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2
SOCIAL PRESENCE

Understanding Connections Among Defi nitions, Theory, 

Measurements, and Practice

Amy Garrett Dikkers, Aimee L. Whiteside, and Bethany Tap

The emergence of online and blended learning represents a small and recent part 
of the history of education. Though online and blended learning is only decades 
old, its rise at postsecondary institutions necessitates new pedagogies and instruc-

tional practices. To better understand students’ learning experiences and needs in online 
environments, researchers and practitioners have explored and improved upon different 
frameworks and theories. In their research, social presence emerged as a key factor in stu-
dent satisfaction and success in online learning environments. This chapter provides a brief 
overview of the defi nitions of social presence, guiding frameworks, and different surveys or 
instruments to measure social presence, and it offers instructional strategies that transfer 
the theory and research of social presence into the practice of the classroom.

Social Presence Defined

The term social presence was originally coined by social psychologists Short, Williams, 
and Christie (1976) as the “degree of salience of the other person in the interaction 
and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships” (p. 65). The concept 
for these authors consisted of “a quality of the medium itself ” with strong ties to the 
 expression and perception of emotion through intimacy and technological immediacy 
(pp. 72–73). Since then, researchers have offered dozens of other defi nitions for social 
presence.  Initially, as social presence and connectedness became an emerging topic in 
communication and instructional technology, Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) defi ned 
social presence as the degree to which a person is perceived as “real” in computer-mediated 
communication (CMC). Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, and Archer (1999) expanded on 
Gunawardena and Zittle’s defi nition, suggesting that there are three elements of social 
presence: affective, cohesive, and interactive. Similarly, Tu (2002) broke social presence 
into three dimensions: social  context, online communication, and interactivity.

Next, Biocca, Harms, and Burgoon (2003) defi ned social presence as “being together” 
or being with one another (p. 456). Swan and Shih (2005) referred to social presence as 
“the degree to which participants in computer-mediated communication feel affectively 
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12  INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PRESENCE IN ONLINE LEARNING

connected one to another” (p. 115). Kehrwald (2008) defi ned social presence as “an indi-
vidual’s ability to demonstrate his/her state of being in a virtual environment and so 
signal his/her availability for interpersonal transactions” (p. 94). Kehrwald suggested 
social presence is performative in nature with a development process that begins with the 
establishment of social presence and is maintained through learners’ “ongoing presence 
through visible activity” (p. 96). Garrison (2009) defi ned social presence as “the ability 
of participants to identify with the community (e.g., course of study), communicate 
 purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop inter-personal relationships by way 
of projecting their individual personalities” (p. 352). These are just a few of the dozens of 
defi nitions posed by social presence researchers in the past 40 years.

From the original defi nition of social presence, coined by Short and colleagues 
(1976), the concept has evolved immensely as researchers began to explore the dynamic 
interplay among online learning environments, CMC, and learner satisfaction. Begin-
ning with several early studies, social presence evolved and grew as a valuable concept 
in online and blended learning, and these studies paved the way for current and future 
research.

Early Studies: Importance of Emotion and Connectedness

The early studies of Gunawardena (1995), Gunawardena and Zittle (1997), Swan 
(2002), and Swan and Shih (2005), in particular, helped later social presence research-
ers understand the importance of emotion and connectedness for learners. In one of the 
fi rst studies to test the infl uence of social presence in distance education, Gunawardena 
(1995) demonstrated that social presence can be developed in CMC environments. In 
the fi rst study to measure the effects of social presence on learner satisfaction in a CMC 
environment, Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) showed results that indicated that social 
presence is a strong predictor of learner satisfaction in CMC environments.

Two other early studies conducted by Swan (2002) and Swan and Shih (2005) point 
to social presence as a key factor in learner satisfaction as well as perceived learning. In 
addition, the second study explains how students work to achieve social presence through 
verbal immediacy behaviors, including affective behaviors (paralanguage,  emotion, 
value, humor, and self-disclosure), cohesive behaviors (salutations, vocatives, group refer-
ences, social sharing, and course refl ection), and interactive behaviors (acknowledgment, 
 agreement–disagreement, approval, invitation, and personal advice).

