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Summary of Doctoral Dissertation

This study used the concepts of social presence, sociability, and immersion as tools to
explore students’ cognitive engagement in collaborative virtual environments. The study was
composed of three studies of which two collected qualitative data and one quantitative data.
It first explored the levels of cognitive engagement of fully online students in virtual
collaboration. Then, it investigated students’ perceptions of social presence, sociability and
immersion in the virtual collaborative environment. Next, it identified the relationships
amongst social presence, sociability, and immersion in virtual collaboration. Finally, it
discussed and drew conclusions on the influence of these three variables on the students’
contribution of knowledge to the discussions and levels of cognitive engagement in virtual
collaboration.

Study One explored the levels of cognitive engagement of eight groups of fully online
students in synchronous and asynchronous discussions in virtual collaboration. It was a
qualitative descriptive analysis that took a naturalistic approach to analyze text-based and
video-based discussions, based on the cognitive engagement categories developed by Van
der Meijden (2005). Then, it explored the patterns of knowledge contribution by the students
in these discussions and, finally, analyzed the quality of the discussion wrap-up reports,
based on specific rubrics.

The main findings of Study One backed up previous claims that student levels of cognitive
engagement are strongly influenced by the type and design of the task assigned and the type of
contributions made by group members during the process. Moreover, it found out that, aside
from the editors’ writing skills, leaders” management skills and teamwork, other factors such as
feedback, communication and interaction among group members had a direct influence on the
quality of group wrap-up reports. Finally, it caused claim that the insufficient argumentation in
all discussions was another factor affecting students’ cognitive engagement and prevented
groups from taking discussions to the “next level”, for example, the discovery of new ideas
or resolution of group members’ differences.

Study Two was a qualitative content analysis study that took a directed approach in
examining the experiences and perceptions of social presence, sociability, and immersion in
virtual collaboration of eight participants from Study One through in-depth-interviews. The
questions posed were designed based on the sociability framework of Gao, Dai, Fan and
Kang (2010) and a review of the literature of immersion and related areas such as Flow,
cognitive absorption, and presence in virtual spaces.

Findings of Study Two demonstrated that social presence influences sociability as it
contributes to stabilizing psychological safety and building social climate within virtual
group collaboration. In addition, social presence and sociability can positively impact
students’ satisfaction with their performance; however, they may equally negatively
influence students’ level of cognitive engagement as high degrees of social presence become
distracting and formality and politeness of the social climate influence the way students’
express their ideas. In the case of immersion, similar constructs to those mentioned in
previous empirical studies on video games and three-dimensional (3D) virtual worlds were
found, namely: attention, emotional engagement, and physical world detachment. It was
further found that participants had two different, yet closely related immersive experiences;
in the text-based discussions this was described as “a detachment from the physical world,”
while in the video-based discussions it was “a feeling of being transported to another place”.



Study Three examined the relationships between immersion, social presence, and sociability
factors by analyzing survey data of 102 users who had experienced collaboration in virtual
space. The data was collected from a cross section of academia and the private sector, namely a
fully online course, and blended online course, offered by an Open University in the
Philippines; an online course offered by an Open University in Malaysia, an external group of
students from residential universities and working adults who had experience with virtual
collaboration.

The overall results of Study Three showed that indeed, the three variables -social presence,
sociability, and immersion- are positively and statistically significantly correlated among one
another at the construct level. On the other hand, at the variable level, most variables were both
positively and significantly correlated with regard to each other, with the exception of
“emotional involvement” which only correlated with “detachment from the physical world”.

This study provides evidence that it is possible to engage fully-online students at high-levels of
cognitive engagement, which contradicts previous generalizations that students remain at low
levels of cognitive engagement. However, in order for this to happen, the type of task needs to
be carefully crafted. It should require students not only to apply practical but also theoretical
knowledge when proposing alternative solutions to the problem in question. Further, it should
require a certain degree of interdependence among group members so that it encourages
students’ individual participation, interaction with other group members and lays the ground for
collaboration. Within the process of collaboration, argumentation must be nurtured. Through
argumentation, all group members have an opportunity to express their views, challenge
existing beliefs and create an impact on the group final outcome. In so doing, students will be
able to either explore ideas to their logical conclusions, discover new concepts or find
resolutions of ideological differences.

To develop a suitable virtual collaborative environment for cognitive engagement to happen,
firstly, psychological safety needs to be established through social presence. This is a necessary
factor in maintaining a suitable degree of social interaction. If social presence is not stablished,
interactions do not occur as desired and few users will contribute to the discussions, leading to
the demise of the virtual community. Social presence, therefore, lays the foundations for
building sociability which, ultimately, contributes to creating a suitable social climate. As
members of the community become more familiar with each other, and feel connected,
respected and cared about, they become more willing to share personal information, which in
turn, facilitates discourse leading to knowledge construction.

