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CHAPTER 3

THE POWER OF PRESENCE
Our Quest for the Right Mix  

of Social Presence in Online Courses

Joanna C. Dunlap and Patrick R. Lowenthal

ABSTRACT

Social presence theory explains how people present themselves as “real” 
through a communication medium and is a popular construct used to de-
scribe how people socially interact in online courses. Because of its intuitive 
appeal, educators—including ourselves—have experimented with different 
ways to establish social presence in their online courses. Over the years we’ve 
tried many strategies—from rich threaded discussions to personal one-on-
one e-mails to digital stories to using social networking tools like Twitter. Over 
time, we began questioning how students perceive all of the strategies we 
use (in other words, what strategies were leading to the most bang for our 
buck). This case study shares the story of our quest for the social presence 
grail—from the strategies we use in our courses, to our research on students’ 
perceptions of the effectiveness of these strategies.
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INTRODUCTION

For years, we have collected students’ stories about their “best” learning 
experiences. The results of analyzing these stories has been consistent in 
terms of what students see as important characteristics of engaging, memo-
rable, and impactful learning experiences (Dunlap & Lowenthal, in press). 
At the heart of those experiences are relationships—the connections stu-
dents have with their teacher and with each other. This isn’t surprising. 
Chickering and Gamson (1987) found that students’ relationships with 
faculty had a direct and significant effect on their level of scholarly engage-
ment; this finding is reflected in subsequent research (for example Kuh, 
2002, 2009; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008).

Online students, though, often complain about feeling like their profes-
sor is absent from the course (Smith & Taveras, 2005). For instance, several 
years ago, Joni set out to design and deliver the “perfect” online course 
with lots of rich resources, relevant activities, and authentic/real projects 
only to receive an e-mail from a student midway through the course compli-
menting her on the course but asking her, “Where are you?”

Bottom line, social connection—also referred to as social presence—is 
an important aspect of a successful learning experience. Knowing this, we 
work hard to make sure we attend to social presence needs in the courses 
we teach. However, we have found it challenging to establish a consistent 
and adequate level of social presence in our online courses.

To our consternation, we are never fully satisfied with our social-pres-
ence accomplishments. In the following case, we describe our quest for the 
social presence grail and share the results of our obsession to create engag-
ing, memorable, and impactful learning experiences in our online courses 
by enhancing social presence. We share several of our strategies, and the 
results of those strategies based on our research efforts. By the end of this 
case study, you should be able to

• describe the role of social presence as it relates to student engage-
ment in online courses,

• select strategies to establish and maintain social presence in online
courses, and

• analyze the perceived effectiveness of both low-technology and high-
technology approaches to establishing and maintaining social presence.

CASE STUDY

Social presence theory dates back to the work of Short, Williams, and Chris-
tie (1976). Short et al. defined social presence as the quality or state of being 
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between two communicators using a communication medium. While they 
originally conceptualized social presence primarily as a quality of a communi-
cation medium, later researchers (e.g., Gunawardena, 1995; Rourke, Ander-
son, Garrison, & Archer, 2001) began to re-conceptualize social presence by 
focusing more on how people used and adapted to a communication medium 
than solely on the qualities of a communication medium itself. Then in the late 
1990s, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000), building on past research, de-
veloped the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. They posited that a deep 
and meaningful educational experience actually consists of three types of pres-
ence—teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence (Garrison 
et al., 2000). More specifically, they argued that educators use teaching pres-
ence (e.g., instructional design, facilitating discourse, and direct instruction) 
to develop social presence and ultimately cognitive presence in communities 
of inquiry (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001).

In the CoI framework, the three presences are interconnected, and in 
service to each other to create online experiences that lead to student learn-
ing; because of its balanced emphasis on teaching, social, and cognitive 
presence, the CoI framework well reflects the social constructivist view that 
learning occurs in a social context. This does not mean that social presence 
cannot naturally occur. Walther (1992) argued 20 years ago that people are 
social creatures and that given enough time people will find ways to use any 
communication medium for social purposes. Rather, the CoI framework fo-
cuses on deliberate strategies educators use (which it refers to as “teaching 
presence”) to establish social presence in support of and service to cogni-
tive presence and overall student learning.

