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The purpose of this study was to better understand student learning in 

asynchronous computer-conference discourse (ASD) for non-native speakers of English 

in India through the community of inquiry (COI) framework. The study looked at ASD 

from an online course taught in the fall of 2015 to 25 students in a seminary in South 

India. All but one of the students were non-native speakers of English. The class 

consisted of 22 men and 3 women. Eight students spoke languages from the Dravidian 

family of languages (Malayalam, Tamil, Telegu and Kannada). Eight students were from 

the Northeastern states of Manipur, Nagaland and Tripura, where most languages are 

from the Sino-Tibetan family. Three students were native speakers of Indo-Aryan 

languages (Odiya and Assamese). Five students were from Myanmar representing 

several Sino-Tibetan languages. The COI is a framework used to understand learning in 

ASD, often used in online learning. To study the ASD of this group, critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) was used with the COI to capture the unique socio-cultural and linguistic 

conditions of this group. 
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A CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF ASYNCHRONOUS COMPUTER 

CONFERENCE DISCOURSE BY SEMINARY STUDENTS IN INDIA THROUGH THE 

COMMUNITY OF INQUIRY FRAMEWORK  

Introduction 

India has a long tradition of open universities, modeled after open universities in 

the United Kingdom that focus exclusively on distance education. However, these 

institutions in India are slow to adopt online learning as part of their distance education 

model (Balaji & Chakrabarti, 2010; Bedi, 2008). Some private Indian universities like 

Don Bosco and Amity have started online education programs.  

English is the medium of instruction for most Indian higher educational 

institutions. However, the most recent data available show that only 6% of students 

have received their entire education with English as the medium of instruction. More 

than 96% of the school-going-population will receive at least 5-6 years of English, but 

only 6% receive an exclusive English medium education. Those that have access to an 

exclusive English education are typically the elites of Indian society. The remaining 

group of students entering higher education come with a wide range of academic 

English literacy such that most students in India can be characterized as using English 

as a second language. English is not native to India except for a small number in the 

Anglo-Indian community (Annamalai, 2004). 

With respect to online education, the question of academic literacy and its 

impact on learning among non-native English language learners comes into play, 

particularly because students are required to engage with texts and with each other in 

online discussion forums. The discussion forum is a tool often used in online higher 
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education.  Some studies have looked at discussion forum interaction between non-

native speakers of English in the United States. No research has looked at the 

discourse of Indian English speakers in an asynchronous discussion forum with a view 

to how meaning is negotiated online and how knowledge is constructed. Such research 

has been conducted with ESL (English as a Second Language) students in the United 

States (Yodkamlue, 2008; Na, 2003; Yildiz & Bichelmeyer, 2003).  

The Community of Inquiry (COI) framework articulated in the seminal works of  

Randy Garrison, Terry Anderson and Walter Archer (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 

2001; Anderson, Rourke, Garrison & Archer, 2001; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & 

Archer, 1999) has been the dominant theoretical framework for understanding online 

learning and, specifically, construction of knowledge in asynchronous discussion 

forums. Although this theory is grounded in social constructions of meaning and 

knowledge, little work has been done to ground the theory’s constructs with a functional 

description of language and discourse. Research on online learning and asynchronous 

discourse (ASD) on students in India is sparse. No research has been conducted with 

non-native speakers of English in India using the COI framework. 

Asynchronous discussion forums have been a common feature in online 

courses. These discussion forums are a mode of interaction not used in traditional 

face-to-face courses. Yet, their central role in the online course makes it the natural 

locus for understanding construction of knowledge in an online course. Most studies 

applying the COI framework on online learning have focused on asynchronous 

discussion forums (Lee & Tsai, 2011; Schrire, 2006; Tran, 2011). 
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Problem Statement 

Online learning with asynchronous learning networks is nascent in India, and 

very little research (Balaji & Chakrabarti, 2010; Bedi, 2008) is available on the online 

experiences of higher education learners in India. While English is the medium of 

education for most of Indian higher education, it is not the native language for most 

learners. This creates unique challenges to describing the learning phenomenon seen 

in asynchronous discourse for online learners in India. The predominant framework for 

understanding asynchronous discussions has been the community of inquiry 

framework first proposed by Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2001). A modified 

approach to the COI grounded in critical discourse analysis is proposed for this study. 

No study exists today that uses the COI framework with higher education learners in 

India or non-native speakers of English in India.  

The textual environment of ASD facilitates the construction of meaning and 

knowledge through the interactions of learners and instructors in a community of 

inquiry. The COI framework has evolved over the past decade and become a 

prominent framework for understanding knowledge construction in ASD. But research 

on the interaction between cognitive, social and teaching presence in ASD is limited 

and ignores the social constructivist epistemology that undergirds the COI framework. 

The current COI framework also lacks a theory of text that captures the multi 

functionality of discourse. Critical discourse analysis, grounded in a constructivist 

epistemology, has the potential to describe this multi-functionality. No research exists 

on the use of CDA in a COI framework. No research exists on the use of ASD by non-
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native speakers using the COI framework. This study addresses these gaps, focusing 

on ASD use by graduate students in India using CDA in a COI framework. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study seeks to explore how Indian English learners at an Indian theological 

graduate institution negotiate meaning in an online discussion forum and how they 

construct knowledge from that format. It attempts to provide a description of online 

learning for non-native speakers of English in Indian higher education. The study will 

also show how CDA might provide a more nuanced description of learning by non-

native learners of English in an online learning environment. 

Research Questions 

1. Using the COI framework, how would we describe the construction of knowledge 

and construction of meaning among non-native speakers of English in a 

graduate theological institution in India? 

2. How does critical discourse analysis (CDA) provide a nuanced picture of 

learning in asynchronous discourse for non-native speakers of English in India?  

3. How do the empirical results of this study using critical discourse analysis 

advance the COI framework?  

Limitations 

The study was conducted on a group of students at one institution and may not 

be representative of other theological graduate institutions in India. The study collects 

focus group interview data of student participants and assumes truthfulness in these 

interviews. Also, the study focused on one course. Another course with a different 

instructor in a similar context could be a source of comparison for future research. As a 
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participant and researcher, I have a perspective that offers insights of an insider. 

However, because I am the instructor for the class, reflexivity is needed throughout the 

research process so that I can to identify my stance as both a researcher and a 

participant to ensure trustworthiness. 

Delimitations 

The participants selected for this study came from different parts of India with 

differing native languages (L1). This study does not attempt to draw inferences 

regarding the influence of their native languages on the asynchronous discourse and 

other textual data. The study recognizes the status of English among these learners as 

a second language and focuses solely on their production of English in the course. The 

participants were selected from a seminary where I currently work, so they form a 

convenience sample. 

Overview of the Study 

This study seeks to understand the nature of online learning of graduate 

seminary students in India as non-native speakers of English. The study looked at 

discourse patterns found in asynchronous discussion forums collected from a 15-week 

course with 25 students. A critical discourse analysis informed by the Community of 

Inquiry (COI) framework was used in analyzing asynchronous discussion data. In 

addition, data was collected from focus group interviews of the students, analytic notes 

from the instructor and synchronous video computer conferences. Critical discourse 

analysis was used on all of the above-mentioned data types with the locus of analysis 

on the asynchronous discussion data. 
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Critique of COI 

There is no clear articulation of a theory of communication that informs the COI 

framework. Garrison et al. (1999) built their case for the framework on a theory of 

written communication based on the works of Chafe and Danielewicz (1987), Fulwiler 

(1987), Haas (1996), Halliday (1987) and White (1993). They drew upon the work of 

these scholars to identify the features of written communication and the differences 

between oral and written communication. However, their framework did not explicate a 

more elaborate theory of text and meaning. Later works on the theoretical foundation of 

the model focus on how text-based communication is an aid to higher-order cognitive 

thinking (Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Garrison, 2016). To show that asynchronous 

discourse demonstrates evidence of cognitive, social or teaching presence, the 

framework needs a theory of text and discourse.  

The limitations of their view of language and text are seen in the ways coding 

schemes were devised. Xin (2012) argued that online discourse is multi-functional and 

an utterance can be performing multiple social and cognitive functions in the discourse. 

In her critique of the COI framework she argued that online discussion must be 

understood as a communicative phenomenon and analysis of this communication must 

incorporate this multi-functionality in the analysis. The COI approach to discourse leads 

to a flat coding scheme, which misses the multi-functionality of an utterance. A multi-

functional view of text and talk is needed to capture the complex interactions of the 

social and cognitive spheres. Morgan (2011) also observed that the COI makes no 

provisions for understanding of local and global contexts, the multi-linguistic demands 

in such contexts and how power and identities are negotiated in multi-cultural contexts.  
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COI framework lacks a coherent theory of language and discourse to 

understand these phenomena seen in asynchronous discourse. It also lacks the ability 

to integrate other elements of online learning into the framework since the coding 

scheme is focused on ASD. As online learning expands into multiple modalities, the 

COI framework may lose it’s usefulness as a theory of online learning unless it is able 

to understand how learning in ASD occurs in conjunction with other online learning 

activities. Critical discourse analysis provides a theory of discourse and an analytical 

model to mitigate these weaknesses. 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA): An Overview 

In this section I provide an overview of critical discourse analysis, with definitions 

of discourse and text that are derived from a theory of language and discourse 

espoused by Fairclough (2003), Gee (2005) and Rogers (2011). Specifically, I outline 

Gee’s (2005) model of critical discourse analysis since he approaches discourse from a 

socio-cognitive perspective (Gee & Green, 1998; Gee, 2003, 2004). I propose a 

conceptual framework integrating the community of inquiry with critical discourse 

analysis.  

What is Discourse? 

In the COI framework, Garrison and Archer (2000) use the term “discourse” 

interchangeably with “conversation," focusing on communication between interlocutors. 

Discourse analysts and discourse theorists have had various definitions of discourse, 

all of which, involve language beyond the sentence level. Critical discourse analysts 

define discourse more broadly referring to “an interrelated set of texts and the practices 

of their production, dissemination, and reception that brings an object into being” 
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(Phillips & Hardy, 2002; p.3). This discourse is a semiotic matrix, composed of texts, 

contexts, pictures, symbols and artifacts. Thus, discourse analysis involves analysis of 

texts but not exclusively so. Critical discourse analysis is an analysis of social reality 

and “discourse” is the broader term used to describe that social reality (Fairclough, 

2003). “Social reality is produced and made real through discourses, and social 

interaction cannot be fully understood without reference to the discourses that give 

them meaning. The task for discourse analysts is to explore the relationship between 

discourse and reality” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002; p.3). Specifically, for the COI, this goal 

seeks to show how asynchronous texts reflect cognitive, social and teaching presence. 

Critical discourse analysis looks at how language is used to enact certain social 

activities and social identities (Gee, 2005). This is what Gee calls “discourse” with “a 

little d." This ““little d” discourse “is melded with non-language “stuff” to enact specific 

identities and activities, then… “big D” Discourses are involved” (Gee, 2005; p.7). 

Critical discourse analysis for an online course will use the online discussions as the 

locus of analysis but in conjunction with other texts and processes that will define the 

broader discourse.  

Learning as the “intentional construction, negotiation and exchange of meaning” 

(Garrison & Anderson., 2003; p.32) is central to the collaborative constructivist view of 

the teaching-learning transaction. A critical discourse model however constructs a more 

complex picture, where the binary teaching-learning transaction is replaced by a matrix 

of meaning found in the learning “Discourse." This Discourse with capital “D," as 

described by Gee (2005), involves smaller discourses and participants and includes 

those described by Garrison and Archer in the local teacher-learner transaction. The 
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critical discourse model situates the local classroom discourses within larger 

Discourses and describes the construction and negotiation of meaning connecting local 

and global contexts via discourses.  

Gee’s Theory and Model of Critical Discourse Analysis 

Gee (2005) described social reality as that which is being built and rebuilt by 

language in reflective way. By reflexivity in language, he means that “language 

simultaneously reflects reality (“the way things are”) and constructs (construes) it to be 

a certain way” (p. 97). He gives an example in trying to describe the language in use in 

a committee meeting: 

Is this a “committee meeting because we are speaking and acting this way or 
are we speaking and acting this way because this is a committee meeting?  
After all, if we did not speak and act in certain ways, committees could not exist; 
but, then, if institutions, committees, and committee meetings didn't already 
exist, speaking and acting this way would be nonsense. The answer here is this 
magical property is real and language and institutions “bootstrap” each other into 
existence in a reciprocal process through time. (Gee, 2005, p. 10) 
 
Seeing language as part of the construction of social reality, Gee listed seven 

“building tasks” (p.11) that lead a discourse analyst to ask about any text. These 

building tasks are interrelated and help us understand how discourse reflects and 

shapes our social realities.  They are: 

1. Significance: How is language is used to make something significant or not. 

How do speakers highlight or shape the conversation and create agendas? What 

discourse features or clues indicate what the speakers and hearers identify as the topic 

and how do they negotiate its value to the discourse? What discourse features mark 

out significance in asynchronous discourse? 
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2. Activities: Language is used to mark out an activity that is taking place. How 

do learners use language to “do” or enact out activities. What speech acts are seen in 

the asynchronous discourse and what are these speech acts doing?  

3. Identities: Language is used to project identities or roles assumed by the 

speaker/writer in the given utterance. One acts and speaks one way in an academic 

classroom and another during a family dinner. What identities do participants in the 

community of inquiry project in the asynchronous discourse?  

4. Relationships: Our use of language projects identifies and reflexively signals 

the relationships we have or wish to have with our listeners. How is language used to 

position a speaker in relation to others? How do learners and position themselves vis-

à-vis each other in asynchronous discourse in how knowledge is constructed? How 

does the instructor position herself within the community and her relationship to 

knowledge? 

5. Politics: Here Gee referred to politics as the distribution of social goods. How 

does language reflect and shape the power relationships in the community of inquiry? 

How is power and position shaped in the discourse? How do the participants draw from 

bigger discourses to activate these power relationships? What is taken as normative 

and how is language used to portray that? 

6. Connections: One of the ways we identify significance is by making 

connections and disjunctions with language in the discourse. How is language used to 

tie and break themes across the discourse? How are connections made to broader 

discourses? Here intertextuality, or connections to other texts, plays an important role. 
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What texts are being connected to in this discourse? What texts are being privileged in 

this discourse? 

7. Sign systems and knowledge: We use multiple types of sign systems 

(languages, dialects, language of a profession, non-linguistic sign systems etc.). We 

use language to privilege one type of knowledge over others by the type of language 

system we use. The discourse analyst seeks to identify the language systems being 

used and identify the kinds of knowledge privileged in the discourse in that particular 

community of inquiry. Gee also refers to these systems as “social languages”: varieties 

of language used to enact certain identities and engage in the building tasks. 

To analyze these building tasks, Gee outlines several tools of inquiry: social 

languages, discourses, intertextuality and conversations. Social languages are the 

varieties of language people use to enact different identities to engage in a building 

task. The discourse analyst identifies these social languages and their varieties to 

identify the identities at play and their role in the building tasks. Big “D” discourse is 

another tool of inquiry defined as “ways of combining and integrating language, actions, 

interactions, ways of thinking, believing, valuing, and using various symbols, tools and 

objects to enact a particular sort of socially recognizable identity” (Gee, 21, 2005). The 

third tool of inquiry used by the discourse analyst, is intertextuality. Intertextuality refers 

to the ways texts allude to or interact with other texts. Identifying the relationships with 

other texts helps the discourse analyst make connections to other underlying ideologies 

and identities invoked by the speaker or writer to shape their text. Conversations refer 

to broader themes or motifs found in the discourse of a social group. These themes 

and motifs play a role in how the discourse is interpreted. 



 12 

Gee (2005) takes a socio-cognitive perspective of language. Meanings are 

shaped by the contexts they are used and that the human mind seeks patterns in 

experiences and ascribes meanings to those experiences. In looking at the discourse 

through these building tasks the discourse analyst looks to discover the discourse 

patterns that show what the discourse and participants are doing in the discourse. The 

analysis looks at general correlations between the structure and function of language. 

This linguistic analysis of the text is called the “form-function analysis” by Gee (p. 54). 

In the form part of the analysis, the analyst looks at the linguistic structure of the text 

(parts of speech, types of phrases and clauses etc.) and relates to the functions of what 

the language is doing as described above in the building tasks.  

Gee’s approach to discourse analysis is similar to Fairclough (2003) and Wodak 

& Meyer’s (2002) and is critical in the sense that it looks at the role of power seen in 

discourse, particularly in how he sees the building blocks of politics, relationships, 

identities and sign systems. 

A CDA-COI Conceptual Framework 

Gee (2005) argued that discourse analysis is not content with mere description 

of discourse phenomenon. It must have a point. The COI framework lacks a robust 

theory of discourse and language in its analysis of asynchronous discourse. Critical 

discourse analysis as outlined by Gee provides a socio-cognitive framework coherent 

with the social constructivist epistemology that can undergird the COI framework. 

Discourse analysis is grounded in a constructionist epistemology that sees language as 

“constitutive and constructive rather than reflective and representative” (Phillips & 

Hardy, 2002; p.13). Critical discourse analysis guided by the goals and framework of 
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the COI can provide a description of learning community in an online course within the 

parameters of the COI framework. Critical discourse analysis has more tools to 

incorporate cultural aspects of language and texts in the understanding of online 

learning that the COI currently lacks, broadening its appeal beyond North American 

higher education contexts. 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 

Research Methods 

This qualitative study was set in on online course for 25 graduate seminary 

students located in South India. 24 of the 25 reside on a campus while one resided in a 

city two hours away. The seminary is located in South India with 120 master’s degree 

students. A course on the parables of the New Testament was taught in the fall of 

2015. This sample represents a group of non-native speakers of English based in India. 

This was a convenience sample as I was the instructor of the course and I provide an 

emic perspective. Asynchronous discussion data, synchronous video and instructor 

analytic notes were collected over a 15-week period in the fall of 2015. Focus group 

interview data were collected in January of 2016.  

Settings 

The course, Parables of the New Testament, was taught over 15 weeks in the 

fall of 2015. Schoology ® was used as the learning management system (LMS) for the 

course. Each week students had to watch recorded video lectures assigned for the 

week and take a quiz based on that week’s video lectures. They were also required to 

COI CDA 
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finish the assigned reading for the week. During the course, they were required to 

analyze three parables using a worksheet to guide their analysis. The weekly online 

discussions were based either on the readings, the video lectures or their parable 

worksheets. The discussion questions posted by the instructor (myself) were to provide 

instructional direction for the discussion. Students were required to post an 

asynchronous discussion based on the discussion questions by Friday of that week 

and had to pose a question to the class for further discussion. Each student was 

required to respond to at least one of their classmates’ questions. Posing a question 

and responding to a classmate was a requirement of all discussions. As the instructor, I 

wanted to ensure that the discussion forum would generate some interaction between 

students. Rubrics were created for the grading of these discussions. Each week I would 

have synchronous discussions via online video conferencing software for further 

discussions on the questions posed by the students in the asynchronous discussions.  

I am a graduate of the institution and have taught as a visiting faculty over the 

past seven years. Prior to this course I taught two online courses as part of a pilot study 

to better understand online learning among non-native speakers at the seminary. The 

course used in this study is the third course I have taught online at the seminary.  

Sample 

There were 25 students in the online class. Student ages ranged from 23 to 46 

years. Twenty-four were residing on the campus of the seminary. One student lived in a 

city about two hours from the seminary campus. Out of the 25 students, 24 were non-

native speakers of English. One student was from the Anglo-Indian community and 

English was his native language. The class was composed of 3 females and 22 males. 
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I have taught nine of the students in a previous online course. The remaining 16 

students were taking an online course for the first time. The students’ first languages 

ranged from three different language families in India and Myanmar. Eight students 

spoke languages from the Dravidian family of languages (Malayalam, Tamil, Telegu 

and Kannada). Eight students were from the Northeastern states of Manipur, Nagaland 

and Tripura, where most languages are from the Sino-Tibetan family. Three students 

were native speakers of Odiya or Assamese, the only speakers from the Indo-Aryan 

family of languages. Five students were from Myanmar representing several Sino-

Tibetan languages.  

Data Collection 

The primary source of data for critical discourse analysis and COI analysis is the 

asynchronous discussion data. They consisted of 24 discussion threads over 15 

weeks. During the first 5 weeks, responses to the discussion questions posed by the 

instructor and questions posed by students for their classmates were in separate 

discussion threads. At the suggestion of several students it was merged into one thread 

for the next 10 weeks. Most of the weekly discussions involved all 25 students and the 

instructor. During Week 6, five groups were created to discuss the parables analyzed in 

their worksheet. Students were organized by parables assigned to them. All other 

weekly discussions involved the entire group of 25 students and one instructor. 

