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Abstract 
Social presence is a popular construct used to describe how people socially interact 
in online courses. Online educators continue to try different ways to establish and 
maintain social presence in online courses. However, research to date has not 
identified which strategies, or types of strategies, are best for establishing social 
presence. We investigated student perceptions of various strategies of establishing 
and maintaining social presence using a mixed methods case study approach in two 
different fully online courses. Results suggest that students are more interested in 
connecting with their instructor than their peers; different students like different 
social presence strategies; and students have different overall social presence needs. 
Various strategies and implications for practice are addressed throughout. 
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Social presence remains a hot topic in online education (Richardson, Swan, Lowenthal, & 

Ice, 2016). This is largely because education depends on effective communication. 
Communication, though, changes when it is electronically mediated (Dunlap, Bose, Lowenthal, 
York, Atkinson, & Murtagh, 2016). As a result, people remain concerned with how these 
changes in communication influences the teaching and learning process in online courses.  
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During the 1970s, Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) began investigating how 
communication media influences the way people communicate.  They developed the theory of 
social presence, which posited that communication media differ in their degree of social presence 
and that these differences influence how people communicate and in turn interact. They 
conceptualized social presence primarily as a quality of a communication medium and argued 
that people perceive some media as having a higher degree of social presence (e.g., video) than 
other media (e.g., text). More importantly, they believed that a medium with a high degree of 
social presence is seen as sociable, warm, and personal, whereas a medium with a low degree of 
social presence is seen as less personal. Based on their theory and research, Short et al. defined 
social presence as the degree of salience (i.e., quality or state of being there) between two 
communicators using a communication medium.  

During the 1990s and 2000s, as enrollments in online courses increased, online educators 
began challenging earlier technologically deterministic perspectives of social presence that 
focused predominantly on how a communication medium influences the way people 
communicate (see Danchak, Walther, & Swan, 2001; Gunawardena, 1995; Gunawardena & 
Zittle, 1997; Tu, 2000). These online educators argued that it matters more what one does with—
and how one uses—a communication medium than any supposed inherent capabilities of the 
medium (Walther, 1992, 1996). More specifically, they argued that text-based asynchronous 
communication could be personal and social, and therefore appropriate for education. Despite 
this commonly held belief (i.e., that text-based asynchronous communication is “good enough”), 
online educators continue to experiment with new ways to use established and emerging 
communication technology to improve social presence in online courses. However, as new 
communication technologies emerge, online educators are left wondering which techniques (i.e., 
strategies and technologies) are more effective than others for establishing, maintaining, and 
improving social presence. Therefore, we investigated student perceptions of social presence 
techniques used in fully online courses to identify if there were certain techniques students 
preferred over others. While this research focuses on student perceptions of techniques used in 
our own courses, a goal of this research was to learn more about the types of social presence 
techniques students prefer so it might inform how other instructors design and teach their own 
online courses.  

 
Literature Review 

 Social presence today is a central concept in online learning and a key component in the 
Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework.  The CoI framework is a comprehensive guide for the 
research and practice of online learning (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). This framework 
posits that meaningful learning takes place in a CoI, comprised of teachers and students, through 
the interaction of three core elements: cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching presence 
(Garrison et al., 2000). Of these three core elements, researchers have focused the most on social 
presence over the years. While researchers sometimes define social presence differently, social 
presence is often defined as the sense or perception that others are “real” and “there” when using 
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a communication medium. Researchers have shown there is a relationship between such things 
as social presence and student satisfaction (Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Borup, West, Graham, 
2012; Gunawardena, 1995; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Hostetter & Busch, 2006; Kim, 2011; 
Richardson & Swan, 2003; So & Brush, 2008), social presence and community (Pollard, Minor, 
& Swanson, 2014; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999; Rovai, 2002; Ryman, 
Hardham, Richardson, & Ross, 2009), and social presence and perceived learning (Caspi & Blau, 
2008; Cobb, 2011; Richardson & Swan, 2003) to name a few.  

Because of results like these, researchers and practitioners alike continue to try different 
techniques (i.e., strategies and technologies) to establish and maintain social presence in online 
courses.  For instance, researchers have investigated how to use text messaging to develop and 
support social presence (DuVall, Powell, Hodge, & Johnson, 2007). DuVall et al. (2007) studied 
how sending messages—with a computer-to-phone texting application—about course updates, 
grade information, calendar reminders, and weekly “hot topics” for the course could improve 
social presence. While some students enjoyed the stronger connection to the instructor, other 
students reported that the text communications were not necessary (DuVall et al., 2007). Other 
researchers have investigated how instructors can use social networking applications such as 
Twitter and Facebook to improve social presence in online courses (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 
2009a, 2009b; DeSchryver, Mishra, Koehler, & Francis, 2009; Munoz, Pellegrini-Lafont, & 
Cramer, 2014; Rohr & Costello, 2015; Thoms, 2012; Wang, Scown, Urquhart, & Hardman, 
2014). For instance, Dunlap and Lowenthal (2009a, 2009b) experimented with using Twitter to 
improve social presence. They were specifically interested in using Twitter to enhance social 
presence by providing a mechanism for just-in-time social interactions, which are often lacking 
in online courses. While regular Twitter users reported that Twitter helped them get a sense that 
others in the course were “real” and “there,” Twitter was less successful for those new to Twitter. 
In fact, some students reported that they hated Twitter and actually preferred other ways of 
establishing and maintaining social presence (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2014; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 
2011). Online educators are also increasingly using video—whether synchronous or 
asynchronous—to increase social presence in online courses (Lowenthal, 2015; Borup, West, & 
Graham, 2012; Fadde & Vu, 2014; Pacansky-Brock, 2014). For instance, Borup, West, and 
Graham (2012) conducted a study on student perceptions of asynchronous video. They found 
asynchronous video “had a substantial impact on establishing the instructor's social presence” (p. 
201). However, they also reported it had less of an impact on establishing the social presence of 
their classmates.  

