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ABSTRACT Social presence is a construct that has attracted the attention of many educational scholars
involved in online collaborative learning settings wherein all the dialogue is happening through text-
based asynchronous and synchronous communication channels. The social presence of the learning
group members is associated with the degree of participation and social interaction amongst them and,
as such, is therefore considered a critical variable for learning. The Community of Inquiry (Col)
framework defines social presence as the ability to project one’s personal identity in the online
community so that she or he is perceived as a ‘real’ person and/or as progressing through the phases
(1) acquiring a social identity, (2) having purposeful communication, and (3) building relationships.
However, the Col social presence construct and its operationalization still leave many issues open. In
this article, the original social presence construct is disentangled, concluding that it actually represents
two constructs, namely (1) ‘social presence’ (degree of ‘realness’ of the other in the communication),
and (2) ‘social space’ (degree to which social interpersonal relationships are salient). It is identified that
social presence in the Col model is actually integrating both constructs but with an emphasis on social
space. Extending the Col framework by making a distinction between social presence and social space
is beneficial to the Col model, because attention to its design and implementation can now be more
precise. In addition, as social presence and social space are both progressive and developmental in
nature, it fits the underlying philosophy of the Col framework that embraces this dynamic
characteristic.

Introduction

Social presence is a construct that has attracted the attention of many educational scholars involved
in online collaborative learning settings wherein all the dialogues and conversations are mostly
happening through text-based communication channels such as asynchronous discussion boards
and synchronous chat-based systems. Social presence is associated with the degree of participation
and social interaction amongst the collaborative group members and, as such, is therefore
considered a critical variable for learning (Picciano, 2002; Koh et al, 2007; Yang et al, 2007; Goggins
et al, 2009). Indeed, Tu (2000), linking social learning theory to social presence, asserts that social
presence ‘is required to enhance and foster online social interaction, which is the major vehicle of
social learning’ (p. 27). And, because social presence is so important for maintaining a high degree
of online social interaction, it ‘is a significant predictor of course retention and final grade in the
community college online environment” (Liu et al, 2009, p. 165). Also, social presence is associated
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with learning outcomes and the degree of satisfaction of the group members (Gunawardena &
Zittle, 1997; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).

The Community of Inquiry (Col) framework is a model that integrates social presence with
two other kinds of presence, namely teaching presence and cognitive presence, in order to inform
the practice of online (and blended) teaching and collaborative learning (Garrison et al, 2000, 2010).
The Col framework will be described in the next section. Since its inception almost 13 years ago
considerable research has been conducted to assess its applicability and validation as a process
model for understanding how deep and meaningful learning can be achieved (Garrison & Arbaugh,
2007; Arbaugh et al, 2008). The results so far have been promising, thus justifying further research
on this topic as some issues remain unresolved or unclear. Precisely because of the latter, a critical
debate has emerged in recent years starting with the original authors of the Col framework who
critically reflected upon some methodology issues that arose in their analysis of the transcripts, for
instance, the issue of reliability when coding text elements (see Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007;
Garrison, 2008). A Col survey instrument was therefore designed as an alternative to transcript
analysis to assess the three kinds of presences (Arbaugh et al, 2008). Some scholars doubt whether
the Col framework can be used to elicit deep and meaningful learning that leads to positive
learning outcomes (Rourke & Kanuka, 2009; a response was given by Akyol et al, 2009) or that the
role of social presence is overestimated in the Col framework (Annand, 2011; a response to which
was published by Garrison, 2011). Although these critical debates are still ongoing (see Xin, 2012),
several other scholars have sought ways to strengthen the Col framework by refining it instead of
participating in this critique. For example, Shea and Bidjerano (2010, 2012) and Shea et al (2012)
have extended the Col framework to include learning presence as a fourth kind of presence.

