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Essential Considerations in Distance Education in KSA:
Teacher Immediacy in a Virtual Teaching and Learning
Environment

A. Al Ghamdi, A. Samarji, and A. Watt

Abstract—Teacher immediacy (verbal and non-verbal)
remains an important factor towards prompting efficient
pedagogical approaches. Whilst teacher immediacy in a
classroom setting is important, there is growing awareness
about the importance of the construct in a virtual setting as
education shifts from explicit conventional face-to-face teaching
and learning to a blended environment which includes distance
education. This paper attempts to generate some
understandings about the correlation between teacher
immediacy, both verbal and non-verbal, and students’ active
participation and satisfaction in a distance education learning
environment. This paper considers, in a preliminary research
framework, a Saudi university which offers a range of distance
education courses as an initial cohort from which to generate
such understandings. Students’ opinions, perceptions, and
reported satisfaction were captured through utilising a
structured questionnaire completed by 413 participants,
enrolled in a variety of distance education courses offered by
the aforementioned university. This study found that there was
significant correlation between the overall adopted teacher
immediacy (verbal and non-verbal) and students’ overall online
participation and satisfaction in the investigated distance
education courses. In terms of gender differences, male
participants have higher willingness to participate than female
participants within the perceived immediacy behaviours. On
the other hand, female participants were more satisfied in terms
of communication than male participants within the perceived
“e-immediacy” behaviours. These results serve as a prompt for
further research on teacher immediacy in the rapidly
developing and increasing virtual education domain in a global
and connected world.

Index Terms—Distance education, teacher immediacy,
e-immediacy, verbal immediacy, non-verbal immediacy,
students’ satisfaction, students’ online participation, students’
communication satisfaction.

I. INTRODUCTION

Teacher immediacy has been a topic of research and
interest in conventional (face-to-face) classroom settings.
Teacher immediacy- both verbal and non-verbal- focuses
mainly on creating a close collaborative communicative
environment, where immediacy as a term is defined as ‘the
relationship between the speaker and the objects he or she
communicates about’ [1]. A number of scholars perceived
teacher immediacy as the reduction of psychological or
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physical distance between the teacher and students [2], [3].

As a consequence, immediacy results in psychological and

physical closeness which promote effective communication

between individuals [4]. Pedagogically, teacher immediacy

promotes students’ understandings and experiences [5].

Recent research reported that university lecturers who

employ immediacy - including lecturers’ warmth and

approachability- in their teaching and learning practice
experience an increased level of students’ participation and

enjoy a greater ‘breadth’ of such participation [5]

In a digital and internationalised 21* century, universities
strive to reposition themselves into offering distance
education [6]. In a virtual learning environment, physical
separation is one of the characteristics of distance education.
Regardless of the advantages physical separation might bring
about (flexibility, savings, convenience, et al.), literature
asserts that distance education students often experience a
feeling of isolation and sometimes a sense of being neglected
by their instructors [7], [8].

Recent research prompts for further investigation and
generating deeper understanding about teacher immediacy
and social presence [9], [10]. In other words, further research
is needed to investigate the potential impact of the salience of
both the instructor and the fellow students on student’s
participation, satisfaction, and acquisition of the essential and
desired course capabilities. In this context, this paper will
investigate through a preliminary study', the correlation
between teacher immediacy, both verbal and non-verbal, and
students’ participation and satisfaction (communication
satisfaction) in distance education offered by one of the Saudi
universities. In this paper, the adopted and employed teacher
immediacy behaviours via virtual settings (online courses),
will be termed as “e-immediacy”. The particular questions
that this paper would like to investigate are:

* Are there any significant differences between female and
male students’ perceptions of teacher e-immediacy
(verbal and non-verbal) and their online participation and
communication satisfaction in the distance education
program offered by a targeted Saudi university?

* Is there any correlation between verbal and non-verbal
teacher e-immediacy and students’ online participation
and communication satisfaction in the distance education
programs offered by a targeted Saudi university?

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

Historically, distance education, as defined by Michael
Moore, occurs when the students and the teacher are
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separated by time and location, lacking face to face
interaction and communication [11]. Distance education
existed well before the introduction of Web 1.0 and Web 2.0
technologies over the past two decades [12]. In the 20"
Century, education through videotaped lessons and mail
correspondence was deemed as a form of distance education.