Another early study by Biocca and colleagues (2003) called for clear delineation 
between social presence and the effects of social presence, claiming that most defi ni-
tions were too broad and vague. Kreijns, Kirschner, Jochems, and Van Buuren (2004) 
discussed barriers related to contemporary computer-supported collaborative learning 
(CSCL) and worked to refi ne three instruments: the Sociability Scale (a self-report ques-
tionnaire designed to measure the perceived sociability of a CSCL environment), the 
Social Presence Scale (another self-report questionnaire to measure the perceived degree 
of social presence in a CSCL environment), and the Social Space Scale (a two-part, 
self-report scale to measure the perceived quality of social space in distributed learning 
groups). These early studies laid the groundwork for a number of emerging models and 
frameworks.
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SOCIAL PRESENCE  13

Social Presence Models and Frameworks

Social presence studies today have largely been defi ned within the realm of the 
 Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2010). Since 
the development of the CoI framework, other models for understanding social pres-
ence in online learning environments have been developed, including the Social Presence 
Model  (Whiteside, 2007, 2015), the Social Connectedness Design framework (Slagter 
van Tryon & Bishop, 2009), and other models (Lin, Lin, & Laffey, 2008; Wei, Chen, & 
Kinshuk, 2012). This section addresses the origin of the CoI framework.

The Community of Inquiry Framework

Garrison and colleagues (2000) introduced the fi rst major framework for CMC in 
higher education: the CoI framework. Garrison and colleagues (2010) described how 
the framework emerged out of the context of computer conferencing in higher educa-
tion (i.e., text-based, asynchronous communication). Drawing on such scholarship 
as that of Gunawardena (1995), the initial study was concerned with social presence 
as it related to the other two presences: teaching and cognitive. Made up of three pres-
ences  (cognitive, teaching, and social), the CoI framework attempts to understand 
the  learning process for students in online learning environments and who use CMC 
(see Figure 2.1).  Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) suggested social presence 
interweaves with cognitive and teaching presence to form the “educational experience” 
(p. 88). While articles on the CoI framework tend to focus on learning and teaching 
processes, Rourke and Kanuka (2009) found that most articles lacked a focus on learn-
ing outcomes. In a review that focuses on learning as it has been investigated within 
the CoI framework, Rourke and Kanuka (2009) found 57 reports in which the CoI 
framework was the  primary focus.

Community of Inquiry

Social
presence

Setting
climate

Selecting
content

Teaching presence
(Structure/process)

Cognitive
presence

Supporting
discourse

Educational
experience

Figure 2.1. Community of Inquiry framework.
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14  INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PRESENCE IN ONLINE LEARNING

As the most prevalent and well-known of existing frameworks examining social 
 presence, the CoI framework has been the focus of many suggestions to improve 
upon it. In a review of the literature, Annand (2011) called for the comparison of 
the CoI framework with other learning models, a necessary directive in light of the 
CoI framework’s dominance in online education and pedagogy. Rourke and Kanuka 
(2009) contended that the CoI framework overstates the infl uence of social presence 
in online learning. Others, such as Shea and Bidjerano (2010), Arbaugh and col-
leagues (2008), Cleveland-Innes and Campbell (2012), and Anderson (2015), have 
suggested the opposite: The CoI framework could better address the emotional needs 
of learners.

For example, with a goal of developing a comprehensive model for understanding 
the benefi ts of online instruction, Shea and Bidjerano (2010) posited that social and 
teaching presence would affect students’ cognitive presence in a study of 2,418 students 
from 42 two- and four-year institutions. The results of the study called for a revision 
to the CoI framework that added learning presence (a factor that refers to learner self- 
effi cacy and self-regulation) as one of three factors (teaching, social, and learner) that 
affect cognitive presence in online learning environments. Studies such as this may be 
one of the necessary steps toward extending the CoI framework through deeper under-
standing of students and their needs.

Another study by Cleveland-Innes and Campbell (2012) suggested the addition of 
emotional presence to the CoI framework, defi ning said presence as the “outward expres-
sion of emotion, affect, and feeling by individuals and among individuals in a community 
of inquiry, as they relate to and interact with the learning technology, course content, stu-
dents, and the instructor” (p. 283). As with the calls for expansion by Shea and  Bidjerano 
(2010), this study by Cleveland-Innes and Campbell (2012) helps to expand the CoI 
framework, strengthening it through a greater understanding of  students’ emotional 
needs.

