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ABSTRACT 

In the twenty-first century, more than ever before, businesses, institutions, and 

societies as a whole need good communicators, capable collaborators, and effective 

problem solvers in order to thrive. Rapid changes in communication technologies have 

sparked a re-examination of the university’s role within networked society. Increasing 

demand for online learning ignites disputes among researchers, teachers, students, 

parents, administrators, and financially powerful constituents outside the field of 

education. In an era of accountability to a wider range of audiences than ever before, this 

dissertation suggests means by which educators can adapt messages about learning to 

better reach these audiences—through the language of research. To avoid having the 

quality of online learning evaluated based only upon that which is easily measured, online 

teachers and learners alike need an empirical means to capture and explain complex 

processes within the larger e-learning ecology. This study employs the Community of 

Inquiry (CoI) framework as a lens for viewing and analyzing the content of synchronous 

and asynchronous online graduate-level discussions. In doing so, it explores research 

questions concerning students’ agency for collaborative inquiry. Findings problematize 

the perennial dichotomy of academic rigor versus student engagement, suggesting that 

social elements in the learning process may promote cognitive presence more than 

previously realized.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

What happens to learning when we move from the stable infrastructure of the 
twentieth century to the fluid infrastructure of the twenty-first century, where 
technology is constantly creating and responding to change? 
(Douglas Thomas & John Seely Brown, 2011, p. 17) 

In a time of knowledge stability, teach;  
in a time of rapid change in knowledge, learn. 
(Trent Batson, 2011) 

Online distance education, born in the early 1990s, has flourished in the early 21st 

century from a confluence of factors. The communication revolution sparked by digital 

technologies and social networking has coincided with two unique pressures bearing 

down on institutions of higher learning: 1) students’ desire for more affordable, 

convenient, and compelling ways to receive a formal education and 2) administrators’ and 

taxpayers’ demands for accountability, efficiency, and cost-effectiveness in higher 

education (Taylor, Parker, Lenhert, & Patton, 2011). Competing demands for efficiency, 

convenience, accountability, and quality in higher education create an exigency for those 

involved in the often-tacit processes of learning (students and faculty) to have a stronger 

voice among education’s usual decision makers (e.g., administrators, the public, and 

wealthy stakeholders), who typically prioritize the more tangible and easily quantifiable 

products of education. This pervasive process/product split, in its online incarnation, poses a 

conundrum—one that technical communicators may be uniquely equipped to solve. 

This study examines the processes of online learning in a specific higher-

education community: Texas Tech University’s online PhD program in Technical 

Communication and Rhetoric (TTU-TCR Online). Designed to produce first-rate 

scholars and practitioners of technical communication and rhetoric (Robert Johnson’s 

[1998] “technical rhetoricians”), such a program is especially appropriate for this study, 

partially due to the longstanding role of technical communicators as both designers and 

users of information and technologies to advance human knowledge. Furthermore, Cook 

and Grant-Davie (2005) perceive a “natural affinity” between technical communicators 
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and online education because “technical communicators tend to favor the kind of 

interactive, social-constructivist approaches that seem to suit online classes” (p. 5). As the 

first online PhD program of its kind in the United States, TTU-TCR Online is a 

particularly apt site for exploration. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY 

Anderson, Boyles, and Rainie (2012) note that sweeping technological changes 

have “sparked a robust re-examination of the modern university’s mission and its role 

within networked society” (p. 2). This “re-examination” has been one impetus for the 

remarkable growth of the distance education industry in the last 10 years (Allen & 

Seaman, 2013). As noted by Richard Lanham (2006), “the online/offline comparison 

[has] become a central theme in university strategy” (p. 234). Richard Lanham (2006) 

proposes the metaphor of a “virtual audit,” in which the powerful Mars-like baby, online 

education, questions operating assumptions of its parent, the traditional university. 

Comparisons between online and onsite teaching and learning continue to ignite disputes 

among research and teaching faculty, students, parents, administrators, the general public, 

major media, legislators, and other financially powerful constituents. Pedagogical 

concerns are inseparable from economic, political, or societal concerns. Educators are 

accountable to a wider range of audiences than ever before (Rabovsky, 2012; Rutherford, 

2014). This dissertation suggests means by which educators might adapt their own 

messages about learning to better reach these newly-empowered audiences—through the 

language of research. 

This study employs the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework as a vehicle for 

content analyses of synchronous and asynchronous text-based online interactions in three 

TTU-TCR-Online courses: Introduction to Rhetorical Theory (IRT), Introduction to 

Research Methods (IRM), and The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA). With its social-

constructivist roots, the CoI framework provides a vehicle for empirical reflection to 

describe student and faculty interactions in the process of socially constructing knowledge 

online. Data collected and analyzed here can be used to better understand and potentially 

improve online learning within TTU-TCR Online. However, the value of this study can 
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extend beyond this local context. If other online instructors and programs choose to 

extrapolate from its findings and employ similar research methods, they might find the 

means to enhance their own online courses and curricula as well.  

BACKGROUND 

Increased understanding of the benefits peer-interactive pedagogy coupled with 

advances in technologies that support such interactions are creating a pedagogical shift, 

placing emphasis on collaborative rather than individualistic learning models (Garrson & 

Aykol, 2013). Collaboration and community building have flourished as theoretical 

constructs for online learning due to increasing evidence of their positive effect on 

student learning and satisfaction (Garrison, 2011; Kim, 2011; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Rovai, 

2002). This section establishes a context for this study by discussing what the term 

“agency” means in the context of learning. It discusses the ways in which student agency 

both shapes and is shaped by the student-instructor relationship. Finally, it introduces the 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, which provides both a theoretical framework 

and research methodology for exploring students’ agency in their own learning process 

(agency for inquiry). 

Student Agency in the Learning Process (Agency for Inquiry) 

If we define “agency” in general as “the capability of individual human beings to 

make choices and to act on these choices in ways that make a difference in their lives” 

(Martin, 2004, p. 135), then we can reasonably assume that student agency is essential to 

success in learning. Closely linked to the concept of student agency is “self-efficacy” for 

learning. Frank Pajares (2003) notes that over 20 years of research on how self-efficacy 

beliefs affect academic success have supported Albert Bandura’s (1986) claims that 

“Students who develop a strong sense of self-efficacy are well equipped to educate 

themselves when they have to rely on their own initiative” (Pajares, 2003, p. 417). 

Similarly, Barnard-Brak, Lan, and Patton (2010) argue that self-efficacy enhances 

students’ agency “to act upon the [learning] environment [and, thereby] to achieve 

academically” (p. 62).  
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However, as important as self-efficacy is necessary to academic success, 

educational theorists tend to agree that it is not sufficient. The ability to learn does not 

guarantee the motivation to learn. Agency in the form of motivation is particularly 

important for students in online learning environments, which require even greater levels 

of initiative and persistence than traditional classrooms (Ekstrand, 2013; Poellhuber & 

Anderson, 2011; Straub, 2013; Wallace, 2011). While many complain that students in 

general seem so distracted by online digital media that they are unmotivated learn, others 

suggest that such media have actually ushered in an era of self-sponsored learning 

through changes information-seeking behavior. Henry Jenkins (2006, 2009) calls this 

phenomenon a “participatory culture,” one in which people are no longer passive media 

consumers but are also media producers. Stating that the participatory culture outside the 

formal classroom “functions as a . . . hidden curriculum, shaping which youths will 

succeed and which will be left behind as they enter school and the workplace” (p. xii), 

Jenkins argues that this “hidden curriculum” needs show its face in 21st-century 

education. Thomas and Brown (2011) call this phenomenon “the new culture of 

learning.” Other theorists (Collins & Halverson, 2009; Gee & Hayes, 2011) also suggest 

that educators need to transform student-instructor interactions by engaging students in 

ways that emulate the excitement of informal learning spaces online. However, 

engagement, like self-efficacy, is insufficient in terms of students’ agency in the learning 

process. Anderson (2008) argues, “Beyond access to content, perhaps the greatest benefit 

to both formal and lifelong learners afforded by the Net is the freedom to control one’s 

learning experience in a number of dimensions” (p. 224).  

Regarding students’ control over their own formal online learning experiences, he 

summarizes Paulsen’s (1993) theory of cooperative freedom, which incorporates six types 

of freedom: space, time, pace, media choice, access, and content. To these freedoms, 

Anderson (2008) adds a seventh: “freedom of relationship [which is] to engage in the type 

of learning relationship with other learners that best fits their individual social needs and 

capacities” (p. 224). He argues that asynchronous learning, through “tools that support 

and encourage individuals to learn together while retaining individual control over their 

time, space, presence, activity, identity, and relationship” (p. 227), best supports freedom 
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of relationship. While Anderson focuses on relationships among learners, he does not 

discuss another key relationship in the overall learning ecology—that between student 

and instructor. 

Shifting Agency in the Student-Instructor Relationship 

The evolution of students’ agency or “freedom of relationship” with their 

instructors begins in traditional face-to-face learning environments. Discussing this 

evolution in these traditional contexts provides a foundation for its occurrence in online 

learning environments. 

Some early work connected to shifting agency in the student-instructor 

relationship was conducted during the 1970s and 1980s. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 

originally published in 1970, Paolo Freire (2009) theorized, “Education must begin with 

the solution of the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the 

contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and students” (p. 72). Bruffee 

(1982, 1984) shows concerns similar to Freire’s when he theorizes about the value of 

conversation and collaborative learning.  Bruffee (1984) states, “What distinguishes 

human beings from other animals is our ability to participate in unending conversation” 

(p. 168). Mikhail Bakhtin (2001) sees conversation as a means for building identity: “I give 

myself verbal shape from another's point of view; ultimately, from the point of view of 

the community to which I belong” (Bakhtin, 2001, pp. 1215). Freire (2009) takes the 

argument even further, stating that learning cannot happen without conversation: 

“Without dialogue there is no communication, and, without communication, there can be 

no true education” (Freire, 2009, p. 92). Kenneth Bruffee (1984) sums up the value of 

conversation to the learning process as follows: 
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Knowledge is the product of human beings in a state of continual negotiation or 
conversation. Education is not a process of assimilating ‘the truth’ but, as Rorty 
has put it, a process of learning to ‘take a hand in what is going on’ by joining ‘the 
conversation of mankind.’ Collaborative learning is an arena in which students 
can negotiate their way into that conversation. (p. 647) 

Participating fully in the social construction of knowledge—in the conversation of 

(hu)mankind—requires that students possess agency with language. While students 

regularly and enthusiastically practice informal discourse via a variety of digital 

technologies, the work of late-20th-century theorists suggests that deep learning requires a 

capacity for collaborative as well as individual thinking. To think well, then, students must 

converse well. In such learning environments, knowledge is not merely discovered or 

dispensed but generated—made and remade—within discourse communities, 

communities in conversation, or, put another way, communities of inquiry. 

While the concepts of personal agency and connectedness are important to the 

entire field of education, they are particularly relevant to online education. The history of 

distance education (DE) is traceable to correspondence courses as early as 1833, which 

are now considered the “first generation” of DE (Cook, 2005, pp. 51–52). However, DE 

in its current form, online learning, has the potential to be an ideal environment for the 

social construction of knowledge. To achieve this potential, online learning must leave its 

nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century correspondence course beginnings behind and 

more fully embrace the postmodern pedagogical perspectives that began with the 

movement toward collaborative learning, enhanced by late twentieth century networked 

classroom.  

How Students and Teachers “Make Sense”: The Importance of Reflection 

To meet the challenge posed by rapidly changing technologies that are 

transforming the nature of human interaction, teachers must constantly reflect upon how 

they and their students think about, act with, and interact through digital communication 

technologies. Reflection-based-research is the necessary precursor to appropriate 

adaptation in online learning environments. 
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John Dewey stresses the importance of reflective thinking for both students and 

educators. In Experience and Education (1938) he argues, “To reflect is to look back over 

what has been done so as to extract the net meanings which are the capital stock for 

intelligent dealing with further experiences” (p. 110). Another proponent of reflection in 

teaching and learning, Donald Schon (1990) states “Reflection gives rise to on-the-spot 

experiment. We think up and try out new actions intended to explore the newly observed 

phenomena, test our tentative understandings of them, or affirm the moves we have 

invented to change things for the better” (p. 28). Elizabeth Duckworth (1986) argues that 

teachers are in a unique position to pose and potentially answer important research 

questions about “the development of human understanding” (p. 490). She states, 

If as a researcher one is interested in how people build their understanding, then 
the way to gain insight is to watch them do it, and try to make sense of it as it 
happens. (p. 490) 

The Community of Inquiry (CoI) provides a lens through which to “watch” students in 

the process of meaning-making—through analysis of discussion transcripts. Observing 

students’ discursive behaviors during the process of constructing knowledge, rather than 

attempting knowledge transfer, creates teachers and learners who can function as the kind 

of adaptive, self-structuring agents needed to handle the rapid pace of social and 

technological change in the twenty-first century.  

Employing the Community of Inquiry (CoI)  
Framework to Engage in Conversation about Conversation 

The ever-growing number and wide variety of empirical studies conducted using 

the CoI framework suggest its ongoing value as a research instrument for a variety of 

learning environments. An educational community of inquiry is “a group of individuals 

who collaboratively engage in purposeful critical discourse and reflection to construct 

personal meaning and confirm mutual understanding” (The communities). Both teacher 

and students are integral to a community of inquiry, so all must engage in constant 

reflection about both subject matter and the learning process itself to see that the social 

construction of knowledge takes place. The CoI theoretical framework “represents a 
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process of creating a deep and meaningful (collaborative-constructivist) learning 

experience through the development of three interdependent elements: social, cognitive 

and teaching presence” (CoI model). Figure 1.1 offers a visualization of these three 

interdependent elements. 

 

Figure 1.1: Community of Inquiry (CoI) Framework 

Teaching presence is defined as the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive 

and social processes to help students realize personally meaningful and educational 

worthwhile learning outcomes (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). Social presence is 

the ability of participants to identify with the group or course of study, communicate 

purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop personal and affective relationships 

progressively by way of projecting their individual personalities” (Garrison, 2011, p.34).  

Cognitive presence is the extent to which the participants in any particular configuration 

of a community of inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained 

communication (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). 
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The specific application of the CoI framework to this study is detailed in the 

“Content Analysis via the Community of Inquiry Framework” portion of Chapter 3 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DESIGN OF THIS STUDY 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) first proposed the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) framework to help instructors analyze and reflect upon the effectiveness of their 

students’ and their own discursive behaviors in online environments in terms of student 

learning. These characteristics made it a promising vehicle to address via empirical means 

the following research questions: 

RQ1: How can students’ agency for collaborative inquiry be described in a 
graduate-level online educational context?  

RQ1: In what ways do interactions in required versus special topics courses 
exhibit different types and/or levels of students’ agency for collaborative inquiry?  

RQ3: How do synchronous and asynchronous discussions differ in terms of 
students’ agency for collaborative inquiry? 

Addressing these research questions required a mixed-methods approach, which included 

participant observation of online class discussions, content analysis of discussion 

transcripts using multiple coders, NVivo data analysis software, and member-checking 

surveys of student participants. 

Theoretical Framework: The Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

Based on social-constructivist learning theories of Dewey (1938) and Lipman 

(1998, 2003) and developed by Canadian researchers Garrison, Anderson, and Archer 

(2000), the CoI framework provides both a theoretical framework and empirical method 

with which to research, describe, and analyze student and instructor interactions in online 

learning communities. A community of inquiry is “a group of individuals who 

collaboratively engage in purposeful critical discourse and reflection to construct personal 

meaning and confirm mutual understanding” (CoI model). Researchers typically employ 

the CoI framework in order to “seek knowledge hidden in the data from the actual 

interactions between and among online students and teachers as they develop, facilitate, 
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guide and evaluate learning activities” (Teaching presence). The goal of the CoI 

framework, then, is to “allow teachers to assess . . . postings and [that can] serve as valued 

feedback for reflection and improvement of the teaching function” (Teaching presence). 

Put another way, the CoI framework was designed to help improve teaching and learning. 

Within the CoI framework, a genuine community of inquiry exists when three 

elements are sufficiently available in a learning situation: cognitive, teaching, and social 

presence. Cognitive presence, the overall purpose of a community of inquiry, is 

supported by teaching and social presence. Cognitive presence is the extent to which the 

participants in a community of inquiry can construct meaning through sustained 

communication. Teaching presence includes designing, facilitating, and directing cognitive 

and social processes to foster meaningful learning experiences. Social presence emerges as 

participants identify with a community of inquiry, communicate purposefully in a trusting 

environment, and develop progressively more personal and affective relationships within 

the community. Increased levels of comfort, trust, and mutual support promote cognition 

by establishing a safe and enjoyable learning environment (Garrison, 2011). The overall 

goal in a community of inquiry, then, is to reach the greatest possible level of cognitive 

presence, a process generally supported and enhanced through both teaching and social 

presence. For a more detailed discussion how the CoI framework is employed in this 

study, refer to Chapter 3: Research Methods. 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 

This study examines the processes of online learning in a specific higher-

education community: Texas Tech University’s online PhD program in Technical 

Communication and Rhetoric (TTU-TCR Online). I selected a non-probability 

purposeful sampling of TTU-TCR Online faculty, courses, and students. For 

synchronous class discussions, I selected three faculty who possessed similar educational 

backgrounds (e.g., all possess a PhD in rhetoric and composition). I compared two 

required courses (Introduction to Rhetorical Theory [IRT] and Introduction to Research 

Methods [IRM]) and three sections of an elective course (The Rhetoric of Personal 

Agency [RPA]) for comparison. Each synchronous community engaged in weekly text-
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based discussions throughout the semester, from which the researcher selected one 

session transcript as a baseline for analysis that met the following criteria: it occurred near 

the middle of the semester, and all students were present.  

This study includes only a single online doctoral program in technical 

communication and rhetoric (TTU-TCR Online); however, as the first online PhD 

program of its kind, TTU-TCR Online is an appropriate place to begin CoI-based 

research. Additionally, while the synchronous portion of this study included only three 

courses, these courses covered different subject areas and were taught by three different 

instructors, thus offering some basis for comparison. The asynchronous portion of this 

study included only three sections of a single course taught by a single instructor; 

however, even three sections still provided a basis for a comparison that yielded 

interesting results.  

This study’s results alone are not generalizable; however, future researchers can 

apply these methods to study additional courses and other instructors within the TTU-

TCR Online program, within other disciplines at TTU, to similar programs at other 

institutions, and to student discussions at the undergraduate level. Replication studies can 

enrich our understanding of how online discursive behavior operates and what the CoI 

framework can and cannot reveal.   

CHAPTER OUTLINES 

Seven chapters comprise this dissertation. The remaining six chapters provide the 

context for this study and its research questions, explain and justify the theoretical 

framework and research methods employed, present research findings, and address the 

both the implications and limitations of those findings. 

Chapter 2 

The second chapter reviews a variety of literature critical to providing a context 

for this study. It provides impetus for this research by discussing theories on the 

emergence of a learning culture outside of formal learning spaces and its potential impact 

within those spaces. It then provides perspectives on objective versus subjective 
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epistemologies and their effects on pedagogical stances, learning processes, and dynamics 

of student-to-student and student-instructor relationships. Next, it explores these 

dynamics more explicitly by illustrating the historical role of conversation in the 

collaborative construction of knowledge. It then situates written conversation within the 

context of distance education’s shifting paradigms. It then focuses upon the recent and 

potential impact of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework as a means to analyze the 

content of online written conversations, including its possible implications for 

educational theory, course design, pedagogy, and research.  

Chapter 3 

The third chapter discusses the social-constructivist theoretical foundations that 

guide this study via the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. It also discusses the 

value of local studies, the initial impetus for this project, the research questions posed, the 

design of the research, and the methods and instruments used to collect and analyze data. 

This chapter also provides an overview of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework 

and its associated coding scheme for content analysis of online class interactions 

Chapter 4  

The fourth chapter presents findings drawn from a CoI-based content analysis of 

synchronous text interactions from three courses taught by three different instructors: 

one section of “Introduction to Rhetorical Theory” (IRT), one section of “Introduction 

to Research Methods” (IRM), and three sections of “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” 

(RPA). 

Chapter 5 

The fifth chapter presents research findings based on use of the Community of 

Inquiry (CoI) framework to code asynchronous discussion transcripts from non-threaded 

collaborative final examinations administered for three sections of the RPA course. It 

describes results from CoI-based content analyses at both the CoI element level 
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(teaching, social, and cognitive presence) and the category level within each of these 

elements. 

Chapter 6 

The sixth chapter supplements overall discussions of synchronous and 

asynchronous class interactions from earlier chapters by focusing on findings for 

individual student participants. It first examines and compares coding and member-

checking results for students in the five synchronous communities discussed in Chapter 

4. It then presents findings for students in the two asynchronous communities treated in 

Chapter 5.  

Chapter 7  

The final chapter addresses the implications of this study by first revisiting the 

original research questions posed and then elaborating upon major findings from 

Chapters 4–6. It further analyzes these findings by problematizing the CoI framework 

and explicating the concept of agency for collaborative inquiry (ACI) introduced in 

Chapter 6. Chapter 7 then discusses the importance of this research to the field of 

technical communication and rhetoric, presents limitations of this study, and suggests 

possible directions for future research. Finally, this chapter concludes by exploring how 

Johnson’s (1998) concept of the “technical rhetorician” may enhance the value of this 

study and related research. 
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CHAPTER 2  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

It is not clear who makes and who is made in the relation between human and 
machine. . . . [W]e find ourselves to be cyborgs, hybrids, mosaics, chimeras.  
(Donna Haraway, 1991, p. 177) 

What we know and what we express through language  
is not entirely our own, but is instead ‘owned’ by us all.  
(Robert Johnson, 1998, p. 86) 

Higher education as a whole and educators in particular are struggling to adapt to 

two new audiences—students themselves and non-educators who have increasing power 

to influence the educational process. Ubiquitous digital communication technologies 

outside the classroom are changing the needs of students within the classroom. 

Additionally, non-educators extert increasing power over decisions that impact the 

student-instructor relationship. This dissertation suggests means by which educators 

might adapt their own messages about learning to better reach these newly-empowered 

audiences—through the language of research. 

For centuries, universities were considered the arbiters of knowledge—what 

counts as knowledge, who creates knowledge, how knowledge is shared, and how mastery 

of knowledge is assessed. However, the production and sharing of knowledge are no 

longer confined to college campuses or any other physical location. Kellor (2008) notes, 

“Critiques of higher education lament that technology has changed, the economy has 

changed, families have changed, religious values have changed, race relations have 

changed. . . [yet] colleges and universities have remained relatively unchanged” (Kellor, 

2008, p. 4). Cleveland-Innes and Sangra (2010) also argue that higher education must be 

restructured in an era of constant change. The relationships students have formed both 

with and through digital technologies act as an external perturbation that upsets the 

equilibrium of traditional teaching practices.  

This chapter discusses a variety of literature necessary to contextualize of online 

teaching practices in higher education. It shares theories on a learning culture developing 
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outside of academia and its potential impact on higher education. It then explains 

objective versus subjective epistemologies and their effects on pedagogy, learning 

processes, and evolution of the student-instructor relationships. It discusses these 

dynamics more explicitly by presenting theories on both the general role of conversation 

in the overall learning process and the specific role of written conversation within 

networked and online learning environments. It then discusses shifting learning theories 

and historical paradigms in distance education, ultimately focusing on the recent impact 

of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework as method for reflective research in online 

learning theory, pedagogy, and practice.  

A PARTICIPATORY LEARNING CULTURE  

Both formal and informal learning experiences are increasingly important for 

college graduates attempting to enter an increasingly competitive workforce Potential 

employers seek new hires with communication and critical thinking skills that can be 

acquired and enhanced through the kind of self-motivated, informal learning that occurs 

online through social media (New Media Consortium, 2013). For over two decades now, 

young people have been empowered by technology in a way that helps them assert their 

identities and sense of freedom as never before. As Howard Rheingold (2002) states, 

Adolescents have adopted a medium that allows them to communicate with 
peers, outside the surveillance of parents and teachers, at the precise time in their 
lives when they are separating from their families and asserting their identities as 
members of a peer group . . .  Young people are comfortable with technologies 
that didn’t exist when their parents were growing up. (Rheingold, p. 25) 

In addition to transforming identity and enhancing agency in communication, digital 

technologies have encouraged self-sponsored learning through changes in information-

seeking behavior. In short, these digital technologies have promoted what is often 

referred to as a “participatory” or “learning” culture—one in which people no longer 

passively consume information and media but also produce them.  

Internet users bypass with ease the former gate-keeping functions of numerous 

institutions when they participate voluntarily in online communities. Clay Shirky (2010) 
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states, “We have always wanted to be autonomous, competent, and connected; it’s just 

that now social media has become an environment for enacting those desires, rather than 

suppressing them” (p. 84). McLoughlin and Lee (2008) describe informal online 

communities as “increasing the level of socialization and collaboration with experts, 

community, and peer groups [by] fostering connections that are often global in reach” (p. 

17). Henry Jenkins (2009) describes this participatory culture as follows: 

[It has] relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong 
support for creating and sharing creations, and some type of informal mentorship 
whereby experience participants pass along knowledge to novices. In a 
participatory culture, members also believe their contributions matter and feel 
some degree of social connection with each other (at the least, members care 
about others’ opinions of what they have created).” (Jenkins, 2009, p. xi) 

Jenkins (2006) also suggests that this work/play in which students engage outside the 

traditional classroom “functions as a . . . hidden curriculum, shaping which youths will 

succeed and which will be left behind as they enter school and the workplace” (p. xii). In 

this way, he broadens “digital divide” discourse that focuses on technological access to 

include access to “opportunities for participation and the development of cultural 

competencies and social skills needed for full involvement” (p. xiii). In other words, 

Jenkins sees the problem of access not merely in terms of limited access to digital 

technologies, but as one of access to the participation available through those technologies.  

Access to a participatory culture of learning has important pedagogical 

implications as well. Young people accustomed considerable freedom and control over 

how they spend their non-school hours are unlikely to sit still for a traditional model of 

education that promotes—even requires—passivity (Prensky, 2006 & 2007). McLoughlin 

and Lee (2008) note a need to incorporate into formal online education the kind of 

personal agency learners encounter informally as “active participants and co-producers 

rather than passive consumers of content” and where learning is “participatory and social 

[and] supportive of personal life goals and needs” (p. 11).  
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EPISTEMOLOGY AND PEDAGOGY 

As the branch of philosophy that considers the source(s), nature, and extent of 

human knowledge, epistemology is foundational to the educational enterprise. Beliefs 

about knowledge inform both student and instructor attitudes toward one another and 

toward the learning process itself. These beliefs and attitudes also influence learners’ and 

educators’ willingness to adapt to societal changes that affect learning. Whether educators 

are aware of their own epistemological assumptions or not, such assumptions inform, 

justify, and sustain their pedagogical decisions (Gergen, 1995; Martinez, Sauleda, & 

Guenter, 2001). Many theorists and educators view the two fundamental epistemological 

stances of “objectivism” and “subjectivism” as extremes on the epistemological 

continuum (von Glasersfeld, 1995; Rorty, 1991). However, in practice, most academic 

disciplines and pedagogical approaches are based on a continuum of beliefs and attitudes 

that fall somewhere between objectivism and subjectivism (Cronje, 2006). Like any 

binary, the objectivist/subjectivist split oversimplification that, nonetheless, creates a 

foundation for discussion. Most educational environments lie somewhere on a 

continuum between these two extremes. This chapter later suggests a theoretical lens with 

which to examine this continuum in a more nuanced fashion: The Community of Inquiry 

Framework.  

From Objectivism to Instructionism 

At the objectivist end of the spectrum (in which reality appears stable) the teacher 

provides pre-existing Knowledge that students must consume—a hierarchy in which the 

teacher holds tremendous power and students’ exercise little agency for their own 

learning. The educational model associated with objectivism is what Seymour Papert has 

referred to as “instructionism.” Broadly speaking, instructionism refers to pedagogical 

practices that are teacher-focused, skill-based, product-oriented, non-interactive, and 

highly prescribed (Jonassen, 1996). Cleveland-Innes and Sangra (2010) state that this 

pedagogical approach dates back to the monastic schools of the 7th century AD and early 

European schools of the 13th century (p. 288). Others view instructionism as a vestige of 

the Industrial Era. In any case, the instructionist model of education arose because 
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information once was scarce and difficult to access—before the printing press, before 

mass literacy, before photocopiers, and before the Internet.  

Employing Richard Rorty’s (2009) Mirror of Nature metaphor, Bruffee (1982) 

argues that under the objectivist epistemology, the purpose of teaching is to provide 

accurate information about the world in order to help students’ mental mirrors reflect 

“reality” and to sharpen and sensitize their inner eyesight. With a purely instructionist 

pedagogy, then, students receive a “singular perspective of the world, a perspective that is 

removed from their own experiences” (Johnstone, 2010, p. 1). While receiving an expert 

instructor’s perspective of subject matter often provides a solid foundation for learning, 

pedagogies that consist primarily of instructionism can inhibit the level of engagement 

that needed to inspire critical consciousness, leaving students feeling bored or helpless 

instead of excited about the learning process. 

From Subjectivism to Social Constructivism  

At the subjectivists’ end of the epistemological spectrum (which sees reality as 

adaptive and contingent), both students and instructors can create knowledge. Teachers 

can be learners as well as knowers. Subjectivism typically leads to “social constructivist” 

pedagogy, which includes learners in the process of knowledge creation. Robert Johnson 

(1998) provides a helpful overview of social constructivism:  

Social constructionism, also [known as] constructivism, is based on the concept that 
reality is mutable, that there are no certain truths, and that knowledge is 
constructed through communally created knowledge and action. (Johnson, p. 93)  

While Thomas Kuhn (1962) calls scientific knowledge a social construct, Richard Rorty 

(1999) takes this concept a step further, claiming that all knowledge is a social construct, 

that all knowledge is “socially justified belief” (p. 3). Additionally, Bruffee (1986) cites the 

social constructivist views of the anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1983), who “asks us to 

view ‘cognition, emotion, motivation, perception, imagination, memory . . .whatever . . .as 

social affairs’” (Geertz, 1983, p. 153, quoted in Bruffee, 1986). John Dewey (1933) was 

among the first twentieth-century theorists to support a social constructivist model of 
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education as the best means to prepare students to participate in a democratic society. 

Gitterman (2009) summarizes Dewey’s perspective in the following passage:   

Students’ learning needs and life experiences provide the organic link between 
learners and the curriculum. The key to this organic link lies in two educational 
principles: experience (Dewey, 1966) and interaction (Dewey, 1938). Regarding 
experience, people learn by moving from their personal experiences to organized 
concepts and theories, and concomitantly, from abstract ideas to their personal 
meanings. Dewey formulated that for learning to take place, the learner had to 
interact with the subject. (p. 61)  

Constructivist pedagogy, then, is student-focused, meaning-based, process-oriented, 

interactive, and responsive to students’ personal interests and needs (Honebein, 1996). 

When learning is an active, social, contextualized process in which learners “construct” 

knowledge as a community, learners are both permitted and required to participate 

actively in their own learning. For example, as early as 1993, Seymour Papert noted in The 

Children’s Machine that, unlike much of traditional schooling, “Video games teach children 

what computers are beginning to teach adults—that some forms of learning are fast-

paced, immensely compelling, and rewarding” (p. 5). Papert contrasts “constructionism” 

(concrete learning, by making and doing) with instructionism (associated with what Paolo 

Freire calls the “banking” model of instruction). Papert also provides examples of 

students who are alienated by traditional schooling but who come alive in the atmosphere 

of constructionism. 

CONVERSATION AS KNOWLEDGE-MAKING 

In tracing the roots of the instructionist, teacher-centered classroom, Bruffee 

(1982) poses a fundamental question for all teachers and students: “What is knowledge?” 

He argues that epistemology drives pedagogy, which, in turn, shapes the student-

instructor relationship—all of which have implications for the process of learning. 

Bruffee traces the roots of a major epistemic debate to Galileo and Descartes’ efforts to 

free human knowledge from the “shackles of theology” (p. 97). He argues that this 

freedom from theology’s “shackles” that has paved the way for modern science and 

technology produces what Richard Rorty (1978) calls the “mirror of nature”—an 
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epistemological metaphor in which the human mind consists of two elements: a mirror 

that reflects reality and an inner eye that contemplates that reflection. This view implies a 

particular type of relationship between teachers and students, in which the teacher 

provides accurate information about the world in order to help students’ mental mirrors 

better reflect “reality.” In this educational scenario, “The best students are those who 

have mental mirrors that give the most polished reflection of reality and who have the 

most discerning inner eyes to comprehend that reflection” (Bruffee, 1982, p. 98). In other 

words, the mirror-of-nature approach assumes there is an objective reality “out there” for 

teachers to take in, digest, and regurgitate for students’ consumption. Pedagogies 

primarily based on objectivist epistemologies lean toward what Seymour Papert calls 

“instructionism” and Paolo Freire calls the “banking model” of instruction. The classic 

model of objectivist pedagogy is the “sage on the stage” lecturing to students regarding 

the objective reality that students must then reflect back. 

Standing on the shoulders of Piaget, Vygotsky, and Dewey, Bruffee (1984) 

suggests an alternative dynamic for the student-instructor relationship—one based on a 

social constructivist epistemology, which questions the existence of an objective external 

reality. Social constructivists view knowledge as the product/process of making meaning 

among social groups and knowledgeable communities of peers. In terms of the student-

instructor relationship, a social constructivist perspective requires that students to take a 

more active role in their own learning. Social-constructivist pedagogies incorporate 

collaborative learning and peer interaction instead of relying exclusively upon instructor 

input. This approach to the learning process assumes that they will not merely consume, 

but also contribute, to contingent and contextual (knowledge within a discourse 

community. Social constructivist pedagogies purport that increased student involvement 

in the learning process produces greater learner engagement and, thereby, deeper levels of 

learning, including a greater ability to apply that learning in other contexts. One important 

means for transforming student-instructor interactions lies in conversation. 

Bruffee (1984) argues that “what distinguishes human beings from other animals 

is our ability to participate in unending conversation” (Bruffee, p. 168)—both socially and 
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internally. As noted by Mikhail Bakhtin (2001) in this light, conversation can be viewed as 

the material for not only the social construction of knowledge but for construction of the 

self through language. 

I give myself verbal shape from another's point of view; ultimately, from the point 
of view of the community to which I belong. A word is a bridge thrown between 
myself and another. If one end of the bridge depends on me, then the other 
depends on my addressee. A word is territory shared by both addresser and 
addressee, by the speaker and his interlocutor. (Bakhtin, 2001, pp. 1215) 

This construction of the verbal self is critical to the development of the student as an 

independent thinker, which changes the classroom power dynamic by making the teacher 

more of a coach or facilitator instead of the bearer of all knowledge. Progressive 

educators promote dialogic as an antidote to the monologic of traditional lecture-based 

classrooms. Freire (2009) takes the argument even further, stating that learning can only 

take place in environments: “Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also 

capable of generating critical thinking. Without dialogue there is no communication, and, 

without communication, there can be no true education” (Freire, 2009, p. 92).  

Also, Kenneth Bruffee (1984) sums up the value of conversation to the social 

construction of knowledge in the essay “Collaborative Learning and the ‘Conversation of 

Mankind’ ”: 

Knowledge is the product of human beings in a state of continual negotiation or 
conversation. Education is not a process of assimilating ‘the truth’ but, as Rorty 
has put it, a process of learning to ‘take a hand in what is going on’ by joining ‘the 
conversation of mankind.’ Collaborative learning is an arena in which students 
can negotiate their way into that conversation. (p. 647) 

Participating fully in the social construction of knowledge—in the conversation of 

(hu)mankind—requires that students possess agency with language. Students practice 

informal discourse online and through mobile devices, but their “capacity for original 

thought and the means to express it” can be greatly enhanced with formal guidance.  

Springboarding from Kuhn’s (1962) concepts of normal and abnormal science, 

Richard Rorty (2009) applies the terms “normal” and “abnormal” to discourse about 
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existing knowledge. Normal discourse is conventional: It maintains the authority of 

existing knowledge supported by the instructionist end of the pedagogical spectrum. In 

contrast, abnormal discourse challenges the authority of existing knowledge, shaking 

people out of their “comfort zones,” as suggested by Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the 

“zone of proximal development” (p. 86). By its very nature, then, abnormal discourse 

(i.e., the capacity for original thought) cannot be taught directly through purely 

instructionist methods. In such a situation, the teacher’s goal is to empower students with 

the “tools” of normal discourse so they can then challenge it with their own abnormal 

discourse. Bruffee (1984) sees collaborative learning as the proper vehicle to encourage 

abnormal discourse. “Collaborative learning . . . challenges the authority of knowledge 

[i.e., normal discourse] by revealing . . . that authority itself is a social artifact” (p. 649). 

Because collaborative learning challenges the authority of knowledge, it challenges the 

teacher’s authority as well. To think well in a collaborative environment means to think 

collectively rather than individually; to think well, then, students must learn to converse 

well. In such an environment, knowledge is not found but generated—made and 

remade—by communities in conversation, or, put another way, communities of inquiry. 

Students’ meaningful participation in “conversation of mankind” requires 

significant change in the traditional power dynamic between students and teachers. 

Robert Brooke (1987) uses Erving Goffman’s (1963) sociological concept of “underlife” 

to explain how both teachers and students can productively redefine their traditional roles 

in the writing classroom. Underlife emerges when “actors in an institution develop 

behaviors which assert an identity different from the one assigned them” (Brooke, 1987, 

p. 143). Underlife activities, then, can be seen as “information games” through which 

students assert their identities from outside the classroom within the classroom, thereby 

resisting the teacher’s attempts to fashion them into good, well-behaved students.  

