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Abstract: San Diego State University’s Course Design Institute (CDI) provides a 
semester-long opportunity for faculty to design and prepare to teach their first online 
courses. Guided by the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model and the California State 
University Quality Online Learning and Teaching (QOLT) principles, participants work 
together to produce, and teach, quality online courses. This analysis examined results 
achieved by CDI faculty graduates, as measured by CoI-related criteria and provided by 
students who completed successive iterations of CDI-developed courses. Findings 
suggest, on average, high levels of teaching, social and cognitive presence in each of the 
first three online course presentations post-CDI involvement. Additionally, this study 
discusses variability in CoI element mean ratings over time, and the lack of interaction 
between CoI elements and student online learning experience levels.  

 
 
  



	

	

Introduction 
 

The Course Design Institute (CDI) is a faculty development initiative led by Instructional Technology 
Services (ITS) at San Diego State University (SDSU). Through the CDI, faculty members learn how to design fully 
online versions of high-enrollment or high-impact “bottleneck” courses previously offered only in the traditional 
classroom. During the course of the semester-long CDI program, faculty engage weekly in a Professional Learning 
Community (PLC) with ITS Faculty Fellows who themselves are successful online instructors, ITS staff experts, 
interdisciplinary peers, and campus partners. The PLC studies online learning and teaching, and works to implement 
effective practice in the design and implementation of online courses.  

The CDI places special emphasis on the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model and its three elements: social 
presence, teaching presence and cognitive presence (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). In addition, the course 
design process is guided by California State University’s (2016) Quality Online Learning and Teaching (QOLT) 
research-based principles.   

To gauge results and identify opportunities for optimizing the institute, ITS staff have asked participating 
faculty to have their students rate the online course design and their instructor’s performance using a survey framed 
by the three CoI elements at the end of each semester. This study analyzes seven years of student ratings across 
multiple iterations of online courses, and inclusive of diverse disciplines.  

 
 
Background 
 

The number of online courses continues to grow within institutions of higher education. A 2014 Online 
Learning Consortium survey of over 2,500 United States universities and colleges found 70.8% of academic leaders 
reporting that online learning is critical to their institution’s long term strategy.  This compares to just 48.8% in 2002 
(Allen & Seaman, 2015). The widespread adoption of online courses is not without apprehension, however. The 
Online Learning Consortium’s survey also found that only 28.0% of academic institutions report that their faculty 
members accept the “value and legitimacy of online education.” This apprehension is reinforced by a complement of 
studies suggesting that students in online courses do not always perform as successfully as students enrolled in 
traditional face-to-face courses (Allen & Seaman, 2015; Layne, Boston & Ice, 2013; Marshall, Greenberg & 
Machun, 2012; Maye, 2015).  Completion rates are one important difference. 

Xu and Jaggars (2011), for example, compared completion rates in face-to-face, hybrid and traditional 
courses over five years in Washington State Community and Technical Colleges. After controlling for student and 
course-level information, the authors concluded “while students were equally likely to succeed in hybrid courses, 
students were more likely to fail or withdraw from online courses than from face-to-face courses” (p. 18).  Further, 
“students who took online coursework in early terms were slightly but significantly more likely to drop out of school 
in subsequent terms; ever-online students who took a higher proportion of their coursework online were also 
significantly less likely than other ever-online students to eventually earn an educational award or transfer to a four-
year school” (p. 19).  Comparing one online and one face-to-face course, Harris and Parrish (2006) noted a 
significant difference between the learning outcomes.  The authors also observed that the in-class students received 
significantly higher grades and had a lower dropout rate.  Carr (2008) estimates the online course dropout rate to be 
10–20% higher than that of the traditional classroom. 