Further research has been done to provide evidence of the necessary roles of social 
presence in the CoI framework. Using a 34-item CoI survey instrument and adminis-
tering it at four institutions, Arbaugh and colleagues (2008) provided further evidence 
for the solidity of social presence as a construct. A principal components analysis of the 
data from 287 participants (43% response rate) supported the construct validity of the 
framework while suggesting expansion in the area of teaching presence, calling for two 
categories of teaching presence: course design and course organization.

Other studies following the guidelines set by the CoI framework have explored the 
mutuality of teaching and social presence. Caudle (2013), in a study on a hybrid com-
munity of practice composed of four mentor teachers with the researcher as facilitator, 
acknowledged the interconnectedness of the presences. Using a qualitative method of 
data collection and analyzing the results through descriptive coding followed by ana-
lytical coding, Caudle (2013) found that two dominant roles within teaching presence 
were facilitator (more social presence) and caretaker (more teaching presence) and stated, 
“These roles did not independently exist and often blended within a single situation” 
(p. 116). Likewise, in a study using quantitative analysis from two graduate courses, 
Lee (2014) related social and cognitive presence, suggesting that social presence directly 
affects cognitive presence. The higher the quality of social presence, the better the quality 
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SOCIAL PRESENCE  15

of cognitive presence, although social presence alone cannot ensure critical discourse in 
online learning.

The signifi cance of the CoI framework over the past decade is impressive. It could 
be argued that the CoI’s greatest contribution to the study of social presence lies within 
its own prolifi c and widespread following, which led to an outburst of research show-
casing the concept of social presence. Short and colleagues (1976) coined the term, but 
it was numerous early studies and the CoI framework that shifted the momentum for 
social presence research. In addition, the framework provided a necessary structure 
within which to view social presence and its impacts. The CoI framework is certainly 
the most dominant one referenced in studies on social presence, and it is regularly evalu-
ated, revised, and extended. As with any fi eld of inquiry, the more the concept of social 
presence (as well as its effects and means of attainment) is studied and reevaluated, the 
closer researchers and instructors will come to discovering the most effective pedagogical 
techniques for teaching online and blended courses.

It has been nearly 15 years since the origination of the CoI framework, which is 
addressed in Part Two and Part Three of this book. In that time frame, new and innova-
tive studies surrounding the fi eld of online learning and specifi cally social presence have 
arisen. Modifi cations and changes to the CoI framework and new models for understand-
ing social presence in online learning environments have been called for. As a response to 
this call, Whiteside (2007, 2015) offered the Social Presence Model.

The Social Presence Model

The Social Presence Model focuses on social presence as the predominant concept in 
understanding and learning to maximize learning in online and blended environments. 
Whiteside (2007, 2011, 2015) described a longitudinal study of a blended learning 
program that showcased the importance of social presence and unveiled the Social 
Presence Model and its fi ve key elements: affective association, community  cohesion, 
instructor involvement, interaction intensity, and knowledge and experience (see 
 Figure 2.2).

Whiteside (2015) likened social presence in an online learning experience to a “sym-
phony’s master conductor who synchronizes the instructor, students, norms, academic 
content, learning management system (LMS), media, tools, instructional strategies, and 

Affective
association

Knowledge
and

experience

Interaction
intensity

Social presence

Instructor
involvement

Community
cohesion

Figure 2.2. Social Presence Model.

9781620365083_Whiteside_Social Presence in Online Learning.indb   159781620365083_Whiteside_Social Presence in Online Learning.indb   15 6/8/2017   12:25:12 PM6/8/2017   12:25:12 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



16  INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PRESENCE IN ONLINE LEARNING

outcomes” (p. 11). Whiteside (2011) contended, “The [Social Presence] Model creates 
an awareness of the importance of creating critical connections and cultivating relation-
ships in learning communities, which can result in increased student motivation and 
elevated learning outcomes.” The Social Presence Model can serve as a powerful heuristic 
and framework for instructors and students, as well as an important tool for current and 
future research (Garrett Dikkers & Whiteside, 2008, 2013; Garrett Dikkers, Whiteside, 
& Lewis, 2013; Whiteside, 2007, 2011, 2015; Whiteside & Garrett Dikkers, 2009, 
2010, 2012, 2016; Whiteside, Garrett Dikkers, & Lewis, 2014a, 2014b, 2015; White-
side, Hughes, & McLeod, 2005).