In the same spirit we have looked for ways to strengthen the Col social presence [1] construct
because its conceptualization as well as its operationalization still leave many issues to be resolved
(see Lowenthal, 2009, 2010). In order to resolve the issues surrounding the Col social presence
construct, we went back to the origins of social presence; that is, we started with the definition of
social presence as was given by Short et al (1976) which is ‘degree of salience of the other person in
the interaction and the consequent salience of their interpersonal relationship’ (p. 65). We did so
because the various conceptualizations, definitions, and operationalizations of social presence that
have come into existence seem to have been originally based on or inspired by their definition. In
our belief, it is these divergences from the original definition that have led to the current
confounding situation. Indeed, Lowenthal (2010) points out that ‘despite its intuitive appeal,
researchers and practitioners alike often define and conceptualize this popular construct differently.
In fact, it is often hard to distinguish between whether someone is talking about social interaction,
immediacy, intimacy, emotion, and/or connectedness when they talk about social presence’
(p. 125). In our view, the situation is confounded by four issues: the first is that social presence as
‘salience of the other’ (i.e. the degree of ‘realness’ of the other in the communication) is made equal
with ‘salience of the interpersonal relationship” rather than viewing the latter as a consequence, as
was stated by Short et al (1976). With ‘realness’ (or ‘real’) we mean that although we know that the
other is not physically present in the communication, we nevertheless experience the feeling that
this is — to some degree — so. In our view, which will be elaborated in depth in a later section, we
consider social presence to be associated with salience of the other. As a consequence, we have
labelled salience of the interpersonal relationship(s) rather as social space. A sound social space is
manifest if, among other things, group members trust each other and if group cohesion, a sense of
community, and an open atmosphere exist amongst the members.

The second issue involves a discussion about technological determinism versus sociological
determinism. It has its basis in the question of whether social presence is determined by the
technological attributes of the communication media or is determined by the social group using
those media. Gunawardena (1995) and Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) have found that it is not
media characteristics as such but rather the students’ perceptions of communicating through a text-
based media that correlates with social presence. Nevertheless, presence researchers suggest that
media characteristics do contribute to the perception of social presence (Biocca et al, 2003; de
Ruyter et al, 2006; Horvath & Lombard, 2009). As a result, we see social presence as co-determined
on the one hand by the physical characteristics of the communication medium and on the other
hand by a contingency of social influence factors such as social context, social processes, and so
forth. In addition, teacher factors, such as the pedagogical techniques they use and how they
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cultivate social presence amongst the group members, play a role as well. In terms of the Col
framework, this last factor would be the teaching presence.

The third issue is that definitions of social presence do not always refer to ‘salience of the
other’ (i.e. referring to a person’s perception) but more often refer to the ability to project oneself
(i.e. referring to a person’s ability). This is the case with the Col social presence conceptualization
(see Garrison et al, 2000). In our view, social presence is a perceptual phenomenon rather than an
ability.

Finally, the fourth issue arises from the fact that social presence is not always operationalized
in a manner congruent with its definition. For example, although Rourke and Anderson (2002)
defined social presence as ‘salience of the other,” they nevertheless assessed social presence by
measuring social climate. In our view, any instrument that assesses social presence as salience of
the other should focus on the measurement of how group members perceive ‘realness’ of the
other.

In this article, we clarify the social presence construct and show that it may actually represent
two constructs, namely (1) ‘social presence’ (i.e. the degree of ‘realness’ of the other in the
communication), and (2) “social space’ (i.e. the degree to which social interpersonal relationships
are salient). We further identify that social presence in the Col model actually represents both
constructs, but that it gives emphasis to social space. Accordingly, the Col survey instrument
(Arbaugh et al, 2008) reflects this fact. The article starts with a description of the general Col
framework; it further explains how social presence as defined in this framework is conceptualized
and how it is operationalized. It continues with a discussion of the Short et al (1976)
conceptualization of social presence and shows that Col social presence can actually be
disentangled into two separate, but related constructs, namely ‘social presence’ and ‘social space’. It
then describes the two constructs and how they extend the Col framework. Finally, future research
is discussed.