Research on social presence suggests that different students have different social 
presence needs and that students respond differently to different social presence techniques 
(Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2014; Lowenthal, 2015). The literature though is unclear on whether there 
is an optimum level of social presence in online courses as well as whether students prefer 
certain social presence techniques over others. Given this gap in the literature, we were interested 
in investigating a variety of techniques (i.e., strategies and technologies)—rather than just one 
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technique, as many of others have done—in hopes of providing guidance to other online 
educators and instructional designers on which techniques are better than others. 

 
Background: Social Presence Strategies 

Over the years, we have used a number of techniques to establish and maintain social 
presence in the online courses we teach; in terms of the Community of Inquiry framework, these 
strategies are a type of teaching presence. The impetus for this study was our desire to find out if 
we could identify the best combination of techniques (strategies + technologies) or types of 
techniques for establishing social presence. Social presence is only one part of a meaningful 
learning experience (Garrison et al., 2000). However, affective outcomes such as student 
satisfaction with the online-learning experience are equally important to us because they have the 
potential to support or disrupt students’ achievement of learning objectives. In the following 
section, we briefly describe some of the strategies we use to provide context for this study (see 
Dunlap & Lowenthal 2014, for a detailed description of these strategies and more). Informed by 
both the literature and our previous experience teaching online, each of these techniques were 
designed to improve the sense or perception that others (both the instructor and the students) are 
“there” and “real” and in turn help improve how instructors and students connect with each other 
as well as the class as a whole. 

 
Introductions 

Research suggests that introductions can help establish social presence—that is, that 
someone is “real” and “there” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & 
Archer, 1999; Tu & McIsaac, 2002). Therefore, we begin our online courses with introductions. 
When introducing ourselves to our students, we intentionally share things about our professional 
lives (e.g., teaching philosophies, links to articles we have written, presentations we have 
delivered, our blogs, and so on) as well as our personal lives (e.g., pictures of our kids, vacations 
we have taken, music we like)—sometimes via text and sometimes in a digital format (see 
Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2010). We encourage our students to share things about their professional 
and personal lives when they introduce themselves to the class. We have done this in a variety of 
ways over the years. For instance, we have had students create digital stories, describe a 
superhero power they wish they had, or even simply have 5-minute phone conversation with us 
(Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2010a).  

 
Orientations 
 Orientations have also been shown to establish social presence (Borup, Graham, 
Velasquez, 2011). We use a variety of strategies ranging from short orientation videos at the 
beginning of the course, to orientation videos at the beginning of each module, to orientation 
videos at the beginning of major projects. In addition to using video, we also orient students with 
the announcement tool in our Learning Management System (LMS; which was eCollege at the 
time of this study), where we remind students of what they should be doing while also 
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intentionally including personal information (e.g., what we did over the weekend). The first 
author has even recently begun creating videos introducing students to the physical university 
campus (e.g., recording videos right in the middle of “the Quad” or giving a tour of faculty 
offices). These strategies are an effort to specifically establish the instructor’s social presence—
that is, that she or he is a real person who is there in the course to support students.  
 
Personalized, Detailed Feedback 

In our experience, instructors often dislike grading. We strive to give students 
personalized and detailed feedback to not only improve their learning but to improve instructor 
social presence because previous research suggests that personalized feedback is related to 
perceptions of social presence (Borup, West, Thomas, & Graham, 2014; Hodges & Cowan, 
2012). While there are many ways to provide personalized detailed feedback, one strategy is to 
simply send one-on-one emails (see Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2010a; Lowenthal, 2015). Another 
strategy is to have students post specific assignments in discussion forums and then provide 
feedback to students in the discussion forums so other students benefit from the instructor’s 
individualized feedback; it also helps students have a better sense of the instructor as “real” and 
“there” (see Lowenthal & Thomas, 2010). Finally, another strategy is to provide students with 
audio / video feedback on specific assignments, which research has shown can improve 
instructor social presence (Borup, West, & Thomas, 2015; Borup et al., 2014).  

 
Reconnecting 

Research is inconclusive on how social presence changes throughout a semester 
(Lowenthal, 2012). However, we have found that it takes time to get to know others and to get a 
sense that others are “real” and “there” in online courses.  Therefore, we try to reconnect students 
every few weeks. While we do this in a few different ways, one strategy we use is called the 
“soundtrack of your life.” For this activity, we have students create and share a playlist of six 
songs using a digital jukebox: two songs that represent their past, two songs that represent their 
present, and two songs that represent their planned/hoped for future. We then ask questions about 
the songs to figure out their meaning. We have found that through sharing things like the digital 
stories we have created and digital music we listen to can help instructors and students get a 
better sense of everyone’s personality and in turn social presence (see Dunlap & Lowenthal, 
2010b). 

 
Free-flowing, organic interactions 
 Prior research has shown that social presence can be established in asynchronous 
discussion boards (Gunawardena, 1995; Rourke et al., 1999; Swan, 2003). And while we 
regularly use asynchronous discussions to establish social presence, we have found some 
limitations with restricting discussions within the LMS. In 2008, we began using Twitter in an 
effort to connect with our students throughout the day and specifically outside of the LMS (see 
Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009a, 2009b). While we found that Twitter can improve social presence 
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for some students (as mentioned earlier), we found that Twitter can be polarizing (i.e., some 
students love it while others hate it) and extremely time consuming.  