Goffman (1963) explains the value of underlife as follows: “This recalcitrance is not an 

incidental mechanism of defense but rather an essential constituent of the self” (p. 319).  
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Networked Written Conversation 

Despite Brooke’s optimism regarding the possibilities of underlife to enhance 

students’ engagement and capacity for critical thinking, Sirc and Reynolds (1993) suggest 

that most instructors actually prefer to see students in their traditional, more passive roles 

because they fear the challenges presented by “authentic” (i.e., abnormal) student 

discourse: “We don’t really want the authentic; we want the familiar, the always already 

available. . . .When students are . . .unmediated or mediated in a way that seems foreign 

(and threatening) to us . . . then we say they are still students and not writers (Sirc & 

Reynolds, 1993, p. 158). Sirc and Reynolds (1993) experiences with networked computing 

suggest that once underlife behavior is accessible on everyone’s screen in the form of 

text, it becomes even more empowering for students: 

The ability to say “fuck you” uncategorically to a teacher’s writing task is what we 
saw our students discovering over the network; they appropriated the technology 
for their own ends. It’s a power more useful, we suggest, than most of the writing 
assignments we urge on them, in the hopes of some vague empowerment, can 
bring about. But it’s a scary power for us because, as happened in our writing 
program, it puts under question our entire enterprise. (Sirc & Reynolds, 1993, p. 
157) 

Students who assert themselves through text on the screen are actively participating in 

their own learning by contributing authentically (and without coercion) to the 

“conversation of mankind.” In this way, the beginnings of the “collaborative, open, and 

flexible [learning] environment” (Sims & Kays, 2011) made possible by the Internet are 

traceable to the networked computer classroom of the late eighties and early nineties.  

Though the distance between instructor and learners is small in a networked 

classroom, it is still arguably an early form of distance education. Although closely 

grouped computers can lead to collaboration, “the most intense collaboration occurs 

when computers are electronically linked to each other to form networks” (Bump, 1990). 

PCs connected by local area network (LAN) presented the first opportunity for students 

to communicate in parallel (instead of serial) fashion. As Bump (1990) discovered, in this 

parallel communication atmosphere, the social dynamic changes. People who once were 
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voiceless in the traditional classroom (typically women and minorities) often find a voice 

in the networked classroom.  

As noted by Trent Batson (1993), networked computing distributes agency 

among students themselves and between teacher and students. Likewise, Lester Faigley 

(1990) counters the oft-held notion that computers are somehow dehumanizing by noting 

that “Instead of being tools of repression in the skills-and-drills curriculum, computers 

joined in a network can be a means of liberation, particularly for those students who are 

often marginalized in American classrooms” (p. 291). Furthermore, Jerome Bump’s 

(1990) research shows evidence of a “truly egalitarian, student-centered interchange 

which supported relatively democratic discussion. . . .[and] can thus serve as a model for 

more radical changes in education called for by Paolo Freire (1968)” (p. 54).  

The next section of this chapter brings this discussion of pedagogy up to date by 

reviewing literature that explores the degree to which the social constructivist ideals of 

student engagement and empowerment have reached fruition in formal online education.  

Current Online Learning Theory and Pedagogy: Problems and Possibilities 

Ally (2008) argues that online teachers and theorists should build upon, rather 

than abandon, the social-constructivist theories of teachers in traditional classrooms 

before them, stating, “What is needed is not a new stand-alone theory for the digital age, 

but a model that integrates the different theories to guide the design of online learning 

materials” (p.18). However, calls for more radical reform continue. Like many others, 

Cleveland-Innes and Sangra (2010) argue for a complete overhaul of higher education: 

Changes in technology, economics, global connections and social awareness are 
imposing on all societal institutions, including higher education. The requirement 
for systematic, strategic effort to deconstruct and reconstruct higher education 
has never been more important. (p. 228) 

Instructional theorists have suggested for some time that reaching students requires a 

more learner-centered approach than predominantly-instructionist pedagogies provide. 

Hoic-Bozic, Natasa; Mornar, Vedran; & Boticki, Ivica (2009) cite the need for “the role 

of an instructor [to] be redefined to accomplish a shift in pedagogy from an instructor 
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centered to a learner-centered environment” (p. 19). Garrison and Kanuka (2004) argue 

that pedagogical approaches must support students’ construction of meaning and 

understanding in a “community of inquiry” as opposed to just assimilating information 

(p. 98).  

Excessive instructionism can lead to what Terry Anderson (2008) refers to the 

“horseless carriage” model, wherein digital technologies with entirely new affordances are 

employed as electronic models of the original distance education model, the 

correspondence course. As Anderson (2008) states, “Despite its unique affordances . . . 

online learning is but a subset of learning in general—thus, we can expect issues relevant 

to how adults learn generally to also be relevant in an online learning context” (p. 47). 

Anderson (2008) notes, 

We . . . need theory . . . to help us envision how education can best take 
advantage of the enhanced communication, information retrieval, creative tools, 
and management capability provided by the Net. . . We need theories of online 
learning that help us to invest our time and limited resources most effectively (p. 
46). 

Ally (2008) argues that online instructors and/or course designers should be familiar with 

behaviorist, cognitivist, constructivist, and connectivist learning theories, each of which 

has valid implications for online learning. He argues that we need to bring to bear the 

best of each “school” of learning, including behaviorist, cognitivist, and constructivist 

theories: 

Behaviorist strategies can be used to teach the facts (what); cognitivist strategies, 
the principles and processes (how); and constructivist strategies to teach the real-
life and personal applications and contextual learning. (Ally, 2008, p. 39) 

However, there is no guarantee that the post-industrial, social-constructivist 

potential of the Internet will be realized by all educators and institutions of higher 

learning. When used primarily for information access, the Internet becomes a part of the 

Industrial Era. As online learning in its various forms continues to grow in popularity 

among students and administrators, teaching faculty must be prepared to emphasize the 

need for sound pedagogical decisions in the face of the “ever-growing pressure to 
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leverage technology to reduce costs” (Hewett, 2007, p. 3). Instructors who wish to 

eschew instructionist pedagogy need to be aware of their options.  

For example, Lane (2009) and McLoughlin and Lee (2008) found that the default 

settings of pre-packaged learning management systems (LMSes), such as Blackboard and 

WebCT, to support more instructor-centered approaches. She argues that, despite the 

potential for customizations that permit more constructivist pedagogies, many faculty 

members fail are either uncomfortable with or feel too pressed for time to tinker with 

defaults, leading to promote digital versions of the correspondence-course, wherein 

teachers merely post course materials and perform administrative tasks. Similarly, Palak 

and Walls (2009) find a disconnect between teachers’ expressed beliefs about student-

centered pedagogy and their actual pedagogical practices with technology. Their evidence 

also suggests that, even in “technology-rich schools,” teachers use computers primarily 

for preparation, management, and administrative purposes and that actual use of 

computers to support student-centered pedagogy is rare even for those who hold 

student-centered beliefs.  They argue that professional development should focus on 

integration of technology into curriculum to help teachers use technology to support 

student-centered pedagogy. In addition, technology-related professional development 

should help teachers work around the limitations of their contextual conditions, as 

opposed to being built around a to a one-size-fits all model of course design (Palak & 

Walls, 2009).  

Given the evidence that online pedagogy has not entirely succeeded in picking up 

where progressive and networked pedagogies left off, examining historical developments 

unique to distance education may shed some light. The next section addresses this issue. 

DISTANCE EDUCATION: A BRIEF HISTORY 

While distance education (DE) has existed for over 150 years, online distance 

education reaches exponentially more students than the pioneers of the original DE 

model, the correspondence course, could have imagined. Understanding the history of 

DE is critical to understanding online learning in the twenty-first century. DE history is 
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fraught with competing issues related to technology, pedagogy, and economics. Miller 

(2010) emphasizes the ongoing struggle to balance three primary issues for learners: 

access, independence, and interaction. Anderson (2008) points to similar concerns—the 

need to maintain the flexibilities afforded by self-paced learning (access and independence 

combined) while reaping the benefits of a learning community (interaction) and keeping 

the process efficient and cost effective.  

Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2010) divide DE history into three phases (pre-

industrial, industrial, post-industrial) resulting from technological paradigm shifts. Miller 

(2010), on the other hand, divides DE history into five technological eras: 

correspondence courses, telecourses, the open learning movement, teleconferencing, and 

the Internet. Cargile Cook (2005) discusses it in terms of “generations.” Swan (2010) 

draws the line between industrialist (distance learning) and post-industrialist (online) 

learning. This section supplements the paradigmatic view of Garrison and Cleveland-

Innes (2010) by dividing the earlier post-industrial models from the those enabled 

through the Internet, thus creating a fourth paradigm.  

Paradigm 1: Pre-Industrial DE 

Correspondence courses, which began in the late nineteenth century in the United 

States, mark the pre-industrial beginnings of DE. Although correspondence courses 

began as early as 1833 in Sweden (Cook, 2005), Miller (2010) traces its roots in the United 

States the 1890s. The Industrial Revolution caused rapid urban growth “via an exodus 

from poor rural areas to the cities in search of prosperity” (Miller, p. 26). Rural Free 

Delivery (RFD) was designed with the hope that decreased feelings of isolation for rural 

populations would support a strong agricultural system and, thereby, enhance urban 

growth. Thus, the early print-and-post DE model provided educational opportunities to 

those who might otherwise have no opportunity for secondary or post-secondary 

education. Early models of DE, constrained by the limits of technology, included 

independent, self-paced study, with teachers and textbooks as the primary sources of 

knowledge (Cook, 2005). The guiding principles of pre-industrial DE were “broad access; 
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time independence; and formal, individualized interaction between student and 

instructor” (Miller, 2010, p. 27).  

Paradigm 2: Industrial DE 

According to Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2010), the first paradigm shift in 

distance education occurred during the second half of the twentieth century—mass 

production of course materials. In this educational model, the efficiency of one-way 

dissemination of information trumped interaction. While industrial correspondence 

courses were remarkably efficient at transmitting information and instructions to the 

learner, they also “depersonalized” DE. Mass-production of course materials constrained 

learning goals and activities, making teaching and learning far less customizable (Garrison 

& Cleveland-Innes, 2010, p. 15). 

Telecourses 

A major transition occurred began in the 1950’s when a portion of the public 

airwaves was set aside for educational use. Land-grant universities and community 

colleges provided telecourses by licensing educational television stations for both formal 

and informal education (Miller, 2010). Telecourses allowed a communication immediacy 

that correspondence courses could not provide; however, these broadcast courses were 

limited by time constraints (i.e., students had to show up at a specific time to view them). 

The introduction of low-cost videotapes in the 1980’s enabled time flexibility and 

engaged additional learning styles (auditory and visual), but they took a step back from 

interactivity by offered only one-way teacher-to-student interactions. Despite these 

limitations, Miller (2010) emphasizes that, overall, telecourses both demanded (and 

enabled) greater attention to instructional design than did correspondence courses, 

primarily because they allowed for more visual ways of illustrating key concepts. “In 

many respects, the organization of a telecourse program paralleled what would be needed 

later to support online learning” (Miller, 2010, p. 31). 
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The Open Learning Movement 

While institutional models of the traditional university evolved in response to new 

workforce needs and changing social dynamics throughout the Industrial Era, DE 

spawned a similar innovation: the open learning movement. While DE originally 

developed within existing universities, the concept of the Open University was a separate, 

dedicated entity for distance learning. The Open University arose from the desire to 

organize an autonomous institution designed specifically to meet the needs of 

nontraditional students. The underlying principle guiding the development of these 

institutions was accessibility for all students and, thereby, the improvement of society 

(Miller, 2010, pp. 33–34).  

Paradigm 3: Post-Industrial (Pre-Internet) DE 

The application of social constructivist pedagogy appears as the dividing line 

between industrial and post-industrial distance education. Disruptive technologies like the 

Internet greatly facilitated this paradigm shift. Swan (2010) argues that post-industrial 

education does not occur until online learning via the Internet becomes available. 

However, I argue that interactive teleconferencing and networked classrooms presented 

significant post-industrial shifts of their own. 

Interactive Teleconferencing 

Teleconferencing (a real-time, interactive form of the telecourse) began in the 

1970’s. In this paradigm shift for DE, technologies emerged that would allow the 

immediate interaction between teachers and students that correspondence courses and 

broadcast telecourses could not (Garrison, 1985). Early teleconferencing technologies 

were expensive, however, and required extensive coordination to be successful. Despite 

these challenges, “many institutions saw real-time teleconference as the future of distance 

education” (Miller, 2010, p. 39). However, in addition to increasing both expense and 

logistical complications, early teleconferencing technologies “raised questions about the 

trade-off of independence [for] interaction,” partly due to their synchronous nature 

(Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2010, p. 16). According to Garrison and Cleveland-Innes 

(2010), “This loss of independence was considered by many students as more than a 
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reasonable compromise to interact verbally and collaboratively in real-time” (p. 17). 

However, given that meeting at a specific place and time removes the major conveniences 

and freedoms for which DE was originally designed, it can be argued that 

teleconferencing does not qualify as DE at all.  

The Networked Classroom 

As mentioned earlier in the section, “Networked Written Conversation,” 

networked classrooms of the 1980s and 1990s were arguably an early form of distance 

education. The beginnings of the “collaborative, open, and flexible [learning] 

environment” (Sims & Kays, 2011) made possible by the Internet can be traced to 

networked computer classrooms, presented the first opportunity for students to 

communicate in parallel (instead of serial) fashion, which can help people who once were 

voiceless in the traditional classroom (typically women and minorities) find a voice in the 

networked classroom (Bump, 1990). Thus, the networked classroom embodies the fact 

that “reading and writing are inherently social rather than individual activities” (Faigley, 

1990, p. 291). 

Paradigm 4: Internet-Based DE 

While synchronous networked computing in the 1980s and early 1990s 

encouraged a more learner-centered environment than the traditional face-to-face 

classroom, the Internet makes such an environment possible in a truly “distance” learning 

environment. Evans and Nation (2003) recognized the potential of the Internet to help 

educators challenge the “dominant [DE] paradigm that ‘alienated its students from each 

other and wider educational and social processes’” (Evans & Nation, p. 780, quoted in 

Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2010, p. 19). Online learning enables a sense of community 

in addition to information access.  

Communications technology and the Internet have been disruptive and influential 
to both distance and conventional higher education. . . For this reason, 
constructivist and deep approaches to learning have resonated with those in the 
post-industrial era of distance education. Communications technology is seen as 
an opportunity to apply constructivist principles and deep approaches to distance 
education. (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, p.20) 
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Most theorists agree that the Internet has transformed and expanded the use of DE more 

than any other single technology that preceded it. Online learning “embrace[s] again the 

principles of wide access and learner control” (Miller, 2010, p. 39) that the 

correspondence course originally introduced by removing the barriers of time and 

geography that telecourses had reintroduced. The Internet combines wide access, learner 

autonomy, and immediate interaction with both the instructor and other students. 

Furthermore, the Internet offers these advantages without the expense and logistical 

complications that accompanied early broadcast telecourses and teleconferencing. The 

Internet combines nearly all common forms of communication by supporting or 

providing video and audio conferencing, computer conferencing, radio, computer-

assisted instruction, television, and correspondence. The Internet is an irresistible 

attractor. 

Additionally, like its other predecessor, the networked classroom, the Internet 

“decentralizes the ‘classroom’ situation, making it easier, and in some cases necessary, for 

the instructor to become the guide on the side instead of the sage on the stage in ways 

that previous distance technologies did not” (Miller, 2010, p. 39).  

Unlike other technologies that had been used for distance education, the Internet 
evolved as part of the basic infrastructure of higher education institutions. As 
learning applications became more widely available, the most significant 
technological and cost entry barriers were erased, and online distance education 
attracted a wide range of institutions. (Miller, 2010, p.39) 

Anderson (2008) discusses the affordances and limitations of the Internet for learning in 

terms of access as well, stating that online learning certainly offers greater flexibility in 

time and space than traditional classroom models. Also noting that Internet access is 

“nearly ubiquitous in developed countries” (p. 53), he states that while accessibility in 

developing countries may lag behind, “in comparison to books or video media, the Web 

provides much greater quality and quantity of access to nearly all citizens—with or 

without physical disabilities” (p. 53). With increased access comes a growing body of 

available content as well: 
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The number of open-access journals. . .; educational objects. . .; educational 
discussion lists and communities. . .; online courses and educational resources. . . ; 
and general references to millions of pages of commercial, educational, and 
cultural content. . . is large and increasing at an exponential rate. (p. 53) 

Swan (2010) notes that the growth of the Internet “make[s] the notion that the 

purpose of higher education is the acquisition of scarce or privileged knowledge 

somewhat absurd, especially in the context of the open courseware movement” (p. 111). 

This abundance of access is not without its complications. Because of this increased 

access to content, we find ourselves in what Richard Lanham (2006) refers to as an 

“attention economy” instead of an “information economy.” Anderson (2008) notes, 

Thus, online learning theory must acknowledge the change from an era of 
shortage and restriction to an era of abundant content; content resources are now 
so large that filtering and reducing choice is as important as provision of 
sufficient content itself. (p. 53) 

TEACHING AND LEARNING AS SITES OF RESEARCH 

Long before the era of online education, John Dewey stressed the importance of 

reflective thinking for both students and educators. In Experience and Education (1938) he 

argues, “To reflect is to look back over what has been done so as to extract the net 

meanings which are the capital stock for intelligent dealing with further experiences” (p. 

110). Dewey emphasized reflection as a valuable source from which to guide future 

thought and actions. Donald Schön (1990) echoes Dewey with the following statement: 

“Reflection gives rise to on-the-spot experiment. We think up and try out new actions 

intended to explore the newly observed phenomena, test our tentative understandings of 

them, or affirm the moves we have invented to change things for the better” (p. 28). 

Similarly, Duckworth (1986) argues that teachers need to engage in reflective 

research to improve their own teaching and, thereby, student learning: “If as a researcher 

one is interested in how people build their understanding, then the way to gain insight is 

to watch them do it, and try to make sense of it as it happens” (p. 490). Viewing the 

learning process through students’ eyes turns teaching into a conscious investigation of 

both teaching and learning. Duckworth agrees with Piaget’s stance that people learn by 
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managing their own knowledge-making, which is an inherently reflective and 

constructivist process.  

As a student of Piaget, I was convinced that people must construct their own 
knowledge and must assimilate new experiences in ways that make sense to them. 
I knew that, more often than not, simply telling students what we want them to 
know leaves them cold. (p. 481) 

To foster students’ construction of knowledge, Duckworth argues that educators must 

step back from their traditional role as “final arbiter of what the learner should think” and 

instead focus on “what sense the students are making” (p. 489). The CoI framework 

views online textual interactions as sites for teacher and student reflection upon the 

learning process.  

The Community of Inquiry (CoI)  
Framework as a Method for Reflective Research 

Randy Garrison, Terry Anderson and Walter Archer (2000) first introduced the 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework to address challenges a new online graduate 

program that relied heavily on asynchronous discussion forums. In an online program 

founded on social constructivist pedagogy (as is TTU-TCR Online), these teacher-

researchers needed a new theoretical model explain and explore interactive learning 

processes, as opposed to the traditional individualized online learning models. They 

created the CoI framework in response to this need.  

Grounded in John Dewey’s (1938) notion of practical inquiry, the CoI is a 

dynamic process model designed to define, describe, and measure elements that support 

the development of online learning communities (communities of inquiry). The CoI 

framework consists of three principle elements: teaching presence (TP), social presence 

(SP), and cognitive presence (CP). The CoI framework defines TP as the design, 

facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes to support learning. It defines 

SP as the degree to which participants in a community of inquiry feel affectively 

connected one to another. The overall purpose to which teaching and social presence are 

directed is CP, which is “the extent to which learners are able to construct and confirm 
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meaning through sustained reflection and discourse” (Swan, Garrison, & Richardson, 

2009; Swan & Ice, 2010). 

The phrase “community of inquiry” comes from Matthew Lipman (1993) whose 

work also builds upon the theories of John Dewey (1938), who viewed inquiry as a social 

process at the very heart of learning. Building on Dewey and Lipman, the CoI was 

designed to provide a theoretical framework, heuristic, and methodology for studying the 

potential and effectiveness of computer conferencing as a medium for creating and 

sustaining a community of inquiry. The goal was to define, describe, and measure 

empirically the elements of online group discussions that contribute to a worthwhile 

learning experience. As a process model, the CoI framework attempts to outline the core 

elements (social, cognitive, and teaching presence) and describe the dynamics of these 

online class interactions (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2010). 

While Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2010) argue that recognizing the 

distinction between oral and text-based communication was critical when the CoI 

framework was first developed, the distinction between synchronous and asynchronous 

interactions seems a more accurate description of the necessary distinction. Their 

description reveals a clear bias toward asynchronous communications:  

The strengths and weaknesses of fast-paced, spontaneous and fleeting oral 
communication and that of a reflective, precise, and lean form of text-based 
communication were argued to be crucial considerations. We believed at the time 
that the effect of lack of nonverbal cues in online communication was 
exaggerated and that the strengths of text-based communication often more than 
compensated for a face-to-face or other model of synchronous presence. 
Research findings over the subsequent years confirmed this. (Garrison, Anderson, 
& Archer, 2010).  

Noting the CoI founders’ preference for asynchronous discussions is important to 

consider when employing the framework in synchronous text environments for which it 

was not originally designed. Research in this area has begun but remains limited, a gap 

which the present study partially addresses. 

An ideal CoI is a “cohesive and interactive community of learners whose purpose 

is to critically analyze, construct, and confirm worthwhile knowledge” (Garrison & 
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Vaughan, 2008, p.9). “Community” comprises the social dynamics, interaction, and 

collaboration that exist to provide an environment that supports inquiry. “Inquiry” refers 

to the “process of constructing meaning through personal responsibility and choice” 

(Garrison & Vaughan, 2008, p. 9). Figure 2.1 below illustrates how the three principle 

CoI elements— teaching, social, and cognitive presence—interact and support each 

other. 

 

Figure 2.1: Interacting elements in a community of inquiry (CoI) 

As suggested by Figure 2.1 above, in a successful community of inquiry, teaching, social, 

and cognitive presence interact productively to enhance the overall educational 

experience.  

Teaching presence provides leadership throughout a course through “design, 

facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes” (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, 

& Archer, 2001, p. 5). Teaching presence begins well before course startup, as the 

instructor designs the course. It continues throughout the course, as the instructor 
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facilitates discourse, provides direct instruction when needed, and assesses student 

achievement of learning outcomes.  

Social presence refers to the learners’ social and emotional connections with other 

community members (Swann, 2009). In order to address initial concerns that computer-

mediated communication could inhibit interpersonal connections that are essential to 

learning Vygotsky (1978), Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, and Archer (2001) sought 

evidence of social interactions in online discussion transcripts. They identified affective, 

cohesive, and interactive responses, which later evolved into the categories of social 

presence currently applied in CoI research: affective expression, open communication, 

and group cohesion (Swann, Richardson, Ice, Garrison, Cleveland-Innis, & Arbaugh 

2008). 

While teaching and social presence are critical components to a successful 

community of inquiry, their purpose is to support cognitive presence, which is “the 

extent to which learners . . . construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection 

and discourse” (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001, p. 11). Cognitive presence consists 

of the progressive phases of “practical inquiry” leading to resolution of a problem or 

dilemma posed in the course of study which is grounded in critical thinking theory 

(Swann, Richardson, Ice, Garrison, Cleveland-Innis, & Arbaugh, 2008. Garrison, 

Anderson, and Archer’s (2000) practical inquiry model (see Figure 2.2 below) is based on 

Dewey’s (1933) model for reflective thinking and Lipmann’s (1993, 2003) reflective 

model for educational practice.  
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Figure 2.2: Dewey’s practical inquiry model (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001) 

In Figure 2.2 above the quadrants of the circle in show the logical (idealized) sequence of 

practical inquiry’s phases, which correspond to the CoI framework categories of cognitive 

presence: triggering event, exploration, integration, and resolution (Garrison, Anderson, 

& Archer, 2001).  

The CoI framework provides an empirical means to describe and analyze online 

interactions in ways that can make such reflections more productive and meaningful to 

teachers, students, and non-educators alike. 

CONCLUSION 

The Internet and social media affect society in ways that human beings are only 

beginning to comprehend. Digital communication technologies have encouraged self-

sponsored learning through changes in information-seeking behavior, which have sparked 

the emergence of a participatory culture of learning—one in which people no longer 

passively consume information and media but also produce them. This new culture of 

learning has sparked the desire for the kind of freedom, flexibility, and agency afforded 



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

38 

both formal and informal online learning spaces. Having experienced the excitement and 

empowerment of self-motivated learning and creative collaboration they access with ease 

online and through mobile devices, students are less motivated than ever to sit still for 

pedagogical approaches that rely exclusively upon passive consumption of knowledge 

dispensed by instructors. Epistemological perspectives shape instructor and student 

attitudes toward both pedagogical and technological innovation.  

This chapter discusses a variety of literature necessary to contextualize of online 

teaching practices in higher education. It shares theories on a learning culture developing 

outside of academia and its potential impact on higher education. It then explains 

objective versus subjective epistemologies and their effects on pedagogy, learning 

processes, and evolution of the student-instructor relationships. It discusses these 

dynamics more explicitly by presenting theories on both the general role of conversation 

in the overall learning process and the specific role of written conversation within 

networked and online learning environments. It then discusses shifting learning theories 

and historical paradigms in distance education, ultimately focusing on the recent impact 

of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework as method for reflective research in online 

learning theory, pedagogy, and practice.  
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CHAPTER 3  

RESEARCH METHODS 

Method is not . . . a more or less successful set of procedures for reporting on a 
given reality. Rather it is performative. It helps to produce realities. . .Method 
is not, and could never be, innocent or purely technical . . . [M]ethod does not 
“report” on something that is already  there. . . It crafts arrangements and 
gatherings of things–and accounts of the arrangements of those things–that 
could have been otherwise. (John Law, 2004, p. 143) 

John Law (2004), in After Method: Mess in Social Science Research, argues for fluidity 

and multiplicity in both research methods and portrayals of findings. Law recognizes 

research as an act of creation, not a mere reporting of information. Such assumptions 

guided the research performed for this study. As noted by Rickly (2007) “messy contexts” 

emerge when research is acknowledged as the rhetorical situation it actually is, instead 

being taken for the objective stance it often purports to be (pp. 377). This chapter 

discusses the impetus, research questions, epistemology, theoretical framework, 

methodology, and methods that lie behind the rhetorical curtain of the present study.  

This mixed methods study provides content analyses of the discursive behaviors 

of online graduate students and their professors through the lens of Garrison, Anderson, 

and Archer’s (2000) Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. The courses examined all 

reside in Texas Tech University’s online PhD program in Technical Communication and 

Rhetoric (TTU-TCR Online). Launched in 2003, TTU-TCR Online was the first online 

PhD program in technical communication and rhetoric in the United States. As a mature 

program known for technological innovation, academic rigor, and the successes of its 

students, TTU-TCR Online is a logical site for the study of student-instructor-knowledge 

interactions in online learning environments. Furthermore, with appropriate local 

modifications, studies like this one could benefit any number of both graduate and 

undergraduate online courses and programs. 

First, this study examines five communities of inquiry through content analyses of 

synchronous discussion transcripts (see results in Chapter 4). Next, Chapter 5 presents 

results from content analysis of asynchronous discussion transcripts from three of those 
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five communities. Chapter 6 then shows results from these five communities in terms of 

individual student contributions. The researcher employed multiple coders and NVivo 

computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) to triangulate findings for 

the content analyses. Additionally, student member-checking surveys were administered 

to cross-check participant perceptions with the coders’ results. This chapter explains the 

value of local studies, the initial impetus for this project, the research questions posed, the 

design of the research, and the methods used to collect and analyze data.  

THE VALUE OF LOCAL STUDIES 

This dissertation contributes to the overall discussion of how students and 

instructors socially construct knowledge through online class discussion by examining this 

activity in a particular context: the TTU-TCR Online PhD program. The knowledge 

creation that takes place in doctoral-level online class discussions is a field ripe for 

exploration. TTU-TCR Online faculty members employ variety of pedagogical 

approaches, depending on both instructor preferences and the nature of the subject 

matter; however, a social constructivist philosophy lies at the heart of the program, which 

strikes a productive balance of instructor expertise and guidance with students’ growing 

abilities as knowledge workers in training. TTU-TCR Online students take courses in 

each of the following (often overlapping) categories: theory (e.g., theories of rhetoric, 

technology, visual design); application (e.g., web design, writing for publication); 

pedagogy (e.g., teaching of composition or technical communication); and research 

methods (e.g., field methods and usability research). 

The TTU-TCR Online PhD program has existed since 2003. It is carefully 

designed to require the same level of rigor from its students as its onsite counterpart, 

which began in 1992. Not only has TTU-TCR Online grown larger each year, but, as of 

2013, it also has become more selective, with an applicant acceptance rate of only 15%. 

As of 2013, the number of students (from those in coursework to doctoral candidates) 

was approximately 55. Twenty-nine doctoral students have graduated since the online 

PhD program’s inception, and several more are scheduled to defend or graduate within a 

year of this writing (Carter, 2013, p. 242-245).   
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Local studies such as this one can provide a foundation for additional research 

because, if appropriate methods are chosen and well documented, they can be repeated in 

other contexts. As noted by Charney (2001), research need not be comprehensive to add 

value to a particular field of study. She states,  

A quest for comprehensiveness reflects an expectation that each study should 
stand alone . . . . If we have only one chance to study a phenomenon, then 
collecting all possible information about it when we can makes sense. But why 
assume we only have one chance?” (Charney, 2001, p. 410)  

Charney’s argument that carefully documented local studies need not be comprehensive 

to be valuable because they can provide a baseline from which to build. This study applies 

a systematic scheme of textual analysis (the CoI framework) that past researchers have 

applied and future researchers can apply to other texts for comparison of results. The 

structure of the CoI framework has been vetted through factor analyses (Garrison, 

Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2004; Arbaugh, 2007) and can be applied by other researchers 

to the same texts examined in this study or to similar texts analyzed in other studies.  

IMPETUSES FOR THIS STUDY 

The first impetus for this study sprang from a perceived need to demonstrate 

rigor in online learning, particularly in doctoral programs. When I first applied to TTU-

TCR Online, one of the supposed selling points was that the word “online” would not 

appear in students’ transcripts or diploma upon graduation. In my naiveté, I did not see 

why such a matter could possibly concern anyone in the 21st century. During coursework, 

however, I began to research the subject and soon realized that, despite considerable 

public discourse about increasing demand for online degrees, skepticism about the quality 

of online programs continues. Despite the success and growing reputation of TTU-TCR 

Online, the need to demonstrate academic rigor in online programs, particularly at the 

doctoral level, remains. The subject of academic rigor plays a role in the second impetus 

for this study as well—the experiences of students in a particular class in TTU-TCR 

Online. 
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The second impetus for this study arose from my own participation in a 

theoretical and pedagogical experiment of sorts—a new course designed to explore the 

effects of twenty-first-century digital technologies on the field of rhetoric. First taught in 

the summer of 2009 by Dr. Carson (a pseudonym used throughout this study), the course 

was entitled “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” (RPA). The broad purpose of the course 

was to investigate, describe, and begin to theorize the enhanced sense of personal 

empowerment (or “agency”) people seem to exercise via the Internet. Regarding the 

genesis of the course, Dr. Carson states,  

Dr. Gray [the program’s Director of Graduate Studies] and I were talking about 
the various time distinctions in rhetoric (classical, 20th century, etc.), and we 
thought that it was time to start investigating a 21st-century rhetoric. What was 
the Internet's principal distinction? A sense of personal empowerment; “agency” 
was a more academic word for that. (Dr. Carson, Survey response, 2010) 

As a participant in the RPA course, what struck me most was the high level of 

engagement demonstrated by the students—through both the quality and sheer volume 

of their cognitive efforts, particularly during the wiki-based collaborative final exam that 

took place over the final two weeks of the course. The apparently high level of student 

engagement, as evidenced by both the quality and quantity of their contributions, 

suggested that students’ cognitive agency in online doctoral-level class discussions was a 

phenomenon worth investigating.  

Ironically, after the RPA course concluded, I learned that it initially had been 

greeted with mild skepticism among some TTU-TCR Online faculty. The presumption 

was that the course might lack proper academic rigor, perhaps due to a dearth of 

published academic sources on the subject and due to the leeway the instructor was 

granted regarding the outcomes and assessment methods for such an experimental 

course. Dr. Carson’s longstanding reputation as an innovator and risk taker may have 

contributed to these impressions as well. These slight reservations toward RPA—an 

experimental online course about online interaction (e.g., the kind of self-sponsored 

learning, innovation, and communication made more accessible through the Internet)—

seemed to parallel to the larger debate about the credibility of online education in general.  
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From this apparent irony—my own perception of the cognitive agency and 

engagement of the students in RPA contrasted with faculty qualms—emerged what I now 

call a “proto” research question:  

Is there a way to resolve this apparent mismatch between my own perception of 
students’ high cognitive agency and engagement in RPA and some faculty 
members’ perception of low academic rigor in the course?  

This proto research question, combined with my previous concern regarding a perceived 

lack of rigor in online courses, provided the original motivation for the current study. 

However, that which stimulates a researcher’s initial curiosity does not automatically 

produce credible research. To temper my own obvious biases toward a desired outcome 

(proving the naysayers wrong), a careful research design was required. I began the official 

study in this dissertation by triangulating my initial impressions—through student and 

instructor surveys after the RPA courses and through participant observation in other 

online courses. 

THE EMERGENCE OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

As mentioned above, I began the official study in this dissertation by triangulating 

my initial impressions through surveys and participant observation. For the RPA course 

in which I was a full participant, I administered post-course surveys to the instructor and 

students to check their perceptions of student engagement and cognitive agency. To 

further limit bias, I did not take part in the student survey. These surveys were 

exploratory in nature, designed to help the researcher understand general student and 

instructor impressions and experiences of the course (see Appendix B, “RPA Post-

Course Surveys”). In 2011, I followed up by sitting in as a participant observer for a 

second offering of the experimental RPA class and administered the same post-course 

survey as for the 2009 course. In the interim, between the 2009 and 2011 offerings of the 

RPA course, I acted as a participant observer for a full semester of synchronous sessions 

in two required courses:  “Introduction to Rhetorical Theory” (IRT) and “Introduction to 

Research Methods” (IRM) in fall 2010. 
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After completing participant observations and administering post-course surveys, 

I sought an empirical method to describe and analyze the discursive behavior I observed 

in these class discussions and their transcripts. Based on a review of literature regarding 

content analysis of online discussions, I chose the Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

framework as an appropriate instrument for two reasons: 1) it was designed specifically to 

help teachers and researchers understand more fully the dynamics of online class 

discussions, and 2) it has been applied extensively over the past 14 years. Thus, through 

formulating a proto-research question; administering post-course surveys for the RPA 

classes; conducting participant observations of synchronous online classes; and 

discovering in the CoI framework a promising tool for content analysis, I eventually 

crafted the following research question for this study: 

RQ1: How can students’ agency for collaborative inquiry be described in a 
graduate-level online educational context?  

RQ1: In what ways do interactions in required versus special topics courses 
exhibit different types and/or levels of students’ agency for collaborative inquiry?  

RQ3: How do synchronous and asynchronous discussions differ in terms of 
students’ agency for collaborative inquiry? 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Given that the elements of research design—epistemology, methodology, and 

methods—inevitably overlap and inform one another, a certain irony emerges during any 

effort to discuss these elements systematically. As noted by Rickly (2007), the boundaries 

between these elements are “permeable” (p. 383). Nonetheless, an attempt, however 

messy, must be made to support future researchers’ efforts to replicate this study and 

aggregate results. The next sections discuss epistemology, methodology, and research 

methods.  

Epistemology: Social Constructivism 

A social constructivist worldview influenced my decision to analyze online class 

discussions in the first place and to employ the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework 

to do so. Social constructivism (SC) is based on the assumption that “the basic generation 
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of meaning is always social, arising in and out of interaction with a human community” 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 7). The CoI framework itself was designed from an SC perspective. 

From an SC perspective, this study anticipated that meaning would emerge through 

analysis of the following types of interactions: 

 Researcher with participants (through participant observation, content 
analysis of discussion transcripts, and member-checking surveys) 

 Researcher with data and with other coders (through content analysis) 

 Participants with researcher and data (through member checking) 

 Participants with each other (through participation in the online discussions) 

Methodology: Mixed Methods 

The research questions for this study required a mixed-methods approach, one 

that triangulates CoI-based content analysis of class discussions with a student member-

checking activity. This section discusses the strategies of inquiry employed. First, I acted 

as a participant observer of the online class discussions in this study. Next, I performed a 

CoI-based content analysis of transcripts from the discussions observed, employing 

outside coders and NVivo data analysis software to triangulate my own results. To 

enhance further the validity of this research, I also administered a member-checking 

survey for students who participated in these communities of inquiry. 

DATA COLLECTION 

This section discusses the instruments and methods for data collection in this 

study. However, as Clifford Geertz (1973 states, “What we call our data are really our 

own constructions of other people’s constructions of what they and their compatriots are 

up to” (p. 9). Long before data are rendered meaningful through analysis and 

interpretation, they are shaped by the researcher, methodology, methods, and 

participants. Methods of inquiry for this study included participant observation, open-

ended surveys, and content analysis of synchronous and asynchronous online class 

interactions, and member checking. 
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Protection of Participants in this Study 

All procedures regarding confidentiality of data, preserving anonymity of 

participants, and using this research for intended purposes were approved by TTU’s 

Institutional Research Board (IRB), under expedited IRB protocol 502515 (see Appendix 

A for approved protocol). Before any coding took place, all instructor names in the 

transcripts were replaced with pseudonyms, and student names were replaced with unique 

letter-number combinations. 

Sampling for Content Analysis 

I selected a non-probability purposeful sampling of TTU-TCR Online faculty and 

classes from which to observe synchronous and asynchronous course interactions for this 

study. I chose faculty participants based on their similar educational backgrounds (all 

have a PhD in rhetoric and composition). For synchronous class interactions, the goal 

was to investigate different course types—both required and elective. “Introduction to 

Rhetorical Theory” (IRT) and “Introduction to Research Methods” (IRM) are both 

required courses in the TCR-TTU online curriculum. As mentioned earlier, I chose three 

sections of “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” (RPA) to observe as experimental 

electives. Additionally, I observed the collaborative, asynchronous final examinations in 

the RPA classes because of their unique design. Table 3.1 below summarizes salient 

characteristics regarding the sample chosen for this study in terms of faculty background 

and course type.  

