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Abstract  

Cognitive presence is the ability of the learners to project their mental and perceptual presence. 

This paper aims to investigate cognitive presence when using a Blended Learning environment. 

The article also aims at exploring university students' attitudes towards using a BL environment in 

language learning, since BL perception, as a computer learning environment, has become a 

requirement to enhance language learning. The sample for the study consists of 100 students 

studying the English Language Skills course at Al-Balqa Applied University (BAU) in Jordan, 

who responded to a questionnaire on cognitive presence issues. The findings of the study reveal 

that Blended Learning (BL) can create a vibrant cognitive presence, which enables to support 

active language learning. The results share some positive attitudes towards a cognitive presence in 

a BL environment. The study recommends that more research on the part of the online instructors 

to create and enhance cognitive presence is necessary to benefit learning English language skills.  
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Introduction  

Technology has revolutionized the processes of teaching and learning at universities. Technology 

has paved the path to expand knowledge and create a sense of 'being there'; it has created a different 

way of thinking, feeling, and behaving from an instructional perspective. Instructors need to ensure 

planning and designing a course to make sure of the effective learning outcomes. Technology 

cannot replace instructors; it can only enhance the quality of teaching and learning. Although some 

may say it is a lonely journey feeling isolated and anxious in the online world, it is not valid if the 

courses are structured to create discussion, to work collaboratively, and to receive and give 

feedback to make the learning enjoyable.  

 

      Most universities nowadays are using blended learning courses to benefit from both modes, 

Face-to-Face and online learning environments. Pramela et al. (2012) explain that interaction is so 

essential in a virtual learning environment, and it calls for a more in-depth inquiry that would 

contribute to online learning. Akyol et al. (2011) and Redmond (2011) state that there is a need for 

more research on the effectiveness of cognitive presence on blending learning to improve critical 

thinking and depth of knowledge. Initial study comparing the effectiveness of online learning and 

face-to-face education indicated that there is no significant difference in the learning outcomes of 

students (Twigg, 2001). All learners, irrespective of the learning environment -face-to-face, online, 

or blended- have the opportunity to achieve the same cognitive outcomes.  

 

      Blended learning enables educators to create learning opportunities where both face-to-

face and online paradigms are part of the learning process. This research aims to investigate the 

impact of cognitive presence in blended learning experiences, to achieve quality learning outcomes 

that promote critical thinking; while students are connecting, constructing, and applying 

knowledge.   

 

      The ultimate goal of learning via both modes of blended learning, whether face-to-face or 

online, is that students must be encouraged to become self-directed, manage and monitor their 

knowledge appropriate to the task and ability (Garrison & Anderson, 2003). Harasim et al, (1995) 

explain that participation in an online environment is based on making input, responding to peers, 

and sharing ideas. This can be seen by the number of contributions made by students in their 

weblog or learner management systems (LMS), which tracks all contributions in the learning 

forum. Students need to participate without hesitation, and this allows for successful learning and 

teaching to be witnessed. To add to that, it is essential to know what Lehman and Conceicao (2010) 

say. According to them, the instructors’ presence is vital as his voice serves as a model for the 

critical discourse, constructive critique, and formative feedback.  

 

Cognitive Presence 

The concept of presence is complex and not easy to understand. Presence is a result of the dynamic 

interplay of thought, emotion, and behavior in the online world (Garrison & Arbaugh, (2007). 

Therefore, Lehman (2010) believes that presence has to be viewed from a different perspective, 

social, psychological, and emotional. These components are necessary for the cognitive presence 

to maintain constant. 

       

Cognitive presence was defined by Garrison et al. (2000, 2001) as constructing meaning 
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through sustained and permanent communication. Based on this definition, Matheson, Wilkinson, 

and Gilhooly, (2012) argue that this could be achieved through "greater use of group work that 

values the personal contribution and promotes secure learning environments to foster 

exchange."(p.259) Two critical issues must be taken into consideration concerning active learning. 

These are internal cognitive processes and the external contextual elements that precipitate and 

shape thinking. According to Garrison (2003), cognitive presence is concerned with "the process 

of both reflection and discourse in the initiation, construction, and confirmation of meaningful 

learning outcomes" (p. 4). If there is no reflection, students will not be able to "fully appreciate 

what they have learned and how far they have come in learning, and how to apply and use new 

knowledge they gained" (Akyol, et al., 2012. p. 159).  