Once social presence and sociability set the stage for the work to progress, immersion comes
into play. Immersion takes social presence and connects it to sociability, taking it to a deeper
level through psychological realism and feelings of closeness. It makes users become
emotionally engaged while attempting to empathize with their group mates whom they have yet
to know in person. Empathy helps people to understand what others really need and, therefore,
to know how they can be helped. This puts users in a more receptive state of mind, which may
help to reduce communication barriers among users during conversations. At the same time,
immersion brings deep thinking and the construction of mental models of the situation or
problem needing to be discussed. Therefore, it can be concluded that social presence,
sociability, and immersion are three closely related variables that support the process of
cognitive engagement in virtual environments.

This dissertation contributes knowledge to the fields of education technology, distance
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education, and psychology. It is one of the first studies to introduce the theory of immersion
into the theory of virtual collaboration by exploring students’ immersive experiences in virtual
platforms used for work-based tasks in educational settings. Further, it explains the
relationships between social presence, sociability and immersion, and how these variables are
related to cognitive engagement. In addition to the foregoing, it provides a framework that
explains social presence, sociability, and immersion variables that influence students’ cognitive
engagement in virtual collaboration.

The results of the present study are restricted to collaboration in task-based virtual platforms;
therefore, caution must be applied when comparing the results of the present study with those of
other studies on, for example, virtual reality or 3D virtual worlds. Further studies that use the
same instruments to measure cognitive engagement in similar settings are still needed to
validate the results of this study. In addition, the relationships between immersion, empathy and
critical thinking deserve further research. It has been claimed in the study that empathy
influences counter argumentation and make individuals more inclined to accept the perceptions
and beliefs of others. A future study, therefore, might explore whether these claims are true in
virtual discussions.

Evaluation Summary

The final meeting to evaluate the dissertation submitted by Mr. Gibran GARCIA Mendoza was
held between 8:50 and 10:10 am on May 23, 2018 at the Education Research Building I -247.
Having reviewed and carefully evaluated the dissertation and interviewed the researcher, all the
members of the Dissertation Evaluation Committee agreed that Mr. GARCIA Mendoza
produced a high-quality dissertation regarding the overall presentation, research focus and
methodology, and results, and added important theoretical value to the areas of online education
and virtual collaboration. The Committee members agreed that Mr. GARCIA Mendoza
developed knowledge and skills needed for a confident young scholar and researcher in his
field. Thereby, the Committee unanimously approved that Mr. GARCIA Mendoza passed the
Ph.D. final defense.

Overall the Ph.D. dissertation is well structured and properly presented. It consists of 7
chapters.

e In Chapter 1, the problem and dissertation topic are logically and clearly presented.

e In Chapter 2, related literature is critically reviewed, limitations of previous studies are
well delineated, and a conceptual framework of the study is well formulated based on
the literature review.

e In Chapters 3, 4 and 5, objectives, methods and findings of Study One, Study Two and
Study Three are clearly specified and key points of each of the studies are carefully
discussed in relation to previous studies.

e In Chapter 6, research findings of three studies are integrated, their implications are
thoroughly examined, and the theoretical framework for virtual collaboration is refined
and key concepts elaborated on integral discussion of respective findings.

e In Chapter 7, conclusions of the study are offered, theoretical and practical
contributions as well as limitations of the study are explained, and future research
areas are suggested.

The Committee members believe that this Ph.D. dissertation will make theoretical contributions



to the field of instructional design and technology by incorporating the theory of immersion into
the theory of virtual collaboration and examining the interrelationships among three key factors
(social presence, sociability and immersion) affecting cognitive engagement in virtual
collaborative learning. Strong empirical evidences provided by both qualitative and quantitative
data collected from the three separate, yet interrelated studies support the enhanced theoretical
framework and three key psychological constructs of virtual collaboration.

The members also agree that the dissertation will offer useful suggestions for instructional
designers and online educators in facilitating cognitive engagement and evaluating learning
outcomes in virtual collaboration. Particularly, different patterns of group interaction identified
in the study could be effectively applied in grouping for high-level cognitive engagement.
While the dissertation did not set out to provide a road map for lesson planning, and its
complexity obviates its use as an instructional design manual, it rather provides an important
theoretical basis for the ongoing examination of best practices in online collaborative learning
environments, making it a potential landmark piece for future pedagogical research work.

The dissertation is very well written. The Committee members, however, suggested minor
changes to further improve the quality of the writing and highlight theoretical contributions of
the study. First, suggestions were made to correct several punctuation errors and misspellings
throughout the dissertation. Further suggestions were made to change the order of sub-sections
in Chapter 1 and have two separate sections addressing theoretical and practical contributions of
the study successively. Grammatical and structural revision suggestions, therefore, constitute
minor changes only.

Based on these observations, the Committee recommends that Mr. Gibran GARCIA Mendoza

be awarded the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. Your approval is greatly appreciated.

To close, the Committee acknowledges extensive efforts and dedications made by Mr. Gibran

GARCIA Mendoza and offers him sincere congratulations for his hard-earned doctoral degree.