In addition, Garrett Dikkers, Whiteside, and Lewis (2012) noted the Social Presence 
Model “provides a framework to establish increased social presence, or connectedness, 
among teachers and students for a more enriching educational experience” (p. 22). Over-
all, the Social Presence Model strives to encourage the development of social presence in 
online learning environments as a means of improving the overall learning experience, 
including the development of best practices and techniques for instructors.

In practice, the Social Presence Model has been applied and tested at both course and 
program levels, as well as in graduate-level, undergraduate-level, and K–12 learning envi-
ronments. The Social Presence Model emerged from research begun in July 2003 with 
K–12 school and district administrators participating in a hybrid certifi cate program at a 
large university in the Midwest in the United States (Whiteside, 2007, 2015; Whiteside 
& Garrett Dikkers, 2016; Whiteside et al., 2005). Next, authors explored three years of 
the same online course in human rights education (Garrett Dikkers & Whiteside, 2008; 
Whiteside & Garrett Dikkers, 2009, 2010, 2016). In recent years, these authors have been 
exploring social presence in a southeastern virtual school (Garrett Dikkers &  Whiteside, 
2013; Whiteside & Garrett Dikkers, 2012, 2016; Whiteside et al., 2014a, 2015) and a 
midwestern high school simultaneously running traditional and blended learning  programs 
(Whiteside et al., 2014b).

Overall, the Social Presence Model sees social presence as an essential literacy that can 
enhance the overall learning experience and can aid in developing successful, meaningful 
learning experiences (Garrett Dikkers & Whiteside, 2008, 2013; Whiteside, 2007, 2011, 
2015; Whiteside & Garrett Dikkers, 2009, 2010, 2012, 2016; Whiteside et al., 2014a, 
2014b, 2015). The Social Presence Model and the idea of social presence as a critical 
 literacy in teaching and learning is discussed in Part Four of this book.

Other Important Frameworks

Slagter van Tryon and Bishop’s (2009) Social Connectedness Design framework purports 
three strategies for overcoming problems with social connectedness in online learning 
environments: increased interactions, comprehensive technical support, and persistent 
follow-up. The goal of this framework is “to provide more guidance to online instructors 
about which e-mmediacy strategies should be used and when they are needed in order 
to facilitate the development of group social structure in technology-mediated learning 
environments” (Slagter van Tryon & Bishop, 2012, p. 349).

Similarly, Wei and colleagues (2012) broke the construct of social presence into 
three subconstructs: co-presence, intimacy, and immediacy. Two factors infl uence social 
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SOCIAL PRESENCE  17

presence, namely, user interface (perceptions about the ease and naturalness of the learn-
ing system) and social cues (perception of the richness of social cues in online classrooms). 
Specifi cally, Wei and colleagues detailed, “When a learning environment has a friendly 
user interface and rich media, learners can easily share social cues with each other. Verbal 
and non-verbal cues are very important resources for perceived social presence in online 
learning environments” (p. 539). These two factors are important predictors of social 
presence. From there, social presence is necessary for learners to feel comfortable interact-
ing with one another. These learning interactions, affected positively by social presence, 
have an effect on learner performance. In other words, the perception of a high degree of 
social presence will help learners engage in learning interactions, the results of which will 
enhance learners’ performance (Wei et al., 2012).

Other frameworks include a structural model developed by Lin and colleagues 
(2008), which characterized social ability based on four factors: social presence ( students), 
social presence (instructors), social navigation, and written communication skills. It is 
signifi cant that Lin and colleagues (2008) distinguished social presence (students) from 
social presence (instructors), isolating the social presence of instructors as a type of social 
presence, not as “teaching presence,” as it is labeled in the CoI framework. This is similar 
to the online learning environments of “instructor involvement” in Whiteside’s (2007, 
2011, 2015) Social Presence Model or Richardson and colleagues’ (2015) “instructor 
presence.”

The importance of frameworks is to provide guidance for present and future research, 
as well as provide structure and context for these studies. Working within a particular 
framework enables researchers to expand on previous studies in a systematic and pro-
gressive manner. The development of new frameworks investigating social presence is 
important to the fi eld because it expands researchers’, instructors’, course designers’, and 
students’ abilities to work within online learning environments in a meaningful way. 
Increased research into existing frameworks and the development of new and improved 
frameworks on social presence will strengthen online learning and help students gain the 
tools necessary for deep, meaningful learning experiences.