For instance, in 1986, Charles Wedemyer of the University
of Wisconsin started employing media in correspondence
study and experimented with new technologies effective
approaches for the delivery of distance education for his
students [13]. Distance education has significantly developed
in recent years in association with ICT developments [12],
where online distance education enjoyed rapid growth and
popularity as knowledge-based economy prompted and
supported such flexible and cost-effective education
approach [13], [14]. ICT through Web 2.0 technologies
significantly transformed distance education, enabling a
two-way interaction between the instructor and the students
compared to the one mode delivery which was available
through video, television, and Web 1.0 technologies
[15]-[17].

In the USA, ‘online enrolments have increased at rates far
in excess of those of overall higher education’ over the
decade 2003-2013 [13]. In 2013, there was a reported
increase of 570,000 enrolments in at least one online subject
accumulating the total number of online enrolments to 6.7
million in the USA [18]. Distance education is inclined
towards more growth in both the number of online courses
offered and the number of students enrolling in these courses
[18]-[20]. Additionally, many education institutions have
been organising distance education courses as part of staff’s
professional development for their own employees and for
external businesses and agencies [21]-[23].

The rapid development in the technologies employed in
distance education has prompted research for more
pedagogical support to associate such development in order
to promote students’ participation, understanding, and
satisfaction in a virtual learning environment. Hence, in this
context, this study focuses on teacher immediacy as an
important supporting factor towards giving more pedagogical
considerations to distance education.

In conventional face-to-face classroom settings, teacher
immediacy is perceived between the speaker and the listener
as a communication behaviour to enhance the sense of
intimacy [24]. Teacher immediacy- both verbal and
non-verbal- aims to enhance students’ engagement and active
participation in a process that they are major stakeholders of.
In classrooms, teacher verbal immediacy comprises verbal
messages and practices such as calling students by their first
names, employing humour, and encouraging students to
make a time and meet with the teacher if further assistance is
required. Teacher non-verbal immediacy comprises body
language and eye contact expressed by the teachers as they
explain and move around in the classroom [8].

In a virtual online setting, teacher immediacy cannot enjoy
the same aforementioned features in a face-to-face classroom
setting due to the simple fact of physical and associated
psychological separation between the teacher and the
students in distance education. Teacher immediacy in online
courses has been drawing the attention of a number of
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scholars due to its importance in supporting students’
learning and easing the physical and psychological
separation experienced in virtual settings [25], [26]. Teacher
immediacy- both verbal and nonverbal- can be re-thought
and contextualised for “online classrooms” through both
synchronous and asynchronous communication modes.
Research within the Transactional Distance (TD) Theory has
rethought teacher immediacy in a distance education context.
In an online setting, teacher immediacy includes teachers’
timely response to students’ messages and participation in
asynchronous communication such as emails and discussion
boards [1], [27]. The quickness of teacher’s response to
students through the various electronic communication
means contribute to creating a sense of “online” closeness
between the students and the teacher regardless of the many
miles that might be separating them. However, in distance
education, teacher immediacy such as eye contact, gestures,
smiles, humour, praise, and personal recognition remains
missing and can only be compensated by the perceived
teacher immediacy [28]-[30]. The virtual environment in
distance education- with the aid of technology- facilitates
certain electronic gestures which contribute to promoting
perceived teacher immediacy. Table I [31] lists few examples
of both verbal and non-verbal teacher immediacy behaviours
in an online teaching and learning environment. More online
immediacy behaviours are highlighted in several studies
[31]-[39].

TABLE I: ONLINE TEACHER IMMEDIACY

N Verbal Immediacy Teacher Example

1 Imitiating discussion Story

2 Asking questions Does anyone have answer the
question?

Using humour
Using self-disclosure

Funny Story or funny photos
In the last weekend, I watched
this movie at the cinema
Please Adam can you.

YOU, YOUr, We, our

SIS

5 Addressing students by name
6  Using inclusive pronouns

N Nonverbal Immediacy Teacher Example

1 Smiling
2 Monotone voice

3 Vocal expressions
4 Gestures
5 Vocalization interjections in online
immediacy
6  Animated moves )

®

This paper is mainly informed by Moore’s theory of
Transactional Distance (TD), mainly Moore’s notion that in
distance education, the teacher and students are not only
physically but also transactionally separated where avenues
of communication, discussions, and interaction are limited or
restricted [40]-[42]. As a result of the transactional separation,
misunderstandings and communication gaps can arise in such
teaching and learning situations [42]-[44]. The TD theory
focuses on the types of discussion and interaction that are of
use in such circumstances [45]. Currently, many researchers
employ this theory (TD) to analyse distance education
[46]-[48] and many others focus on the immediacy (or lack
thereof) in distance education [31], [49]-[51]. TD theory is
closely related to the concept of teacher immediacy because it
explores the level of dialogue between the teacher and the
student. In other words, the theory focuses on the social
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presence between the teacher and the student which is the

core focus of teacher immediacy.