While we believed that each of these techniques (as well as many others we use) can 
improve social presence in online courses, we were not sure if we were focusing too much on 
social presence or if certain techniques might be better than others. 

 
Method 

The purpose of this exploratory mixed methods study was to investigate students’ 
perceptions of social presence strategies in the online courses we teach. More specifically, our 
inquiry, grounded in the Community of Inquiry framework, focused on answering the following 
questions:  

• What are students’ perceptions of specific techniques (strategies and technologies) 
used to establish social presence? 

• Which techniques are most effective for establishing instructor-to-student social 
presence, and which are most effective for establishing student-to-student social 
presence? 

We used a sequential explanatory mixed methods design (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006) to 
answer these questions.  The sample of our study consisted of graduate students completing a 
graduate certificate or masters in elearning or masters in information and learning technologies 
fully online. Our inquiry took place over an academic year and involved three phases (see Table 
1). During Phase One of this study, we solicited open-ended anonymous feedback at the end of 
the semester from our students about the social presence techniques we used. We then used the 
students’ open-ended feedback to inform the construction of a survey in Phase Two.  We decided 
to create our own survey because of the exploratory nature of our study as well as the absence of 
an established instrument focused on the social presence techniques used in our courses. In fact, 
we are not aware of any social presence instrument that focuses on multiple techniques (i.e., 
strategies and technologies). The survey consisted of questions to measure general perceptions of 
social presence—specifically, the social presence questions from the Community of Inquiry 
Questionnaire (Arbaugh et al., 2008)—as well specific Likert style questions (on a five-point 
scale) and open-ended questions focused on students’ perceptions of the specific social presence 
techniques we used in our courses.  
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Table 1 
Three Phases of Our Study 

Phase One:  
Open-ended Feedback 

We asked students for feedback on different instructional 
strategies that we used in our courses. 

Phase Two:  
Survey 

We then used the data collected in Phase One and our experience 
teaching online to construct a survey to investigate students’ 
perceptions of the techniques used to establish and maintain social 
presence in our courses.  

Phase Three:  
Follow-up Interviews 

The final phase of our investigation consisted of follow up semi-
structured interviews with a subset of the students from Phase 2. 

 
During Phase Two, after each course had ended and grades were submitted, we 

administered the online survey. The survey was administered to students in two sections of two 
different fully online courses (i.e., a total of 4 sections in all). There were a total of 101 students 
in the two different courses. Of the 101 students enrolled in the four sections, 37 students, or 
36.6%, completed the survey; researchers have determined that this is an acceptable response 
rate for social science research using online surveys (see Nulty, 2008; Sheehan, 2001). After 
students completed the survey, the data was downloaded and analyzed. 

Then in Phase Three, based in part on the analysis of survey data in Phase Two and 
specifically the varying perceptions of social presence across our participants, we decided to 
purposefully sample students with strong perceptions of social presence as well as those with 
weak perceptions of social presence in an effort to get a more balanced understanding of how 
different students think about and perceive social presence. In other words, we did not want to 
simply interview students who are very social and who might have positive things to say about 
all of our social presence techniques. Given this, we identified five students with the highest 
social presence scores and five students with the lowest social presence scores as possible 
participants to interview; participants’ social presence scores were calculated by adding up their 
responses on the 9 Likert style social presence questions (which came from the Community of 
Inquiry Questionnaire).  We then randomly invited three out of the five previously identified 
students from each group (i.e., the high social presence group and the low social presence group) 
to take part in follow-up interviews. All six students agreed to be interviewed.  The follow-up 
semi-structured interviews were used to dig deeper into the students’ perceptions of the various 
techniques (i.e., strategies and technologies) we used to improve social presence. Both 
researchers took part in the interviews. The interviews were recorded and lasted about 45 
minutes. The interviews were coded using an open-coding constant comparative technique. 

 
Results 

 In the following section, we will briefly describe the results from the three phases of our 
inquiry. 
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Phase One: Open-ended Student Feedback  
 We collected open-ended feedback from students about the techniques we used to 
establish, maintain, and ultimately improve social presence in the online courses we teach. While 
we did not receive feedback from every student, the feedback we did receive was consistently 
positive.  Students commented on how the online discussions and specifically peer review 
activities helped them connect to their peers as illustrated in the following quotes:  

• The discussions helped me feel connected to my course colleagues. The discussions also 
helped me feel connected to you [the instructor].  

• The structured discussions that we had always help me [feel connected]…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.  

• 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 students interpreted the assignments and 
put their own life (either work or other parts of their life) into the assignment. 

Students also pointed out how the feedback they received on their assignments helped them feel 
connected to their instructor as a real person. The following quotes capture this perception:  

• 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. 

• The feedback I received on my projects helped quite a bit as well. 
Finally, students also commented on the power of social networking as well as the digital music 
activity, as evident in the following quotes: 

• 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 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.  

The fact that different students highlighted different techniques (e.g., some mentioned Twitter, 
while others mentioned the detailed feedback they received), suggested that some students liked 
certain things about certain strategies more than others. These results left us wanting to know 
more about what students liked and disliked about our social presence efforts. Therefore, we 
used these results to help create the survey administered in Phase Two in an effort to learn more 
about students’ perceptions of the social presence techniques we used. 
 
