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Abstract: Social interactions are an important aspect of online courses. Yet the
models of self-presentation in online courses are still unexplored. This study reports
on how university students presented themselves during two remote university-wide
lectures, when the participants did not know one another. Two factors were
examined: 1. User's profiles. Automatically an email address was given, and the
courses, in which the participant was logged. The user provided his/her own
photograph and possibly a text. 2. The familiarization forum. Each student placed:
the title of post, a text and photographs showing his/her everyday practices. It
turned out that the texts, especially the photographs showed the students as
consumers. They did not present scientific interests or research.
Keywords: user’s profile, familiarization forum, self-presentation, photograph,
consumption.

INTRODUCTION
Learning by doing is a characteristic of the Generation of students who constantly
remain in the communications – also when learning. The Social interactions among
participants in a remote course are its very important aspect. They learn mutually
from one another and carry out tasks together. On the basis of connectivism
(Siemens) this means they jointly produce knowledge.
Self-presentation is a good chance to establish a personal relationship. In distance
learning expression is restricted to written texts, lacking their anthropological
context in the form of physical appearance, body, clothes, hairstyles, makeup,
jewellery, tattoos, the vocal qualities, gestures, facial expressions, proxemic and
chronemic, which in direct contact transmit more information than spoken words.
This limits the communication and can cause confusion, difficulties and
discouragement. Both the tutor and the student should be identifiable and distinctive
– it prevents the anonymity.
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In consequence of the pictorial turn (Boehm 1994) images express the deepest
cultural content and they have dominated verbal messages (Sturken, Catright
2001). The theory of visual culture assumes a key role of images in the construction
of social reality. Imaging articulates the perception of the world. Sometimes it is
subjected to viewing regimes that have entered images, advertising, exhibitions,
movies, graffiti, posters, signboards, MMS-es, comics, videoclips, TV programs,
tabloids, shows and fashion shows, performances, etc. People use photography to
communicate, that is, to: define, shape meanings and understand reality. They follow
and imitate popular culture and massmedia. Visual media are in fact the same
system of representation, as language (Sturken, Catwright 2001:12).
It is assumed that a contemporary student lives in the environment of images and the
society of spectacle, in which Everything that appears is good; whatever is good
will appear (Debord 1995:15). Pictures break away from designates, replace the
reality and become the simulacra, divorced from reality (Baudrillard 2005). So
photographs do not convey the truth about the reality. Photos in user‘s profiles, for
example in the portal of "Our Class" are a virtual stage, on which thanks to facade
technics (personal decoration) the actor wants to communicate his social standing,
status, their I, in accordance with the current socially, controlled definition of
situation (Nowakowska 2008:164). User‘s profiles in "Facebook“ and other social
networking sites operate in a similar manner. Users know that there is an
opportunity to manipulate the impressions that the observer takes for a glimpse of
reality, because of the lack of direct access to the stuff it is possible to use the sign of
the existence of things (Goffman 2008:275). Avatars of online forums serve as the
sign of identity in cyberspace (Ulmer 2012), indicate affiliation with the subject of
the site and not always with the personality of the user who often wants to remain
anonymous (Popińska 2008:169). On the other hand the online environment
encourages narsissistic behavior (Buffardi, Campbell 2008).
Also, in the tested self-presentations a photographed student became an actor, the
user‘s profile and forum were the stage, and the participants turned into the
audience. Users presented themselves as in "Facebook" profiles: attractive,
romantic, happy, active, smiling, with friends or family, playing sports, in unique
locations that was not their hometown (Strano 2008). Referring to the concept of
the looking-glass self (the self reflected) formulated by Charles Horton Cooley
(1992:151) it was hypothesised that in self-presentations students replicate the visual
patterns of consumption.

1. PURPOSE AND METHOD OF INVESTIGATION
This study examines the way in which students present themselves in user’s profiles
and familiarization forums in two remote university-wide lectures launched in
summer semester of the academic year 2014/2015. In the period between: 14-30 July
2015 two of those lectures were investigated in order to pay attention to students’
autopresentations. Their type was specified:
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1. Supplement to the user's profile.
2. Presentation of one’s daily routine at the familiarization forum.
Both of these activities were mandatory. In order to avoid subjectivity quantitative
research methods were used. However, they were supplemented with quality
methods in order to interpret details and the data.

2. RESEARCH MATERIAL
Two university-wide lectures were taken into account:
1. Media in Poland as the Context of Didactic of Literature.
2. Thematic Modules with Multimedia in Native Language Teaching.
The lectures were addressed to students of the third year of the first-cycle degree,
mostly extramural. But also the second year students of the first and second-cycle
degree signed up, as well as regular students. For the first lecture 77 students
registered, for the second one – 69 (35 students participated in both lectures).
Together, therefore, 111 students logged in, and they formed a group of 146
participants.