Research conducted supports the effectiveness of teacher
immediacy in terms of:

» shortening the transactional distance between students
and their teacher [52].

* increasing students-instructor interaction and exchange
of ideas [53].

e enhancing communication that
relationship and social well-being [44].

* improving instructor’s perceived social presence through
immediacy in online environment [54].

* improving students social life and appreciation of the
learning system [55].

* improving educational instruction as immediacy provides
better relationship between students and their teacher
[56].

Focusing on teacher immediacy in reducing the impact of
physical and psychological separation and promoting social
presence in a virtual education setting contributes towards
increasing distance education credibility and effectiveness as
an alternative/complementary  education  setting to
conventional face-to-face classroom education [57], [58].
Consequently, research on immediacy in online teaching and
learning environments contributes to transforming the
human-machine (technology) attention in distance education
to the human-human relation facilitated by technology.

Saudi higher education institutes are no exception to other
universities worldwide in focusing on and investing into
distance education. In Saudi Arabia, distance education plays
a vital role in facilitating the delivery of a number of online
courses to students in regional areas, where attending the
university campus is problematic to many of them. Hence,
e-learning and online courses in Saudi Arabia are receiving
much attention and investment from both the Saudi Ministry
of Higher Education and Saudi universities. However, very
little is researched and published on e-learning and distance
education in a Saudi context. Therefore, this study aims to
contribute to the distance education literature in general and
the Saudi literature on this topic in particular. The study will
investigate the potential impact of immediacy (both verbal
and non-verbal) on students’ online participation and
students’ satisfaction, where satisfaction in the context of this
study refers to students’ satisfaction with their engagement
and communication levels with their teacher in a virtual
setting.

promotes  better

1. RESEARCH DESIGN

The research methodology adopted in this study is a cross
sectional questionnaire design incorporating a purposive
sample. The sample who participated in this preliminary
study comprised undergraduate male and female students

who were enrolled in online courses from various majors (e.g.

history, mathematics, sciences, English literature, Islamic
studies, etc) in one of the Saudi universities. The students
were invited to participate via email invitations that included
information about the study, consent forms, and a web-link to
the questionnaire via the Survey Monkey Website (SMW).
Invitations to participate were sent to the entire cohort of
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students enrolled in distance education courses at the targeted
university (612 students), of which 413 students agreed to
participate and completed the questionnaire. In terms of
gender distribution, 296 female versus 117 male students
participated in the questionnaire.

The observed immediacy behaviours employed by the
teachers in the online courses, the subject of this study, were
mainly:

* using humor and addressing students by name for VIB

» adopting all-capital style in certain words (e.g.“GOOD”),
using several emotions as acronyms (e.g. “LOL” for
“laughing out loud”), employing punctuation (e.g.“!!!”),
and using interjections (e.g. “Wow!”) for NVIB.

IV. SURVEY INSTRUMENT DESIGN

The instruments of this study were compiled in an
electronic survey developed within the SMW. The survey
instrument in the preliminary study utilised self-reported
measures to evaluate perceptions of teacher immediacy
behaviours and the impact of these behaviours on students’
experiences in online courses. Overall, four questionnaires
were employed. The teacher e-immediacy measures involved
two questionnaires. The first two questionnaires focused on
investigating teacher immediacy behaviours, both verbal and
non-verbal, as independent variables. The first questionnaire
articulated questions that focused on verbal immediacy
behaviour (VIBT), whereas the second questionnaire
articulated questions that targeted nonverbal immediacy
behaviour (NVIBT). These two questionnaires were
informed by Farwell’s model [31]. The verbal immediacy
questionnaire aimed to measure teachers’ verbal immediacy
behaviour as reported by the participating students. While,
the non-verbal questionnaire aimed to measure students
perceptions of the virtual motion or transactions (e.g.
emoticons) employed by the teachers as part of their
non-verbal immediacy behaviour during online discussion
boards, forums and email communication. The assessment of
verbal and non-verbal immediacy behaviours was
determined through responses on a five point Likert scale,
that included the anchors of 1= never, 2 = rarely, 3 =
occasionally, 4 = often, and 5 = very often.

