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Abstract 

In 2000, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer introduced a Community of Inquiry theory. Their 

theory came as a result of analyzing computer conference transcripts. Coding the transcripts, 

they used three criteria for the communications: social presence, teaching presence, and 

cognitive presence. Each type of presence contributes to an educational experience. The debate 

of this theory is how much each presence contributes to higher levels of learning. This paper 

examines how online discussion forums are used in a community of inquiry (CoI). Rudimentary 

online discussion forums began in the 1970s. As they have evolved, researchers have analyzed 

their effectiveness. Learners and teachers question if online discussion forums are a best practice 

for higher levels of learning in asynchronous graduate classes. This paper reviews literature 

about CoI, critiques to the CoI framework, responds to the critique, and concludes that online 

discussion forums may be beneficial to student learning if set up and maintained properly. 

Keywords: online discussion forums, community of inquiry, social presence, cognitive 

presence, teaching presence, asynchronous 
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Online Discussion Forums and Community of Inquiry Framework  

 “In 1916, progressive education pioneer John Dewey argued that active learning helps 

students think critically about the world around them” (Palenque & DeCosta, 2015, p. 83). One 

hundred years later, educators continue to encourage students to think critically about the world, 

especially since the world has now come to the student via the Internet. Students can complete 

courses and learn online without ever meeting their instructor or classmates in person. They 

interact with each other through online discussion forums (ODFs). Due to the prevalence of 

ODFs in asynchronous courses, communities of inquiry (CoI) have been established among 

teachers and learners. The purpose of this paper is to introduce the CoI framework, review 

literature about the CoI framework, present a critique of the framework, and highlight a response 

to the critique.  

Introduction to CoI 

In 2000, Garrison, Anderson, and Archer published research to establish a Community of 

Inquiry (CoI) learning theory. Their theory came as a result of analyzing computer conference 

transcripts. They coded each communication in the computer conference, as: cognitive presence, 

teaching presence, or social presence. As indicated in Figure 1, all three presences are needed to 

create an educational experience (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000, p. 88). According to 

Garrison & Arbaugh (2007, p. 159), “…both the quantity of research and our understanding of 

each presence have progressed at different rates.” Each part of the framework is explained in 

greater detail in the following paragraphs. 

Cognitive Presence  

Cognitive presence is critically thinking and responding to posts in ODFs, but it is not 

enough to uphold the CoI model on its own (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 94).  
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The element in this model that is most basic to success in higher education is cognitive 

presence. This term here is taken to mean the extent to which the participants in any 

particular configuration of a community of inquiry are able to construct meaning through 

sustained communication. (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89) 

 

Within cognitive presence, four categories are included: triggering event, exploration, 

integration, and resolution. The indicators for each are as follows:  

• triggering eventsense of puzzlement,  

• explorationinformation exchange,  

• integrationconnecting ideas, and  

• resolutionapply new ideas (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89).  

In a perfectly created and orchestrated ODF, students would move through each event to 

culminate in resolution, the application of new ideas. Research suggests that students rarely get 

to that phase, possibly due to a lack of teaching presence (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007, p. 162).  

Figure 1. Elements of an Educational Experience  

 

Figure 1. Diagram illustrating interaction of presences to create an educational experience. 

Adapted from “Critical Inquiry in a Text-Based Environment: Computer Conferencing in Higher 

Education.,” by D. R. Garrison, T. Anderson, and W. Archer, 2000, The Internet and Higher 

Education 2(2-3), p. 88.  
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Armellini and De Stefani (2016) cite specific examples of conversations in an ODF between 

a tutor and a student, suggesting that “The boundaries between social and cognitive discourse were 

blurred: the social element permeated most layers of cognitive presence” (p. 1212).  

Social Presence 

For CoI to be an effective learning model, there must also be a robust infusion of social 

presence. Garrison et al. (2000, p. 89) defines social presence as “… the ability of participants in 

the Community of Inquiry to project their personal characteristics into the community, thereby 

presenting themselves to the other participants as ‘real people.’” Social presence is exhibited in 

three ways:  

1. emotional expression,  

2. open communication, and  

3. group cohesion (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89). 