While studies indicate that the general public, along with both university faculty and administrators, remain 
concerned about compromised quality in online learning (Hopewell, 2012; Verene, 2013; Windes & Lesht, 2014), 
institutions continue to increase their online course offerings. There are multiple and diverse forces that drive these 
decisions.  For example, rising higher education costs and impacted budgets, combined with improved technological 
innovation and capability, have created a growing demand for fully online courses at SDSU. In order to meet this 
increased demand, while continuing to provide the high quality instruction established in campus-based courses, the 
university’s leadership acknowledged that faculty needed to increase their skills in developing and teaching online 
courses.  Thus, faculty development became both a priority, and an initial step in ensuring a transition to quality 
online instruction.  
	
 
 
 



	

	

Addressing Elements of Online Course Quality through Faculty Development 
 

With long-term strategy increasingly reliant upon growing amounts of online learning experiences, 
addressing the quality of online learning experiences becomes paramount.  That necessarily begins with the faculty 
responsible for course design and teaching.  LoBasso (2013) suggests that faculty come to their first online course 
assignments with a range of teacher training and experience. Yet, their repertoire of teaching practices is generally 
based on strategies and approaches that approximate how they were taught (Lane, 2013).  At the conclusion of the 
first online teaching experience, Kukulska-Hulme (2012) found that faculty often express the need to change some 
of their established teaching practices that were more successful when employed as face-to-face classroom 
strategies.   

The time-intensive nature of online teaching is one area where faculty, new to online teaching, may 
underestimate requirements to successfully present their courses.  In a 2014 study, Freeman (2015) surveyed 68 
online instructors from three universities, across eight disciplines.  Responses indicate that 69% of online teaching 
faculty surveyed believed that it took “much more” or “more” time to present an online class for the initial offering. 
However, by the third iteration, only 25% of survey respondents indicated the same belief.  Freeman believes that 
this represents some type of “learning curve” through which new online instructors must progress.  Freeman also 
found that the most time-consuming tasks for online teaching, relative to face-to-face courses, are instructor-student 
interaction and grading and assessment. Such time investments were found to persist, even after teaching the course 
three times.  

Technology aptitude also moderates the time investment a new online instructor must make.  Ultimately, 
technology aptitude also contributes to course quality in many ways—including course appearance, troubleshooting 
for students, and general presentation of both formal and informal teaching and communication efforts.  While 
technology skills are initial barriers to both online teaching and learning, Benson and Ward (2013) assert that for 
professional development to encourage transformational change, it must “focus on how technology applications, 
new pedagogies and content knowledge are interwoven” (as cited in Kidder, 2015, p. 78). 

 
 

Establishing the Course Design Institute 
 
Recognizing the need not only for increased access to courses via technology, but also the importance of 

online course quality, SDSU’s Academic Affairs office began a strategic initiative to offer high-quality online 
courses during the Summer Session. ITS and other campus partners conceptualized a faculty development program 
to emphasize the design and teaching of engaging, high-quality online courses. The initiative took the form of the 
Course Design Institute (CDI).  Other authors have established the benefits of professional learning communities 
(PLCs; for example, DuFour, 2004), and in particular PLCs for higher education faculty (for example, Revale & 
Weaver, 2015).  

Since the CDI’s establishment in 2008, 102 face-to-face courses have been redesigned for online delivery, 
with 95 faculty completing the program.  The CDI initiative seeks to: 

• improve student learning outcomes through high quality curriculum design; 
• address physical learning space constraints;  
• increase access to GE as well as high-demand lower-division and upper-division major courses to 

improve retention, time-to-degree completion, and four-year graduation rates;  
• enhance faculty proficiency using instructional technology; and 
• provide a generation of “digital natives” and busy adults with a choice of instructional modality 

including more flexible and convenient course scheduling options. 
Between 2008 and 2014, these courses have collectively enrolled 14,172 students (Frazee, Denman & Laumakis, 
2014). 