Phase Two: Survey Results 

On a five-point scale, with 0 being strongly disagree and 4 being strongly agree, students 
reported a mean social presence score of 2.85. While there is no consensus on what an ideal level 
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of social presence is for an online course (Kilgore & Lowenthal, 2015; Rourke et al., 1999), this 
mean social presence score is less than the mean score of 3.18 reported by Swan et al. (2008) but 
closer to the mean score of 2.98 reported by Kilgore and Lowenthal (2015). At the same time 
though, students reported that they were very satisfied (M=3.51 on a 0-4 scale) and reported high 
levels of perceived learning (M=3.65 on a 0-4 scale) (see Table 2). 

 
Table 2  
Social Presence, Satisfaction, and Perceived Learning Results 

Student Perceptions Total 

Social Presence Score M=2.85 

  Affective Expression M=2.75 

  Open Communication M=3.20 

  Group Cohesion M=2.60 

  

Satisfaction M=3.51 

  

Perceived Learning M=3.65 

 
The relationship between an instructor and a student is different than the relationship 

between students and other students (Richardson & Lowenthal, in press; Swan & Shih, 2005). 
Therefore, we first asked students to rate the degree to which each technique (strategy + 
technology) helped them connect with their instructor. Detailed written feedback (M=3.62), one-
on-one emails (M=3.57), and general “How-to” Screencasts (M=3.54) were the three highest 
rated activities (see Table 3). On the other hand, Twitter (M=1.97), Top 100 Design Guidelines 
(M=2.24), and Just Ask Zoltar (M=2.47) were the lowest rated strategies.1 Interestingly, the 
results were positive for all of the strategies except Twitter; we see scores above 2.0, on a 4-point 
scale, as positive in terms of students’ perception of their role in enhancing social presence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 The Top 100 Design Guidelines was a collaborative activity done in Google Docs and Just Ask Zoltar was an 
activity in which students could ask any course-related question they wanted and receive a response plus a fortune. 
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Table 3  
Perceptions of Techniques Used to Establish Social Presence of Instructors 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 
Agree Average 

Detailed written feedback on projects  0 0 2 4 15 3.62 

One-on-one emails 0 0 3 9 23 3.57 

General “How-to” Screencasts 0 0 2 8 16 3.54 

Specific trouble shooting “How-to” 
Screencasts 0 0 3 7 15 3.48 

Audio/Video Feedback on Assignments  0 0 4 7 15 3.42 

Instructor Bios 0 0 2 17 17 3.42 

Five minute phone conversation 0 1 3 2 12 3.39 

Previous relationship with the instructor 0 0 2 10 9 3.33 

Digital Storytelling 0 0 3 12 10 3.28 

Adobe Connect Synchronous sessions 0 0 4 16 13 3.27 

Virtual Paper Bag: Soundtrack 0 0 6 5 10 3.19 

Video Announcements 0 2 2 11 10 3.16 

Personalized instructor announcements 
with photos 0 0 5 6 8 3.16 

Virtual Paper Bag: 350-word story for 
Flickr photos 0 0 4 9 7 3.15 

Virtual Paper Bag: Five photos in Flickr 0 0 4 9 6 3.11 

Virtual Paper Bag: Wordle 0 1 5 6 9 3.10 

Threaded discussions 1 4 7 13 12 2.84 

Course overview videos 1 1 3 8 5 2.83 

Music-related Activities 1 2 9 10 6 2.64 

Superhero Powers 1 3 4 7 5 2.60 

Musical interludes on weekly agendas 1 1 9 5 5 2.57 

Just Ask Zoltar 1 2 6 7 3 2.47 

Top 100 List of Design Guidelines 2 4 6 5 4 2.24 

Twitter 2 4 18 5 1 1.97 
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We then specifically asked students to pick the activity they thought was the most 

effective at helping them feel connected to their instructor—that is, that their instructor is “real” 
and “there” to support them.  Phone calls and audio/video feedback were selected the most by 
students. On the other hand, when asked which activity they thought was the least effective at 
helping them feel connected to their instructor, Twitter and the “Top 100 List of Design 
Guidelines” were listed as being the least effective in comparison to the other strategies.  

After focusing on the techniques that help students feel connected to their instructor, we 
then asked students to rate the degree to which each technique helped students connect with their 
peers. Digital storytelling (M=3.33), previous relationships with peers (M= 3.32), and open 
access to review peers projects (M=3.26) were rated the highest. Twitter was once again rated the 
lowest (M= 1.73), followed next by Just Ask Zoltar (M=2.10) and Top 100 list of design 
guidelines (M=2.19). Again, however, it is interesting to note that all of the strategies except 
Twitter received a mean score above neutral (2.0 on a 4-point scale), however when looking at 
the frequency of responses, some students appear to clearly prefer some techniques more than 
others (see Table 4). 

 
Table 4  
Perceptions of Techniques Used to Establish Social Presence of Peers 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Rating 
Avg 

Digital Storytelling 0 0 3 12 12 3.33 

Previous relationship with peers 0 0 4 15 15 3.32 

Open access to view peers’ projects 0 0 4 18 13 3.26 

Fellow students peer reviews of your 
assignments 0 2 5 13 16 3.19 

One-on-one emails 0 1 6 14 12 3.12 

Virtual Paper Bag: 350-word story for Flickr 
photos 0 0 3 12 5 3.10 

Virtual Paper Bag: Five photos in Flickr 0 0 5 10 6 3.05 

Virtual Paper Bag: Soundtrack 0 2 3 9 7 3.00 

Virtual Paper Bag: Wordle 0 2 5 9 5 2.81 

Threaded discussions 1 4 9 12 11 2.76 

Adobe Connect Synchronous sessions 0 1 14 12 6 2.70 

Superhero Powers 1 2 6 9 3 2.52 

Musical Activities 1 3 10 6 6 2.50 
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Audio/Video Feedback on other students’ 
assignments 1 1 13 6 3 2.38 