Table 3.1: Faculty background and course types for this study 

Faculty 
Member 

Educational 
Background 

Course Observed Type of Course 

Dr. Arthur Rhetoric and 
Composition 

Introduction to Rhetorical 
Theory 

Rhetorical Theory (required) 

Dr. Bennett Rhetoric and 
Composition 

Research Methods in 
Technical Communication 
and Rhetoric 

Research Methods (required) 

Dr. Carson Rhetoric and 
Composition 

The Rhetoric of Personal 
Agency 

Special Topics (elective)  
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The next section provides additional detail regarding the corpus of transcripts 

chosen for analysis. 

Corpus of Class Discussion Transcripts for Content Analysis 

The five classes, or “communities of inquiry,” in this study all reside in Texas 

TTU-TCR Online. Participants in each community of inquiry engaged in weekly 

synchronous text-based discussions throughout the semester, during which the researcher 

was a participant observer. For synchronous class meetings, one session transcript from 

each course was selected for analysis based on the following criteria: 1) it occurred near the 

middle of the semester, and 2) all students were present. Table 3.2 below summarizes 

characteristics of the corpus by course modality, class name, number of sessions held, 

transcript analyzed, student demographics, word and message count, and percentage of 

words and messages contributed by students versus instructors. The selected transcripts 

were coded and analyzed for levels of teaching presence, social presence, cognitive 

presence, and their respective categories, which are discussed in detail later in this 

chapter. 
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Table 3.2: Salient characteristics of corpus for content analysis 

Synch 
(MOO) 

Total # 
Sessions 

Session 

Analyzed 

Total # 
Students 

Level of 
Students 

Total # 
Words 

Student 
% 

Words 

Instructor 
% Words 

Total # 
Messages 

Student % 
Messages 

Instructor 
% Messages 

IRT 15 8 9 MA/PhD 7,051 64 36 528 59% 41% 

IRM 15 8 6 MA/PhD 5,402 48 52 457 57 43 

RPA-X 10 7 9 MA/PhD 4,595 58 42 594 76 24 

RPA-Y 10 6 8 MA/PhD 6,540 59 41 431 69 31 

RPA-Z 15 7 9 MA/PhD 11,998 66 34 828 78 22 

Asynch 
(Wiki) 

Session 
Length 

% 
Sessions 
Analyzed 

Total # 
Students 

Level of 
Students 

Total # 
Words 

Student 
% 

Words 

Instructor  
% Words 

Total # 
Messages 

Student % 
Messages 

Instructor 
% Messages 

RPA-XY 14 days 100 17 MA/PhD 32,665 91 9 318 94 6 

RPA-Z 7 days 100 9 MA/PhD 23,163 93 7 178 93 7 
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Following are descriptions of the courses from which the researcher collected and 

analyzed synchronous and/or asynchronous discussion transcripts in this study. 

Introduction to Rhetorical Theory (IRT) (Synchronous Discussions) 

This course provided an overview of the history and theory of rhetoric from classical 

times to the present. Course texts included Herrick's The History and Theory of Rhetoric: An 

Introduction, 3rd edition, and Bizzell and Herzberg's The Rhetorical Tradition and various online 

sources provided by the instructor. Students knew in advance that the researcher would be a 

participant observer. The instructor granted the researcher access to the synchronous chat 

transcripts for each class session.  

Introduction to Research Methods (IRT) (Synchronous Discussions) 

This course introduced students to variety of methods and methodologies employed 

for research in both composition and technical communication and rhetoric in the past 10 

years. It provided an overview of research methods and opportunities for practical 

application of those methods. IRT equips students to make informed choices regarding 

more specific research courses with which they might ground future research projects, 

including the dissertation. Students understood that the researcher would be a participant 

observer. The instructor granted the researcher access to the synchronous chat transcripts 

for each class session.  

The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-X and Y)  
(Synchronous and Asynchronous Discussions) 

This special topics course attempted to engage student in a collaborative effort to 

research and articulate a twenty-first century rhetorical theory of interactions that take place 

on the Internet. Outputs from this class consisted of both synchronous and asynchronous 

text-based discussions, including a collaborative wiki-based final exam. The instructor also 

granted the researcher access to both the synchronous and asynchronous transcripts for each 

class.  
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The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-Z) 
(synchronous and asynchronous discussions)  

Similar to the course taught in the summer of 2009, this offering was also designed 

to engage students in a collaborative, connectivist effort to explore, test, refine, and articulate 

a 21st-century rhetoric. Outputs from this class consisted of both synchronous and 

asynchronous text-based discussions, including a collaborative wiki-based final exam. 

Students in these courses knew in advance that the researcher was a participant observer. 

The instructor also granted the researcher access to both the synchronous and asynchronous 

transcripts for each class. 

Participant Observation  

To provide context for a more thorough analysis of online discussions, I took on the 

role of participant observer during synchronous class discussions for an entire semester of 

each class in this study. While “participant observation” (PO) was once reserved for face-to-

face field methods of ethnographic research, PO is an important technique in 

“netnography”—a term for ethnographic methods adapted to Internet environments 

(Kozinets, 2012). Each class I observed and whose discussion transcripts I later analyzed was 

its own “community of inquiry” within the larger culture of TCR-TTU online. I was an 

insider within the larger culture of TCR-TTU online but an outsider because I was not 

enrolled in any classes except the first RPA course. I cannot be certain of the degree to 

which my presence affected participant behavior, but I place myself somewhere between 

Spradley’s (1998) “observer as participant” and “participant as observer” roles in the 

continuum shown in Table 3.3 below. 

  



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

51 

Table 3.3: A continuum of participant observation (PO) 

Type of PO Level of Involvement Advantages/Limitations 

Complete 

Observer 
Researcher as bystander 

Limits ability to establish rapport and 

immerse oneself in the culture. 

Observer as 
Participant 

Researcher balances "insider" 
and "outsider" roles 

Provides a good combination of 
involvement and detachment to remain 

objective 

Participant 
as Observer 

Researcher becomes member of 
the group by fully embracing 
skills and customs for the sake 

of complete comprehension 

Researcher can become more involved in 
the population. Risk of "going native" 
while striving for a more in-depth 
understanding of the culture or 
population. 

Complete 
Participant 

Researcher is completely 
integrated into population 
before the study begins (i.e., he 
or she is already a member of 

the group being studied). 

Risks losing all levels of objectivity. 

Source: Adapted from Spradley (1998) 

During each class session, I made brief field notes regarding discussion dynamics and subject 

matter, which provided context for deeper reflection once I had access to the discussion 

transcripts. However, given that even transcripts cannot provide full protection against 

researcher bias, I attempted to mitigate this potential problem through application of a 

predetermined coding scheme (the CoI framework) for content analysis. 

Content Analysis via the CoI Framework 

The CoI framework employed in this study originally emerged from analysis and 

comparison of oral- and text-based computer-mediated-communication (CMC) and from 

research on collaborative learning, social constructivism, collaborative learning, instructional 

design, and distance education (Tolu & Evans, 2013). The CoI framework has proven 

fruitful for researchers of online pedagogy, by providing a theoretical framework, 

methodology, methods, and tools for describing the discursive behaviors of students and 

instructors in online class discussions (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). Based on the ideas of 

Dewey (1902) and Lipman (2003) regarding what is now regarded as constructivist (e.g., 

collaborative and experiential) learning, the CoI framework was developed by Canadian 
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researchers Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) as a means to analyze learning 

encounters empirically and to examine the dynamics of textual interactions in online learning 

environments.  

Furthermore, the CoI framework has been employed in numerous studies, from its 

inception in 2000 through the present. CoI-based research appears in numerous peer-

reviewed journals, including the following: Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 

Computers and Higher Education, Interactive Learning Environments, International Journal of 

Instructional Technology & Distance Learning, The International Review of Research in Open and 

Distance Learning , The Internet and Higher Education, Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 

The Journal of Distance Education, and Journal of Interactive Online Learning. Additionally, in 2013, 

an edited volume of CoI research, Educational Communities of Inquiry: Theoretical Framework, 

Research, and Practice, was published as well. This number and variety of publications suggest 

its ongoing value as a research method and instrument for content analyses.  

For the purpose of this study, the accepted CoI definition of an educational 

community of inquiry is “a group of individuals who collaboratively engage in purposeful 

critical discourse and reflection to construct personal meaning and confirm mutual 

understanding” (CoI model). Within the CoI framework, a genuine community of inquiry 

exists when three component “presences” are sufficiently available in a classroom situation: 

teaching, social, and cognitive presence. Researchers typically employ the CoI framework in 

order to “seek knowledge hidden in the data from the actual interactions between and 

among students and online teachers as they develop, facilitate, guide and evaluate learning 

activities” (Teaching presence). The goal of the CoI framework is to “allow teachers to 

assess . . . postings and [that can] serve as valued feedback for reflection and improvement 

of the teaching function” (Teaching presence). Communities of inquiry are created so that 

teaching and social presence can support and promote cognitive presence. Applying the CoI 

framework as a tool for reflection on class artifacts can help how well teaching and social 

presence are fulfilling that role. Put another way, the purpose of the CoI framework is to 

promote the kind of reflection that can improve teaching and learning. To grasp how the 

CoI framework operates requires an understanding of the three elements, the “presences,” it 



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

53 

was designed to detect. According to Garrison (2011), these three types of presence are 

defined as follows: 

 Teaching presence is the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social 
processes to help students realize personally meaningful and educational learning 
experiences teaching presence exists to support the social construction of knowledge. 

 Social presence is the ability of participants to identify with the community of inquiry 
of which they are members, to communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and 
to develop progressively more personal and affective relationships with other members 
by projecting their individual personalities. The increased level of comfort, trust, and 
mutual support established through social presence has the potential to support 
cognitive presence by establishing a safe and enjoyable learning environment. 

 Cognitive presence is the extent to which the participants in any particular 
configuration of a community of inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained 
communication. Enhancing cognitive presence is the overall goal of a community of 
inquiry, which is supported by social and teaching presence. (Garrison, 2011) 

The overall goal in a community of inquiry, then, is to reach the greatest possible level of 

cognitive presence, a process generally supported and enhanced through both teaching and 

social presence.   

Table 3.4, below, provides an overview of the coding scheme used for CoI content 

analysis of online discussions. Each element is supported by multiple categories of discourse, 

and examples indicative of those categories are given. 

Table 3.4: Overview of CoI coding scheme 
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For a more detailed discussion CoI coding protocols employed in this study, refer to the 

“Data Analysis” section of this chapter.  

Student Member-Checking Surveys for Synchronous Communities 

I also designed student member-checking surveys order to reduce researcher error 

and bias in the coding and interpretation of discussion transcripts. Students from each class 

were asked to apply simplified version of the CoI coding scheme to the synchronous 

transcripts from the class in which they participated. I then compared their findings with 

those of trained coders (see Chapter 6 for results). The “Data Analysis” section of this 

chapter provides a more detailed explanation of the survey procedure along with a list of 

survey questions. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

This section discusses methods employed to analyze the data collected for this study: 

CoI-based content analysis of online discussions and member checking with students and to 

gauge their level of agreement with coders’ and interpretations. 

The Community of Inquiry Framework as a Vehicle for Content Analysis  

Content analysis (CA) is a rigorous research method that “requires the researcher to 

examine actual writings in systematic fashion” (Huckin, 2004, p. 28). Content analysis in 

general is well suited for this study because it is “empirically grounded. . . exploratory in 

process, and predictive or inferential in intent” (Krippendorf, 2004, p. xvii). Appreciating the 

value of content analysis in general requires an understanding of its chief analytical method: 

coding. Broadly defined, coding is “the process of identifying units of analysis and classifying 

each unit according to the categories in a coding system—either a pre-existing system or one 

developed for the data in question” (Grant-Davie, 1992, p. 272). The purpose of a code is to 

“represent and capture a datum’s primary content and essence” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 4). 

 This study derives meaning and “essence” through a pre-existing system created 

specifically for content analysis of online class discussion—the CoI framework. As discussed 
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in the “Research Design” section of this chapter, the purpose of the CoI framework is to 

promote reflection that can improve teaching and learning in online discursive 

environments. In the next section, the following aspects of content analysis for this study are 

discussed: coding protocols; units of analysis; coder training; and the reliability, replicability, 

and validity of this content analysis. 

Coding Process and Inter-Rater Reliability (IRR) 

This section discusses the processes employed for content analysis of discussion 

transcripts though use of the CoI framework. Two coders applied the CoI coding scheme to 

identify elements, categories, and indicators of teaching, social, and cognitive presence. First, 

individual coders read the complete discussion transcript for a single community of inquiry. 

Then, for each message, in the context of surrounding messages, coders determined which 

CoI elements and categories were present and marked them accordingly in the transcript. 

To assess the inter-rater reliability (IRR) level for the coding process and confirm 

findings, the following measures were taken:  

 Two graduate students from TTU-TCR onsite were recruited and trained as 
coders for pilot testing of this project. 

 The researcher adjusted training and coding processes based on the pilot 
study. 

 Both the researcher and a trained, paid coder not affiliated with TTU-TCR 
hand coded the main study 

 A third coder transferred hand coding for the main study into an NVivo 
project file created by the researcher. 

Beginning with a pilot study, I created training materials in CoI theory and coding 

processes for two pilot coders, both of whom were TTU-TCR onsite doctoral students. 

After the coders reviewed these training materials, the researcher conducted two training 

sessions via Skype with each coder. The coders marked CoI elements, categories, and 

indicators alongside each message in the sample transcripts, which were provided in 

Microsoft Word documents. After finding unacceptably low levels of IRR when comparing 
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coders’ results for the pilot study, the researcher made two determinations: 1) the unit of 

analysis needed to be clarified and 2) coding at the “indicator” level might be too fine-

grained to reasonably expect an acceptable IRR level.  

After clarifying unit of analysis based on the pilot study results, I recruited and 

trained an outside coder not affiliated with TTU-TCR to triangulate coding for the main 

study. We conducted three training sessions—two in person and one via Skype. As main 

coders, we each independently marked CoI elements, categories, and indicators alongside 

each message in our own copy of the transcripts. I trained a third coder to transfer these 

codes into an NVivo project file I created. The main study produced acceptable levels of 

inter-rater reliability (IRR) for both percentage agreement and Cohen’s kappa. As calculated 

with NVivo qualitative data analysis software, the two manual coders achieved an overall 

average of 98% agreement, with a Cohen’s Kappa of 0.85 for the five communities of 

inquiry studied. Along with this overall calculation of IRR, Table 3.5, below, shows the 

individual IRR calculation for each class. 

Table 3.5: Overall IRR for CoI coding of synchronous discussions 

CLASS % Agreement Cohen’s Kappa 

Introduction to Rhetorical Theory (IRT) 99 0.83 

Introduction to Research Methods (IRM) 98 0.80 

Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-X) 98 0.86 

Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-Y) 99 0.90 

Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-Z 95 0.60 

Average IRR 98 0.85 

As shown in Table 3.5 above, when corrected for chance agreement using Cohen’s kappa, 

the individual  IRR was quite high for all but one class, 5369Z, which, at .60, was still well 

within the “moderate” range (see Table 3.6 below). The overall average Cohen’s kappa of 

0.85 for this study is considered “very good” by Landis and Koch’s (1977) standards for 

strength of agreement (see Table 3.6 below). 
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Table 3.6: Standard interpretations of Cohen’s kappa (Landis & Koch, 1977) 

Value of Kappa Strength of Agreement 

≤0 Poor 

.01–.20 Slight 

.21–.40 Fair 

.41–.60 Moderate 

.61–.80  Good 

.81–1  Very Good 

Formulations similar to those in Table 3.6 exist that use slightly different descriptors (Fleiss, 

1981). More detailed IRR calculations broken down by CoI elements and categories are 

presented in Chapter 4, “Results: The Community of Inquiry Framework in a Synchronous 

Context.” 

Coding Schemes 

This section discusses the CoI coding scheme employed for this study in greater detail 

than was provided in the “Research Design” section of this chapter. The CoI schemes shown 

in Tables 3.7– 3.9, below, have been applied by many researchers to code for social presence 

(Rourke et al., 1999; Goldstein et al, 2013), teaching presence (Rourke & Anderson, 2002; 

Sheridan et al, 2013; St. Jaques, 2013) and cognitive presence (Meyer, 2004; Shea, 2009; 

Rienties et al, 2013).  Researchers frequently choose a single CoI element as their main 

research focus. Exploring the interaction among all three elements in a single study is rare. 

Additionally, the CoI framework typically is applied to studies of asynchronous threaded 

online discussion forums but rarely to synchronous online discussions. Furthermore, this 

study may be the first in which the CoI framework is applied to non-threaded, wiki-based 

asynchronous discussions.  

The coding protocol for teaching presence is provided in Table 3.7, for  social 

presence in Table 3.8, and for cognitive presence in Table 3.9. These protocols are adapted 

from the originals created by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer in 2000 by occasionally 

editing for conciseness in the descriptions and providing examples more germane to the 

TTU-TCR Online program. 
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Table 3.7: Teaching presence coding scheme 

Category Indicators Examples Code 

Design and 
Organization 

Set curriculum (including 
assessment) 

“This week we will discuss . . .” TP-DO-1 

Design methods “I am going to divide you into groups, and you 
will debate . . . .” 

TP-DO-2 

Establish time 
parameters 

“Please post a message by Friday . . .” TP-DO-3 

Utilize medium 
effectively 

“Try to address issues that others have raised 
when you post.” 

TP-DO-4 

Establish netiquette “Keep your messages brief.” TP-DO-5 

Make macro-level 
comments about course 
content 

“This discussion is intended to give you a broad 
set of tools/skills for deciding when and how to 
use different research techniques” 

TP-DO-6 

Facilitating 
Discourse 

Identify areas of 
agreement or 
disagreement 

“Joe, Mary has provided a compelling counter-
example to your hypothesis. Would you care to 
respond?” 

TP-FD-1 

Seek consensus “I think Joe and Mary are saying essentially the 
same thing.”” 

TP-FD-2 

Encourage, acknowledge, 
or reinforce student 
contributions 

“Thank you for your insightful comments” TP-FD-3 

Set “safe” climate for 
learning 

“Don’t feel self-conscious about ‘thinking out 
loud’ here. This is the place to try out ideas 
after all.” 

TP-FD-4 

Draw in participants, 
prompt discussion 

“Any thoughts on this issue?”  
“Anyone care to comment?” 

TP-FD-5 

Assess process efficacy “I think we’re getting a little off track.” TP-FD-6 

Share experiences “This is what we did …” TP-FD-7 

Direct 
Instruction 

Present 
content/questions 

“Selber says ‘X.’ What do you think?” TP-DI-1 

Focus discussion on 
specific issues 

“Possible, but perhaps we should consider. . . .” TP-DI-2 

Summarize discussion “The original question was. . . Ellen said. . . . 
Several of you mentioned. . We agreed that. . . 
We still need to address“ 

TP-DI-3 

Confirm understanding 
through assessment, 
explanatory feedback 

“You’re close, but you didn’t account for . . .  
This is important because . . . “ 

TP-DI-4 

Diagnose misconceptions “Remember, Benkler is speaking from a Marxist 
perspective, so be careful when you say . . .” 

TP-DI-5 

Inject knowledge from 
diverse sources, e.g., 
textbook, articles, 
Internet, personal 
experiences  

“I was at a conference with Carter, and she said 
. . .“You can find the proceedings from the 
conference at http://www . . . 

TP-DI-6 

Respond to technical 
concerns 

“If you want to include a hyperlink in your 
message, you need to . . .” 

TP-DI-7 

Source: Adapted from Garrison et al., 2000. 

http://www/
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Table 3.8: Social presence coding scheme 

Category Indicators Example Code 

Affective 
Expression 

Expresses emotions Conventional expressions of emotion  SP-AE-1 

Uses humor Teasing, cajoling, irony, understatements, 
sarcasm 

SP-AE-2 

Self-disclosure Presents details of life outside of class or 
expresses vulnerability 

SP-AE-3 

Use of unconventional 

expressions to express 
emotions 

Unconventional expressions of emotion, 
including repetitious punctuation, conspicuous 
capitalization, emoticons 

SP-AE-4 

Open 
Communication 

Continues a thread Replying to another’s post instead of starting 
a new thread 

SP-OC-1 

Quotes from others’ 
messages 

Quoting others’ entire message or cutting and 
pasting selections of others’ messages 

SP-OC-2 

Refers explicitly to 
others’ messages 

Direct references to contents of others’ 
posts. 

SP-OC-3 

Asking questions Asking questions of other students or the 
moderator 

SP-OC-4 

Complimenting, 
expressing 

appreciation 

Complimenting others or the contents of 
others’ messages 

SP-OC-5 

Expressing agreement Agreeing with others or the contents of their 
messages. 

SP-OC-6 

Group Cohesion Vocatives Addressing or referring to the participants by 
name 

SP-GC-1 

Addresses or refers to 
the group using 
inclusive pronouns 

Addressing the group as we, us, our, 

group 

SP-GC-2 

Greetings, salutations Communication that serves a purely 

social function; greetings, closures 

SP-GC-3 

Source: Adapted from Garrison et al., 2000. 
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Table 3.9: Cognitive presence coding scheme 

Category Indicators Socio-cognitive processes Code 

Triggering 
Event 

Recognize problem Presenting background information that 
culminates in a question 

CP-TE-1 

Sense of puzzlement Asking questions 

Taking discussion in a new direction 

CP-TE-2 

Exploration Divergence – within 
the online 

community 

Unsubstantiated contradiction of previous ideas CP-EX-1 

Divergence – within a 
single 

message 

Many different ideas/themes presented in one 
message 

CP-EX-2 

Information 
exchange 

Personal narratives/descriptions/facts (not yet 
used as evidence to support a conclusion 

CP-EX-3 

Suggestions for 
consideration 

Author explicitly characterizes message as 
exploration, e.g., “Does that seem about right?” 
“Am I way off the mark?” 

CP-EX-4 

Brainstorming Adds to established points but does not 
systematically defend/justify/develop situation 

CP-EX-5 

Integration Convergence – 
among group 
members 

Reference to previous message followed by 
substantiated agreement (e.g., “I agree because 
. . .”) Building on, adding to others’ ideas 

CP-IN-1 

Convergence – within 
a single message 

Justified, developed, defensible, yet tentative 
hypotheses 

CP-IN-2 

Connecting ideas, 
synthesis 

Integrating information from various 

sources – text book, articles, personal 
experience 

CP-IN-3 

Creating solutions Explicit characterization of message 

as a solution by participant 

CP-IN-4 

Resolution/ 
Application 

Vicarious application 
to real-world testing 
solutions 

Providing examples of how problems were solved CP-RA-1 

Defending solutions Defending why a problem was solved in a 
specific manner 

CP-RA-2 

Source: Adapted from Garrison et al., 2000. 
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Unit of Analysis 

Identifying the segments of a transcript that will be categorized (i.e., defining the unit 

of analysis), is critical to the reliability of content analysis. Selecting a unit that multiple 

coders can identify reliably and that also “exhaustively and exclusively encompasses the 

sought-after construct” (Rourke et al., 2001, p. 11) is no small task—particularly with a 

coding scheme as nuanced as the CoI framework. This section discusses units of analysis 

commonly employed in order to illustrate why the one chosen for this study—the 

message—is most appropriate in this case. 

Sentences and paragraphs are common units of analysis because they are usually easy 

and reliable to identify (Fahy, 2000; Hillman, 1999). However, text-based discussions, 

particularly synchronous ones, tend to fall somewhere between oral and written 

communication, so complete sentences and paragraphs with standard grammar and 

punctuation markers are not always available. Additionally, identifying a relevant variable in 

each sentence, or even a paragraph, can be problematic when employing the CoI coding 

scheme. Sometimes more than a sentence or even a paragraph is needed for sufficient context 

to apply a code accurately (Anderson & Kanuka, 2003; Rourke et al., 2001).  

Other researchers have attempted more organic approaches when defining units of 

analysis. For example, Henri (1991) argues for the use of “dynamic units of meaning” in 

computer-mediated discussion transcripts, which are similar to “thematic units” as described 

by Budd, Thorp and Donohue (1967). Unfortunately, such an open-ended unit of analysis 

inhibits reliability among multiple coders, given how unlikely they are to agree on the 

thematic units. 

For this study, I settled on the message as a unit of analysis for multiple reasons. 

First, choosing the message as a unit simplifies identification of each case, which increases 

the possibility of reliability among multiple coders (Ahern, Peck & Laycock, 1992; 

Marttunen, 1997; Garrison et al., 2000). The fact that more than one idea or concept can be 

expressed in a single message is not without complications, as shown in Chapters 4-6. 

However, a message seems the most appropriate (and least arbitrary) choice for online text-



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

62 

based class discussions because it empowers the participants themselves to choose the unit 

of analysis—by deciding when to begin and end a message.  

Member-Checking Surveys 

Member checking poses the following question: “Do the reported observations and 

interpretations ring true and have meaning to the participants?” (Rubin and Babbie, 2011, p. 

432). To reduce error and bias in researcher interpretations of participant data in the 

discussion transcripts, I administered a member-checking survey to each student who 

participated in one or more of the five synchronous communities in this study. For this 

survey, students from each class applied simplified version of the CoI coding scheme (see 

Table 3.10, below) to the synchronous transcripts from the class in which they participated.  

Table 3.10: Student member-checking rubric for social and cognitive presence 

ELEMENTS CATEGORIES INDICATORS (examples only) 

Cognitive Presence Triggering Event Taking discussion in a new direction 

Exploration Exchanging information 

Integration Connecting/synthesizing ideas 

Application Applying ideas to real-world scenarios 

Social Presence Affective Expression Projecting self/expressing emotion 

Open Communication Establishing trust/risk-free climate 

Group Cohesion Collaboration/identifying with the group 

Source: Adapted from Garrison, Anderson, & Archer 2003 

Based on an uncoded transcript in which all participant names were replaced with numbers, 

the survey instructed students use the simplified coding scheme to determine which student 

in that class session demonstrated the highest level of cognitive presence and which one 

demonstrated the lowest. Next, the survey asked them to determine which student displayed 

the highest and lowest social presence as well. Finally, the survey asked them to rate their 

own cognitive and social presence on a scale of low, medium, or high (represented by the 

numbers 1, 2, and 3). After each question, participants were invited (optionally) to provide 
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an open-ended response regarding why they rated participants the way they did. Participant 

responses were then compared with the coders’ findings to determine the level of 

agreement/disagreement between them. Survey findings are discussed in Chapter 6, which 

focuses specifically on results for students. 

CONCLUSION 

The debate over the value and rigor of online education is stronger than ever. With 

the increasing demand for online education, a need exists for replicable, aggregable, data-

supported (RAD) research to help teachers, students, and administrators understand both 

the dynamics and the value of discursive activity in online classes. The site for this study, 

TTU-TCR Online, is an appropriate place to begin such research. With the right local 

modifications, studies likes this one can be repeated to benefit any number of both graduate 

and undergraduate online courses and programs. 

This study examines multiple online classes from multiple perspectives by employing 

mixed-methods research that include participant observation, content analysis with multiple 

coders, and participant surveys. An additional strength of this study lies in its use of the CoI 

framework for content analysis. The CoI framework is a well-structured model that been 

employed, problematized, and improved upon in numerous research projects, from its 

inception in the year 2000 to the present study. 

Having established that this study has a solid foundation, the next three chapters will 

present results that focus on synchronous discussions (Chapter 4), asynchronous discussions 

(Chapter 5), and results for individual students (Chapter 6). 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS FOR SYNCHRONOUS COMMUNITIES 

We do not learn from experience. . . .  
We learn from reflecting on that experience. (John Dewey) 

While researchers apply the CoI framework extensively to analyze content of 

asynchronous threaded online discussion forums, studies of its use to analyze synchronous 

discussions are rare. This chapter provides a content analysis of the discursive behaviors of 

graduate students and their professors in synchronous online class discussions through the 

lens of Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). 

Content analysis, as a “research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from 

texts . . . to the contexts of their use” (Krippendorf, 2004, p. xvii), is a rigorous method well 

suited to exploring the dynamics of online discourse as revealed through discussion 

transcripts.  

This chapter presents results of a CoI-based content analysis of five synchronous 

online class discussion transcripts. First, it discusses the CoI framework described in terms 

of its foundational elements: teaching, social, and cognitive presence. Next, it describes 

characteristics of the corpus and overall inter-rater reliability (IRR). It then presents coding 

results at the element level for each class—first in terms of IRR and percentage of messages 

and then in terms of percentage of words. Finally, this chapter describes the CoI categories 

within each element and provides category-level coding results. 

THE COI ELEMENTS:  
TEACHING, SOCIAL, AND COGNITIVE PRESENCE 

The CoI framework was first proposed by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000). 

At its core, the CoI framework is designed to support teacher and student reflection upon 

discursive behaviors in online environments, in order to facilitate deep, meaningful learning. 

These characteristics make it a promising vehicle for answering research questions regarding 

cognitive engagement and academic rigor because the CoI framework provides an empirical 
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method by which to analyze discursive behaviors as they manifest in the content of online 

discussion transcripts. 

The philosophical premise of the CoI framework is a collaborative constructivist 

approach to teaching and learning that comprises three interdependent structural elements: 

social, cognitive, and teaching presence. While CoI theory views these three elements as 

mutually constitutive and reinforcing within online discussions, promoting student 

engagement and cognition is the raison d’être of a community of inquiry. Understanding how 

the CoI framework operates requires background information regarding the three elements it 

was designed to detect. This background is provided in the next three sections: “Teaching 

Presence,” “Social Presence,” and “Cognitive Presence.” 

Teaching Presence 

Teaching presence provides leadership throughout a course. Anderson, Rourke, 

Garrison, and Archer (2001) define teaching presence as the “design, facilitation, and 

direction of cognitive and social processes” in order to help their students achieve 

“personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (p. 5). As 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) argue, while interactions between participants are 

essential to online learning environment (see “Social Presence,” below), these interactions 

require direction, including clearly defined parameters and a specific focus, in order to 

enhance learning. In the CoI framework, teaching presence begins well before the students 

attend class—as the instructor designs the course by selecting texts and creating learning 

outcomes, resources, assignments, and activities. Teaching presence then continues 

throughout the course, as the instructor facilitates discourse, provides direct instruction 

when needed, and assesses student achievement of learning outcomes. These three 

categories of teaching presence are described and their coding results presented in the 

section of this chapter entitled “COI Category-Level Results.”  
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Social Presence 

In the CoI framework, the term “social” refers to the degree to which learners feel 

socially and emotionally connected with others within their online learning community 

(Swann, 2009). Long before the CoI framework emerged, research on social factors in 

learning arose from a concern among communication scholars that computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) might inhibit the interpersonal connections that social learning 

theorists such as Vygotsky (1978) found so necessary to learning. In response to this 

concern, Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, and Archer (2001), sought evidence of social 

presence in the transcripts of online discussions. Building upon earlier research on 

immediacy in face-to-face interactions (Weiner & Mehrabian, 1968), they identified three 

types of social presence in online discussions: affective responses, cohesive responses, and 

interactive responses (Swann, Richardson, Ice, Garrison, Cleveland-Innis, & Arbaugh 2008). 

The names for these types of social presence have evolved into the categories “affective,” 

“open communication,” and “group cohesion” within the CoI framework. These categories 

are described and their coding results presented in the section of this chapter entitled “COI 

Category-Level Results.” 

Cognitive Presence 

Given that the purpose of a community of inquiry is to harness teaching and social 

elements in the service of cognitive presence, careful analysis of cognitive presence is 

particularly important to this study. In other words, while teaching and social presence are 

critical components to a successful community of inquiry, cognitive presence is the goal to 

which they are directed. Cognitive presence is “the extent to which learners are able to 

construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection and discourse in a critical 

community of inquiry” (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001, p. 11). Cognitive presence, 

which is grounded in critical thinking theory (Swann, Richardson, Ice, Garrison, Cleveland-

Innis, & Arbaugh 2008) comprises the progressive phases of “practical inquiry” leading to 

resolution of a problem or dilemma posed in the course of study. Garrison, Anderson, and 
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Archer’s (2000) practical inquiry model (see Figure 4.1 below) is based on Dewey’s (1933) 

model for reflective thinking and Lipman’s (2003) reflective model for educational practice.  

In Figure 4.1 below the two axes of the practical inquiry model are 

action/deliberation and perception/conception. The first axis represents reflection upon 

practice (action) while the second axis illustrates the assimilation (analysis) of information 

that leads to the construction (synthesis) of meaning. The quadrants of the circle in show the 

logical (idealized) sequence of practical inquiry, which correspond to the categories of 

cognitive presence theorized by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000): triggering event, 

exploration, integration, and resolution.  

 

Figure 4.1:  Practical inquiry model (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001) 

These categories of cognitive presence and the practical inquiry model they support are 

further described in a later section of this chapter, entitled “COI Category-Level Results.”  
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Having established a foundation for understanding of the CoI framework and its 

elements, the next section first describes the corpus of discussion transcripts under 

investigation and then explains overall IRR results for the coding those transcripts. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CORPUS  
AND OVERALL INTER-RATER RELIABILITY FOR CODING 

This section discusses characteristics of the corpus investigated followed by the 

overall inter-rater reliability (IRR) results for coding in this project.  

Characteristics of the Corpus 

The five classes, or “communities of inquiry,” in this study all reside in Texas Tech 

University’s online PhD program in Technical Communication and Rhetoric (TTU-TCR 

Online). They included “Introduction to Rhetorical Theory” (IRT), taught by Dr. Arthur; 

“Introduction to Research Methods” (IRM), taught by Dr. Bennett; and three sections (X, Y, 

and Z) of “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” (RPA), taught by Dr. Carson. Participants in 

each community of inquiry engaged in weekly synchronous text-based discussions 

throughout the semester, during which the researcher was a participant observer. Transcripts 

were generated from each synchronous class session. One session transcript from each class 

was selected for analysis based on the following criteria: 1) the session occurred near the 

middle of the semester, and 2) all students were present during that session. Table 4.1 

summarizes characteristics of the corpus by course name and instructor, class session 

number, number of student participants, total word count, and total message count. 

Table 4.1: Corpus for synchronous content analysis 

Community of Inquiry Session #  
# of 

Students 

Word 

Count 

Message 

Count 

IRT (Dr. Arthur) 8 9 6,527 528 

IRM (Dr. Bennett) 8 6 5,402 457 

RPA-X (Dr. Carson) 7 9 4,595 594 

RPA-Y (Dr. Carson) 6 6 6,540 431 

RPA-Z (Dr. Carson) 7 9 11,998 828 

Totals 41 35,062 2,838 
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The selected transcripts were coded and analyzed for levels of teaching presence, social 

presence, cognitive presence, and their respective categories, which are discussed in detail 

later in this chapter. 

Overall IRR for Coding of Transcripts 

To assess the IRR level for the coding process and confirm findings, the following 

measures were taken: 1) pilot testing was conducted using two trained graduate students 

from TTU-TCR Online as coders; 2) the full study was conducted with the researcher and a 

trained, paid coder not affiliated with TTU-TCR Online. The coding protocol was to first 

completely read the synchronous transcript and then, for each message in the context of 

surrounding messages, to determine which CoI elements and categories were present in that 

message. The two main coders entered codes manually into Microsoft Word documents that 

contained a synchronous discussion transcript for each class, and a third coder was trained to 

transfer these codes into an NVivo project file created by the researcher. For a detailed 

discussion of coding protocols, please refer to Chapter 3. 

As calculated with NVivo qualitative data analysis software, the two manual coders 

achieved an overall average of 98% agreement, with a Cohen’s Kappa of 0.85 for the five 

communities of inquiry studied. Along with this overall calculation of IRR, Table 4.2 below 

shows the individual IRR calculation for each class. 

Table 4.2: Overall IRR for CoI coding of synchronous discussions 

CLASS 
% Agreement Cohen’s Kappa 

(CK) 

IRT: Introduction to Rhetorical Theory 99 0.83 

IRM: Introduction to Research Methods 98 0.80 

RPA-X: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 98 0.86 

RPA-Y: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 99 0.90 

RPA-Z: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 95 0.60 

Average IRR 98 0.85 

As Table 4.2 above illustrates, the average IRR for coding was quite high in terms of 

percentage agreement (98%). When corrected for chance agreement, using Cohen’s kappa 
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coefficient, IRR was still in the high range for all but one of the classes, RPA-Z, which, at 

.60, was still at the high end of the “moderate” measure for Cohen’s kappa (Landis & Koch, 

1977). See Chapter 3 for more details on the Landis and Koch (1977) formulations. 

COI ELEMENT-LEVEL RESULTS 

This section provides both context and coding results at the CoI element (teaching, 

social, and cognitive) level for the five communities of inquiry in this study. 

Introduction to Rhetorical Theory (Dr. Arthur) 

 “Introduction to Rhetorical Theory” (IRT) is a well-established, required survey 

course in TTU-TCR Online designed to provide an overview of the history and theory of 

Western rhetoric, from classical times through the 20th century. First offered in the fall 

semester of 2001, IRT has been offered 10 times in the history of the program as of spring 

2014. Dr. Arthur’s first time teaching the course occurred in fall 2010, the course section 

investigated in this study. Table 4.3 below displays coding results in terms of both number 

and percentage of messages coded for each CoI element and category under that element. 