The CoI framework, though, does not provide much guidance on how to 
design courses, facilitate discourse, and provide direct instruction to facilitate 
the development of social presence in support of student learning (Garrison & 
Arbaugh, 2007). For instance, how many threaded discussions should there be 
in a course? Should the threaded discussions be full-class or small-group discus-
sions? Should students have specific instructional tasks to accomplish during 
discussions? Should video be used or not? Educators can make some inferences 
from the indicators of teaching presence developed by Anderson et al. (2001), 
but even these indicators lack sufficient detail. So despite its intuitive appeal 
and overall popularity, online educators continue to experiment with different 
ways to establish social presence (through “teaching presence”) in the courses 
they teach. For instance, over the years we have experimented with a num-
ber of different strategies to establish social presence in our courses ranging 
from rich and personal threaded discussions to personal one-on-one e-mails to 
digital stories to recently using social networking tools like Twitter (Dunlap & 
Lowenthal, 2009a, 2009b, 2010b; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2010). Now a central 
concept in online learning, researchers have shown—to varying degrees—a 
relationship between social presence and student satisfaction (Gunawardena, 
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1995; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Hostetter & Busch, 2006; Richardson & 
Swan, 2003; So & Brush, 2008), social presence and the development of a com-
munity of learners (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Rovai, 2002), 
and social presence and perceived learning (Caspi & Blau, 2008; Richardson 
& Swan, 2003). However, research to date (whether grounded in the CoI or 
not) has not identified which strategies are generally better than others for 
establishing social presence.

Our Quest Began With Our Teaching

After the “Where are you?” experience, we frequently discussed the chal-
lenges of establishing and maintaining social presence in service to student 
learning in our online courses. It was clear to us that it mattered to students 
and to us. The absence of social presence abraded the overall aesthetic 
learning experience and undermined student learning. Therefore, be-
cause of the potential payoff in terms of student engagement and learning 
in online courses, we invested substantial time and energy considering and 
studying social presence. You could say we became obsessed. We read every-
thing we could find on social presence (whether it was grounded in the CoI 
or not), we participated in conference presentations and other professional 
development activities, and we experimented.

We then started trying out different things in our courses. The following 
pages outline some of the things we have done to establish and maintain 
social presence in our courses (for those grounded in the CoI framework, 
these can be thought of as teaching presence strategies).

Introductions

We believe there is a connection between students’ comfort and sense 
of trust and their willingness to share and build the level of personal 
connection and community needed to establish strong social presence 
(i.e., sense of being “there” and being “real”) in an online course. There-
fore, we have spent a lot of time thinking about the best way to conduct 
introductions—that is, “getting-to-know-you” activities—in our courses. 
Below are a few examples of the types of strategies we use at the start of 
our courses.

Teacher Bios
Since we ask our students to share information about themselves, we share 

a lot of information about ourselves. Besides helping students to have insight 
into our values, passions, interests, credibility and so on, our sharing models 
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the type and level of sharing we want them to engage in, to set the appropri-
ate tone for social presence and establishing a personal, supporting online 
learning environment. To this end, we share pertinent resources, such as our 
teaching philosophies, links to articles we’ve written, presentations we’ve de-
livered, our blogs, and so on (see Figures 3.1 and 3.2).

Student Bios
We approach student bios in a variety of ways. Sometimes we use what 

we call the Superhero Powers strategy (which is described later on in this 
chapter). Other times we use strategies such as Aladdin’s Lamp, One Extra 
Hour, Digital Storytelling, or even a Photo Roster. For instance, for Aladdin’s 
Lamp, we ask students to respond to the following prompt (or a varia-
tion of this prompt, depending on the audience) in VoiceThread (see 
Figure 3.3):

Figure 3.1 Joni’s story and philosophy.
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Figure 3.2 Additional information Joni shares with students.