Top 100 List of Design Guidelines 1 5 8 3 4 2.19 

Just Ask Zoltar 1 4 9 6 1 2.10 

Twitter 3 4 17 1 1 1.73 
 
Phase Three: Semi-structured Interviews 
 The results of Phases 1 and 2 of the study left us wondering why certain strategies ranked 
higher than others. For Phase 3, we conducted interviews with six students: three who had scored 
the highest on the social-presence scale (two females and one male) and three who had scored 
the lowest on the scale (two males and one female). The following themes emerged from the 
interviews. According to the students, there are three primary things instructors should do to 
enhance social presence: 

• Provide personal, individualized feedback. Students reported that individualized 
feedback was key to them feeling connected to their instructors. The strategies that 
students talked about during the interviews as having a positive effect on their feelings of 
connection and their relationship with instructors were: email; phone/Skype calls; 
written, audio, video feedback; and one-on-one synchronous sessions.  

• Provide opportunities for students to build relationships through collaborative work 
and sharing. Students reported that collaborative work played a major part in feeling 
connected to their peers. The strategies that students talked about during the interviews as 
having a positive effect on their feelings of connection with their peers were: group 
projects, peer reviews, virtual paper bag-like activities, open posting of projects, threaded 
discussions, and synchronous sessions.  

• Be accessible. Students reported accessibility as being key to them feeling connected to 
their instructors. The strategies that students talked about during the interviews as having 
a positive effect on their feelings of connection and their relationship with their 
instructors were: email; phone/Skype calls; synchronous sessions; and bios and digital 
stories. 

The students interviewed indicated that it was not that the other strategies were not of value, but 
these specific strategies were the best in terms of improving a sense that others are “real” and 
“there” and in turn improving a sense of connection and relationship building. 

Another interesting theme that emerged from the interview data is the importance of 
emphasizing the purpose of the technique used to enhance social presence. The strategies and 
corresponding technologies that worked well for students were those that were clearly defined, 
intentionally sequenced, and relevant to the course’s learning objectives. As the students pointed 
out, it is not a specific strategy (e.g., threaded discussions) or tool (e.g., Twitter) that leads to 
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enhanced social presence, but how and why the strategy or tool is used for social-presence goals 
within the framework of achieving specific learning objectives. 

The last theme that emerged from the interviews was how influential students saw social 
presence (both instructors and peers) to their learning. Even the three students who scored the 
lowest, on the social presence items in our survey, shared that they believed social presence was 
a critical aspect of the online course experience, contributing to their achievement of course-
specific learning objectives and their overall professional preparation. 

 
Discussion 

The results from Phase One were positive. The students who responded had good things 
to say about a number of the techniques we used. For instance, we received some positive 
feedback about our use of Twitter, which supported our previous work using Twitter to establish 
social presence (see Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009a, 2009b). However, we were not getting 
feedback from enough students to make any informed decisions about the strategies we were 
using. We were also not gaining any insight into which techniques were better than others. For 
instance, while some students reported liking Twitter, we questioned whether they liked it better 
than other strategies. 

The results from Phase Two, though, while still not representing the perceptions of every 
student in our courses (due to the 36.6% response rate), began to help us compare which 
techniques were better—from a student perspective—at establishing, maintaining, and improving 
social presence with their instructors and peers. We used a number of strategies that utilized 
technology to help establish social presence. Thus, we were surprised that two “low tech” 
strategies—specifically, detailed written feedback and one-on-one emails—were rated among the 
best strategies to help students feel connected to their instructors. Interestingly though, when 
later asked which specific strategy was the most effective at establishing social presence, phone 
calls and audio/video feedback were identified the most as the single best strategy to establish 
social presence. From our perspective, this suggests that basic teaching strategies (i.e., giving 
detailed written feedback and/or using screencasts to give audio/video feedback) and 
communication strategies (one-on-one email and phone calls), and specifically those focused on 
interacting one-on-one with the student, are perceived as the most effective strategies for helping 
students connect with their instructors. The importance of one-on-one communication for 
building instructor social presence is supported by recent research conducted by Lowenthal 
(2015). 

At the same time, students rated Twitter as being one of the least effective strategies 
when compared to the other strategies we used in our courses. This was both alarming and 
comforting. Using Twitter for instructional purposes, and specifically to establish social 
presence, involves a serious time commitment if one is not already a regular Twitter user. We 
have been using Twitter for a few years in our courses but when it comes to which strategy is the 
best use of our time, Twitter does not appear to work as well as the others. However, this does 
not suggest that Twitter or social networking tools do not have a place in online courses. Rather, 



                                    14 

     