Measuring and Evaluating the Impact of Social Presence

The development of surveys and instruments to measure social presence both com-
plements and triangulates qualitative coding measures derived from frameworks and 
 models, and these tools represent an important step in uncovering more details about 
how to leverage social presence in educational contexts. Early measures include the Social 
Presence Indicators (Gunawardena, 1995), which is a collection of seventeen 5-point 
semantic differential scales, and the GlobalEd Questionnaire (Gunawardena & Zittle, 
1997), which consists of fourteen 5-point Likert scale items.

Social Presence Indicators Survey and GlobalEd Questionnaire

In an examination of two GlobalEd conferences in 1992 and 1993, researchers used the 
Social Presence Indicators survey to measure student reactions to CMC, with original 
results that indicated participants in the conference were able to create social presence 
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18  INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PRESENCE IN ONLINE LEARNING

through building online communities (Gunawardena, 1995). Also based on a GlobalEd 
conference in the fall of 1993, the GlobalEd Questionnaire (which includes the Social 
Presence Scale and the Satisfaction Scale) was developed by Gunawardena and  Zittle 
(1997) to “measure how effective social presence is as a predictor of overall learner 
 satisfaction in a computer conference environment” (p. 11).

Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire and Computer-Mediated 
Communication Questionnaire

Another early instrument, the Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire, was  developed 
by Tu (2002) to measure social presence in CMC environments. Revised from the 
 earlier Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire (Tu, 2002), the Computer- Mediated 
 Communication Questionnaire (CMCQ) consists of twenty-four 5-point Likert scale 
items and was administered to 210 graduate student participants with results that 
 supported the  theoretical framework underlying the survey. In other words, social con-
text, privacy, interactivity, and online communication were found to be valid aspects 
of social  presence. These instruments helped researchers and instructors broaden their 
understanding of social presence and its impact in online learning environments.

Social Presence Survey and Indicators

Swan and Shih’s (2005) exploration led to the development of a survey and a set of indi-
cators (affective, cohesive, and interactive) to begin to better understand social presence 
and how it manifests in online learning environments. Their early fi ndings suggest the 
importance of instructors in the process and the role of course design (Swan & Shih, 
2005).

Social Presence Scale and Student Readiness

Since these early instruments were developed, scales and instruments continue to emerge 
to measure the perceived degree of social presence (Kreijns, Kirschner, Jochems, & Van 
Buuren, 2011) and student readiness for online learning (Dray, Lowenthal, Miszkiewicz, 
Ruiz-Primo, & Marczynski, 2011).

The self-reporting Social Presence Scale developed by Kreijns and colleagues 
(2011) consisted of fi ve items that were used to derive a one-dimensional social pres-
ence measure. The scale showed high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .81) 
with results that showed a direct impact of sociability on social presence and showed 
the potential for this scale’s use in further research. Because the quality and ability to be 
sociable affects students’ social presence, it is necessary to perform further research to 
see how sociability can be heightened to achieve greater social presence in online learn-
ing  environments.

Dray and colleagues (2011) developed an instrument with two subscales to measure 
the combination of learner characteristics and technology capabilities that contribute 
to student readiness for online learning. Through a three-phase validation process, the 
survey was developed and reviewed by a team of experts, put through item analysis, and 
checked for reliability and validity through statistical analysis. The revised survey acts as 
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SOCIAL PRESENCE  19

a fi rst step for learners to evaluate their own readiness for online learning in order to help 
institutions improve their online course offerings.

Online Social Presence Questionnaire and Other Instruments

In an effort to identify affective factors associated with social presence in online learning 
environments and to confi rm their consistency, Sung and Mayer (2012) developed the 
Online Social Presence Questionnaire, the results of which revealed fi ve facets of social 
presence: social respect, social sharing, open mind, social identity, and intimacy. These 
fi ve facets represent the effects of social presence and can be used for designing future 
courses and online learning environments.

Additional studies have sought to understand the factors contributing to social pres-
ence. In a study by Kim (2011), an instrument was developed to fi nd the four factors that 
construct social presence: affective connectedness, mutual attention and support, sense 
of community, and open communication. Similar to the three elements proposed in the 
CoI framework (affective expression, open communication, and group cohesion), these 
factors attempt to explain how social presence works in an affective manner.