Figure 3.3 Aladdin’s Lamp getting-to-know-you activity.
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The myth of Aladdin and the Lamp is well-known. It is hard not to imagine 
what you would do with three wishes, and how best to craft the wishes to make 
sure you achieve the desired outcome . . . indeed, that’s the rub! Most of you 
know each other from previous courses, but I don’t know you yet. So, instead 
of asking you to rehash what you already know about each other for my ben-
efit, let’s try something different . . . and hopefully you will learn something 
new about each other in the process. You now have access to Aladdin’s Lamp, 
and the genie is awaiting your three wishes. Our collective wishes have to be 
different, so as you consider your three, be sure to check to see what others 
have shared as their three wishes—no duplication allowed! :-)

The One Extra Hour activity is similar. We ask students to consider what 
they would do if they had an extra hour in the day, and why. Through this 
sharing (and, we participate too), students learn a lot about the priorities 
and values of their peers (and us) while also learning about their families 
and work situations. We use tools like VoiceThread for these strategies be-
cause students can share a photo and respond to the prompt using their 
microphones or webcams. We have found that hearing and seeing each 
other in this context helps all of us feel more connected.

We also have our students create Digital Stories about themselves. We tend 
to simply ask them to share something about themselves (e.g., What did you 
do over Winter break?) using an application of their choice (e.g., Microsoft 
PhotoStory, iMovie, Animoto, VoiceThread). Learning little things about each 
other through sharing digital stories helps establish social presence in a tradi-
tionally text heavy medium (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2010).

One last strategy we use for student bios is the creation of a Photo Roster 
(see Figure 3.4). While students can attach an image in a threaded discus-
sion or create a “home page” or profile in certain learning management 
systems (LMS), this results in a disjointed final product. We instead prefer 
to create one document that has pictures and bio information about each 
student. By creating a Google Doc and making it editable by anyone, stu-
dents can quickly login and fill in predetermined information as well as 
include a photo. 

5-Minute Conversations
During the first few weeks of our courses, we also invite students to par-

ticipate in a 5-minute phone conversation with us (see Figure 3.5). We do 
this so our students might feel more connected and less distant from us. 
We have found that these early phone conversations lead to subsequent 
phone conversations with students for purposes of project brainstorming, 
content clarification, and formative feedback—and in a much more effi-
cient and personal way than if we had participated in the same exchanges 
via a threaded discussion.
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Figure 3.5 Invitation for a 5-minute phone conversation.

Figure 3.4 Patrick’s photo roster.
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Orientations

We also focus on orienting students to our courses much like we do in 
a face-to-face course. The following are a few “finding-your-way-around” 
activities we use to help students with course orientation, during the first 
week and throughout the term.

Orientation Videos
We present short orientation videos, with each video walking students 

through different aspects of the course shell, learning activities, and proj-
ects (see Figure 3.6). Using tools like Jing, we create screencasts showing 
students all around the course shell. We interject our sense of humor where 
possible, tell stories, and provide explanations for our design decisions. 
These videos not only orient students to the course, but to us as well (see 
this example of a video Patrick used to orient his students to the first unit in 
his course: http://www.screencast.com/t/MmM3MjM5MjUt).

Course & Syllabus Scavenger Hunt
Videos, though, aren’t the only way to orient students to a course. We 

also use the quiz feature in our LMS to create a course and syllabus scav-
enger hunt that students submit by the end of the first week. To complete 
the scavenger hunt, students have to read the syllabus, locate materials, and 
watch the orientation videos. The results of the scavenger hunt reassure us 
that students are locating and tracking important course information, and 
alert us to any misconceptions or confusions that individual students have 

Figure 3.6 Example of video orientation.
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about the materials so we can immediately reach out to them and provide 
additional support and guidance.

Weekly Announcements
At the start of each week, we post a new announcement orienting students 

to the activities of the week, and also send the announcement to students 
via e-mail (see Figure 3.7). Even though this information exists elsewhere in 
the course, we like to reach out to students (as opposed to making them log 
into the course shell) with an enthusiastic and more personal announcement 
about the week (whether in text format or video). In each announcement, 
we provide a reminder about how they should focus their time and energy 
during the week. We also include personal information (e.g., like what we did 
the week before) and well wishes for a successful up-coming week.

