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Abstract: This paper will address the "PICCA" Model, designed by the author, for online 

instructors in higher education settings who strive to continually improve learning experiences in 

the virtual classroom (Cicco, 2016). The letters in "PICCA" correspond to key strategies for 

creating collaborative and healthy online classroom environments, conducive to students' academic 

success and satisfaction. Each of these strategies, including presence, interaction, clarity, 

consistency, and availability, provide a behavioral and sociological framework for instructors and 

students to help them remain focused on communicating, exchanging constructive feedback, and 

valuing a diversity of learning experiences within the online course context. The foundations of this 

model rely on faculty instructors to integrate appropriate levels of structure that facilitate the 

development of a working and engaging faculty-student rapport. "PICCA" provides faculty and 

students with tips for success (Cicco, 2016).   

 

 

The Origins of “PICCA” 
 

Introduction 

 

The “PICCA” Model emerged as the result of ongoing evaluations of online coursework conducted by a 

counselor educator charged with converting a series of traditional, face-to-face graduate counseling courses to the 

online modality. This educator, with a research background in both learning styles and online counseling instruction, 

was especially concerned with instructor and student accountability in online courses. She sought a systematic 

method for rating online pedagogical and learning strategies as best practices, recommended for both academic 

success and overall course satisfaction. Having taught a series of online counseling courses in strictly online 

formats, rich information was available to her through self-reflection and student evaluation forms. The data 

provided by such feedback laid the groundwork for the establishment of “PICCA.” The origins of “PICCA” are also 

aligned with learning styles theory, particularly through the lens of providing online students with varying stimuli in 

environmental, emotional, psychological, physiological, perceptual, and sociological domains of learning (Cicco, 

2014; Cicco, 2016; Rundle, 2006). The emotional and sociological domains of learning style are emphasized in the 

“PICCA” Model for online instruction. The emotional domain includes the elements of motivation and structure. 

Motivation has to do with students’ reliance on either the self or an authority figure for motivation to work on a 

given project and inherent in “PICCA” are methods for providing both forms of motivation through regular 

communication and rapport-building between faculty instructors and their students in the online classroom. Varying 

levels of structure are also aspects of emotional learning-style preference. The “PICCA” Model highlights the 

importance of incorporating appropriate levels of structure in course syllabi, individual assignment instructions, 

delivery of weekly activities and tasks, scoring procedures, and in the general functioning of the course setup. 

Student feedback overwhelmingly pointed to communication, motivation, and structure as components of online 

academic success and satisfaction. The sociological domain of learning style includes learner preferences for 

working on academic projects alone, in pairs, on teams, or a combination of these. Here the “PICCA” response is to 

offer online students opportunities for working independently and interacting with others and always having access 

to a faculty instructor for additional support if desired or needed. The course setup and instructor strategies allow the 

possibility for small-group/team activities such as discussions, interviews, and field trips while providing assignment 

options that enable students to select independent reflection exercises as well as peer evaluations methods. Thus 

learning-style theory is at the core of the “PICCA” Model (Cicco, 2009; Cicco, 2014). The sections that follow will 

elaborate on the five overarching strategies that are pivotal to achieving accountability, success, and satisfaction in 

online courses, as per the “PICCA” Model depicted in Figure 1 (Cicco, 2016).  



 
 

Figure 1: The “PICCA” Model (Cicco, 2016). 

 

Presence 
 

The presence of a reliable and active faculty instructor within the online course sets the tone of the course 

itself. The faculty instructor that is present and engaged in assigned discussions, provides students with a roadmap to 

follow each week, and is visible through announcements, email messages, assignment feedback and commentary, 

and through providing valuable additional resources is truly an asset and guide to student success. The language the 

instructor uses and the comments he/she provides serve as a model for student participants in the course 