The third and fourth questionnaires were based on two
dependent variables relating to students’ learning
experiences in an online setting. The first dependent variable
was students’ reported online participation (OP). The third
questionnaire which focused on this variable was informed
by Fassinger’s model [59] which attempts to measure the
level of students’ participation in a classroom. The OP
questionnaire was completed through a self-report with a
Likert Scale, where 0 = Never, 1 = rarely, 2 = occasionally, 3
= often and 4 = very often. The second dependent variable
was students’ communication satisfaction (CS), where in the
context of this paper, satisfaction of students was measured
based on their communication satisfaction such as their
satisfaction based on their ability to communicate with their
teachers and share comments. The fourth questionnaire was
based on Goodboy, Martin and Bolkan [60]which attempts to
measure the level of students’ communication satisfaction in
a classroom. The questionnaire referring to this dependent
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variable was conducted through a seven Likert Scale, where
1= strongly disagree, 2= moderately disagree, 3= slightly
disagree, 4= neutral, 5= slightly agree, 6= moderately agree
and 7= strongly agree. Both the third and fourth
questionnaires were re-contextualised to an online virtual
setting.

V. RESULT

Independent samples t-test (Table I111) were utilized to
identify if significant differences existed within the
dependent variables between genders. Results indicated there
were no significant differences in the scores for VIBT
between female and male participants; t (411) = 0.549, p
= .584. These results indicate that gender does not have
significant impact on VIBT perceptions. Similarly, for
NVIBT, there were no significant differences in the scores
between female and male participants; t (411) = 0.008, p
=.994 However, in terms of OP, the analysis revealed
significant differences in the scores between female and male
participants; t (411) = -17.003, p< .001. T-test results also
showed significant differences in the scores for CS between
female and male participants; t (411) = 4.124, p< 0.001).

The mean scores of the perceived VIBT and NVIBT
between male and female participants were not in much
variation. However, the mean scores for OP indicate that
male participants have higher willingness to participate than
female participants within the perceived immediacy
behaviours. On the other hand, the mean scores for CS
indicated that female participants were more satisfied in
terms of communication than male participants within the
perceived e-immediacy behaviours.

TABLE II: CoMPARISON OF VIBT, NVIBT, OP AND SCS MEAN SCORES
BETWEEN GENDER (FEMALE OR MALE STUDENTS)

Female Male t-test

Variables M SD M SD P-Value
VIBT 2.99 0.63 3.03 0.66 .584
NVIBT 2.82 0.59 2.82 0.64 .994
OP 3.54 0.59 4.93 1.05 .001
SCS 4.30 0.70 3.98 0.75 .001

TABLE Ill: CORRELATIONS BETWEEN INDEPENDENT AND DEPENDENT
VARIABLES FOR BOTH MALES AND FEMALES

Variables VIBT NVIBT oP cs
VIBT 657 62" 59"
NVIBT 677 857 637
oP 557 577 817
CS 23" 257 28"

*. Significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). **. Significant at the .01 level

(2-tailed).

VIBT = Verbal Immediacy Behaviour Teacher
NVIBT = Nonverbal Immediacy Behaviour Teacher
OP = Students’” Online Participation experience

CS = Students’ Communication Satisfactions

The Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient (r) was used to
investigate relationships between teacher immediacy (verbal
and non-verbal) - as the independent variables- and students’
participation and satisfaction- as dependent variables- in
distance education.

Table Il presents the correlation results for female and
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male participants. Correlations for male participants are
presented in the lower diagonal of the table and correlations
for female participants are presented in the upper diagonal
region.

Results indicate that female participants’ responses have
significant associations between all the variables at the .01
level (2-tailed) and .05 level (2-tailed). The correlation
between these two behaviour immediacy variables was found
to be positive and moderate. OP (dependent variable) and
VIBT (independent variable) relationship was positive and
moderate. However, the correlation between OP and NVIBT
showed a strong positive relationship. The relationships
between CS (dependent variable) and VIBT and NVIBT
(independent variables) were positive and moderate.

For male participants, correlation results indicated that
there were significant associations at the .01 level (2-tailed)
and .05 level (2-tailed) between all the variables. The
correlation between VBIT and NVIBT was found to be
positive and moderate. The association between OP and
VIBT and NVIBT was also positive and moderate. Although
the relationship between CS and VIBT and NVIBT was
statistically significant, the strength of the correlation
between these variables was positive and weak for male
participants.