 
 

Community of Inquiry and QOLT Underpinnings of CDI 
 

 To improve the success of the CDI and the ultimate performance of faculty members who deliver online 
courses, the ITS leadership leveraged the CoI framework designed by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000). This 
framework has been widely used and adopted for studies of online learning (deNoyelles, Mannheimer Zydney, & 
Chen, 2014; Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Shea et al., 2012).  Grounded in the work of John Dewey, authors have 



	

	

observed that the CoI framework is consistent with constructivist strategies currently applied in higher education.  
Since its introduction, Garrison and Arbaugh (2007) suggest that “this framework has resonated with the online 
learning community and provided insights and methodology for studying online learning” (p. 157).  Szeto (2015) 
observes that “little research has been conducted to operationalise the CoI framework as an instructional approach 
for designing courses to be conducted in an online learning context” (p. 192). 
 The CoI framework consists of three core elements: teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive 
presence. Each element is described in the following table (Tab. 1). 
 

CoI Element Description 
Teaching Presence  
 

Refers to how educators design their courses, facilitate discussion, and provide 
instruction. Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) outline three categories of 
teaching presence: instructional management, building understanding, and direct 
instruction. Instructional management involves setting parameters and guidelines 
for course curriculum, including core organizational components such as course 
schedule and method of assessment. Building understanding is the necessity for 
the teacher to develop an environment through active intervention in which all 
participants are comfortable sharing and participating. Direct instruction refers to 
the core act of presenting content and facilitating discussion. The three 
components of teaching presence comprise all of the teacher’s interactions with 
students, and are central to establishing a community of inquiry. 
 

Social Presence Refers to an environment where peer-to-peer and peer-to-instructor relationships 
develop between professors and students in a mutually respectful manner 
(Denman, 2012). The three categories of social presence, as defined by Garrison, 
Anderson, and Archer (2000), are emotional expression, open communication, and 
group cohesion. These three components of social presence are crucial for task 
motivation and persistence, and therefore essential to the success of a CoI.  
 

Cognitive Presence Refers to the ability of students to understand the course content through critical 
thinking, reflection, and discourse. Cognitive presence focuses on the process of 
higher-level critical thinking rather than on specific course objectives. Cognitive 
presence is observed as a process throughout the course as well as a resulting 
increase in critical inquiry abilities (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001). 
 

 
Table 1: Community of Inquiry Elements (Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, 2000) 

 
Describing the CoI elements, Szeto (2015) asserts that the ”quality of the educational experience is 

conceptualized at the intersecting centre of the teaching, social and cognitive presences of the CoI framework. The 
focus is on the attainment of deeper levels of meaningful learning through constructivist-oriented instruction” (p. 
192). Garrison and Anderson (2003) believe that “cognitive processes and outcomes are at the core of the 
transactions. Social presence and even teaching presence are, in most respects, facilitators of the learning process” 
(p. 55). 

Attending to the types of online learning described within the CoI framework, SDSU’s CDI is designed to 
help faculty apply the pedagogical and technological approaches to online course development recommended by the 
Quality Online Learning and Teaching (QOLT, California State University, n.d.) rubric.  The CDI leadership 
immediately recognized the synergy between the CoI model and the QOLT researched-derived principles (for 
example, Chickering & Garrison, 1999).  QOLT principles are addressed with, and practiced and applied by, CDI 
participants as they design and develop their online courses.  Table 2 highlights each QOLT principle, while 
aligning it with the corresponding CoI element or elements (Tab. 2). 	

 
  



	

	

 
QOLT Principles Description Corresponding  

CoI Element(s) 
1. Course Overview and 

Introduction 
Instructor gives a thorough description of the course, as 
well as introducing students to the course protocol and 
expectations.  
 

Cognitive Presence 
Teaching Presence 

 

2. Assessment and 
Evaluation of Student 
Learning 

Student Evaluation and Assessment refers to the process 
used to gather evidence of the achievement of the Student 
Learning Objectives/Outcomes (SLOs).  
 

Cognitive Presence 
Teaching Presence 

 

3. Instructional 
Materials and 
Resources Utilized 

Addresses the variety of materials and material formats the 
instructor has chosen to present course content and enable 
students to meet relevant learning outcomes and, when 
possible, the affordability of chosen course materials. 
  

Teaching Presence 
 

4. Student Interaction 
and Community 

Addresses (1) the opportunities students have to interact 
with the content, their peers, and their instructor, and (2) 
how well the course design encourages students to become 
active learners and contribute to the online course 
community.  
 