(Haberstroh, 2010). The instructor also has the task of demonstrating that engagement is important. When students 

read their instructors’ comments in discussion boards, they are able to gain insights, be asked and respond to 

clarifying questions, and recognize that the instructor actually cares and is invested in the subject matter and in 

students’ mastery of objectives. Students will quickly notice the opposite instructor behavior as well. For example, 

an instructor who is rarely present in discussion boards may give off the impression that the discussion posts are not 

being read at all, which may discourage students from putting their best efforts into the assignment, especially if 

they are authority-oriented in terms of learning style. Instructor presence means being a real participant in the 

course, not appearing and disappearing randomly as is convenient, but instead maintaining a visible and firm role as 

trusted leader, role-model, fair decision-maker, and reliable resource. Presence in the course establishes a protocol 

for participant behavior, demonstrates accountability, and most importantly allows the instructor to gain insights 

from the activities of participants, which can be invaluable when considering design changes, assessments, and 

curricular improvements (Cicco, 2016; Reiner & Arnold, 2010). Participating in the course activities also provides a 

clearer view of their advantages and disadvantages, and whether or not they serve to meet the intended course 

objectives. This is perhaps the best way to gage the effectiveness of specific assignments and students’ reactions to 

them and to decide on whether or not they should be reconsidered for future courses. This is also a vitally important 

pedagogical method for counselor educators in online courses, in fulfilling their simultaneous role as profession 

gatekeepers. Discussion posts and comments may be extremely telling in terms of students’ professionalism, ethical 

behavior, and preparedness to enter the community of helping professionals (Rust, Raskin, & Hill, 2013). Therefore, 

both instructor and student presence pertain to accountability, upholding high standards of behavior, and 

relationship-building through communication, stability, and professional development (Hollins-Alexander, 2013).   

 

 

Interaction 
 

Faculty and student participants in online courses have a responsibility to be present and to interact 

effectively to achieve course goals and objectives. Healthy, regular, and appropriate interaction expands 

opportunities for learning through the exchange of information, ideas, and feedback while promoting self-reflection 
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and rapport-building. The faculty instructor must embed into the course a variety of opportunities for students to 

express their reactions to the course subject matter and supplementary materials and to engage in discourse with 

classmates and the instructor. Discussions are one way to ensure that interaction occurs but there may be other 

avenues to open the lines of communication, such as utilizing assignments that require working in pairs or on teams, 

field interview exercises, and/or peer-evaluation activities. These forms of interaction are not simply interacting to 

have contact but instead to participate in thoughtful and conscientious forms of communication. This may be 

especially important for those students with an internal kinesthetic learning style, who benefit from discussing and 

reviewing course material (Cicco, 2009; Cicco, 2014; Rundle, 2006). It is precisely this type of learner that may 

benefit most from the online course modality. Therefore, it is in the best interests of the students and the faculty to 

put forth multiple meaningful opportunities for interaction. Including live media, synchronous meetings, and video 

or audio supplements with each learning module may further provide a stimulus for interacting with more than the 

traditional textbook and reading materials. Offering diverse perceptual stimuli may also encourage students to 

engage with the material and then reflect on it together with peers and instructors alike. The delivery of feedback 

should include a score and rich commentary if appropriate, to build on the instructor-student dialogue and to allow 

the possibility for question-and-answer sessions. Each assignment ideally will provide the option of communicating 

with the faculty instructor and/or peers for feedback. Then it is the recipient of the feedback that must decide how to 

utilize it, but as is professional etiquette in communication online, the receipt of summative and formative feedback 

must be acknowledged. Recognizing that written communication is visible to all course participants in discussion 

boards also calls for higher levels of accountability for the accuracy and quality of what is posted, perhaps ultimately 

improving participants’ written communication skills (Cicco, 2014; Cicco, 2016; Swenson & Taylor, 2012).   

     

 

Clarity 
 

The way information is delivered in an online course is fundamental to how it will be utilized by course 

participants. Sloppy and ambiguous email messages and announcements, vague scoring procedures, minimally-

detailed syllabi, and rapidly changing instructions for assignments may produce confusion and frustration while 

reducing students’ motivation to stay on task. The clarity and depth of instructor and student messages matter and to 

the utmost degree in the virtual classroom. The key to starting off an online course with clear messages is by 

producing a clear, detailed, and organized syllabus. Taking the time to carefully describe course objectives, the 

assignments aligned with each objective, and the expectations for student and faculty participation, academic 

performance, behavior in online discussion boards, and the turn-around times for responsiveness in communications 

will alleviate much unnecessary stress for all course stakeholders. Leaving less detail in suspense and putting forth 

clear and fair information on course procedures and assignments will create a healthier course culture and climate 

and will increase students’ confidence in the professional decorum of the course, thus holding each individual 

accountable for abiding by established rules and deadlines (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). It is also recommended 