A focus group was selected as a source of data because data from focus groups 

are socially constructed (Merriam, 2009).  This method allowed the groups to discuss 

their experiences as a group and construct interpretations of their learning experiences. 

Focus groups are usually less threatening for participants and provides a safety in their 
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group to voice their opinions, ideas and thoughts (Krueger & Casey, 2000). 

Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech & Zoran (2009) observed that most research 

suggested that focus group discussions last between one to two hours and be limited to 

6 to 12 participants. The group should be large enough for divergent voices to interact 

but not too large where voices might be quelled. All but one of the 25 students who 

took the course Parables of the New Testament in fall 2015 participated in the focus 

groups. Data for this study were collected from three focus groups with group sizes 

ranging from 6 to 10. I conducted focus group interviews for each group for 30 to 60 

minutes. 

Focus group interviews were video and audio-recorded. Transcripts and analytic 

notes represented the data from the focus groups. The word-for word transcription of 

the interviews and analytic notes provided a level of trustworthiness despite the 

limitations in capturing all details of the context (Witcher, 2010; Poland, 2001). Analytic 

notes helped to provide a thicker description of the context for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

The locus of the critical discourse analysis and COI coding was the 

asynchronous discussion forum data but also included data from transcripts of 

synchronous online discussions, focus group transcripts, and analytic notes from the 

instructor. The asynchronous discussion data from the discourse with a small “d," texts 

for critical discourse analysis. The synchronous online discussions provided 

documentary evidence from the course. The documentary data along with focus group 

interviews provided links to other texts and show how these texts are linked to larger 
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discourses; discourses with a capital “D." They also provide an additional layer of 

context useful for critical discourse analysis. 

An initial coding of asynchronous discussion data was conducted using the 

indicators for cognitive, social and teaching presence from the original research that 

developed the coding templates (Garrison, et al., 2001; Rourke et al., 1999; Anderson 

et al., 2001). ATLAS.ti was the qualitative analysis software used for coding with COI 

indicators as well as for critical discourse analysis. Codes were created for the various 

indicators for the cognitive, social and teaching presence from the COI framework 

outlined in Tables 1, 3, and 4 respectively. These codes were then grouped by 

presence. The first step of the analysis involved coding of each transcript by the 

indicators of cognitive presence, social presence and teaching presence. I used the 

definitions of the indicators given in the tables to identify portions of text that fit those 

definitions. During coding, memos were used to note observations about the discussion 

data and analytic notes about the rationale in coding and problems related to selecting 

appropriate coding for the data. My unit of analysis is thematic. I chose portions of text 

that were evidence of an indicator and its corresponding presence. This allowed me to 

identify more than one indicator in a message and show where those indicators lie in 

the message. 

My critical discourse analysis of the asynchronous data and other documentary 

data was guided by the COI framework. My approach looked at the data using the tools 

of inquiry for CDA described by Gee (2005) and identifying the building tasks seen in 

the language data. The COI framework provided the focus for the CDA where I used 
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the categories of Tables 1, 3 and 4 and connect them to the building tasks and tools of 

inquiry used in the discourse analysis.  

Using the COI framework to guide critical discourse analysis, Gee’s discourse 

analytical questions were reframed for the COI for the seven building tasks. The four 

tools of analysis (social languages, discourses, intertextuality and conversations) are 

employed for analyzing the discourse for these tasks. 

1. Significance: How do students in this learning community use language to 

demonstrate critical thinking or reflection? How does the social language of this 

community work to create situated meanings in the words and phrases used in this 

community? 

2. Activities: How does this learning community use language to perform certain 

activities? How do these activities lead to a construction of knowledge in the learning 

community? How do these activities function to create social and teaching presence? 

3. Identities: How do members of this learning community signify their identity in 

the learning community? What roles are taken on in this learning community and how is 

language used to create and shape this? 

4. Relationships: How is language used in this community to identify the types 

of relationships in this learning community? How do we describe the social structure of 

this community and its impact on social presence? How do the roles and identities of 

members of this learning community create a social identity and structure for the 

learning community in the online space? 
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5. Politics: What are the power relationships in this learning community that 

affect social and teaching presence? How is language used to demonstrate these 

power relationships? 

6. Connections: How is language used to highlight or make relevant parts of the 

learning discourse? How are these connections used to demonstrate knowledge 

construction within and between posts in asynchronous discussions?  

7. Sign systems and knowledge: Why are certain meanings privileged? How do 

these privileged meanings shape the construction of knowledge?  

 

Figure 2. Conceptual framework merging CDA with COI. 

Critical discourse analysis focused on asynchronous data while weaving insights 

from focus group interviews, synchronous discussion transcripts, and instructor analytic 

notes. This analysis involved seeking out the building tasks in the asynchronous 

discussion data using the focus group data and video analysis for validity. Analysis 

involved several iterations through the ASD until analytical saturation was reached. 

Themes and codes from the COI analysis of ASD were used in the critical discourse 

COI CDA 

ASD Video 
Conf. 

Focus 
Group 

Analytic 
Notes 
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analysis. This acts as a kind of “plugging in” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013) of constructs 

from the COI into CDA.  

Rigor and Validity 

Creswell (2007) argued for at least two criteria to establish rigor in qualitative 

research. Triangulation and reflexivity are the ways I sought to establish rigor for this 

study. Triangulation was achieved through multiple analyses (critical discourse analysis 

and community of inquiry) and multiple sets of data (asynchronous discussion 

transcripts, synchronous discussion transcripts and instructor analytic notes). The 

analytic notes represented reflexive notes collected during the design, instruction and 

data collection phases of the study. Reflexive analytic notes were also created during 

the data analysis part of the study. Analytic notes collected during data collection and 

data analysis were combined to provide a thick description of reflexivity on my part as 

the course instructor and researcher.  

Validity for critical discourse analysis is based on the following four elements: 

convergence, agreement, coverage and linguistic detail (Gee, 2005). Convergence is a 

form of triangulation, where the questions sought out in the building tasks of discourse 

provide complementary and compatible analyses. Agreement is a form of member 

checking where “natives” of the social language and discourse agree with the analyses. 

Coverage refers to the ability to apply the analyses to other data sets including 

convergence with analyses seen in the literature. Linguistic details refer to the ability of 

the analyses to find support for identification of building tasks from the linguistic 

features of the discourse.  
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Convergence occurred when the building tasks involved in the CDA provided 

saturation with regards to the questions surrounding the building tasks in the CDA. I 

used the focus group data to assess agreement in the form of member-checking. 

Coverage was achieved by comparing this analysis with other analyses of ASD as 

seen in the literature. The linguistic details were found in the ASD patterns of Indian 

English speakers and provided evidence of learning in the discourse.  

Results from COI Analysis 

Reflective Observations on Coding for Cognitive Presence 

The discussion transcripts were coded according to the coding template for 

cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching presence found in Table1, Table 4 

and Table 6 respectively.  All 24 discussion threads were coded first for cognitive 

presence followed by social and teaching presence.   

Identifying the appropriate indicators with the definitions given were particularly 

challenging for coding for cognitive presence. Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2001) 

argued that the phases of critical inquiry (see Figure 3) are an idealized logical 

sequence. They did not argue that discourse must move through these phases in 

logical sequence. Yet it seems unlikely that one can characterize a community of 

inquiry as one which moves from a triggering event to resolution without evidence of 

exploration or integration. In the initial stages of coding it was difficulty to code 

responses to the triggering events. Triggering events were defined by a recognition of a 

problem or a sense of puzzlement (Table 1). Socio-cognitive processes that provided 

evidence of this was background information presented that culminated in a question or 

any other questions that took the discussion into new directions. Students had to 
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respond to discussion questions posed by the instructor at the top of the discussion 

thread. Students also had to pose questions to other classmates. In this context it was 

challenging to code responses to the questions. Were they resolutions since they offer 

some kind of final answer? Were they evidence of the exploration phase? The 

responses did not fit clearly into the socio-cognitive processes described in Table 1 for 

exploration, integration or resolution. Many of the responses presented a tone of finality 

to the discussion. If these responses were coded as part of the resolution phase, it 

would seem that students were able to leap from the triggering event to resolution 

without any exploratory or tentative discussions.  

 

Figure 3. Cognitive phases in practical inquiry. 
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In deciding between coding of responses as exploration and resolution, I chose 

to code for exploration (leaps to conclusions) for many of the conclusive answers that 

students posted in response to these questions. In keeping with the framework of 

inquiry and the need for evidence of progression in the cognitive presence it seemed 

unlikely that I could code these conclusive responses as part of the resolution phase. 

The critical inquiry model proposed an idealized model of inquiry in discussions that 

involved the community engaging in critically working through the triggering event. As 

an idealized model, they state that these phases are not immutable. It may be possible 

to see a phase omitted in the discussion data. However, a move from the triggering 

event to resolution does not depict a community of critical inquiry.  

The resolution phase as described by Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2001), 

involves an application to the real world, testing of the solution or a defense of a 

solution. In the absence of development of discussion through the exploration or 

integration phases, the responses were coded as “leaping to conclusion," an indicator 

of the exploration stage. Garrison et al. (2001) also argue for coding down when there 

is ambiguity in deciding between coding.   

Cognitive Presence Coding Results and Observations 

Table 1 provides the coding template for cognitive presence with the indicators 

and socio-cognitive processes underlying the categories or phases in cognitive 

presence. Table 2 depicts the number of occurrences of each of the phases of 

cognitive presence seen in the 24 discussion threads. There were no instances of the 

resolution phase coded in any of the threads. Most instances coded from the data were 

in the exploration phase. The triggering events were predominantly coded from 
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questions posted by students as part of the discussion requirements. As seen in other 

research (Garrison et al., 2001, Rourke and Kanuka, 2009) students in this study did 

not engage extensively in many of the higher phases of cognitive presence in 

integration and resolution. 

Table 1 

Coding Template for Cognitive Presence (Garrison et al., 2001) 

Category and Descriptor Indicators Socio-cognitive processes 

Triggering Event 
(Evocative) 

Recognizing the problem Presenting background information 
that culminates in a question 

Sense of puzzlement Asking questions; messages that 
take discussion in new directions. 

Exploration (Inquisitive) 

Divergence – within the 
online community 

Unsubstantiated contradiction of 
previous ideas 

Divergence – within a 
single message 

Many different ideas/themes 
presented in one message 

Information exchange Personal narratives/descriptions/ 
facts (not used as evidence to 
support a conclusion)  

Suggestions for 
consideration  

Author explicitly characterizes 
message as exploration—e.g., 
"Does that seem about right?" or 
"Am I way off the mark?  

Brainstorming Adds to established points but does 
not systematically 
defend/justify/develop addition  

Leaps to conclusions  Offers unsupported opinions  

Integration (Tentative) 

Convergence—among 
group members  

Reference to previous message 
followed by substantiated 
agreement, e.g., "I agree 
because..."  
Building on other people’s ideas 

Convergence—within a 
single message  

Justified, developed, defensible, 
yet tentative hypotheses  

Connecting ideas, 
synthesis  

Integrating information from various 
sources—textbook, articles, 
personal experience  

Creating solutions  
 

Explicit characterization of 
message as a solution by 
participant  

Resolution (Committed) 

Vicarious application to 
real world  
Testing solutions  

None  
 

Defending solutions  
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Table 2 

Distribution of Cognitive Presence Phases in Discussion Data 

Phases of Cognitive Presence Occurrence in 
Discussion data 

Triggering Event 277 
Exploration 867 
Integration 41 
Resolution 0 

 

Out of the 867 instances of the exploration phase, 417 were coded as 

“information exchange” where the socio-cognitive process was described as “personal 

narratives/descriptions/facts (not used as evidence to support a conclusion)” (Table 1). 

There were 343 instances where the indicator “leaps to conclusions” was coded for the 

exploration phase. This indicator was defined as an instance of offering unsupported 

opinions as conclusions to a discussion. These two indicators accounted for 80.7% of 

instances coded for the exploration phase.  

 During the first 5 weeks, responses to the discussion questions posed by the 

instructor were in one thread and questions posed by students for their classmates and 

responses to those questions were in a separate discussion thread. During Week 4, 

students were not asked to pose a question to their classmates but asked to respond to 

at least one posting. In these first 5 weeks, the distribution of instances of “information 

exchange” and “leaps to conclusions” is seen in Table 5. Except for Week 4, each of 

the columns alternate between a discussion thread based on questions by the 

instructor and discussion thread involving questions posed by students to each other 

respectively.  
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Table 3 
 
Distribution of “Leaps to Conclusions” and “Information Exchange Indicators in 
Exploration Phase for First 5 Weeks 

 

Exploration phase 
indicators 

Week 
1 
Instr. 

Week 1 
Stud. 

Week 
2 
Instr. 

Week 
2 
Stud. 

Week 
3 Instr. 

Week 
3 
Stud. 

Week 4 
Week 
5 
Instr. 

Week 
5 
Stud. 

Information 
exchange 25 1 27 3 27 1 39 25 0 

Leaps to 
conclusions 0 27 0 31 0 34 10 0 48 

 

From Table 3 we see that “information exchange” dominated discussion threads 

where the students were asked to discuss the reading in response to the discussion 

questions posted by the instructor. Students seemed to respond to instructor questions 

as they would to questions on an exam. There was very little interaction beyond the 

initial post in these posts. The indicator “leaps to conclusion” was seen predominantly 

in threads where students were required to pose questions to each other and respond 

to other’s questions. The indicator, “leaps to conclusions” under the exploration phase, 

was often coded for students’ responses to questions posed by other students. In the 

threads dedicated to student questions, “leaps to conclusions” was predominant as 

students did not seem to want to explore these questions as much as provide some 

finality and a definitive answer to the question posted by a student. The tone of the text 

resembled a resolution phase indicator. The adjective used to describe the resolution 

phase was “committed” (Table 1) and many of these posts carried this tone. But it 

lacked some of the key features of the resolution phase; vicarious applications to the 

real world, testing of solutions and defending solutions (Table 1). Within a thread, either 

based on instructor questions or threads lead by student questions, there was very little 

evidence of development between the phases. While it seemed resolved in the mind of 
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the student, there was no evidence of a community of inquiry that brought about this 

resolution or that this resolution was created through consensus or social construction. 

Social Presence Results and Observations 

Table 4 was the basis for coding social presence in the discussion data. The 

discussion data was coded for both the category and indicators. Table 5 lays out the 

number of instances of each category of social presence seen in the discussion data. 

Table 4 

Coding Template for Social Presence (Rourke et al., 1999) 

Category Indicators Definition 

Affective 

Expression of emotions Conventional expression of 
emotion, or unconventional 
expressions of emotion, includes 
repetitious punctuation, 
conspicuous capitalization, 
emoticons 

Use of humor Teasing, cajoling, irony, 
understatements, sarcasm 

Self Disclosure Presents details of life outside of 
class, or expresses vulnerability 

Interactive 

Continuing a thread Using reply feature of software 
rather than starting a new thread 

Referring explicitly to 
others’ messages 

Using software features to quote 
others entire message or cutting 
and pasting selections of others’ 
messages 

Asking questions Students ask questions of other 
students or the moderator 

Complimenting, expressing 
appreciation. 

Complimenting others or contents 
of others’ messages 

Expressing agreement Expressing agreement with 
others’ messages 

Cohesive 

Vocatives Addressing or referring to 
participants by name 

Addresses or refers to the 
group using inclusive 
pronouns 

Addresses the group as we, us, 
our, group 

Phatic, salutations Communication that serves a 
purely social function; greetings 
closures 
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Table 5 

Distribution of Social Presence Phases in Discussion Data 

Categories of Social 
Presence 

Occurrence in 
Discussion 

data 
Affective 339 
Interactive 587 
Cohesive 686 

 

Affective Category 

Under the affective category, 324 of the 339 instances coded in the discussion 

data was marked as an “expression of emotion," both conventional and 

unconventional. Out of the 324 instances of “expression of emotion” 94 were 

expressions using the “like” button, a feature where a participant would express 

appreciation or “like” a post by clicking this like button. As I began coding for emotions 

in the affective category, I saw the word “interesting” being used often and coded it 

within the affective category under the indicator “expression of emotions." I also 

observed, that as the instructor, I had asked them to indicate what was interesting in six 

different weekly discussions. Their use of the word “interesting” was often used as part 

of their response to my queries on what was interesting. Here, teaching presence 

played an important role in shaping these emotional expressions. Social presence 

seemed strongly shaped by teaching presence in the instructional design and 

organization of the discussion and the course. Since the discussion asked for an 

affective response, the students used affective adjectives in their response that 

matched the question. 

There were only three instances of “use of humor” and 12 instances of “self-

disclosure." All 12 instances of self-disclosure occurred during Week 4. This was the 
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only week where I asked the students, in the list of discussion questions, how they 

would apply the parable to their life. This is another example of how the design of the 

discussion by the instructor shapes the response of the students and how social 

presence occurs. 

Interactive Category 

Social presence focuses on interaction that seeks to build and maintain 

relationships in the asynchronous space. Out of the 686 instance of the Interactive 

category coded in the discussion data, 532 instances were coded for “continuing a 

thread” defined as “using a reply feature of software rather than starting a new thread." 

Students were required to reply to at least one classmate’s question or posting. Here 

again, the high instances of this indicator were driven primarily by the instructor design 

of the discussion. However, there were regular occurrences of students responding 

beyond the minimum requirement of one response. For example, the discussion for 

week 7 saw 34 instances of “continuing a thread” through the reply feature. Out of the 

34, 13 were instances of “continuing a thread” beyond the minimum requirement of one 

response.  

There were 25 instances of “asking questions." These were instances where 

questions were asked and not prompted by the requirements for the discussion given 

by the instructor. They were also asked to specific people. These were distinguished 

from questions which were for the class as a whole. This was to avoid conflating 

instances of interaction driven by the learners as opposed to those required by the 

instructor. We see that there was some evidence of students moving topics of 

conversation to advance the community of inquiry beyond the framework set by the 
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instructor. Students seemed to follow the instructional guidelines when it came to 

interaction and only occasionally advanced the discussion beyond these parameters. 

There were 51 instances of “complimenting, expressing appreciation." Most of 

these students had taken several classes with each other. That familiarity helped 

interaction expressed in these positive expressions of affirmation of each other and 

their ideas. The 77 instances of “expressing agreement” coincide with this observation. 

Cohesive Category 

Instances of group commitment through cohesive category indicators occurred 

frequently and were not as directly shaped by instructional design as the affective and 

interactive categories. Out of the 587 instances of text coded in the cohesive category, 

374 instances were coded for “addresses or refers to the group using inclusive 

pronouns." The focus of this indicator was on first person plural pronouns used by 

students to refer to the group. The frequent use of these pronouns showed how the 

group viewed itself as a community. They had existing relationships with each other 

prior to the class and shared a common identity as Christians in a seminary. This 

shared Christian identity was seen in the how the first person plural pronouns were 

used to identify not the just the online class but their membership in the Christian 

community. This is also seen in the “salutation” indicators, which serve a social 

function. There were 107 instances coded for this indicator. The most common was the 

use of “brother” or “sister," terms used in the context of the Christian identity of the 

group. The equally frequent use of “vocatives” (106 instances) also showed the 

familiarity and comfort level students had with each other. 
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Teaching Presence Coding Results and Observations 

Teaching presence was coded based on the categories and indicators from 

Anderson et al. (2001). Table 6 lists out these categories and indicators. One challenge 

in coding for teaching presence was finding an indicator and category for instances 

where I was seeking further clarification from students. This seems to be a feature of 

these discussions involving non-native speakers of English. Most of the requests for 

clarification or repair were initiated by me as the instructor. They were coded under the 

category of direct instruction with the indicator “present content/discussion." However, 

the questions referred to in this rubric are questions meant to advance the discussion 

and move cognitive presence to higher phases of critical inquiry. 

Table 6 

Coding Template for Teaching Presence (Anderson et al., 2001) 

Categories Indicators 

Instructional Design and 
Organization 

Setting Curriculum 
Designing learning methods 
Establishing time parameters 
Utilizing medium effectively 
Establishing netiquette 

Facilitating Discourse 

Identifying areas of agreement/disagreement 
Seeking to reach consensus 
Encouraging, acknowledging, or reinforcing 
student contributions 
Setting climate for learning 
Drawing in participants, prompting discussion 
Assess the efficacy of the process 

Direct Instruction 

Present content/questions 
Focus the discussion on specific issues 
Summarize the discussion 
Confirm understanding through assessment 
and explanatory feedback 
Diagnose misconceptions 
Inject knowledge from diverse sources 
Respond to technical concerns 
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There was also difficulty distinguishing between the instruction and design and 

organization category indicator of “utilizing medium effectively” and the direct 

instruction category indicator of “presenting content/questions." Some of my comments 

could be considered as asking them to utilize the medium effectively by pointing and 

presenting content or asking questions related both to content as well as the medium. 