CoI elements and their categories appear in the typical order of their first occurrence in an 

online discussion. Each CoI element in Table 4.3 is color coded, with the total percentage of 

messages coded and average IRR for the coding of each elements highlighted in the same 

color for easy reference. Note also that the following abbreviations are used: CoI = 

Community of Inquiry; TP = Teaching Presence; CP = Cognitive Presence; SP = Social 

Presence; Ck = Cohen’s kappa. 
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Table 4.3: CoI elements and categories by message for IRT community 

n = 1128 messages 

  

IRR 

Teaching Presence (TP) Count % of TP % CoI Percent Cu 

DO-Design & Organization 51 13 5 98 0.97 

FD-Facilitating Discourse 102 27 9 98 0.87 

DI-Direct Instruction 233 60 21 97 0.93 

Totals 386 100 35 Avg. 98 0.96 

  

  

IRR 

Social Presence (SP) Count % SP % CoI Percent Cu 

AE-Affective Expression 161 47 14 99 0.90 

OC-Open Communication 99 29 9 98 0.87 

GC-Group Cohesion 83 24 7 99 0.87 

Totals 343 100 30 Avg. 99 0.88 

  

  

IRR 

Cognitive Presence (CP) Count %CP % CoI Percent Cu 

TE-Triggering Event 18 5 2 99 0.63 

EX-Exploration 242 60 21 97 0.89 

IN-Integration 139 35 12 97 0.88 

RA-Resolution-Application 0 0 0 100 1.0 

Totals 399 100 35 Avg. 98 0.84 

Table 4.3 suggests, based on number and percentage of messages, that the IRT discussion 

was nearly balanced among teaching (35%), social (30%), and cognitive (35%) elements. 

Additionally, the IRR attained for all but one of the CoI elements and categories was 

designated as “very good” according to Landis and Koch’s (1977) standards. However, the 

“Cognitive Presence: Triggering Event” category yielded only a “good” Cohen’s kappa of 

only .63, possibly due to the infrequency of triggering events in the class (only 2% of all 

messages).  

Introduction to Research Methods (Dr. Bennett) 

 “Introduction to Research Methods” (IRM) is a well-established, required survey 

course designed to introduce students to variety of methods and methodologies employed 

for research in both composition and technical communication and rhetoric. It was first 

offered in spring 2000, with a total of 18 sections offered from spring 2000 to spring 2014. 

Dr. Bennett has taught 11 (61%) of those 18 sections. The section offered in fall 2010 was 

investigated for this study. Table 4.4 below displays coding results in terms of both number 

and percentage of messages coded for each CoI element (teaching, social, and cognitive) and 

category under that element. Categories under each element appear in the typical order of 
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their first occurrence in an online discussion. Each CoI element in Table 4.4 below is color 

coded, with the total percentage of messages coded and average IRR for the coding of each 

elements highlighted in the same color for easy reference. Note also that the following 

abbreviations are used: CoI = Community of Inquiry; TP = Teaching Presence; CP = 

Cognitive Presence; SP = Social Presence; Ck = Cohen’s kappa. 

Table 4.4: CoI elements and categories by message for IRM community 

n = 952 messages 

 

IRR 

Teaching Presence (TP) Count % of TP % CoI Percent Cu 

DO-Design & Organization 17 5 2 93 .89 

FD-Facilitating Discourse 114 33 12 88 .59 

DI-Direct Instruction 211 62 22 89 .70 

Totals 342 100 36 Avg. 88 0.72 

 

 

IRR 

Social Presence (SP) Count % SP % CoI Percent Cu 

AE-Affective Expression 180 67 19 98 .97 

OC-Open Communication 76 28 8 99 .83 

GC-Group Cohesion 13 5 1 99 .89 

Totals 269 100 28 Avg. 99 .92 

 

 

IRR 

Cognitive Presence (CP)  Count %CP % CoI Percent Cu 

TE-Triggering Event 15 4 2 99 .93 

EX-Exploration 173 51 18 100 1.0 

IN-Integration 153 45 16 97 .88 

RA-Resolution-Application 0 0 0 100 .96 

Totals 341 100 36 Avg. 98 .96 

In terms of the CoI elements, Table 4.4 above shows that, based on the number and 

percentage of messages, the IRM class discussion also was balanced among teaching (35%), 

social (30%), and cognitive (35%) presences, yielding the same percentages as Dr. Arthur’s 

IRT class. The IRR level attained in IRM for all but two CoI categories (FD and DI) were 

designated as “very good” (Landis and Koch, 1977). The TP-FD category yielded a 

“moderate” Cohen’s kappa of .59, while the TP-DI category yielded a “good” Cohen’s 

kappa of .70. Given that the transcripts from this class were among the earliest in the coding 

process, coders may have been more likely to disagree. Additionally, during the coding 

process, Coder B expressed a marked enthusiasm for Dr. Bennett’s teaching style because it 

was similar to her own, which may have affected levels of coder agreement. 
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The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (Dr. Carson) 

 “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” (RPA) was an experimental elective course 

designed to engage students the exploration, preliminary research, and nascent articulation of 

an emergent rhetorical theory for the twenty-first century: the rhetoric of personal agency. 

Two sections of the course were offered in summer 2009 and one in spring 2011. 

RPA-X (Dr. Carson, Summer 2009) 

Table 4.5 shows coding results for RPA-X, “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency,” in 

terms of CoI elements and categories and IRR. The table displays both the number and 

percentage of messages coded for each CoI element (teaching, social, and cognitive) and 

category under that element. Categories under each element are shown in the typical order of 

their first occurrence in an online discussion. Each CoI element in Table 4.5 below is color 

coded, with the total percentage of messages coded for that element and the average IRR for 

the element highlighted in the same color. Note also that the following abbreviations are 

used: CoI = Community of Inquiry; TP = Teaching Presence; CP = Cognitive Presence; SP 

= Social Presence; Ck = Cohen’s kappa. 

Table 4.5: CoI elements and categories by message for RPA-X community 

n = 1245 messages 

 

IRR 

Teaching Presence (TP) Count % of TP % CoI Percent Cu 

DO-Design & Organization 24 11 2 88 .21 

FD-Facilitating Discourse 89 4% 7 98 .84 

DI-Direct Instruction 100 47 8 96 .79 

Totals 213 100 17 Avg. 87 .64 

 

 

IRR 

Social Presence (SP) Count % SP % CoI Percent Cu 

AE-Affective Expression 442 60 36 98 .93 

OC-Open Communication 176 24 14 99 .91 

GC-Group Cohesion 120 16 10 99 .99 

Totals 738 100 60 Avg. 98 .95 

 

 

IRR 

Cognitive Presence (CP) Count %CP % CoI Percent Cu 

TE-Triggering Event 12 4 1 100 1 

EX-Exploration 114 39 9 98 .90 

IN-Integration 168 57 13 98 .94 

RA-Resolution-Application 0 0 0 100 1 

Totals 294 100 23 Avg. 99 .98 
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The numbers in Table 4.5 above contrast with the more balanced message counts and 

percentages noted previously for IRT and IRM. Coding for RPA-X shows teaching presence 

at 17% (less than half that of the other courses), social presence at 60% (twice that of the 

other two courses), and cognitive presence at 23% (approximately 2/3 of the total in IRT 

and IRM). IRR levels for all but one category were in the “very good” Landis and Koch 

(1977) range except for the DO category of teaching presence. DO may have had a low IRR 

due to its infrequency in the transcripts (only 2%). 

RPA-Y (Dr. Carson, Summer 2009) 

Table 4.6 below shows coding results for RPA-Y, “The Rhetoric of Personal 

Agency,” in terms of CoI elements and categories and IRR calculations. The table displays 

both the number and percentage of messages coded for each CoI element (teaching, social, 

and cognitive) and category under that element. Categories under each element are shown in 

the typical order of their first occurrence in an online discussion. Each CoI element is color 

coded, with the total percentage of messages coded for that element and the average IRR for 

the element highlighted in the same color for easy reference. Note also that the following 

abbreviations are used: CoI = Community of Inquiry; TP = Teaching Presence; CP = 

Cognitive Presence; SP = Social Presence; Ck = Cohen’s kappa. 
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Table 4.6: CoI elements and categories by message for RPA-Y community 

n = 992 messages 

  

IRR 

Teaching Presence (TP) Count % of TP % CoI Percent Cu 

DO-Design & Organization 61 21 6 98 .94 

FD-Facilitating Discourse 91 32 9 97 .87 

DI-Direct Instruction 136 47 14 98 .93 

Totals 281 100 29 Avg. 98 .91 

  

  

IRR 

Social Presence (SP) Count % SP % CoI Percent Cu 

AE-Affective Expression 212 40 23 97 .91 

OC-Open Communication 127 24 13 98 .92 

GC-Group Cohesion 185 35 19 99 .99 

Totals 524 100 55 Avg. 97 .93 

  

  

IRR 

Cognitive Presence (CP) Count %CP % CoI Percent Cu 

TE-Triggering Event 4 2 <1 100 1 

EX-Exploration 101 54 10 98 .92 

IN-Integration 82 44 8 99 .94 

RA-Resolution-Application 0 0 0 100 1 

Totals 187 100 18 Avg. 98 .93 

Like Table 4.5 for RPA-X, Table 4.6 for RPA-Y reveals a marked difference from the more 

balanced message counts and percentages noted for IRT and IRM. Coding for RPA-Y 

shows teaching presence at 29% (closer, but still 6% below the other instructors’ courses). 

Cognitive presence for RPA-Y was the lowest of all the five classes; at 18%, it had only 

slightly over half the percentage of messages for IRT and IRM). RPA-Y’s social presence 

was coded at 55% of all messages (25% higher than IRT and IRM). As with RPA-X, the 

prominent role of social presence suggested that additional sections of the course should be 

examined. IRR levels for all categories were “very good” in terms of Landis and Koch’s 

(1977) range for Cohen’s kappa. 

RPA-Z (Dr. Carson) 

Table 4.7 below shows coding results and IRR calculations for RPA-Z, “The 

Rhetoric of Personal Agency,” taught 18 months after the original X and Y sections. The 

table displays both the number and percentage of messages coded for each CoI element and 

its categories.  
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Table 4.7: CoI elements and categories by message for RPA-Z community 

n = 1634 messages 

 

IRR 

Teaching Presence (TP) Count % of TP % CoI Percent Cu 

DO-Design & Organization 29 13 2 99 .82 

FD-Facilitating Discourse 75 33 5 97 .66 

DI-Direct Instruction 125 54 8 88 .58 

Totals 229 100 15 Avg. 87 .59 

 

 

IRR 

Social Presence (SP) Count % SP % CoI Percent Cu 

AE-Affective Expression 673 64 40 83 .54 

OC-Open Communication 231 22 14 92 .50 

GC-Group Cohesion 148 14 9 97 .64 

Totals 1052 100 63 Avg. 75 .47 

 

 

IRR 

Cognitive Presence (CP) Count %CP % CoI Percent Cu 

TE-Triggering Event 15 5 1 99 .83 

EX-Exploration 102 28 6 95 .52 

IN-Integration 242 67 15 91 .64 

RA-Resolution-Application 0 0 0 100 1 

Totals 359 100 22 Avg. 89 .67 

As shown in Table 4.7 above, RPA-Z has the highest level of social presence of the three 

RPA sections, at 63%, continuing the trend of high social presence established in the earlier 

X and Y sections. The overall IRR levels for CoI elements in this course are the lowest of all 

the classes but still lie in the moderate-to-good range. 

CoI Elements by Word Count 

The following pie charts (Figures 4.2–4.6) compare teaching, social, and cognitive 

elements in the five synchronous communities by percentage of word count. Percentages 

here differ slightly from those calculated by message count, with each community displaying 

more clearly a different dominant element from the others.  
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Figure 4.2: Rhetorical Theory (IRT) Figure 4.3: Research Methods (IRM) 

 
 

Figure 4.4: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 
Group X (RPA-X) 

Figure 4.5: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 
Group Y (RPA-Y) 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 
Group Z (RPA-Z)  
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The pie graphs in Figures 4.2–4.6 above indicate that, based on percentage of word count, 

the five communities of inquiry were weighted quite differently at the CoI-element level. 

When coding results are compared based on percentage of words, a dominant element 

emerges more clearly for each community than it did based on percentage of messages. For 

instance, Dr. Arthur’s IRT class is the most highly weighted toward cognitive presence at 

45% while Dr. Bennett’s IRM class is weighted more toward teaching presence at 43%. All 

three of Dr. Carson’s three sessions of RPA were weighted toward social presence, with X at 

38%, Y at 40%, and Z at a whopping 48%.  

The percentage of discussion postings coded for social presence ranged widely (29 

points) among the five classes—from 19% in IRM to 2.5 times that (48%) in RPA-Z. The 

range in cognitive presence (27 points) among the classes was nearly as wide as for social 

presence—from 18% in RPA-X to 45% in IRT. Given that cognitive presence is the overall 

purpose of a community of inquiry, with the high variation among these classes between 

social and cognitive elements, the potential relationship between social and cognitive 

presence merits further investigation. These wide social and cognitive differences among the 

three RPA communities themselves may be attributable to a phenomenon of which all 

experienced instructors are aware: Even multiple sections of the same course can vary widely 

depending on the particular mix of student—both cognitively and socially. 

One possible explanation for the disparity in social presence between the RPA 

courses and the IRT and IRM courses likely stems from the different purposes for the 

courses. As mentioned in the “Characteristics of the Corpus” section, the IRT and IRM 

communities’ were formed within required foundational courses in contrast with the three 

RPA communities, all of which emerged from a special topics course. Special topics courses 

like RPA-X, Y, and Z have the capacity (i.e., both the luxury and the responsibility) to 

encourage students’ wide-ranging exploration of both information and opportunities for 

building theory, which may be enhanced through greater social interaction. Additionally, the 

success of such special topics courses typically relies upon the scaffolding (e.g., content, 

methods, and theories) garnered from foundational courses, which haven’t the luxury of 

permitting students to explore quite so broadly.  
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Having compared the five synchronous communities in terms of the three CoI 

elements, the next section deepens this investigation by presenting coding results at the next 

level down—the categories within those elements.  

COI CATEGORY-LEVEL RESULTS 

This section presents coding results at the category level by first describing the each 

category within a particular CoI element (teaching, social, and cognitive) and presenting the 

findings for each category, one at a time.  

Teaching Presence Categories 

Examining the coding results for the three subcategories of teaching presence 

illustrates leadership and facilitative roles in each of the five communities of inquiry. This 

section presents coding results for the teaching presence categories of design and 

organization, facilitating discourse, and direction instruction. The two coders found evidence 

of teaching presence and each of its three supporting categories in all five synchronous class 

discussions. Figure 4.7 below breaks down the classes in terms of percentage of word count 

coded for each category of teaching presence: design and organization (DO), facilitating 

discourse (FD), and direct instruction (DI).  
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Figure 4.7: Teaching presence (TP) categories by percentage of word count 

Figure 4.7 above indicates an emphasis on direct instruction for all five communities of 

inquiry, though a lower percentage of DI was present in the RPA-X and Y courses than in 

the others. As a result, RPA-X and Y have a noticeably higher percentage of both FD and 

DO categories represented than the other classes do, possibly a characteristic of courses 

being offered for the first time. RPA-X and Y also show a greater balance between FD and 

DO when compared to the other courses—only a 2-point range between the two sections.  

The fact that four out of five classes show a lower percentage of DO than the other 

two teaching presence categories may suggest that online classes in general require less DO 

than their traditional counterparts—perhaps partially because, in online classes, all course 

materials are available 24 hours a day for review, providing students greater agency to answer 

their own questions. Additionally, online graduate students are both required and 

accustomed to taking more agency for their own learning than most students take, which is 

an important consideration when admitting students to the TTU-TCR Online program 

(Bennett, personal communication, 15 April 2014). 
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Design and Organization (DO) 

Messages related to DO help clarify and guide the structure, process, and purpose of 

the course overall; of a particular assignment; or of the current discussion. For example, in 

terms of DO, Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, and Archer (2001) found that selecting 

appropriate collaborative learning activities and making expectations clear (e.g., indicating 

and modeling message length and focus of comments) were particularly important. Messages 

related to DO generally set up and clarify course structure, objectives, and expectations.  

As shown in Figure 4.7, above, a broad range of DO exists among the five 

communities. The longer-standing, required courses (IRT and IRM) showed lower 

percentages of DO than the first offering of the experimental RPA class, with Dr. Arthur’s 

IRT (rhetorical theory) course coded at 12% DO and Dr. Bennett’s IRM (research methods) 

course at only 3% DO. By contrast, in Dr. Carson’s first offerings of RPA (rhetoric of 

personal agency, sections X and Y) 25% of words coded for teaching presence fell into the 

DO category. These differences may stem from RPA-X and Y being sections of an 

“experimental” course taught for the first time, whereas two staples of the TTU-TCR Online 

curriculum (IRT and IRM) have more specific objectives and are taught more extensively 

and may, therefore, require fewer DO messages. Regarding the 3% level of DO in the IRM 

course, required courses taught frequently by a particular instructor may exhibit low 

instances of DO due to the instructor’s own familiarity with the structure and content of the 

course; however, experienced instructors also are able to hone and define course structure 

and objectives for greater efficiency over time. In any case these finding suggest that factors 

affecting DO merit further exploration and analysis. 

Notably, when RPA-Z was offered 18 months years after the initial X and Y 

sections, the DO percentage dropped from over 25% to only 11%, which is comparable to 

the 12% for Dr. Arthur’s IRT class. One possible explanation may lie in Dr. Carson’s having 

refined the overall design and purpose of the RPA-Z course in the 18 months since RPA 

was first offered, perhaps reducing the need for ongoing DO messages to clarify the course’s 

structure and objectives. 
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Table 4.8, below, shows a representative sample that includes the second instance of 

DO coded for each community of inquiry. The codes for DO results (see “Coding 

Protocols” in Chapter 3) are shown in parentheses (e.g., “TP-DO-1”). 

Table 4.8: Selected design and organization (DO) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT Dr. Arthur says, "I have a few revisions and an early draft 
on your second assignment that I'm still reading. I'll try to 
finish my notes on those tomorrow." 

Sets curriculum/assessment (TO-
DO-1) by setting time frame for 
return of assignments. 

Dr. Bennett IRM Dr. Bennett says, “Let’s review MacNealy. It wasn’t 
“required”, but it was a good overview/ reminder…so you 
should be able to answer regardless whether you read this 
one.” 

Sets curriculum/assessment (TP-
DO-1) by setting topic for next 
portion of class discussion and 
indicating means of informal 
assessment. 

Dr. Carson RPA-X Dr. Carson says, “These comments help me understand 
more what you're responding to or not responding to in my 
thinking and what the news is talking about. 
I will review all these comments at the end of the course, 
but I continually go back over items to see what people 
have said about them. 

Makes macro-level comments 
about course content (TP-DO-6) 
 
Sets curriculum/assessment (TP-
DO-1) by indicating process for 
informal assessment. 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y Dr. Carson says, “Your Tier-1 deliverable won't be until 
August 4/6, so your work on that doesn't have to be 
presentation ready by July 21/23, although I suspect that 
to do a proper job on Tier-2, you will have to have 
substantial work done.” 

Establishes time parameters (TP-
DO-3) and designs methods (TP-
DO-2) by clarifying the 
relationship between two 
intertwined class projects. 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z Dr. Carson says, “Can we define a discussion thread that 
digs into a subject a bit more? I can certainly do this, and 
will if necessary, but have we no issues that arise from 
your inquiries that lead to a more engaged discussion? I 
am a representative of institutional agency, but an 
unusual one since I would like to abdicate my role. But as 
we are finding in Egypt, it's hard to say "The King is Dead, 
long stay dead the King." 

Designs methods (TP-DO-2) by 
encouraging students to 
participate in course design. 
Wants to use medium more 
effectively (TP-DO-4) but seeks 
student input on how to do so. 

The sample results in Table 4.8 above show that DO takes many forms—from setting 

agendas for an entire class session (Dr. Arthur, IRT) to transitioning to the next topic (Dr. 

Bennett, IRM; Dr. Carson, RPA-X), to clarifying time frames for class projects (Dr. Carson, 

RPA-Y) to facilitating  a “course correction” for an activity that is not as productive as 

originally hoped (Dr. Carson, RPA-Z). These instances, even as they help to illustrate DO, 

also reveal a fluidity among categories. For instance, is inviting students to contribute to DO, 

as Dr. Carson does in the RPA-Z example above actually a function of design and 

organization, or is it a way of facilitating discourse (i.e., encouraging discussion or setting a 
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safe learning climate; see next section, “Facilitating Discourse”)? CoI categories are 

permeable, as will be evident with later results. 

Facilitating Discourse (FD)  

Facilitating discourse (FD) attempts to keep the discussion flowing in a productively 

through encouragement, acknowledgement, and the occasional course correction if the 

conversation veers too far off topic. As shown in Figure 4.7 above, in terms of facilitating 

discourse (FD), the range of percentages for FD (19%–28%) varied far less than it did for 

DO (3%– 29%). Coding results show the highest percentage of words devoted to FD in Dr. 

Bennett’s IRM and Dr. Carson’s RPA-X classes (each 28%). Dr. Carson’s RPA-Y and Z 

classes trailed slightly at 26% and 23%, respectively, with Dr. Arthur’s IRT course showing 

lowest percentage of words devoted to FD (19%). 

While the DO category attempts to clarify course expectations in advance, the 

second category of teaching presence, facilitating discourse (FD), addresses the likelihood 

that, regardless of how clearly an instructor states the expectations for online discussion, 

s/he will need to guide that discussion in a fruitful manner, ensuring that students stay 

focused. In the CoI framework, then, FO is considered essential to keep students engaged 

and build a collaborative community of inquiry. Messages related to facilitating discourse 

typically enable and encourage discussion through acknowledging student contributions, 

setting a “safe” learning climate, and getting a discussion “back on track” if it falters or strays 

too far from learning objectives. FD is considered a means to promote and shape the 

construction of meaning by identifying agreements, disagreements, and possibilities for 

consensus (Swan, K., Garrison, D. R. & Richardson, J. C., 2009). Table 4.9 below shows a 

representative sample that includes the first instance of FD coded for each community of 

inquiry. The codes for FD results (see “Coding Protocols” in Chapter 3) appear in 

parentheses after each indicator (e.g., “TP-FD-4”). 
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Table 4.9: Selected facilitating discourse (FD) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT Dr. Arthur says, "thoughts on using Skype in DE grad 
courses? I'm not a fan for conference calls with Skype." 

Prompts discussion (TP-FD-5) by 
posing questions about possible 
changes in medium for class 
discussion. 

Dr. Bennett IRM MB01 says, "I was shocked at how awful some of the 
presentations were at 4Cs." 

Dr. Bennett nods sadly to MB01. Obviously *I* wasn't on the 
Stage II reviews this time. :) 

Employs affective expression 
(SP-AE-2) to acknowledge  
student MB01’s contribution (TP-
FD-3). Also calls student by 
name (calls participant by name 
(SP-GC-1). 

Dr. Carson RPA-X Dr. Carson says, “I do want to express appreciation and 
admiration for those of you commenting on the NOTES and 
NEWS items in the course pages and on RSS feeds.” 

Encourages, acknowledges, and 
reinforces student contributions 
(TP-FD-3) occurring in 
asynchronous class activities 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y Dr. Carson says, "Is this idea still confusing to you?" Sets safe learning climate (TP-
FD-4) 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z FZ03 to Dr. Carson: “The dark side of people needing to be 
more aware.” 

Dr. Carson to FZ03: “Right, the need for a critical 
approach to the firehose.” 

Acknowledges and reinforces 
student FZ03’s message (TP-FD-
3). Expresses agreement (SP-OC-
6) and calls participant by name 
(SP-GC-1) 

Table 4.9 above, while it illustrates several sample results from the FD category, also reveals 

an overlapping of CoI elements (e.g., teaching and social), which is not necessarily surprising 

but does complicate the coding process. For example, in IRT, Dr. Arthur’s message easily 

could be attributed to DO (changes in medium for conducting synchronous session).In 

IRM, Dr. Bennett employs social presence (SP-AE-2) as a means of acknowledging a 

student’s contribution (TP-FD-3). Similarly, Dr. Carson’s message in RPA-Z could also be 

coded as social presence—through open communication via agreement (SP-OC-6) and 

group cohesion by referring to the student by name (SP-GC-1).  

Direct Instruction (DI) 

As a category of teaching presence, DI messages stem from expertise in terms of 

course subject matter and the instructor’s membership in its associated particular discourse 

communities. Direct instruction includes presenting relevant content and questions, focusing 

on specific content-related issues, summarizing, diagnosing misconceptions, and providing 

examples based on expertise as a member of the discourse community. As Swan, Garrison, 

& Richardson (2009) and others discuss, in a formal educational context, direct intervention 
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helps to correct misconceptions, provide relevant information, summarize the discussion, 

and enhance metacognitive awareness (Swann, Garrison, & Richardson, 2009; Anderson, T., 

Rourke, L., Garrison, D. R., & Archer, 2001). For all five communities of inquiry, DI was 

coded at the highest level of the three TP categories by a considerable percentage. As shown 

in Figure 4.7 above, the IRT, IRM, and RPA-Z courses were comparable (all in the 66%–

69% range) in terms of DI, while the first offerings of the RPA course (X and Y) were tied 

at 45%. Varying emphasis on direct instruction may occur due differences between required, 

foundational courses (e.g., IRT and IRM and special topics courses (e.g., RPA), a 

phenomenon explored more thoroughly in Chapter 7. 

Table 4.10 below shows includes the first instance of DI coded for each community 

of inquiry. The codes for DI results (see “Coding Protocols” in Chapter 3) appear  in 

parentheses after each indicator (e.g., “TP-DI-2”). 

Table 4.10: Selected direct instruction (DI) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT Arthur says, "Which side of the fence does Ramus fall 
on?" 

Refocuses previously unrelated 
discussion onto a specific issue (TP-
DI-2) that is more germane to the 
subject matter of the class (TP-FD-6). 

Dr. Bennett IRM Bennett says, "Mary Sue MacNealy begins her article with 
an anecdote. How successful is the anecdote? (it's about 
her attending conference presentations that purported 
to be case studies, but which weren't)" 

Reminds students of an author’s 
content and follows up with a 
question to stimulate their thinking 
about a critical concept 
(TP-DI-1). 

Dr. Carson RPA-X Carson says, “Here we find the whole struggle around 
copyright law, fair use, and the ‘creative commons’ that 
will maul our long-held sensibilities as the Internet and 
internet processes gain more capability and more use. 
Since the birth of the modern information age in 1450 
AD and the printing press, information has been the 
‘product’ of commercial forces of one kind or another. 
Benkler is saying that those forces will not go gently into 
that good night.  

Presents content/questions (TP-DI-1), 
rephrasing author’s argument in more 
colorful language to prompt 
discussion (TP-FD-5). 
 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y Dr. Carson to student MY02: "maybe that term 
'infantilize' needs to be examined a bit more. It’s 
subjective. Your infantilizing may be in other contexts 
what generates the next great idea in the culture. 

Diagnoses possible misconceptions 
(TP-DI-5) by problematizing MY02’s 
word  Calls participant by name  
(SP-GC-1) 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z Dr. Carson says, “Kurzweil wrote a book a few years ago 
called The Singularity is Near to mean a merging of 
biology, robotics, and digital computation/ networking 
to create a sort of Jenkins' "convergence" on steroids. 
Kurzweil believes that this hybridizing of biology and 
technology will happen in serious ways in the next 20-40 
years and transform our notion of "reality" in many 
ways.” 

Injects knowledge from diverse 
sources (TP-DI-6) from outside the 
class (Kurzweil) and contextualizes it 
with concepts found in the assigned 
readings (Jenkins). 
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In Table 4.10 above Dr. Arthur’s IRT message could be viewed as facilitating discourse (FD) 

just as easily as it is seen as posing a content-related question (a type of DI). In RPA-Y, Dr. 

Carson is, in CoI-framework parlance, “diagnosing misconceptions,” but given that 

knowledge supposed to be socially constructed in a community of inquiry, such a label 

seems almost prescriptive, given the exploratory nature of RPA, “A Rhetoric of Personal 

Agency.” Hence, the researcher chose the word “problematize” to describe Dr. Carson’s 

message to MY02. 

Social Presence Categories 

Coding results for the three categories of social presence show the emotional climate 

and interpersonal relationships in each of the five communities. In the CoI framework, 

social presence is revealed when community members project a social and emotional 

personality through the communication media employed within their community of inquiry. 

Coders located social presence in class transcripts by looking for indicators of the social 

categories of affective expression (AE), open communication (OC), and group cohesion 

(GC). The coders found that all five synchronous class discussions included social presence 

and each of its supporting categories. Figure 4.8 below provides a visual comparison of these 

categories among the five communities, based on percentage of word count: 
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Figure 4.8: Social presence (SP) categories by percentage of word count 

As shown in Figure 4.8 above, coding results reveal a markedly higher percentage of 

affective expression than open communication or group cohesion in all five communities of 

inquiry. The sections that follow explain these results are explained in greater detail. 

Affective Expression (AE) 

Affective messages express emotion, humor, and even vulnerability, all of which help 

create a bond with community members and set a tone or mood for class interactions and 

foster develop interpersonal relationships within the community (Pelz, 2003). Such messages 

could include conventional expressions of emotion (e.g., “It was so frustrating,” “I was so 

happy”); humor (e.g., teasing, irony, understatement); self-disclosure (e.g., vulnerability, 

details of life outside of class); and use of typographic conventions to convey feelings (e.g., 

emoticons, repetitious punctuation, excessive capitalization). 

When comparing the five communities of inquiry in terms of the percentage of word 

count devoted to AE (see Figure 4.8 above), Dr. Bennett’s IRM course topped the list at 

74%, suggesting a high degree of emotional connection among the students and their 

instructor. Dr. Carson’s RPA-X and Z classes are next highest in terms of AE, with 68% and 
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69%, respectively. The lowest percentage of AE occurred in Dr. Arthur’s IRT class (45%) 

and Dr. Carson’s RPA-Y class (48%). Table 4.11, below, shows representative AE results 

from each community. 

Table 4.11: Selected affective expression (AE) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT FR01 grumbles at the MOO, which doesn't 
play well with her MAC 

FR01 reveals details from her 
personal life (SP-AE-3) humorously 
(SP-AE-2) by expressing annoyance 
(SP-AE-1) with her computer’s 
interface.   

Dr. Bennett IRM MB01 makes a note to add extra ethos in his 
daily Turkish breakfasts. 

MB01 injects humor (SP-AE-2) and 
details of his personal life (SP-AE-3)  
into a discussion of researcher ethos. 

Dr. Carson RPA-X FX01 says, "I'm struggling with my topic but I 
think I am going to regroup and hack away at 
it again, playing with another topic on the 
side as well. This post has brought some 
more clarity" 

FX01 shows vulnerability (SP-AE-3) by 
disclosing her difficulty with an 
assignment but also expresses 
resilience (SP-AE-1) with her strategy 
for addressing the issue. 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y FY04 says, "I feel like I'm in a cattle chute, 
but I'm getting a lot of carrots as I walk 
through that chute! :-)" 

FY04 expresses her mixed feelings 
(SP-AE-1) about an assignment in a 
humorous (SP-AE-2), good-natured 
fashion. 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z FZ05 to MZ03: I think I actually know how you 
feel. Learning to live with restricted Internet 
access and to interface daily with people 
who do not even get on the Internet was a 
very difficult cultural transition for me. 

FZ05 empathizes with MZ03 by 
sharing personal experiences (SP-AE-
3) that directly relate to the subject 
matter of the course (CP-EX-3). Calls 
classmate by name (SP-GC-1). 

As illustrated through the sample results in Table 4.11 above, AE takes many forms, and, 

even in these brief excerpts, clearly has the potential to shape the learning environment in 

positive ways. In later chapters, we may find that the sense of connectedness fostered by AE 

and other social elements also contributes positively to the cognitive process of inquiry. 

Open Communication (OC) 

In the CoI framework, OC messages contribute to a discussion by showing interest, 

posing questions, agreeing, or expressing appreciation in response to others’ messages. In 

CoI terms, the OC aspect of social presence appears through the variety of ways in which 

participants treat one another’s messages, the ways in which they show interest and 

appreciation. For example, OC comments include quoting from or referring directly to each 

other’s messages, showing interest by asking clarifying questions or requesting additional 
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details, complimenting others or their contributions, and expressing agreement. As shown in 

Figure 4.8 above, Dr. Arthur’s class topped the list in terms of OC at 36%, while all four of 

the other classes fell in the 23–25% range. The sample results in Table 4.12 below show an 

instance of OC from each class in this study. 

Table 4.12: Selected open communication (OC) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT Dr. Arthur says, "like MR03 said, i think 
humanism is also a return to those classical 
ideals of rhetoric (plato and company)" 

Dr. Arthur refers explicitly to one of student 
MR03’s earlier posts (SP-OC-3), both giving 
credit  (TP-FD-3) and expressing agreement (SP-
OC-6). 

Dr. Bennett IRM FB03 says, "It's the "hook" I always preach to 
my students..." 

MB01 gives a thumbs-up to FB03. 

MB01 agrees with (SP-OC-6) and appreciation 
for (SP-OC-5) FB03’s post. 

Dr. Carson RPA-X FX02 says, "With the alternative mode of 
presentation, would you like for us to submit 
our research notes/discussions with the final 
project or should the project stand alone?" 

FX02 asks clarifying question of Dr. Carson (SP-
OC-4). 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y FY05 says, to MY01, “Very cool portfolio. I'm 
going to check it out further after class. " 

FY05 complements MY01’s work (SP-OC4) 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z MP03 to FZ05: “oh! Did you read it in Critical 
Works in Technical Communication?” 

MP03 expresses enthusiasm (SP-AE-4) and seeks 
information earlier (SP-OC-4).from FZ05 about 
an article mentioned  

For each OC sample result in Table 4.12 above, a member of the community is in some way 

acknowledging and/or showing appreciation for another member’s message. Messages in the 

OC category tend to build good will and trust by showing community members that their 

contributions are understood and valued. Like many CoI coding categories, however, some 

slipperiness is evident in OC. For example, Dr. Arthur’s OC comment also could be coded 

as the facilitating discourse (FD) category of teaching presence, simply because it comes 

from the instructor.  

Group Cohesion (GC) 

Within the CoI framework, GC refers to messages or utterances that reinforce the 

identity of the community as a community—through use of participants’ names, group 

pronouns, and the purely social functions that often occur at the opening and closing of a 

class session. Comments related to group cohesion help build and sustain a sense of 
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membership in the community and commitment to the group. They may also help build or 

reinforce common goals and objectives through addressing fellow group members by name 

and referring to the community as “we” and “our” (Rourke et al., 1999). For example, the 

GC category of social presence includes the use of group pronouns, addressing people by 

name, and communication that serves a purely social function (e.g., greeting, closings, 

comments on the weather).  

As shown in Figure 4.8 above, Dr. Carson’s RPA-Y class exhibited the highest 

percentage of GC at 27%, markedly higher than the others did. Dr. Arthur’s IRT group was 

next highest, at 19%, while the other classes were all below 10%—the lowest being Dr. 

Bennett’ group (3%).Table 4.13 below shows representative GC result from each class in this 

study. 

Table 4.13: Selected group cohesion (GC) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT FR02 says, "Thanks, all! Great class! Good 
night." 

Closure of class session—a purely social message—
(SP-GC-3). 

Dr. Bennett IRM Dr. Bennett says, "I just realized it's 
10.20.2010" 

Instructor opens class by noting the unique date—a 
purely social message (GC-3). 

Dr. Carson RPA-X FX05 says, "Hi MX01, how is the baby?" FX05 knows of MX01’s sick child through social 
media (SP-GC-3). Addresses MX01 by name (SP-GC-
1). 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y FY04 says to MY01 “At Misawa? I am a 
Yokota High School grad, and my parents 
were there 4 years total. I was there 2 
years and then holidays for 2 years. I miss 
it. Tokyo is fabulous!" 

Students and instructor identify with each other by 
sharing experiences about living overseas while in 
high school—purely social (SP-GC-3). Addresses 
MY01 by name (SP-GC-1). 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z MZ01 says, "We are both enabled and 
disenabled by the MOO." 

MZ01 uses the inclusive pronoun, “we,” to address 
the group (SP-GC-2). 

As illustrated through the examples in Table 4.13 above, many exchanges in a community of 

inquiry are social. Fostering interpersonal relationships can help build the trust required to 

take intellectual risks—essential components in the social construction of knowledge. 

Cognitive Presence Categories 

Examining the coding results for the four subcategories of cognitive presence makes 

visible the process of practical inquiry in each of the five classes. Fostering cognitive 
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presence is the goal to which teaching and social elements are directed. Its categories 

represent the four phases practical inquiry shown inside the circle in Figure 4.1 earlier in this 

chapter: triggering event (TE), exploration (EX), integration (IN), and resolution/application 

(RA). In the following sections, these four categories of cognitive presence are described 

briefly, each explanation followed by results from the discussion transcripts of all five 

community of inquiry. 

Coders found that all five synchronous class discussions included cognitive presence, 

but they found only three out of four cognitive categories in the transcripts: triggering events 

(TE), exploration (EX), and integration (IN). Neither coder found instances of 

resolution/application (RA), as shown in Figure 4.9 below. 

  

Figure 4.9: Cognitive presence (CP) categories by percentage of word count 

Figure 4.9 above shows coding results for all five communities that indicate low percentages 

(2%–5%) of TE and zero (0%) of RA. EX (26%–53%) and IN (44%–70%) dominate the 

cognitive activity in all five groups, perhaps suggesting that these categories are especially 

integral to synchronous online discussions. 

4% 5% 3% 2% 4% 

53% 47% 

36% 
50% 

26% 

44% 48% 
61% 

48% 

70% 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

5361 Arthur 5363 Bennett 5369X Carson 5369Y Carson 5369Z Carson

TE-Triggering Event EX-Exploration IN-Integration



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

92 

Triggering Event (TE) 

According to Aykol and Garrison (2011), the TE phase of cognitive presence should 

initiate practical inquiry through carefully planned activities designed to involve students, 

assess the state of knowledge, and generate constructive ideas. Messages labeled as triggering 

events initiate a cycle of practical inquiry by beginning an activity or raising an issue that 

involves students, assesses the community’s knowledge base, and/or give rise to constructive 

ideas. According to Aykol and Garrison (2011), the TE phase of cognitive presence should 

initiate practical inquiry through carefully planned activities designed to involve students, 

assess the state of knowledge, and generate constructive ideas. While most CoI literature 

emphasizes careful instructor design and control of TEs, in this study coders found that 

most TEs that arose spontaneously from students as discourse developed—a characteristic 

perhaps unique to synchronous online discussions. 