Weekly Agendas
Finally, for each week in the course, we provide students with a week-

ly agenda checklist that they can print out to help them track what they 
should be working on during the week (see Figure 3.8). Again, although 

Figure 3.7 Weekly announcement.
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Figure 3.8 Examples of the “What’s Fun Got to Do With It?” part of the weekly 
agendas.
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this information exists in the course’s master calendar, it helps to have the 
week’s activities laid out in a checklist format. We also use the agendas as 
another way to help students connect with us by adding personal touches. 
For instance, Joni includes inspirational artwork and music at the top of 
each agenda and a “What’s fun got to do with it?” section at the bottom, 
where she shares fun and interesting items that are related to the activities 
of the week.

Personalized and Detailed Feedback

Assessment and evaluation (and the feedback it entails) are difficult 
aspects of teaching. Whenever possible we strive to provide personalized 
and detailed feedback to our students to not only improve the learning 
process but also to maintain our social presence and connection with 
each student throughout the semester. The following are a few ways that 
we do this:

One-on-One and Group E-mails
As low tech as it might appear and while it goes against the school of 

thought that all communication should be kept within the LMS, we are 
strong believers in the power of one-on-one e-mails (see Dunlap & Lowen-
thal, 2010c). While we use one-on-one and group e-mails in a variety of ways 
throughout the semester, we primarily use it as a way to provide personal-
ized detailed feedback with our students (see Figure 3.9).

Figure 3.9 Detailed feedback via a group e-mail.
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Video Feedback
Sometimes though, we find the need to provide feedback in a differ-

ent—high tech—format. For instance, Patrick uses screen recording tools 
like Jing to provide video feedback to his students on certain assignments 
in which it is hard to provide feedback in text alone. While cumbersome in 
that you have to get all set up with your microphone and the software and 
so forth, students have commented on how valuable it is to hear both the 
positive and the negative feedback in the tone of our voices.

Reconnecting

In our experience, it is not realistic to get to know people in an online course 
with one getting-to-know-you activity during the first week of class. Establishing 
social presence and building relationships and community requires multiple 
opportunities to share and connect. So, for reconnection purposes, we use ac-
tivities like the following to reengage students every few weeks.

Superhero Powers
For this activity, we ask students to respond to the following prompt: What 

are your superhero powers? What is your superhero moniker? And, how do your superhe-
ro powers help you in life? Using VoiceThread, students share a photo and record 
their response. Their creative responses are so much fun . . . and help us learn 
about the assets each student sees as her or his strengths (see Figure 3.10).

Figure 3.10 Superhero Powers reconnecting activity.
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Virtual Paper Bag
For this activity, students pick five items that represent who they are 

and what is important to them. They pull together visual representations 
of their five items for a virtual paper bag that they share using a tool like 
Flickr. Once everyone has posted their virtual paper bag, students review 
each other’s, and discuss the meaning of the items. Students learn about 
each other’s passions, values, families, and the like; learn about differences 
and similarities; and learn each other’s stories. This activity helps students 
feel more connected because of the personal content of the photos and 
emotion involved in telling their stories.

Soundtrack of Your Life
Another reconnecting activity (and one of our personal favorites) in-

volves having our students create a playlist of six songs: two that represent 
their past, two that represent their present, and two that represent their 
planned/hoped for future. Students share their playlists (using a digital 
jukebox like Grooveshark). They then ask questions about the songs to fig-
ure out why certain songs were selected. You can learn a lot about someone 
from the music they select (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2010b).

Threaded Discussions

Threaded discussions have been described as the bread and butter of 
online courses because they are often the primary tool used for student-
instructor and student-student communication and interaction (Dunlap, 
2009a). They are a great way for students to test their new knowledge, rep-
resent their conceptual understanding, and find their professional voices. 
However, we have found over the years—and the literature supports our ex-
perience—that threaded discussions in and of themselves are not inherent-
ly good or bad. Rather, their worth typically depends on how they are set up 
and used in any given course. Therefore, we tend to think a lot about how, 
when, and why we use threaded discussions to ensure they consistently ben-
efit and support student learning and social presence. The following are a 
couple of ways we use threaded discussions for social presence purposes:

Non-Threatening Discussions
We don’t assume our students know how to effectively use online thread-

ed discussions. For purposes of practicing online discussion (using the 
tools, protocols, etiquette, etc.), we provide our students with ample oppor-
tunities to discuss non-threatening, low-judgmental topics as well as non-
course related topics (see Dunlap, 2009a, under Further Readings). For 
example: We have students visit the Picassohead website (www.picassohead.
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com) and create a self-portrait, then submit a link to a threaded discussion 
forum. Once posted, we encourage students to comment on each other’s 
artwork. We also post entertaining photos (not directly related to the course 
content) and ask students to share their captions. Student captions for the 
following image have included:

• Wait please! I do have good news . . . I just saved tons of money on
my car insurance by switching to Geico.