Cognitive Presence 
Social Presence 

 

5. Facilitation and 
Instruction 

Addresses how well the instructor facilitates the course, 
communicates with students, engages students to be active 
learners, and reinforces the development of a sense of 
community among course participants.  
 

Cognitive Presence 
Social Presence 

Teaching Presence 
 

6. Technology for 
Teaching and 
Learning 

Addresses how well the instructor utilizes technology to 
effectively deliver course content, engage students in 
learning activities (individual, student-to-student, and 
instructor-to-student), and allow students to express 
themselves or demonstrate learning.  
 

Social Presence 
Teaching Presence 

 

7. Learner Support and 
Resources 

Addresses the program, academic, and/or technical 
resources available to learners. Though instructors may not 
play the direct support role, they should be aware of 
potential issues and promote what is available to support 
students.  
 

Teaching Presence 
 

8. Accessibility and 
Universal Design 

Addresses the course’s adherence to accessibility and 
universal design principles that are critical to some 
learners but that benefit all learners.  
 

Cognitive Presence 
Teaching Presence 

9. Course Summary and 
Wrap-Up 

Addresses the opportunities students are given to 
summarize the semester, establish the connection between 
this course and other courses, and prepare to start the next 
phase of their program/progress.  
 

Cognitive Presence 
Teaching Presence 

 

10. Mobile Platform 
Readiness  

Addresses the accessibility of course content on mobile 
devices (phones & tablets).  
 

Cognitive Presence 

 
Table 2: QOLT Course Design Principles (California State University, n.d.) aligned to CoI Elements 

 



	

	

The QOLT principles further describe the specific ingredients of online learning experiences that result in 
teaching, social or cognitive presence.  Thus, CDI leadership is able to attend to the “nuts and bolts” of building a 
successful online course through QOLT, while also emphasizing how community stems from quality design and 
supports successful online course outcomes.  The ultimate goal is for CDI participants to design and implement a 
quality learning experience through deliberate attention to each of the three CoI elements. 
 
 
Research Questions 
 

This study used student survey responses to determine the extent to which each of the CoI elements 
(teaching presence, social presence and cognitive presence) was observed in courses developed by CDI-trained 
faculty. Our focus was purposely placed upon the student experience and limited to online course outcomes, rather 
than measurements of faculty performance prior to, and following, CDI.  Our interest was in assessing the quality of 
online courses, as measured by the student experience and framed by the CoI elements. 

 
The guiding research questions were: 

 
1. How do students describe their online course experience specific to teaching presence, social presence 

and cognitive presence as measured by the CoI instrument? 

2. Do ratings in each of the three CoI elements differ between experienced and inexperienced online 
learners? 

3. For a given course and instructor, do student CoI ratings for each of the three dimensions change over 
successive iterations of the course? 

 
 
Method 
  

Since the CDI was established in 2008, professors have been asked to voluntarily participate in collecting 
course outcome data using a survey that provides for ratings of each of the three CoI elements.  These survey 
questions are extracted from the CoI Survey (Arbaugh, 2007; Swan et al., 2008).  With the participation of online 
students in four universities within Canada and the United States, these authors validated the CoI Survey instrument 
using confirmatory factor analysis to verify the sub-clustering of the three elements within the CoI model.  Results 
from this effort yielded Cronbach’s Alpha “internal consistencies of 0.94 for Teaching Presence, 0.91 for Social 
Presence, and 0.95 for Cognitive Presence” (Swan et al., 2008, p. 8).   
 The CDI version of the survey leverages the 34 CoI Survey questions, with 13 questions addressing 
teaching presence, 9 questions addressing social presence, and 12 questions addressing cognitive presence. 
Respondents answer each question using a five-point Likert scale rating that ranges from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). In addition, the CDI Survey instrument included demographic questions.  Here, queries included 
(a) the course and course number in which the student enrolled; (b) the respondent’s overall rating of the course and 
the instructor; and (c) the number, if any, of online courses the respondent had taken in the past.  Faculty members 
teaching the online courses provide students with an invitation to participate via email at the end of each semester.  
Thus, our sample was opportunistic with students making the choice whether to participate.  The survey was, and 
continues to be, administered online using SurveyMonkey.   
 