Eventually, I coded most of those instances as “presenting content/questions” and only 

coded one instance as “utilizing the medium effectively. 

Instructional Design and Organization 

Out of the 182 instances of teaching presence coded in the discussion data, only 

5 instances were coded for instructional design and organization. Such a low incidence 

of this category seems incongruous with the effect the instructional design had on 

social presence. However, this incongruousness can be explained as most of the 

instructional design and activity occurred outside the asynchronous data and the focus 

of coding in the COI framework focused solely on the discussion data. Much of the 

instructional design effect can be seen through the instructor’s semi-structured 

discussion questions and the grading rubric posted at the top of the discussion. Since 

these were not part of the discussion, these were not coded. The COI framework did 

not have a way to account for teaching presence that occurred outside the discussion 

data yet shaped the discussion.  

The COI framework was developed when asynchronous discussion data was 

primarily situated as computer-conferences. But these discussion data now exist within 

the context of an online course with other modes of asynchronous communication 

(email, course announcements) and other course artifacts. The COI framework needs 
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to be modified further to incorporate these other non-discussion data to understand 

their effect on shaping teaching presence. Shea, Vickers and Hayes (2010) expanded 

the analysis of teaching presence to include non-discussion data and observed 

significant teaching presence outside the discussion data. While the number of 

instances would increase, this higher number would not convey its power in shaping 

social and cognitive presence. The power of shaping cognitive and social presence 

must be considered within the power relationships between students and instructor. 

Facilitating Discourse 

The facilitating discourse category accounted for 45 of the 182 instances of 

teaching presence seen in the discussion data. Within this category 41 instances were 

indicators of “encouraging, acknowledging, or reinforcing student contributions." Out of 

the 41 instances of this indicator, 28 instances were in the form of using the “like” 

button. There were no instances of “identifying areas of agreement/disagreement” or 

“seeking to reach consensus." This might coincide with no evidence of the resolution 

phase in cognitive presence and the low incidences of integration. Since students 

never worked to a resolution or solution and only occasionally reached some form of 

integration, the instructor did not engage the discussion to resolve differences to 

advance the discussion to a resolution. A note from the analytic notes collected by me 

during the course as the instructor, stated that I held back my interaction to the 

discussion till after the deadline to allow students to freely voice their thoughts and to 

avoid stifling thinking by injecting my voice too soon. I noted that I felt students would 

look to my voice as providing a final answer and wanted to allow students to create 

knowledge without the instructor ending critical inquiry with a perceived authoritative 
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comment. This also shows why most of the facilitation from the instructor was mostly 

towards “encouraging, acknowledging or reinforcing student contributions." As the 

instructor, I wanted to help create a safe space for students to co-construct knowledge 

by supporting their voices in an unfamiliar space. 

Direct Instruction 

Most teaching presence was seen under the direct instruction category with 132 

of the 182 instances coded in the discussion data. Within this category, 116 instances 

were coded with the indicator “present content/questions." This represented most of my 

interactions after the weekly deadlines given to students to post and respond to other 

students’ posts. Most of my posts were meant to provide additional insight or 

information to the issues presented in the posts or the responses. The questions 

component of this indicator was meant to focus on questions that drove the discussion 

towards continued inquiry on the topic of discussion.   

Discussion of COI Results 

Cognitive Presence  

The design of the discussion plays an important role in how the phases of critical 

inquiry are shaped in the discussion. Garrison et al. (2010) noted this from subsequent 

research but in their effort to provide a parsimonious framework, they have left out the 

forces outside the discussion that shape the discussion. The ability to pursue the 

idealized critical phases of inquiry, specifically to reach resolution, seemed to require a 

specific design that is built into the discussion. Garrison et al. (2010) have indicated 

that problem-based approaches seem to provide the most likely situations where the 

resolution phase is reached.  
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The COI framework lacks any ability to assess critical inquiry that occurs within 

the post of a learner. The COI framework does not code for any kind of internal 

reflection. While the role of the community in creating, sustaining and facilitating 

discussions leading to the construction of knowledge and critical inquiry are essential to 

a community of inquiry, we should be able to identify contributions by individual 

learners who are able to demonstrate critical thinking apart from direct input from the 

learning community. It is also important to identify other possible sources of influence 

on critical thinking seen in the learner. 

Social Presence 

The affective and interactive categories of social presence were seen to be 

shaped by the instructional design set up by myself as the instructor through the 

discussion questions and grading rubric. The use of emotive verbs in the questions 

were mirrored in the responses of students. Students were not bound by the 

instructional design and used the “like” feature and other verbs to express feelings and 

emotions in the discussion. 

The coding of the “continuing a thread” indicator in the interactive category 

seemed superfluous and did not seem to provide a meaningful picture of interaction. It 

became a mere counter for the number of times a student used the reply feature for a 

response. Interaction was driven by a familiarity students already had with each other, 

being in several classes prior to this online class and living on the same campus, as 

seen in the expressions of appreciation and agreement.  

Group membership and group commitments seen in the cohesive category also 

affirmed the existing familiarity each student had with each other. The group’s common 
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religious identity as Christians also played a role in creating the cohesive dynamic in 

the group seen in the Christian salutations. This category was not as influenced by the 

instructional design as the affective and interactive categories. 

Another observation from my notes during coding, was the reflective tone of 

many of the posts. This reflection was the intent of the discussion questions I created 

for most discussions. But it also might indicate why students do not move into the 

higher phases of cognitive presence. The critical inquiry model of cognitive presence 

may only be suitable for discussions centered around problem-solving and problem-

based learning. Reflective discussions reveal internal cognitive engagement and the 

interaction with the community of inquiry is not necessarily to find a resolution, but 

connect with different interpretive perspectives. Here, we may not find a community of 

inquiry but a community of reflection. 

Teaching Presence 

The coding of teaching presence through the instructional design and 

organization category, did not yield very many instances in the discussion data. Yet, 

the instructional design was seen to influence social presence through the discussion 

questions and grading rubric created by the instructor, an indication of the limits of 

applying the COI to the discussion data alone. Shea, Vickers and Hayes (2010) have 

attempted to address this problem by adding another category for assessment and 

including non-discussion based data. This would increase the number of instances 

within instructional design and organization. But the model needs another lens to 

interpret the significance of these instances.  
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The categories of facilitation and direct instruction were dominated by single 

indicators in each category: “encouraging, acknowledging, or reinforcing student 

contributions” and “present content/questions." Since most of my comments come after 

the discussion is over, they did not facilitate discourse in any meaningful way. The 

comments were meant to either supplement the conversation with a different 

perspective or content or clarify the meaning of the students’ posts.  

Summary 

Our data concurred with several studies showing the community of inquiry often 

reaching the exploration phase but rarely showing evidence of reaching the resolution 

phase (Garrison et al., 2001, Rourke and Kanuka, 2009). Here the non-native speakers 

of English do not differ significantly from native English speakers. Garrison et al. (2010) 

suggested that problem-based discussions were more likely to move into higher 

phases of critical inquiry. These discussions were also reflective in tone. The structure 

created by the instructor through the discussion questions and rubric was not oriented 

to seeking a resolution or a solution.  

Social presence seemed strongly shaped by the discussion questions posted by 

the instructor and grading rubric. Students followed the structure set by the instructor 

and rarely deviated from the goals set by the rubric and discussion questions. Students 

were reflective in their posts in response to the reflectively oriented discussion 

questions. The community of inquiry lacked a lens to interpret this influence. The 

framework also lacked a coding scheme to account for reflective thinking within an 

individual post. 
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Teaching presence was seemingly underrepresented in the coding data with the 

focus exclusively on discussion data. Including other types of data, such as syllabus or 

discussion questions, would have provided a broader representation of teaching 

presence. But its meaning is underappreciated in this model, for these data. The 

cognitive and social presence are shaped in ways not fully appreciated by the COI 

framework. This is especially important in this data as the power relations between 

instructor and student require a different interpretive lens to capture the picture of the 

community of inquiry among non-native speakers in India.  

Analysis of Live Discussion Video 

We had weekly discussion via a video conferencing software called Big Blue 

Button ®. The video conferencing had two video feeds; one of myself in the United 

States and one of the students in a classroom on their campus in South India. Students 

in the focus group complained that the audio quality in the classroom was extremely 

poor and affected their ability to hear and interact with me. It was a source of frustration 

for them during the course. 

I structured these live discussions using the questions posed by students in the 

written discussions. I would start off by choosing a few questions posed by the students 

and give my perspective on the question. Some students would ask follow up questions 

or other related questions. But the poor audio quality inhibited their interaction. The live 

discussion took on a teacher-centric structure. The students also looked at this 

discussion as an opportunity to hear the instructor’s perspective on the topics of 

discussion the previous week. The teacher-centric position seen in the written 

discussion was seen in the live discussions as well. Students did use the live 
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discussion to occasionally advance discussion on topics that were controversial. The 

video discussion reinforced the question-answer format seen in the written discussion. 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

This critical discourse analysis was focused on understanding how cognitive 

presence, social presence, and teaching presence play out in ASD for adult non-native 

speakers of English in India. The analysis is as follows. 

Teaching Presence and Course Design 

The rubric I set up that headed every discussion thread set several of the 

parameters for the kind of language used in the discourse. Table 7 is the rubric used 

for grading students’ posts and responses scored for a maximum of 10 points. Through 

past interactions with friends in India through social media, I noticed how “sms 

language” would be used in social media postings. This involved the use of shortened 

spellings, omission of function words and incomplete sentences. I gave points for using 

complete sentences in the rubric to show students the value I placed on my view of 

academic language. Here, the power of the instructor and teaching presence is 

prominent. I only had one instance of so-called “sms language." It also indicates the 

power I had as the instructor to shape the kind of social language seen in the 

discussion data. Implicit in this response by the students is the tacit acceptance of the 

power relationship between myself and the students. I did not receive any questions or 

feedback about this rubric despite this being the first time they had seen such a rubric. 

This power dynamic was discussed in my analysis of the COI coding data for teaching 

and social presence. This position of power is significant as I explored their responses 

through the tools of inquiry and language building activities of Gee’s model (2005).  
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Table 7 

Grading Rubric for Discussion Posting and Responses 

Criteria Grading Scale 
Complete 
sentences/language 2 1   

Does not use SMS 
language and uses 
complete sentences 

Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement 

  

Quality of Discussion 3 2 1 0 
Discusses the topic and 
question given Excellent Good Satisfactory Needs 

Improvement 
Critical Thinking and 
Reflection 2 1 0  

Demonstrates good 
critical thinking and 
engagement with 
reading. Shows deep 
reflection in discussion 

Good Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement 

 

Poses Question for 
Class mate 1 0   

Poses good questions 
for classmates from 
readings or lectures 

Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement 

  

Responds to class 
mates questions 2 1 0  

Responds constructively 
to a classmate’s posting. 
A response is not merely 
one sentence like  “I 
agree” but elaborates 
and responds in a way 
that builds on the original 
posting. 

Good Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement 

 

 

Influence of Teaching Presence on Social Presence  

My influence on the discourse was not limited to the use of academic language. 

The discussion questions posted at the top of the discussion thread provided another 

frame for students’ responses. In analyzing social presence, I observed the use of 

affective adjectives and several instances of the word “interesting” in their responses. 



 41 

These were coded for “expressions of emotions” for the affective category of social 

presence. Analyzing their responses with reference to the discussion questions, I 

observed two patterns. First, the students would often recapitulate a question into the 

introductory sentence for their discussion posting. For Week 1, I had one discussion 

question: “Discuss one interesting or new thing you learned from this reading." Student 

responses were similar to answers I would receive from them in an exam question. 

Their postings would begin with a restating of the question in the first clause of their 

response. Below are some examples from week 1. 

Annie: The interesting part is reading... 
Esther: By reading this I found interest… 
Robert: There are a few thing I found interesting in this reading… 
Victor: The most interesting and new thing I learned…. 
Sid: The new thing and interesting thing is that,… 
 

 There was some disconfirming evidence as seen in responses from students like 

Kim who starts off her response by reflecting on her attitude towards a particular 

interpretive approach: “My attitude towards the allegorical interpretation on parable has 

been wrong…” However, the pattern of responding to the discussion question like an 

examination was more prominent.  

 This phenomenon was seen more so in the first week, but the pattern shifts once 

questions are no longer kept separate from the original posting, from Week 4 onwards. 

During Week 8 and Week 9, students were more tentative in their posts, hedging their 

responses with “I think” or “I believe," “probably," “to my understanding” and “according 

to me." In the first few weeks, this examination pattern of responding persisted without 

any interaction between the students for their original posting since it was not required 

here. The responses were required for the questions posted by the students in a 



 42 

separate thread for the first three weeks. Even in this instance, responses were mostly 

driven by the requirement in the rubric to post a question and respond.  

 At first, students used a similar “examination question” structure in posting 

questions for their classmates. These questions were content-focused questions and 

were not open-ended for deeper discussion. In one of the focus groups, Danny 

distinguishes between the content questions and the reflective questions he would see 

posted by others. 

Danny: Sometimes like if it is explanation question, a why question, they give 
more answers so we can go back and front and we can read it and clarify it. 
Who question, what question they answer very fast. like explanation question we 
can construct some more. 
 
Several students in the focus group acknowledged this as “trying to test” the 

knowledge of other students regarding the topic being discussed.  Below are some 

examples from Week 1 in the question portion of the discussion thread. 

Charles: What is the main theological implication of using parables as an 
illustration? 
Bonnie: What is a parable? Why did Jesus use parables? 
Sam: Why did Jesus use parables? 

There were a few instances of students who did not follow this pattern. They 

would provide some background to their question for potentially deeper discussions. 

But responses to these questions also seemed to follow an examination-type response. 

Below is an excerpt from a question posted by a student and responses found in Week 

1. 

Nate: What is the difference between Parable and Illustration?  
Kris: I think parables are the examples Jesus used, which were visible and 
things we use or see in our day today life, and teaching one truth through that 
well known things. But illustration may be a story or happening which is related 
to the topic or theme. Not necessarily a known one.  
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Gam: The word parable in the NT has a broad connotation, Simon J. 
Kistemaker, in his book "The Parable" divided into three categories: (i) the true 
parables (these use an illustration from daily life, everyone acknowledges the 
truth conveyed, they are usually related in the present tense), (ii) Story parables 
(it does not rely on an obvious truth or generally accepted custom, usually the 
experience of one person, it refers to a particular event that happened in the 
past), (iii) Illustrations (illustrative stories appearing in the Gospel of Luke are 
usually categorized as example stories). These illustrations differ from the story 
parables in design. Whereas the story parable is an analogy, illustrations exhibit 
examples to be either imitated or avoided. 
Anjali: Parables are the stories that Jesus used to convey the things which He 
wanted to speak to the audience, making it understandable. And illustrations are 
stories, which can be real or just make-up stories or even a quotation, which is 
related to the topic that we are speaking and it is also for making the hearers 
understand what you speak and making it simple.  
 

 In the example above, Kris offered a response that was more tentative than the 

responses from Gam and Anjali by fronting his response with “I think." The response by 

Gam and Anjali were similar to many of the responses to questions in this thread. Each 

used a different approach to answer the question. Gam used a scholarly reference to 

answer the question and Anjali provided a response that was encyclopedic. Both 

structured their responses to provide definitive answers to the question. From their 

approach to the question, it seemed that they saw their role in the asynchronous 

discourse was to provide the right answer to the question. Other responses followed 

similar patterns. Some would hedge their answers by fronting their answers with “I 

think” or “according to me” or “to my understanding." This hedging seemed to be a way 

of communicating that they were unsure whether their response was the correct 

answer. Others would provide responses similar to Gam and Anjali’s above.  

 Because students were required to post questions to each other, several 

students mentioned how difficult it was to pose questions to their peers. Sid mentioned 

often posting a question for the sake of posting a question. But he acknowledged that 
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this task “makes me provoked to think” and that other’s posts provoked them to think. 

Esther used questions to help her with portions of the reading she did not understand. 

Here the discussion forum became a tool for reading comprehension. Victor observed 

three ways he would use questions. One was to “fulfill the requirements” stated in the 

rubric, another was to help him understand a portion of the reading and the third 

approach was to use questions to explore a topic of interest. Here we see several 

purposes in how students use questions in the discussion forum, some of which would 

be unique to non-native speakers, such as using questions to help with reading 

comprehension. Identifying questions merely as triggering phase indicators misses 

some of the other cognitive activities students might be engaged in. Gam and San 

explained that the question task challenged her to think in ways she was not used to 

Gam: Especially from my side, before taking this course, when I read books or 
articles, I simply read in order to know what I didn't understand before, but after 
taking this course I read books or articles thoroughly and critically so that 
through the books or articles we can come up with a question, why the author 
wrote like this and that makes me benefitted through this course. So that is the 
positive point for me. 
San: It helped me to think critically, how to ask questions, how to develop a 
question from the article or the scripture portion. 
 
The power of the instructor seen here shows how teaching presence in the 

Indian context sets the stage for how cognitive presence or social presence plays out in 

the discourse. The power relationship between instructor and student is heavily tilted 

toward me as the instructor. During the course, I withheld my comments until after the 

deadline and responded to those posts and questions which I felt needed more 

elaboration. I did this to allow for free discussion so that my authority and status would 

not influence the discussion. However, my influence on this discussion began prior to 
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the posting of responses seen in the tacit power relationship between students and 

instructor.  

In the focus group interviews I asked how they would have preferred I respond in 

the discussions. Several preferred that I wait till the end to give a “final conclusion” to 

the discussion. Kim preferred I answer early in the discussion as it might help move the 

conversation especially if it is in the same week when the discussion is due. Since my 

comments came after the deadline, additional responses were rare and most were 

moving onto the next week’s discussion topics. My responses were not “fresh anymore” 

since the students had moved on to the next week’s topic. Her observation was 

noteworthy, in that my choice to respond after the deadline implicitly gave it an 

evaluative tone and was interpreted as the final authority on the subject. Another in the 

group suggested that responding early would stifle “theological thinking." Rather, she 

suggested, the instructor can move the conversation forward with further questions.  

Claris preferred that I keep my answers to the end otherwise it would be seen as 

“interrupting our conversation” and “imposing your ideas." In her perspective, the 

discussion was about a student community in dialogue and the entrance of the 

instructor was someone outside this community. This perspective provides a challenge 

to the current COI framework. In situations where the power gaps between instructor 

and students is large, can teaching presence be seen as part of a community of inquiry 

while the students consider the instructor as someone outside this community?  

While the COI acknowledges this difference between instructor and students in 

the framework, it assumes a particular power relationship between instructor and 

students that reflect North American experiences. Olaniran (2009) proposed that 
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societies identified as ‘high context’ and ‘power distant’ might not foster the building of 

community envisioned by western social constructivist thinking. He described ‘high 

context’ culture as one where information is internalized within the individual and 

situation are not necessarily part of the social discourse. ‘Power distant’ cultures 

recognize or accept the fact that power is not evenly distributed and thus behavior and 

interaction is guided along these power lines. Deveraux and Johnansen (1994) argued 

that those in power distant cultures might be reluctant to engage in online 

communication and learning since status dictates every facet of interpersonal 

communication. Learners in these cultures usually expect teachers to set the tone and 

determine the direction of learning. Olaniran also suggested that the online model is 

more suitable to cultures with stronger written traditions where individuality is valued 

unlike oral cultures which tend to foster a more collectivist identity.    

Misunderstanding and Cognitive Presence 

From notes collected during coding, I observed that my questions were primarily 

seeking clarification or a further explanation as I could not understand the point of their 

post. Here is a quote from my analytical notes taken during the third week of the course 

Some of the students comments are hard to understand. They use terms 
interchangeably (allegory and allegorical interpretation). Syntax is choppy. I think 
it would require some help from the speaker to interpret. I find myself asking a 
lot of “what do you mean”-type questions. 
 
Coding for non-native writers of English would have to include components 

coding for repair in social presence and teaching presence categories. Most of the 

requests for repair came from me and not from other students. Data from the focus 

groups revealed, that at times, they too would have difficulty understanding some 

posts, but would often not ask for clarification or engage in repair. The focus group 
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interviews revealed several strategies students used to interact with posts that they had 

difficulty understanding. Most agreed that they had encountered posts they could not 

fully understand. One student mentioned asking a follow up question. He also 

mentioned how a misunderstanding caused hurt and offense through a question he had 

asked. This incident caused him to be more cautious in asking clarifying questions. 

Another mentioned ignoring posts she could not understand. Her goal was to ensure 

that she responded to a post as required. Responding to a post she understood was 

easier than looking for clarification. One mentioned looking for my comment to 

understand the original posting of a student. Most of the strategies mentioned avoided 

directly asking clarifying questions. One explained that asking for clarification would be 

embarrassing or seen as “asking a silly question." Instead of looking to her online 

community she would pursue other sources for understanding. Sam explained that 

often he may ask a question but from the response it seemed that his question was not 

understood.  