The Col Framework

The Community of Inquiry (Col) framework proposed by Garrison et al (2000, 2010) argues that a
complete educational experience in an online collaborative learning setting will develop only if
three kinds of presence exist in such a community: cognitive presence, social presence, and
teaching presence. Cognitive presence is defined as the ‘extent to which learners are able to
construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection and discourse’ (Garrison et al, 2001,
p. 11). Cognitive presence, thus, reflects higher order knowledge construction through critical
thinking and is ‘intimately connected to the learning context’ (Garrison & Anderson, 2003, p. 29).
Social presence is defined as the ability to project one’s personal identity in the online community
so that one is perceived as a ‘real” person (Garrison et al, 2000). Garrison et al (2000), argue that
social presence is important because it functions as ‘a support for cognitive presence, indirectly
facilitating the process of critical thinking carried on by the community of learners ... and is a direct
contributor to the success of the educational experience’ (p. 89). Therefore, Garrison and Anderson
(2003) suggest that ‘cognitive presence is enhanced and sustained when social presence is
established” (p. 29). Teaching presence is defined as ‘the design, facilitation, and direction of
cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realising personally meaningful and educationally
worthwhile learning outcomes’ (Anderson et al, 2001, p. 5). According to Garrison and Anderson
(2003), teaching presence brings the two other types of presence together in a balanced and
functional relationship, which is congruent with the intended outcomes and which takes the
learners’ needs and capabilities into account. In a certain way, a number of scholars anticipated the
development of the teaching presence construct. For example, Gunawardena (1995) suggested a
number of issues that must be addressed to support academic objectives in computer conferences.
Among them are protocols for computer-mediated communication (CMC) interaction, procedures
for signing on and using the system, etiquette for CMC discussion, and techniques for managing
information overload. Additionally, she notes that ‘conference moderators should facilitate
discussions by recognising all contributions initially, summarising frequently, and weaving ideas
together’ (p. 163). Studies that explore the causal relationships between the different types of
presence in the Col have thus far found that social presence appears to be a mediator between
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teaching and cognitive presence and that teaching presence causally influences social and cognitive
presence (Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Garrison et al, 2010).

Social Presence within the Col Framework

Initially, the conceptualization of social presence within the Col framework seems to have been
inspired on Gunawardena’s (1995) conception of social presence who, in turn, was inspired by
Short et al (1976) as the originators of social presence theory. They used social presence theory to
explain interpersonal effects between two interlocutors in an organisational setting when using
four different types of communication media, namely audio channels, closed-circuit video
channels, telephone, and face-to-face meetings. Short et al (1976) characterised each
communication medium in terms of its potential to communicate non-verbal and verbal cues
conveying socio-emotional information so that the other is perceived as physically ‘real’. Non-
verbal cues are expressed by vision (e.g. facial expression, direction of gaze, posture, gestures, eye-
contact), audition (e.g. voice volume, inflection, soft speaking), tactile (e.g. touching, shaking
hands), and olfaction (e.g. smells, body odours). Gunawardena (1995) and Gunawardena and Zittle
(1997) applied social presence theory in an educational setting to understand learning in online
conferencing groups and many others have followed since then (amongst them are: Tu, 2000;
Rourke & Anderson, 2002; Shin, 2002; Stacey, 2002; Swan, 2002; Tu & Mclsaac, 2002; Richardson,
& Swan, 2003; Shen et al, 2006; Koh et al, 2007; Yang et al, 2007; Kehrwald, 2008; Goggins et al,
2009; Lowenthal, 2009, 2010; Kear, 2010). As mentioned before, social presence is important
because it affects participation and social interaction, which are necessary for effective collaboration
and knowledge construction. However, it was suggested that particularly in online collaborative
learning environments using text-based asynchronous communication media (e.g. discussion
boards), it would be difficult to establish social presence because these environments cannot
transfer the non-verbal cues that are needed in the process of becoming a ‘real’ person for the
other. However, Gunawardena (1995) contended that social presence can be cultured if participants
have the ability to project their identities through carefully drafted messages. This will help them to
build online communities, she reasoned, because these messages help them to be perceived as
‘real’. Garrison (1997) considered the ability to achieve this as social presence and defined it as ‘the
degree to which participants are able to project themselves affectively within the medium’ (p. 6).
Garrison et al (2000) reformulated this definition for their Col framework as the ‘ability of
participants in a community of inquiry to project themselves socially and emotionally, as ‘real’
people (i.e. their full personality), through the medium of communication used’ (p. 94). In other
words, they maintain that the competency to develop social presence is social presence.

