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Summary of Doctoral Dissertation

Inquiry learning has, until now, been widely viewed as a learner-centered approach that
is key to academic success in higher education. However, research has not addressed the
role of emotional presence (EP) in inquiry learning. Based on Dewey’s theory of inquiry,
epistemic emotion is viewed as a vital element in inquiry learning. The current research
argues that EP plays an important role in the epistemic engagement of inquiry learning.
Despite the establishment of the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, a prominent
theoretical model that describes heuristic educational experience in a Col, the model
was criticized as being deficient in describing the affective domain of learning. The
framework underscores three crucial learning constructs essential for building a
successful and dynamic learning community: teaching presence (TP), social presence
(SP), and cognitive presence (CP). Unfortunately, to date, the framework has failed to

consider EP as one of its constructs.

Past work has attempted to call for the inclusion of EP to be a part of the framework by
demonstrating its existence in text-based online discussions. In addition, research of
scale construction has been conducted to assess EP. It is not clear, however, the
theoretical base of the concept of EP, and as a result, varying concepts of EP, as well
measurement tools emerged from differing studies. Moreover, crucial issues related to
psychometric properties were found. The current research sought to address these gaps
and issues by conceptually specifying and empirically testing the construct of EP in
inquiry learning within the higher education setting. In three studies, this research aims

to explore the underlying dimensions of EP, examining its changes and effects on the



learning process and outcomes, and identify relationships among the three Col

presences.

In Study One, the underlying dimensions of EP were ascertained through a scale
development study using a multi-institutional sample of Japanese universities (n = 361).
Four dimensions of EP were proposed based on an established appraisal theory of
emotions, known as the Cognitive-Motivational-Relational theory (CMRT) of emotion.
Based on this theory, it was hypothesized that EP encompasses four dimensions:
epistemic emotive experience, emotional awareness, emotional expression, and
emotional regulation. A literature review and interviews resulted in the development of
an initial 41-item of Emotional Presence Scale (EPS). Employment of Exploratory and
Confirmatory Factor Analysis produced a final 16-item EPS with adequate
psychometric properties. Findings suggested that EP has a first-order structure with four
latent dimensions. Among them, two of the dimensions were renamed to ensure the
labels were a suitable conceptual representation of the retained items; yielding the final
four dimensions as: interest-curiosity, emotional awareness, expression management,

and emotional regulation.

In Study Two, the change of EP and learning-outcome correlates was assessed using a
quantitative study of paired t-tests (n = 33) and correlational analyses in an inquiry
learning activity. The results confirmed that EP was dynamic in nature, increasing over
two-time measurement points. Correlational analyses found that the increase of
emotional regulation was positively associated with knowledge acquisition and direct

task output rating. New insights into the causes and effects of EP changes were found.



The change of EP revealed the process of learners’ adaptation in meeting task demands
and achieving learning goals. The increase in emotional regulation in the learning
process was found to be crucial in improving learners’ self-regulation, and positively

influencing the quality of task output.

In Study Three, the relationships among EP and three Col presences were investigated
using a quantitative study in an inquiry based online discussions of a university course
(n = 126). Correlational analyses showed that EP was significantly correlated with all
three Col presences, where the strongest correlation was found with CP. At the
dimensional level, interest-curiosity was found to be a crucial component in the
development of CP, while transcript analysis of online discussions confirmed these
findings. In line with predictions, this study found that the higher a group predicts the
level of EP, the higher the level of attainment in knowledge construction. Multiple
regression analyses further demonstrated that EP was the strongest predictor of CP. Path
analysis further revealed that EP had a direct effect on CP, as well as mediating the
effects between TP and SP, as well as SP and CP. Drawing from the evidence, the role of
EP as both a navigator and motivator in epistemic engagement of knowledge

construction was deduced.

This research has made important theoretical contributions in understanding the concept,
nature, and role of EP in inquiry learning of higher education. The revised model of the
Col framework, with the inclusion of EP, extends the theoretical knowledge into the
affective domain of educational experience. It demonstrated that EP is a substantial and

indispensable element in the Col. Moreover, this study revealed that the interplay



among four presences involves complex interactions and reciprocity. Practical
implications on revisiting the role of instructor in fostering the development of EP in the
learning process to enhance epistemic engagement have been outlined. Future research
directions are specified with a focus on replicating the results in diverse learning
contexts and learners, with suggestions to explore emerging themes of emotional safety

in online discussions.

Summary of the Dissertation Evaluation

The final meeting to evaluate the dissertation submitted by Siaw Eng Tan was held
between 1:50 and 4:20 pm on January 19, 2022 via Zoom. Having thoroughly reviewed
and evaluated the dissertation and interviewed the candidate, all the members of the
Dissertation Evaluation Committee agreed that the candidate produced a very
high-quality dissertation based on well-designed empirical research and that the
research added important theoretical values to the areas of inquiry learning and online
education. The members also agreed that the candidate has developed knowledge and
skills needed to be a confident researcher in the field of education. Thereby, the
Committee unanimously approved that Siaw Eng Tan passed the Ph.D. final defense

with the highest grade.

The Committee members agree that the dissertation is clearly structured and presented
as it should be. The dissertation consists of six chapters. In Chapter 1, the background,
problem statement, research purpose, and the significance of the study are discussed.

Relevant theories, concepts and definitions related to inquiry learning and emotional



presence (EP) are logically presented. In Chapter 2, the literature review of inquiry
learning, the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework and EP are presented. Based on the
literature gaps, the conceptual framework of the research is presented before laying out
the research questions which led to three interrelated studies. In Chapters 3, Study One is
presented. The objective of the study, which is to develop and validate an instrument
called Emotional Presence Scale (EPS) is first introduced and followed by methodology,
findings, and discussion of the results. In Chapter 4, Study Two is presented. The
objectives of the study, research questions, methodology, findings, and discussion of the
results are clearly presented. In Chapter 5, Study Three is presented. The objectives,
research questions, methodology, findings, and discussion of the results are also well
presented. In Chapter 6, the overall findings of the three studies are summarized and
integrated to achieve research purposes. A revised theoretical model of the Col
framework is then presented based on the results of three studies. It closes by discussing

the significance of the research to the growing body of the Col research.

The members also agree that the dissertation identified research gaps in the field of
online inquiry learning based on critical analyses of previous literature and accordingly
developed research problems found in the Col framework. To answer the research
problems, the candidate carried out three interrelated empirical studies. Research
method for each study was carefully selected and appropriate to answer the research
questions. Data collected for the research were clearly and effectively presented in the
dissertation using figures and tables. Based on appropriate implementation of data
analyses, results were analytically and critically discussed in the context of previous

literature. Overall, the dissertation is well organized and clearly written even though



some minor changes were suggested to further improve the quality of the dissertation.

The committee members believe that this doctoral research adds theoretical values to
the field of instructional design and technology in general and inquiry learning in
specific, by clarifying and empirically validating key characteristics and effects of
emotional presence in relation to cognitive, teaching, and social presences emerged in
different kinds of inquiry learning contexts, and by enhancing the existing Col
framework. The members also think that the research offers useful recommendations for
educators in facilitating inquiry learning in both online and face-to-face teaching
environments. In particular, it highlights the importance of emotional presence in
stimulating learners’ cognitive presence and shows directions to develop effective

strategies to promote emotional presence in inquiry learning.

Based on the reviews presented above, the Committee recommends that Siaw Eng Tan

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

To close, the Committee acknowledges extensive efforts and dedications made by Siaw

Eng Tan and offers her sincere congratulations for her hard-earned doctoral degree.
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