While the IRM class exhibited the greatest percentages of TE (5%), the overall range 

(2%-5%) was fairly narrow among all five groups. While these percentages seem small, they 

actually reinforce the idea that a TE is simply a starting place from which exploration (EX) 

and integration (IN) emerge. However, these low numbers could stem partially from an 

apparent overlap between categories of cognitive and teaching element. For example, the 

distinction between the instructor posing a question or introducing a new topic via the DI 

category of teaching presence versus doing so through the TE category of cognitive 

presence can difficult to parse. While CoI research often suggests that the CoI elements and 

their categories are not supposed to be mutually exclusive, this characteristic further 

complicates an already complex coding scheme. Table 4.14 below provides sample TE 

results from the four out of five communities of inquiry in which it was present. 
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Table 4.14. Selected triggering event (TE) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT MR02 says, "Does anyone take 
seriously, besides Nicholas Carr, that 
we are getting dumber? Lazier, sure. 
But not dumber." 

Student asks questions, attempts to take discussion in 
a new direction(CP-TE-2). 

Dr. Bennett IRM FB02 ponders how one even knows 
what is "publishable" or not...a mystery 
to me still (if the research is good and 
new, could it *not* be publishable?) 

Student poses a question, attempting to take 
discussion in new direction (CP-TE-2) instead of 
accepting an either/or binary set up in previous 
discussion (whether one should research based on what 
is publishable versus following one’s interests).  

Dr. Carson RPA-X FX04 says, "copyright and 
plagiarism...we're running in circles 
with students, too...how do you define 
developmental writing strategies like 
copying and mimicry?" 

Student takes issues posed in the class, applies them to 
teaching experience to formulate a question intended 
to deepen the discussion (CP-TE-1). 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y No triggering events were coded for this class session 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z [MZ01] says, "Hmm... Where does code 
stop? How is that tied up in the 
psychological trigger(s)?" 

Student applies a concept from an assigned reading 
directly to the theory they are building as a class, 
taking the discussion in a new direction (CP-TE-2). 

Despite Aykol and Garrison’s (2011) suggestion that TEs generally arise from an instructor’s 

direction, Table 4.14 above reveals TE results that arose organically from students in the 

context of a developing discussion. This occurrence suggests a higher level of student agency 

in the educational process than is typically mentioned in the CoI literature. Student 

management of the discourse seems more likely to occur among graduate versus 

undergraduate students, but the distinction among course subject matter and among courses 

in different graduate programs may be relevant as well. Other questions arising from these 

representative results include how to distinguish between CP-TE and CP-EX messages, CP-

TE questions and SP-OC-4 questions, and TP-DI-1 versus CP-TE-1 (presenting content 

that leads to a question). 

Exploration (EX) 

According to Aykol and Garrison (2011) the EX phase includes 1) understanding the 

nature of the problem or issue at hand and 2) searching for relevant information and 

possible explanations for it. The EX category of cognitive first focuses upon understanding 

the nature of the problem or question introduced via TE (or via the DI category of teaching 

presence) and then on searching for relevant information and possible explanations. Figure 
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4.9 above shows that the EX category comprised over 25% of the exchanges in all five 

communities. The range among classes was wide—from 26% in Dr. Carson’s RPA-Z class 

all the way up to 53% in Dr. Arthur’s IRT class. However, as discussed in Chapter 7, the 

demarcation between exploration and integration is often murky, particularly in synchronous 

discussions. In some sense, synchronous discussions are almost entirely exploratory because, 

even attempts at the next phase integration are implicit rather than explicit, so it is difficult 

to be certain of them. Nonetheless, unmistakable preliminary efforts toward integration do 

take place. Representative results shown in Table 4.15 illustrate some of the ways in which 

EX operates in synchronous discussions. 

Table 4.15: Selected exploration (EX) results from the five communities 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT MR04 to Dr. Arthur: “Probably medium 
since he valued style and delivery.” 

Student offers factual information to support a 
tentative response to question posed by instructor 
(CA-EX-3). 

Dr. Bennett IRM MB01 says, "It might be a subject of 
interest - a question you want to 
answer." 

Student brainstorms possible response to instructor 
question (CA-EX-5). 

Dr. Carson RPA-X FX07 says, "I'm thinking that the 
collaboration notes would be a useful 
part of our project to share--even the 
"dope chatter" on FB, eh FX08 and 
FX02?" 

Student offers a suggestion for her project partners’ 
consideration (CA-EX-4), also injecting humor (SP-
AE-2). 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y FY04 says, "Tier Two will be a great way 
to express what we are doing in Tier 
One, don't you think?" 

Student suggests a possible connection between two 
assignments, characterizing the reponse as 
exploration (CA-EX-4).  

Dr. Carson RPA-Z MZ04 to Dr. Carson: “So perhaps... we'll 
just all be sitting here talking; 
meanwhile the code architects will take 
over the world?” 

Student provides a humorous analogy (SP-AE-2) for 
the concept being discussed—a kind of brainstorming 
(CA-EX-5). 

Table 4.15 above shows that the EX phase or category is, in part, an early stage in the 

process of invention—generating ideas. Use of words such as “might,” “probably,” and 

“perhaps,” as well as question marks, are the hallmarks of EX contributions, though they are 

not required for a message to fall into the EX category. The humor in Dr. Carson’s X and Z 

classes, while it also fits the affective expression (AE) category of social presence, also adds 

to the tentative nature of exploratory comments. EX is an “idea” stage in which participants 

are “trying things out.” However, CoI literature also characterizes the EX category as one of 
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“divergence” and contradiction—as exemplified by the CP-EX-1 (divergence within the 

community), CP-EX-2 (divergence within a single message) indicators discussed in Chapter 

3. Notably, fewer instances of these divergent indicators appeared in the discussion 

transcripts than the more informative/exploratory indicators (CP-EX-3, 4, 5, and 6). 

Integration (IN) 

In the IN phase, CoI participants decide how to integrate ideas and create order. 

Within the CoI framework, IN is the phase in which community members begin to manage 

ideas introduced in the earlier phases. Participants attempt to create some kind of order and 

meaning from the information and exchanges shared .earlier in the discourse. Thus, 

integration typically includes the convergence of ideas among group members, synthesis of 

ideas with other resources, and creation of solutions. Again emphasizing structure and 

control in cognitive presence, Aykol and Garrison (2011) describe the IN phases as 

“mov[ing] into a more focused and structured phase of constructing meaning” (p. 236). 

As shown in Figure 4.9 above, the IN category made up the highest percentage of 

cognitive presence in three out of five classes (IRM, RPA-X, and RPA-Z) and was 44% or 

more for all five classes. The class most evenly balanced between EX and IN was IRM (47% 

EX and 48% IN), while the greatest gap appeared in RPA-Z (26% EX and 70% INT). The 

biggest question that emerged in the coding process was how to be certain integration was 

taking place in synchronous discussions. The coding scheme indicators suggest that evidence 

of IN should be “explicit,” as in the citing of specific sources, for example, but this protocol 

may be a vestige of the CoI’s asynchronous origin. Synchronous discussions move rather 

quickly, and implicit integration appears frequently. Excerpts from class transcripts shown in 

Table 4.16 provide representative examples of how IN operates in the synchronous 

discussions. 
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Table 4.16: Selected integration (IN) results from the five classes 

Community Selected Results Context/Indicators 

Dr. Arthur IRT FR05 says, "I like the classical separation 
of them.—as far as quiet deliberations on 
big questions for dialectic and speech-
giving for rhetoric" 

Student offers substantiated agreement (CP-
IN-1) with an earlier statement regarding 
whether or not dialectic and rhetoric should 
be split. 

Dr. Bennett IRM MB02 says, “Seek the permissions from the 
subjects, IRB, etc.” 

Student poses partial solution to problem 
posed by instructor (CP-IN-4). 

Dr. Carson RPA-X FX07 says, "Yep, setting our own 
boundaries is the hard part, but it's good 
practice. It's what personal agency is all 
about." 

Student integrates information/concepts from 
personal experience. 

Dr. Carson RPA-Y FY06 says, "For my group, one is doing a 
survey, but the others are both doing 
different types of qualitative analysis of 
the discourse and we'll be combining our 
results to try and reach collective 
conclusions." 

Student integrates information/concepts from 
personal experience (CP-IN-3) and poses a 
possible solution (CP-IN-4) to problem 
presented by instructor. 

Dr. Carson RPA-Z MZ01 says, "SO the code is powerful 
because it also shapes how we think, how 
we sort through information, not just what 
we encounter." 

Student begins to create meaning from 
concepts by applying them to personal 
experience (CP-IN3).  

Table 4.16 above shows students stating ideas more confidently, drawing on readings, 

personal experience, and previous ideas generated in the discussion. Their messages 

demonstrate the early stages of meaning-making. Given that EX and IN are the highest 

cognitive categories represented in the classes in this study, their relationship receives greater 

attention in Chapter 7.  

Resolution/Application (RA) 

The RA phase or category of cognitive presence includes some type of resolution to 

the problem or issue that arose during the discourse. The RA phase typically includes 

generating a solution (direct or hypothetical) or reducing complexity by creating a theory or 

framework to help explain the issue (Aykol & Garrison, 2011). It can also include applying 

that solution or theory (again, directly or hypothetically). This phase typically resolves a 

dilemma that arose during the discussion. During RA, students might reduce the complexity 

of the issues by deriving a framework or create a hypothetical or actual solution specific to 

the context in which the problem arose (Aykol & Garrison, 2011).  
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Coders found no instances of RA in synchronous discussion transcripts, which may 

be a product of the spontaneity and time limitations in synchronous discourse, as well as 

mid-semester timing of the discussion samples. This circumstance receives additional 

attention in Chapter 7. 

CONCLUSION 

In an era of steadily increasing demand for both distance learning and for empirical 

evidence regarding its effectiveness, this study is timely because it implements, 

problematizes, and extends an emerging lens for examining the role of online class 

interactions in student learning—the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. As shown 

through the definitions, explanations, and results presented in this chapter, the CoI 

framework provides a complex and potentially powerful means by which to analyze the 

discursive behaviors shown in the transcripts of text-based discussions.  

In the transcripts of all five classes studied, clear differences emerged in percentages 

of CoI elements coded. For example, in terms of percentage of messages, the two frequently 

taught required courses (IRT and IRM) were coded at considerably higher levels of cognitive 

presence and lower levels of social presence than all three sections (X, Y, and Z) of the 

experimental elective course (RPA). Given the wide differences among the class transcripts 

regarding levels of cognitive and social presence, the relationship between cognitive and 

social presence appears to merit deeper discussion (see Chapter 7, “Discussion and 

Conclusions”). 

Equally noteworthy, in percentage of words coded, each instructor and class 

exhibited a different dominant CoI element. For Dr. Arthur in IRT, the leading element was 

cognitive presence, while, for Dr. Bennett in IRM, teaching presence was slightly higher. On 

the other hand, in two out of the three sections of Dr. Carson’s RPA class, social presence 

again took precedence. A more in-depth discussion of whether these different emphases 

among the courses stem from differences in subject matter, pedagogical approaches, student 

characteristics, or other phenomena will appear in chapter 7. 
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However, despite the above-mentioned differences in coding for the three CoI 

elements, at the category level, the five classes showed remarkable similarities. For example, 

in all five classes, the direct instruction category of teaching was coded far more frequently 

than the other two categories—a somewhat surprising trend in graduate-level courses. One 

dominant category arose in the area of social presence as well—affective expression. By 

contrast, the resolution-application category of cognitive presence was not coded for any of 

the five transcripts. Additionally, the integration and exploration categories far outweighed 

triggering events in all five classes. These similarities among the classes, in terms of both 

dominant and missing categories within the CoI elements, may stem from the synchronous 

discussion environment. This possibility and other potential factors will be explored more 

thoroughly in Chapter 7. 

Finally, this chapter suggests that, like any theoretical construct, the CoI framework’s 

elements and categories include “leaky distinction[s]” (Haraway, 1991, p. 154). Results 

suggest that coding processes are complicated by overlapping CoI elements and categories. 

Given that so much CoI literature acknowledges this phenomenon but provides so little 

commentary on it, Chapter 7of this dissertation discusses the implications of these leaky 

distinctions more thoroughly than previous studies have. Next, however, is Chapter 5, which 

provides coding results based on individual student contributions to synchronous 

discussions. 
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS FOR ASYNCHRONOUS COMMUNITIES 

This online student discourse allows for—indeed, is predicated on—the teacher 
figure’s reconstruction as not primary subject, but a shifting object in the larger 
discourse of higher education.  
(Ritter, 2010, p. 148) 

This chapter presents research findings based on use of the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) framework to code asynchronous discussion transcripts from the non-threaded 

collaborative final examinations administered for three sections of the TTU-PhD online 

course, “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA). The first section presents background 

information about the course to set the stage for understanding the results discussed later in 

the chapter. The second section discusses characteristics of the corpus analyzed and the level 

of inter-rater reliability (IRR) for coding of transcripts. The third section shows results of the 

CoI-based content analyses, first at the element level (teaching, social, and cognitive 

presence) and then at the category level for each element. Chapters 3 and 4 contain more 

detailed background information on the CoI framework than is presented in this chapter. 

“THE RHETORIC OF PERSONAL AGENCY” (RPA) 

As noted in chapter 3, “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” (RPA) course taught by 

Dr. Carson is an important impetus for this study. This chapter presents the coding results 

from a CoI-based content analysis of two asynchronous collaborative final examinations 

comprising the three synchronous RPA communities of inquiry discussed in chapter 4.  

Background and Purpose of the Course  

This section provides background information on the purpose and design of the 

course as well as its principal requirements for the student participants: primary research 

(“Tier 1”) and a collaborative final examination (“Tier 2”).  

The RPA class began with Dr. Carson’s theory that the Internet and social media 

have encouraged a new kind of rhetoric based on the increase in communication, self-
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sponsored learning, and sharing of information and ideas facilitated by the Internet and 

social media. Because people can bypass the former gate-keeping functions of a variety of 

institutions (e.g., universities, news media, and traditional publishers), this new “participatory 

culture” (Jenkins, 2006) affords greater agency for all who choose to participate—what Dr. 

Carson called a “rhetoric of personal agency.” The object of the course, then, was to 

investigate and begin to define this phenomenon through inquiry into and first-hand 

observation of online communities and interactions. Dr. Carson developed the course as 

springboards to collaborative theory building through observation and discursive 

collaboration. Together, the students and Dr. Carson refined the structure and content of 

the course “on the fly” by sharing and building upon each other’s inquiries and observations 

as they arose. Dr. Carson states,  

I made a conscious decision not to “structure” the course in the usual way. Usually a 
teacher defines a clear domain of knowledge and divides and classifies it for 
presentation. In this case, the domain was too wide open to constrain in that way. I 
wanted the students to seek out their own classifications and constraints. I 
challenged the students to create the structure of their own inquiry, which was fitting 
for a course in “personal agency.” In essence, the students were the determiners of 
the structure and validity of the generated knowledge. Risky, but it worked well for 
this particular subject matter. (Personal communication, 10 September 2010) 

In addition to engaging in synchronous discussions and reading assigned texts, students 

participated in two major processes, or “tiers” of inquiry, which are discussed in the next 

two sections.  

Tier 1 Primary Research 

For Tier 1, Dr. Carson asked students to select a site of research within the broad 

realm of “Web 2.0.” For their chosen area of study, Carson requested that students engage 

in primary research, with which they would attempt to do the following: 1) define/describe 

the participant base; 2) discover any “mission,” stated or otherwise, of the group; and 3) 

describe what social or personal value the participants derived from the activities in which 

they engaged. Students employed research methods that included participant observation, 

surveys, interviews, content analysis, and discourse analysis. Sites of inquiry included 
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“mommy” blogs, telemedicine, social media use in religious communities, uses of social 

media by academics, pro-Anorexia communities, weight loss groups, sports fan pages, and 

telemedicine. From their Tier-1 research, the RPA students then shared findings and 

preliminary analyses in a format of their choosing. Means of presentation included blogs, 

websites, narrated PowerPoint and Prezi shows, videos, podcasts, and a virtual poster 

presentation in Second Life. The results of these inquiries provided many suggestions for 

future research—in some cases serving as springboards to dissertations and journal articles 

(Student reaction surveys, September 2010 and May/June 2011) 

The dynamic nature of the content and structure in this course also suggested the 

need for a unique approach for a more holistic assessment of student to this challenge Dr. 

Carson designed a collaborative, non-threaded asynchronous “experimental final 

examination,” which is discussed in the next section. 

Tier 2 Discussion: A Collaborative “Final Examination” 

The site for the collaborative final examination (referred to as the “Tier 2 

Discussion”) was a blank wiki page. For the Tier-2 discussion, Carson conducted an 

“experiment” in which, based on a handful of discussion prompts, students conversed 

asynchronously over an extended period (two weeks for the first group and one week for the 

second group, 18 months later). Carson wanted students not only to respond to his prompts 

but also to argue, question, and build upon them. More importantly, he asked them to 

acknowledge, question, argue with, and build upon one another’s commentary as well. Given 

that an asynchronous environment offers time to reflect before responding, he expected 

students to draw on a variety of sources for their comments, including the following: each 

other’s asynchronous posts, synchronous class discussion transcripts, course pages and news 

items, assigned texts, outside publications, relevant personal and professional experiences, 

and, most importantly, their own primary (Tier 1) research for the RPA course.  

For the first semester he taught RPA, Carson combined the two RPA-X and Y 

synchronous sections into a single asynchronous community (RPA-XY) for the collaborative 

final examination. “My assumption was that scale mattered in this experiment. . . .that the 
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more the participants, the greater the depth required. . . . [resulting in] a natural confluence 

of deeper and deeper commentary” (personal communication, 19 May 2014). The combined 

RPA-XY asynchronous community included 18 students who collaborated over 14 days.  

For the single section of the course taught 18 months later (RPA-Z), nine students 

collaborated over seven days.   

For the RPA-XY asynchronous community, Dr. Carson expected each student to 

contribute at least four entries of at least 150 words in length, separated in time by two or 

more days (e.g., in order to avoid writing all their entries consecutively, which would thwart 

the collaborative process). To avoid restrictions associated with threaded discussions, Carson 

also encouraged students to add internal comments (using blue text to avoid confusion) 

within other participants’ entries. Additionally, he set forth the following caveat: 

When you add to the text stream, you should write your remarks as careful 
contributions to the previous commentary, not as stand-alone reports or 
disconnected assertions. Refer to what has been already written and, in some sense, 
justify your own contribution. This means you have to fit your contributions to the tenor and 
theme of the stream itself. 

For the RPA-Z community, Carson provided similar, though slightly more detailed, 

instructions to assuage possible student anxiety regarding such a free-form exercise: 

You will be evaluated on how capably you support the discussion by responding to the 
comments others have made and expanding on them as we try to collectively develop a 
greater understanding of our rhetoric of personal agency. You should support your 
observations . . . from your own tier-1 data, from other people's tier-1 data and 
analyses, course material, outside sources, and so forth, but the ideal mix should be 
2/3rds your thinking and 1/3rd cited support, or somewhere therein. I hate to parse 
things so specifically, but inquiring minds want to know and be assured. 

The next section of this chapter offers a brief description of the corpus of transcripts 

investigated and the level of inter-rater reliability (IRR) achieved during content analysis with 

the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. 
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Characteristics of the Corpus 

As shown in Table 5.1, below, the corpus for content analysis included the entire text 

of the two asynchronous collaborative final examinations. As mentioned above, the two 

exams were of different length (XY’s twice as long as Z’s) and included different numbers of 

students (XY twice as many as Z).  

Table 5.1: Salient characteristics of corpus for asynchronous communities 

Community Duration/ 
Days 

# 
Students 

Total 
Word 
Count 

Student 
words (%) 

Average 
student 
words/ 

day 

Instructor 
words (%) 

Average 
instructor 

words/  
day 

RPA-XY 14 18 32,665 29,725 (91) 125 2,940 (9) 210 

RPA-Z 7 9 23,163 21,542 (93) 342 1,621 (7) 232 

As shown in Table 5.1 above, in each community, students generated over 90% of the 

discussion compared to the instructor, who contributed less than 10%. However, the two 

communities differed considerably in terms of overall student output. The Z students’ 

average output per student (345 words/day) was nearly three times that of the XY students 

(125 words/day).  

While word counts alone cannot speak to the quality of students’ contributions, the 

quantity and length of messages still merits discussion. Depending upon the breakdown of 

teaching, social, and cognitive elements and their categories within each community’s 

discussion transcripts, the possibility of greater cognitive agency exists in the RPA-Z group 

because of their higher level of participation. Other possibilities exist, of course. Perhaps the 

14-day duration of the XY discussion produced a kind of response fatigue or the greater 

number of participants in the XY group actually inhibited individual contributions in some 

way—either through concern over having nothing new to say or feeling less pressure to 

contribute. Chapter 7, “Discussion,” explores in greater depth the possible factors associated 

with differences in volume of student output between the two groups.  
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OVERALL IRR FOR CODING OF TRANSCRIPTS 

To assess the IRR level for the coding process and confirm findings, the researcher 

followed the same procedures with asynchronous transcripts as for synchronous ones: 1) I 

conducted pilot testing after training two onsite graduate students from TTU-TCR as coders; 

2) I employed and trained a paid assistant, not affiliated with TTU-TCR, to code separately 

from me for comparison. In both the pilot study and the full study, coders first completely 

read the synchronous transcript and, then, for each message, in the context of surrounding 

messages, determined which CoI elements and categories were present. They entered codes 

manually into Microsoft Word documents that contained asynchronous discussion transcripts 

for each class. For the final study, I hired and trained an additional assistant to transfer these 

codes into an NVivo project file I created with the Word transcripts. For a detailed discussion 

of coding protocols, please refer to Chapter 3. 

Table 5.2 below shows the IRR calculation for coding of transcripts from each 

asynchronous community of inquiry, along with the combined average IRR for the two 

communities. 

Table 5.2: Overall IRR for CoI coding of asynchronous discussion transcripts 

CLASS % Agreement Cohen’s Kappa 

RPA-XY: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 97 .86 

RPA-Z: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 95 .75 

Average IRR 96 0.82 

As Table 5.2 illustrates, the combined average IRR for coding of asynchronous discussions 

was quite high in terms of percentage agreement (96). When corrected for chance agreement 

by applying Cohen’s kappa, the average between the two was 0.82, which Landis and Koch 

(1977) consider “very good” (see Table 5.3, below). The IRR for RPA-XY alone also landed 

in the “very good” range, while RPA-Z fell into the “good” range. Table 5.3 displays Landis 

and Koch’s (1977) standards for strength of agreement.  
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Table 5.3: Standard interpretations of Cohen’s kappa (Landis & Koch, 1977) 

Value of Kappa Strength of Agreement 

≤0 Poor 

.01–.20 Slight 

.21–.40 Fair 

.41–.60 Moderate 

.61–.80  Good 

.81–1  Very Good 

Formulations similar to these that use slightly different descriptors (Fleiss, 1981) 

COI ELEMENT-LEVEL RESULTS 

This section presents the coding results for a CoI-based content analysis of the two 

asynchronous collaborative final examinations in the RPA-X, Y, and Z communities of 

inquiry. RPA-X and Y, each taught during the same semester, took a combined 

asynchronous collaborative final exam, for 17 students participating over two-weeks. For 

section RPA-Z, taught 18 months later, a single class of nine students collaborated on a one-

week asynchronous exam. The next section presents coders’ findings for the CoI elements 

(teaching, social, and cognitive presence) in each community’s discussion transcript. The 

subsequent sections cover results at the category level for each CoI element.  

Figures 5.1 and 5.2 below show the percentage of words coded for each CoI element 

(teaching, social, and cognitive presence) in the asynchronous RPA-XY and RPA-Z final 

exam sessions. 
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Figure 5.1: CoI elements by percentage of word count in RPA-XY collaborative final 

 

Figure 5.2: CoI elements by percentage of word count in RPA-Z collaborative final 

Figures 5.1 and 5.2 above reveal that, based on percentage of words contributed, the final 
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community of inquiry is cognition through social construction of knowledge, these results 

seem both positive and appropriate. 

The largest differences between the RPA-XY and RPA-Z asynchronous 

communities lay in their percentages of teaching and social presence. This contrast exists in 

the synchronous RPA communities (see Figures 4.4 and 4.5 in Chapter 4) as well, where the 

percentage of teaching presence is lower in the RPA-Z (27%) group than either X or Y (32% 

and 42%, respectively). This trend holds in the asynchronous discussions, in which the 

teaching presence in RPA-Z is only 5%, compared to the combined RPA-XY community, at 

13%--over 2.5 times the level of the Z group.  

Similarly, in terms of social presence (SP), a contrast between the communities exists: 

In synchronous groups, the SP-level for RPA-Z (48%) is higher than for both the X (38%) 

and the Y (40%) groups. Asynchronous findings also show that RPA-Z exhibits higher social 

presence (48%) than the combined XY (39%) communities. The fact that the X and the Y 

groups worked separately in the synchronous sessions and combined for the first time in the 

asynchronous environment may have affected the “chemistry” within RPA-XY community, 

possibly inhibiting social contributions. 

For all three synchronous communities, the level of social presence stays roughly the 

same when students enter the asynchronous communities. In all cases, while the level of 

teaching presence decreases dramatically, the level of cognitive presence increases equally 

dramatically. For example, together, the synchronous discussions RPA X, Y, and Z average 

34% teaching presence, while the asynchronous discussions, XY (combined) and Z average 

only 9%. For social presence, the percentages are almost identical between synchronous and 

asynchronous communities, with averages of 42% and 43%, respectively. However, the 

differences between synchronous and asynchronous communities are dramatic in terms of 

cognitive presence. In the asynchronous groups, the percentage of cognitive presence 

increases as teaching presence decreases, in comparison to the synchronous groups. For 

example, the average cognitive presence for synchronous RPA communities is 24% while 

the number for each asynchronous community is 48%. 
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Overall, with these participants, in the shift from synchronous to asynchronous 

communities of inquiry, cognitive agency increased, teaching presence decreased, and social 

presence stayed approximately the same. Of course, the synchronous discussions coded for 

this study occurred in the middle of the semester, whereas the asynchronous final 

examinations occurred at the end, which increases the likelihood that the asynchronous 

groups would demonstrate higher levels of cognitive presence. This increase in cognitive 

presence, from synchronous to asynchronous environments, may also be a product of the 

increased time for student reflection in an asynchronous discussion.  

The most fascinating result, however, may be the ways in which students in the 

asynchronous communities delivered so much more than the instructor required for the 

collaborative final examinations. As mentioned earlier, Dr. Carson required a minimum of 

four posts, approximately 150 words in length, for the RPA-XY group. Far exceeding the 

minimum requirement, the XY students posted an average of 125 words/student/day over 

the 14 days (an average of 1,750 words per student overall. Dr. Carson required the RPA-Z 

group to contribute four posts in one week, and did not specify a length for these posts. 

RPA-Z contributed over three times the average daily word count per student that the RPA-

XY group did (345 words/day per student versus 125 words/day per student); however, 

both communities far exceeded instructor expectation in terms of sheer volume of 

contributions.  

COI CATEGORY-LEVEL CODING RESULTS 

Coding results for the CoI elements (teaching, social, and cognitive presence) yield a 

valuable high-level view of the interactions in these asynchronous communities. This section 

delves deeper by presenting content analysis results at the category level. (For more detailed 

descriptions and examples of the CoI elements and their categories, please refer to the 

“Coding Protocols” section of Chapter 3 and the “CoI Category-Level Results” in Chapter 

4). In this section, Figures 5.3 and 5.4 below break down by percentage of word count the 

category-level results for teaching presence. Then it explains the results for the categories in 

the order in which they typically appear: design and organization (DO), facilitating discourse 
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(FD) and direct instruction (DI).The RPA-XY (17 students) community existed for 14 days, 

while the RPA-Z group (nine students) participated for seven days. For each community, the 

sheer volume, in terms of the number and length of participant contributions, required Dr. 

Carson to create multiple wiki pages. The exact dates and times of the contributions are no 

longer available; however, the “Explanation” columns in Tables 5.4–5.13 below (see next 

section) do include the number of the wiki page (e.g., page 1, 2, 3) in which each 

contribution occurred, which provides a general idea of their location in the discussion.  

 

Figure 5.3: RPA-XY teaching presence categories by percentage of word count 

 

Figure 5.4: RPA-Z teaching presence categories by percentage of word count 
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As Figures 5.3 and 5.4 above show, coders found evidence of all three categories of teaching 

presence—design and organization (DO), facilitating discourse (FD), and direct instruction 

(DI)— in both asynchronous communities (the combined RPA-XY group and RPA-Z 

group. 

Teaching Presence (TP) Categories 

While quantitative findings can provide an overview of how frequently TP categories 

appear within these communities of inquiry, excerpts from the discussions themselves 

provide snapshots of how those categories actually function within those communities. 

Tables 5.4–5.6 below provide a rich description of selected results for each teaching 

presence category in the RPA-XY and RPA-Z communities. The “Selected Results” column 

provides a representative sample coded for the category exemplified in that table. The 

“Explanation” column provides rationale for coding decisions and, when necessary, 

problematizes the limitations and implications of particular coding decisions. Results appear 

in the order in which contributions fitting those categories typically emerge in class 

discussions: design and organization (DO), facilitating discourse (FD), and direct instruction 

(DI).  

Design and Organization (DO) 

Design and organization (DO) consists primarily of course design aspects, such as 

curriculum, syllabus, learning outcomes and activities, rules of engagement in class 

interactions, and methods of assessment. Figures 5.3 and 5.4 above show for that coders 

found DO least frequently for both asynchronous communities—5% for RPA-XY and 15% 

for RPA-Z—for an average of 10% between the two groups. As noted in Chapter 4, the DO 

category was the least prominent in the synchronous RPA-X, Y, and Z discussions as well, 

which averaged 22% overall. Table 5.4 below shows the initial DO moves Carson makes to 

launch the two asynchronous communities. The full codes for DO results (see “Coding 

Protocols” in Chapter 3) appear in parentheses (e.g., “TP-DO-1”). 
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Table 5.4: Selected DO results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY  

[Carson] Below you will find my initial remarks in our 
Tier-2 discussion. You will be expected to contribute 
at least four entries to the entire thread over the 
two-week period, each entry at least 150 words long 
and each separated by two days or so. These entries 
should not be casually written but carefully prepared 
on your own editor with serious reference to your 
own Tier-1 efforts.  
 
When you add to the text stream, you should write 
your remarks as careful contributions to the previous 
commentary, not as stand-alone reports or 
disconnected assertions. Refer to what already has 
been written and, in some sense, justify your own 
contribution. This means you have to fit your 
contributions to the tenor and theme of the stream 
itself.  
 
This won't be particularly easy, but it won't be all 
that difficult either, so don't agonize. Trust your 
discursive instincts. This will be especially difficult 
for the first few contributors, and require some 
courage.[Carson] 

RPA-XY, page 1 

Dr. Carson’s sets expectations by 
establishing curriculum and assessment 
(TP-DO-1), methods  
(TP-DO-2), and time parameters  
(TP-DO-3). He explains how to use the 
medium effectively (TP-DO-4) and 
establishes netiquette (TP-DO-5) 
 

 
 
Carson continues with TA-DO, further 
describing how to use the medium 
effectively (TP-DO-4). 

 
 
 
 
 
Carson “softens” TP-DO statements by 
setting a safe learning climate through 
encouragement (TP-FD-4). 

RPA-Z  

[Dr. Carson]You have until next Tuesday (April 26) at 
8:00 AM to make 4 comments in this page on 4 
different occasions, a day separating them.  As I have 
said in the course pages, you will be evaluated on 
how capably you support the discussion by responding 
to the comments others have made and expanding on 
them as we try to collectively develop a greater 
understanding of our rhetoric of personal agency. You 
should support your observations with support from 
your own tier-1 data, from other people's tier-1 data 
and analyses, course material, outside sources, and 
so forth, but the ideal mix should be 2/3rds your 
thinking and 1/3rd cited support, or somewhere 
therein.  
 
 I hate to parse things so specifically, but inquiring 
minds want to know and be assured. [Dr. Carson] 

RPA-Z, page 1 

As he did for the RPA-XY group 18 months 
earlier, Carson launches the 
asynchronous discussion with 
considerable TP-DO, including curriculum 
and assessment (TP-DO-1), designing 
methods (TP-DO-2), establishing time 
parameters (TP-DO-3), letting students 
know how to use the medium effectively 
(TP-DO-4) and follow a degree of 
netiquette regarding one another’s posts 
(TP-DO-5).  
 
 
 
 
Dr. Carson “sets a safe learning 
environment” (TP-FD-4) after statingTP-
DO requirements. 

Table 5.4 above shows that, although Dr. Carson was unfamiliar with the CoI framework 

during the design and facilitation of the RPA courses, he encourages students to make 

precisely the kinds of social and cognitive moves the CoI framework endorses to provide 

meaningful learning experience. Partially echoing findings for the synchronous discussions 

(see Chapter 4), results in Table 5.4 above show that multiple TP categories and indicators 

can interact productively within a single message. Also worth noting, the asynchronous 
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communities include far more TP-DO than the synchronous discussions did. Finally, the 

comment, “I hate to parse things so specifically,” suggests a tension between the need to 

provide sufficient rules and structure to enhance both rigor and safety through known 

expectation versus a desire to provide an unbounded environment that supports free 

exploration and synthesis of ideas as students venture into the unknown. Chapter 7 explores 

these patterns in detail. 

Facilitating Discourse (FD) 

Facilitating discourse keeps the discussion flowing in a good direction through 

encouragement, acknowledgement, and the occasional course correction if the conversation 

veers too far off topic. As shown in Figures 5.3 and 5.4 above, FD was the second most 

prevalent category of teaching presence for both asynchronous communities; however, the 

difference between RPA-XY (17%) and RPA-Z (38%) is marked. The FD category of 

teaching presence merits additional investigation to determine the source of this divergence. 

Perhaps because of its larger class size, the XY community did not need as much FD from 

the instructor because students may have taken on facilitating role that coders viewed as a 

kind of social presence. In other words, these results raise the question of whether FD arises 

primarily from the instructor or whether students can exhibit FD themselves, taking on 

more of a teaching role. Another possibility, of course, lies in the fact that coders analyzed 

the transcripts for the two communities a few weeks apart, which may have altered their 

approach to the transcripts—the implications of which are Chapter 7 discusses more 

thoroughly.  

Table 5.5 below provides representative results from both the RPA-XY and RPA-Z 

communities. The full codes for instances of FD appear in parentheses (e.g., “TP-FD-4”).  
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5.5: Selected FD results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY  

[Carson]Throughout our discussion and 
exploration of Web 2.0 and social networking, it 
is clear that we are in the midst of a radical 
ferment and upheaval that has not yet settled. 
Such unsettled environments often lead to 
uncertainty, resistance, confusion, and fear, as 
FX01 noted.  
 
But this is only one view of the new possibilities 
created by the introduction of new social 
networking technologies. Others embrace these 
tools as a means to act in ways that are 
particularized and individualized, but also often 
positively communal. .[Carson] 

RPA-XY, page 2 

In this opening prompt for the second wiki page, Dr. 
Carson identifies areas of agreement (TP-FD-1) and 
reinforces student contributions (TP-FD-3). He also 
summarizes the discussion (TP-DI-3) and focuses it 
on specific issues (TP-DI-2).  
 
 
 
He points to other possible views (TP-FD-1 or TP-DI-
5). Official CoI nomenclature identifies TP-FD-1 as 
“identifying area of agreement and disagreement” 
and TP-DI-5 is as “diagnosing misconceptions. 
“However, Carson’s approach is rarely so direct, 
which suggests coding as cognitive presence might 
be more appropriate (e.g., CP-EX [exploration]). 

RPA-Z  

[Carson]This is a great point, and you used a 
movie reference!  [Carson] 

RPA-Z, page 1 

Coders viewed this brief message in multiple ways. 
The overall tenor of it is to encourage and 
acknowledge student contributions (TP-FD-3); 
however, this FD move clearly includes a social 
element through the humor of a running joke (SP-
AE-2) and the enthusiasm expressed by use of the 
exclamation point (SP-AE-1).  

As noted in the explanation column, Table 5.5 above shows potential overlaps between the 

TP categories FD and DI and between the teaching and cognitive elements in the CoI 

framework. Chapter 7 discusses theses overlaps and their potential drawbacks more 

thoroughly. 

Direct Instruction (DI) 

Figures 5.3 and 5.4 above also reveal that, although only a small percentage words in 

either discussion transcript as teaching presence, direct instruction (DI) still emerged as the 

highest category of teaching presence in both asynchronous communities, just as it did for 

the synchronous groups. However, the RPA-XY transcript had a far higher rate of DI (78%) 

than RPA-Z (41%). These percentages were the inverse of those in the synchronous 

discussions, in which RPA-Z showed the higher level of DI. Many factors could have 

influenced levels of DI observed, including the following:  

 A need for additional DI prompts to cover a lengthier asynchronous session for 
the XY group (two weeks for XY versus one week in the Z group) 

 Carson feeling less need for control when teaching the class a second time (i.e., 
for the Z group).  
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 Difference in coders’ perceptions based on the time separation between coding 
sessions for the two communities. 

Regardless of the differences in DI between the two asynchronous communities, both 

coders found the TP-DI-1 indicator (presenting content and questions) most frequently of 

teaching presence categories within each group. This finding makes sense, given that the 

instructor’s main role was to provide a discussion prompt and then free students to see what 

kind of knowledge they demonstrate and create.  

Table 5.6 below provides representative results of direct instruction (DI) coded for 

each community. The codes for DI results appear in parentheses (e.g., “TP-DI-6”). 

Table 5.6: Selected DI results from asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY  

[FX01] Many of you have talked about agency being 
established by playing a part in a community. You 
state that it cannot exist through the publishing of a 
sole lonely voice into the abyss and reference agency 
as being established once a conversation begins among 
others with one’s personal story becoming woven into 
the fabric of the community in which the person is part 
of. In concept, I agree with this idea because placing 
information out there that may never be seen is not 
much different than writing ideas on a sheet of paper 
and sending them adrift in a bottle at sea.  
 