Some instruments have been developed to test the validity of the CoI framework, 
a necessary step because of the prominence of the framework. Arbaugh and colleagues 
(2008) developed a 34-item CoI framework survey instrument, which was tested and 
validated as a reliable measure of teaching, social, and cognitive presences. Yen and Tu 
(2008) developed and revised another instrument, the CMCQ, to measure online social 
presence through four factors (social context, privacy, interactivity, and online commu-
nication).

Many other instruments focus on the concept of student connectedness (Bolliger 
& Inan, 2012; Slagter van Tryon & Bishop, 2012). Bolliger and Inan (2012) set out to 
develop a survey instrument to measure student connectedness. The study confi rmed 
four factors attached to student connectedness: comfort, community, facilitation, and 
interaction and collaboration. The fi nal version of the survey instrument employed 25 
Likert scale items and had a reliability of α = .98. Slagter van Tryon and Bishop (2012) 
developed the Social Perceptions in Learning Contexts Instrument, which tests the valid-
ity of the Social Connectedness Design framework. Made up of three subscales (status 
assessment, norm development, and online learning environments differentiation), the 
instrument resulted in promising initial fi ndings, validating the three-construct instru-
ment, but because of limitations of sample size, follow-up technical validity studies are 
needed.

These surveys and instruments serve to help researchers and instructors understand 
the nature of social presence and student connectedness, as well as develop theories for 
best pedagogical practices. From surveys that validate frameworks (Arbaugh et al., 2008; 
Slagter van Tryon & Bishop, 2012) to surveys that work to gain more extensive knowl-
edge of the composition of social presence as a valid factor of online learning (Kim, 2011; 
Sung & Mayer 2012), instruments are an integral part of the research on social presence. 
With the help of instruments, improvements can be made to online learning environ-
ments and student learning through helping instructors and students assess their needs 
and practices.
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20  INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PRESENCE IN ONLINE LEARNING

Emerging Instructional Strategies for Cultivating Social Presence

It is clear that with the rise of online learning environments and instruments to measure 
social presence, there is also a need to change and develop pedagogies, instructional strat-
egies, and practices that correspond to the new needs of learners. Many researchers and 
instructors have modifi ed their teaching practices to allow for greater social presence and, 
hence, greater cognitive learning in the classroom. Social presence is mediated through 
cognitive absorption in order to infl uence learner satisfaction. In addition, interest in a 
course can positively affect social presence (Leong, 2011). These fi ndings lead to ques-
tions of how to pique interest in a course and how to ensure social presence will lead to 
cognitive absorption and, therefore, learner satisfaction. Key fi ndings include focusing 
on the instructor’s role, personalization, and feedback; creating community; engaging 
digital storytelling and fi gurative language; and evaluating those emerging instructional 
strategies.

Focusing on the Instructor’s Role, Personalization, and Feedback

Regardless of how the instructor attempts to achieve social presence in a course, “instruc-
tors play signifi cant roles in helping students understand and apply appropriate conduct 
and in guiding the course activities” (Arbaugh et al., 2008, p. 136). In an article on 
strategies for creating social presence in online learning environments, Aragon (2003) 
focused on three groups of individuals within three functions of online learning envi-
ronments, namely, course designers, instructors, and students. Social presence can be 
integrated into the actual course design through welcome messages; student profi les, 
audio and video communication; and collaborative learning activities, such as group 
assignments and projects. Instructors can also contribute to the development of social 
presence through prompt responses to e-mails, frequent feedback, and the use of humor 
and emoticons. Similar to instructors, students should be quick to respond and give feed-
back to peers. They should also be encouraged to share personal stories (Aragon, 2003; 
Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2010).

Creating Community

In an effort to understand the role of social identity as it pertains to social presence, 
Rogers and Lea (2005) discovered that in distributed group environments, social pres-
ence is “enabled through the emphasis on the shared social identity at the level of the 
collaborating group rather than the creation of interpersonal bonds between individual 
group members” (p. 156). This study demonstrates that social presence is not dependent 
on physical presence.