Agreement seemed to play an important social cohesive function for the 

members in the group. One used the like button to affirm those responses that agreed 

with him. Another mentioned how a disagreement felt like rejection. He seemed to 

accept it as part of goal of the community of learners. But agreement of views and 

ideas seemed to provide evidence of stronger cohesiveness than evidence of critical 

inquiry. The data below from a focus group indicates this tension between discussion 

for learning and the need for group cohesiveness. 

San: I was not willing to post or someone will what I will not agree somebody will 
give such kind of answer such things sometimes it goes to negative 
Stephen: ok so you're saying that when you post a question and someone gives 
an answer that you don’t like or you don’t agree with… 
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Micah: That happened with me also. I posted some of the questions. Some 
wrote back that they did not agree with the point, so sometimes that feeling of 
kind of rejection, that can be a negative aspect. but it’s good. posing a question 
as far as my thing is concerned it has made me to think through, critically and 
ask the person about the view that I preferred or the things that I don’t agree 
with, that point. so for their clarification only. So it’s good. Asking question is 
good. 

 
Another approach to clarifying misunderstandings was to seek face-to-face 

conversations to clarify misunderstandings. Students lived on the same campus in 

small tight-knit community. They sought out face to face interactions on campus to 

clarify misunderstandings. I asked a student what they would do if they were off 

campus. He said he would use some kind of face-to-face means of communication, like 

skype, to clear these misunderstandings. These non-native speakers preferred using 

the oral medium to clarify and communicate rather than the asynchronous discussion 

forums. There’s a challenge in articulating ideas in English and this inhibits the kinds of 

ideas shared as well as progress to other phases in cognitive presence. Jay explained 

it from the perspective of non-native speakers of English. He later explains that he will 

use a face-to-face conversation to clarify meaning. 

Jay: Sometimes as English is our second language or third language, it is little 
bit hard for us to express through words and grammatical constructions and all 
those things. So there we will be lacking things. So for example, I may be 
thinking something, but when I write it, it may not be what I thought. Slightly it 
may be different. So when Mang is reading, he will understand in some other 
way. 
 
The theological orientation of students also seemed to play a role in shaping 

their interactions. The institution is a creedal school and frames it’s teaching around 

their doctrinal statement. Specifically, the school is an evangelical seminary with a 

dispensational doctrinal formulation. Students and teachers engage in seeking to find 

the truth and hold to an objectivist epistemological orientation. This objectivist 



 49 

orientation shapes asynchronous discussion towards finding the answer as opposed to 

construction of knowledge. Here the COI does not account for how differing 

epistemologies of students, instructors and institutions can undercut the framework of 

the COI. Students seem to view the goal of a discussion question is to find “the 

answer." Lee stated that answering questions was difficult because “We don't have cut 

precise answer for some of the cases on the topic.” Sid illustrated this as he looked for 

questions where he could provide the answer.  

Sid: I read all the questions and I find one which I can answer…..and if I don’t 
know the answer and I think through for that question and If I don’t get the 
answer, I just give up 
Stephen: ok, so when you are answering a question, you are thinking that you 
have to give the answer, for the question, meaning like when you respond you 
are supposed to give, this person asked you a question he wants an answer so 
you have to give an answer, if you cant do that then. 
Sid: Then I give up. 
 
The use of the “like” button in the discussion forums were coded using the COI 

framework as evidence of social presence and the affective category. This did not have 

an explicit indictor and category in the COI template but was categorized under the 

affective category in social presence as an emoticon-type indicator. One mentioned 

using the like button to show appreciation for replying to his post. Another indicated that 

his use of the like button demonstrated both cognitive and social presence. He used 

the like button for those who replied and agreed with him. Here the like button served a 

social presence function of building cohesiveness in the community but also generating 

support for her view in discussion.  

Several in the focus group explained that the like button had other meanings. 

Some used to affirm agreement with a post. Other’s used it to mark posts they found 

interesting or offered new ideas. One mentioned using it as a mark of appreciation and 
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a statement about the quality of the post even if he disagreed with it. It was also used 

to mark “thinking questions” or those who answer in “a creative way." Here we see that 

it is difficult to code these actions as simply affective indicators. A like button is often 

used to provide critical feedback for a post. Each of the uses cited above are some 

form of cognitive presence, possibly evidence of the exploration phase. This example is 

further evidence that the existing coding templates of the COI lack a coherent theory of 

discourse that accounts for multiple functions of a text. 

Evidence of cognitive presence and critical inquiry as coded by the COI 

framework showed evidence of triggering and exploration phases but limited evidence 

of integration and no evidence of resolution in the critical phases of inquiry. In the focus 

group data, Kim mentioned that the written discussion allowed them to see the thought 

process of others and discovered “rich theological thinking” in the writings of her peers, 

something she said she could not see in live discussion. Kris mentioned that the task of 

asking questions to their peers “makes us think." There are limitations to how cognitive 

presence can be observed through the discussion data for non-native speakers. Jay 

mentioned that being a non-native speaker they were less likely to use the discussion 

medium to explore an idea further. Since students lived on the same campus, they 

would seek each other out on campus to further discuss, clarify or explore the topic for 

deeper discussion. This provides another possible reason why so little integration and 

no exploration was observed in the discussion data. 

Conclusion 

My first research question sought how we would describe the construction of 

knowledge and construction of meaning among non-native speakers of English in a 
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graduate theological institution in India using the COI framework. Using the COI coding 

scheme, my analysis showed the community of inquiry often reaching the exploration 

phase but rarely showing evidence of reaching the resolution phase. Here the non-

native speakers of English do not differ significantly from native English speakers 

(Garrison et al., 2001, Rourke and Kanuka, 2009). Students were reflective in their 

posts in response to the reflectively oriented discussion questions. The community of 

inquiry lacked a lens to interpret this influence. The framework also lacked a coding 

scheme to account for reflective thinking within an individual post. Teaching presence 

was seemingly underrepresented in the coding data as the analysis required me to look 

exclusively at discussion data.  

My second research question asked how CDA provided a nuanced picture of 

learning in asynchronous discourse for non-native speakers of English in India. CDA 

revealed how students demonstrated social and cognitive presence through other 

means. The “like” button feature revealed several meanings and functions overlapping 

between social and cognitive domains. The question task was a cognitively arduous 

task for most, yet one which challenged students towards critical inquiry. Focus group 

data also revealed that certain discussions advanced critical thinking but were often 

developed outside the asynchronous discourse. As non-native speakers, writing was a 

challenging medium for them to express their cognitive presence and they would often 

seek out face-to-face interactions for deeper engagement, possibly explaining why the 

integration and exploration phases were not seen in the original COI framework coding.  

Looking at the structure of student questions and responses, the “examination-

type” structure was prominent in much of the ASD data for non-native speakers of 
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English in this setting. Examinations are the primary means of assessment for 

secondary and higher education in India. This approach to discussions was also 

influenced by the objectivist orientation of students.    

My final research question sought out how the empirical results of this study 

using CDA advanced the COI framework? The COI coding scheme did not account for 

the power relationship between instructor and students and its role in shaping cognitive 

and social presence. The inability to incorporate syllabus and other instructional design 

data outside the ASD weakened the descriptive power of the COI. Using CDA I was 

able to explore how the teaching rubric shaped ASD and cognitive presence. I was also 

able to explore the power relationships between myself as instructor and students and 

how it influenced teaching and social presence. CDA also revealed how repair 

functioned in ASD and its role in cognitive and social presence. Another phenomenon 

not captured by the COI framework was the teacher-led responses for repair.  

These observations and phenomena seen through CDA reveal the limitations of 

the COI model in describing learning in asynchronous discourse. The COI assumes an 

epistemological orientation conducive to a community of inquiry engaged in 

construction of knowledge. The model does not account for how learning cultures 

oriented toward objectivist epistemologies affect the model, specifically cognitive 

presence. As seen in this study, student epistemologies influenced the shape of 

cognitive presence creating discourse structures that mirrored their prior educational 

experiences in ways that were contrary to the goals of the COI model.  

The model was primarily developed from empirical studies in North American 

contexts. The model’s categories and coding for social presence were built on 
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observations on how social discourse occurred in this context. As seen in examples on 

repair, students may encode social presence in ways not captured by the social 

presence coding from the COI model. The COI model also does not capture teaching 

presence adequately in this context. The power the teacher holds in this context 

shapes teaching and social presence in ways not seen in North American higher 

education. From this study we see that COI used with CDA provides a deeper 

understanding of the learning phenomena seen in the ASD, especially for contexts 

outside North American higher education 
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Introduction 

This chapter will review literature that (a) outlines the limited research done on 

ASD using CDA (b) summarizes the various approaches and methods used to study 

ASD, (c) describes the theory behind the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework and 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) that undergird the conceptual framework for the 

proposed study, (d) explores how the COI has been used in research on asynchronous 

discourse (ASD), and (e) provides a critique of the framework.  

Asynchronous Discourse (ASD) and Online Learning 

  Asynchronous Discourse (ASD) is a form of computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) shaped by the technologies that created it. ASD used in online 

courses are typically the domain of discussion forums, though email can also be seen 

as a form of asynchronous communication. The focus of this study is to understand the 

nature of knowledge construction in ASD in online courses as seen in discussion 

forums (also referred to as computer conferences in the literature) because these 

online discussions play a central role in directing interaction between students and 

instructors and where research on construction of knowledge has been traditionally 

focused (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 1999; Garrison & Archer, 2000) 

Classifying the text-type of ASD is one of the ways researchers have attempted 

to define it. Lapadat (2002) described ASD as having features of orality and written 

communication. Using Genre analysis, Friesen (2009) characterized ASD as epistolary 

as it had many similarities with common letters. The other question regarding ASD 

concerns the relationship between the textual features of this discourse and learning 

and how ASD could facilitate online learning. Lapadat argued that the interactive 
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textual environment of asynchronous online conferences is particularly facilitative of 

both social and cognitive construction of meaning because the nature of online 

interactive writing itself bootstraps the construction of meaning. Warschauer (1997), 

looking at computer-mediated collaborative language learning based on a socio-cultural 

analysis of text and learning, observed five features particular to online interaction: text-

based and computer-mediated interaction, many-to-many communication, time- and 

place-independence, long distance exchanges, and hypermedia links. Warschauer 

argued that these features allow for ASD to create cross-cultural communities of 

practice, a central tenet of socio-cultural theories of learning. 

Community of Inquiry (COI) 

The Community of Inquiry (COI) framework was developed out of the Faculty of 

Extension at the University of Alberta in the mid 1990’s (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 

2010). The framework was introduced by Garrison, Anderson and Archer (1999) and 

developed further (Anderson, Archer, Garrison & Rourke, 1999; Garrison et al., 2001; 

Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & Archer, 1999). Since then, this framework has been 

used in several studies to understand how critical inquiry and learning occur in 

asynchronous learning networks. The framework initially revolved around 

asynchronous computer conferencing used in online higher education, where this 

communication medium was viewed in the COI through the interaction of three 

elements: social presence, teaching presence and cognitive presence.  

John Dewey’s work on community and inquiry was the primary influence on the 

framework (Garrison & Archer, 2000; Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2003; 2010). 

Dewey’s principles of interaction and continuity were reflected in this framework. The 
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principle of interaction involved the intersection of personal and social worlds where 

meaning and knowledge was constructed and shared. Meaning and knowledge were 

the ideas created in this interaction to enhance understanding of the outside world. The 

principle of continuity saw educational experiences as a series of experiences built 

upon prior experiences. These experiences form the foundation for future learning 

(Garrison & Archer, 2000). The COI framework incorporated these two principles at the 

core of cognitive, social and teaching presences. 

Cognitive presence was developed from Dewey’s phases of reflective thought. 

Garrison et al. (1999) saw cognitive presence as the most central to success in higher 

education. However, Garrison et al. (2010) acknowledged that their earlier work may 

have overemphasized the cognitive over the other elements in the model. The goal of 

COI was to guide learning towards critical thinking and critical inquiry. Their earlier work 

associated the cognitive presence with this goal more than others. They argued later 

that the framework depended on the interaction between all of the presences (Garrison 

et al., 2010). Figure A.1 illustrates the COI model and interaction of presences that 

define the educational experience. The interaction of these presences occur within a 

communication medium. 
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Figure A.1. COI and elements of the educational experience (Garrison et al., 1999) 

Cognitive Presence 

Garrison et al. (1999) defined cognitive presence as “the extent to which the 

participants in any particular configuration of a community of inquiry are able to 

construct meaning through sustained communication” (p.89). They viewed cognitive 

presence as a focus on higher-order thinking processes; a model of understanding 

critical thinking rather than learning outcomes (Garrison et al., 2001). They described 

higher-order learning as “conceptually rich, coherently organized and persistently 

exploratory” (Garrison, et al., 2003, p.22).  Critical thinking was seen as a cognitive 
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model that goes back and forth between the individual and shared worlds of the learner 

and the community of learners.  

Cognitive presence is idealized in a logical sequence of four phases: triggering 

event, exploration, integration and resolution. These phases are grounded in reflection 

and imagination leading back to experience and practice and are related to Dewey’s 

notion of practical inquiry (Garrison et al., 2001). The learner moves between shared 

and private worlds. Figure A.2. illustrates how these phases are grounded in the shared 

and private worlds and connects along two dimensions to show how reflection and 

imagination are symbiotically related to experience and practice.  

 

Figure A.2. Cognitive phases in practical inquiry 
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The vertical axis represents the action-deliberation dimension where deliberation 

occurs in the private world and action in the shared world. Drawing from Dewey, 

Garrison et al. (2000) saw action as “the ultimate test of understanding and the 

stimulus for further understanding” (p. 72). The horizontal axis represents the 

perception-conception dimension. Perception is “the initial recognition of a problem and 

the assimilation of associated facts, while conception is the authoring/regeneration of 

ideas that give meaning to perception” (p. 73). Conceptual understanding leads to an 

improvement in perception of related ideas. These axes form the framework for an 

educational experience. The phases of cognitive presence activate the relationship 

between these axes to form the cognitive basis for learning experiences. Table A.1 

provides a coding scheme for indicators of cognitive presence. 

Table A.1 

Coding Template for Cognitive Presence (Garrison et al., 2001) 

 
Category and Descriptor Indicators Socio-cognitive 

processes 

Triggering Event 
(Evocative) 

Recognizing the problem Presenting background 
information that 
culminates in a question 

 Sense of puzzlement Asking questions; 
messages that take 
discussion in new 
directions. 

Exploration (Inquisitive) Divergence – within the 
online community 

Unsubstantiated 
contradiction of previous 
ideas 

 Divergence – within a 
single message 

Many different 
ideas/themes presented 
in one message 

 Information exchange Personal 
narratives/descriptions/ 
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facts (not used as 
evidence to support a 
conclusion)  
 

 Suggestions for 
consideration  

Author explicitly 
characterizes message 
as exploration—e.g., 
"Does that seem about 
right?" or "Am I way off 
the mark?  

 Brainstorming Adds to established 
points but does not 
systematically 
defend/justify/develop 
addition  

 Leaps to conclusions  Offers unsupported 
opinions  

Integration (Tentative) Convergence—among 
group members  

Reference to previous 
message followed by 
substantiated 
agreement, e.g., "I agree 
because..."  
Building on other 
people’s ideas 

 Convergence—within a 
single message  

Justified, developed, 
defensible, yet tentative 
hypotheses  

 Connecting ideas, 
synthesis  

Integrating information 
from various sources—
textbook, articles, 
personal experience  

 Creating solutions  
 

Explicit characterization 
of message as a solution 
by participant  
 

Resolution (Committed) Vicarious application to 
real world  
Testing solutions  

None  
 

 Defending solutions  
 

Social Presence 

Social presence is defined as “the ability of participants in a community of inquiry 

to project themselves socially and emotionally as ‘real’ people (i.e. their full personality) 
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through the medium of communication being used” (Garrison, et al., 2003, p. 28). 

Akyol, Garrison, and Ozden (2009), saw social presence as “an important antecedent 

to collaboration and critical discourse because it facilitates achieving cognitive 

objectives by instigating, sustaining, and supporting critical thinking in a community of 

learners” (p. 67). This construct was built around Mehrabian’s (1969) concept of 

“immediacy," which suggested that non-verbal cues increased the sensory stimulation 

of interlocutors. Short, Williams & Christie (1976) were the first to coin the term “social 

presence” when looking at the salience of other’s presence on interpersonal 

communication. Daft and Lengel (1986) saw mediated communication, like CMC, to be 

a “lean” medium since no non-verbal clues were available and were suited for simple 

communication. However, early work on CMC data found evidence of affective and 

social cues in CMC data (Walther, 1994). Kanuka and Anderson (1998) added an extra 

category to their coding to account for the social exchange and interaction.  

Garrison et al. (1999) proposed three categories of social presence that 

emerged from the COI framework and analysis of CMC transcripts: emotional 

expression, open communication and group cohesion. Emotional expression can be 

seen in the use of emotional adjectives or emoticons in text-based asynchronous 

discourse. They argued that emotions were linked to motivation and persistence and 

thus influenced critical inquiry. Open communication was defined as “reciprocal and 

open exchanges” (p.100). This is seen in mutual awareness and recognition of other’s 

contributions and reacting to other’s content. Open communication shapes and 

supports the learning activities of all participants involved in the exchange. Group 

cohesion was shaped by “the activities that build and sustain a sense of group 
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commitment” (p. 101). These elements define the social cohesiveness of the learning 

community that is engaged in critical inquiry. 

Building on the Garrison et al. (1999) work, Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & 

Archer (1999) developed a content analysis scheme that reflected Garrison et al. 

(1999) categories but were relabeled to better reflect the emergent indicators that came 

from their analysis of the transcripts. Open communication was relabeled “interactive 

responses," emotional presence as “affective responses” and group cohesion as 

“cohesive responses." Table A.2 lists the categories with their indicators and as defined 

by Rourke et al. (1999).  

Table A.2 

Coding Template for Social Presence (Rourke et al., 1999) 

 
Category Indicators Definition 

Affective Expression of emotions Conventional expression 
of emotion, or 
unconventional 
expressions of emotion, 
includes repetitious 
punctuation, 
conspicuous 
capitalization, emoticons 

 Use of humor Teasing, cajoling, irony, 
understatements, 
sarcasm 

 Self Disclosure Presents details of life 
outside of class, or 
expresses vulnerability 

Interactive Continuing a thread Using reply feature of 
software rather than 
starting a new thread 

 Referring explicitly to 
others’ messages 

Using software features 
to quote others entire 
message or cutting and 
pasting selections of 
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others’ messages 
 Asking questions Students ask questions 

of other students or the 
moderator 

 Complimenting, 
expressing appreciation. 

Complimenting others or 
contents of others’ 
messages 

 Expressing agreement Expressing agreement 
with others’ messages 

Cohesive Vocatives Addressing or referring 
to participants by name 

 Addresses or refers to 
the group using inclusive 
pronouns 

Addresses the group as 
we, us, our, group 

 Phatic, salutations Communication that 
serves a purely social 
function; greetings 
closures 

 
Teaching Presence 

Teaching presence is defined as “‘the design, facilitation and direction of 

cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and 

educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (Anderson et al., 2001; p. 5). It is primarily 

enacted by the instructor and involves balancing the cognitive and social presences in 

line with the learning outcomes (Garrison, et al., 1999).  Building on work done by 

Berge (1995), Paulsen (1995) and Mason (1991), Anderson et al. (2001) argued for 

three categories to define teaching presence: instructional design and organization, 

facilitation of discourse and direct instruction. 

Instructional design and organization refers to the features of the course or 

instructional unit that define the structure of interaction, activities and goals for learning. 

In facilitating discourse, Anderson et al. (2001) focused on the activities of the instructor 

as a participant in the learning community as they direct discussions and activities 

towards building of knowledge. Their use of the term “discourse” in COI literature differs 
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from how the term is used in discourse analysis and linguistics. Discourse in COI 

literature is generally defined as “focused and sustained deliberation” (Anderson et al., 

2001; p. 7). (My discussion on critical discourse analysis will show how CDA analysts 

define discourse). Direct instruction refers to all activities related to communicating 

subject-matter content. Table A.3 lists the categories and the indicators to look for in 

discussion posts.  