• I can take the giant brain, I can take the claws for hands, but why
must you insist on wearing blue leather pants every time we go out?

• Listen, you’re a nice guy and have a great personality, but my moth-
er simply won’t accept a son-in-law whose brain is on the outside.

Activities like this can help introduce humor into threaded discussions which 
can be difficult to do—but also can help with social presence (see Figure 3.11).

Discussion Protocols
The same-old-same-old threaded discussion forum format (i.e., instruc-

tor posts a question, and each student is required to post an original re-
sponse and comment on posts from two peers) can be detrimental to social 
presence and student engagement. Therefore, we use different discussion 
protocols to ensure the continuing benefit of online discussions while mini-
mizing the potential boredom that comes from threaded-discussion misuse 

Figure 3.11 Image used for nonthreatening discussion.
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and overuse, and maximizing social presence through student responsibil-
ity and engagement (see Dunlap, 2009b, under Further Readings). Discus-
sion protocols also serve to balance student voices, ensuring that everyone 
in the class has the same opportunity to contribute to the discussion. Final-
ly, discussion protocols provide students with specific roles and directions 
for how to engage in a productive discussion. An example of a discussion 
protocol we use is The Final Post. Adapted for online discussion from Mc-
Donald et al.’s (2003) The Final Word protocol, the steps are:

1. Working in a small group of 4–5 students, each student identifies
one of the most significant ideas from the reading, illustrated by a
quote or excerpt. (Each student should have a backup quote/ex-
cerpt in case another student has already posted the same quote/
excerpt.)

2. Each student starts a new thread by posting the quote/excerpt from
the text that particularly struck her or him. The student points out
where the quote is in the text. In approximately 250 words, the stu-
dent describes why that quote/excerpt struck her or him. (Specify a
deadline for the original posts.)

3. Each student responds to that quote/excerpt and what the original
student wrote, using approximately 150 words. The purpose of the
response is to expand on the original student’s thinking about the
topic, to provide a different perspective on the topic, to clarify think-
ing about the topic, and to question the original student’s assump-
tions about the topic. (Specify a deadline for these posts.)

4. After each student in the group has responded to the original post,
the first student has the “final word.” In approximately 150 words,
the original student responds to what has been shared by the rest of
the group, offering what she or he is now thinking about the topic,
and her or his reaction to what the other students have posted.
(Specify a deadline for the “final word” post.)

5. This process continues until everyone has had the opportunity to have
the “final word.” This means that 4–5 discussions are happening si-
multaneously within a particular timeframe (e.g., 1 week), or that they
are happening one at a time (each discussion over 1–2 days).

Small Groups

Through small-group work and collaboration, students experience and 
develop an appreciation for multiple perspectives; refine their knowledge 
through argumentation, structured controversy, and the sharing of ideas 
and perspectives; learn to use colleagues as resources; and are more willing 
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to take on the risk required to tackle complex, ill-structured problems 
(Dunlap & Grabinger, 2003). Because of the potential value of small-group 
work and collaboration on student learning and engagement, and because 
it is a clear way of involving students in student–student interactions that 
enhance social presence, we use various small-group and collaboration 
strategies and activities in our online courses (see Dunlap, 2009c, under 
Further Readings). Below we describe a few of our activities.

Peer Review
A good way to establish and maintain social presence among students in 

an online course is through peer review activities. Peer review, while a very 
authentic activity, is one we find many students struggle with. Therefore, we 
use a “no penalty” approach to peer reviews:

The peer review teams are posted in the forum where you will post your drafts 
of this project. In terms of process, as a starting place, I suggest that you re-
view the project description and assessment tool (not that you already aren’t 
quite familiar) as a reminder of what everyone is aiming for. Please provide 
your peers with honest constructive feedback on the design of their instruc-
tional presentations, answering the five questions they provided to guide your 
review; you must provide at least one suggestion for improvement for each 
question. Your job as a peer reviewer is to help your peers create the best pos-
sible product, so you do them no service if you are not honest and open with 
your feedback. Be constructive and professional. Please provide 500 words 
of feedback in response to the five questions each peer asks you to consider. 
Thank you! [Final note: If when you sit down to do the peer reviews you find 
that one of your peers has not posted a draft by the due date, then you are 
not held responsible. The peer who did not post by the due date will lose out 
on valuable feedback (and points), and you will receive credit for the review 
regardless.]