Second; 34
First; 42

Both; 35

Figure 1. Number of students in first, second and both lectures.
Source: own elaborati on

274

Anna Ślósarz

Students received the password from the tutor and they were allowed to show it to
the whole group. Both lectures were attended by students of various faculties:
Philological, Pedagogical, Geo-Biological, Physical-Mathematical and Technical.
The analysis of self-presentations was carried out during the holidays. 65 students
received credits, 81 failed to meet the conditions and probably they were going to
perform tasks and get credit in September. 15 of them did not complete any tasks, so
it can be assumed that in the meantime they signed up to another lecture or just gave
up their studies.
Without activity;
15

Credit; 65

Without credit;
66

Figure 2. Activity and credits of users of both lectures.
Source: own elaborati on

3. MODELS OF AUTOPRESENTATIONS
3.1 User’s profile
An automatically generated profile was to be supplemented with a photo and a note
about the student. Some users attended both lectures, so once completed it was a
double profile.
Performing the tasks was affected by the profile of the teacher. Like as post in the
familiarization forum the profile was launched before lectures, to set an example for
students. It contained professional identity: an academic degree, a portrait
photograph, books titles and scans of their covers, the characteristics of academic
interests, a list of selected publications, conducted courses and personal interests.
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Figure 3. Photograph of teacher in user’s profile.
Source: photo by Andrzej Ślósarz
In the welcome email, right after logging in, every student was instructed to
complete the user’s profile. It was also required as the first in terms of obtaining
credit. 115 of 146 users inserted their own photographs. The task was not completed
by 31 students.

Without
photograph; 31

With photograph;
115

Figure 4. Types of user’s profiles: with and without photograph.
Source: own elaborati on
According to the customs prevailing in online forums, 76 students inserted portrait
images like in a passport or credit card. A fan of motorcycling photographed a road.
On 34 photographs in the background there were Polish and exotic landscapes, and
the student could be seen in dark glasses or only as a silhouette. Standing position
was significant in the case of a student who a few weeks earlier regained the ability
to walk after years of treatment and moving in a wheelchair (the information about it
was not in the e-course, but the student’s friends were aware of the fact).
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Without
photograph;
31

Flowers; 5
Portrait; 76
Landscape;
34

Figure 5. Themes of photographs in user’s profiles.
Source: own elaborati on
A student from Greece showed up himself at a restaurant table on the train, five
female students surrounded by flowers. The type of photographs sometimes
resembled selfies. Students took photos only if necessary. When the photos were
inserted, they were automatically missing their edges, so sometimes the student’s
faces were visible only partially.

Figure 6. Examples of phogographs in user’s profiles.
Source: courses i and 2
Photographed subjects were often symbolic: Thai shrimp, decoratively trimmed
hedges, antique cars and buildings, branded drinks, logos of American companies, a
throne, paintings on the walls, a maiden wreath. Their choice was not motivated by
any physical needs. They simply defined the presented person.
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Space; 36

Portrait; 45

Symbols; 14
Experiences;
5

Figure 7. Models of consumption in photographs from user’s profiles.
Source: own elaborati on
The students, who were young mothers, appeared with their children. A mother of a
14-year-old son, probably in front of the house.
Filling out the user’s profile was often treated as an additional duty. It was
completed sometimes after the completion of the remaining activities, or even just
before getting credit, so it was done in order to meet the requirements, and not to
present oneself to fellow students. The most users’ profiles did not allow for a closer
look at the student. Such a situation was predicted on the basis of the past experience
with other courses, in which students reluctantly presented themselves and they
found this unnecessary to their own group forum. So in the university-wide lecture a
better opportunity was given to students for self-presentation: a familiarization
forum was offered to them.
3.2. Familiarization forum
The range of topics discussed in the familiarization forum was more extensive than
in personal users‘ profiles. The post allowed to put the photographs in high
resolution, large size and add a commentary. The forum was better than the students‘
self-presentation in users‘ profiles and supplemented it.
Students’ task was to place a post and insert a photograph taken by themselves
which would show their daily practices and contain a verbal comment. The first post
was placed by the tutor.
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Figure 8. A photograph of everyday practices placed by tutorin
familiarization forum.
Source: own photograph
It was possible to present one’s private matters, far from learning or work. Students,
however, stylized photos in the mode of advertising, according to economic logic of
capitalism focused on consumption. Photographs and comments were connected
with:
1. Journeys.
2. Work.
3. Pets (cats, dogs, rats, lizards, pony).
4. Hobby (e.g. videogames, films).
5. Family.
6. Sports (street workout, skiing, skating, gliding).
7. Food.
8. Friends.
9. University studies.
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Without; 35