Recently, Garrison (2009) saw social presence as progressing through the phases: (1) acquiring
a social identity, (2) have purposeful communication, and (3) building relationships. Accordingly,
he defined social presence as ‘the ability of participants to identify with the community (e.g. course
or study), communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop interpersonal
relationships by way of projecting their individual personalities’ (p. 352). Garrison has done so to
streamline the conceptualization of social presence with the conceptualizations of the other
presences — particularly with regard to their progressive and developmental nature. According to
Garrison et al (2010) TiJt is this progressive nature of the presences that was never quite made
explicit in the original conceptualization’ (p. 7).

The Measurement of Social Presence

Content analysis has been the primary methodology to assess the degree of social presence (Rourke
et al, 1999). Three categories of behaviour were defined that operationalized social presence: group
cohesion (reflecting the shared social identity of the community and its collaborative behavioural
intention), open communication (reflecting the interactive and purposeful nature of the
communication), and affective expression (reflecting the socio-emotional components of the
communication for the purpose of forming interpersonal relationships). Indicators for group
cohesion are vocatives (i.e. addressing participants by name), using inclusive pronouns (i.e.
addressing the group as we, us, our group), and phatics or salutations (e.g. greetings, closures);
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indicators for open communications are continuing a thread, quoting from others’ messages,
referring explicitly to others’ messages, asking questions and getting feedback, complimenting or
expressing appreciation, and expressing agreement. Finally, indicators of affective expression
include expressions of emotions (e.g. use of emoticons, conspicuous capitalization), use of humour
(e.g. irony, teasing, cajoling, sarcasm), and self-disclosure (e.g. presenting details of personal life,
expressing vulnerability). As Garrison (2009) elaborated, the categories of this operationalization of
social presence can be seen as phases of a process in which first a shared social identity — derived
from the purpose of the course — is the primary concern, and then later, is the basis for the
formation of interpersonal relationships. This viewpoint has led to the more recent definition of
social presence as is outlined above.

Recently, a Col survey instrument that assesses the student’s perception about the
manifestation of each of the presences was developed and validated (Arbaugh et al, 2008). Diaz et al
(2010), and Carlon et al (2012) also validated the instrument using different settings, hence, the Col
survey instrument seems to enable a quantitative approach to the study of the dynamic
relationships between cognitive, social, and teaching presence without using laborious transcript
analyses. Table I depicts the social presence scale of the Col survey instrument which consists of
nine items (items 14-22). Items 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 21 directly correspond to items of the Social
Presence Scale of Gunawardena and Zittle (1997). Table I first shows the items according to their
social presence categories (i.e. group cohesion, open communication and affective expression);
however, these categories have only been derived theoretically, but never empirically verified.
Indeed, Carlon et al (2012) performed an empirical study and found a two-factor rather than a
three-factor structure for social presence. They designated the two factors (i.e. categories) as social
comfort and social experience. From our perspective, these results suggest that the factor of social
comfort is actually yet another construct that represents the overall friendliness of online
collaborative learning and, thus, is not a real dimension of social presence. Its items, namely, seem
to emphasize feelings of comfort about the interaction (i.e. conversing, participating, interacting,
disagreeing, acknowledging) and not so much the interaction itself in a specific
configuration/setting. Table I also shows how the social presence items as defined in the Col are
categorized in the empirically derived categories of social comfort and social experience.