that each learning module be accompanied by a clear and concise to-do list, or weekly roadmap, so as to reduce the 

risk of cognitive overload or confusion on which tasks to focus on during a given week of study. This type of list 

serves as a reminder, breaks down the course calendar, and reduces any anxiety over the risk of “missing 

something” important each week. Posting of a weekly to-do list assures that communication is regular while also 

contributing to the building of instructor-student rapport. Furthermore, it demonstrates instructor presence, 

trustworthiness, and professionalism in the virtual classroom (Cicco, 2016; Haberstroh, 2010). Delivering clear 

messages, instructions, and overall information relies on strong organizational, planning, and writing skills.        

  

Consistency 
 

The partner of clarity is consistency. While clear messages and information are of great importance, their 

value is magnified with consistency. If a procedure is outlined clearly in the syllabus, it should be referred to 

consistently in other communications throughout the online course. There are often many openings for 

miscommunication, changes in the calendar, and shifts in assignment requirements. Some variations to the syllabus 

may be legitimately part of the dynamic and non-static nature of coursework. However, the way changes are 

announced and adhered to, and the procedures for modifying the calendar should appear consistent as often as 

possible. There should be a built-in mechanism in the course syllabus and in learning modules for addressing 

necessary changes. Descriptions of course assignments should be consistent from the syllabus to the learning 

modules themselves, as well as the respective rubrics for how they are scored. Delivering clear and consistent 



information throughout the course again assures students that they know the expectations and they will not be 

frustrated by a surprise change. Clarity and consistency support fairness, trustworthiness, and instructor-student 

communication and rapport. Consistency in instructor and student behavior is also paramount in relationship-

building in the online course. Consistently responding to email messages in a timely manner, consistently providing 

constructive feedback, and consistently participating actively in discussion boards are two examples of 

demonstrating one’s commitment to ongoing engagement and learning within the online course (Cicco, 2016; 

Haberstroh, 2010; Hollins-Alexander, 2013). Consistent and clear communication and healthy interaction also 

support a collaborative course culture and climate (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015).          

 

Availability 
 

The core of the “PICCA” Model is availability. The successful course instructor is consistently available to 

respond to student inquiries and to provide support when needed. Students comment regularly on an instructor’s 

level of approachableness and responsiveness. These characteristics are not only viewed positively but greatly 

enhance the development and maintenance of instructor-student rapport. When the instructor is genuinely concerned 

about student satisfaction and success and is available to help troubleshoot when needed, he/she is ultimately viewed 

as trustworthy, reliable, and professional (Cicco, 2016; Haberstroh, 2010). Availability as a central theme should not 

be one-sided. Students must also be available and responsive to instructors and classmates in situations such as 

discussions, peer-evaluations, and when an instructor may notice a weakness in student work and attempts to make 

an intervention to support student learning, growth, and development. Such interventions may be an opportunity for 

skill-building and require the availability and presence of instructors and students to be effective. It is also necessary 

to note that availability does not mean 24-hour or 7-days-a week of being on-call for inquiries. Instead, clear and 

consistent rules for availability and responsiveness should be pre-established and adhered to, so that such standards 

are understood and respected by all course stakeholders. As is customary language in counselor education, the 

concept of “being there,” fully present, genuine, ready, and available at the most important and pivotal learning 

moments, is vital to change, improvement, and success (Cicco, 2016; Ivey, Ivey, & Zalaquett, 2010; Trepal, 

Haberstroh, Duffey, & Evans, 2007).       

 

Conclusion 
 

The “PICCA” Model posits a framework for instructor and student behaviors and attitudes in online 

courses. Following simple protocols for maintaining presence, interaction, clarity, consistency, and at the core, 

availability, will not only respond to a variety of learning-style preferences but also create positive course culture 

and climate (Cicco, 2009; Cicco, 2016; Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). Using this framework expands the possibilities 

for communication, meaningful interaction, commitment and motivation to learn and grow in the course, and for 

instructor-student relationship-building. Course designers and stakeholders that are mindful of these aspects of 

successful online course engagement will likely experience enhanced levels of academic success and course 

satisfaction. With the overall increase in online course offerings across higher education, the components of 

“PICCA” become not ideals, but necessary ethical standards of professional and conscientious participation in the 

virtual classroom (Cicco, 2016).  
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