Emotional expression refers to posts that include humor and/or self-disclosure. In a face-

to-face conversation, participants can gauge each other’s reactions such as facial expression, 

hand movements, and voice tone. This is not so in an ODF. During an online discussion, students 

may use emoticons to express their feelings. Other participants must then use context cues and 

prior experience to gauge what those emoticons mean. The category of open communication 

suggests it should be risk-free expression. Examples of open communications are: “…continuing 

a thread, quoting from others’ messages, referring explicitly to others’ messages, asking 

questions, complimenting, expressing appreciation, or expressing agreement” (Armellini & De 

Stefani, 2016, p. 1208). Group cohesion is indicated by collaboration. For example, in Ed Tech 504, 

students worked in groups to perform a jigsaw activity. Students formed their own groups based on 

like-minded interest in the articles supplied for the assignment. The class also worked as a whole to 
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create a definition for educational technology; some classmates took an active role by leading the 

discussion. For those who hung back, unsure what to post, Alzahrani (2017) illustrates this 

phenomenon as “Students who only read other student posts without making any contribution to the 

online discussion are known as lurkers…” (p. 2). Of what benefit is he or she to a CoI? And 

conversely, of what benefit is the CoI to them if they do not make themselves known? 

Dr. Friesen made it clear from the beginning of the semester that he expected each class 

member to participate in the ODFs. However, Annand (2011, p. 44) states “…the overall influence of 

collaborative activities on social presence remained questionable.” Annand (2011, p. 45) also 

declared, “Social presence effects on learning therefore could be either small or ancillary.” With 

these quotes in mind, the educator and learner may wonder what effect ODFs have on student 

learning and how it can be measured. From the final reading in Ed Tech 504, Bransford et al., 

quoting Barron, (2005, p. 228) said, “…in group learning situations, capitalizing on collective 

knowledge is both a social and a cognitive endeavor, and that the quality of the conversations and the 

nature of shared engagement mediates how much is learned.” Not only that but group composition 

may have more to do with participation than how the discussion is setup (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007, 

p. 162). 

Annand (2011) cites research from Shea and Bidjerano (2008) to support his hypothesis 

that social presence “does not predict learner satisfaction” (p. 46). Research of Armellini and De 

Stefani (2016) indicates that “social presence per se does not lead to an increase in participants’ 

cognitive discourse, nor does it have any tangible effects on participants’ willingness to become 

more “visible” to their peers;” rather their research shows that students have a “preference for 

one-to-one learning” and “…both teaching presence and cognitive presence have become social” 

(pp. 1213-1214). “Social presence can thus be seen as a mediating variable between teaching 

presence and cognitive presence” (Armellini & De Stefani, 2016, p. 1204). Cho and Tobias (2016) 
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observe “…interaction with the instructor seems the most important factor that explain students’ 

social presence in online learning community” (p. 133).  

Teaching Presence 

Teaching presence refers to course design and organization by setting curriculum and 

methods, facilitating discourse through sharing personal meaning, and direct instruction by 

focusing the discussion (Garrison et al. 2000, p. 89). Just as with the other two presences, 

without this one, the framework would not exist. Presence implies being there in the here and 

now. Xin (2012) states “Presence must be constructed through actual communicative acts that 

perform various social, pedagogical, and cognitive functions” (p. 6). 

So for the teacher the questions become, if well-constructed discussion topics and 

thoughtful posts are time-consuming, should they be used in online courses? What if the 

instructor is too busy to monitor an ODF? Are ODFs more needful at the undergrad or graduate 

level? Are discussion forums the best practice for online teachers? According to Cho & Tobias 

(2016, p. 124), “Because the effects of online discussions have been reported overall as positive 

with regard to student learning, many online instructors feel obligated to include discussion as a 

part of learning activities in their online courses.” To answer the questions teachers encounter, 

the following quote is timely: 

However, we have found over the years—and the literature supports our experience—that 

threaded discussions in and of themselves are not inherently good or bad. Rather their 

worth typically depends on how they are set up and used in any given course. Therefore, 

we tend to think a lot about how, when, and why we use threaded discussions to ensure 

they consistently benefit and support student learning and social presence. (Dunlap and 

Lowenthal, 2014, p. 43) 

 

Moreover, Dunlap and Lowenthal (2014) reason that “. . . despite its intuitive appeal and 

overall popularity, online educators continue to experiment with different ways to establish 

social presence (though “teaching presence”)” (p. 42). Instructors spend a great deal of time and 
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effort planning, preparing, and executing online courses, and ultimately the success of the ODF 

seems dependent on them.  

The binding element in creating a community of inquiry for educational purposes is that of 

teaching presence. Appropriate cognitive and social presence, and ultimately, the 

establishment of a critical community of inquiry, is dependent upon the presence of a teacher 

(Garrison et al., 2000, p. 96).  

 

In summary, the outcome of an ODF must be clearly defined for learners to participate 

effectively. The course designer can designate an ODF as an informal setting where students ask 

logistical questions about the course such as: When is the assignment due? Where can I find the link 

for the reading assignment? Students feel the teacher’s presence when the teacher responds 

promptly to email and posts feedback quickly (Annand, 2011, p. 44).  