Table A.3 

Coding Template for Teaching Presence (Anderson et al., 2001) 

 
Categories Indicators 

Instructional Design and Organization Setting Curriculum 

 Designing learning methods 

 Establishing time parameters 

 Utilizing medium effectively 

 Establishing netiquette 

Facilitating Discourse Identifying areas of agreement/disagreement 

 Seeking to reach consensus 

 Encouraging, acknowledging, or reinforcing 
student contributions 

 Setting climate for learning 

 Drawing in participants, prompting 
discussion 

 Assess the efficacy of the process 

Direct Instruction Present content/questions 
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 Focus the discussion on specific issues 

 Summarize the discussion 

 Confirm understanding through assessment 
and explanatory feedback 

 Diagnose misconceptions 

 Inject knowledge from diverse sources 

 Respond to technical concerns 

  

Critique of COI 

The COI framework begins with a focus on a common goal of higher education: 

to develop critical thinking and life-long learning skills. A social constructivist 

epistemology undergirds the framework. The educational experience is seen through 

the dual purposes of the construction of meaning from a personal perspective while 

confirming this meaning in a community of learners (Garrison et al., 2003). 

While Garrison et al, 2003 presented their framework as part of social 

constructivist worldview, much of their writing seems to favor the cognitive presence 

and the individual as the locus of meaning rather than the learning community. 

However, I question that if meaning is created by social construction, how can the 

learner be the sole arbiter of meaning? This seems contradictory. If meaning is socially 

constructed, then meaning is co-constructed by the learner and those involved in the 

discourse. It is the community that negotiates meaning and its trace is seen in the 

discourse. So to speak of the individual as the ultimate constructor of meaning and 

knowledge is to view the construction as a unidirectional process driven by the learner. 

The self-direction of the learner should not be confused with the nature of the 
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construction of meaning. While the model focuses on the interaction of the three 

presences, much of the theory in the framework fails to demonstrate how this 

interaction constructs knowledge. The COI framework assumes many dichotomies: 

information/knowledge, teacher/student showing the lack of integration in the 

framework. There is also a dichotomy in the notion of meaning and knowledge. If the 

locus of meaning is on the individual, then the notion of a community of inquiry 

becomes localized in the individual learner and not the learning community. I argue that 

if meaning is socially constructed, then the arbiter of meaning is the community and the 

locus of that meaning is the larger “Discourse." This is consistent with the pragmatic 

philosophy of Dewey, from which much of the COI is derived. Dewey saw human 

experience as central to constructing knowledge. At the same time, Dewey rejected the 

dualism of individual and society. He defined the social and cognitive as two sides of 

the educational process. Teaching presence was derived from Dewey’s model of the 

student and teacher. 

While the original COI framework was constructed from a social constructivist 

perspective influenced by the pragmatic philosophy of Dewey, most of the studies 

approached the framework with an objectivist epistemology. Garrison and Arbaugh 

(2007) observed that most of the research in the early stages was descriptive and from 

an interpretivist and constructivist approach. But Rourke and Anderson (2004) argued 

for a shift towards quantitative content analysis techniques to move from description to 

inference.  Since then, most of the research using the COI on asynchronous learning 

and discussion tended to be overwhelmingly quantitative with an objectivist 

epistemological perspective, contrary to the constructivist epistemology from which the 
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COI framework was derived. In summarizing the research that used the COI 

framework, Annand (2011) argued from an objectivist perspective that social presence 

was not a significant factor in online learning and thus did not inform educational theory 

and practice. But such an approach is incoherent with the epistemological foundations 

of the COI framework. I argue that the COI framework requires a methodological 

approach that is consistent with its constructivist epistemological foundations. There 

also continues to be questions on the validity of COI coding schemes and the unit of 

coding (sentence, paragraph or message) and construct validity (Rourke & Kanuka, 

2009). Applying objectivist and quantitative methods to COI seem incongruent with the 

social constructivist perspective upon which the framework was developed. A return to 

a more interpretivist approach would be more coherent with the underlying 

epistemology of the COI framework and could provide a more integrative framework for 

seeing how the social, teaching and cognitive presences interact.  

In a summary of a decade of work done on the COI, Garrison et al., (2010) 

acknowledged that most of the research using the COI framework focused on one of 

the presences, primarily the cognitive presence. The strength of the framework lies in 

its potential to describe the socio-cognitive processes involved in online learning. This 

is only possible if learning is looked at through the complete COI framework. Garrison 

et al. (2010) acknowledged that further work was needed to understand the relationship 

between the three presences.  

Garrison et al. (1999) built their case for the framework on a theory of written 

communication based on the works of Chafe and Danielewicz (1987), Fulwiler (1987), 

Haas (1996), Halliday (1987) and White (1993). They drew upon the work of these 
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scholars to identify the features of written communication and the differences between 

oral and written communication. However, their framework did not explicate a more 

elaborate theory of text and meaning. The limitations of their view of language and text 

are seen in the ways coding schemes were devised. Xin (2012) argued that online 

discourse is multi-functional and an utterance can be performing multiple social and 

cognitive functions in the discourse. The COI approach to discourse leads to a flat 

coding scheme, which misses the multi-functionality of an utterance. This in turn has 

led others like Annand (2011) to argue that the social presence is an insignificant factor 

in online learning and discourse. A multi-functional view of text and talk is needed to 

capture the complex interactions of the social and cognitive spheres. Morgan (2011) 

also observes that the COI makes no provisions for understanding of local and global 

contexts, the multi-linguistic demands in such contexts and how power and identities 

are negotiated in multi-cultural contexts. 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

In this section I will provide an overview of critical discourse analysis, with 

definitions of discourse and text that are derived from a theory of language and 

discourse along the lines of discourse theory espoused by Fairclough (2003), Gee 

(2005) and Rogers (2011). Specifically, I will outline Gee’s (2005) model of critical 

discourse analysis since he approaches discourse from a socio-cognitive perspective 

(Gee & Green, 1998; Gee, 2003, 2004) which allows for the development of a 

conceptual framework integrating the community of inquiry and its three presences with 

critical discourse analysis.  
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What is discourse? 

In the COI framework, Garrison et al. (2000) use the term “discourse” 

interchangeably with “conversation," focusing on communication between interlocutors. 

Discourse analysts and discourse theorists have had various definitions of discourse, 

all of which, involve language beyond the sentence level. Critical discourse analysts 

defined discourse more broadly referring to “an interrelated set of texts and the 

practices of their production, dissemination, and reception that brings an object into 

being” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002; p.3). This discourse is a semiotic matrix composed of 

texts, contexts, pictures, symbols and artifacts. Thus, discourse analysis involves 

analysis of texts but not exclusively so. Critical discourse analysis is an analysis of 

social reality and “discourse” is the broader term used to describe that social reality 

(Fairclough, 2003). “Social reality is produced and made real through discourses, and 

social interaction cannot be fully understood without reference to the discourses that 

give them meaning. The task for discourse analysts is to explore the relationship 

between discourse and reality” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002; p.3).  

Critical discourse analysis looks at how language is used to enact certain social 

activities and social identities (Gee, 2005). This is what Gee calls “discourse” with “a 

little d." This ““little d” discourse “is melded with non-language “stuff” to enact specific 

identities and activities, then… “big D” Discourses are involved” (Gee, 2005; p.7). It is 

this broader and more fluid definition of discourse that guides our analysis of the texts 

in asynchronous discourse with other artifacts and texts created in the online space 

that define the larger “discourse." Critical discourse analysis for the online course will 
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use the online discussions as the locus of analysis but in conjunction with other texts 

and processes that will define the broader discourse.  

Learning as the “intentional construction, negotiation and exchange of meaning” 

(Garrison et al., 2003; p.32) is central to the collaborative constructivist view of the 

teaching-learning transaction. A critical discourse model however constructs a more 

complex picture where the binary teaching-learning transaction is replaced by a matrix 

of meaning found in the learning “Discourse." This Discourse with capital “D” as 

described by Gee (2005) involves smaller discourses and participants and includes 

those described by Garrison and Archer in the local teacher-learner transaction. The 

critical discourse model situates the local classroom discourses within larger 

Discourses and describes the construction and negotiation of meaning connecting local 

and global contexts via discourses.  

Gee’s Model of Critical Discourse Analysis 

Gee (2005) described social reality as that which is being built and rebuilt by 

language in reflective way. By reflexivity in language, he means that “language 

simultaneously reflects reality (“the way things are”) and constructs (construes) it to be 

a certain way” (p. 97). He gives an example in trying to describe the language in use in 

a committee meeting: 

Is this a “committee meeting because we are speaking and acting this way or 

are we speaking and acting this way because this is a committee meeting?  

After all, if we did not speak and act in certain ways, committees could not exist; 

but, then, if institutions, committees, and committee meetings didn't already 

exist, speaking and acting this way would be nonsense. The answer here is this 
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magical property is real and language and institutions “bootstrap” each other into 

existence in a reciprocal process through time. (Gee, 2005, p. 10) 

Seeing language as part of the construction of social reality, Gee listed seven 

“building tasks” (p.11) that lead a discourse analyst to ask about any text. Gumperz 

(1982) pointed to grammatical clues that help interlocuters construct meaning through 

negotiation and collaboration. These building tasks are interrelated and help us 

understand how discourse reflects and shapes our social realities.  They are: 

Significance: How is language is used to make something significant or not. How 

do speakers highlight or shape the conversation and create agendas? What discourse 

features or clues indicate what the speakers and hearers identify as the topic and how 

do they negotiate its value to the discourse? What discourse features mark out 

significance in asynchronous discourse? 

Activities: Language is used to mark out an activity that is taking place. How do 

learners use language to “do” or enact out activities. What speech acts are seen in the 

asynchronous discourse and what are these speech acts doing?  

Identities: Language is used to project identities or roles assumed by the 

speaker/writer in the given utterance. One acts and speaks one way in an academic 

classroom and another during a family dinner. What identities do participants in the 

community of inquiry project in the asynchronous discourse?  

Relationships: Our use of language projects identifies and reflexively signals the 

relationships we have or wish to have with our listeners. How is language used to 

position a speaker in relation to others? How do learners and position themselves vis-

à-vis each other in asynchronous discourse in how knowledge is constructed? How 
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does the instructor position herself within the community and her relationship to 

knowledge? 

Politics: Here Gee referred to politics as the distribution of social goods. How 

does language reflect and shape the power relationships in the community of inquiry? 

How is power and position shaped in the discourse? How do the participants draw from 

bigger discourses to activate these power relationships? What is taken as normative 

and how is language used to portray that? 

Connections: One of the ways we identify significance is by making connections 

and disjunctions with language in the discourse. How is language used to tie and break 

themes across the discourse? How are connections made to broader discourses? Here 

intertextuality, or connections to other texts, plays an important role. What texts are 

being connected to in this discourse? What texts are being privileged in this discourse? 

Sign Systems and Knowledge: We use multiple types of sign systems 

(languages, dialects, language of a profession, non-linguistic sign systems etc.). We 

use language to privilege one type of knowledge over others by the type of language 

system we use. The discourse analyst seeks to identify the language systems being 

used and identify the kinds of knowledge privileged in the discourse in that particular 

community of inquiry. Gee also refers to these systems as “social languages”: varieties 

of language used to enact certain identities and engage in the building tasks. 

To analyze these building tasks, Gee outlines several tools of inquiry. Social 

languages are the varieties of language people use to enact different identities to 

engage in a building task. The discourse analyst identifies these social languages and 

their varieties to identify the identities at play and their role in the building tasks. Big “D” 
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discourse is another tool of inquiry defined as “ways of combining and integrating 

language, actions, interactions, ways of thinking, believing, valuing, and using various 

symbols, tools and objects to enact a particular sort of socially recognizable identity” 

(Gee, 21, 2005). The third tool of inquiry used by the discourse analyst, is 

intertextuality. Intertextuality refers to the ways texts allude to or interact with other 

texts. Identifying the relationships with other texts helps the discourse analyst make 

connections to other underlying ideologies and identities invoked by the speaker or 

writer to shape their text. Conversations refer to broader themes or motifs found in the 

discourse of a social group. These themes and motifs play a role in how the discourse 

is interpreted. 

Gee (2005) took a socio-cognitive perspective of language. Meanings are 

shaped by the contexts they are used and that the human mind seeks patterns in 

experiences and ascribes meanings to those experiences. In looking at the discourse 

through these building tasks the discourse analyst looks to discover the discourse 

patterns that show what the discourse and participants are doing in the discourse. The 

analysis looks at general correlations between the structure and function of language. 

This linguistic analysis of the text is called the “form-function analysis” by Gee (p. 54). 

In the form part of the analysis, the analyst looks at the linguistic structure of the text 

(parts of speech, types of phrases and clauses etc.) and relates to the functions of what 

the language is doing as described above in the building tasks.  

Gee’s approach to discourse analysis is similar to Fairclough (2003) and Wodak 

& Meyer’s (2002) and is a type of critical discourse analysis in that it looks at the role of 
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power seen in discourse, particularly in how he sees the building blocks of politics, 

relationships, identities and sign systems.  

Other Analytical Approaches to ASD 

In this section, I outline other theoretical approaches to understanding ASD and 

its relationship to online learning and how past research has approached ASD within 

these frameworks. 

Linguistic approaches to ASD. 

Speech Act Theory 

Speech Act Theory provides a useful linguistic theory to look at language in 

context and understanding how asynchronous texts show what instructors and students 

are doing and thus how these “acts” demonstrate learning. Using a conceptual 

framework drawn from communication theories, sociolinguistics and social cognition, 

Blanchette (2001) used speech act theory to code the speech acts and moves seen in 

online asynchronous interaction. Her study was significant in that it looked at these 

speech acts in comparison to face-to-face classroom discourse. She argued that there 

were significant differences between instructors and students in their organizational, 

content-related and structural features, with some speech acts and moves unique to 

ASD. Her identification of the unique speech acts seen in ASD and its differences with 

face-to-face classroom discourse provides a reference for my CDA of ASD.  

Sociolinguistics and Sociocultural Approaches to Learning 

A study by Ke et al. (2011) was unique in its use of sociolinguistic perspectives 

on discourse and sociocultural and social constructivist approaches to learning. Ke et 

al. (2011) looked at the relationship between identity presence and knowledge 



 78 

construction in the online space. Their conceptual framework used Bakhtin’s Theory of 

dialogism with social constructivist perspectives on learning. Bakhtin’s theory focused 

on how identity was encoded in language. They coded for identity presence using 

micro and macro level discourse analysis.  Knowledge construction was coded and 

analyzed using the Online Learning Interaction Model (OLIM) (Ke & Xie, 2009). The 

OLIM was a content analysis scheme that merged Henri’s (1992) and Gunawardena et 

al. (1997) model. Henri (1992) examined the quality of online postings with a focus on 

cognition in dialogue, while Gunawardena et al. (1997) looked at knowledge 

construction in online forums. In an earlier case study, Ke (2010) used the OLIM 

merged with the COI framework for the content analysis of online transcripts. 

This study is the closest to what my study seeks to do and understand. Ke et al. 

(2011) study aimed to inform a social constructivist view of learning with 

sociolinguistics. However, the sociolinguistic theories were only focused on how identity 

was encoded in the discourse. The OLIM did not incorporate any of these 

sociolinguistic perspectives in its content analysis scheme in the analysis of knowledge 

construction. In contrast, my use of CDA seeks to inform the COI model by providing a 

theory of language that could provide a more informed interpretive framework for the 

COI model.  

Content Analysis Used on ASD 

Content analysis is a common technique used to analyze ASD. The COI 

framework provides a form of content analysis. De Wever et al. (2006) observed the 

wide varieties of approaches to content analysis for asynchronous discourse. They 

focused on 15 instruments commonly used in content analysis for ASD. They observed 
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that many instruments lacked a coherent connection between theory and use. As such 

several methodological questions arose and the claims behind these instruments was 

challenged. This is similar to my critique of the COI mentioned above. They also 

observed that there were a wide variety of constructs used in these instruments which 

made comparisons challenging.  

Weltzer-Ward (2011) provided a basis for a more consistent use of coding 

schemes to facilitate comparison of studies utilizing different coding schemes. She 

classified these schemes and synthesized them to reflect the content of these 

schemes. From 56 coding schemes she observed that critical thinking, description of 

social interactions and characterizing online discussions were the common traits of 

these coding schemes.  These categories are similar to the cognitive and social 

presence coding schemes presented in the COI framework. In many of these coding 

schemes, teaching interactions were coded with other social interactions. 

Modified Approaches to COI 

Several studies have advanced the COI by making modifications to the 

framework (Schrire, 2002; Flynn, 2004) or looking at the interactions of the social, 

cognitive and teaching presences (Lee & Tsai, 2011). Schrire (2002) used a multiple 

case study approach to study three asynchronous conferences at Nova Southeastern’s 

Graduate School of Computer and Information Sciences. She examined these 

conferences through the lens of interaction, cognition and discourse analysis. She used 

Bloom’s taxonomy, SOLO’s taxonomy and Garrison et al. (2001) Practical Inquiry 

Model of Cognitive Presence. Schrire proposed a modified content analysis scheme 

from Garrison et al. (2001) model.  



 80 

Shrire’s modified content analysis scheme is a good example of work done to 

advance Garrison et al. (2001) initial proposal for analyzing cognitive presence. Her 

work looked closely at online learning through ASD and used “quality” as a framework 

to assess this learning. The author also attempted a more lucid definition to the 

categories of quality and critical thinking that was lacking in much of the previous 

literature. 

Flynn (2004) looked at the discourse patterns seen in asynchronous discourse 

and if any of these discourses were associated with knowledge construction. She used 

an ethnographic-phenomenological approach. Using the various COI models (Henri 

1992; Gunawardena et al., 1997, Garrison et al., 2001), Flynn developed a conceptual 

framework for analyzing ASD with the ethnographic-phenomenological method. Her 

method focuses solely on the cognitive dimension of the COI yet provides a unique 

qualitative approach to COI distinct from the traditional quantitative approaches to ASD 

and COI.  

Lee & Tsai (2011) looked at collaborative knowledge exploration (CKE) in ASD. 

Their study looked at 6 weeks of ASD in an online graduate class. Three major 

dimensions of online asynchronous learning were used in the analysis: social 

negotiation in the discourse, references to various learning resources and coherence of 

resources utilized. Their theoretical framework integrated the concepts of transition and 

discourse community. They argued that this framework allows them to interpret the 

socio-cultural and cognitive aspects of online problem-based learning. 
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Lee & Tsai developed an approach that went beyond Garrison et al. (2001) 

integrating the social and cognitive elements of learning. Their study approached the 

COI from a socio-cultural perspective focusing on how learners use resources. 

Methods Used in Research on ASD 

In my critique of COI studies, I observed that most studies used quantitative 

methods. Quantitative studies are the predominant approach for other studies on ASD 

and learning. Marra (2006) provided a comprehensive synthetic summary of research 

methods used to analyze content in ASD. She observed that the most common 

methods focused on frequency counts and other quantitative methods to understand 

content and outcomes of learning in ASD. She argued that one of the main reasons for 

a lack of research on ASD and learning was due to a lack of proven research 

paradigms.  

Research on ASD using Constructivist Approaches 

The studies described below use various constructivist approaches to 

understanding meaning and knowledge construction in asynchronous learning 

networks. Most of these studies relied on Gunawardena, Lowe, and Anderson’s (1997) 

Interaction Analysis Model (IAM) or the COI framework.  The IAM is a frequently used 

content analysis coding scheme (Lucas, Gunawardena & Moreira, 2014) based on a 

social constructivist theory of knowledge construction. This model, along with Henri 

(1992) form the precursor to constructivist approaches to understanding cognitive 

presence in asynchronous learning. This is a coding scheme used to study critical 

thinking and cognitive presence. While focused on the cognitive sphere of learning, 
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studies that have used IAM have also tangentially discussed the roles that social 

presence and teaching presence have on critical thinking. 

Studies conducted by Li (2009) and Hull & Saxon (2009) are good examples of 

this. Li (2009) used a modified rubric of the IAM to code the cognitive levels of students 

engaged in asynchronous discussion in an undergraduate mathematics course. Li 

explored these discussion threads to find evidence of higher order critical thinking and 

knowledge construction. Li used both content analysis and social network analysis and 

discovered mixed results. Students scored across a range of cognitive levels and 

participant roles were strongly linked to participant content. Hull & Saxon (2009) used 

the IAM model to show that increased instructor engagement in discussions 

substantially enhanced learning outcomes.  

With a singular focus on cognitive engagement, studies using the IAM have 

argued that higher levels of cognitive engagement are rare in asynchronous learning. 

Wise and Chiu (2011) looked at temporal patterns of knowledge construction in ASD 

using Gunawardena et al. (1997) IAM scheme focusing on pivotal posts in knowledge 

construction. They looked at the discussions of a 21 university students in a semester 

long series of discussions. They found lower and higher knowledge construction 

phases were separated by these pivotal posts. Their study argued that higher levels of 

cognitive engagement are limited in an asynchronous learning environment. 

Other studies (Gilbert, 2002; Black, 2005; Schalk & Marcelo, 2010) have 

focused on the efficacy of asynchronous discussion as learning environment and 

learning outcomes. Gilbert (2002) looked at the structure of asynchronous discourse 

and whether it contributed to the ability of learners to think critically. She used a 
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multiple case study design to look at twelve discussions with four sections of a course. 