Item  Item Theoretically derived categories ~ Empirically derived Hypothesized categories Irem no. off the
no. (see appendix A of Diaz et al, categories (this article) Social Presence
2010) (Carlon etal, 2012) Scale
(Gunawardena
& Zittle, 1997)
Group Open Affective  Social Social Social Social  Arritude Social
cohesion communication expression comfort  experience  presence space comfort
14 Getting to know other course v v v

participants gave me a sense of
belonging in the course

15 I'was able to form distinct V V' v 14
impressions of some course
participants

16 Online or web-based V' V' Vv 2

communication is an excellent
medium for social interaction

17 1felt comfortable conversing v v v 3
through the online medium

18 1felt comfortable participating in v Vv v 6
the course discussions

19 1felt comfortable interacting with Vv Vv v 12
other course participants

20 1felt comfortable disagreeing with v Vv v
other course participants while still
retaining a sense of trust

21 1felt that my point of view was Vv Vv v 13
acknowledged by other course
participants

22 Online discussions help me to Vv v v

develop a sense of collaboration

Judgments use 5-point Likert scale. Note: Response scales: 0 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree.
Items 1-13, not shown here, represent teaching presence; items 23-34, also not shown here, represent cognitive

presence.

Table I. The social presence scale of the Col survey instrument.
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Finally and as was already mentioned before, we consider social presence to be associated with
salience of the other and social space with salience of the interpersonal relationships. Hence, we
have defined a social presence and social space category in order to categorize the Col social
presence items. We further added two more categories, attitude and social comfort, in order to
categorize items that could neither be categorized as social presence nor as social space. We
adopted the term ‘social comfort” from Carlon et al (2012). However, in contrast to their use of the
instrument, we did not categorize items 20 and 21 in the social comfort category but in the social
space category. We did this because the two items refer to the soundness of the social space in
which, amongst other things, mutual trust, sense of cohesion, and an open atmosphere exist. In
that respect, our social space category is more similar to Diaz et al’s (2010) social cohesion
category. Also, our social comfort category is identical to their open communication category.
Finally, following Fishbein and Ajzen (2010), item 16 is representative of the attitude towards
online communication. Our four hypothesised categories are found in Table I and show how the
Col social presence items are categorized. As can be observed in Table I, only one item (item 15)
represents social presence and four items (items 14, 20, 21, and 22) represent social space.

Col Social Presence Revisited

As we have made clear in the previous sections, the Col social presence construct and its
operationalization still leave many issues open. In order to clarify things regarding Col social
presence, we went back to Short et al (1976) who were the first to define social presence. To repeat,
they defined social presence as the ‘degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the
consequent salience of the interpersonal relationship” (p. 65). Their definition can be broken up into
two parts, the first part is the ‘salience of the other person in the interaction” and the second part —
the consequence of this salience of the other — is, “salience of the interpersonal relationship.” These
two parts of Short et al’s definition were also recognised by Vanden Abeele et al (2007) and by
Kehrwald (2008), although they assigned different meanings to the first part. Vanden Abeele et al
(2007) interpreted the first part as the situation in which the others are perceived as ‘real” people.
They feel that:

depending on the research domain, the focus is more on one rather than both of these two
[parts]. While social presence, understood as ‘the consequent salience of the interpersonal
relationships’, refers more to the domain of Interpersonal Communication, social presence,
understood as ‘the salience of another person in an interaction’, refers more to the domain of
Presence research. (p. 215)

Kehrwald (2008), in contrast, interprets the first part as emphasizing media characteristics, thus in
correspondence with the technological perspective of Short et al (1976) who saw media attributes
as influencing the degree of social presence, that is, they stated that social presence ‘varies between
different media, it affects the nature of the interaction and it interacts with the purpose of the
interaction to influence the medium chosen by the individual who wishes to communicate’ (p.65).

Social Presence as Salience of the Other Person in the Interaction

As argued before, we believe social presence is associated with the first part of the definition by
Short et al (1976); in other words, we see social presence as salience of the other person in the
interaction. We use the definition of Kreijns et al (2011) for social presence which is the ‘degree of
illusion that others appear to be a ‘real’ physical person in either an immediate (i.e. real
time/synchronous) or a delayed (i.e. time-deferred/asynchronous) communication episode’
(p. 366). Thus, social presence has to do with the degree of ‘realness’ of the other person in the
communication. The definition is in line with what presence researchers have designated as social
presence, namely ‘the perceptual illusion of non-mediation [of the other] (Lombard & Ditton,
1997; Biocca et al, 2003). Furthermore, we do not adhere to a pure technological perspective but
see social presence as co-determined by the physical characteristics of the communication media
and by a contingency of social influence factors. This means that even if lean communication
media are used (e.g. text-based asynchronous discussion boards) it is still possible to achieve a high
degree of social presence through these media (Walther, 1992, 1993). Finally, we consider social

10



Community of Inquiry: social presence revisited

presence as salience of the other as a necessary condition for establishing an interpersonal
relationship between two interlocutors or, when it is already there, for sustaining such a
relationship. Indeed, if one is not aware of the other because he or she is not in some way ‘real,” it
becomes very difficult to establish or sustain an interpersonal relationship.