We have set our ideas free but we have not created a 
platform or forum based on these ideas. The act of 
sharing them in a community helps to develop a 
conversation around them which can grow and help to 
further shape our agency.[FX01]    

RPA-XY, page 4 

Here, a student provides direct instruction 
through TP-DI-3 (summarizes the discussion). 
FX01’s use of the collective “you,” unique in 
this discussion, has a distancing effect, which 
perhaps gives her an air of authority. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, in the fourth sentence, she shifts to 
“we,” a social presence move toward group 
cohesion (SP-GC-2). 

RPA-Z  

[Carson] The Internet has enabled a transformation in 
how everyday people "publish" their thoughts and 
interact with a practically unlimited number of other 
people on earth. This has created an incredible 
amount of "junk" thinking that suddenly everybody can 
access, and at first glance this would seem an 
unqualified bad. But . . . .the sheer unmitigated 
appeal of spouting off and interacting in Internet 
communities strongly suggests that people are 
responding to some deeply motivating need. . . . What 
do you think exists at the core of this "deeply 
motivating need"?  What do you see in your own study 
of an online community that reflects the view of some 
that the Internet isn't diverting us from more intrinsic 
human needs but is actually satisfying what may have 
been a gap in our evolutionary development? [Carson] 

RPA-Z, page 1 

Dr. Carson presents content that leads up to a 
question (TP-DI-1). However, the boundary 
between teaching and cognitive presences is 
fluid.  
 
Coders agreed that this passage exemplifies 
direct instruction by “presenting content and 
questions.”  
 
 
 
Coders could have labeled this passage as a 
cognitive “triggering event” (presenting 
information culmination in a question or 
asking questions and taking the discussion in a 
new direction). The line between the codes is 
difficult to distinguish.  
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The RPA-XY passage in Table 5.6 above also exemplifies the complexity of CoI coding 

decisions—even at the elemental level, which appears on the surface to be easily 

distinguishable. Here, a student (FX01) appears to transcend the traditional teacher/student 

split, which may be an instance of “the exception that proves the rule.” Coders could have 

applied cognitive integration (CP-IN-3), given that a student wrote the post, but both coders 

applied TP-DI-3 due to the authoritative tone. This example raises questions regarding how 

often coders automatically label instructor contributions as TP and student contributions as 

CP or SP.  

Similarly, in the RPA-Z example, coders applied the TP-DI-1 (direct instruction by 

presenting content and questions) to Dr. Carson’s prompts; however the cognitive-presence 

moves called “triggering events” (CP-TE-1 and 2) might be appropriate as well. The coders 

may have subconsciously chosen the TP element over the CP element because this message 

came from Dr. Carson instead of a student. Chapter 7 begins to address whether this 

attribute reveals an unconscious flaw or intentional flexibility in the CoI framework. The 

ways in which such questions complicate the CoI framework may provide compelling 

directions for further study. 

Social Presence (SP) Categories 

Coders found all three categories of social presence—affective expression (AE), 

open communication (OC), and group cohesion (GC)— in each of the two asynchronous 

communities. This section explains the results for SP categories in the order in they typically 

appear: design and organization (DO), facilitating discourse (FD), and direct instruction 

(DI). 
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Figure 5.5: RPA-XY social presence categories by percentage of word count 

 

Figure 5.6: RPA-Z social presence categories by percentage of word count 
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Affective Expression (AE) 

In the AE category, which includes emotion, humor, and self-disclosure, the two 

communities displayed a striking difference. For the RPA-XY group, AE was coded at 15%, 

while it was coded at 34% for the RPA-Z group—a 19-point spread. This large difference 

may suggest a greater comfort level among the Z group members who, unlike the X and Y 

groups, shared synchronous discussions throughout the semester. Tables 5.7–5.9 below 

provide a glimpse of the degree to which various elements and categories of the CoI 

framework are mutually constitutive and reinforcing. Social presence (SP) category codes 

rarely appear in isolation. Not only do multiple social categories coexist, but multiple 

presences—social and cognitive—often overlap. 

Table 5.7 below provides representative results of AE coded for each community of 

inquiry. The codes for AE results (see “Coding Protocols” in Chapter 3) appear in 

parentheses (e.g., “SP-AE-2”). 

Table 5.7: Selected AE category results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY [FX01] FX06’s comment is something I have 
pondered myself on several occasions. I began 
a blog once to assist me on a journey for weight 
loss. I figured if I was posting in a public forum 
it would encourage to make progress because if 
I didn’t I would be letting those who were 
following me down. No one followed me and 
after a few weeks it was easy to let myself 
down so I stopped blogging and deleted the 
blog.  
 
I would say in this case I was unable to create 
my agency and placing my words forward for 
others to find did not make me any more 
accountable to myself than I already was. I 
cannot say whether I would have been 
successful if I had been able to garner an 
audience or not. [FX01] 

RPA-X, page 4 

While the dominant category represented in 
this message appears to be self-
disclosure/reflection (SP-AE-3), FX01 also refers 
to another participant by name (SP-GC-1) and 
refers directly to FX06’s previous post (SP-OC-
3).  
 
 
 
 
FX01 also shows cognitive presence through 
exploration (CP-EX) by exchanging a variety of 
information (CP-EX-3) and brainstorming (CP-
EX-5) regarding feelings about her agency in 
blogging.   

RPA-Z  
[FZ06] FZ05-- Love your thoughtful reply, 
because it points out some gaps that I haven't 
filled in on my tier 1 and of course it's essential 
to our discussion. 

Page 2A 

Here, FZ05 displays emotion (SP-AE-1) and 
appreciation of others’ contributions (SP-OC-5). 
She calls her classmate by name (SP-GC-1). 

The examples shown in Table 5.7 above illustrate how closely intertwined social and 

cognitive presence can be, how the interactions of community members build knowledge 
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and understanding within the group, and how categories of social presence often combine to 

enhance the overall sense of community. FX01, inspired to reflection by a classmates’ earlier 

comment, FX01 shares her experiences and perceptions of her own agency as a blogger and 

member of the community she is studying for her Tier-1 project. FZ06, from the Z group, 

builds relationships within the community by expressing appreciation for her classmate’s 

post, through positive emotional language (“love”) and calling her classmate by name. FZ06 

takes the compliment a step further by sharing specific examples of ways in which FZ05’s 

post has been helpful.  

Open Communication (OC) 

Messages coded in the OC category show respect and appreciation for others’ 

cognitive efforts through directly referencing or quoting participants’ posts, indicating 

interest by posing questions, or expressing agreement with or appreciation of others’ 

contributions. In terms of OC, the two groups were quite close, at 31% for the RPA-XY 

community and 30% for the RPA-X community. 

Table 5.8 below provides representative results of open communication (OC) coded 

for each community of inquiry. The full codes for OC results (see “Coding Protocols” in 

Chapter 3) appear in parentheses (e.g., “SP-OC-2”). 
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Table 5.8: Selected OC category results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY  

[FY03]On Page 2, FX04 made the comment: ‘Only when our 
identities are validated through recognition are we seen as 
members of a group. In this way our ethos and authority are 
constantly questioned, challenged and reasserted in ways that 
strengthen the overall conversation. This is similar to the self-
correcting communal work of Wikipedia’s contributors 
(Weinberger, pp. 140-141).’ 
 
 I’ve been thinking of FX04’s words, which seem to fit together, 
to be connected somehow, with what FX05 is saying about the 
rhetoric of social networking: ‘Dr. Carson asks, what do people 
"do" on these social network sites? My answer is that they exist 
together, not alone, and affirm each other's importance and 
existence.’[FY03] 

RPA-XY, page 3 

Here, FY03 employs open 
communication by quoting directly 
from others’ messages (SP-OC-2) and 
specifically referencing their posts 
(SP-OC-3). She contributes to group 
cohesion by referring to other 
participants by name (SP-GC-1).  
 
 
 
In terms of cognitive presence, she 
makes meaning by integrating the 
ideas of her classmates with her own 
thinking (CP-IN-3) and suggesting an 
answer to Dr. Carson’s question (CP-
IN-4). 

RPA-Z [FZ05] Your last comments had me off on another tangent about 
my group (even before you asked a question). First, though, one 
difference between my community and yours is that mine 
almost always stays on the positive side of the line. While you 
would probably be able to code your group conversations based 
on a binary system (good/bad, positive/negative...and yes, I 
know there would be little value in this) mine would never work 
that way.  
 
But to move over to similarities, I have to say that I don't really 
know, and I mean that I don't have enough experience with 
them to know, whether or not accomplishing the stated goal of 
the group in and of itself would make members walk away. So, 
I'm out on a limb here, but will take a shot at it anyway as I 
believe Dr. Carson has given us permission to make these great, 
net-less leaps in this class.[FZ05] 

Within another classmates’ post, 
FZ05 directly references that post 
(SP-OC-3), expresses appreciation 
(SP-OC-5), and springboards in 
cognitive exploration (CP-EX) by 
providing suggestions for the group 
to consider (CP-EX-4).  
 
 
FZ05 also expresses uncertainty (SP-
AE-3) as she attempts to make sense 
of her experiences in her Tier-1 
project by comparing her methods 
and results to another’s. 

Table 5.8 above, like Table 5.7, illustrates the ways in which multiple categories of social 

presence (e.g., open expression and group cohesion in the XY case) work together to 

enhance the group’s sense of community. Again, we see the power of social presence 

(acknowledging and appreciating each other’s’ contributions) to stimulate cognitive presence 

through synthesis of others’ ideas to create possible answers to larger questions or issues 

posed within the discussion. Similarly, FZ05’s message includes multiple social presence 

categories and indicators that build to cognitive contributions. Also worth noting, her 

expressions of uncertainty about her own project (SP-AE-3) also serve as a kind of 

brainstorming (CP-EX-5) or as suggestions for consideration (CP-EX-4). Additionally her 

(and other students’) willingness to express uncertainty and vulnerability about her own 

research illustrate the level of trust that has developed within this community and the sense 
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of safety (some) participants feel in this open learning environment (which, ironically, is a 

collaborative experimental “final examination”). 

Group Cohesion (GC) 

Contributions that fit the GC category include calling each other by name, referring 

to the group by inclusive pronouns (e.g., “we” or “us”), and engaging in purely social 

functions, such as greetings or closures. While GC emerged as the largest percentage 

category for both groups, the differences were marked, at 54% in the RPA-XY group and 

36% in the RPA-Z group. 

Table 5.9 below provides representative results of group cohesion (GC). The codes 

for GC indicators appear in parentheses (e.g., “SP-GC-2”). 

Table 5.9: Selected GC category results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community  Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY [MY01]In the spirit of our investigation of Web 2.0, I wonder 
how this type of gender construction/deception would be 
received by the participants in another type of virtual 
environment such as FY04’s ‘Mommy Blog.’ In one virtual 
space, it is tolerated, even encouraged. In the other space, it 
would most certainly be vilified as a dangerous fraud. [MY01] 

RAP-XY, page 4 

MY01 employs the inclusive pronoun, 
“our” (SP-G-1), refers directly to 
another participant’s posts (SP-OC-3), 
and integrates information from 
various sources (CP-IN-3), potentially 
taking the discussion in a new direction 
(CP-TE-2). 

RPA-Z [MZ01] FZ05, even though we come from totally different 
backgrounds, I imagine (I mean, gosh, I grew up in 
Wisconsin...lol) I can totally relate. Participation varies--and 
is a rhetorical act, I think. Our audience has certain needs 
and expectations and as PhD students we know that, so we 
attempt to fulfill those needs and expectations deliberately 
and uniquely (we all have our reasons for this--for grades, for 
intellectual gain, etc.). Geertz called this "belief and 
conviction structures." 

RPA-Z, page 2 

MZ01 displays social presence in 
numerous ways here. He uses his 
classmate’s name (SP-GC-1) and the 
inclusive pronouns, “we” and “our” 
(SP-GC-2) to convey his ideas. His post 
includes self-disclosure (SP-AE-3) and 
humor (SP-AE-2) as he synthesizes 
information from a variety of sources 
(CP-IN-3). 

The pattern of intertwining social and cognitive presence continues in Table 5.9 above. In 

the RPA-XY group, MY01 builds on the discussion by combining social and cognitive 

elements by referring to a classmate’s research, thereby synthesizing and problematizing the 

ideas expressed thus far. Chapter 7 explores more thoroughly the productive ways in which 

CoI elements categories can be combined. 
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Cognitive Presence (CP) Categories 

Coders found the first three phases of CP in both asynchronous communities; 

however, they found no instances of RA in the RPA-Z community and disagreed regarding 

the presence of RA in the RPA-XY group, as shown in Figures 5.7 and 5.8 below. 

 

Figure 5.7: RPA-XY cognitive presence categories by percentage of word count 

 

Figure 5.8: RPA-Z cognitive presence categories by percentage of word count 
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In marked contrast to the results for categories of teaching and social presence discussed in 

earlier sections, the categories of cognitive presence within the two communities show 

striking similarities. For example, the percentages increased as participants progressed 

through the first three phases/categories. Results in Figures 5.7 and 5.8 above show that, for 

both groups, phase 1 (triggering event) appeared the least; phase 2 (exploration) appeared 

more frequently; phase 3 (integration) showed up the most often of the three. Furthermore, 

in both groups, in the final phase (resolution-application) the percentages drop off almost 

completely. Chapter 7 compares these findings to those of other studies and addresses 

possible implications of these trends.  

Triggering Event (TE) 

Triggering events (TE) typically mark conversation starters or topic changes. As 

Figure 5.8 above reveals, the percentage of TE (7.5% average) was quite low in both 

asynchronous communities when compared to the exploration (average = 21%) and 

integration (average = 70%) of cognitive presence. As noted in Chapter 4, TE was the lowest 

percentage category in all five synchronous communities as well. This phenomenon stem 

from multiple causes. First, TEs are supposed to be springboards from which exploration 

(EX) and integration (IN) emerge. Additionally, graduate-level discussions—in this case, 

primarily doctoral level ones—tend to cover fewer topics in greater depth rather than 

skimming the surface to show basic content mastery as undergraduate discussions might. Big 

questions require complex discussions, which brings the other phases of practical inquiry 

come into play. However, as mentioned in Chapter 4, coders can easily mark such messages 

as either direct instruction (TP-DI-1) or triggering events (CP-TE-1 or 2). While CoI 

research acknowledges overlaps among CoI elements and their categories, Chapter 7 

problematizes the presence of nearly identical categories existing within two different 

elements. 

Table 5.10 below provides representative results of triggering events (TE) coded for 

each community of inquiry. The codes for CP results (see “Coding Protocols” in Chapter 3) 

appear in parentheses (e.g., “CP-TE-1”). 
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Table 5.10: Selected TE category results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY [FX03] The distinction between true and online identities is a 
bothersome issue for many new to or unfamiliar with the Web 2.0 
environment. Who are the people behind the names? Are they 
trustworthy?[FX03] 

RPA-XY, Page 1 

Student FX03 presents 
background information that 
culminates in a question (CP-
TE-1). 

RPA-Z [MZ01]Does contributing make a difference in terms of the end 
product? I'm of two minds with the importance of contribution, 
because I often think it is self-serving because really, does the end 
product of a conversation matter all that much? I'm not so sure. I 
think it is in the doing, the talking and working things out, in our 
case the learning and negotiating of this rhetoric, where the 
satisfaction ultimately occurs. The fact that we can turn on a screen 
and participate and create worlds. But, does the actor often watch 
the movie when they've finished their job? Many don't, because the 
doing was ultimately more important.[MZ01] 

RPA-Z, page 1 

Student MZ01 takes the 
discussion in a new direction 
(CP-TE-2) by problematizing the 
previous discussion. He also 
uses the collective pronoun, 
“we” (SP-GC-2). 

Table 5.10 above shows students organizing ideas developed by the group in the ongoing 

discussion. By interjecting triggering evens (CP-TE) into the discussion, students FX03 and 

MZ01 frame issues that elicit exploration (CP-EX) from others in their communities, thus 

renewing the cycle of practical inquiry (triggering event, exploration, integration, resolution). 

Exploration (EX) 

When operating in the EX category, participants gather and generating ideas through 

brainstorming, exchanging, suggesting new ideas, contradicting earlier ideas, and testing out 

as-yet-unsubstantiated claims. Without sufficient exploration, the later phases of practical 

inquiry will falter. Coders found the EX category in almost equal proportion within the two 

communities (20% and 22%), which contrasts with synchronous results (asynchronous 

average = 21%; synchronous = 37). Synchronous discussions may produce more EX 

comments simply because they allow less time for the careful consideration required to 

produce IN posts. Additionally, the fact that the synchronous discussions occurred mid 

semester, whereas the asynchronous ones were held at the end, may have influenced results. 

Coders’ findings also suggested that the EX and IN phases are not as distinct as they initially 

may seem—a topic Chapter 7 treats in greater depth. 
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Exploration (EX). Table 5.11 provides representative results of exploration (EX) 

coded for each community of inquiry. The codes for EX results (see “Coding Protocols” in 

Chapter 3) appear in parentheses (e.g., “CP-EX-3”) within the “Explanation” column. 

Table 5.11: Selected EX category results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY [FY06] Just as we have agency in the physical world to 
project ourselves into society by sharing our thoughts, 
ideas, and emotions, the newfound agency of Web 2.0 
allows us to project identity and ideas to an extent never 
before possible. If we assume that the identity projected 
into the world of Web 2.0 is a subset of an individual's 
"true" identity, then creation of the virtual identity 
involves choices to project or omit various 
elements.[FY06] 

RPA-XY, page 1 
FY06 presents themes and ideas (CP-EX-2) 
and descriptions (CP-EX-3) to which others 
can add. Her use of “we” (SP-GC-2) sets a 
welcoming tone. 

RPA-Z [FZ02] I know we started a new page, but I had to jump in 
here - This idea of becoming someone else in the virtual 
world is one I really want to explore - The desire to break 
out of the mold of others’ perceptions is a powerful force: 
it can cause the youthful desire to break free of parental 
restraints and attend a college out of state; it can cause 
adults to decide to move across the country for a “new 
start.” The opportunity that arises from being able to 
transform oneself in a virtual environment can curb that 
desire to escape from the constraints of real life. [FZ02]   

RPA-Z, page 1 

Here, student FZ02 begins with the group 
pronoun “we” (SP-GC-2) and a show of 
enthusiasm (SP-AE-2) as she brainstorms 
(CP-EX-5) within another student’s 
message (SP-OC-3). Her comments also be 
coded as an early stage of integration (CP-
IN-1) because they partially support 
earlier messages in the discussion  

Table 5.11 above shows students FY06 and FZ02 combining cognitive and social elements 

productively within single messages. FY06 displays both cognitive and social bravery by 

offering the first response to Dr. Carson’s inaugural prompt in the final exam wiki. She 

refers to the groups as a community (“we”) while providing exploratory (EX) comments 

upon which the other students can build. FZ02 also combines the cognitive with the social. 

Additionally, her comments show early stages of integration (IN). Chapter 7 treats more 

thoroughly this recurring pattern of overlap and interaction among CoI categories and 

elements. 

Integration (IN) 

Ideally, in the IN phase of inquiry, participants begin to sift, cull, and combine ideas. 

Here, meaning begins to be made. As shown in Figures 5.7 and 5.8 above, the instances of 

IN far exceed those of the other three CP categories. As might be expected, the presence of 

IN differs markedly between synchronous and asynchronous discussions; the IN contrasts 
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are the inverse of those in the EX category. Chapter 7 explores these distinctions more 

thoroughly. 

Table 5.12 below provides representative results of integration (IN) coded for each 

community of inquiry. The codes for IN results (see “Coding Protocols” in Chapter 3) 

appear in parentheses (e.g., “CP-IN-3”) within the “Explanation” column. 

Table 5.12: Selected IN category results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY [FX08] MX01’s question, I think, gets to the heart of what 
is going on in academia, and not only in the realm of Web 
2.0 and social media. It is a question that represents well 
the push and pull between more traditional institutional 
frameworks in which tenure, advancement, occupational 
success, credibility, and some would argue, fulfillment are 
predicated on publishing in the text-based, traditional 
mode and in a manner that clearly invokes the expert 
paradigm. But some academics are also pulled towards a 
more idealistic existence, one in which one might consider 
what it truly means to create social knowledge, socially. 
This idealism is not rewarded enough in traditional 
institutional structures, because such idealism threatens 
the status quo and the old way of knowing. When such 
structures are threatened, so, too, are the participants 
who benefit from the existing structure.[FX08] 

RPA-X, page 4 

Student FX08 sets the stage by directly 
referencing student MX01’s previous post 
(SP-OC-3 and SP-GC-1) and showing 
appreciation for his insights (SP-OC-4). She 
then synthesizes information from a 
variety of sources (CP-IN-3) to make her 
point about possible threats Web 2.0 poses 
to traditional modes of authority.  

RPA-Z [MZ01]In terms of this RPA final, seems like as we get into 
each of our peers' responses on this wiki we notice that 
some of us are posting more often and interacting with 
each idea and each other in different ways. We are all 
trying to make sense of our own communities in the 
process, uniquely defining our ideas and our attempts at 
understanding the mysterious and complex behavior 
driving this rhetoric. Of course, our behavior is highly 
rhetorical as it unfolds, which is fascinating (and why our 
class is like a social experiment, in a way). [MZ01] 

RPA-Z, page 2 

MZ01 provides meta commentary by 
synthesizing (CP-IN-3) observations from 
previous discussions and community 
members’ Tier-1 research projects. 

In Table 5.12 above FX08 continues the socio-cognitive trend recurring throughout this 

chapter. She acknowledges the insights of her teammate’s (MX01’s) contributions to their 

group Tier-1 project as a springboard toward integrating a variety of sources—including 

personal experience, class readings, course notes, previous messages, synchronous 

discussions, work experiences, and her own Tier-1 research—to move the discussion 

forward. In another socio-cognitive move, MZ01 provides meta-reflection on his 

community’s experiences by commenting directly on what he sees happening during their  
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collaborative final exam and integrating his observations of their group efforts with the ideas 

generated in previous synchronous class sessions and in participants’ Tier-1 research 

projects. 

Resolution-Application (RA) 

Coders found RA, the least represented category (1% in the XY group and 0% in the 

Z group), to be the most highly contested category in their discussions for both synchronous 

and asynchronous communities. Chapter 7 explores the ramifications of these coding 

differences and possible meanings behind the general lack of RA in all communities 

throughout this study. Table 5.13 below shows all results coders marked as resolution-

application (RA) in each community of inquiry. The codes for RA results (see “Coding 

Protocols” in Chapter 3) appear in parentheses (e.g., “CP-RA-1”) within the “Explanation” 

column. 

Table 5.13: All RA category results from the two asynchronous communities 

Community Selected Results Explanation 

RPA-XY [FY03]For the Christian community, and for the 
Christian Church (the Institution, I mean), I also see 
an interdependence building as well. Those with 
established ethos are trying to use social networking 
sites to connect with their members on a more 
personal level. They’re attempting to bridge the gap, 
which has existed in the past between ‘church 
leaders’ and ‘church members.’ The Church might 
put out FB ads, or use social networking tools like 
Twitter to ‘market’ their events’ both a reflection of 
their ‘need’ for their member’s attendance. 
However, others in church leadership, such as the 
comments I made in my previous post about Beth 
Moore’s blog, might attempt to build a more personal 
relationship with the community, by establishing 
connections and being ‘real’ through online relations. 
[FY03] 

RPA-XY, page 4 

The coders disagreed regarding this post. One 
coded it as integration (CP-IN, characterizing 
the message as a solution), while the other 
labeled it as CP-RA-1 (applying and testing 
solutions through real-world examples). The 
line between CP-IN-4 and CP-RA-1 seems 
nebulous. The possible “solution” posed in the 
final sentence has not yet been tried but is 
being considered in a real-world context. 

RPA-Z No messages in the RPA-Z transcript were coded as 
resolution-application 

Coders found no CP-RA messages in the RPA-Z 
community. 

Table 5.13 above shows results similar to those for the synchronous groups (see Chapter 4). 

Only a single instance of resolution-application (RA)—the final phase in the practical inquiry 

model—emerges, and the two coders do not even agree on that. In the message above, 

FY03 sees potential for resolution of her Tier-1 community’s real-world problems through 
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Web 2.0 tools. Even so, the coders could not agree on whether this message provided an 

example of late-stage integration or early-stage resolution-application. Chapter 7 discusses 

possible reasons for and implications of the lack of resolution-application messages in this 

study. 

CONCLUSION 

The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework provides a powerful content-analysis 

tool for better understanding both the nature of online class discussions and the value of 

instructor-guided peer-interactive pedagogy. As the results in this chapter reveal, the CoI 

framework is a fruitful lens with which to view discursive behaviors in a variety of text-based 

discussion formats. While many researchers apply the CoI framework to content analysis of 

threaded asynchronous online class discussion, few have analyzed non-threaded 

asynchronous discussions like the ones explored in this chapter. Furthermore, most 

researchers to date have conduct CoI-based content analyses with transcripts from classes in 

which the designer-instructors were familiar with the CoI framework. In this study, however, 

neither students nor instructors had any prior exposure to the CoI framework. 

At the CoI-element level, this chapter’s findings show that, for the special topics 

course, “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” (RPA), the movement from mid-semester 

synchronous discussions to end-of-term asynchronous collaborative final examinations 

produces increased levels of cognitive presence, decreased levels of teaching presence, and 

consistent levels of social presence.  

Category-level results show considerable similarity between the two asynchronous 

communities. The RPA-XY and RPA-Z groups show the same rankings for high, medium, 

and low categories within both teaching and cognitive presence. Furthermore, each group’s 

highest-level social category (group cohesion) is also a match.  

Interestingly, when comparing the asynchronous results with those of their 

synchronous predecessors, group cohesion in the asynchronous groups (45% average) 

diverges markedly from that of the synchronous communities (15%), in which it was the 
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lowest category of social presence. In terms of teaching presence categories, direct 

instruction held the highest position, its average percentage increasing from a 52% average in 

synchronous communities to 63% in the asynchronous communities. Like many of the 

differences between the synchronous and asynchronous communities, some changes may be 

attributable to the different times of the semester from which the samples were taken. 

Chapter 7 will treat these results in detail. 

Next, however, we turn to Chapter 6, which presents findings for individual student 

contributions to the discussions and survey results from student member-checking surveys. 
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CHAPTER 6  

RESULTS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDENTS 

What displays itself in written conversation is a strata of human utterances 
delivered into chaos that emerges and grows into a self-structured system of 

meaning. (Kemp, 1995, p. 185) 

In this study the discursive behaviors of graduate students and their instructors are 

described through the lens of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison, 

Anderson, & Archer, 2000). In order to supplement previous discussions of synchronous 

(Chapter 4) and asynchronous (Chapter 5) class interactions overall, this chapter focuses on 

findings for individual student participants at the CoI element level. It compares coders’ 

results from CoI-based content analyses with student perceptions gathered through 

member-checking surveys. While the CoI framework consists of three major elements 

(teaching, social, and cognitive presence), this chapter focuses exclusively on social (SP) and 

cognitive presence (CP), which are mostly, though not exclusively, the province of students. 

In CoI-framework parlance, social presence is the degree to which learners feel socially and 

emotionally connected with one another in their community of inquiry (Swann, 2009). 

Cognitive presence, the overall purpose of the community, represents the degree to which 

learners can construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection and discourse 

within the community (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001, p. 11). See Chapters 3 and 4 for 

more detailed discussions of these CoI elements. 

The first half of this chapter examines coding and member-checking results for the 

five synchronous communities of inquiry introduced in chapter 4. The second half explores 

coders’ findings for the two asynchronous communities treated in chapter 5.  

SYNCHRONOUS COMMUNITIES 

This section examines findings for individual students within the five synchronous 

communities: two foundational courses (Introduction to Rhetorical Theory [IRT] and 

Introduction to Research Methods [IRM]) and three sections of a special topics course (The 

Rhetoric of Personal Agency [RPA-X, Y, and Z]). First, it discusses coders’ results from 
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CoI-based content analyses of discussion transcripts. Next, it presents students’ perspectives 

in two ways: 1) perceptions of each other’s’ contributions to the discussion and 2) 

perceptions of their own contributions to their community of inquiry. 

Coders’ Findings 

This section presents coders’ findings in terms of individual students’ social (SP) and 

cognitive presence (CP), which make up what the researcher calls “agency for collaborative 

inquiry” (ACI). While this discussion shows the amount of ACI in terms of word count, it 

does not represent the level of ACI in terms of the quality of student contributions, which 

will be the topic of a later study. Results for the five synchronous communities appear in the 

following order: Introduction to Rhetorical Theory (IRT), Introduction to Research 

Methods (IRM), and three sections of The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-X, Y, and Z). 

Introduction to Rhetorical Theory (IRT): Dr. Arthur 

Regarding Dr. Arthur’s students in the IRT community, Figure 6.1 below shows that, 

for each student, the balance leaned toward the CP over the SP. A female student, FR05, 

showed the highest overall ACI (808 words) while a male, MR01, showed the second highest 

(757 words). Two males, MR04 and MR03 came in third and fourth, respectively, both with 

ACIs of over 700 words. Perhaps working against old stereotypes (male as cognitive; female 

as social), FR05 displayed the highest level of cognitive presence (689 words) while MR01 

exhibited the highest degree of social presence (307 words). 
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Figure 6.1: IRT student ACI by cognitive (CP) and social presence (SP) 

Figure 6.1 above shows that a sharp drop in ACI occurs from the fourth position (MR03, 

702 words) to the fifth position (MR02, 411 words). Interestingly, while a female student 

shows the highest cognitive presence and overall ACI in the IRT community, the four 

lowest ACIs all belong to female students, a result that appears to contradict findings of 

earlier research (Bump, 1989; Faigley, 1993) in networked classrooms, which suggested that 

women feel freer to contribute in online chats than in face-to-face discussions. Of course, 

individual class composition and demographics may also have influenced these results. 

Introduction to Research Methods (IRM): Dr. Bennett 

Figure 6.2 below shows that, in the IRM community led by Dr. Bennett, each 

student’s contributions emphasized CP over SP to a considerable degree, just as they did in 

the IRT class. Also similar to findings for in the IRT class, a female student (FB02) exhibited 

the highest overall ACI in the IRM class as well. With a 358-word SP and an 892-word CP, 

she exceeded her classmates by far in both arenas. As shown in Figure 6.2 below, FB02’s 

overall ACI (1,250 words) totaled nearly twice that of the next highest contributor (MB01, 

700 words).  
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Figure 6.2: IRM student ACI by cognitive (CP) and social presence (SP) 

Figure 6.2 above also shows that, as in the other four communities, a female student (FB01) 

exhibited the lowest ACI level by far in terms of both social (29 words) and cognitive (196 

words) presence. 

The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-X): Dr. Carson 

For Dr. Carson’s RPA-X class, Figure 6.3 below shows that, as in three of the other 

four synchronous communities, a female student exhibited the top ACI in terms of word 

count. However, the RPA-X group included only one male student, MX01, who did not join 

until halfway through the discussion. Given that MX01 still held the second highest ACI, his 

contributions might have surpassed those of FX08 had he attended the full session. In any 

case, FX08 displayed by far the highest level of cognitive presence (814 words; 63% of her 

overall ACI) and the second highest social presence (472 words; 37% of her ACI), as well as 

the highest overall ACI (1,286 words). Student FX07 held the second highest ACI, which 

was considerably lower—only 2/3 that of FX08. In contrast to FX08, however, FX07 

contributed primarily social messages (67% social; 33% cognitive)—almost the inverse of 

FX08’s CP to SP ratios. 
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Figure 6.3: RPA-X student ACI by cognitive (CP) and social presence (SP) 

Figure 6.3 above also shows that, as in all four other synchronous communities, a female 

student, FX03, exhibited the lowest ACI in terms of both social (112 words) and cognitive 

(68 words) presence. 

The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-Y): Dr. Carson 

For Dr. Carson’s RPA-Y community, coder’s findings in Figure 6.4 below indicate 

that, unlike the other four groups, two male students held the highest ACIs in the discussion. 

MY01 exhibited the highest degree of social presence (1,162 words) and the highest overall 

ACI (1,604 words) while student MY02 displayed highest level of cognitive presence (547 

words) and the second highest overall ACI (849 words).  
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Figure 6.4: RPA-Y student ACI by cognitive (CP) and social presence (SP) 

In terms of lower cognitive presence, Figure 6.4 shows that two out of the four female 

students exceeded MY02’s social contributions, but all four displayed significantly lower 

cognitive presence than either of the male students. In fact, as in all other communities a 

female student, FY03, exhibited the lowest level of both social (192 words) and cognitive (84 

words) presence. 

The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-Z): Dr. Carson 

For Dr. Carson’s RPA-Z community, Figure 6.5 below shows that a female student 

(FZ03) again exhibited the highest ACI (1,859), as was the case in three of the four other 

groups. FZ03 showed the highest level of both SP (1,016 words) and CP (843 words) in this 

group. However, as in the RPA-X and Y communities, this class consisted primarily of 

female students (7 female; 3 male), whereas the IRT and IRM classes were more balanced. 

Also similar to the RPA-X and Y groups, in RPA-Z, a male student held the second highest 

ACI (1,660 words). Also worth noting, unlike the other groups, every student in the RPA-Z 

group followed the pattern of higher SP than CP. 

FY03 FY04 FY05 FY06 MY02 MY01
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Figure 6.5: RPA-Z student ACI by cognitive (CP) and social presence (SP) 

Figure 6.5, above, also shows that, as with all the other communities, in RPA-Z, a female 

student (FZ07) exhibited the lowest ACI in the class in terms of both social (101 words) and 

cognitive (23 words) presence.  

Overall, coders’ findings reveal some notable trends. While female students exhibited 

the highest agency for collaborative inquiry (ACI) in four out of five synchronous 

communities, students with the lowest ACI also were female—in all five communities. The 

RPA-Y group emerged as an outlier wherein the top two levels of ACI came from the only 

male students in the class, while the four females trailed behind. Additionally, though 

establishing meaningful trends is difficult with small sample sizes, comparison of 

female/male student ratios with social versus cognitive presence (SP/CP) ratios highlighted 

in Table 6.1 below is worth noting: 
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Table 6.1: ACI breakdown by class, students, sex, and SP/CP ratio 

Class Total # 
Student

s 

Female/Male  
Ratio 

Average 
ACI/student 

Average  
SP/CP Ratio 

IRT 9 56%/44% 498 27%/73% 

IRM 6 50%/50% 605 28%/72% 

RPA-X 9 89%/11% 587 50%/50% 

RPA-Y 6 67%/33% 789 61%/39% 

RPA-Z 10 70%/30% 1,141 60%/40% 

Table 6.1 above shows that, when compared to the IRT and IRM classes, which are 

balanced between the sexes, all three of Dr. Carson’s RPA classes include a much higher 

percentage of female students. Interestingly, these predominantly female classes show a 

greater balance between social (SP) and cognitive presence (CP) than the other two groups. 

We must acknowledge, however, that the IRT and IRM classes’ status as foundational 

courses while RPA is a special topics course, also may have influenced these findings. 

Finally, in terms of agreement versus divergence between the results of member-

checking surveys and coders’ findings additional patterns emerged. Chapter 7 explores in 

more depth potential implications of these patterns. 

Students’ Perceptions of Each Other  

This section presents findings based upon students’ perceptions of each other’s 

social (SP) and cognitive presence (CP) collected via a member-checking survey. It begins by 

describing the survey’s purpose and participant response rates. It then compares student 

results with coders’ findings.  

In order to cross-check the coders’ results with students’ perceptions of SP and CP, 

this survey asked participants to apply a simplified version of the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) coding scheme (see Table 6.2 below) to the synchronous transcripts of the class(es) 

they attended.  
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Table 6.2: Simplified CoI coding scheme for student member-checking survey 

Elements Categories Indicators (examples only) 

Cognitive Presence Triggering Event Taking discussion in a new direction 

Exploration Exchanging information 

Integration Connecting/synthesizing ideas 

Application Applying ideas to real-world scenarios 

Social Presence Affective Expression Projecting self/expressing emotion 

Open Communication Establishing trust/risk-free climate 

Group Cohesion Collaboration/identifying with the group 

(Adapted from Garrison, Anderson, and Archer 2003) 

Participants used the coding scheme in Table 6.2 above to determine from their class 

transcripts which students demonstrated the highest and lowest levels of SP and CP. 

Participants then rated their own SP and CP on a scale of low (1), medium (2), or high (3), 

which the next section, “Students’ Perceptions of Themselves,” details. Table 6.3 below 

shows response rates for the surveys, broken down by class. 

Table 6.3: Member-checking survey response rates 

Class # Surveys Sent Response Rate 

IRT: Introduction to Rhetorical Theory 7 5/7 (71%) 

IRM: Introduction to Research Methods 4 4/4 (100%) 

RPA-X: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 8 6/8 (75%) 

RPA-Y: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 6 6/6 (100%) 

RPAZ: Rhetoric of Personal Agency 9 5/9 (56%) 

Overall 34 26/34 (76%) 

While the sample size is small due to the nature of this study, the overall response rate (76%) 

is considered “very good” based on guidelines set by the Division of Instructional 

Innovation and Assessment in the University of Texas. For e-mail surveys, 40% = average; 

50 = good; and 60% = very good. For online surveys, 30% = average (Hughes & Hayhoe, 

2008, p. 103).  

The sections that follow discuss member-checking results, broken down by course 

and by the CoI elements of social presence (SP) and cognitive presence (CP).  
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Introduction to Rhetorical Theory (IRT): Dr. Arthur 

This section discusses student perceptions of social presence (SP) and cognitive 

presence (CP) in the IRT community, also comparing them with coders’ findings. As Figures 

6.6–6.11 in the next two sections illustrate, student survey results generally agreed with 

coders’ findings. When they diverged, participants based their choices on the content and 

perceived rhetorical impact of their classmates’ contributions to the group. 

