common factors that affects the dropout rate is 

sense of community (Rovai, 2002c).  It is important to note that students do not report any 

significant differences in perceived learning between online and traditional students (Cavanaugh 

& Jacquemin, 2015; Rovai et al., 2005).  So, even though students feel less connected when they 

learn online, they still report that they are indeed learning.  These feelings reported by students 
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can also be backed up by research data that show there is no statistical difference between 

students’ grades for on-campus and online courses (Cavanaugh & Jacquemin, 2015; VanPatten, 

Trego, & Hopkins, 2015).  Therefore, if students are learning at the same rate as in traditional 

courses, it must be something else that is causing them to drop out of their online classes.  Many 

researchers, such as Rovai, believe this cause to be a low sense of community.  

Since sense of community greatly affects the chances of online students staying enrolled 

in their online courses, it is not surprising that many studies have investigated different factors to 

see how they might be related to sense of community in online courses.  For example Bottom, et 

al. (2013) looked at sense of community and religious pluralism, the belief that there can be 

many religions, but they did not investigate religiosity specifically. Ferrari et al. (2014) studied 

sense of community and found that a significant interaction existed between religious affiliation 

and sense of community, but once again they did not study students’ religiosity.   

It is also important to note that many of the studies that have looked at sense of 

community have not sampled participants at the undergraduate level.  For example Rovai 

(2001a) and Rovai (2004) only sampled graduate level students.  Azagba et al. (2014) found that 

religiosity is closely related to school connectedness, which is similar to sense of community, but 

they investigated religiosity at the high school level and not at the post-secondary undergraduate 

level.  However, according to the present study, religiosity shows a statistically significant 

relationship with sense of community for online, undergraduate level students.    

Implications 

 Since the present study found that religiosity was positively related to overall sense of 

community, connectedness, and learning, it may therefore be implied that students’ religion 

should be encouraged in online courses in order to build a stronger sense of community.  It is 
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important to note that the Religious Well-Being scale does not narrow its focus to only one 

specific religion.  For example, none of the questions specifically refer to Jesus Christ, 

Muhammad, Buddha, or any other specific religious figures.  In other words, anyone who 

believes in a Monotheistic religion could take the Religious Well-Being survey and get a 

religiosity score.  Since the participants were all enrolled in online, undergraduate level courses 

at a Christian, faith-based university, it is reasonable to assume that they were taking the 

Religious Well-Being survey from a Christian perspective.   

If the findings from this study were to be applied to secular universities, professors may 

want to encourage acceptance of all faiths rather than singling out one faith.  Singling out one 

faith might have the opposite effect as the present study.  In secular universities, where the 

student religious demographic varies, having students with strong levels of religion might cause 

friction in the online classroom and therefore a lower sense of community.  Professors and 

universities should proceed with caution when applying the results from this study to their own 

online courses.  It might be helpful for professors to ask students to volunteer information 

regarding their religious background.  If it seems that all or the majority of students are from the 

same religious background, then it may improve the sense of community in the class by 

encouraging the students to express their religious beliefs in a positive manner.  For example, 

students could keep a prayer journal or prayer circle to pray for each other as they are going 

through hard times while they are enrolled in the course.  This might cause them to depend upon 

each other for other things such as study groups, which could improve their course grades and 

their likelihood of staying enrolled in the program.   
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Limitations 

 There were many limitations in the present study.  The largest limitation was the study’s 

sample size (N = 85).  Professors who were teaching online, undergraduate level Summer session 

courses in the School of Education at a Southern, Christian university were asked whether or not 

they would like for their students to take part in the study.  Emails were sent to 43 professors and 

22 professors responded by giving their consent for their students to take part in the study.  The 

number of professors who gave their consent might have been larger had the survey been 

administered in the Spring or Fall semester.  However, the 22 professors were able to encourage 

their students to take the survey, and in total 90 students participated.  Five students’ scores were 

removed because they did not answer the entire survey. In addition to the sample’s size, other 

limitations regarding the sample include the fact that only students attending a faith-based 

university were surveyed and only students who were enrolled in School of Education courses 

were permitted to take the survey.   

 Another limitation of the study was the fact that it was only offered in English.  This may 

have prevented some students from taking the survey who would have if it had been offered in 

their native language.  It can create problems for researchers when an instrument that was 

intended to be used by one group of people is used by another (Phillips, 1960).  For instance, 

questions can use phrases that one group of people (native English speakers) might automatically 

know, while another group might be confused by the phrasing of the question.  This confusion 

can cause the results of the study to be flawed.  It is important to note that the researchers who 

developed the Spiritual Well-Being Scale have offered a Spanish version of it, and they are 

developing versions of it in other languages (Life Advance, 2009). However, since it was 

understood that the population of the study were all online undergraduate level students, it was 
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assumed that they all were proficient in academic English and therefore the survey was only 

offered in English.   