She concluded that guidelines and rubrics increased cognitive levels of student 

postings. Black (2005) focused on the lack of reflection observed in asynchronous 

discussion forums and the need for instructors to provide structure for communication 

and critical thinking. Black reflected on her experience as an instructor in online 

graduate literacy courses and discussed ASD in light of teaching and assessment. 

Black’s article does not provide much in terms of empirical findings. However, the study 

gave some direction for course design and teaching presence. Designing ASD with 

differing levels of structure and instructor involvement could provide insight into 

knowledge and meaning construction for non-native English speakers in India. Schalk 

& Marcelo (2010) looked at asynchronous discussion forums utilizing both quantitative 

and qualitative methods to analyze the quality of learning. Their methods focused on 

both the quality and quantity of participation and interaction in asynchronous forums. 

For this they conducted a quantitative discourse analysis to study the quality of 

interactions and frequency of interactions and achievement. The authors approached 

the study from a constructivist theory and argued that a community of inquiry would 

improve the level of critical thinking and enhance learning outcomes. 

Research on ASD with non-native speakers of English 

Most of the research on ASD and non-native speakers of English focused on 

non-native speakers in the U.S (Yodkamlue, 2008; Na, 2003; Yildiz & Bichelmeyer, 

2003). Only one study (Chen 2005) looked at non-native speakers outside the U.S. 

None of these studies looks at ASD from a COI perspective. A two-year qualitative 

study by Beckett et al. (2010) looked at multilingual and multiethnic academic discourse 
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in online asynchronous discussions (OAD) among native and non-native English 

speakers in a mid-western graduate school. These researchers used the socio-cultural 

theory of language socialization to understand language socialization in ASD. Na 

(2003) investigated the discursive practices of L1 and L2 students in a graduate course 

in a U.S university. She used a CDA approach guided by a Bakhtinian framework. 

Yildiz and Bichelmeyer’s (2003) study described the ASD of international graduate 

students in two online graduate courses. Their research questions focused on how 

linguistic and cultural differences impacted non-native students’ perception of 

classroom participation and the impact of ASD on interaction and participation with 

native speakers. They argued that though ASD created unique difficulties for 

international students, its unique characteristics offered a more equal opportunity to 

vocalize. 

Chen (2005) was the only study that looked at ASD in an English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) context. My study is similarly situated in an EFL context. Her 

participants were Chinese speakers majoring in English in Taiwan. Chen’s study on 

ASD in EFL context focused on reflective communication related to experience-based 

learning in learning English. ASD was used as part of a language pedagogy where 

reflective conversation occurred in an interactive language learning environment. She 

observed that students viewed positively their experience in learning content through 

ASD. She also observed that increased peer activity resulted in higher satisfaction and 

positive attitudes towards the use of ASD in learning.  

Chen’s study is significant primarily because the locus of the study is in an EFL 

context. Her observations regarding satisfaction and attitudes as related to peer 
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interaction and involvement in ASD is pertinent in developing an course and 

instructional design for the online course. Her study did not focus on meaning or 

knowledge construction. 

Research on Online Learning in India 

Research on ASD and learning in India is sparse. Only two studies were found 

that dealt with some aspect of ASD. Based on a conceptual framework of online 

learning and media richness theory, Balaji & Chakrabarti (2010) suggested that the use 

of multiple media can enhance the communication context and perceived learning. 

Their study looked at ASD in conjunction with the traditional classroom lecture.  

Bedi (2008) study mirrored many of the very early studies in ASD that looked at 

the length of discussion forum posts. Bedi (2008) used Blignaut and Trollip’s (2003) 

taxonomy along with discussion board topics and length of faculty postings to measure 

teaching presence. They concluded that a high level of faculty participation is desirable 

for student satisfaction. They also suggested teacher responses of 1-2 lines and 3-5 

lines. Students tended towards informative posts and the professors model of 

interaction set the tone for further interaction. This study put a lot of weight on response 

length. Not much is mentioned with regards to meaning construction. Their use of 

Blignaut and Trollip seemed to be motivated more by ease of use rather than 

coherence with a theoretical framework. The nature of posts by students and 

instructors provide some unique insights into the preferences of students in an online 

Indian course. 
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Research on CDA in online learning 

No research exists that uses critical discourse analysis (CDA) with the 

community of inquiry (COI). No research exists of using CDA to understand non-native 

learners in an online context. Rogers (2006) used CDA to analyze academic discourse 

in an asynchronous learning network. She observed that online academic discourse is 

multidimensional with students using a variety of linguistic strategies to construct their 

identities and make meaning. She concluded that students used the flexibility of the 

asynchronous network to control their participation and experience in the discourse. 

This flexibility created a new ecology of learning. Her study is descriptive and provides 

a picture of learner discourse that is socially situated and constructed. This study 

provides an example of CDA done on asynchronous discourse.  

Na (2003) investigated the discursive practices of L1 and L2 students in a 

graduate course. Data were collected in a graduate course on psycholinguistics in 

which students (11 international students and 12 American students) were expected to 

participate in an asynchronous discussion. Na’s use of Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) brings out the dialogic struggle in producing and interpreting utterances. CDA 

was helpful in revealing the ideological perspectives and students’ identities in the 

discourse. The study is a helpful primer on the use of CDA in ASD and its effect on 

revealing meaning, interpretation processes and construction.  

Summary 

The textual environment of ASD facilitates the construction of meaning and 

knowledge through the interactions of learners and instructors in a community of 

inquiry. The COI framework has evolved over the past decade and become a 
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prominent framework for understanding knowledge construction in ASD. But research 

on the interaction between cognitive, social and teaching presence in ASD is limited 

and ignores the social constructivist epistemology that undergirds the COI framework. 

The current COI framework also lacks a theory of text that captures the multi 

functionality of discourse. Critical discourse analysis, grounded in a constructivist 

epistemology, has the potential to describe this multi-functionality. No research exists 

on the use of CDA in a COI framework. No research exists on the use of ASD by non-

native speakers using the COI framework. This study addresses these gaps, focusing 

on ASD use by graduate students in India using CDA in a COI framework.  
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DETAILED METHODOLOGY
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Overview of the Study 

This study seeks to understand the nature of online learning of graduate 

seminary students in India as non-native speakers of English. The study looked at 

discourse patterns found in asynchronous discussion forums collected from a 15-week 

course with 25 students. A critical discourse analysis informed by the Community of 

Inquiry (COI) framework was used in analyzing asynchronous discussion data. In 

addition, data was collected from focus group interviews of the students, analytic notes 

from the instructor, artifacts from course assignments and synchronous video computer 

conferences. Critical discourse analysis was used on all of the above-mentioned data 

types with the locus of analysis on the asynchronous discussion data. 

Conceptual Framework  

Gee (2005) argued that discourse analysis is not content with mere description 

of discourse phenomenon. It must have a point. As argued in chapter 2, the COI 

framework lacks a robust theory of discourse and language in its analysis of 

asynchronous discourse. Critical discourse analysis as outlined by Gee provides a 

socio-cognitive framework coherent with the social constructivist epistemology that 

undergirds the COI framework. Discourse analysis is grounded in a constructionist 

epistemology that sees language as “constitutive and constructive rather than reflective 

and representative” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002; p.13). I have used critical discourse 

analysis guided by the goals and framework of the COI to provide a description of 

learning community in an online course.  

Critical discourse analysis provides a framework for understanding the building 

blocks of politics, relationships, identities and sign systems in non-native academic 
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English discourse. The COI framework is built on assumptions around native English 

speakers. A conceptual framework of critical discourse analysis guided by the COI 

framework will illustrate the limitations of the COI framework and provide an example of 

how learning is identified in ASD among non-native speakers in India. 

 

 

 

 

Figure B.1. Conceptual framework 

Research Methods 

This qualitative study will be set in on online course for 25 graduate seminary 

students located in South India. 24 of the 25 reside on a campus while one resided in a 

city two hours away. The seminary is located in South India with 120 master’s degree 

students. A course on the parables of the New Testament was taught in the fall of 

2015. This sample represents a group of non-native speakers of English based in India. 

This is a convenience sample as I am the instructor of the course and will provide an 

emic perspective. Asynchronous discussion data, course artifacts, synchronous video 

and instructor analytic notes were collected over a 15-week period in the fall of 2015. 

Focus group interview data were collected in January of 2016.  

Settings 

The course on “Parables of the New Testament” was taught over 15 weeks in 

the fall of 2015. Schoology ® was used as the Learning Management System (LMS) for 

the course. Each week students had to watch recorded video lectures assigned for the 

COI CDA 
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week and take a quiz based on that week’s video lectures. They were also required to 

finish the assigned reading for the week. During the course, they were required to 

analyze three parables using a worksheet to guide their analysis. The weekly online 

discussions were based either on the readings, the video lectures or their parable 

worksheets. The discussion questions posted by the instructor (myself) were to provide 

instructional direction for the discussion. Students were required to post an 

asynchronous discussion based on the discussion questions by Friday of that week 

and had to pose a question to the class for further discussion. Each student was 

required to respond to at least one of their classmates’ questions. Posing a question 

and responding to a classmate was a requirement of all discussions. As the instructor, I 

wanted to ensure that the discussion forum would generate some interaction between 

students. Rubrics were created for the grading of these discussions (See Appendix B). 

Each week the instructor would have synchronous discussions via online video 

conferencing software for further discussions on the questions posed by the students in 

the asynchronous discussions.  

I am a graduate of the institution and have taught as a visiting faculty over the 

past seven years. Prior to this course I taught two online courses as part of a pilot study 

to better understand online learning among non-native speakers at the seminary. The 

course used in this study is the third course I have taught online at the seminary.  

Sample 

There were 25 students in the online class. Twenty-four were residing on the 

campus of the seminary. One student lived in a city about two hours from the seminary 

campus. Out of the 25 students, 24 were non-native speakers of English. One student 
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was from the Anglo-Indian community and English was his native language. The class 

was composed of 3 females and 22 males. I have taught nine of the students in a 

previous online course. The remaining 16 students were taking an online course for the 

first time. The students’ first languages ranged from three different language families in 

India and Myanmar. Eight students spoke languages from the Dravidian family of 

languages (Malayalam, Tamil, Telegu and Kannada). Eight students were from the 

Northeastern states of Manipur, Nagaland and Tripura, where most languages are from 

the Sino-Tibetan family. Three students were native speakers of Odiya or Assamese, 

the only speakers from the Indo-Aryan family of languages. Five students were from 

Myanmar representing several Sino-Tibetan languages.  

Data Collection 

The primary source of data for critical discourse analysis and COI analysis is the 

asynchronous discussion data. This consisted of 24 discussion threads over 15 weeks. 

During the first five weeks, responses to the discussion questions posed by the 

instructor and questions posed by students for their classmates were in separate 

discussion threads. At the suggestion of several students it was merged into one thread 

for the next ten weeks. Most of the weekly discussions involved all 25 students and the 

instructor. During week 6, five groups were created to discussed the parables analyzed 

in their worksheet. Students were organized by parables assigned to them. All other 

weekly discussions involved the entire group of 25 students and one instructor. 

A focus group was selected as a source of data because data from focus groups 

is socially constructed (Merriam, 2009).  The method allowed the groups to discuss 

their experiences as a group and construct interpretations of their learning experiences. 
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Appendix 1 lists semi-open questions used in the focus group interviews. Focus groups 

are usually less threatening for participants and provides a safety in their group to voice 

their opinions, ideas and thoughts (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, 

Leech & Zoran (2009) observed that most research suggested that focus group 

discussions last between one to two hours and be limited to 6 to 12 participants. The 

group should be large enough for divergent voices to interact but not too large where 

voices might be quelled. Data for this study were collected from three focus groups with 

group sizes ranging from 6 to 10. 

Focus group interviews were recorded on video and transcripts recorded the 

aural records of the interviews along with analytic notes of the researcher. The word-for 

word transcription of the interview and analytic notes provide a level of trustworthiness 

despite the limitations in capturing all details of the context (Witcher, 2010; Poland, 

2001). Analytic notes helped provide a thicker description of the context for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

The locus of the critical discourse analysis and COI coding will be the 

asynchronous discussion forum data but will include data from transcripts of 

synchronous online discussions, focus group transcripts, artifacts from the online 

course, and analytic notes from the instructor. The asynchronous discussion data form 

the discourse with a small “d," texts for critical discourse analysis. The course artifacts 

and synchronous online discussions provide documentary evidence from the course. 

The documentary data along with focus group interviews provide links to other texts 

and show how these texts are linked to larger discourses; discourses with a capital “D." 

They also provide an additional layer of context useful for critical discourse analysis. 
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An initial coding of asynchronous discussion data was conducted using the 

indicators for cognitive, social and teaching presence. ATLAS.ti was the qualitative 

analysis software used for coding with COI indicators and critical discourse analysis on 

the asynchronous discussion data, the synchronous video data and the focus group 

discussion transcripts. Codes were created for the various indicators for the cognitive, 

social and teaching presence from the COI framework outlined in Table 1, 2, and 3 

respectively. These codes were then grouped by presence. The first step of the 

analysis involved coding of each transcript by the indicators of cognitive presence, 

social presence and teaching presence. I used the definitions of the indicators given in 

the tables to identify portions of text that fit those definitions. During coding, memos 

were used to note observations about the discussion data and analytic notes about the 

rationale in coding and problems related to selecting appropriate coding for the data. 

My unit of analysis is thematic. I chose portions of text that were evidence of an 

indicator and its corresponding presence. This allowed me to identify more than one 

indicator in a message and show where those indicators lie in the message. 

My critical discourse analysis of the asynchronous data and other documentary 

data is guided by the COI framework. My approach looks at the data using the tools of 

inquiry for CDA described by Gee (2005) and identify the building tasks seen in the 

language data. The COI framework provides the focus for the CDA where I used the 

categories of Tables B.1, B.2 and B.3 and connect them to the building tasks and tools 

of inquiry used in the discourse analysis.   

A critical discourse analysis of the asynchronous data using Gee’s (2005) model 

will follow. Critical discourse analysis will also be done on synchronous discussion 
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transcripts, focus groups interview data and analytic notes. Analysis will go through 

iterations until analytical saturation is reached. CDA forms the overarching framework 

for how the various texts are related to one another and to the COI. Themes and codes 

from the COI analysis of ASD will be used in the critical discourse analysis. This acts 

as a kind of “plugging in” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013) of constructs from the COI into 

CDA.  

 

 

Figure B.2. Conceptual framework merging CDA with COI 

 

Rigor and Validity 

Creswell (2007) argued for at least two criteria to establish rigor in qualitative 

research. Triangulation and Reflexivity are the ways I seek to establish rigor for this 

study. Triangulation is achieved through multiple analyses (critical discourse analysis 

and community of inquiry) and multiple sets of data (asynchronous discussion 

transcripts, synchronous discussion transcripts, artifacts from the online course and 

instructor analytic notes). The analytic notes represent reflexive notes collected during 

the design, instruction and data collection phases of the study. Reflexive analytic notes 

COI CDA 

ASD Video 
Conf. 

Focus 
Group 

Analytic 
Notes Artifacts 
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will also be created during the data analysis part of the study. Both analytic notes 

collected during data collection and data analysis will be combined to provide a thick 

description of reflexivity on my part as the course instructor and researcher.  

Validity for critical discourse analysis is based on the following four elements: 

Convergence, Agreement, Coverage and Linguistic detail (Gee, 2005). Convergence is 

a form of triangulation, where the questions sought out in the building tasks of 

discourse provide complementary and compatible analyses. Agreement is a form of 

member checking where “natives” of the social language and discourse agree with the 

analyses. Coverage refers to the ability to apply the analyses to other data sets 

including convergence with analyses seen in the literature. Linguistic details refer to the 

ability of the analyses to find support for identification of building tasks from the 

linguistic features of the discourse.  

Convergence will occur when the building tasks involved in the CDA provide 

saturation with regards to the questions surrounding the building tasks in the CDA. I will 

seek agreement by discussing the findings with some of the participants which also 

acts as a form of member-checking. Coverage will be achieved by comparing this 

analysis with other analyses of ASD as seen in the literature. The linguistic details for 

this analysis will lie in the ASD patterns of Indian English speakers observed from the 

data and the communicative functions these features perform in the discourse.  

 



 97 

APPENDIX C 

COMPLETE UNABRIDGED RESULTS
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Reflective Observations on Coding for Cognitive Presence 

The discussion transcripts were coded according to the coding template for 

cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching presence found in Table C.1, Table 

C.2 and Table C.3 respectively.  All 24 discussion threads were coded first for cognitive 

presence followed by social and teaching presence.   

Identifying the appropriate indicators with the definitions given were particularly 

challenging for coding for cognitive presence. Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2001) 

argue that the phases of critical inquiry (See Figure C.2) are an idealized logical 

sequence. They do not argue that discourse must move through these phases in logical 

sequence. Yet it seems unlikely that one can characterize a community of inquiry as 

one which moves from a triggering event to resolution without evidence of exploration or 

integration. In the initial stages of coding it was difficulty to code responses to the 

triggering events. Triggering events were defined by a recognition of a problem or a 

sense of puzzlement (Table C.1). Socio-cognitive processes that provided evidence of 

this was background information presented that culminated in a question or any other 

questions that took the discussion into new directions. Students had to respond to 

discussion questions posed by the instructor at the top of the discussion thread. 

Students also had to pose questions to other classmates. In this context it was 

challenging to code responses to the questions. Were they resolutions since they offer 

some kind of final answer? Were they evidence of the exploration phase? The 

responses did not fit clearly into the socio-cognitive processes described in Table C.1 

for exploration, integration or resolution. Many of the responses presented a tone of 

finality to the discussion. If these responses were coded as part of the resolution phase, 
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it would seem that students were able to leap from the triggering event to resolution 

without any exploratory or tentative discussions.  

In deciding to choose between coding of responses as exploration and 

resolution, I chose to code for exploration (leaps to conclusions) for many of the 

conclusive answers that students posted in response to these questions. In keeping 

with the framework of inquiry and the need for evidence of progression in the cognitive 

presence it seemed unlikely that I could code these conclusive responses as part of the 

resolution phase. The critical inquiry model proposed an idealized model of inquiry in 

discussions that involved the community engaging in critically working through the 

triggering event. As an idealized model, they state that these phases are not immutable. 

It may be possible to see a phase omitted in the discussion data. However, a move from 

the triggering event to resolution does not depict a community of critical inquiry.  

The resolution phase as described by Garrison, Anderson & Archer (2001), 

involves an application to the real world, testing of the solution or a defense of a 

solution. In the absence of development of discussion through the exploration or 

integration phases, the responses were coded as “leaping to conclusion," an indicator of 

the exploration stage. Garrison, Anderson & Archer (2001) also argue for coding down 

when there is ambiguity in deciding between coding.  

Cognitive Presence Coding Results and Observations 

Table C.1 

Coding Template for Cognitive Presence (Garrison et al., 2001) 

 
Category and Descriptor Indicators Socio-cognitive 
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processes 

Triggering Event 
(Evocative) 

Recognizing the problem Presenting background 
information that 
culminates in a question 

 Sense of puzzlement Asking questions; 
messages that take 
discussion in new 
directions. 

Exploration (Inquisitive) Divergence – within the 
online community 

Unsubstantiated 
contradiction of previous 
ideas 

 Divergence – within a 
single message 

Many different 
ideas/themes presented 
in one message 

 Information exchange Personal 
narratives/descriptions/ 
facts (not used as 
evidence to support a 
conclusion)  
 

 Suggestions for 
consideration  

Author explicitly 
characterizes message 
as exploration—e.g., 
"Does that seem about 
right?" or "Am I way off 
the mark?  

 Brainstorming Adds to established 
points but does not 
systematically 
defend/justify/develop 
addition  

 Leaps to conclusions  Offers unsupported 
opinions  

Integration (Tentative) Convergence—among 
group members  

Reference to previous 
message followed by 
substantiated 
agreement, e.g., "I agree 
because..."  
Building on other 
people’s ideas 

 Convergence—within a 
single message  

Justified, developed, 
defensible, yet tentative 
hypotheses  

 Connecting ideas, 
synthesis  

Integrating information 
from various sources—
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textbook, articles, 
personal experience  

 Creating solutions  
 

Explicit characterization 
of message as a solution 
by participant  
 

Resolution (Committed) Vicarious application to 
real world  
Testing solutions  

None  
 

 Defending solutions  
 

Table C.1 provides the coding template for cognitive presence with the indicators 

and socio-cognitive processes underlying the categories or phases in cognitive 

presence. Table C.1 is represented above again for reference within this section. Table 

C.2 depicts the number of occurrences of each of the phases of cognitive presence 

seen in the 24 discussion threads. There were no instances of the resolution phase 

coded in any of the threads. Most instances coded from the data were in the exploration 

phase. The triggering events were predominantly coded from questions posted by 

students as part of the discussion requirements. As seen in other research (Garrison et 

al., 2001, Kanuka et al., 2007, Rourke and Kanuka, 2009,) students in this study did not 

engage extensively in many of the higher phases of cognitive presence in integration 

and resolution.   