Social presence may not instantly exist when using a lean communication medium. However,
the online collaborative learning environment that Col groups use is commonly equipped with
such lean communication media. Therefore, it often takes time to develop social presence. The
development of social presence runs alongside the development of social space and is centred
around impression formation. Impression formation is a social cognitive process in which one
develops individuating impressions of the others, in other words, where group members ‘get to
know each other” (Walther, 1993). Walther’s (1992) social information processing (SIP) theory of
mediated communication suggests that impression formation is facilitated through the
accumulation of the messages transferred; these messages are generated during the episodes when
group members have social interaction. One moment these messages may convey information
about the members’ personal lives (self-disclosure) and at another they may convey information
about the interests they have, the knowledge and expertise they possess, what they find difficult or
easy, or other types of relevant information. All these messages help to develop individuating
impressions. SIP also suggests that members will ‘acclimate to the restrictions of the media by
adapting their language behaviour to fulfil the functions of missing nonverbal cues in such ways as
to build interpersonal impressions, build mental models of their colleagues, and develop
relationships marked by affective exchange” (Danchak et al, 2001, p. 2).

If the online collaborative learning environment features personal profile pages, group
members may learn from these pages about the co-members and build individuating impressions
even before they have ever communicated with them. Personal profile pages in an online
collaborative learning environment are a technological feature that extends the functionality of the
environment. This means that they are not an attribute of the communication medium as such but
rather of the online collaborative learning environment. A number of researchers have tested the
influence of many other features in an online collaborative learning environment; most notably are
the group awareness tools, which make group members aware of the activities of the co-members,
thereby potentially adding to impression formation. Because of space limitations, we cannot look
in depth at group awareness tools, but further reading is available (e.g. Bodemer & Dehler, 2011,
who were the editors of a special issue about group awareness in computer-supported collaborative
learning (CLCL) environments). Once individuating impressions or mental models of the other are
formed, social presence will be present when group members are involved in social interaction.

Social Space as Salience of the Interpersonal Relationships

The second part of the definition of Short et al (1976) points to the interpersonal relationship
between two interlocutors. In contrast, the Col framework considers collaborative groups with
possibly more than two members. Therefore, the second part is augmented to include all the
interpersonal relationships that exist in a collaborating group instead of considering only one
relationship. Kreijns et al (2004) have designated salience of interpersonal relationships as social
space. They defined social space as ‘the network of social relationships amongst the group
members embedded in group structures of norms and values, rules and roles, beliefs and ideals’
(p. 608). They consider the set of interpersonal relationships as a network because each member
may have a social relationship with the other members so that each member is ‘connected” with
the other members. Upon observing all of these connections, one can see that they form a kind of
social network. Of course, when dealing with small groups, consisting of two to four or five
members such as Col groups, it is perhaps uncommon to actually designate these as a social
network; however, in large groups with over a hundred or even a thousand members such a
designation can certainly apply. Such a large group is found, for example, in the social network site
Facebook (see Cheung et al, 2011). Therefore, the social space definition is applicable to both small
and large groups. Social space is sound when it provides features encompassing, among others and
depending on the context, affective work relationships, shared social identity, group cohesiveness,
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mutual trust, a sense of belonging, a sense of community, and an open atmosphere. Indeed,
according to Cherrington (1989, as cited by Management Class, 2014):

effective groups have several characteristics: the atmosphere is close and friendly; all members
participate in the group; all members are committed to the group’s goals; members listen to each
other and share information; decisions are made by consensus; conflict is dealt with openly and
resolved; members receive frank and objective feedback and feel free to express their feelings
openly; there is a division of labour with shared leadership; and the group is aware of its own
operations and able to monitor itself. (§ Characteristics of effective groups)

These features are essentially the same features that characterise Col social presence (see Table I).
Therefore, we believe social space to be similar to Col social presence.