when compared to other strategies, students did not perceive Twitter to be as effective at 
improving the social presence of their instructors and peers.  Some students suggested during the 
follow up interviews that students’ neutral perceptions of Twitter could be due to how we used 
Twitter in our courses (i.e., participating in Twitter was not a required activity in the course). In 
fact, one student stated she might have had a different perspective about Twitter if she was 
required to use it. Neutral perceptions of Twitter could also be due to how we changed the way 
we used Twitter over time. During the first year or two that we used Twitter (as described in 
Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009a, 2009b), our tweets contained a lot of personal information; but by 
the time of this study, our use of Twitter had become more professional in nature (e.g., involving 
more sharing and commenting on resources than sharing personal information about our days).  
 Other results from Phase Two suggest that students perceive some strategies as being 
more effective at improving instructor-student social presence and other strategies as being more 
effective at improving student-student social presence. For instance, as mentioned earlier, 
students found that digital storytelling, previous relationships with peers, and open access to 
peers’ projects were the most helpful at establishing a connection with their peers. This was 
reassuring in that we have experienced and written about the power of digital storytelling to 
establish social presence (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2010) as well as the importance of having open 
access to peers’ projects (Lowenthal & Thomas, 2010).  However, we did not expect previous 
relationships with peers to be rated so highly. During the interviews, students clarified that 
previous relationships were established primarily through group projects; the importance of 
previous relationships is discussed more below. 
 The results from the interviews support, and therefore further validate, a number of the 
findings from Phase Two. For instance, students pointed out that their relationship with their 
instructors (including their sense that their instructors were real and accessible) was very 
important to them and an aspect of their online-course experience that positively influenced their 
overall perceived learning. These students consistently brought up how one-on-one 
communication (in which email was used the most) helped them get a sense that their instructor 
was “real” and “there.” So while we continue to hear claims like “email is dead and something 
only old folks do,” or something to avoid because it happens outside of the LMS, our results 
suggest that email—or more generally personal, individualized one-on-one communication—is 
key to improving social presence and the connection students have with their instructors.  
 Another theme that emerged in the interviews that expanded upon the survey results was 
the importance of previous relationships and group work.  Based on the survey results alone, it 
would be easy to conclude that previous relationships are highly important and establishing a 
cohort model could help establish social presence by having students complete all of their 
coursework together. However, the interviews revealed that simply having a previous course 
together does not mean a student had a previous relationship with other students. Students 
pointed out that having a successful group-project experience with their peers in a course helped 
them get to know their peers better and establish and maintain the social presence between 
specific peers in future courses.   



                                                                15     

Finally, perhaps one of the most interesting things emerging from the interviews was that 
students who were identified as having low social presence scores talked about many of the same 
things as students who were selected with high social presence scores. This suggests perhaps 
there is not an ideal level of social presence needed for all students but rather that each student 
needs different things and has his or her own optimal social presence level, which in turn can be 
influenced by one’s age, culture, gender, or even personality.  

Thus, our results—while only based on the techniques we used in our own online 
courses—suggest that rather than using only one technique to improve social presence, 
instructors should select a few techniques to improve social presence in the courses they design 
and teach. The results also suggest instructors should use different strategies for instructor-
student social presence and student-student social presence. Finally, while these techniques 
might vary depending on one’s specific context (e.g., education level of the course, subject 
matter, course size), instructors should strive to explain how specific techniques are tied to the 
course learning objectives.  

 
Conclusion 

Attention to social presence in online courses recognizes there many advantages to 
learning in a social context (Dunlap, Furtak, & Tucker, 2009; Dunlap & Grabinger, 2003), such 
as: 

● Social interaction provides opportunities for students to explore insights, approaches, and 
solutions they might not examine on their own. 

● Through social interaction, students experience and develop an appreciation for multiple 
perspectives. 

● When interacting with others, students have opportunities to expose, confront, and 
modify misconceptions and ineffective strategies. 

● Social learning experiences allow students to observe and subsequently emulate other 
students’ models of successful learning.   

As cognitive processes originate and are stimulated by social interactions (Vygotsky, 1978), 
theory, research, and practice have all highlighted the importance of social presence for 
instructors and students, with instructors and designers continuing to experiment with ways to 
establish, maintain, and ultimately improve the amount social presence in online courses. There 
are many different techniques (i.e., strategies and technologies) that can be used to improve 
social presence in online courses. Above, we briefly described some of the social presence 
techniques we use in our courses. Research to date, however, has not identified which 
techniques, or types of techniques, are generally better than others for improving social presence. 
We set forth to investigate student perceptions of various techniques we use in our online 
courses. Our results suggest a few key things. First, students are more interested in connecting 
with their instructor than their peers. Second, students prefer different strategies for connecting 
with their instructors than their peers. Third, different students like different social presence 
strategies. And fourth, students have different social presence needs. Additional research, 
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though, is needed to see if similar results are found in different courses with different students. 
While we do not recommend generalizing our results to describe the perceptions of all students, 
our results do serve as an important first step in researching the types of strategies students 
prefer; we believe and have experienced how attending to students’ preferences serves to 
enhance their social presence and overall learning experience in online courses. 
 

References 
Akyol, Z., & Garrison, R. D. (2008). The development of a Community of Inquiry over time in  

an online course: Understanding the progression and integration of social, cognitive and 
teaching presence. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 12(3-4), 3-22. 

Arbaugh, J. B., Cleveland-Innes, M., Diaz, S. R., Garrison, D. R., Ice, P., Richardson, J., &  
Swan, K. (2008). Developing a community of inquiry instrument: Testing a measure of  
the Community of Inquiry framework using a multi-institutional sample. The Internet and 
higher Education, 11(3-4), 133-136. 

Borup, J., Graham, C. R., & Velasquez, A. (2011). The use of asynchronous video  
communication to improve instructor immediacy and social presence in a blended 
learning environment. In A. Kitchenham (Ed.), Blended learning across disciplines: 
Models for implementation (pp. 38–57). Hershey, PA: IGI Global. 

Borup, J., West, R. E., & Graham, C. R. (2012). Improving online social presence through  
asynchronous video. The Internet and Higher Education, 15(3), 195-203. 

Borup, J., West, R. E., & Thomas, R. (2015). The impact of text versus video communication on  
instructor feedback in blended courses. Educational Technology Research and 
Development, 63(2), 161-184. 