Below are examples of triggering, exploration and integration phases seen from 

the data. 

Triggering (sense of puzzlement): What is the difference between Parable and 
Illustration? 
  
Exploration (suggestions for consideration): I think parables are the examples 
Jesus used, which were visible and things we use or see in our day today life, 
and teaching one truth through that well known things. But illustration may be a 
story or happening which is related to the topic or theme. Not necessarily a 
known one. 
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Integration (connecting ideas, synthesis): The word parable in the NT has a 
broad connotation, Simon J. Kistemaker, in his book "The Parable" divided into 
three categories: (i) the true parables (these use an illustration from daily life, 
everyone acknowledges the truth conveyed, they are usually related in the 
present tense), (ii) Story parables (it does not rely on an obvious truth or 
generally accepted custom, usually the experience of one person, it refers to a 
particular event that happened in the past), (iii) Illustrations (illustrative stories 
appearing in the Gospel of Luke are usually categorized as example stories). 
These illustrations differ from the story parables in design. Whereas the story 
parable is an analogy, illustrations exhibit examples to be either imitated or 
avoided. 

 

Table C.2 

Distribution of Cognitive Presence phases in Discussion Data 

Phases of Cognitive Presence Occurrence in 
Discussion data 

Triggering Event 277 
Exploration 867 
Integration 41 
resolution 0 
  

Triggering Event 

The sociocognitive processes behind the triggering events centered around 

asking questions. The indicators were coded for “sense of puzzlement” or “recognizing  

the problem." There were 232 instances of a “sense of puzzlement” and 45 instances of 

“recognizing the problem."  The “sense of puzzlement” was defined as “asking 

questions; messages that take discussions in new directions” (See Table C.1).  

“Recognizing the problem” was defined as presenting background information that 

culminated in a question.  In several of the discussions students were required to pose 

questions to each other in the discussion. Most of those questions account for most of 

the triggering events coded as a “sense of puzzlement."  Only 26 of the 232 instances of 

“sense of puzzlement” were not related to a required question in the discussion. Out of 

the 45 instances of “recognizing a problem," 30 were instances of questions posed as 
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part of the discussion requirement. This does not necessarily mean that the triggering 

events were inauthentic or unrepresentative of a true triggering event and thus cognitive 

presence. But it does show that the instructional design of the discussion has a strong 

effect on shaping asynchronous discourse for these students.  

Exploration Phase 

 Out of the 867 instances of the exploration phase, 417 were coded as 

“information exchange” where the socio-cognitive process was described as “personal 

narratives/descriptions/facts (not used as evidence to support a conclusion)” (Table 

C.1). There were 343 instances where the indicator “leaps to conclusions” was coded 

for the exploration phase. This indicator was defined as an instance of offering 

unsupported opinions as conclusions to a discussion. These two indicators accounted 

for 80.7% of instances coded for the exploration phase.  

 During the first five weeks, responses to the discussion questions posed by the 

instructor were in one thread and questions posed by students for their classmates and 

responses to those questions were in a separate discussion thread. During Week 4, 

students were not asked to pose a question to their classmates but asked to respond to 

at least one posting. In these first five weeks, the distribution of instances of “information 

exchange” and “leaps to conclusions” is seen in Table C.5. Except for Week 4, each of 

the columns alternate between a discussion thread based on questions by the instructor 

and discussion thread involving questions posed by students to each other respectively.  

Table C.3 

Distribution of “Leaps to Conclusions” and “Information Exchange Indicators in 

Exploration Phase for First 5 weeks 
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Exploration phase 
indicators 

Week 
1 
Instr. 

Week 1 
Stud. 

Week 
2 
Instr. 

Week 
2 
Stud. 

Week 
3 Instr. 

Week 
3 
Stud. 

Week 4 
Week 
5 
Instr. 

Week 
5 
Stud. 

Information 
exchange 25 1 27 3 27 1 39 25 0 

Leaps to 
conclusions 0 27 0 31 0 34 10 0 48 

 

 From Table C.5 we see that “information exchange” dominated discussion 

threads where the students were asked to discuss the reading in response to the 

discussion questions posted by the instructor. Students seemed to respond to instructor 

questions as they would to questions on an exam. There was very little interaction 

beyond the initial post in these posts. The indicator “leaps to conclusion” was seen 

predominantly in threads where students were required to pose questions to each other 

and respond to other’s questions. The indicator, “leaps to conclusions” under the 

exploration phase, was often coded for students’ responses to questions posed by other 

students. In the threads dedicated to student questions, “leaps to conclusions” was 

predominant as students did not seem to want to explore these questions as much as 

provide some finality and a definitive answer to the question posted by a student. The 

tone of the text resembled a resolution phase indicator. The adjective used to describe 

the resolution phase was “committed” (Table C.1) and many of these posts carried this 

tone. But it lacked some of the key features of the resolution phase; vicarious 

applications to the real world, testing of solutions and defending solutions (Table C.1). 

Within a thread, either based on instructor questions or threads lead by student 

questions, there was very little evidence of development between the phases. While it 

seemed resolved in the mind of the student, there was no evidence of a community of 
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inquiry that brought about this resolution or that this resolution was created through 

consensus or social construction. 

 There were 78 instances of “suggestions for consideration," an indicator where 

the “author explicitly characterizes the message as exploration – e.g. “Does this seem 

about right?” or “Am I way off the mark?” 66 of these instances occur after week 6, 

where students are asked to give their perspectives on the interpretation of parables. I 

often marked messages that contained “I think” as way the students were making 

suggestions for consideration. At the time of coding, I noted that while this might not 

seem like an explicit characterization of exploration, it did fit this indicator the closest in 

its definition.  

 The remaining three indicators; divergence within the online community, 

divergence within a single message and brainstorming accounted for only 29 instances. 

At the time of coding, it was challenging to parse out the differences between 

“brainstorming” and “information exchange." It was also challenging to identify 

divergence as defined in Table 1. Most of the instance of “divergence” involved explicit 

characterizations of disagreement. Shea et al. (2010) modified cognitive presence 

codes taken from Garrison et al. (2001) by removing “divergent” and “convergent” from 

the exploration and integration category descriptions and by deleting the brainstorming 

indicator from exploration because it could not be differentiated from information 

exchange.  

Integration and Resolution Phases 

 There were 41 instances of the integration phase coded in the discussion data. 

30 of these instances were coded as “convergence among group members” defined as 
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a reference to previous message followed by agreement. Almost all (29 instances) 

followed an instance of exploration in the discussion thread. There were 9 instances of 

the integration indicator “connecting ideas, synthesis” and 2 instances of “creating 

solutions” defined as “an explicit characterization of a message as a solution by a 

participant” (Table 1).  

 There was no clear evidence of any instance of text that could be coded for the 

resolution phase. The relatively low occurrences of integration Phase in the discussion 

data indicate that students used the discussion forum to explore knowledge but rarely 

sought to advance the discussion in ways that would result in solutions, ideas or 

perspectives that they did not have at the beginning of the discussion.  

Discussion on Cognitive Presence in Discussion Data 

The design of the discussion plays an important role in how the phases of critical 

inquiry are shaped in the discussion. Garrison et al. (2010) noted this from subsequent 

research but in their effort to provide a parsimonious framework, they have left out the 

forces outside the discussion that shape the discussion. The ability to pursue the 

idealized critical phases of inquiry, specifically to reach resolution, seemed to require a 

specific design that is apriori to the discussion. Garrison et al. (2010) have indicated that 

problem-based approaches seem to provide the most likely situations where the 

resolution phase is reached. They also supported the argument that critical inquiry 

required more forces than the COI model described.  

The COI framework lacks any ability to assess critical inquiry that occurs within 

the post of a learner. The COI framework does not code for any kind of internal 

reflection. While the role of the community in creating, sustaining and facilitating 
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discussions leading to the construction of knowledge and critical inquiry are essential to 

a community of inquiry, we should be able to identify contributions by individual learners 

who are able to demonstrate critical thinking apart from direct input from the learning 

community. It is also important to identify other possible sources of influence on critical 

thinking seen in the learner. 

Social Presence Coding Results and Observations 

Table C.4 was the basis for coding social presence in the discussion data. The 

discussion data was coded for both the category and indicators. Table C.5 lays out the 

number of instances of each category of social presence seen in the discussion data. 

Below is an example of an utterance where all three categories of social presence are 

seen. 

Dear Tom (Cohesive, vocative) I am sorry (Affective, expression of emotion), I 
did not ask the question to evaluate others. Please don't misunderstand me. 
Actually I did not know the answer, that was my real question only. But the 
answers given by some friends were not satisfactory. Then I myself went for a 
search through different commentaries. Then only I got the answer. Thanks for 
your suggestion (Interactive, expressing appreciation). 
 

Table C.4 

Coding Template for Social Presence (Rourke et al., 1999) 

 
Category Indicators Definition 

Affective Expression of emotions Conventional expression 
of emotion, or 
unconventional 
expressions of emotion, 
includes repetitious 
punctuation, 
conspicuous 
capitalization, emoticons 

 Use of humor Teasing, cajoling, irony, 
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understatements, 
sarcasm 

 Self Disclosure Presents details of life 
outside of class, or 
expresses vulnerability 

Interactive Continuing a thread Using reply feature of 
software rather than 
starting a new thread 

 Referring explicitly to 
others’ messages 

Using software features 
to quote others entire 
message or cutting and 
pasting selections of 
others’ messages 

 Asking questions Students ask questions 
of other students or the 
moderator 

 Complimenting, 
expressing appreciation. 

Complimenting others or 
contents of others’ 
messages 

 Expressing agreement Expressing agreement 
with others’ messages 

Cohesive Vocatives Addressing or referring 
to participants by name 

 Addresses or refers to 
the group using inclusive 
pronouns 

Addresses the group as 
we, us, our, group 

 Phatic, salutations Communication that 
serves a purely social 
function; greetings 
closures 

 
Table C.5 

Distribution of Social Presence phases in Discussion Data 

Categories of Social Presence Occurrence in 
Discussion data 

Affective 339 
Interactive 587 
Cohesive 686 
  

Affective Category 

Under the affective category, 324 of the 339 instances coded in the discussion 

data was marked as an “expression of emotion," both conventional and unconventional. 
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Out of the 324 instances of “expression of emotion” 94 were expressions using the “like” 

button, a feature where a participant would express appreciation or “like” a post by 

clicking this like button. As I began coding for emotions in the affective category, I saw 

the word “interesting” being used often and coded it within the affective category under 

the indicator “expression of emotions." I also observed, that as the instructor, I had 

asked them to indicate what was interesting in six different weekly discussions. Their 

use of the word “interesting” was often used as part of their response to my queries on 

what was interesting. Here, teaching presence played an important role in shaping 

these emotional expressions. Social presence seemed strongly shaped by teaching 

presence in the instructional design and organization of the discussion and the course. 

Since the discussion asked for an affective response, the students used affective 

adjectives in their response that matched the question. 

There were only 3 instances of “use of humor” and 12 instances of “self-

disclosure." All 12 instances of self-disclosure occurred during Week 4. This was the 

only week where I asked the students, in the list of discussion questions, how they 

would apply the parable to their life. This is another example of how the design of the 

discussion by the instructor shapes the response of the students and how social 

presence occurs. 

Interactive Category 

Social presence focuses on interaction that seeks to build and maintain 

relationships in the asynchronous space. Out of the 686 instance of the Interactive 

category coded in the discussion data, 532 instances were coded for “continuing a 

thread” defined as “using a reply feature of software rather than starting a new thread." 
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Students were required to reply to at least one classmate’s question or posting. Here 

again, the high instances of this indicator were driven primarily by the instructor design 

of the discussion. However, there were regular occurrences of students responding 

beyond the minimum requirement of one response. For example, the discussion for 

week 7 saw 34 instances of “continuing a thread” through the reply feature. Out of the 

34, 13 were instances of “continuing a thread” beyond the minimum requirement of one 

response.  

There were 25 instances of “asking questions." These were instances where 

questions were asked and not prompted by the requirements for the discussion given by 

the instructor. They were also asked to specific people. This distinguished questions 

which were for the class as a whole. This was to avoid conflating instances of 

interaction driven by the learners as opposed to those required by the instructor. We 

see that there was some evidence of students moving topics of conversation to advance 

the community of inquiry beyond the framework set by the instructor. Students seemed 

to follow the instructional guidelines when it came to interaction and only occasionally 

advanced the discussion beyond these parameters. 

There were 51 instances of “complimenting, expressing appreciation." Most of 

these students had taken several classes with each other. That familiarity helped 

interaction expressed in these positive expressions of affirmation of each other and their 

ideas. The 77 instances of “expressing agreement” coincide with this observation. 

Cohesive Category 

Instances of group commitment through cohesive category indicators occurred 

frequently and was not as directly shaped by instructional design as the affective and 
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interactive categories. Out of the 587 instances of text coded in the cohesive category, 

374 instances were coded for “addresses or refers to the group using inclusive 

pronouns." The focus of this indicator was on first person plural pronouns used by 

students to refer to the group. The frequent use of these pronouns showed how the 

group viewed itself as a community. They had existing relationships with each other 

prior to the class and shared a common identity as Christians in a seminary. This 

shared Christian identity was seen in the how the first person plural pronouns were 

used to identify not the just the online class but their membership in the Christian 

community. This is also seen in the “salutation” indicators, which serve a social function. 

There were 107 instances coded for this indicator. The most common was the use of 

“brother” or “sister," terms used in the context of the Christian identity of the group. The 

equally frequent use of “vocatives” (106 instances) also showed the familiarity and 

comfort level students had with each other.  

Discussion of Social Presence in Discussion Data 

The affective and interactive categories of social presence were seen to be 

shaped by the instructional design set up by myself as the instructor through the 

discussion questions and grading rubric. The use of emotive verbs in the questions 

were mirrored in the responses of students. Students were not bound by the 

instructional design and used the “like” feature and other verbs to express feelings and 

emotions in the discussion. 

The coding of the “continuing a thread” indicator in the interactive category 

seemed superfluous and did not seem to provide a meaningful picture of interaction. It 

became a counter for the number of times a student used the reply feature for a 
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response. Interaction was driven by a familiarity students already had with each other, 

being in several classes prior to this online class and living on the same campus, seen 

in the expressions of appreciation and agreement.  

Group membership and group commitments seen in the cohesive category also 

affirmed the existing familiarity each student had with each other. The group’s common 

religious identity as Christians also played a role in creating the cohesive dynamic in the 

group seen in the Christian salutations. This category was not as influenced by the 

instructional design as the affective and interactive categories. 

Another observation from my notes during coding, was noting the reflective tone 

of many of the posts. This was the intent of the discussion questions I created for most 

discussions. But it also might indicate why students do not move into the higher phases 

of cognitive presence. The critical inquiry model of cognitive presence may only be 

suitable for discussions centered around problem-solving and problem-based learning. 

Reflective discussions reveal internal cognitive engagement and the interaction with the 

community of inquiry is not necessarily to find a resolution, but connect with different 

interpretive perspectives. Here, we may not find a community of inquiry but a 

community of reflection. 

Teaching Presence Coding Results and Observations 

Teaching presence was coded based on the categories and indicators from 

Anderson et al. (2001). Table C.6 lists these categories and indicators. One challenge in 

coding for teaching presence was finding an indicator and category for instances where 

I am seeking further clarification from students. This seems to be a feature of these 

discussions involving non-native speakers of English. Most of the requests for 
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clarification or repair were initiated by me as the instructor. They were coded under the 

category of direct instruction with the indicator “present content/discussion." However, 

the questions referred to in this rubric are questions meant to advance the discussion 

and move cognitive presence to higher phases of critical inquiry. 

There was also a difficulty distinguishing between the Instruction and Design and 

Organization category indicator of “utilizing medium effectively” and the direct instruction 

category indicator of “presenting content/questions." Some of my comments could be 

considered as asking them to utilize the medium effectively by pointing and presenting 

content or asking questions related both to content as well as the medium. Eventually, I 

coded most of those instances as “presenting content/questions” and only coded one 

instance as “utilizing the medium effectively. Examples of teaching presence from each 

category are given below 

Some of this will be addressed in the chapter on Parables and Allegory in Week 
2. (Instructional Design, setting curriculum) But let me summarize. Jesus 
parables were "understood" in a cognitive sense. In Mark 12 the Pharisees 
plotted to kill him after they heard the parable of the Wicked Tenants. Look at the 
quotation from Is 6 below (direct instruction, summarizing the discussion). 
That is a good way to put it (Facilitation, encouraging, acknowledging, enforcing). 
Though many now argue that application is a form of meaning. One can call it 
"applied meaning" in a sense. But Samson's point is well taken.  

 

Table C.6 

Coding Template for Teaching Presence (Anderson et al., 2001) 

 
Categories Indicators 

Instructional Design and Organization Setting Curriculum 

 Designing learning methods 
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 Establishing time parameters 

 Utilizing medium effectively 

 Establishing netiquette 

Facilitating Discourse Identifying areas of agreement/disagreement 

 Seeking to reach consensus 

 Encouraging, acknowledging, or reinforcing 
student contributions 

 Setting climate for learning 

 Drawing in participants, prompting discussion 

 Assess the efficacy of the process 

Direct Instruction Present content/questions 

 Focus the discussion on specific issues 

 Summarize the discussion 

 Confirm understanding through assessment 
and explanatory feedback 

 Diagnose misconceptions 

 Inject knowledge from diverse sources 

 Respond to technical concerns 

 

Instructional Design and Organization 

Out of the 182 instances of teaching presence coded in the discussion data, only 

5 instances were coded for Instructional Design and Organization. Such a low incidence 

of this category seems incongruent with the effect the instructional design had on social 

presence. However, this incongruency can be explained as most of the instructional 
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design and activity occurred outside the asynchronous data and the focus of coding in 

the COI framework focused solely on the discussion data. Much of the instructional 

design effect can be seen through the instructor’s semi-structured discussion questions 

and the grading rubric posted at the top of the discussion. Since these were not part of 

the discussion, these were not coded. The COI framework did not have a way to 

account for teaching presence that occurred outside the discussion data yet shaped the 

discussion.  

The COI framework was developed when asynchronous discussion data was 

primarily situated as computer-conferences. But these discussion data now exist within 

the context of an online course with other modes of asynchronous communication 

(email, course announcements) and other course artifacts. The COI framework needs to 

be modified further to incorporate these other non-discussion data to understand their 

effect on shaping teaching presence. Shea, Vickers and Hayes (2010) expanded the 

analysis of teaching presence to include non-discussion data and observed significant 

teaching presence outside the discussion data. While the number of instances would 

increase, this higher number would not convey its power in shaping social and cognitive 

presence. The power of shaping cognitive and social presence must be considered 

within the power relationships between students and instructor. 

Facilitating Discourse 

The “Facilitating Discourse” category accounted for 45 of the 182 instances of 

teaching presence seen in the discussion data. Within this category 41 instances were 

indicators of “encouraging, acknowledging, or reinforcing student contributions." Out of 

the 41 instances of this indicator, 28 instances were in the form of using the “like” 
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button. There were no instances of “identifying areas of agreement/disagreement” or 

“seeking to reach consensus." This might coincide with no evidence of the resolution 

phase in cognitive presence and the low incidences of integration. Since students never 

worked to a resolution or solution and only occasionally reached some form of 

integration, the instructor did not engage the discussion to resolve differences to 

advance the discussion to a resolution. A note from the analytic notes collected by me 

during the course as the instructor, stated that I held back my interaction to the 

discussion till after the deadline to allow students to freely voice their thoughts and to 

avoid stifling thinking by injecting my voice too soon. I noted that I felt students would 

look to my voice as providing a final answer and wanted to allow students to create 

knowledge without the instructor ending critical inquiry with a perceived authoritative 

comment. This also shows why most of the facilitation from the instructor was mostly 

towards “encouraging, acknowledging or reinforcing student contributions." As the 

instructor, I wanted to help create a safe space for students to co-construct knowledge 

by supporting their voices in an unfamiliar space. 

Direct Instruction 

Most teaching presence was seen under the direct instruction category with 132 

of the 182 instances coded in the discussion data. Within this category, 116 instances 

were coded with the indicator “present content/questions." This represented most of my 

interactions after the weekly deadlines given to students to post and respond to other 

students’ posts. Most of my posts were meant to provide additional insight or 

information to the issues presented in the posts or the responses. The questions 
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component of this indicator was meant to focus on questions that drove the discussion 

towards continued inquiry on the topic of discussion.   