 
The Resulting Sample and Analysis Effort 
 
 This analysis employed the existing dataset of survey results collected between 2008 and 2015. The 
dataset’s composition and the analysis procedures were reviewed and approved by the lead author’s institutional 
review board. It included 1,616 student responses from a total of 75 individual course offerings. Framed by our 
research questions, we focused our analysis on courses in which surveys were administered for at least three 
semesters with the same instructor. As a result, our analyzed dataset included a total of 43 online courses 



	

	

representing 35 unique courses. The total number of individual student responses was 751.  The resulting dataset 
was analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).   
 The final sample represented students engaging in online courses from the following disciplines: 
Communications, Criminal Justice, English, Geology, Journalism and Media Studies, Nutrition, Philosophy, 
Psychology and Women’s Studies.  The majority of respondents (79.3%) were aged 26 or under.  Another 11.5% 
were between 27-31 years of age.  The reminder were ages 32 and above.  The rated course was the first online 
learning experience for roughly one-quarter of the respondents (26.2%).  Among those with online learning 
experience, 19.4% had previously completed one online course, 14.7% had completed two online courses and 39.7% 
had completed three or more online courses. 
 Our initial analysis effort investigated the reliability of the three CoI-based scales.  Cronbach Alpha values 
here slightly exceeded to those reported by the instrument developers in the original validation study:  0.96 for 
Teaching Presence, 0.95 for Social Presence, and 0.97 for Cognitive Presence. 

With internal consistency of the scales confirmed by our sample, we proceeded with descriptive analysis of 
key survey questions and composite scales that represented each of the three CoI elements.  Inferential analysis was 
then conducted based on course iteration and online learning experience.  An alpha level of .05 was used for all 
statistical tests. 
 
 
Results 
 

In this section, we describe student ratings of CDI-developed courses across each of the three CoI 
dimensions. We then examine CoI ratings over time by comparing student ratings on the three dimensions for the 
first, second and third course iterations. 
 
 
Community of Inquiry Ratings by Element 
 

Our initial analysis produced descriptive statistics for each of the three CoI dimensions.  The following 
table (Tab. 3) presents the mean and standard deviation for each dimension. Results were derived from the full 
sample of responding students, which includes students who completed a course on its first, second or third iteration. 

 
 

Dimension Mean SD Minimum Maximum 

Teaching Presence 4.21 .80 1 5 

Social Presence 3.88 .92 1 5 

Cognitive Presence 4.03 .84 1 5 
 

Table 3: Overall Community of Inquiry Ratings, by Dimension (n = 751) 
 

Overall, means for each of the three areas plotted above the mid-point, and clustered around the fourth 
point of the five-point scale. Teaching presence received the highest ratings, followed by cognitive and social 
presence, respectively. Standard deviations varied little among the three dimensions. This indicates similar amounts 
of agreement between student respondents, regardless of the dimension rated. 
 
 
Potential Differences Based Upon Online Learning Experience 
 

In addition, the mean ratings for each dimension were examined based on the respondents’ experience with 
online learning. Respondents who had completed no online courses prior to the course at hand (n = 196) were 
compared to those who had completed at least one online course (n = 552) prior to the CDI-related course (Tab. 4). 



	

	

A t-test for independent groups revealed no significant differences in mean ratings based upon online learning 
experience for any of the three CoI dimensions. 