Critiques to CoI Framework 

Nine years after Garrison et al. (2000) published their CoI framework, Rourke and 

Kanuka (2009) published a meta-analysis of the literature that examines learning within the CoI 

framework. Rourke and Kanuka (2009) are concerned only with the “learning outcomes, not 

with learning processes which many CoI researchers have explored” (p. 25). They examine the 

claim of Garrison et al. (2000) that CoI promotes higher level thinking (p. 89). Rourke and 

Kanuka (2009) “examine the shortcomings [of CoI] as a model of e-learning” specifically the 

lack of cognitive presence (p. 39). Rourke and Kanuka (2009) concluded in their literature 

review of learning in CoI that “it is unlikely that deep and meaningful learning arises in CoI” (p. 

19). They pinpointed over 200 articles in Google Scholar that cite the earliest research by 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000). However, only five of those articles integrated a 

measure of student learning. The student learning was measured by a single item on a closed-

form survey (Rourke & Kanuka, 2009, p. 19). Accoding to Garrison et al. (2000, p. 93), “There 

have been few empirical studies on the use of asynchronous, text-based collaborative 
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communication to facilitate deep and meaningful learning in higher education.” An example of 

assessments and surveys used to evaluate ODFs, is found in the appendix section of Richardson 

and Swan (2003). Rourke and Kanuka (2009, p. 20) point out that the new technology of ODFs 

came to “practitioners who lacked the technical, experiential or theoretical background to deploy 

it productively.” Although the statement was made in 2009, it can be applied to any new 

technology that teachers are encouraged to use but have not been trained to use.  

Responses to Critiques 

 This section focuses on the response from Akyol et al. (2009) to Rourke and Kanuka 

(2009) critique of the CoI framework. Akyol et al. (2009) argues that Rourke and Kanuka (2009) 

viewed the CoI framework as a way to gauge learning outcomes, when it was never intended to 

be used as such. The CoI framework exists as a “process model” (Akyol et al., 2009, p. 124). 

Akyol et al. (2009) suggest, “From a foundational perspective, the CoI framework embraces a 

constructivist orientation in which the emphasis is on how we construct knowledge as opposed to 

an objectivist focus on learning outcomes” (p. 124).  

Furthermore, Akyol et al. (2009) refute Rourke and Kanuka (2009) claims based on its 

use, “Judging by the number of studies that have used the framework as a guide, it should be 

clear that it has served as a useful theoretical framework” (p. 126).  Rourke and Kanuka (2009) 

deem the CoI framework as a “failure” (p. 34) to which Akyol et al. (2009) say is “misguided 

and unfair at best” (p. 131). Akyol et al. (2009) conclude their rebuttal by saying, “The point is 

that understanding the educational transaction and processes of learning not only is the focus of 

the CoI framework but may well be of much greater value in understanding, shaping and 

improving the educational experience” (p. 131). The two groups of authors each make valid 
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points within their articles, but who is right and how does it affect the future use of the CoI 

model? When a theory is examined out of context, of what value is it to educators and learners? 

Conclusion 

 

As a closing statement, Cho and Tobias (2016) caution, “We suggest that online 

instructors thoroughly consider the nature of their course before requiring discussion instead of 

mechanically including it as a mandatory student activity” (p. 136). What we have learned from 

the research about CoIs is that we need all three presencessocial, teaching, and cognitiveto 

have an educational experience. However, some controversy exists over which presence is the 

most important and how to account for the shift in importance of each one. Not only that, 

researchers need to agree on the method of evaluating the level of critical thinking attained using 

ODFs. As the literature reviewed in this paper suggests: students need to be present to learn, 

teachers need to be present to oversee the class, and students need to be thinking critically about 

what they are learning. While trying to make distinctions between each presence shows how 

interrelated each one is to the other. Yet without one, the framework is not a valid learning theory.  

Returning to the opening sentence of this paper regarding Dewey’s quest for active 

learning and critical thinking, educators, students, and instructional designers need to evaluate if 

ODFs are a best practice for asynchronous courses. Bransford et al. (2005) in quoting Holt 

(1964) noted, “…the key issue of learning is never whether students are learning, but what they 

learn” (p.232). Whether CoI can facilitate student satisfaction and learning is not clear. 

Furthermore, the relationship of all three presences working together needs to be studied. More 

research needs to be done to determine what students are learning from ODFs and whether or not 

they should be included in online courses. If no ODFs, what would take their place?  
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