Social Presence (SP) 

Regarding which students showed the highest levels of SP in the IRT community, 

results from two student respondents (40%) matched exactly with coders’ findings that 

MR01 held the first position. One respondent considered MR03 highest in SP, which was 

close to agreement because MR03 held the second position for coders. Two students (40%) 

ranked FR05 as the highest (only fourth of nine in coders’ findings but still in the top 44%). 

Given that coders’ findings placed FR05 as highest in cognitive presence (see the next 

section), survey respondents less familiar with the CoI framework may have attributed more 

of FR05’s contributions to SP than to CP. Respondents based their perceptions upon the 

content and rhetorical impact of FR05’s posts, as in the following example: “[FR05 has] the 

most interaction with other participants . . . [and] uses praise, e.g., ‘absolutely!’ and ‘great 

example.’” 
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Figure 6.6: IRT community student 
perceptions of highest social 

presence (n = 5) 

Figure 6.7: IRM community student 
perceptions of lowest social 

presence (n = 5) 

 

Figure 6.8: Coder results for IRT students’ levels of social presence 
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Regarding perceptions of who contributed the least SP, only three of the five 

respondents’ results agreed with coders’ findings. Figures 6.7 and 6.8 above show that one 

respondent’s results matched coders’ findings that FR03 showed the least SP. Two ranked 

FR01 lowest while one ranked FR02 lowest, both of whom coders placed in the lower 33%. 

However, two respondents’ results clearly did not match coders’ findings. One student 

(male) perceived MR04 (in the top 33% of coders’ results) as the lowest in SP, while another 

chose MR01 (ranked #1 by coders). The latter respondent (male) provided the following 

reason for choosing MR01: “Seems unsure of self. Asks reaffirming questions.” This 

reasoning suggests that the content and rhetorical impact of the messages influenced his 

decisions more than word count. 

Cognitive Presence (CP) 

Regarding cognitive presence in the IRT class, Figures 6.9–6.11 show that survey 

results generally agreed with coders’ findings. One student ranked FR05 highest (matching 

coders’ results), while three perceived MR03 (in the coders’ top 33%) as highest. However, 

one (male) student’s response diverged; he chose FR03 as highest in CP (in the coders’ 

lowest 33%) but did not state why. 
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Figure 6.9: IRT community student 
perceptions of highest cognitive 

presence (n=5) 

Figure 6.10: IRT community student 
perceptions of lowest student 

cognitive presence (n=5) 

 

Figure 6.11: Coder results for IRT students’ levels of cognitive presence 
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Regarding low levels of CP, four out of five participants largely agreed with the 

coders, two agreeing completely by rating FR01 as lowest in CP and two placing FR02 

(second lowest for coders) in that position. However, one survey respondent (male) 

disagreed, indicating that MR01 contributed the least cognitive presence, whereas the coders 

ranked him in the top 44%). (Interesting to note, this same survey respondent also viewed 

MR01 as exhibiting the lowest SP, while coders’ found him to have the second highest SP.) 

He gave the following reason for ranking MR01 lowest in CP: “Doesn’t add to many new 

topics. Seems unsure about material in some areas.” Again, the outlier respondent focused 

upon content and rhetorical impact rather than word count, as was the case with social 

presence. 

Introduction to Research Methods (IRM): Dr. Bennett 

This section discusses student perceptions of social and cognitive presence in the 

IRM community and compares them with coders’ findings. In general, student survey results 

agreed, though not always exactly, with coders’ findings. 

Social Presence (SP) 

Figures 6.12–6.14 illustrate that survey findings matched coders’ results in Dr. 

Bennett’s IRT group. Regarding the highest level of SP, two students (50%) viewed FB03 as 

highest in SP, while the other two chose MB01 (each of whom were in the top 50% based 

on coders’ results).  
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Figure 6.12: IRM community student 
perceptions of highest social 

presence (n = 4) 

Figure 6.13: IRM community student 
perceptions of lowest social 

presence (n = 4) 

 

Figure 6.14: Coder results for IRM students’ levels of social presence 
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Similarly, regarding the lowest levels of SP, Figures 6.12–6.14 above show that survey results 

agreed with the coders’ findings, two choosing FB01 (an exact match with coders) and two 

choosing MB03 (second lowest for coders). 

Cognitive Presence (CP) 

When asked which students exhibited the highest cognitive presence, all survey 

responses again corroborated coders’ findings, as shown in Figures 6.15–6.17 below. Two 

respondents entirely agreed with the coders, perceiving FB02 as highest in CP. The other 

two respondents came close, choosing students MB01 and MB02, each of whom were 

among the coders’ top three CP contributors.  

  

Figure 6.15: IRM community perceptions 
of highest student cognitive 

presence (n = 4) 

Figure 6.16: IRM community perceptions  
of lowest student cognitive 

presence (n = 4) 
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Figure 6.17: Coder results for IRM students’ levels of cognitive presence 

In terms of lowest CP in the IRM group, Figures 6.15–6.16 above show that 75% of survey 

results supported coders’ findings. Two respondents agreed exactly—that FB01 showed the 

lowest CP. Another respondent perceived FB03 (in the lowest 33% for coders) as showing 

the least cognitive presence. However, one respondent (male), in marked contrast, placed 

MB01 (second highest for the coders) in the lowest-CP position. His reasoning was as 

follows: “Speaks off-topic. Appears more interested in social aspect. Peppers social 

discussion with occasional academic discussion.” His perceptions, like those of outliers in 

the IRT group, seem based on the content and rhetorical impact of the posts rather than the 

number of or length of posts. His response also suggests an overlap between cognitive and 

social interactions, a phenomenon coders also observed (see Chapters 4 and 5)—one which 

somewhat problematizes application the CoI framework and is discussed more thoroughly in 

Chapter 7. 
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The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-X): Dr. Carson 

This section discusses student survey results for social (SP) and cognitive presence 

(CP) in the RPA-X community and compares them with coders’ findings.  

Social Presence (SP) 

As Figures 6.18–6.20 below illustrate, student perceptions of high SP essentially 

supported coders’ finding, with three respondents (50%) choosing FX07 (exact agreement) 

and three (50%) choosing FX08 (near agreement, as FX08 was #2 for coders). 

  

Figure 6.18: RPA-X community perceptions 
of highest student social presence 

(n = 6) 

Figure 6.19: RPA-X community perceptions 
of lowest student social presence 

(n = 6) 
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Figure 6.20: Coder results for RPA-X students’ levels of social presence 

In terms of low SP, four survey respondents (67%) agreed completely with the coders, 

indicating that FX03 displayed the least SP. One respondent perceived FX05 (whom coders’ 

placed in the middle) as showing the least SP. As in the other classes, one outlier (in this 

case, female) emerged. She chose FX07 (the coders’ highest-SP participant) as the lowest in 

SP, for the following reason: “They seem to question a lot and need a lot of support.” As in 

the IRT and IRM groups, this outlier focused on content and rhetorical impact rather than 

the sheer volume of SP. 

Cognitive Presence (CP) 

As Figures 6.21–6.23 below indicate, two thirds (four of six) of survey respondents 

agreed exactly with coders that FX08 showed the highest level of CP. One respondent chose 

FX04 (in the top 33% for coders). However, as in many cases, one outlier emerged. She 

chose FX01, whom coders placed in the lowest 33%. This survey respondent chose not to 

say why she chose FX01 as highest in CP. 
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Figure 6.21: RPA-X community student 
perceptions of highest cognitive 

presence (n = 6) 

Figure 6.22: RPA-X community student 
perceptions of lowest cognitive 

presence (n = 6) 

 

Figure 6.23: Coder results for RPA-X students’ levels of cognitive presence 
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Regarding low CP contributors, Figures 6.21–6.23 above indicate that results from four of 

the six survey respondents corroborated coders’ findings. Two matched exactly, perceiving 

FX03 as lowest while one perceived FX02 (coders’ second lowest) as contributing the least 

CP. One respondent chose a student (FX07) whom coders placed in the middle. However, 

as in other communities, one outlier (female) placed the coders’ highest-CP discussant 

(FX08) in the lowest position. She happened to be the same respondent who diverged in her 

perception of who had the highest CP in the RPA-X group. Again, she offered no reason for 

the ranking. 

The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-Y): Dr. Carson 

This section discusses student perceptions of social (SP) and cognitive presence (CP) 

in the RPA-Y community and compares them with coders’ findings.  

Social Presence (SP) 

In terms of social presence, RPA-Y survey respondents diverged considerably from 

the coders’ results. In contrast to the other communities, for the RPA-group, only two 

survey responses supported coders’ findings, indicating FY06 (the coders’ #2 choice) as 

highest in SP (see Figures 6.24–6.26 below). Four out of six responses (67%) clearly 

disagreed with coders’ findings, showing FY04 as highest in SP (coders’ findings placed 

FY04 in the bottom 33%). The reasons given for choosing FY04 were as follows: 

1.  “Projects self; identifies with group and encourages others to identify with her” 
(female survey respondent). 

2. “She started with a discussion of her time in Japan and ended with an invitation 
to her birthday party. She also interjected comments about how she used the 
readings outside of class” (female survey respondent). 

3. “FY04 made a connection with me that was based on mutual personal 
experience” (male survey respondent). 

4. “This person seems to talk more than anyone else, but more than that, s/he is 
actively asking and responding to questions and comments from the professor 
and others. S/he seems to know what s/he is doing and confidently helps others 
along (female survey respondent). 
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Though their reasons for selecting FY04 as highest in SP differ, all responses that diverged 

from coders’ results referred to the content and rhetorical moves FY04 contributed to the 

discussion—as opposed to simply referring to the number and length of her posts. This 

characteristic is in keeping with the other respondents whose perceptions diverged from 

coders’ results and will be explored more thoroughly in Chapter 7. 

  

Figure 6.24: RPA-Y community  
perceptions of highest student 

social presence (n = 6) 

Figure 6.25: RPA-Y community 
perceptions of lowest student 

social presence (n = 6) 
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Figure 6.26: Coder results for RPA-Y students’ levels of social presence 

In terms of lowest SP, as shown in Figures 6.24–6.26 above, three (50%) survey respondents 

agreed exactly with coders’ results, placing FY03 in that position. Of the other three 

respondents, one placed MY02 to in the lowest-SP position, which shows partial agreement 

with coders, whose results placed MY02 in the bottom 50%. However, the other two 

responses clearly disagreed with coders’ findings, perceiving FY05 and FY06 (each in the top 

50% for coders) as lowest in SP. The female respondent who chose FY06 as lowest 

struggled choosing among FY06, FY03, and MY02; her perceptions and uncertainty show 

partial agreement with coders’ results (i.e., FY03 was lowest and MY02 was in the bottom 

50%). She poses the dilemma as follows, not clearly indicating why she chose FY06 as lowest 

in SP: 

I feel torn here because FY06, FY03, and MY02 are probably the least participators, 
but they do participate and ask questions. MY02 gets called out for being silent, but 
when s/he returns, s/he makes some good contributions. FY03 asks several 
questions more than s/he moves the conversation along, but I don’t know if 
questions are a lack of social agency (i.e., insecurity, uncertainty) or if it takes some 
amount of confidence to ask questions? (female survey respondent) 
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The other survey respondent (female) who disagreed with coders perceived FY05 as lowest 

in SP but did not indicate why. 

Cognitive Presence (CP) 

In terms of highest CP, as Figures 6.27–6.29 below indicate, three out of five survey 

responses supported coders’ results. Two agreed exactly, choosing MY02, while another 

chose MY01 (the coders’ #2). However, two diverged considerably—a female who chose 

FY04 (the coders’ #5) and a male who chose FY05 (the coders’ #4). Neither respondent 

indicated why.  

  

Figure 6.27: RPA-Y community 
perceptions of highest student 

cognitive presence (n = 5) 

Figure 6.28: RPA-Y community  
perceptions of lowest student 

cognitive presence (n = 5) 
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Figure 6.29: Coder results for RPA-Y levels of cognitive presence 

Similarly, in terms of low CP, Figures 6.27–6.29 above show less agreement between RPA-Y 

survey responses and coders’ results than appeared in the other four communities. Two 

responses agreed exactly with coders’ findings, showing FY03 as lowest in CP. One (female) 

divergent response placed FX06 (in the top 50% for coders) as lowest because “Most of her 

discussion was about her own project.” Furthermore, two (female) respondents’ answers 

disagreed completely with coders’ results, placing the MY02 (the coders’ highest) in the 

lowest-CP slot. Respondents did not indicate why they made this choice. In the RPA-Y 

community, the higher level of divergence between coders’ results and students’ perceptions 

than seen in the other four communities merits deeper exploration, which Chapter 7 

addresses. 

The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA-Z): Dr. Carson 

This section discusses student perceptions of social and cognitive presence in the 

RPA-Z community and compares them with coders’ findings.  
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Social Presence (SP) 

For the RPA-Z group, Figures 6.30–6.32 below show that survey respondents’ 

perceptions largely match with coders’ results. Three of five responses placed FZ03 (coders’ 

#2) as the highest in SP, which is nearly a match. However, a female respondent chose FZ01 

(coders’ #5), and a male respondent chose FZ06 (coders #6) as highest, both noticeable 

divergences. The student who chose FZ06 did not provide a reason. However, the one who 

chose FZ01 provided an elaborate response regarding her decision: 

This survey was extremely difficult to complete without going through a detailed and 
methodical analysis that would take hours of coding. So what I did for all answers 
was this: I chose a random number of pages and highlighted evidence of the type of 
agency you ask about. Then I did a simple count to see who was most/least. If 2+ 
people tied, then I scrolled through other pages. I found FZ01 to do the most 
community building through agreement. FZ01 and MZ03 w ere both most active in 
my sample, but FZ01 went a little further. For example, on p. 16 in particular, FZ01 
is the first one to note how fast the MOO is moving, which then brings a lot of 
agreement (community building, empathy). 

The outlier’s response above provides more detailed information than other participants do 

regarding the methods used to derive her decision about highest SP; nonetheless, her choice 

stems from the content FZ01contributed and its rhetorical effectiveness within the group. 
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Figure 6.30: RPA-Z community perceptions 
of highest student social presence 

(n = 6) 

Figure 6.31: RPA-Z community perceptions 
of lowest student social presence 

(n = 6) 

 

Figure 6.32: Coder results for RPA-Z students’ levels of social presence (SP) 

As Figures 6.30–6.32 above indicate, student survey results supported coders’ findings in 

terms of lowest CP. One survey respondent agreed exactly with coders on which student 

 -  100  200  300  400  500  600  700  800  900  1,000 1,100 1,200

FZ07

MZ02

FZ02

MZ01

FZ06

FZ01

MZ03

FZ04

FZ03

FZ05

Word Count 

R
P

A
-Z

 S
tu

d
e

n
ts

 

Coder Results for RPA-Z Students' Social Agency 



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

156 

contributed the least social presence (FZ07). Three respondents nearly agreed, one choosing 

MZ02 (the coders’ second lowest) and three perceiving FZ02 (coders’ #8 out of 10) as 

lowest in SP. As with all other communities, one or more outliers cropped up. In this case, 

one respondent (male) diverged, placing as FZ01 lowest, whom coders’ results placed in the 

top 50%. He did not indicate his reasons this choice. 

Cognitive Presence (CP) 

Regarding the RPA-Z group’s highest CP contributors, all respondents’ results 

supported coders’ finding. As Figures 6.33–6.35 below indicate, three of five survey 

respondents fully agreed with coders’ findings that FZ03 showed the highest CP. The other 

two students’ responses included, one who perceived MZ03 (coders’ #2) as highest in CP 

and another who indicated that FZ06 (coders’ #4, still in the top 50%) was highest in CP.  
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Figure 6.33: RPA-Z community perceptions 
of highest student cognitive 

presence (n = 5)  

Figure 6.34: RPA-Z community perceptions 
of lowest student cognitive 

presence (n = 5) 

 

Figure 6.35: Coder results for RPA-Z students’ levels of cognitive presence 
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As Figures 6.33–6.35 above also illustrate, each survey respondent’s answer generally 

supported coders’ findings regarding which student showed the least CP. Two matched 

coders’ findings exactly while the other three chose students who fell into the coders’ 

bottom 30%. 

Results from student member-checking surveys generally supported coders’ findings; 

however, additional trends emerged from this comparison as well. For example, in four out 

of five communities 80% or more of students’ results matched coders’ findings. Once again, 

though, the RPA-Y group again distinguished itself from the other four communities, with 

student survey results only matching coders’ findings 55% of the time. Finally, for the 

communities as a whole, of the 22 students whose results diverged from coders’ findings, 13 

(59%) were female and nine (41%) male. Given the proportion of female to male students in 

the classes overall (65% female to 35% male), that proportion of female to male outliers 

seems reasonably balanced. 

Students’ Perceptions of Themselves 

The final three questions in the member-checking survey asked student respondents 

to rate from 1to 3 (low, medium, high) their own levels of social presence (SP), cognitive 

presence (CP), and their overall presence (OP) in their class(es). It should be noted that the 

“overall presence” question did not specifically ask students to “calculate” their OP based on 

SP and CP, but simply to reflect on their own overall sense of agency in the course(s). Table 

6.4 below summarizes the results, with overall class averages highlighted for comparison.   
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Table 6.4: Students’ perceptions of their own agency in synchronous discussions 

Class  Category  Low (1) Medium (2) High (3) Average 

IRT 

n=5 

SP 0%  60% 40% 2.4 

CP 0%  80% 20% 2.2 

OP 0% 40% 60% 2.6 

IRT Overall Average 2.4 

IRM 

n=4 

SP 25% 50% 25% 2 

CP 0% 75% 25% 2.25 

OP 0% 50% 50% 2.5 

IRM Overall Average 2.25 

RPA-X 

n=6 

SP 17% 83% 0% 1.83 

CP 0% 67% 33% 2.67 

OP 17% 33% 50% 2.33 

RPA-X Overall Average 2.28 

RPA-Y 

n=5 

SP 20% 80% 0% 1.8 

CP 40% 60% 0% 1.6 

OP 20% 40% 40% 2.2 

RPA-Y Overall Average 1.87 

RPA-Z 

n=5 

SP 0% 40% 60% 2.6 

CP 0% 80% 20%  2.2 

OP 20% 20% 60% 2.4 

RPA-Z Overall Average 2.4 

Average Among All Courses 2.26 

Table 6.4 above shows that, in four out of five synchronous communities, the overall 

average of students’ self-ratings landed between the medium (2) and high (3) ranges. The 

RPA-Y group was the exception, with an overall average of 1.87 (just below the “medium” 

range). Given that coders’ findings placed the RPA-Y group’s levels of SP and CP lower and 

teaching presence (TP) considerably higher than in the other four communities, Chapter 7 

explores this topic in detail. Of the 25 students who responded, Table 6.4 above also shows 

that nearly half (48%) saw themselves with a high OP, while 10 (40%) chose medium, and 

only three (12%) perceived their OP as low. Those who rated their own overall presence as 

“high” gave the reasons shown in Table 6.5 below. 
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Table 6.5: Reasons provided for rating self with high overall presence (OP) 

Class Sex Reasons for high personal OP 

IRT 50% 
(3/6) 

M [I was] fully committed to participating in the class and actively participating 
in academic dialogue 

F [I] felt free to participate and shape the conversation. . .[both] because the 
MOO allows you to participate equally. . . [and] because the instructor allowed 
that interaction. 

NA Third participant provided no commentary. 

IRM 50% 
(2/4) 

F I managed my learning . . . very well. . . .[Though] I was never comfortable in 
the MOO environment. . . I felt I learned and produced good work. 

F This class was manageable in terms of structure/design, readings, concepts, 
and workload. I was able to ‘take it and run’ in terms of the projects. 

RPA-X 50% 
(3/6) 

F This course required a high level of independence and self-direction. . . . The 
instructor developed parameters, a framework, and then directed students to 
work (somewhat experimentally) within that very broad framework. In this 
way, students both created the course and its content as w ell as the 
outcomes. 

F Learning management was very individualized. We were allowed to go in 
whatever direction we felt pulled and commit to our own research projects 
within the guidelines. 

NA Third respondent provided no commentary. 

RPA-Y 40% 
(2/5) 

F I took advantage of the freedom and investigated more because of the 
decreased boundaries. 

M Dr. Carson allowed us to design our projects and steer our learning in the 
direction that suited our overall research goals. Because of that freedom, I did 
not feel encumbered by the MOO interface. 

RPA-Z 60% 
(3/5) 

F Even with my own shortcomings. . .I have never . . . felt [myself a] victim in 
these classes. . . I have always taken responsibility for my success, failure, or 
any point in between in classes, believing I had the power to affect the 
outcome just by my rigor in studying and preparation. 

F I'm very intrinsically motivated, so even if sometimes I felt frustrated with the 
MOO interactions . . . my overall agency in terms of learning was high, 
especially considering the nontraditional design of the course. 

F This proved to be one of my favorite courses, in part because it felt a tad 
chaotic at times, but in a way that was always full of possibility. 

The responses shown in Table 6.5 above—which include words and phrases such as “fully 

committed, actively participating, free to shape the conversation, independence, self-

direction, broad framework, commit to our own, take it and run, freedom, power, and 

responsibility”—all point to a trend of students feeling empowered in the learning process. 

In short, they appeared to feel a high level of agency for inquiry (ACI).  
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Regarding the three students who perceived their overall presence as low, Table 6.6 

shows their reasoning. 

Table 6.6: Reasons provided for rating self with high overall presence (OP) 

Class Sex Reasons given for low personal OP 

IRT 0% NA No students indicated a low personal ACI in this class. 

IRM 0% NA No students indicated a low personal ACI in this class. 

RPA-X 17% 
(1/6) 

F This respondent provided no commentary  

RPA-Y 20% 
(1/5) 

F I found the online structure difficult to follow, and it didn't engage my interest. 
I found that I am definitely a "brick and mortar" learner! 

RPA-Z 20% 
(1/5) 

F The rolling transcript . . . was very hard for me to follow . I never read back the 
transcripts. It took me over an hour to review this one transcript and to follow 
the threads of conversation (the MOO, for me, was like being in a crowded, 
loud, text-based bar with too many stimuli at once). The required blogging/ 
posting [in the final exam wiki?] was also problematic for me. I think of such 
things as social/personal, self-directed activities. I enjoyed the texts/concepts 
of the course, but I felt a limit to my agency. . . . Then again, agency in 
education is a slippery concept. 

As Table 6.6 above shows, each respondent who rated his or her overall presence as low was 

a members of one of the three RPA communities. Of the two respondents who provided 

reasons for their rating, the survey transcripts above show dislike or difficulty with online 

learning environments in general. While the RPA-Y student stated directly that online 

learning was not a good fit for her, the RPA-Z student cited difficulty in handling aspects of 

the course that are typical components of online learning (e.g., synchronous chats and wiki 

entries). Chapter 7 explores these trends in greater detail. 

ASYNCHRONOUS COMMUNITIES 

This section delves deeper into the asynchronous communities in Dr. Carson’s 

Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA) courses by presenting coders’ results in terms of 

individual student contributions.  
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Coders’ Findings 

This section present coders’ CoI findings in terms of individual students’ agency for 

collaborative inquiry (ACI), which is comprises social (SP) and cognitive presence (CP). 

While this discussion shows the amount of ACI in terms of word count, it does not 

represent the level of ACI in terms of the quality of student contributions, which will be the 

topic of a later study.  

RPA-X Group within the RPA-XY Asynchronous Community 

As noted earlier, Dr. Carson formed combined the RPA-X and RPA-Y groups into a 

single asynchronous community. Figure 6.36 below shows that, in the transition from 

synchronous to asynchronous communities, six students (67%) retained or superseded their 

relative ACI in the RPA-X group while three (33%) appeared to lose ground. Beginning with 

results for students who maintained or increased their relative ACI, Figure 6.36 again shows 

FX08 with the highest ACI, which she also held in the synchronous community. MX01 is a 

close second, up from his third position in the synchronous community. Showing a 

markedly increased ACI, FX06 appears to have found her voice in the asynchronous 

community, rising from sixth to third place. FX04 retained the fourth position, while FX02 

rose from eight to seventh, and FX03 rose from ninth to fourth—the greatest relative 

increase in ACI of the group. 
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Figure 6.36: RPA-X students’ asynchronous ACI 

Coders’ results in Figure 6.36 above also show that three students’ (33%) ACI decreased 

from synchronous to asynchronous discussions. FX01 dropped slightly, from seventh to 

eighth, while FX05 and FX07 decreased in relative ACI by four places. Chapter 7 explores 

possible reasons for and implications of these increases and decreases in ACI within the 

RPA-X group and compared to the Y and Z groups. 

RPA-Y Group within the RPA-XY Asynchronous Community 

Keeping in mind that Dr. Carson combined RPA-X and RPA-Y synchronous groups 

into a single asynchronous community, Figure 6.37 below shows that the six students who 

participated in both synchronous and asynchronous sessions were evenly split, with 50% 

maintaining or increasing in relative ACI while and 50% experiencing a drop. Interestingly, 

the two students whose ACI did climb in the asynchronous community were those who held 

the lowest ACI in the synchronous group. FY04 rose modestly, from fifth to fourth, while 

FY03, remarkably, climbed from lowest to highest ACI. MY02 retained his position as 

second in ACI. 
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Figure 6.37: RPA-Y students’ asynchronous ACI 

Among the three students for whom coders’ results showed a drop in ACI, MY01 fell from 

first to third; FY06 dropped from third to last; and FY05 declined modestly, from fourth to 

fifth.  Chapter 7 explores more thoroughly RPA-Y students’ apparent changes in ACI and 

compares them to the X and Z communities in greater detail. 

RPA-Z Asynchronous Community 

Carson formed the RPA-Z asynchronous community from the single section of RPA 

offered 18 months after the RPA-X and Y communities discussed above. Figure 6.38 below 

reveals that, like the RPA-X group, coder’s results for the RPA-Z community showed two 

thirds of students superseding their relative ACI in the transition from synchronous to 

asynchronous communities, while one third experienced a decrease. Of those whose ACI 

increased, FZ05 rose from third to first; FZ01 went from fifth to fourth; MZ01 jumped 

from sixth to third; MZ02 climbed from eighth to fifth; and, finally, FZ07 placed seventh, up 

from ninth. 
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Figure 6.38: RPA-X students’ asynchronous ACI 

Students whose relative ACI decreased in the synchronous to asynchronous transition were 

as follows: FZ03, who dropped from first to second; FZ04, who dropped markedly, from 

second to sixth; FZ06 who also dropped four slots, from fourth to eighth; and FZ02, who 

dropped from seventh to ninth. Chapter 7 discusses in greater detail these changes in ACI—

both within the RPA-Z group and compared to the X and Y communities. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter extends previous online learning research conducted with the 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework in two ways: 1) by breaking down coding results in 

terms of individual students’ social and cognitive contributions to their communities and 2) 

cross-checking coders’ findings with student perceptions of both their own interactions and 

those of their classmates within their respective communities of inquiry. While the coding 

results and student perceptions presented here do not represent a judgment upon the quality 

of the courses, instructors, and students in this study, they do offer means of better 

understanding, through empirical means, the dynamics of discursive behaviors in online 

learning environments. 
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Synchronous findings show that, regarding the degree with which individual students 

demonstrated cognitive and social presence within each community, student perceptions 

generally were in line with coders’ results. However, each community’s survey respondents 

included one “outlier” who, when he or she offered a reason for his or her choice, typically 

based it upon perceptions of the content and rhetorical impact of that student’s posts, rather 

than the volume of his or her contributions. Regardless of agreement or disagreement with 

coders’ findings, students’ perceptions are not invalidated simply because they were not 

trained coders, which suggest possibilities for future research. 

For the three asynchronous communities (RPA-X, Y, and Z), coders’ results show 

that a majority (71%) of students increased in agency for inquiry (ACI) when transitioning 

from synchronous to asynchronous discussions, while 29% experienced a drop in ACI. 

Interestingly, while the X and Z groups each had 67% of students maintain or increase their 

ACI and 37% decrease, the Y group was split 50/50 between the two categories. Also worth 

noting, in all three sections (X, Y, and Z), female students exhibited both the highest and 

lowest ACI in their respective groups. 

Having concluded this chapter about results related to individual students’ 

contributions to their communities of inquiry, we now turn to Chapter 7, the last. Chapter 7 

provides an in-depth discussion of all findings in this study along with limitations, 

conclusions, and implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION/CONCLUSIONS 

No research practice is ever pure; it is always subject to the intricate relationships 
that constitute it. Thus, hybridity is an inevitable result of any research endeavor.  
(Fleckenstein, Spinuzzi, Rickly, & Papper, 2008, p. 402) 

The first rule of the real relation between organisms and environment is that 
environments do not exist in the absence of organisms but are constructed by them 
. . . . The second rule is that the environment of organisms is constantly being 
remade during the life of those living beings. (Lewontin, 1991, p. 113) 

Communities of inquiry are fruitful environments in which to observe how 

knowledge is constructed socially. Numerous studies have employed the Community of 

Inquiry (CoI) framework to examine the process of inquiry in a variety of contexts, including 

synchronous and asynchronous e-learning environments, text- and video-based interactions, 

academic and workplace communications, and in a variety of disciplines—including 

business, education, engineering, literature, medicine, and public administration  (Akyol & 

Garrison, 2013). As of August 2014, a search for the inaugural CoI-based study, “Critical 

Inquiry in a Text-Based Environment: Computer Conferencing in Higher Education” 

(Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000), yields 2,789 citations in Google Scholar alone, while 

a search for “community of inquiry framework” yields over 1 million results.  

The CoI framework continues to provide not only a theoretical foundation but also 

methodology, methods, and instruments to help researchers examine and explain the 

discursive behaviors of students and instructors in online class discussions (Garrison & 

Arbaugh, 2007). Based on the ideas of John Dewey (1938) and Matthew Lipmann (1993) 

regarding social-constructivist pedagogies, Canadian researchers Garrison, Anderson, and 

Archer (2000) developed the framework so they could analyze learning encounters 

empirically and, thus, better understand and more convincingly describe the dynamics of 

textual interactions in online learning environments. As such, the CoI framework was 

particularly well suited as an analytic instrument for this study, which extends CoI research in 

several ways. First, most researchers to date have conducted CoI-based content analyses with 
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transcripts from classes in which the designer-instructors were familiar with the CoI 

framework. In this study, however, neither students nor instructors had any prior exposure 

to the framework. Second, only a handful of CoI researchers have applied the framework to 

synchronous transcripts as this study does. Third, while many studies focus on a single CoI 

element (teaching, social, or cognitive), this dissertation adds to the scant research that 

explores how these three elements interact. Fourth, this study applies the CoI model in an 

environment to which it previously has not been applied: non-threaded asynchronous 

discussions. Finally, this study triangulates coders’ findings with students’ perceptions in a 

way not previously attempted—by having students code transcripts from their own 

discussions.  

This final chapter first revisits the original research questions posed for this study. It 

then elaborates upon the major findings from each of the three results chapters (4–6). It 

further synthesizes these findings by problematizing the CoI framework and revisiting the 

concept of agency for collaborative inquiry (ACI).This chapter then presents limitations of 

this study, its importance to technical communication pedagogy, and possible directions for 

future research. 

REVISITING THE ORIGINAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

As noted in earlier chapters, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) first proposed 

the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework to help instructors analyze and reflect upon the 

effectiveness of their students’ and their own discursive behaviors in online environments in 

terms of student learning. These characteristics made it a promising vehicle to address via 

empirical means the original research questions for this study, which were as follows: 

RQ1: How can students’ agency for collaborative inquiry be described in a graduate-
level online educational context?  

RQ1: In what ways do interactions in required versus special topics courses exhibit 
different types and/or levels of students’ agency for collaborative inquiry?  

RQ3: How do synchronous and asynchronous discussions differ in terms of 
students’ agency for collaborative inquiry? 



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

169 

With these research questions in mind, a detailed discussion of this study’s findings and what 

they suggest is in order. 

DISCUSSION 

This section analyzes and elaborates upon the major findings from each of the three 

results chapters (4–6). It synthesizes these findings by problematizing the CoI framework 

and revisiting the concept of agency for collaborative inquiry (ACI). 

What CoI Elements and  
Categories Suggested Regarding Cognitive Engagement 

As mentioned above, the CoI framework’s creators originally designed it to analyze 

threaded asynchronous discussions within their own online graduate program in education. 

Since the year 2000, additional studies that apply it to threaded asynchronous environments 

have proliferated. Although researchers have employed the CoI framework nearly 15 years, 

only a handful have applied it to research in synchronous contexts and even fewer  to non-

threaded asynchronous discussions such as those analyzed in this study.  

Results for these two learning environments reveal interesting patterns, particularly 

when considered in light of this researcher’s assumptions regarding 1) discussion dynamics 

among PhD-level students and faculty and 2) the social-constructivist (SC) principles upon 

which the CoI framework is based. Given that the goal of most PhD programs and their 

faculty is to mentor/coach promising scholars in the transition from being primarily 

knowledge consumers to becoming agents in the social construction of knowledge 

(Garrison, 2011), the students in this study seemed likely to display a tremendous amount of 

agency for their own learning. In other words, their comments would show high levels of 

cognitive engagement—not only in response to instructor prompts but to each other’s 

posts—as part the overall process of meaning making. Based on the work of Garrison and 

Akyol (2013, 2014) and others, I anticipated high levels of cognitive and social presence and 

lower levels of teaching presence at the CoI element level. CoI categories within the three 

elements typically show the following characteristics: low levels of direct instruction within 
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teaching presence, high levels of affective expression within social presence, and high levels 

of integration within cognitive presence. Based on CoI researchers’ value of fluidity among 

the three elements (Akyol & Garrison, 2011 & 2014; Anderson, 2008; Garrison, Anderson, 

& Archer, 2000) and the typically high agency of PhD students, these students seemed likely 

to contribute a fair amount of teaching presence to the discussions as well. My own 

experiences and perceptions as a TTU-TCR Online student supported each of these 

assumptions as well, which are explored in the subsections that follow. 

CoI-Element-Level Differences 

Based on the assumptions mentioned above, I expected to see the following pattern 

of CoI elements in terms of frequency: 

1. Cognitive Presence 

2. Social Presence 

3. Teaching Presence 

However, in contrast to the expected CST pattern, Table 7.1 below reflects actual results for 

the three courses:  

Table 7.1: Ranking of CoI elements by synchronous community and course type 

Synchronous 
Community 

Rhetorical Theory 
(IRT) 

Research Methods 
(IRM) 

Rhetoric of Personal 
Agency (RPA) 

No. of Sections 1 1 3 

Type of Course 
Required/Survey 

Rhetoric 

Required/Survey 

Research 

Elective 

TCR Specialization 

Ranking of  
CoI Elements 

CTS 

1. Cognitive (45%) 

2. Teaching (32%) 

3. Social (23%) 

TCS 

1. Teaching (43%) 

2. Cognitive (38%) 

3. Social (19%) 

STC 

1. Social (42% avg.) 

2. Teaching (36% avg.) 

3. Cognitive (24% avg.) 

As noted in Chapter 4, synchronous sessions for two required/survey courses (IRT and 

IRM) differed considerably from all three sections of the TCR-specialization course (RPA); 

social presence was their least-represented element while it was the most frequently 

appearing element in all three sections of the RPA course. Also noteworthy, each of the 
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three courses exhibited a different dominant CoI element: cognitive presence for IRT, 

teaching presence for IRM, and social presence for all three sections of RPA. However, in 

light this researcher’s expectations, the finding that all three courses (IRT, IRM, and all three 

sections of RPA) showed teaching presence as the first- or second-most prevalent element 

may have been the most surprising result of all.  

The epistemology supporting the CoI framework advocates a student-centered, 

social-constructivist learning environment above all others; thus, pedagogies that support 

this view of learning tend to emphasize the cognitive and social elements over the teaching 

element. In such a scenario, cognitive presence ideally would appear most frequently 

cognition is the ultimate purpose of the community. The social interactions that support 

cognition would rank second because they primarily come from students, which aligns with 

the pedagogical principle of student-centered learning. Teaching presence, then, while critical 

to the learning process, would rank third (lowest) in terms of frequency. As such, the ideal 

community of inquiry would include cognitive (C) first, social (S) second, and teaching (T) 

third, creating the pattern “CST.” However, as Table 7.1 above shows, none of the 

synchronous communities in this study exhibits the CST pattern. On the surface, this 

outcome might seem to suggest a potential problem. A distinction between the types of 

courses may illuminate this issue. 

Required versus Elective Courses 

Given that the purpose of required/survey courses, such as IRT and IRM, primarily 

is to ensure that students master foundational theories, content, and skills needed for success 

in a discipline, cognitive presence would seem more essential even more essential than 

elective/special topics courses. Additional teaching presence might also be warranted in 

order to scaffold cognitive presence in skills and methods courses. Thus, their 

cognitive/teaching/ social (CTS) and teaching/cognitive/social (TCS) patterns may not be 

as problematic as they first appear to be in terms of aligning with a social-constructivist 

philosophy. Foundations courses, such as rhetorical theory and research methods, provide 
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the scaffolding needed for students to begin building knowledge and theory more 

independently in special topics courses, such as RPA.  

What of the elective course in this study: The Rhetoric of Personal Agency (RPA)? 

The social/teaching/cognitive (STC) distribution in the RPA course potentially raises some 

concerns regarding cognitive engagement. While the social element is critical to social-

constructivist meaning-making, social presence, like teaching presence, still exists primarily 

to support cognitive efforts—not to subsume them. Results that show social presence as the 

most prevalent element might suggest a lack of academic rigor, which supports the initial 

concerns some faculty expressed about the RPA course (see Chapter 3). The experimental 

nature of RPA, combined with Dr. Carson’s expressed desire for students to exercise their 

own agency through peer-interaction and self-sponsored learning, suggests that social 

interaction might play a larger role in buttressing cognitive efforts than it would for the 

required, foundational courses. However, while a high degree of social presence in the RPA 

communities is not particularly surprising, finding that teaching presence—not cognitive 

presence—ranked second to social presence in all three synchronous RPA communities was 

quite surprising. Such a distribution of CoI elements could suggest that social and teaching 

presence supplanted cognition instead of supporting it in these communities. Students’ 

feeling empowered to speak up more socially than cognitively could even hint at some type 

of digital “underlife” (Brooke, 1987; Mueller, 2009) run amok in Carson’s classes. 