The Emergence of Social Space

The extent to which a social space develops in a group depends largely on how the interpersonal
and social relationships develop. These interpersonal relationships emerge through socio-
emotional processes involving affiliation, attraction and impression formation. Affiliation is the
propensity people have to get in contact with others. A reason for affiliation within a Col group is
that members perceive that they are mutually dependent on each other for successfully
accomplishing the working and learning tasks. Also, each group member will develop individuating
impressions of the co-members. Based upon these impressions, they can develop (initial)
relationships with other members. The kind of social relationship is, amongst other things,
determined by the attractiveness of the co-member. Attractiveness is the feeling that a group
member has about the other group members, which is influenced by affection, status, and
competence (e.g. leadership).

All of these processes start at the moment a Col group is formed. According to Tuckman
(1965) the forming of a group is the first of the four phases of the lifecycle of a groups; it is the phase
of ‘getting to know one another’, in which each member is oriented to the learning tasks they have
to perform, as well as the roles and leadership. The other successive phases are storming, norming,
and performing. Tuckman and Jensen (1977) added a fifth phase, namely adjourning, when the
group splits apart. The storming phase is the phase of disagreement and conflict. Group members
may vie for leadership and the roles they have to perform. Also, a debate may start about the rules
in the group: how should members behave and what is expected from them? If consensus through
resolution is achieved, the group moves into the norming phase. In this phase, the group structures
become clear, that is, the group norms and values are clearly communicated and each member
knows what role he or she is expected to perform. In addition, expectations in terms of beliefs and
ideas are established. It is the phase in which social relationships become stable and feelings of
group cohesiveness begin to develop as well as a social identity. When looking at the Garrison et al
(2010) Col social presence definition as a three-phase process, acquiring a social identity is
accomplished in this norming phase. The next phase — the performing phase — is the most
important phase because in this phase the group has matured and all group members are focused
on the group learning tasks and collaborating to achieve the group goals. It is the phase in which
the social space is sound: there is group cohesiveness, a feeling of belonging, an open atmosphere
and mutual trust. In terms of Col social presence definition as a three-phase process, group
members have purposeful communication. After the task is accomplished, group members go their
own way; this phase is the adjourning phase. Tuckman (1965) and Tuckman and Jensen (1977) saw
all five phases as consecutive phases; however, reality showed that not all groups progress in a
linear fashion through these phases. Therefore, Bales (1965) introduced a cyclic version, in which
the group may cycle through the phases storming, norming, and performing. The latest insights
suggest that it is always possible to step back one phase or even start all over again in the storming
phase. Thus, if a group has reached the performing phase, it may fall back either into the norming
phase or the storming phase, depending on whatever caused the fallback. For example, if a group
starts to believe that the task will not be ready at the time of the deadline, a worried group may call
for new leadership. In addition, if members in the storming phase cannot reach consensus, this
could imply that the group will be disbanded, and thus the group will enter into the adjourning
phase.
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Figure 1 depicts the correspondences between the different conceptualizations of the social
presence construct discussed in this section.
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Figure 1. Correspondences between the different conceptualizations of the social presence construct.