 

Dimension 

No Online Learning 
Experience 

At Least One Online 
Course Experience 

t p 

 

Mean SD Mean SD 95% CI 

Teaching Presence 4.28 .71 4.18 .82 1.51 .130 [-.029, .230] 

Social Presence 3.91 .89 3.87 .92 .523 .601 [-.108, .187] 

Cognitive Presence 4.03 .78 4.03 .85 .462 .961 [-.133, .140] 
 

Table 4: Overall Community of Inquiry Ratings, by Dimension (n = 751) 
 
 
Comparison of Community of Inquiry Ratings Over Time 
 

We were curious about whether CoI dimension ratings would change following the instructor’s first 
implementation of an online course after CDI. We calculated mean scores for each CoI dimension for the first, 
second, and third iteration of each course’s offering with the same instructor. The following table (Tab. 5) presents 
aggregated results of this analysis.	
 
 

Dimension Iteration 1 
(n = 275) 

Iteration 2 
(n = 212) 

Iteration 3 
(n =264) 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Teaching Presence 4.24 .75 4.35 .76 4.07 .86 

Social Presence 3.82 .95 4.00 .87 3.84 .92 

Cognitive Presence 3.99 .80 4.18 .79 3.96 .90 
 

Table 5: Community of Inquiry Ratings Over Time, by Dimension 
 

Mean ratings for each of the three dimensions followed the same pattern. Initial ratings were surpassed by 
ratings achieved from the second course iteration. For two dimensions (teaching presence and cognitive presence), 
ratings from the third course iteration dropped below both the first and second mean rating. In the case of social 
presence, the third iteration mean was .02 points above the first iteration. 
 
Figure 1 (Fig. 1) provides a graphical representation of CoI ratings for each dimension over time. 
  



	

	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Community of Inquiry Ratings Mean Ratings over Time, by Dimension (n=751) 
 
 An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted to determine significant differences among the mean 
scores over time. For teaching presence, a one-way ANOVA determined statistically significant differences between 
groups (F(2,748) = 7.15, p = .001. A Bonferroni post-hoc test revealed that the mean ratings between the third 
course iteration and both the first (p = .04) and second course iterations (p = .001) were significantly different. There 
were no statistically significant differences between the first and second iteration means (p = .452). 

Mean differences between first and second, second and third, and first and third iterations did not differ 
significantly for social presence.   

Statistically significant differences were also noted for the cognitive presence dimension. A one-way 
ANOVA revealed statistically significant differences between groups, F(2,746) = 4.90, p = .008. Here, the 
differences between the second course iteration mean and both the first (p = .03) and third (p = .011) iterations were 
noted. No significant differences existed between the first and third iteration means (p = 1.00). 
 
 
Overall Course Ratings 
 

Two additional survey questions asked respondents to use the same five-point Likert scale to indicate their 
overall satisfaction with the course, and their overall satisfaction with the instructor. Mean ratings for these items 
varied by course iteration and followed the same general pattern for CoI mean scores for teaching and cognitive 
presence. The following table (Tab. 6) presents scores for each rating over the three iterations. 
 
 

Item Iteration 1 
(n = 275) 

Iteration 2 
(n = 212) 

Iteration 3 
(n = 264) 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Overall, I was satisfied with 
the course. 

4.28 .93 4.45 .86 4.15 1.04 

Overall, I was satisfied with 
the instructor. 

4.41 .92 4.51 .85 4.20 1.03 

 
Table 6: Overall Course and Instructor Ratings Over Time 
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Discussion 
 

This study analyzed CoI ratings assigned by students to online courses taught by professors who had 
completed San Diego State University’s CDI. Mean ratings were relatively high for each of the three CoI elements. 
Over time, the ratings across the three CoI dimensions followed the same pattern: the means rose after the first 
iteration, and then regressed on the third iteration. In this section, we discuss the results and offer potential 
implications for preparing faculty to successfully teach online courses. 
 
 
Overall High Scores 
 

Most instructors enter CDI with no experience teaching online courses. While the self-selection 
participation model would suggest these instructors are motivated, success in the online teaching environment is far 
from guaranteed. Over the 16-week CDI experience including hands-on course building sessions, instructors learn 
about successful online learning and course design, and work to build the courses they will teach. 