“No Jeopardy” Group Work
While many faculty often avoid using group work online to avoid any po-

tential headaches (Wray, Lowenthal, Bates, & Stevens, 2008), we are strong 
believers in the importance of collaborating with others as well as learning 
how to effectively work with a group online—not to mention the inherent 
social presence opportunities when working closely with one’s peers. We 
use “no jeopardy” approaches to collaborative work that allow for a submit-
ted product to be complete without a missing member’s contribution. Ex-
amples include: each student completes an allocated task that contributes 
to the final team product and gets the marks for that task; each student 
writes and submits an individual report based on the team’s work on the 
task/project; each student takes an exam, with exam questions that specifi-
cally target the team project, and can only be answered by students who 
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have been thoroughly involved in the project; each student’s contribution 
is assessed via individually-produced evidence such as status reports, jour-
nals, time logs, and direct observation; each student produces an individual 
paper based on the team project.

Document Co-Creation
Finally, we often use Google Docs and Spreadsheets in our online 

courses to support students’ document co-creation activities and enhance 
social presence. One example of this use is students’ co-creation of a Top-
100 List of Design Guidelines (also called the What We Know List), used to 
support their instructional design work (see Figure 3.12). Developed in 
Google Docs over the course of the semester, students contribute new 
design guidelines with supporting citations based on the coursework and 
readings. By the end of the semester, students walk away with a robust set 
of design guidelines summarizing the readings that can be used as they 
continue their design work outside of the course. Google Docs makes it 
possible for our online students to collectively develop a unique docu-
ment, each sharing expertise, reviewing each others’ contributions for 
appropriate modifications and redundancy reductions, summarizing and 
synthesizing what they have learned from the course readings, and reflect-
ing on the value of their individual contributions and the value of the 
collection of guidelines in general.

Figure 3.12 Document cocreation activity.
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Free-Flowing, Organic Interactions

Last but not least, one of our most recent attempts at establishing and 
maintaining social presence in our courses involves social networking 
tools—specifically, Twitter. We began using Twitter (and inviting our stu-
dents to follow us) because we wanted to have an informal, playful way for 
our online students to connect with us and each other throughout the day.

On our quest for the social presence grail—as effective as we thought 
many of the strategies we have previously discussed were—we felt confined 
within the structure of the LMS. This was exacerbated by the fact that we 
have been missing the informal, playful banter and chit-chat that is possible 
when everyone is physically located in the same geographic space. This ban-
ter helps students connect with us, and experience our personalities. And, 
it helps them connect with each other in a more emotional way. Twitter 
seemed to have potential to further support our social-presence efforts.

Twitter
We invite our students to follow us on Twitter and to follow each other. 

In addition, we provide a list of people outside of the course who tweet 
about course-relevant topics to follow as well as a number of publications 
and professional organizations.

Our decision to use Twitter to enhance social presence in our online 
courses was reinforced by students’ experiences (see Dunlap & Lowenthal, 
2009a, 2009b) as well as the plain fact that our communications via Twit-
ter seemed much more natural than logging into our LMS, getting into 
the course shell, then getting into a discussion forum and posting a mes-
sage . . . and then waiting for someone to respond later (after she or he has 
already moved on to other work, thoughts, issues). But unlike many of the 
other strategies, we found Twitter to be an extremely time consuming strat-
egy so we were left wondering about its effectiveness.