 

      According to Gutiérrez-Santiuste et al., (2015), cognitive processes aim at promoting the 

"analysis, construction, and confirmation of meaning and understanding within a community of 

students through reflection and discourse" (p.350). Understanding cognitive presence is a priority 

provided that a deep and meaningful learning outcome aspires to an educational experience 

resulted from integrating the public and private worlds of students. Meaning and understanding 

are both basic concepts in the creation of cognitive presence for learning outcomes. 

 

      Cognitive presence indicates the extent to which students are capable of constructing 

meaning through a continuous reflection in a critical research community (Garrison & Anderson, 

2003; Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001) through sustained communication (Gunawardena, 

Lowe, & Anderson, 1997). Cognitive presence thus indicates the extent to which the learning 

objectives are achieved. The cognitive abilities involved in high–level instruction—making 

inferences, observing connections, verifying, and organizing—generate better results when they 

are integrated cooperatively (Resnick, 1987), and promoted and maintained by social presence 

(Fabro & Garrison, 1998; Gunawardena, 1995). 

 

      Researchers are intent on determining if higher-order learning can be achieved in an online 

or blended learning environment. Most of the research on cognitive presence has been collected 

using the perceptions of participants, such as student satisfaction and perceived learning in higher 

education students (Richardson & Swan, 2003; Shea et al., 2006). Akyol and Garrison (2011) call 

for an emphasis on measuring actual learning outcomes to connect collaborative and engaging 

approaches of blended and online learning to a depth of learning. They state that linking processes 

and outcomes is critical in order to understand how to support cognitive presence in blended and 

online learning environments (Akyol & Garrison, 2011). 

 

      Garrison et al. (2001) introduced cognitive presence as the extent to which meaning can 

be constructed and validated by online learners through the process of reflection, discourse, 

analysis, and synthesis. According to Garrison et al. (2001), cognitive presence is based on the 

literature of critical thinking, which is a necessary condition of learning, and therefore is a process 

and outcome frequently presented in higher education (Garrison et al. 2000). When learners 

possess critical thinking and inquiry, they can understand and confirm meaning and their 

knowledge construction (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009). Because cognitive 

presence is a vital element in critical thinking (Garrison et al., 2000), it is considered an essential 

element to success in higher education (Garrison et al., 2000). Besides, critical thinking is also the 
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desired outcome of the educational pursuit of high school students (Jeremiah, 2012). 

 

Methodology 

The study utilized the quantitative method of data collection using a self-report questionnaire. Data 

were collected from students studying the university requirement English language skills 101 

online at BAU in Jordan. Those 100 students came from different disciplines of study; most of 

them were students specializing in Medicine, who enrolled in one section, and the other section 

comprising 50 students who were from different majors: Management, Engineering, and 

Information Technology (IT). The questionnaire was distributed to the students after their Face-

to-Face meetings in the laboratories of the Information Technology College at the end of the 

semester of the academic year 2016-2017. The completed questionnaire was analyzed by using 

SPSS version 16.0.  

 

Data Analysis  

Table (1) presents the items responded by the students using a Likert scale of 1-4, scale, being: 1- 

Strongly disagree, 2- Disagree, 3- Agree, and 4- Strongly agree. The number of items in the 

questionnaire was 10. The responses received on scales (1) and (2) were categorized as negative 

responses. However, the answers received on scales (3) and (4) were classified as positive 

responses.  

 

Discussion of Findings 

The collected data on cognitive presence towards the use of the BL environment in language 

learning is shown in Table 1. The critical constructs in the ten items, namely  problem solver, think 

critically, easily understand, different viewpoints, participate in discussions, self-reliant, construct 

explanations, express opinions, to  study using BL, represent cognitive elements; hence it qualifies 

to be used to measure cognitive presence in the BL environment. The findings indicate that (40.8 

%) of the participating student positively agree and (7.5 %) of the students strongly agree that they 

"became a better problem solver."  This result indicates that students were able to solve problems 

when using BL environment, which allowed most of them (52.8 %) to think critically, and which 

helped more students, (61.4 %) of the participants, understand conversation using this approach, 

BL, that made them better problem solvers. This finding is associated with what Gutiérrez-

Santiuste et al. (2015) suggested that meaning and understanding are both basic concepts in the 

creation of cognitive presence for learning outcomes.  