VI.

The first research question of this study sought to
investigate gender-related differences in terms of the four
variables (VIBT, NVIBT, OP, and CS). In terms of the
perceived e-immediacy behaviours- both verbal and
non-verbal- no significant differences were found between
male and female participants. Possible reasons for this lack of
difference are not control gender such as female teacher with
female student and similar for male participants and may
refer to the culture differences between students and teacher.
This pattern is similar to findings present by Violette [61] in
which at Brevard College in North Carolina of the first year
of college study participants demonstrated no differences in
perceptions of immediacy (verbal and non-verbal) as an
outcome of gender contrasts. Conversely, significant
differences were identified when it comes to OP and CS. The
reported differences between female and male participants in
relation to OP and CS may refer to other factors which need
to be considered such as the content of course, the ICT
literacy skills of the instructor, interpersonal communication
with students, social interaction preferences, and instructor’s
employed dialogue strategy with his or her students in the
virtual classroom [62]. The study conducted by Velez and
Cano [63] employed verbal and non-verbal immediacy
behaviours result was not significant in gender differences
while asserted that there was significant in students
motivation as gender . Other factors which contribute to
differences amongst students’ perceived e-immediacy
behaviours and their satisfaction and experiences are cultural,
demographic, and personal [62]. Whilst these factors have
not been covered by this research, future research is
prompted to take these factors in the context of data
collection, analysis, and discussion.

The second question in this study considered the

DiscussION
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relationship, teacher immediacy behaviours (both verbal and
non-verbal) immediacy were significantly correlated with
both students’ online participation and communication
satisfaction for both female and male participants. Previous
studies found that the verbal and non-verbal immediacy
behaviours of teachers have significant relationship with
students’ experiences [31], [64]. Hence, results from this
study support this association. In addition, results of the
current study are in line with Moore’s [65] TD theory, where
the employment of immediacy behaviours- verbal and
non-verbal- by the teacher contribute to reducing the sense of
distance and increasing the feeling of closeness between
students and the teacher in distance education.

In sum, the mean scores of the perceived VIBT and
NVIBT between male and female participants were not in
much variation. However, the mean scores for OP indicate
that male participants have higher willingness to participate
than female participants within the perceived immediacy
behaviours. On the other hand, the mean scores for CS
indicated that female participants were more satisfied in
terms of communication than male participants within the
perceived e-immediacy behaviours.

This preliminary study aimed to create a general
understanding of the e-immediacy culture existing in the
online courses offered by the targeted Saudi university.
Hence, the researcher did not control the employed verbal
and non-verbal immediacy behaviours or assign students to
classes on the basis of either their gender or the teacher’s
gender. However, the main study- of which this preliminary
study is part- will control the verbal and non-verbal
immediacy behaviours and for the instructors’ and students’

gender and accordingly will have both control and
experimental  groups  for  further  analysis and
Ccross-comparison.

VII. CONCLUSION

In this study, the pedagogical importance of e-immediacy
(both verbal and non-verbal) in terms of students’ reported
online participation and communication satisfaction has been
considered and investigated. This study shows that there is
moderate to strong positive correlation between students’
online participation and communication satisfaction and their
perceived e-immediacy behaviours- both verbal and
non-verbal- adopted by their instructors. Such findings
complement with the Transactional Distance Theory, where
employed e-immediacy behaviours via the incorporation of
up-to-date ICT tools can significantly contribute towards
reducing the sense of transactional separation, promoting
connectedness between students and teachers, and ultimately
promote teaching and learning in virtual settings. Such
findings are timely with more focus on distance education in
Saudi Arabia and worldwide to complement conventional
face-to-face classroom education and replace it where and
when needed.

This study found that students’ reported online
participation and communication satisfaction were gender
related. However, additional factors need to be considered to
generate a comprehensive basis to explain this pattern.

Findings from this preliminary study are limited by the
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Saudi cohort of participants enrolled in online courses in the
targeted Saudi university. Another limitation is the absence
of control and experimental groups in the methodology.
Findings from this research are very significant to the Saudi
context and contribute to the developing research, interest,
and investment in e-learning and distance education in Saudi
Arabia. Further research is prompted to investigate the
various pedagogical perspectives of e-immediacy in distance
education both in Saudi Arabia and worldwide.

Note: this study is part of a PhD research project that is
sponsored by the Saudi Ministry of Higher Education.
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