 One other limitation of the study was that the researcher did not collect any demographic 

information such as the age or gender of the participants.  The main reason behind this was to 

ensure that the participants remained anonymous.  However, it would have been interesting to 

see whether or not participants in different age groups had a stronger relationship between their 

variables when compared with their classmates in another age bracket.  Also, it would have been 

interesting to find out whether gender affects the relationship between the variables for 

undergraduate level students.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 There are several areas in this study where future research is recommended.  These areas 

include the following recommendations: 

 (a) It is recommended that a follow-up study be conducted with a larger sample size and 

the sample should include particpants from two different types of universities: secular and non-

secular.  In this type of study, it would also be interesting to see if there was a significant 

difference in the dropout rates between the two groups.     

 (b) It is recommended that for use in a Christian university that a  survey instrument be 

used that specifically targets a participant’s level of Christianity and not just Religiosity as a 

whole.  

 (c) Future researchers should also try to incorporate a variety of languages in which 

participants can take the survey.  
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 (d) Researchers may want to see if collecting the data at the end of the course instead of 

the beginning of the course has a significant impact on the relationship between religiosity and 

sense of community.   

 (e) Future researchers should look to see whether or not gender plays a significant role in 

the relationship between religiosity and sense of community in online, undergraduate students.  

 (f) Lastly, future researchers might have different results depending upon the time of year 

(Spring, Summer, or Fall semester) they are administering the survey.  
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APPENDIX A 

PERMISSION TO USE CLASSROOM COMMUNITY SCALE 

 Permission to use the Classroom Community Scale can be found in the 2002 journal 

article entitled Development of an instrument to measure classroom community by A. P. Rovai.  

The portion of the article which provides permission to use the survey has been provided below 

in appendix A.  
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APPENDIX B 

PERMISSION TO USE SPIRITUAL WELL-BEING SCALE 

 A copy of the email granting permission to use the Spiritual Well-Being Scale has been 

provided below in Appendix B.  
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APPENDIX C 

IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX D 

RECRUITMENT LETTER TO PROFESSORS 
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APPENDIX E 

RECRUITMENT LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS 
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APPENDIX F 

CONSENT FORM 

CONSENT FORM 
INVESTIGATING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENTS’ RELIGIOSITY AND 

THEIR SENSE OF COMMUNITY IN ONLINE COURSES 
Stephanie Furey 

Liberty University 
School of Education 

 
You are invited to be in a research study on religion and sense of community in online courses.  
This study is surveying online students to see how their level of religion is related to their sense 
of community in their online class. You were selected as a possible participant because you are 
at least 18 years old, and you are currently taking an online class. Please read this form and ask 
any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
Mrs. Stephanie Furey, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University, is 
conducting this study.  
 
Background Information: The purpose of this study is to investigate whether or not a 
relationship exists between online, undergraduate students’ religiosity and their sense of 
community.  
 
Procedures: If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: 

1. Click on the link at the bottom of this page, and proceed to take the 40-question survey 
after clicking on the link.  The survey should take approximately 15-40 minutes.  

 
Risks: The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you 
would encounter in everyday life. The only risk associated with this study is a potential breach in 
confidentiality if the personal information were to be stolen. 
 
Benefits:   
 
No Direct Benefits: Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in 
this study.  
 
Benefits to society include the addition of further knowledge on the relationship between religion 
and sense of community in online classes.  
 
Compensation: Participants will be compensated for participating in this study The 
compensation that participants should expect to receive from taking part in this study are a 
chance to win one of 12 raffle prizes. Twelve participants will be randomly drawn to receive one 
of the following prizes: two first place prizes of $25 Amazon gift cards, and 10 second place 
prizes of $10 Amazon gift cards. Eligibility for the prize drawings will close once 80 participants 
have taken the survey.         
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Confidentiality: The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report the 
researcher might publish, the researcher will not include any information that will make it 
possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only the researcher 
will have access to the records.  In order to keep participant information confidential, the 
researcher will assign each participant a random number.  Each participant’s number will be 
stored with their email address in a separate folder from his or her data.  Participant’s email 
address will be used to contact that participant in the event that they win the raffle prizes.  Data 
will be stored on a password locked computer, and may be used for future presentations.  After 
three years, all electronic records will be deleted.   
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether 
or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with Liberty University.  If 
you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time 
without affecting those relationships.  
 
How to Withdraw from the Study:  
 
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email 
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data 
collected from you, will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.  
 
Contacts and Questions: The researcher conducting this study is Stephanie Furey You may ask 
any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at 
sfurey@liberty.edu You may also contact the researcher’s faculty advisor, Dr. Michelle 
Barthlow, at mjbarthlow@liberty.edu.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 1887, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.   
 
Please notify the researcher if you would like a copy of this information for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: I have read and understood the above information. I have asked 
questions and have received answers. I consent to participate in the study. 
 

(NOTE: DO NOT AGREE TO PARTICIPATE UNLESS IRB APPROVAL INFORMATION 
WITH CURRENT DATES HAS BEEN ADDED TO THIS DOCUMENT.) 

 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Participant        Date 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Investigator        Date 