Borup, J., West, R. E., Thomas, R., & Graham, C. R. (2014). Examining the impact of video  
feedback on instructor social presence in blended courses. The International Review of 
Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 15(3). Retrieved from 
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/1821/2909 

Caspi, A., & Blau, I. (2008). Social presence in online discussion groups: Testing three  
conceptions and their relations to perceived learning. Social Psychology of Education, 
11(3), 323-346. 

Cobb, S. C. (2011). Social presence, satisfaction, and perceived learning of RN-to-BSN students  
in web-based nursing courses. Nursing Education Perspectives, 32(2), 115-119. 

Danchak, M. M., Walther, J. B., & Swan, K. P. (2001, November). Presence in mediated  
instruction: Bandwidth, behavior, and expectancy violations. Paper presented at the  
annual meeting of Asynchronous Learning Networks, Orlando, FL. 

DeSchryver, M., Mishra, P., Koehler, M. & Francis, A. (2009). Moodle vs. Facebook: Does  
using Facebook for discussions in an online course enhance perceived social presence 
and student interaction? In I. Gibson, R. Weber, K. McFerrin, R. Carlsen, & D. Willis 
(Eds.), Proceedings of Society for Information Technology & Teacher Education 



                                                                17     

International Conference 2009 (pp. 329-336). Chesapeake, VA: Association for the 
Advancement of Computing in Education. 

Dunlap, J., Bose, D., Lowenthal, P. R., York, C. S., Atkinson, M., & Murtagh, J. (2016). What  
sunshine is to flowers: A literature review on the use of emoticons to support online 
learning. In S. Y. Tettegah & M. Gartmeier (Eds.), Emotions, Design, Learning and 
Technology (pp. 163-182). San Diego, CA: Elsevier. 

Dunlap, J. C., Furtak, T. E., & Tucker, S. A. (2009). Designing for enhanced conceptual  
understanding in an online physics course. TechTrends, 53(1), 67-73. 

Dunlap, J. C., & Grabinger, R. S. (2003). Preparing students for lifelong learning: A review of  
instructional methodologies. Performance Improvement Quarterly, 16(2), 6-25. 

Dunlap, J. C., & Lowenthal, P. R. (2009a). Horton hears a tweet. EDUCAUSE Quarterly, 32(4). 
Dunlap, J. C., & Lowenthal, P. R. (2009b). Tweeting the night away: Using Twitter to enhance  

social presence. Journal of Information Systems Education, 20(2), 129-136. 
Dunlap, J., & Lowenthal, P. R. (2010a). Defeating the Kobayashi Maru: Supporting student 

retention by balancing the needs of the many and the one. EDUCAUSE Quarterly, 33(4). 
Dunlap, J. C., & Lowenthal, P. R. (2010b). Hot for teacher: Using digital music to enhance  

student’s experience in online courses. TechTrends, 54(4), 58-73.  
Dunlap, J. C., & Lowenthal, P. R. (2014). The power of presence: Our quest for the right mix of  

social presence in online courses. Real Life Distance Education: Case Studies in 
Practice. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing. 

DuVall, J. B., Powell, M. R., Hodge, E., & Ellis, M. (2007). Text messaging to improve social 
presence in online learning. EDUCAUSE Quarterly, 30(3), 24-28. Retrieved from 
http://er.educause.edu/articles/2007/7/text-messaging-to-improve-social-presence-in-
online-learning 

Fadde, P. J., & Vu, P. (2014). Blended online learning: Benefits, challenges, and misconceptions.  
In P. R. Lowenthal, C. S. York, & J. C. Richardson (Eds.), Online Learning: Common 
misconceptions, benefits, and challenges (pp. 38-48). Hauppauge, NY. Nova Publishers. 

Garrison, D. R., Anderson, T., & Archer, W. (2000). Critical inquiry in a text-based  
environment: Computer conferencing in higher education. The Internet and Higher 
Education, 2(2-3), 87-105. 

Gunawardena, C. N. (1995). Social presence theory and implications for interaction and 
collaborative learning in computer conferences. International Journal of Educational 
Telecommunications, 1(2/3), 147-166. 

Gunawardena, C. N., & Zittle, F. J. (1997). Social presence as a predictor of satisfaction within a  
computer-mediated conferencing environment. The American Journal of Distance 
Education, 11(3), 8-26. 

Hodges, C. B., & Forrest Cowan, S. (2012). Preservice teachers’ views of instructor presence in  
online courses. Journal of Digital Learning in Teacher Education, 28(4), 139-145. 

Hostetter, C., & Busch, M. (2006). Measuring up online: The relationship between social  



                                    18 

     

presence and student learning satisfaction. Journal of Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning, 6(2), 1-12. 

Ivankova, N. V., Creswell, J. W., & Stick, S. L. (2006). Using mixed-methods sequential  
explanatory design: From theory to practice. Field methods, 18(1), 3-20. 

Kilgore, W., & Lowenthal, P. R. (2015). The Human Element MOOC: An experiment in social  
presence. In R. D. Wright (Ed.), Student-teacher interaction in online learning 
environments (pp. 389-407). Hershey, PA: IGI Global. 

Kim, J. (2011). Developing an instrument to measure social presence in distance higher  
education. British Journal of Educational Technology, 42(5), 763-777. 

Lowenthal, P. R. (2012). Social presence: What is it? How do we measure it? (Doctoral  
dissertation, University of Colorado Denver). 

Lowenthal, P. R. (2015, April). Did video kill the asynchronous post? Exploring students'  
perceptions of asynchronous online video and social presence. Paper presented at the 
American Educational Research Association (AERA), Chicago, IL. 