As instructors emerged from CDI and presented their first online courses, we observed that mean scores 
across each of the CoI dimensions were, on average, relatively high on the five-point scale. This suggests some 
amount of CDI program impact. Additionally, while the mean scores did vary over time, they generally remained 
high over three iterations of the newly designed online courses. These findings point to CDI faculty graduates who 
succeed as online instructors, as measured by student ratings across each of the CoI elements. 

The benefits derived from a successful initial experience with online teaching should not be 
underestimated. Systematically preparing instructors for their assignments as online instructors, which includes 
building skills in course design and facilitation, provides a firm foundation for success. The CDI initiative has 
eliminated some of the trial and error that comes with the more traditional approach to entering online teaching, 
which is being assigned a course to teach and getting access to a course shell in the institution’s learning 
management system. The CDI experience provides initial, successful forays into online learning, which increases the 
likelihood of a faculty member’s future investments in online course endeavors. 

Despite the overall high scores, a closer focus revealed, on average, a modest reduction in each mean score 
on the third implementation of the course. The initial increase following the second course implementation suggests 
that faculty are successfully utilizing the skills learned in CDI. However, by the third iteration, there is a decline in 
scores for each of the three categories. This may indicate a need for a reiteration of the support material and, 
perhaps, increased incentives to hold instructors to the effective practices emphasized during the CDI.  

This finding was anticipated by ITS, which now offers supplemental support and incentives with the ITS 
Blended & Online Learning and Teaching (BOLT) program. BOLT provides continued consultation to SDSU 
faculty to improve their online or blended course, including self and peer reviews, as well as consultation with ITS 
staff and faculty fellows. Future plans include incentivizing former CDI participants with a $500 stipend to 
participate in BOLT two years after CDI, which allows participants to refresh their knowledge and share their CDI 
training with other faculty participating in the BOLT program. 
 
 
Differences in Student Ratings Based Upon Online Learning Experience  
 

In our analysis of CoI mean ratings, it was also interesting to find no significant differences when 
experienced online learner respondents were compared to their inexperienced peers. We interpret this finding as 
further evidence of the more general success described above, which new online instructors achieve during their 
initial course offerings. It suggests that the designed courses are effective in supporting the novice online learner in 
his or her first online learning experience, and also accommodate more experienced online learners.  
 
 
Teaching Presence at the Forefront 
 

Of the three CoI elements, “Teaching Presence” was the highest rated, on average, by respondents. This 
element eclipsed the other two elements in each of the three course iterations. This was not a surprise to the authors, 



	

	

and directly reflects the CDI curriculum and its primary emphasis on elements of good teaching. Ultimately, a 
successful course begins with good decisions about design and organization, and the competency and intent to 
facilitate discourse.   

These emphases are core to the teaching presence element, and to the preparation and coaching instructors 
receive through CDI. Instructors were readily able to deliver in this area, as evidenced by the highest ratings among 
the three CoI elements. However, it was also here that we observed the greatest variance between the first and third 
course iterations. This may reflect the basic reality that teaching is challenging work, typically requiring a 
considerable amount of dedicated time to do well, and often greater amounts of time when executing a fully online 
course. Furthermore, the observed variance, particularly the slight decline between the second and third offering of 
the course, may also be explained by the iterative nature of course development. Faculty may identify and 
implement changes to the course after the first offering that, in theory, are designed to improve the student learning 
experience. Yet, these changes in practice may lead to diminishing returns, ultimately leading to a slight regression 
in the third year as faculty begin to establish an equilibrium between student satisfaction and workload. 
 
 
Cognitive and Social Presence 
 

For both “Cognitive Presence” and “Social Presence,” we observe a larger, initial rise in mean scores 
between the first and second offering of the class relative to “Teaching Presence,” even while total scores remain 
lower. This was also an anticipated result. These two elements are highly difficult concepts to master. Building these 
capacities in faculty may be limited by a professor’s desire and ability to implement critical inquiry and social 
interaction in the online classroom.  