Journeys; 40

University
studies; 2
Friends; 2
Food; 4
Sport; 5

Work; 22

Family; 11
Hobby; 11

Pets; 14

Figure 9. Topics in familiarization forum.
Source: own elaborati on
The most important was, as can be seen above, travel, especially abroad (eg.
Norway, London, Crimea, Thailand). Self-portraits were placed against the
background of Polish and foreign landscapes. Such photographs were displayed
mostly by students of Tourism and Recreation.
Occupations performed by students presented the dominance of the sphere of
leisure, service and consumption over the production area. It was characteristic of
consumer society. They belonged to the service area, never production, eg. a model,
a trainer at a gym, a visual merchant, a tour guide, a cameraman, a makeup artist, a
company owner. None of students‘ occupations was related to agriculture or
horticulture. The work was, therefore, not so much the source of maintenance, as a
way to express oneself in a consumer society, where the production pole is missing.
Some students used previously published photos, hyperlinks, or allusions to their
materials placed earlier on the Internet. One of the participants referred to his own
profile in the "Facebook". A few people published their selfie with a carefully
composed background, characterising their work. Some of the photographs were
stylized in the commercial mode, and they even had watermarks.
The photos – like profile pictures – not always showed the student, whose portrait
was featured on the profile picture. Students mainly showed their family, friends,
pets, the workplace.
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Figure 10. The shopwindow designed by student.
Source: course 1
The students were involved in spectacular sports: gliding, street workout, skiing,
skating. There was no team sport discipline among them, such as: football,
volleyball or basketball. Street workout was a sign of sport globalisation.
Favorite animals were: dogs cats, rats, lizards, pony back from one’s childhood. One
of the students, along with his parents, breed Bernen Shepherds. Although he did not
provide the farm’s name or any hyperlinks, the image search led to the website of
the farm, so the self-presentation wore the feature of surreptitious advertising. He
was asked to use some other photographs and he immediately did this by inserting
the photographs of dogs, which he looked after in a shelter for homeless animals.
The photos‘ parameters indicated that they had been taken over the past few days,
which asserted the student’s reliability.
Another student posted a photograph of a car part, because he worked at automobile
flocking. It was located on the website at the point of service that the student ran.
When asked to prove that the photo had been taken by him, he posted a few others
from the same series. They were taken with a smartphone.
A lot of symbols evoked pleasure and desire. For instance Marilyn Monroe as an
icon of glamour, beauty and sex-appeal. One of the students of the Wellness posted
a photo of a model after completing her make-up.
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4. MODELS OF CONSUMPTION
The popularity of such topics as travel, food, relaxation and thrill-seeking, as well as
following and imitating advert images corroborate the prevailing tendency in many
student’s self-presentations to take on and follow consumer patterns. Referring to
the study by Mateusz Marciniak (2011), it can be stated that the photographs showed
different consumer orientations: consuming stuff, space, time, thrill, symbols. Even
an incentive to read an unspecified book was preceded by mentioning of coffee.

Figure 14. The book and the coffee.
Source: course
It was common practice to display a brand (e.g. Nikon) or a company logo.
Consumer syndrome was visible in presenting a child surrounded by his belongings.
Food was photographed in abundance and with an attractive decoration (18 muffins,
decorative sandwiches, a table laid with abundant food). Objects were multiplied
(e.g. a dozen mannequins in a shop window, plenty of scattered clothes, dozens of
dancers or several gliders at an airport, two monitors for work, two dogs in a kennel,
a cluttered office, etc.). Students willingly photographed themselves when they were
resting passively.
In this way the students showed a wide range of consumption goods and their
symbolic meaning. They realized that the presented characteristics of their friends
were incomplete. It was expressed with a comment for a student’s photograph at a
carousel: Magda ... great interests!:-D
The proportions of consumption patterns encoded in photographs are presented in
the chart below.
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Symbols; 12
Space; 37

Brand; 14

Things; 16

Experience;
31

Figure 15. Types of consumption patterns encoded in photographs
Source: own elabora ti on
Consumption of space was the most frequent in connection with the travels. Almost
as often students were looking for thrill (gliders, motorcycling, games, thrillers etc.),
used the branded products (Nikon camera, Asus computer, Google search,
Lightroom program, sophisticated models of motorcycles and cars, computer chair,
pilates and massage), media messages and new technologies: home cinema and the
new products as the Witcher Wild Hunt, shot their own films, edited the profile in
the "Facebook", participated in rock concerts etc. Life in a world saturated with high
technology has designated standards of new human relationships, because From the
automobile to television, all the goods selected by the spectacular system are also its
weapons for a constant reinforcement of the conditions of isolation of ”lonely
crowds " (Debord 1995:22). Only 12 photographs showed students with another
person or group.