Additionally, the high level of teaching presence could suggest an instructor’s attempt to 

regain control of the class. However, this chapter treats these possibilities and their 

implications in more detail—first, when it discusses asynchronous findings and, next, when 

it problematizes the CoI framework. First, a comparison of the five synchronous 

communities at the category level is necessary. 

Category-Level Similarities 

Despite their clear differences at the CoI-element level, all five synchronous 

communities showed remarkable category-level similarities within those elements of 

teaching, social, and cognitive presence, as summarized below:  
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 For teaching presence, the direct instruction (TP-DI) category predominated. 

 For social presence, the affective expression (SP-AE) held sway. 

 For  cognitive presence two trends emerged: 

o Exploration (CP-EX) and integration (CP-IN) appeared most frequently. 

o Coders found no instances of resolution-application (CP-RA). 

The next sections discuss these similarities and their potential implications in detail. 

Teaching Categories: The Prominence of Direct Instruction 

As noted above, all five communities showed direct instruction (TP-DI) as the most 

highly represented category of teaching presence. The social-constructivist foundations of 

the CoI framework value the instructor’s role as subject-matter expert, guide, and facilitator; 

however, as noted in “The Glossary of Education Reform,” the term “direct instruction” 

carries with it some specific connotations in terms of the instructor-student power dynamic: 

In general usage, the term direct instruction refers to 1) instructional approaches 
that are structured, sequenced, and led by teachers, and/or 2) the presentation of 
academic content to students by teachers, such as in a lecture or demonstration. In 
other words, teachers are “directing” the instructional process or instruction is being 
“directed” at students. (Great Schools Partnership, 2013) 

Given these two definitions, direct instruction, by itself tends to support the traditional, 

teacher-centered model of instruction, as shown in the following phrases: “led by teachers,” 

“to students by teachers,” “’directing’ the instructional process,” and “instruction. . .  

‘directed’ . . . at students.” Within a community of inquiry, however, direct instruction is just 

one component of the overall instructional approach. That said, the fact that coders found 

direct instruction far more frequently than the other two categories of teaching presence—in 

all five synchronous communities—seems potentially to contradict the aims of PhD-level 

discourse, during which students are expected to co-construct, not merely consume, 

knowledge. Examining the leaky distinctions between certain categories of teaching and 

cognitive presence further illuminates this apparent contradiction.  
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As noted earlier, required survey courses such as IRT and IRM, by design, might 

reasonably exhibit higher levels of teaching presence in general, and perhaps even direct 

instruction in particular, to ensure that students acquire foundational theories and research 

methods necessary to support more independent research efforts in the TCR discipline. 

Such foundational courses have more prescribed outcomes to which instructors must 

adhere. On the other hand, when teaching elective, special-topics courses, such as RPA, 

instructors generally feel freer to innovate, take risks, and permit wider-ranging student 

exploration in emerging fields of study. If the schedule of course offerings permits students 

to take foundational courses early on, they enter special-topics courses ready to apply the 

theories, concepts, skills, and techniques garnered from those earlier courses. One might 

reasonably expect, then, that special-topics courses would require less direct instruction than 

the foundational courses. However, the three synchronous RPA communities in this study 

thwarted such expectations. Direct instruction outweighed the other teaching presence 

categories there just as it did in the foundational courses. The section entitled “Comparison 

of Synchronous with Asynchronous RPA Communities,” later in this chapter, revisits this 

finding. 

Social Categories: The Prominence of Affective Expression (AE) 

Affective expression (SP-AE) ranked as the highest category in all five synchronous 

communities, which suggests that such interactions most readily help establish emotional 

bonds within the fast-paced environment of synchronous discussions.  

The Prominence of Cognitive Exploration (CP-EX) and Integration (CP-IN) 

Coding results in this study showed exploration (CP-EX) and integration CP-IN) to 

be the most prominent CP categories—for all five synchronous communities and for both 

asynchronous communities. Given the differences in the courses’ subject matter, in 

composition of students, in the instructors, and between synchronous versus asynchronous 

discussions in general, this commonality suggests that CP-EX and CP-IN are the “work 

horses” of the cognitive engine in online class interactions. It is only through sufficient 
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exploration, through the attempt to understand the issue posed and to gather relevant 

information that the next phase of inquiry—integration—can emerge.  

Based on Vaughan’s (2004) requirement of “explicit” indicators of cognitive 

integration (CP-IN), it is possible to debate whether integration of ideas is even possible in 

the immediacy of synchronous discussions. In this study, coders concluded that integration 

did occur—even though synchronous discussions often lack explicit reference to sources, a 

criterion suggested by Vaughan’s indicators (e.g., CP-IN-3). In the class sessions coded, 

instructors frequently posed questions that referred to specific, assigned sources, so specific 

references to them were unnecessary. Furthermore, although students did not always 

specifically cite secondary sources from their own reviews of unassigned literature, their 

comments clearly indicated that they synthesized a variety of sources, as shown in Table 7.2 

below: 

Table 7.2: Use of “implicit” integration in synchronous communities 

Community Example  

IRT [Student MR03] says, "Science was diminished in much of humanism, I read. 
Funny that the Ren. man knew a lot about everything.” 

IRM [Student FB02] says, “I just recently found out that many survey researchers 
post their data online—so anyone can see it—like an audit trail.” 

RPA-X [Student FX04] says, "I see even simple things like sites that allow you to 
review movies or books as examples of a radical shift in who gets to make the 
information environment" 

RPA-Y [Student MY01] says, “Just as the automobile changed culture and made it 
more mobile at the turn of the 20th century, Web2.0 makes us more 
intellectually mobile.” 

RPA-Z [Student FZ06] [to Carson]: forgot the guy's name—1940s, envisioned a copy 
desk or something—HE got it. 

  

Lack of Resolution:  
On Not Reaching the “Final” Phase of Cognitive Presence 

The complete lack of CP-RA results in all synchronous communities, along with the 

disputed single instance of CP-RA in the asynchronous groups raises a critical question. Are 

the communities explored in this study to be deemed “unsuccessful” because they failed to 



Texas Tech University, Ronda Wery, December 2014 

176 

reach the resolution-application? Existing CoI research suggests that working through all the 

phases to achieve CP-RA is difficult and rare but still considers it the ultimate goal.  

However, determining which student contributions to label as CP-RA can be 

problematic. For example, a one area of contention between the two main coders for this 

study lay in determining which instructor prompts were intended to encourage students to 

build toward resolution and which were designed simply to check comprehension of 

content. The outside coder assumed that most questions acted as prompts to initiate the 

practical inquiry cycle, while the researcher saw efforts to ensure that necessary scaffolding 

was in place to support more complex prompts toward inquiry. This discrepancy in our 

thinking appeared when we examined student responses to certain types of questions. Did 

providing the correct answer to an instructor prompt demonstrate exploration, integration, 

and resolution all in one? After discussion, coders concluded that when an instructor 

prompts students to show their comprehension of key concepts, even correct responses 

showed cognitive exploration in the form of information exchange (CP-EX-1) as opposed to 

integration or resolution. Simply put, not all questions require the entire cycle of inquiry to 

be answered. Some are designed to ensure that the foundation for deeper inquiry exists. 

Furthermore, for the classes examined in this study, CP-RA might have taken place during 

some other class activities that this study did not examine—whether in another synchronous 

discussion, an asynchronous discussion, or some other offline activity. Entire discussions 

might serve as a kind of scaffolding upon which to build later discussions or assignments. 

Depending upon subject matter and course design, CP-RA may be better left as a goal for 

the course as a whole. Different assignments and activities can contribute to different phases 

of cognitive inquiry depending upon nature and purpose of the course. For example, courses 

that are organized into multiple units could have CP-RA as a goal at the end of each unit. 

Alternatively, these units could serve as be building blocks—each with a “provisional” RA 

that acts as scaffolding for the next unit, building up to a cumulative CP-RA for the class 

overall.  
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Written Conversation as Process-Product 

While the difficulty of achieving CP-RA is common in the CoI literature, researchers 

rarely explore the possibility that CP-RA might not be an appropriate “goal” for all subject 

matter, all discussions, and for all levels of students. For example, many of the most 

fascinating and instructive questions or problems instructors pose cannot be “resolved,” 

depending on how we define “resolution.” It can be argued that the learning takes place 

through the struggle, in the exploration and integration of ideas when discussing an issue 

that may not have a resolution. As Kuhn (1962), Hull (2010), Latour (1987), Fuller (2014), 

and many others have argued, even science is provisional. Application of the scientific 

method is an ongoing process, not a permanent destination. If the sciences and research 

itself are contingent, then, surely, meaning-making in an interdisciplinary field such as 

technical communication is bound to elude resolution as well. The social construction of 

knowledge is inherently contingent, always partial, ever reaching—a continuation of the 

ongoing socio-intellectual journey that recalls Kenneth Bruffee’s (1984) never-ending 

“conversation of [hu]mankind.” Perhaps the process is the product, of which discussion 

transcripts serve as a record, a secondary artifact. By examining online class discussions 

through the CoI theoretical lens, teacher-researchers can revivify and better understand the 

nature and value of written conversations—the process-products of the conversation of 

humankind.  

What teacher-researchers recognized as valuable during the networked classrooms of 

the late 1980s and the pre-Internet 1990’s remained largely intangible at that time, despite 

the early efforts of Batson, Bump, Faigley, Kemp, and many others to describe it. The 

groundbreaking classroom efforts and writings of these pedagogical pioneers provided a 

powerful foundation for future research, but much of the potential they saw in early 

networked computing was left unarticulated or at least under-articulated—possibly due to 

early techno-resistance and to an under-valuing of empiricism in writing research as a whole 

at that time (Haswell, 2005). Application of CoI framework to the analysis of Internet-based 

discussion transcripts—as is done in this study and hundreds of others—begins the process 

of making the invisible more visible, enabling teacher-researchers to show administrators 
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and other skeptics more clearly the value of both synchronous and asynchronous online 

written conversation as learning tools. In other words, that which is supported by data can 

be displayed in ways that appear more credible to a variety of audiences—colleagues within 

our own departments and across disciplines, administrators, educational power brokers, 

media commentators, and the general public. In doing so, it may support a more nuanced 

understanding of how teaching and learning actually work and more informed decisions 

regarding the ways in which they can be enhanced. 

Comparison of Synchronous with Asynchronous RPA Communities 

When compared to synchronous discussions in the middle of the semester, in the 

asynchronous sessions at semester’s end, teaching presence declined, while social presence 

stayed constant and cognitive presence increased markedly. Social interactions in the 

asynchronous communities emerged more frequently as expressions of commitment to and 

identification with the group; group cohesion, the least-represented social category in all five 

synchronous communities, ranked highest in the asynchronous groups. These and other 

findings for the two asynchronous RPA communities suggest that the high levels of social 

and teaching presence in the synchronous sessions may have borne cognitive fruit.  

Next, this section discusses implications of these and other findings at the element 

and category level. 

Element-Level Similarities 

For all three RPA classes, the movement from mid-semester synchronous 

discussions to end-of-term asynchronous discussion showed decreased levels of teaching 

presence, consistent levels of social presence, and markedly increased levels of cognitive 

presence, as shown in Figures 7.1–7.3 below. 
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Figure 7.1: Comparison of CoI element levels for RPA-X and Y synchronous (mid-semester) 
communities to combined XY asynchronous (end-of-semester) communities 

 

Figure 7.2: Comparison of synchronous (mid-semester) to asynchronous (end-of-semester) 
CoI elements for the RPA-Z communities. 

Contrary to the findings of Aykol and Garrison (2014), in which teaching and 

cognitive presence remained constant throughout the semester, Figures 7.1–7.3 show that 

the present study found that teaching and cognitive presence changed dramatically from 

mid-semester to semester’s end, with a marked decrease in teaching presence and an equally 

significant increase in cognitive presence. Also diverging from Aykol and Garrison (2014), in 

this study, social presence remained constant from mid-semester to semester’s end. 
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Figure 7.3: Comparison of CoI elements in asynchronous RPA-XY and RPA-Z communities. 

Naturally, some similarities among the RPA groups might be due to the same 

instructor teaching all three sections of the course. However, this similar breakdown of CoI 

elements is still worth noting because different sections of a course have different 

compositions of students. Furthermore, instructors often make significant changes from one 

instance of teaching a course to the next—especially when teaching it 18 months later, as in 

this instance. Additional research could determine more definitively the degree to which 

higher levels of social and teaching presence earlier in a semester foster greater cognitive 

presence by the end, but these results for the RPA communities show promise.  

Table7.3 below compares the frequency of each CoI element in the synchronous 

versus asynchronous communities: 

Table 7.3: Ranking of CoI elements in synchronous versus asynchronous classes 

Environment Synchronous RPA-X, Y, and Z  Asynchronous RPA XY and Z 

Ranking of  
CoI Elements 

STC  
Does not align with CoI 
pedagogical principles 
 

1. Social (42% avg.) 

2. Teaching (36% avg.) 

3. Cognitive (24% avg.) 
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As Table 7.3 above shows, the asynchronous RPA groups exhibit the theoretical “ideal” 

pattern mentioned earlier in this chapter—CST. As noted in Figures 7.1–7.3 above, social 

contributions are high, as in the synchronous discussions, but, as might be hoped, cognitive 

presence has increased dramatically, and teaching presence far less prevalent. 

Category-Level Similarities 

As with the CoI elements, category-level results show considerable similarity 

between the two asynchronous communities. The RPA-XY (combined) and RPA-Z groups 

show the same rankings for high, medium, and low categories within both teaching and 

cognitive presence. Furthermore, most frequently coded social category (group cohesion) is 

also a match between the two groups. In terms of teaching presence categories, direct 

instruction retained the highest position as in synchronous communities, increasing by 11%. 

Facilitating discourse held the second position, while, design and organization again came in 

third.  

Regarding social presence, the least represented category in the synchronous 

discussions (group cohesion) increased from an average of 15% to 45% when compared 

with the asynchronous groups, making it the highest category of social presence at the end 

of the semester. Further research could reveal whether this increase in group cohesion is 

primarily due to switch from synchronous to asynchronous environments, the comparison 

of mid- versus end-of-semester interactions, or some combination thereof. 

In terms of the all-important element of cognitive presence, categories ranked the 

same in the two groups, just as they did for teaching presence.  

Problematizing the CoI  
Framework: Flexibility versus “Leaky Distinctions” 

Direct instruction (TP-DI) and triggering events (CP-TE) represent potential “power 

moves” in a community of inquiry because they can control the direction of the discussion. 

Based on the terminology used to describe these power moves, one might attribute direct 

instruction (a category of teaching presence) to teachers and triggering events (a category of 

cognitive presence) to students. However, most CoI researchers consider cognitive triggering 
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events (CP-TE) as the province of instructors as well, placing potentially severe limits upon 

student agency in the educational process. Additionally “leaky distinctions” exist between 

direct instruction indicators cognitive exploration (CP-EX) and integration (CP-IN). See 

Table 7.3 below.  

Table 7.3: Leaky distinctions between teaching and cognitive categories and indicators 

Teaching Presence Indicators Comparable Cognitive Presence Indicators 

Code Indicator Code Indicator 

TP-DI-1 Present content/questions. CP-TE-1 Present background information 
that culminates in a question. 

TP-DI-2 Focus discussion on specific 
issues. 

CP-TE-2 Ask questions. Take discussion in a 
new direction 

TP-DI-6 Inject knowledge from diverse 
sources. 

CP-EX-3 Exchange information. 

CP-IN-3 Integrate information from various 
sources. 

As shown in Table 7.3 above, direct instruction via the presentation of content and 

questions (TP-DI-1) bears a strong resemblance to a cognitive triggering event—presenting 

background information that culminates in a question (CP-TI-1). Likewise, focusing the 

discussion on specific issues (TA-DI-2) seems quite similar to taking the discussion in a new 

direction (CP-TE-2). Another complication appears when comparing TP-DI-6 (inject 

knowledge from diverse sources) with CP-EX-3 (exchange information) and or CP-IN-3 

(integrate information from various sources).  

The indicator “inject” conjures images of the student as a passive subject into which 

the instructor/expert forces static existing knowledge—a one-way transmission. While 

instructors do (and should) add their disciplinary expertise to the social-constructivist 

equation, the use of “inject” for instructor contributions and “exchange” or “integrate” for 

student contributions seems to reinforce the traditional instructor-student split that social 

constructivism usually attempts to mitigate. The language—“exchange” and “integrate”—

used to describe student contributions evokes images that are more egalitarian. An 

“exchange” is an interaction, a giving and receiving. Likewise, “integrate” suggests openness, 
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a willingness to incorporate ideas from a variety of sources, including the instructor, 

classmates, primary and secondary research, and “real life” experiences.  

Thus, a close examination of the terminology shown in Table 7.3 above suggests that 

the categories of teaching presence (TP) and cognitive presence (CP) noted may subtly 

reinforce the traditional student-instructor dichotomy. While the mere existence of direct 

instruction (TP-DI) presents no inherent problems, overreliance on direct instruction 

potentially reinforces, to an unhealthy degree, the traditional power dynamics of the teacher-

centered classroom. Additionally, while CoI researchers are quick to state that students and 

teachers theoretically can contribute to any of the three types of presence (teaching, social, 

or cognitive), in practice, coders rarely attribute any categories of teaching presence to 

students. Coding data is an act of interpretation and analysis that reveals underlying 

epistemologies—of coders, coding schemes, and the research methodologies they enact. 

Coders’ (perhaps unconscious) labelling of contributions as “instructor” versus “student” 

(the injection/integration split) may both arise from and reinforce traditional objectivist 

paradigms. These circumstances suggest that future researchers reconsider the language 

ascribed to “indicators” of CoI elements and categories. They might also consider integrating 

Dewey’s practical inquiry model, on which cognitive presence is based, more smoothly into 

the Community of Inquiry framework as a whole.  

Complexity of the Framework 

The complexity of the CoI framework presents both opportunities and challenges in 

terms of helping researchers analyze and explain online discursive behaviors. The framework 

though it is designed to examine “process” of online discourse, still exhibits a “product” 

rather than a “process” valence, which may not always be appropriate for class discussions—

particularly synchronous ones—which might be better equipped for generation, exploration 

and preliminary integration/synthesis of ideas rather than resolution of issues or problems. 

The CoI has potential value as tool for “assessment,” but like any tool, despite its empiricism 

and apparent level of detail, the CoI is still generic and can become a blunt instrument for 

applying one-size fits all evaluations of the quality of online discourse. Its universal 
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applicability can be its downfall. Data reduction can easily become oversimplification in an 

attempt to wrap our minds around that which resists quantification—hence, the value of a 

more detailed qualitative analysis. 

These divergences suggest that the CoI framework has two apparently contradictory 

limitations: 1) applying this model to the coding of text is a complex and arduous process, 

which may discourage already overworked teacher-researcher to eschew it altogether; 2) 

despite the framework’s complexity, it still provides only a limited analysis of online class 

interactions, one that inevitably fails to capture all the nuances of discursive behaviors. 

Viewed another way, however, these limitations can emerge as strengths. The complexity of 

the model is not insurmountable because it is generic in terms of its elements and categories; 

with training and practice, the CoI framework can be applied productively and with greater 

efficiency over time. This generic quality of the model renders it valuable for producing 

replicable, aggregable, and data-supported (RAD) research. Additionally is adaptable in terms 

of indicators of those elements and categories, which makes it applicable in local contexts. 

Researchers concerned about the limitations of CoI-based analyses should remember 

that such is the nature of any theoretical framework; it acts as a lens, a terministic screen 

that, while revealing some phenomena and obscuring others, provides a useful vocabulary 

for describing and analyzing complex human behavior. The CoI framework provides a 

useful common language for better understanding discursive behavior in online education. 

Familiarity versus Objectivity during Coding: Achieving a Balance 

The virtues of employing an outside (and, therefore, ostensibly more objective) 

coder to triangulate the researcher’s findings are many. However, given the complexity of 

the CoI framework’s coding scheme, the benefits of employing coders who are participant 

observers also are considerable, among them, a more keen perception of when students are 

engaging in CP-EX-3 (information exchange) versus CP-IN-3 (connecting ideas, synthesis) 

versus employing humor (SP-AE-2) due to greater familiarity with the curriculum, course 

subject-matter, the participants, and the transcripts. An instructor could potentially code 

even more accurately due to subject-matter expertise, but he or she may run the risk of 
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choosing later phases of inquiry whenever a quandary occurred in order to show more 

pleasing results—depending upon the audience for those findings. A PO seems to possess a 

good balance of familiarity and objectivity [refer to PO stuff in Ch3]. Researchers could 

mitigate this potential dilemma by scrubbing transcripts of the student and instructor 

identifiers before coding, but the overlap in categories still renders coding somewhat 

capricious.. 

Individual Student Contributions as Agency for Collaborative Inquiry (ACI) 

In addition to analyzing synchronous and asynchronous class interactions, in Chapter 

6, this study extended existing CoI research by examining social and cognitive presence in 

terms of individual student contributions and by comparing coders’ results with student 

perceptions through a member-checking activity in which students themselves applied a 

simplified CoI coding scheme to transcripts. Chapter 6 also introduces the concept, “agency 

for collaborative inquiry” (ACI)—a concept derived from the combination of social and 

cognitive contributions for individual students. The ACI concept offers a means by which to 

gauge students’ overall contributions to an existing community and possibly their potential 

to contribute to future communities in which they participate as well.  

In four of the five synchronous communities and all three groups that formed the 

two asynchronous communities, both the highest and lowest ACI fell to female students. 

The RPA-Y synchronous group (male professor) was the only exception. However, while 

the IRT course (male professor) and IRM course (female professor) were balanced regarding 

the ratio of male to female students, all three sections of the RPA course (male professor) 

were predominantly female, so results are difficult to interpret. Additional research with 

larger samples sizes might show whether having female students in both the lowest and 

highest ACI position is a trend regardless of instructor and class composition in terms of 

gender. 

A member-checking survey showed that most student perceptions of their own and 

their classmates’ cognitive and social agency in the synchronous communities aligned with 

coders’ results; however, each community’s survey respondents included one “outlier.” 
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Among the outliers who provided reasons for their decisions, each one referred to the 

content and rhetorical impact of that student’s posts, rather than the volume of his or her 

contributions. These lines of reasoning may be unique to graduate students of technical 

communication and rhetoric, but research among students in other discipline could prove 

interesting. Additionally, examination of students’ reasoning for their choices suggests that 

this kind member-checking activity could provide valuable fodder for student and instructor 

reflection and class activities to enhance rhetorical awareness within the specific discourse 

communities.  

A comparison of synchronous with asynchronous findings revealed that more than 

two thirds of students’ increased in overall ACI when transitioning from synchronous to 

asynchronous discussions. This trend confirms general assumptions regarding the benefits 

asynchronous communities’ affording additional time for students to reflect upon 

classmates’ contributions and more carefully consider their own responses. Additional 

research could examine whether or not unique student characteristics contribute to higher or 

lower ACI in synchronous versus asynchronous environments. 

DISSOLVING A FALSE DICHOTOMY: RIGOR VERSUS ENGAGEMENT 

While conscientious educators have attempted to include more student-centered 

pedagogies under the rubric of “rigor” (Gray, C., 2008; Great Schools Partnership, 2013), the 

term still carries with it vestiges of education’s industrial-factory-model past as well as the 

specter of standardized testing so prominent in the current age of accountability. This 

study’s exploration of the relationship between student engagement and academic rigor, 

through findings for synchronous and asynchronous communities and the individual 

students within them, suggest that engagement and rigor can be symbiotic, instead of 

agonistic, elements in an overall learning ecology. The right circumstances for this potentially 

fruitful coupling could take a variety of forms. The communities researched here may serve 

as a starting point by suggesting a hybrid term at the intersection of academic rigor and 

cognitive engagement. From dissolution of this false binary emerges a possible criterion 21st-

century learning— agency for collaborative inquiry (ACI). 
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In a thriving learning ecology, the organic link between learners and learning emerges 

in pedagogies and curricula that include learners’ life experiences and interactions with one 

another and the subject matter (Dewey, 1938 & 1966). Unfortunately, the value of 

incorporating student experiences and interactions can be difficult to measure—particularly 

in a traditional classroom setting, which provides no record of either phenomenon. If 

valuable learning processes cannot be measured, however, they are unlikely to be valued by 

decision makers, who typically are not educators. In other words, anecdotal evidence and 

“feeling it in our gut” that something valuable is happening are not enough. In a quest to 

help students enhance their agency for collaborative inquiry, the CoI framework offers one 

nuanced, empirical means by which to describe, analyze, and assess the nature and value of 

written conversation. In the journey toward ACI, research methods such as the CoI 

framework can help buttress education against the violent oversimplifications of no-

pain/no-gain philosophy that supports a false rigor-versus-engagement binary.  

LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY 

Like all studies, this one has limitations. For example, a sample that includes a single 

synchronous discussion transcript per class for three instructors and all asynchronous 

interactions for three sections of a single course taught by one instructor can hardly be 

considered representative nor are its results truly generalizable. However, this study is not 

intended to be exhaustive; it is intended to be replicated. As the first application of the CoI 

framework to class interactions in the TTU-TCR-Online PhD program, this study provides a 

foundation for further research through application of these methods to additional courses 

taught by other instructors in the program, to other disciplines, to similar programs at other 

institutions, and to student discussions at the undergraduate level. Such research can enrich 

our understanding of how online discursive behavior operates and what the CoI framework 

can and cannot reveal.  What follows is a discussion of the main limitations in this study, 

including ways to build on this research and eventually mitigate them: 

First, this study is limited to a single online doctoral program in technical 

communication and rhetoric at a single institution. However, given that it is the flagship 
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online TCR graduate program upon which similar programs at other institutions have been 

modeled, TTU-TCR Online provides an appropriate place to begin CoI-based research. 

The synchronous portion of this study included only three courses with 10 or fewer 

students; however, small online classes are the norm in this program, and the courses studied 

were from different subject areas, which offers some breadth. Analysis of discussion 

transcripts for only a single class session from each synchronous community also imposes 

limitations; however, this research provides a foundation from which future studies of 

additional discussions can spring—whether from these same courses or future ones. Despite 

the limited sample, this portion of the study provides directions for emerging field of CoI-

based research on synchronous interactions.  

The asynchronous portion of this study included only three sections of a single 

course, “The Rhetoric of Personal Agency” (RPA), taught by a single instructor; however, 

even three groups provided sufficient basis for a comparison that yielded interesting results. 

Additionally, I chose to study this course because of its uniqueness in terms of the subject 

matter, the instructor’s experimental approach, and particularly his inclusion of non-threaded 

asynchronous discussions—a modality to which previous researchers had not yet applied the 

CoI framework. Finally, no other sections of that particular course were offered before these 

three sections, nor are any likely to be offered again in the future due to Dr. Carson’s 

retirement. Thus, I analyzed all available transcripts. 

Qualitative results presented in this study were also limited, serving primarily to 

enrich readers’ understanding of how CoI elements, categories, and indicators interact, 

overlap, and operate in practice. Use of fewer representative samples allowed me to provide 

a richer description of those I did include. I plan to conduct deeper qualitative analyses of 

these data and others in future studies and publications.  

Finally, as noted earlier, a variety of factors could have contributed the different 

distribution of CoI elements and categories among the communities—including course 

subject matter, pedagogy, time of semester, student familiarity with discussion media and 

format, and class composition, to name a few.  
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IMPORTANCE TO TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION  
AND RHETORIC: “ACTING THROUGH” IN THE SERVICE OF LEARNING 

In User-Centered Technology: A Rhetorical Theory for Computers and Other Mundane Artifacts, 

Robert Johnson (1998) advocates for techno-rhetoricians to “act through” by applying their 

theoretical “knowing” and practical “know-how” to the betterment of society—through 

education. Techno-rhetoricians “[are] trained in the theory and practice of the arts of 

discourse, and who practice these arts as . . . responsible member[s] of a greater social order” 

(Johnson, p. 158). Johnson argues that, while the theoretical knowledge of experts is an 

essential component of learning, “acting through that knowledge is an equally important goal 

for technical communication pedagogy” (155). To this end, he proposes service learning as a 

means to provide a learning experience that is no mere simulation of the “real world” but, 

instead, an integral part of it. Johnsons sees service learning as a means to “transform the 

mere doing into living [where] there is a reciprocity among the artifact itself, the knowledge 

of know-how, and the social milieu that always circumscribes technology, knowledge, and 

actions” (p. 5).  

The field of technical communication and rhetoric arose partially from the need to 

adapt information for particular audiences—typically by redesigning information in ways that 

bridge knowledge gaps between experts and end users. The CoI framework can serve as a 

means for techno-rhetorical teacher experts to assess how well their methods of instructional 

design are reaching their student users, who are techno-rhetoricians in training. In terms of 

online education as a whole, the “social milieu that circumscribes technology, knowledge, 

and actions” (Johnson, 1998, p. 5) within online higher education consists of complex 

interrelationships that require a just the kind of theoretical knowledge and practical expertise 

techno-rhetorical educators and their students are especially well equipped to provide. This 

study suggests that techno-rhetorical educators and their students can participate in a form 

of service learning that will benefit the education process as a whole. Through CoI-based 

research, they can begin to act through in the service of learning. 

Acting through in the service of learning requires an understanding and acceptance 

of the ways in which institutional, economic, and pedagogical concerns intertwine within the 
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ecosystem of online learning. Carter (2005) argues for an awareness of the overall market for 

online education so that technical communication program administrators and faculty can 

make better-informed decisions and, thereby, “play a good game. . . [instead of] hiding 

behind esoteric theories that somehow do not need to justify their existence to parents, 

students, and legislators” (p. 4). In practical terms, techno-rhetorical educators can act through 

in the service of learning by employing research methods such as the CoI framework to reflect 

upon and improve their own online teaching practices. In turn, such research empowers 

them to “play a good game” by communicating in a language of results that non-academic 

audiences (e.g., parents, students, legislators, and educational power brokers) more readily 

understand and value.  

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 The previous section invoked Johnson’s (1998) concept of “acting through,” 

suggesting that CoI-based research can be employed as a type service learning to improve 

the quality of online education and communicate with non-educators about its unique 

affordances. This section present just a few of the many ways in which techno-rhetorical 

researchers and educators can act through in the service of learning. 

Addressing Limitations Specific to the Current Study 

Limitations and variables notwithstanding, the current study provides a valuable 

glimpse into the nature and value of written conversation in twenty-first century graduate-

level online education. Both the findings from this study and the CoI framework 

methodology itself provide ample fodder for future research. Future research can build upon 

this study’s findings in a variety of ways, including the following: 

 Examining different courses taught by the same instructor  

 Examining multiple instances of a single course taught by various instructors 

 Examining additional discussion transcripts throughout a semester 

 Gathering a variety of information about students and instructor information, 
such as age, gender, number of classes taken, geographic location, in order to 
compare some aspects of class composition, as this study did to a limited degree 
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Conducting More Holistic CoI Research 

Most studies thus far have analyzed threaded asynchronous discussion transcripts, 

which only reflect part of a community of inquiry’s activities in a course. Techno-rhetorical 

educators and researchers could offer a more holistic perspective by applying the CoI 

framework not only to text-based discussions, but also to audio and video interactions; to 

video-based lectures and podcasts; to a variety of assignments and activities; and to course 

websites, LMSes and overall course or curriculum design. Researchers might even consider 

examining entire programs through this theoretical lens. Shea, et al (2010) call for educator-

researchers to examine all aspects of online courses—not just discussions—for evidence of 

teaching, social, and cognitive presence. 

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS  
FOR TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION INSTRUCTION 

Technical communication instructors and their students can apply the concept 

introduced in Chapter 6—agency for collaborative inquiry (ACI)—to assist with student self-

assessment, formative assessment, and potentially summative assessment of individual 

learners’ contributions within a community of inquiry. For example, such assessments could 

occur in a variety of settings, including the academy, the workplace, and a context that 

bridges the two—assessment of prior learning (PLA) and in competency-based education 

(CBE).  

Competency-based education (CBE) programs, which typically include prior learning 

assessment (PLA), are growing in popularity because both students and employers see value 

in streamlining the earning of credentials (Fain, 2014). Research suggests that accurate PLA 

combined with CBE leads to increased graduation rates, greater student persistence, shorter 

time to degree, and better academic outcomes (Council, 2010, p. 57). Such programs tend to 

focus on giving students the freedom to proceed at an individual pace, finishing a course or 

program of study as quickly as they can. Unfortunately, this practice can severely limit 

students’ interactions with their peers. The following methods typically are employed to 
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assess student learning in such programs; however, the number methods actually used and 

the rigor with which they are applied varies among institutions.  

 Standardized exams (e.g., CLEP, DSST, Excelsior) 

 ACE-evaluated corporate training programs 

 ACE-evaluated military training programs 

 Institutionally evaluated training programs 

 Institutional challenge exams 

 Portfolio assessments (CAPL, 2010, pp. 19-20) 

Unfortunately, even when combined, the above six methods generally fail to assess a 

critical component of academic and workplace success: agency for collaborative inquiry. 

Given that successful communication, critical thinking, and collaborative problem solving 

are difficult to demonstrate or assess without observing peer interaction, PLAs and CBEs 

based entirely on individual performance lack credibility. The difficulty of assessing these 

aspects of students’ learning presents a problem for all academic programs—not just those 

that incorporate PLA and CBE. Such abilities can be assessed more rigorously within 

contexts that actually require students to exercise their agency for collaborative inquiry. Such 

assignments and the means for assessing them could focus upon learning objectives such as 

the following, which are derived from the CoI framework: 

 participating productively in a discourse community designed for collaborative 
discussion and problem solving in a particular field of inquiry  

 acquiring and sharing, through a variety of appropriate means and media, 
information and perspectives relevant to the discussion  

 weighing, analyzing, and synthesizing others’ perspectives and possible 
approaches to problem-solving 

 collaboratively making decisions, applying appropriate solutions, and conducting 
additional research as needed toward creating new knowledge in a field of inquiry 

Carefully designed asynchronous collaborative “final examinations” and synchronous 

discussion environments such as those examined in this study may provide appropriate 

contexts from which both instructors and students can apply the CoI framework as a means 

to assess achievement of such course outcomes. As a unique application and extension of 

the CoI framework, the ACI concept introduced in Chapter 6 of this dissertation offers one 
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means to assess the contributions of individual students in social process of constructing 

knowledge. Determining ACI through the context of written conversation might eventually 

contribute to more realistic and rigorous representations of how 21st-century citizens 

collaborate to solve problems and make meaning in a variety of contexts. 

CONCLUSION 

In the twenty-first century, more than ever before, businesses, institutions, and 

societies as a whole need good communicators, capable collaborators, and effective problem 

solvers in order to thrive. Rapid technological changes create a need for lifelong learners. 

Meeting this demand requires that formal education reach beyond the traditional educational 

model of readings, lectures, and knowledge consumption considered sufficient in the 19th 

and early 20th centuries. Information and attention economies driven by rapid technological 

innovation and globalization require citizens who are flexible, self-motivated, and 

empowered to learn, and create, and act upon new knowledge—both individually and 

collectively. In other words, twenty-first-century citizens need “agency for inquiry.”  

Recognizing the degree to which digital communication technologies populate the 

everyday lived experiences of most learners, John Seeley Brown (2000) coined the term 

“learning ecology” to show how these technologies can shape communication behaviors in 

ways that potentially enhance individual and collective learning. In general terms, an 

“ecology” is an open, complex, adaptive system comprising diverse elements that are 

dynamic and interdependent. Complex adaptive systems self-regulate. They consume, 

recycle, and remix their resources. They change over time in ways that affect the individual 

elements, interrelationships, and interactions, within them. These adaptations change the 

system as a whole without destroying its overall integrity. These same traits apply to learning 

ecologies—including “communities of inquiry”—but with a distinctly valuable, and utterly 

human, ingredient added to the mix—cognitive reflection, or meta-cognition. Fortunately, 

online learning ecologies archive many digital artifacts and process-products upon which 

students, teachers, and researchers might reflect; however, the opportunity for such 
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reflection does not guarantee the ability or enact it meaningfully. Exploratory studies such as 

this one may help to point the way.   

Internet-based online learning emerged over 20 years ago as a potentially disruptive 

innovation pioneered by for-profit universities. Now, it is mainstream. As of 2013, over 80% 

of public universities and 50% of private colleges offer one or more fully online programs 

(Aldridge, Clinefelter, & Madga, 2013). According to the US Department of Education’s 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 2012 survey, 5.5 million students 

(26% of all college students) took at least one online course and 2.6 million (13%) studied 

fully online. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2012), approximately 

two million of the students who studied fully online were undergraduates and 600,000 were 

graduate students (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). The demand for online learning 

continues largely because of its perceived cost-effectiveness and its convenience for learners 

(Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2014). However, while economy and convenience are necessary to 

sustain the e-learning enterprise, they are insufficient to ensure the depth and quality of 

online learning. To avoid having the quality of online learning evaluated only based upon 

that which is easily measured, online teachers and learners alike need an empirical lens 

through which to capture and explain the complex systems of within the larger e-learning 

ecology.  

This study illustrates one possible means of “measuring” a complex adaptive system 

that remains a valuable component of e-learning ecologies—written conversation within a 

community of inquiry. Empirical descriptions and analyses of online interactions may help 

administrators and other education stakeholders (who rarely are educators themselves) see 

the value of enhancing our students’ agency for collaborative inquiry—their ability to 

participate meaningfully in the conversation of (hu)mankind. With access to synchronous 

and asynchronous discussion transcripts, peer-interactive “final examinations,” and other 

digital product-processes, and an empirical lens such as the CoI Framework with which to 

re-view them, teachers and learners can reflect upon their contributions to an overall 

learning ecology. Such cognitive reflection, or re-viewing, can foster change and growth, 

which are the purposes of learning, after all. 
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