Our Quest Led Us to Dig Deeper

As is clear from the selection of strategies described above, we exert a 
lot of time and energy on establishing and maintaining social presence in 
support of student learning in our online courses, using a variety of both 
low-technology and high-technology strategies. Our sense was always that 
for the most part it was time well spent—we knew that we were benefiting 
from our efforts and it seemed that students were as well. For us, we really 
felt like we were getting to know our students better, and had a closer, more 
personal and supportive relationship with individual students as opposed 
to the group (see Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2010c, for more on our efforts 
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to build relationships with individual students in online courses). Even 
though we believed our efforts were effective, we couldn’t help but wonder 
if maybe there was a social-presence formula for selecting the right strate-
gies for an online course. We were doing so many things to support social 
presence, maybe we were doing too much? Maybe we didn’t have to do all 
that we were doing (e.g., maybe all the effort we were putting into using 
Twitter wasn’t worth it)? Maybe there was an ideal combination of strate-
gies for achieving the right level of social presence in an online course, 
and that we were over the threshold and doing more than we needed to? 
Even though we worked hard to tie the strategies to learning objectives and 
relevant course content and activities, maybe we were turning students off 
with all of this social-presence stuff? These were the questions we kept ask-
ing ourselves, even though—through informal data collection—students 
seemed to approve of and value our efforts. Because of these questions, 
we decided to better track students’ feedback, and conduct a more formal 
study on the perceived effectiveness of the various social-presence strategies 
we were using in our online courses.

Our goal here is not to report all of the findings of our formal inquiry 
(see Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2011, for a report of our formal inquiry). How-
ever, we hope that presenting a few key findings from our inquiry will help 
you better understand our quest for the social presence grail. We first be-
gan collecting comments from students (e.g., via midterm and end-of-term 
surveys) about our use of specific strategies to enhance social presence. 
Our students’ comments were consistently positive about many of the strat-
egies described earlier in this chapter. The following are a few examples:

• In general, the discussions helped me feel connected to my course
colleagues. The discussions also helped me feel connected to you
(Joni). In addition, the feedback I received on my projects helped
quite a bit as well.

• The structured discussions that we had always help me, sometimes
I may miss a point that someone else may see, so I like that and the
various points other students make. I also like the peer review on
the projects, I think that helped me feel connected. I think you did
a great job with interacting with the discussions and any email I sent
you answered quickly, so I felt connected.

• The part of the course that made me feel connected to the other
students was the peer reviews. The aspect of the course that helped
me feel connected to the instructor was the feedback I received
from the instructor and the follow-up email exchanges.

• I really liked being an integral part of reviewing. I felt (especially in
certain assignment) that I really got some insight into how the other
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students interpreted the assignments and put their own life (either 
work or other parts of their life) into the assignment.

• I really LOVE twittering with everyone. It really made me feel like
we knew each other more and were actually in class together.

• The introductory music activity was absolutely awesome to help in
getting to know people. Many of us have worked together the past
few semesters, but this helped shed a lot of light of a more personal
nature about their lives. I would also say reading and reviewing oth-
ers assignments and postings also helped indirectly connect. . . .

• The Soundtrack of Your Life: It was a creative way to introduce our-
selves to each other that communicated something about ourselves
instead of using words. I thought the Google Doc activities were an
excellent way to express ourselves freely for others to read freely
about our expressions.

• In terms of relating to Joni, I felt your contributions to discussions
and commentary were obviously the biggest way to get your thoughts
on our work. I would periodically check your blogs to review your
thoughts, and the artwork you chose to illustrate each week did give
some ideas as to where you are coming from or whom you are.

After analyzing comments like these, we created and administered a sur-
vey to systematically investigate students’ perceptions of our social-presence 
efforts. Part of the survey specifically asked students to rate the degree to 
which different instructional technologies and strategies helped them to 
connect with her or his instructor. We found that one-on-one e-mails as well 
as instructor bios were the two highest ranked activities across the courses, 
followed closely by individualized, detailed feedback; digital storytelling; 
and the 5-minute phone call. On the other hand, Twitter surprisingly was 
ranked the lowest.

We also asked students to rate the degree to which different instruc-
tional technologies and strategies helped them connect with their fellow 
students. Digital storytelling and one-on-one e-mails were ranked the high-
est, followed closely by peer reviews, the virtual paper bag activity, and the 
soundtrack of your life activity. Again, Twitter was ranked the lowest.