CONCLUSION
The self-presentations missed students’ academic interests, achievements, the
academic community, books, information about current research, scientific results of
distant travels and topics for cooperation, active citizenship (presidential election
was held in May in Poland). The place of birth was rarely shown, students preferred
photos from trips, especially from abroad ones. Consumer syndrome dominated
basic dimensions of life. Students often introduced themselves as consumers, and
consumer culture dominated the local culture and even the one created by students.
It confirmed the hypothesis that in self-presentations students replicate visual

Models of Self-Presentation as Supplied...

283

models of consumption and the dominant cultural patterns. Knowing the economic
logic of late capitalism centered on the consumption, students often succumbed to it
and ran the game of employing their own meanings and the definitions of reality.

REFERENCES
Baudrillard, J., 2005: Symulakry i symulacja, transl. S. Królak. Wydawnictwo
Sic!, Warszawa, 195 s., ISBN 83-8880778X (1995: Simulacra and Simulation,
transl. by Sheila Faria Glaser. University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, 176
pp., ISBN-10: 0472065211, ISBN-13: 978-0472065219).
Boehm, G., 1994: Die Wiederkehr der Bilder. In: Was is ein Bild?, ed. by G.
Boehm. Wilhelm Fink Verlag, München, pp. 11-38, ISBN 3-7705-2920-0.
Buffardi, L.E., Campbell W.K., 2008: Narcissism and social networksites.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, vol. 34, pp. 1303-1314, ISSN
0146-1672.
Cooley, Ch. H., 1902: Human nature and the social order. Charles Scribner’s
Sons, New York, 413 pp.
Debord, G., 1995: The society of the spectacle, transl. D. Nicholson-Smith. Zone
Books, New York, 154 pp., ISBN 9780942299793.
Goff mann, E., 2000: Człowiek w teatrze życia codziennego, transl. H. DartnerŚpiewak, P. Śpiewak. Wydawnictwo Aletheia, Warszawa, 286 pp., ISBN 8386989-77-7 (1956: The presentation of self in everyday life, University of
Edinbourgh, Edinbourgh,162 pp.).
Marciniak, M., 2011: Orientacje konsumpcyjne młodzieży akademickiej.
Perspektywa Baumanowska. Impuls, Kraków, 263 pp., ISBN 978-83-7587-9674 (Consumer orientations of students. The Bauman’s perspective).
Nowakowska, A., 2008: Autoprezentacja ja na „Nasza-Klasa.pl” wokół teorii
rytuału interakcyjnego E. Goffmana. In: Oblicza Internetu. Opus Universale.
Kulturowe, edukacyjne i technologiczne przestrzenie Internetu. Scientific
Editor: M. Sokołowski, Wydawnictwo Państwowej Wyższej Szkoły
Zawodowej w Elblągu, Elbląg, pp. 162-171, ISBN 978-83-927315-8-0 (Selfpresentation on „Nasza-Klasa.pl”. Around the theory of interactive ritual of E.
Goffman. In: Faces of the Internet. Opus Universale. Cultural, educational and
technological spaces of the Internet).
Popińska, J., 2008: Awatary użytkowników forum internetowego jako
odzwierciedlenie jego tematyki. In: Obrazy w sieci. Socjologia i antropologia
ikonosfery Internetu, ed. Tomasz Ferenc, Krzysztof Olechnicki, Wydawnictwo
Naukowe Uniwersytetu Mikołaja Kopernika, Toruń, pp. 169-195, ISBN 97883-231-2323-1 (Avatars of users of Internet forum as the mirror of topics. In:
Images in the Web. Sociology and anthropology of iconosphere of the Internet).

284

Anna Ślósarz

Siemens, G., 2004: Connectivism: a learning theory for digital age, [online]
http://www.elearnspace.org/Articles/connectivism.htm, (accessed on 27 July
2015).
Strano, M.M., 2008: User descriptions and interpretations of self-presentation
through Facebook profile images. Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial
Research on Cyberspace, Vol. 2 (2), ISSN: 1802-7962 [online]
http://www.cyberpsychology.eu/view.php?cisloclanku=2008110402, (accessed
on 30 July 2015).
Sturken, M., Lisa Catwright, 2001: Practices of looking: an introduction to visual
culture. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 314 pp., ISBN 0-19-874271-1.
Ul mer, G., 2012: Avatar Emergency. Parlor Press, Anderson, 326 pp., ISBN 978-160235-289-6.