Extending the Col framework

Figure 2 depicts the extended Col framework which now includes our conceptualizations of social
presence and social space. As can be observed in this figure, we have also incorporated learning
presence as proposed by Shea and Bidjerano (2010, 2012) as well as educational resources. With
respect to the learning presence, Shea and Bidjerano (2012) refer to a study of Allen and Seaman
(2010) in which it was concluded that ‘a majority of institutions in the US reported that online
learning requires more discipline on the part of the student and that this represents a barrier to
continued growth of online education’ (p. 317). Therefore, Shea and Bidjerano (2010, 2012) place
their attention on issues of self-regulation such as online student discipline, self-directedness, and
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self-reliance. They labelled the online learner’s self-regulation as learning presence and stated that
this is an important component to consider within the Col framework as their studies provided
evidence that it has relationships with cognitive, social, and teaching presence and, as a
consequence, on learning outcomes. Because of their findings, we have incorporated learning
presence in the extended Col framework. Educational resources refer to all the resources a teacher
may use in order to exert teaching presence. Our interest in educational resources has grown since
the availability of (open) educational resources that allow teachers to build their own curricula,
their own lesson plans, and to integrate information and communication technologies (ICTs) in
their pedagogical practices. This potential from (open) educational resources and ICTs may enable,
support, and reinforce educational reform that stresses a learner-centred approach rather than a
teacher-centred approach (Ward, 2005). A learner-centred approach emphasizes active learning,
critical thinking, collaborative inquiry, problem-solving skills, communication skills, information
handling skills, self-directed learning, and connectedness with others, all of which are necessary for
stimulating the development of life-long learning competencies (Hargreaves, 2003). These
characteristics are usually referred to as ‘twenty-first century skills’ because they are considered
necessary to meet the educational demands of the twenty-first century imposed by the knowledge
society (Somekh, 2007). These considerations motivated us to incorporate educational resources
within the Col framework.

Community of Inquiry

social

supporting
discourse

social space cognitive presence

setting
climate

teaching presence
(structure/process)

educational resources

Comunication Medium

Figure 2. The extended Community of Inquiry framework.

Concluding Remarks and Future Research

In this article we have examined our latest ideas regarding the social presence construct and have
studied how it was generally conceptualized and operationalized, in particular within the context of
the Col framework. We agree with Lowenthal (2010) that the conceptualization and
operationalization of social presence is confounding and that many issues are left open. In
particular, we found this true for the Col social presence construct. Therefore, we went back to the
origins of social presence as was formulated by Short et al (1976). It turned out that their definition
actually represents two constructs, namely (1) ‘social presence’ (as the degree of ‘realness’ of the
other in the communication), and (2) social space (as the degree to which social interpersonal
relationships are salient). We further identified that social space has conceptually a lot in common
with Col social presence. We extended the Col framework by replacing Col social presence with
our conceptualization of social presence and social space. We also incorporated learning presence
and educational resources (see Figure 3). Such an extension of the Col framework is beneficial
because further attention to its design and implementation can now be more focused. In addition,
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as social presence and social space are both progressive and developmental in nature, it fits the
underlying philosophy of the Col framework that embraces this dynamic characteristic.

Our future research will orient towards the operationalization of social presence and social
space. That is, existing instruments will be reviewed including those developed by Kreijns et al
(2004, 2011), the Col survey instrument (Arbaugh et al. 2008) as well as others (e.g. Gunawardena
& Zittle, 1997; Tu, 2002; Vanden Abeele et al, 2007;). In particular, with respect to the
operationalization of social presence, we tend to agree with Vanden Abeele et al's (2007)
suggestion that the extent to which social presence exists in a virtual environment can be inferred
from Zajonc’s social facilitation theory. ‘If the social facilitation framework can be successfully
applied, this would provide us with extra evidence that perceptual presence is a prerequisite
property of social presence’ (1965, p.217). Zajonc’s (1965) social facilitation theory states that
people will tend to do better when performing simple familiar tasks and tend to do worse when
performing difficult unfamiliar tasks when they become aware of the mere or imagined presence of
other people. They found support for the mere presence effect though the evidence was somewhat
limited. Inspired by social facilitation theory and the findings of Vanden Abeele et al (2007), we
expect that the way members of a Col behave online is indicative of how they experience the
degree of physical ‘realness” of the other members. More precisely, it is expected that
communication style, language style, and responsiveness will be more similar amongst the
members when social presence is high.

We hope that the extended Col framework will advance our knowledge about the Col
framework and that quantitative research on it is stimulated as soon as the operationalizations of
the social presence and social space instruments become available.

Note

[1] We refer to the Col conceptualization of social presence as ‘Col social presence’ rather than ‘social
presence’ unless it is unambiguously clear that we mean the Col conceptualization of it.
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