Cognitive presence is the element that is facilitated through both teaching and social presence (Garrison & 
Cleveland-Innes, 2005), but we suggest that in may vary less between face-to-face instruction and the online 
environment, relative to the teaching and social presence elements. For example, if a faculty member’s teaching 
style in the classroom supports the type of inquiry-oriented model designed to build critical thinking skills in 
students, the instructor is may be more likely to pursue an online learning experience demonstrating the same 
higher-order thinking skills. Conversely, if the faculty member does not typically teach using this model in a face-to-
face environment, it is less likely that faculty will conceptualize experiences that contribute to critical inquiry in an 
online modality. 

There was a slight variance in social presence between each course iteration. Faculty teaching styles and 
the perception of the role that the instructor plays in an online class can also impact social presence and the level of 
student-to-student and student-to-faculty engagement. Furthermore, the size of the class may contribute to faculty 
using different online strategies or even limiting student interaction, as faculty desire to strike a balance between 
exhibiting social presence and preserving the overall time spent administering the course.  This is an opportunity for 
further analysis. 

Given this information, the larger initial rise in mean scores suggests that the skills and abilities in these 
two areas are best mastered by gaining experience as an online instructor. While preparatory training and practice 
can contribute to successful online teaching, there is no substitute for hands-on online teaching experience in which 
faculty can learn what works well and what could be improved. The fact that the initial scores were still high 
suggests to the authors that faculty were well-prepared to teach online after CDI participation, but that it was 
preparation in combination with the first real-time experience that helped hone their skills. 
 
 
Improving Over Time Versus the Realities of Online Instruction 
 

The findings related to CoI mean ratings and their shifts over time proved interesting.  We were intrigued 
by the fact that, with only one exception, the three elements followed the same progression over time. 

This finding may reflect the basic realities of online teaching. The CDI preparation allows new online 
instructors to achieve initial success across each of the three elements.  The instructors’ first forays into online 
teaching naturally result in the identification of areas in which they can improve. Bolstered by the tools and supports 
CDI provides, they work to improve and adjust by the second iteration of the course. This aligns with Kukulska-
Hulme’s (2012) findings that suggest new online instructors identify the need to change their traditional teaching 
practices following their first online teaching experiences. It may also be at this point that the temporal realities of 
teaching a fully online class begin to influence the instructors’ performance. 



	

	

Published studies elaborate the amount of time it takes an instructor to successfully execute an online 
learning experience for students over any given semester (Freeman, 2015; Hislop & Ellis, 2004; Visser, 2000; 
Worley & Tesdell, 2009). While the majority of CDI graduates become motivated to implement the class they built, 
over time that motivation may wane to a degree. We believe the progression of ratings revealed in this study may 
reflect these phenomena. This observation also intersects with Freeman’s (2015) suggestion of a learning curve over 
the first three iterations of an online course—“in other words, the amount of time before you are comfortable as an 
instructor” (“Learning Curves,” para. 32).  The authors also acknowledge that, while consistent in their combined 
trajectory, the differences in scores over time are, from a practical standpoint, relatively small. Further research 
should address the practical significance of the observed differences.  
 
 
Limitations of the Research and Opportunities for Future Inquiry 
 

While the findings reported here provide evidence of successful implementation of the CoI elements by 
CDI-prepared instructors, the limitations of the research must be acknowledged. First, the study lacks a baseline 
measure that would ideally be recorded prior to the instructor’s participation in the CDI intervention.  We 
acknowledge and accept this limitation on the basis that CDI engages instructors who possess no online teaching 
experience. Thus, establishing a comparable CoI baseline specific to online teaching would not be possible.  

Second, the responding sample of students is opportunistic. Students were asked by their professors to 
anonymously complete the CoI survey, meaning that participation was not required nor confirmed.  This may have 
resulted in response bias in the sample obtained. Additionally, the results presented here may not be generalizable to 
the larger population of students across all SDSU online courses. 

Finally, while we were able to examine student ratings of three iterations of each course, our dataset was 
significantly reduced beyond that point. Therefore, we have no evidence to describe the trajectory of CoI mean 
scores beyond the third iteration. The researchers continue to collect scores using the CoI survey, which will provide 
an opportunity for future research.   
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