Lowenthal, P. R., & Dunlap, J. (2010). From pixel on a screen to real person in your students’ 
lives: Establishing social presence using digital storytelling. The Internet and Higher 
Education, 13(1-2), 70-72. doi:10.1016/j.iheduc.2009.10.004   

Lowenthal, P. R., & Dunlap, J. (2011, April). Investigating students’ perceptions of various  
instructional strategies to establish social presence. Paper presented at the annual meeting 
of the American Educational Research Association (AERA), New Orleans, LA. 

Lowenthal, P. R., & Thomas, D. (2010). Death to the Digital Dropbox: Rethinking student  
privacy and public performance. EDUCAUSE Quarterly, 33(3). 

Munoz, L. R., Pellegrini-Lafont, C., & Cramer, E. (2014). Using social media in teacher  
preparation programs: Twitter as a means to create social presence. Perspectives in 
Urban Education, 11(2), 57-69. 

Nulty, D. D. (2008). The adequacy of response rates to online and paper surveys: What can be 
 done? Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 33(3), 301-314. 

Pacansky-Brock, M. (2014). Learning out loud: Increasing voluntary voice comments in online  
classes. In P. R. Lowenthal, C. S. York, & J. C. Richardson (Eds.), Online learning:  
Common misconceptions, benefits and challenges (pp. 99-114). Hauppauge, NY: Nova 
Science Publishers. 

Pollard, H., Minor, M., & Swanson, A. (2014). Instructor social presence within the Community  
of Inquiry Framework and its impact on classroom community and the learning 
environment. Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration, 17(2). Retrieved from 
http://www.westga.edu/~distance/ojdla/summer172/Pollard_Minor_Swanson172.html 

Ryman, S. E., Burrell, L., Hardham, G., Richardson, B., & Ross, J. (2009). Creating and  
sustaining online learning communities: Designing for transformative 
learning. International Journal of Pedagogies and Learning, 5(3), 32-45. 

Richardson, J. C., & Lowenthal, P. (in press). Instructor social presence: Learners’ needs  



                                                                19     

and a neglected component of the community of inquiry framework. In A. Whiteside, A. 
Garrett Dikkers, & K. Swan, (Eds). Developing and facilitating social presence in online 
teaching. Stylus Publishing. 

Richardson, J. C., & Swan, K. (2003). Examining social presence in online courses in relation to  
students’ perceived learning and satisfaction. Journal of Asynchronous Learning 
Networks, 7(1), 68-88. 

Richardson, J., Swan, K., Lowenthal, P., & Ice, P. (2016). Social presence in online  
learning: Past, present, and future. In Proceedings of Global Learn 2016 (pp. 477-483). 
Association for the Advancement of Computing in Education (AACE). 

Rohr, L. E., & Costello, J. (2015). Student perceptions of Twitters’ effectiveness for assessment  
in a large enrollment online course. Online Learning Journal, 19(4). 

Rourke, L., Anderson, T., Garrison, D. R., & Archer, W. (1999). Assessing social presence in  
asynchronous text-based computer conferencing. Journal of Distance Education, 14(2). 
Retrieved from http://cade.athabascau.ca/vol14.2/rourke_et_al.html 

Rovai, A. P. (2002). Building a sense of community at a distance. International Review of  
Research in Open and Distance Learning, 3(1). Retrieved from 
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/79/153   

Sheehan, K. (2001). E-mail survey response rates: A review. Journal of Computer-mediated 
Communication, 6(2). Retrieved from, http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol6/issue2/sheehan.html 

Short, J., Williams, E., & Christie, B. (1976). The social psychology of telecommunications. 
 London: John Wiley & Sons. 
So, H.-Y., & Brush, T. (2008). Students perceptions of collaborative learning, social presence,  

and satisfaction in blended learning environment: Relationships and critical factors. 
Computers & Education, 51(1), 318-336. 

Swan, K. (2003). Developing social presence in online course discussions. In S. Naidu (Ed.),  
Learning and teaching with technology: Principles and practices (pp. 147-164). London: 
Kogan Page. 

Swan, K., & Shih, L. F. (2005). On the nature and development of social presence in online  
course discussions. Journal of Asynchronous learning networks, 9(3), 115-136. 

Swan, K., Shea, P., Richardson, J., Ice, P., Garrison, D. R., Cleveland-Innes, M., & Arbaugh, J. 
B. (2008). Validating a measurement tool of presence in online communities of inquiry. 
E-Mentor, 2(24), 1-12. http://www.e mentor.edu.pl/e_index.php?numer=24&all=1 

Thoms, B. (2012, January). Integrating blogging and microblogging to foster learning and social  
interaction in online learning communities. In System Science (HICSS), 2012 45th 
Hawaii International Conference on (pp. 68-77). IEEE. 

Tu, C.-H. (2000). On-line learning migration: From social learning theory to social presence  
theory in a CMC environment. Journal of Network and Computer Applications, 2, 27-37. 

Tu, C. H., & McIsaac, M. (2002). The relationship of social presence and interaction in online  
classes. American Journal of Distance Education, 16(3), 131-150. 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes.  



                                    20 

     

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Walther, J. B. (1992). Interpersonal effects in computer-mediated interaction: A relational  

perspective. Communication Research, 19, 52-90.  
Walther, J. B. (1996). Computer-mediated communication: Impersonal, interpersonal, and  

hyperpersonal interaction. Communication Research, 23(1), 3-43.  
Wang, R., Scown, P., Urquhart, C., & Hardman, J. (2014). Tapping the educational potential of  

Facebook: Guidelines for use in higher education. Education and Information 
Technologies, 19(1), 21-39. 