Discussion on Teaching Presence in Discussion Data 

The coding of teaching presence through the Instructional Design and 

Organization category, did not yield very many instances in the discussion data. Yet, the 

instructional design was seen to influence social presence through the discussion 

questions and grading rubric created by the instructor. An indication of the limits of 

applying the COI to the discussion data alone. Shea, Vickers & Hayes (2010) have 

attempted to address this problem by adding another category for assessment and 

including non-discussion based data. This would increase the number of instances 

within Instructional Design and Organization. But the model needs another lens to 

interpret the significance of these instances.  

The categories of facilitation and direct instruction were dominated by single 

indicators in each category: “encouraging, acknowledging, or reinforcing student 

contributions” and “present content/questions." Since most of my comments come after 

the discussion is over, they did not facilitate discourse in any meaningful way. The 

comments were meant to either supplement the conversation with a different 

perspective or content or clarify the meaning of the students’ posts.  

Discussion of COI with non-native students of English 

Our data concurred with several studies showing the community of inquiry often 

reaching the exploration phase but rarely showing evidence of reaching the resolution 

phase. Here the non-native speakers of English do not differ significantly from native 

English speakers. Garrison et. al (2010) suggested that problem-based discussions 
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were more likely to move into higher phases of critical inquiry. These discussions were 

reflective in tone. Also, the structure created by the instructor through the discussion 

questions and rubric was not oriented to seeking a resolution or a solution.  

Social presence seemed strongly shaped by the discussion questions posted by 

the instructor and grading rubric. Students followed the structure set by the instructor 

and rarely deviated from the goals set by the rubric and discussion questions. Students 

were reflective in their posts in response to the reflectively oriented discussion 

questions. The community of inquiry lacked a lens to interpret this influence. The 

framework also lacked a coding scheme to account for reflective thinking within an 

individual post. 

Teaching presence was seemingly underrepresented in the coding data with the 

focus exclusively on discussion data. Including other types of data would have provided 

a broader representation of teaching presence. But it’s meaning is underappreciated in 

this model, for this data. The cognitive and social presence are shaped in ways not fully 

appreciated by the COI framework. This is especially important in this data as the power 

relations between instructor and student require a different interpretive lens to capture 

the picture of the community of inquiry among non-native speakers in India.  

Critical Discourse Analysis 

This critical discourse analysis is focused on understanding how cognitive 

presence, social presence and teaching presence play out in ASD for adult non-native 

speakers of English in India.  
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Teaching Presence and Course Design 

The rubric set up by me, that heads every discussion thread, sets several of the 

parameters for the kind of language used in the discourse. Table C.7 is the rubric used 

for grading students posts and responses scored for a maximum of ten points. Through 

past interactions with friends in India through social media, I noticed how “sms 

language” would be used in social media postings. This involved the use of shortened 

spellings, omission of function words and incomplete sentences. I gave points for using 

complete sentences in the rubric to show students the value I placed on my view of 

academic language. Here, the power of the instructor and teaching presence is 

prominent. I only had one instance of so-called “sms language." It also indicates the 

power I had as the instructor to shape the kind of social language seen in the discussion 

data. Implicit in this response by the students is the tacit acceptance of the power 

relationship between myself and the students. I did not receive any questions or 

feedback about this rubric despite this being the first time they had seen such a rubric. 

This power dynamic was discussed in my analysis of the COI coding data for teaching 

and social presence. This position of power is significant as I explored their responses 

through the tools of inquiry and language building activities of Gee’s model (2005).  

Table C.7 

Grading rubric for discussion posting and responses 

Criteria Grading Scale 
Complete 
sentences/language 2 1   

Does not use SMS 
language and uses 
complete sentences 

Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement 
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Quality of Discussion 3 2 1 0 
Discusses the topic and 
question given Excellent Good Satisfactory Needs 

Improvement 

Critical Thinking and 
Reflection 2 1 0  

Demonstrates good critical 
thinking and engagement 
with reading. Shows deep 
reflection in discussion 

Good Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement 

 

Poses Question for 
Class mate 1 0   

Poses good questions for 
classmates from readings 
or lectures 

Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement 

  

Responds to class 
mates questions 2 1 0  

Responds constructively to 
a classmate’s posting. A 
response is not merely one 
sentence like  “I agree” but 
elaborates and responds in 
a way that builds on the 
original posting. 

Good Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement   

 

Influence of Teaching Presence on Social Presence  

My influence on the discourse was not limited to the use of academic language. 

The discussion questions posted at the top of the discussion thread provided another 

frame for students’ responses. In analyzing social presence, I observed the use of 

affective adjectives and several instances of the word “interesting” in their responses. 

These were coded for “expressions of emotions” for the affective category of social 

presence. Analyzing their responses with reference to the discussion questions I 

observed two patterns. First, the students would often recapitulate a question into the 
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introductory sentence for their discussion posting. For week 1, I had one discussion 

question: “Discuss one interesting or new thing you learned from this reading.." 

Students responses were similar to answers I would receive from them in an exam 

question. Their postings would begin with a restating of the question in the first clause of 

their response. Below are some examples from week 1. 

Annie: The interesting part is reading... 
Esther: By reading this I found interest… 
Robert: There are a few thing I found interesting in this reading… 
Victor: The most interesting and new thing I learned…. 
Sid: The new thing and interesting thing is that,… 
 

 There was some disconfirming evidence as seen in responses from students like 

Kim who starts off her response by reflecting on her attitude towards a particular 

interpretive approach: “My attitude towards the allegorical interpretation on parable has 

been wrong…” However, the pattern of responding to the discussion question like an 

examination was more prominent.  

 This was seen more so in the first week but the pattern shifts once questions are 

no longer kept separate from the original posting, from week 4 onwards. During Week 8 

and Week 9, students were more tentative in their posts hedging their responses with “I 

think” or “I believe," “probably," “to my understanding” and “according to me." In the first 

few weeks, this examination pattern of responding persisted without any interaction 

between the students for their original posting since it was not required here. The 

responses were required for the questions posted by the students in a separate thread 

for the first three weeks. Even in this instance, responses were mostly driven by the 

requirement in the rubric to post a question and respond.  
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 At first, students used a similar “examination question” structure in posting 

questions for their classmates. These questions were content-focused questions and 

were not open-ended for deeper discussion. In one of the focus groups, Danny 

distinguishes between the content questions and the reflective questions he would see 

posted by others. 

Danny: Sometimes like if it is explanation question, a why question, they give 
more answers so we can go back and front and we can read it and clarify it. Who 
question, what question they answer very fast. like explanation question we can 
construct some more. 
 
Several students in the focus group acknowledged this as “trying to test” the 

knowledge of other students regarding the topic being discussed.  Below are some 

examples from Week 1 in the question portion of the discussion thread. 

Charles: What is the main theological implication of using parables as an 
illustration? 
Bonnie: What is a parable? Why did Jesus use parables? 
Sam: Why did Jesus use parables? 

There were a few instances of students who did not follow this pattern. They 

would provide some background to their question for potentially deeper discussions. But 

responses to these questions also seemed to follow an examination-exam response. 

Below is an excerpt from a question posted by a student and responses found in Week 

1. 

Nate: What is the difference between Parable and Illustration?  
 
Kris: I think parables are the examples Jesus used, which were visible and things 
we use or see in our day today life, and teaching one truth through that well 
known things. But illustration may be a story or happening which is related to the 
topic or theme. Not necessarily a known one.  
 
Gam: The word parable in the NT has a broad connotation, Simon J. Kistemaker, 
in his book "The Parable" divided into three categories: (i) the true parables 
(these use an illustration from daily life, everyone acknowledges the truth 
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conveyed, they are usually related in the present tense), (ii) Story parables (it 
does not rely on an obvious truth or generally accepted custom, usually the 
experience of one person, it refers to a particular event that happened in the 
past), (iii) Illustrations (illustrative stories appearing in the Gospel of Luke are 
usually categorized as example stories). These illustrations differ from the story 
parables in design. Whereas the story parable is an analogy, illustrations exhibit 
examples to be either imitated or avoided. 
  
Anjali: Parables are the stories that Jesus used to convey the things which He 
wanted to speak to the audience, making it understandable. And illustrations are 
stories, which can be real or just make-up stories or even a quotation, which is 
related to the topic that we are speaking and it is also for making the hearers 
understand what you speak and making it simple.  
 

 In the example above, Kris offered a response that was more tentative than the 

responses from Gam and Anjali by fronting his response with “I think." The response by 

Gam and Anjali were similar to many of the responses to questions in this thread. Each 

used a different approach to answer the question. Gam used a scholarly reference to 

answer the question and Anjali provided a response that was encyclopedic. Both 

structured their responses to provide definitive answers to the question. From their 

approach to the question, it seemed that they saw their role in the asynchronous 

discourse was to provide the right answer to the question. Other responses followed 

similar patterns. Some would hedge their answers by fronting their answers with “I think” 

or “according to me” or “to my understanding." This hedging seemed to be a way of 

communicating that they were unsure whether their response was the correct answer. 

Others would provide responses similar to Gam and Anjali’s above.  

 Since students were required to post questions to each other, several students 

mentioned how difficult it was to pose questions to their peers. Sid mentioned often 

posting a question for the sake of posting a question. But he acknowledged that this 

task “makes me provoked to think” and that other’s posts provoked them to think. Esther 
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used questions to help her with portions of the reading she did not understand. Here the 

discussion forum became a tool for reading comprehension. Victor observed three ways 

he would use questions. One was to “fulfill the requirements” stated in the rubric, 

another was to help him understand a portion of the reading and the third approach was 

to use questions to explore a topic of interest. Here we see several purposes in how 

students use questions in the discussion forum, some of which would unique to non-

native speakers such as using questions to help with reading comprehension. 

Identifying questions merely as triggering phase indicators misses some of the other 

cognitive activities students might be engaged in. Gam and San explained that the 

question task challenged her to think in ways she was not used to 

Gam: Especially from my side, before taking this course, when i read books or 
articles, I simply read in order to know what I didn't understand before, but after 
taking this course I read books or articles thoroughly and critically so that through 
the books or articles we can come up with a question, why the author wrote like 
this and that makes me benefitted through this course. So that is the positive 
point for me. 
 
San: It helped me to think critically, how to ask questions, how to develop a 
question from the article or the scripture portion. 
 
The power of the instructor seen here shows how teaching presence in the 

Indian context is sets the stage for how cognitive presence or social presence plays out 

in the discourse. The power relationship between instructor and student is heavily tilted 

toward me as the instructor. During the course, I withheld my comments till after the 

deadline and responded to those posts and questions which I felt needed more 

elaboration. I did this to allow for free discussion without my authority and status 

influencing the discussion. However, my influence on this discussion began prior to the 

posting of responses but in the tacit power relationship between students and instructor.  
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In the focus group interviews I asked how they would have preferred I respond in 

the discussions. Several preferred that I wait till the end to give a “final conclusion” to 

the discussion. Kim preferred I answer early in the discussion as it might help move the 

conversation especially if it is in the same week when the discussion is due. Since my 

comments came after the deadline, additional responses were rare and most were 

moving onto the next week’s discussion topics. My responses were not “fresh anymore” 

since the students had moved on to the next week’s topic. Her observation was 

noteworthy, in that my choice to respond after the deadline implicitly gave it an 

evaluative tone and was interpreted as the final authority on the subject. Another in the 

group suggested that responding early would stifle “theological thinking." Rather, she 

suggested, the instructor can move the conversation forward with further questions.  

Claris preferred that I keep my answers to the end otherwise it would be seen as 

“interrupting our conversation” and “imposing your ideas." In her perspective, the 

discussion was about a student community in dialogue and the entrance of the 

instructor was someone outside this community. This perspective provides a challenge 

to the current COI framework. In situations where the power gaps between instructor 

and students is large, can teaching presence be seen as part of a community of inquiry 

while the students consider the instructor as someone outside this community?  

While the COI acknowledges this difference between instructor and students in 

the framework, it assumes a particular power relationship between instructor and 

students that reflect North American experiences. Olaniran (2009) proposes that 

societies identified as ‘high context’ and ‘power distant’ might not foster the building of 

community envisioned by western social constructivist thinking. He describes ‘high 
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context’ culture as one where information is internalized within the individual and 

situation and not necessarily part of the social discourse. ‘Power distant’ cultures 

recognize or accept the fact that power is not evenly distributed and thus behavior and 

interaction is guided along these power lines. Deveraux and Johnansen (1994) argue 

that those in power distant cultures might be reluctant to engage in online 

communication and learning since status dictates every facet of interpersonal 

communication. Learners in these cultures usually expect teachers to set the tone and 

determine the direction of learning. Olaniran also suggests that the online model is more 

suitable to cultures with stronger written traditions where individuality is valued unlike 

oral cultures which tend to foster a more collectivist identity.    

Misunderstanding and Cognitive Presence 

From notes collected during coding, I observed that my questions were primarily 

seeking clarification or further explanation as I could not understand the point of their 

post. Here is a quote from my analytical notes taken during the third week of the course 

Some of the students comments are hard to understand. They use terms 
interchangeably (allegory and allegorical interpretation). Syntax is choppy. I think 
it would require some help from the speaker to interpret. I find myself asking a lot 
of “what do you mean”-type questions. 
Coding for non-native writers of English would have to include components 

coding for repair in social presence and teaching presence categories. Most of the 

requests for repair came from me and not from other students. Data from the focus 

groups revealed, that at times, they too would have difficulty understanding some posts, 

but would often not ask for clarification or engage in repair. The focus group interviews 

revealed several strategies students used to interact with posts that they had difficulty 

understanding. Most agreed that they had encountered posts they could not fully 
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understand. One student mentioned asking a follow up question. He also mentioned 

how a misunderstanding caused hurt and offense through a question he had asked. 

This incident caused him to be more cautious in asking clarifying questions. Another 

mentioned ignoring posts they could not understand. Her goal was to ensure she 

responded to a post as required. Responding to a post she understood was easier than 

looking for clarification. One mentioned looking for my comment to understand the 

original posting of a student. Most of the strategies mentioned avoided directly asking 

clarifying questions. One explained that asking for clarification would be embarrassing 

or seen as “asking a silly question." Instead of looking the online community she would 

pursue other sources for understanding. Sam explained that often he may ask a 

question but from the response it seemed that his question was not understood.  

Agreement seemed to play an important social cohesive function for the 

members in the group. One used the like button to affirm those responses that agreed 

with him. Another mentioned how a disagreement felt like rejection. He seemed to 

accept it as part of goal of the community of learners. But agreement of views and ideas 

seemed to provide evidence of stronger cohesiveness than evidence of critical inquiry. 

The data below from a focus group indicates this tension between discussion for 

learning and the need for group cohesiveness. 

San: I was not willing to post or someone will what I will not agree somebody will 
give such kind of answer such things sometimes it goes to negative 
 
Stephen: ok so you're saying that when you post a question and someone gives 
an answer that you don’t like (group laughs) or you don’t agree with 
 
Micah: That happened with me also. I posted some of the questions. Some wrote 
back that they did not agree with the point (inaudible) so sometimes that feeling 
of kind of rejection, that can be a negative aspect. but it’s good. posing a 
question as far as my thing is concerned it has made me to think through, 
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critically and ask the person about the view that I preferred or the things that I 
don’t agree with, that point. so for their clarification only. So it’s good. Asking 
question is good. 

 
Another approach to clarifying misunderstandings was to seek face-to-face 

conversations to clarify misunderstandings. Students lived on the same campus in small 

tight-knit community. They sought out face to face interactions on campus to clarify 

misunderstandings. I asked a student what they would do if they were off campus. He 

said he would use some kind of face-to-face means of communication, like skype, to 

clear these misunderstandings. These non-native speakers preferred using the oral 

medium to clarify and communicate rather than the asynchronous discussion forums. 

There’s a challenge in articulating ideas in English and this inhibits the kinds of ideas 

shared as well as progress to other phases in cognitive presence. Jay explained it from 

the perspective of non-native speakers of English. He later explains that he will use a 

face-to-face conversation to clarify meaning. 

Jay: Sometimes as English is our second language or third language, it is little bit 
hard for us to express through words and grammatical constructions and all 
those things. So there we will be lacking things. So for example, I may be 
thinking something, but when I write it, it may not be what I thought. Slightly it 
may be different. So when Mang is reading, he will understand in some other 
way. 
 
The theological orientation of students also seemed to play a role in shaping their 

interactions. The institution is a creedal school and frames it’s teaching around their 

doctrinal statement. Specifically, the school is an evangelical seminary with a 

dispensational doctrinal formulation. Students and teachers engage in seeking to find 

the truth and hold to an objectivist epistemological orientation. This objectivist 

orientation shapes asynchronous discussion towards finding the answer as opposed to 

construction of knowledge. Here the COI does not account for how differing 
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epistemologies of students, instructors and institutions can undercut the framework of 

the COI. Students seem to view the goal of a discussion question is to find “the answer." 

Lee stated that answering questions was difficult because “We don't have cut precise 

answer for some of the cases on the topic.” Sid illustrated this as he looked for 

questions where he could provide the answer.  

Sid: I read all the questions and I find one which I can answer…..and if I don’t 
know the answer and I think through for that question and If I don’t get the 
answer, I just give up 
 
Stephen: ok, so when you are answering a question, you are thinking that you 
have to give the answer, for the question, meaning like when you respond you 
are supposed to give, this person asked you a question he wants an answer so 
you have to give an answer, if you cant do that then. 
 
Sid: Then I give up. 
 
The use of the “like” button in the discussion forums were coded using the COI 

framework as evidence of social presence and the affective category. This did not have 

an explicit indictor and category in the COI template but was categorized under the 

affective category in social presence as an emoticon-type indicator. One mentioned 

using the like button to show appreciation for replying to his post. Another indicated that 

his use of the like button demonstrated both cognitive and social presence. He used the 

like button for those who replied and agreed with him. Here the like button served a 

social presence function of building cohesiveness in the community but also generating 

support for her view in discussion.  

Several in the focus group explained that the like button had other meanings. 

Some used to affirm agreement with a post. Other’s used it to mark posts they found 

interesting or offered new ideas. One mentioned using it as a mark of appreciation and 

a statement about the quality of the post even if he disagreed with it. It was also used to 
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mark “thinking questions” or those who answer in “a creative way." Here we see that it is 

difficult to code these actions as simply affective indicators. A like button is often used to 

provide critical feedback for a post. Each of the uses cited above are some form of 

cognitive presence, possibly evidence of the exploration phase. This example is further 

evidence that the existing coding templates of the COI lack a coherent theory of 

discourse that accounts for multiple functions of a text. 

Evidence of cognitive presence and critical inquiry as coded by the COI 

framework showed evidence of triggering and exploration phases but limited evidence 

of integration and no evidence of resolution in the critical phases of inquiry. In the focus 

group data, Kim mentioned that the written discussion allowed them to see the thought 

process of others and discovered “rich theological thinking” in the writings of her peers, 

something she said she could not see in live discussion. Kris mentioned that the task of 

asking questions to their peers “makes us think." There are limitations to how cognitive 

presence can be observed through the discussion data for non-native speakers. Jay 

mentioned that being a non-native speaker they were less likely to use the discussion 

medium to explore an idea further. Since students lived on the same campus, they 

would seek each other out on campus to further discuss, clarify or explore the topic for 

deeper discussion. This provides another possible reason why so little integration and 

no exploration was observed in the discussion data.  

Analysis of Live Discussion Video 

We had weekly discussion via a video conferencing software called Big Blue 

Button ®. The video conferencing had two video feeds; one of myself in the United 

States and one of the students in a classroom on their campus in South India. Students 
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in the focus group complained that the audio quality in the classroom was extremely 

poor and affected their ability to hear and interact with me. It was a source of frustration 

for them during the course. 

I structured these live discussions using the questions posed by students in the 

written discussions. I would start off by choosing a few questions posed by the students 

and give my perspective on the question. Some students would ask follow up questions 

or other related questions. But the poor audio quality inhibited their interaction. The live 

discussion took on a teacher-centric structure. The students also looked at this 

discussion as an opportunity to hear the instructor’s perspective on the topics of 

discussion the previous week. The teacher-centric position seen in the written 

discussion was seen in the live discussions as well. Students did use the live discussion 

to occasionally advance discussion on topics that were controversial. The video 

discussion reinforced the question-answer format seen in the written discussion. 
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FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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1. When and for what reasons did you use the “like” button for a post? 
2. Were there times you had difficulty understanding what a fellow student posted? 

Would you respond to such a posting? Would you ask for clarifications? 
3. How difficult was it to understand the instructions for posting a discussion 

question? 
4. What were some of the advantages and disadvantages you saw in engaging in 

written discussion? 
5. How would you have preferred the instructor interact in the written discussion? 
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