     

Table 1. Student responses to cognitive presence questionnaire 

  

Positively 

Responded 

(%) 

Negatively 

Responded 

(%) 

Items 

7.5  40.8 35.2  16.5  I became a better problem solver.  1 

19.2 52.8 25.4  2.6  This approach allowed me to think critically. 2 

17.3 61.4 19.2  3.1  I could easily understand conversation using 

BL environment.  

3 
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18.4 59.6 20.5  1.5  I felt motivated to explore content-related 

questions 

4 

16.5 60.4 20.6  2.5  BL helped me see different viewpoints and 

broaden mine.  

5 

20.6 61.8 16.2  1.4  I could easily participate in discussions using 

BL environment.  

6 

17.9 58.5 20.5  3.1 I felt more self-reliant as a result of the 

content learned in the course 

7 

14.5 70.7 13.5 1.3 Learning activities helped me construct 

explanations/solutions. 

8 

18.6 72.7 7.3  1.4 I felt that BL helped me express my opinions 

clearly  

9 

15.2 

 

75.3 8.5  1.0  I prefer to study using BL environment.   10 

 

     

To the item on, I felt motivated to explore content-related questions, the majority of the 

students responded positively (61.4 %) agree and (17.3 %) strongly agree. This result indicates 

that students were able to explore content-related questions as most of (60.8 %) could easily 

participate in discussions motivated by using the BL environment. The table also showed that 

(60.4 %) of the students agree that BL helped them see different viewpoints and broadened their 

minds, which indicates that the students were able to work on varying perspectives. They were 

(82.4 %) who were able to participate in discussions easily and express their opinions clearly 

when the BL environment was applied. This result is also supported by Resnick, (1987), who 

indicated that cognitive presence includes making inferences, observing connections, and 

verifying better results, which help learners to explore better (Lehman & Conceicao, 2010).  

 

     Further, the Table shows that (70.7 %) of the students positively agree that learning 

activities employed by the BL approach helped them construct explanations and solutions to the 

problems they encountered through the learning process (Lehman, 2010). And finally, the 

statement I prefer to study using BL environment received highly positive responses, a total of 90.5 

% of the students, which indicates that the majority of the participating students would rather use 

the BL environment than use the traditional approach in learning the oral skills of the language. 

The findings showed high responses, which might be attributed to that fact that most students were 

from Faculty of Medicine, Faculty of Engineering, and IT College. Those students obtained high 

scores in their school exams and public exams, which may have been a prerequisite for admission 

in these faculties that require very high scores, as is known. This result also suggests that if the 

students were from other different majors, the results of the study might have been changed. 

     

The findings of the present study have shown that cognitive presence is significant in 

applying the BL environment, which can improve not only the students' competence, but also their 

performance in language learning. Students were able to acknowledge the benefits of the BL 

environment in respect to the oral skills. The majority of the students responded positively to 

employing the BL approach into language learning, the oral skills in particular. They appreciated 
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particularly authentic features of the use of BL activities, and the opportunities for interaction and 

collaboration with other students in the class. They perceived facilitating learning environment 

and experienced an innovation to the traditional face-to-face classroom teaching. Therefore, more 

emphasis should be given to cognitive presence for the success of online contributions. This study 

is also prepared with the foresight that students would provide positive responses to the cognitive 

presence in a BL environment, which has undoubtedly become significant in the learning process. 

Further, such a learning environment has positively brought about new challenges when being 

utilized effectively.  

 

Conclusion 

This study is limited by the sample size used, which is two sections of English 101 at BAU in 

Jordan. Hence the generalization of the results may not apply to other institutions or faculties. It is 

hoped that future research will be using random sampling, so that the predictive value of cognitive 

presence can be generalized. Besides, more studies on the effectiveness of BL are needed on 

students from other faculties and colleges like Faculty of Education, Faculty of Arts, Faculty of 

Law, and others. The study also recommends that further studies be in need focusing on the 

instructors' attitudes towards using BL environment in language learning at universities. However, 

we should not lose sight that the instructors' role in the BL would play an important role they would 

need to initiate the discussion.   

 

    To continually support the cognitive presence, psychology and social presence are equally 

important. Besides, the learning resources must be professionally designed to offer the kind of 

cognitive constructs to lead to healthy online learning. All these can be a reality to enhance the 

English language when there is a real communication supported by meaning feedback to build a 

sense of community in the online presence. 
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