Engaging Digital Storytelling and Figurative Language

Digital storytelling is one method that instructors have used to try to engage their online 
students in an innovative way (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2010). Digital storytelling can be 
used to enhance social presence because these stories are “essentially personal expression 
with a purpose” (p. 72). These can be especially useful in helping faculty establish their 
social presence early on in an online course and can be used by students throughout the 

9781620365083_Whiteside_Social Presence in Online Learning.indb   209781620365083_Whiteside_Social Presence in Online Learning.indb   20 6/8/2017   12:25:12 PM6/8/2017   12:25:12 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



SOCIAL PRESENCE  21

course in a variety of ways, including as substitutes for written essays and as a means of 
teaching others about a concept.

A study by Delfi no and Manca (2007) focused on the use of fi gurative language as a 
means of increasing social presence in online learning environments. Although the results 
of the study showed the use of fi gurative language to be more of a personal response than 
a response to increased social presence, it was also observed that fi gurative language tends 
to be used when meaningful or critical events occur. In other words, fi gurative language 
serves individual needs for social expression and development of social presence.

Evaluating Emerging Strategies

Studies have also been performed to assess the trends and effectiveness of instructors’ 
teaching styles and techniques. Hughes, Ventura, and Dando (2007) surveyed a cohort 
of 460 undergraduate students, analyzing cohesive, affective, and interactive messages 
to better understand social presence coding. Having such information gives research-
ers a means to assess and build group socialization and social presence. In addition, the 
established coding template has the potential to help instructors assess student progress 
in courses. In the future, such a tool could even be used to monitor the trends and effec-
tiveness of teaching methods.

In examining the different teaching methods and ways that instructors have 
attempted to use their social presence, it is clear that establishing social presence in a 
course is not a simple task, but it is a rewarding one for instructors and learners alike.

Concluding Thoughts

The year 2016 marked the 40-year anniversary of the landmark work by Short and 
colleagues (1976). Since that time, social presence has seen dozens of defi nitions, several 
frameworks and measurement tools, and many innovative teaching strategies and peda-
gogies. Each helps move us closer to harnessing the full potential of social presence in 
blended and online learning environments. Examining the CoI framework (Garrison 
et al., 2000) against other frameworks, such as the Social Presence Model (Whiteside, 
2007, 2011, 2015), the Social Connectedness Design framework (Slagter van Tryon & 
Bishop, 2009), and others (Lin et al., 2008; Wei et al., 2012), helps researchers gain a 
more complete understanding of what social presence means in online learning environ-
ments.

Because social presence clearly affects learner satisfaction (Gunawardena & Zittle, 
1997; Rogers & Lea, 2005), the question remains how to best develop social presence 
within online learning environments. Frameworks such as the CoI and Social Presence 
Model have been used with instructors for positive results (Akyol, Vaughan, & Garrison, 
2011; Garrett Dikkers & Whiteside, 2013).

Although frameworks and models can help with course design and help build peda-
gogy for instructors, it is the practice of these theories that has the greatest impact on 
learners. Along these lines, it is important to study the difference between learning envi-
ronments (blended versus online) and delivery methods (asynchronous versus synchro-
nous) to determine which environment and delivery method are ideal for each particular 
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circumstance and learner. Chapters throughout this volume merge research, theory, and 
practice in efforts to move the fi eld of social presence forward through such study.

Chapter Review

• Social presence has emerged as a key factor in student satisfaction and success in 
online learning environments.

• The concept of social presence evolved as researchers began to explore the 
dynamic interplay among online learning environments, computer-mediated 
communication, and learner satisfaction.

• From surveys that validate frameworks to surveys that work to gain more extensive 
knowledge of the composition of social presence as a valid factor of online learning, 
instruments are an integral part of the research on social presence. With the help 
of instruments, improvements can be made to online learning environments and 
student learning through helping instructors and students assess their needs and 
practices.

• As with any fi eld of inquiry, the more the concept of social presence (as well as its 
effects and means of attainment) is studied and reevaluated, the closer researchers 
and instructors will come to discovering the most effective pedagogical techniques 
for teaching online and blended courses.

• Although frameworks and models can help with course design and help build 
pedagogy for instructors, it is the practice of these theories that has the greatest 
impact on learners. Along these lines, it is important to study the difference 
between learning environments (blended versus online) and delivery methods 
(asynchronous versus synchronous) to determine which environment and delivery 
method is ideal for each particular circumstance and learner.
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