Now we could go on about some of the students’ neutral and negative 
reactions to Twitter but in ways that would be missing our point and be-
yond the scope of this chapter. What’s interesting about this to us is that 
while we were receiving overall good feedback about Twitter (see Dunlap & 
Lowenthal, 2009a), when compared to all the other things we were doing, it 
couldn’t compare. This doesn’t mean it wasn’t effective because overall only 
a handful of students explicitly stated it wasn’t, but it does cause us to ques-
tion the return-on-investment achieved given the level of time and effort it 
takes to use a tool like Twitter for social presence purposes.
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Finally, we interviewed a small group of students who had high and low 
overall social presence scores (based on their answers on the survey) in an 
effort to dig deeper. Three important themes emerged from the interviews 
regarding what instructors should do to enhance social presence in support 
of student learning:

• Provide personal, individualized feedback
• Provide opportunities for students to build relationships through

(postive) collaborative work and sharing
• Be accessible

Our students reported that it wasn’t that our other strategies weren’t of 
value, but that these specific strategies had the “biggest bang for the buck.” 
Finally, all of our students (both those who had a high and those with a low 
social presence score) reported that they believed social presence was a 
critical aspect of the online course experience, contributing to their learn-
ing, achievement of course-specific learning objectives, and overall profes-
sional preparation.

IMPLICATIONS FOR DISTANCE EDUCATION

So where does this leave us on our quest for the social presence grail? Well, our 
own experiences coupled with our data collection suggest that many if not all 
of our social presence strategies are effective. Further, our more formal analysis 
leads us to wonder if low-technology solutions (e.g., personalized, detailed writ-
ten feedback; one-on-one e-mails; phone conversations) are more impactful 
than high-technology solutions (e.g., Twitter) in the long run.

When trying to balance workload, which online faculty often have to do 
(see Dunlap, 2005), it may be more important to attend to these “low-tech” 
activities rather than others to enhance social presence in online courses. 
Although there seems to be some clear winners and losers in terms of en-
hancing social presence, our inquiry suggests that in any group there is a 
range of preferences, with one strategy not fulfilling the needs of all stu-
dents. We also surmise that students’ perception of social presence isn’t 
enhanced by just one instructional strategy or tool, but instead by a care-
fully crafted set of instructional strategies and tools that reinforce social 
presence as a valued part of the teaching-learning experience.

We hope our description of the social-presence strategies we use and the 
results of our inquiry into how students perceive the effectiveness of social-
presence strategies will inform your selection of instructional strategies and 
tools for enhancing social presence in online courses, and provide insight 
into why certain strategies and tools are more effective than others.
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CONCLUSION

Our personal quest is ongoing—to improve our own online teaching and 
our students’ learning experiences by better understanding where to invest 
time and energy to get the biggest social-presence bang for the buck. So far 
our experience coupled with our research suggest that on-going low-tech 
strategies like one-on-one e-mails and detailed feedback might be more ef-
fective than one-time high-tech strategies. We are not about to abandon 
all of our high-tech strategies nor are we going to ignore future technolo-
gies that might help establish and maintain social presence in support of 
student learning in online courses, but at the same time we think it is im-
portant to recognize the power of low-tech strategies and the various needs 
of learners. The bottom line is that we are obsessed with social presence 
(whether that be natural ways people adapt to a communication medium 
or behaviors that result from specific teaching presence strategies) in the 
courses we teach, and we hope you will become obsessed as well and join us 
on the journey for the social-presence grail.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS/DISCUSSION

1. Considering your own experience as an online student or online
instructor, how important do you think social presence is in online
courses? Why?

2. Given the data results, why do you think students seem to prefer
specific social-presence strategies over others? Why do you think
students indicate preferring one-on-one e-mails over all other strate-
gies? Why do you think some students indicate disliking Twitter as a
social-presence strategy?

3. Given the experience described in this case study, how would you
suggest online instructors address social presence needs in their
courses? What specific strategies would you recommend they in-
corporate first, to get the biggest bang for their buck? Why those
specific strategies?

4. After selecting specific social-presence strategies to incorporate into
your online course, how would you specifically implement and go
about assessing the effectiveness of those strategies? Describe your
inquiry plan-of-action.

5. How would you approach investigating the role of social presence as
it relates to student engagement in online courses?
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