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Abstract: Synchronous online learning platforms have
been used actively during the COVID-19 period. They have
opened possibilities for online learning and interaction,
but have also posed new challenges for instructors. This
article provides insights into one teacher’s interactions
and examines how the instructor presence is expressed
in the teachers’ activities in virtual classrooms in higher
education. Instructor presence is investigated using the
social and teaching presence indicators of the community
of inquiry (Col) framework. Twelve hours of interactions
across six online classes were recorded, transcribed, and
analysed using content analysis. The findings suggest that
indicators of teaching presence dominate interactions in
a virtual classroom, but it often involves co-occurrences
of indicators of social presence. The typical features of
instructor presence included addressing students by
name, encouraging them, expressing gratitude for and
acknowledging their contributions, describing actions on
the dashboard, clarifying and summarising content, and
responding to technical concerns. These findings may
suggest holistic and pedagogical ways to understand and
develop synchronous online interactions and teaching
and learning practices. They also have implications for
the skills instructors need in virtual classrooms.

Keywords: social presence; teaching presence;
instructor presence; virtual classroom; synchronous
interaction

1 Introduction

Synchronous online learning platforms have been used
for online learning for years, but their use increased at all
levels of education during the widespread lockdowns from
April 2020. Instructors had to look for alternative ways
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to have contact and maintain presence and interaction
with students. The situation challenged the concept and
practices of classroom interaction. Synchronous online
learning environments, also called virtual classrooms,
enable text-, audio-, and video-based communication
in real time. With multiple media possibilities, virtual
classrooms could diversify interaction and increase the
perception of presence (Baker, 2010; Moallem, 2015; Watts,
2016; Yilmaz & Keser, 2017), which have been shown to be
the keys to success of online learning (Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai,
& Tan, 2005). The use of online learning technology has
been found to be important for the learning experience,
course satisfaction, and facilitating presence (Rubin,
Fernandes, & Avgerinou, 2013); therefore, it is crucial to
understand how instructors with synchronous online
course technology interact and express their presence.
Despite the growing use of virtual classrooms in higher
education, there has been scant research on synchronous
online learning (Cakiroglu, 2019; Martin, Ahlgirm-Detzell,
& Budhrani 2017; Mykota 2018). This descriptive study
aims to fill this gap by closely analysing the interactional
practices of one instructor in a virtual classroom.
Information about the instructor’s practices in a virtual
classroom helps to develop the pedagogy in virtual
classrooms and the integration of synchronous technology
into online teaching and learning. The community of
inquiry (Col) framework and its indicators of teaching
and social presence are used as lenses to describe the
communication and instruction strategies the instructor
uses in a virtual classroom. The Col framework has played
a well-established role in the research, development, and
evaluation of online courses in asynchronous learning
environments since the late 1990s (Bozkurt et al., 2015;
Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2010; Kineshanko, 2016).
Further attention in research to the Col framework is
recommended to understand what instructors actually
do during online lessons (Loventhal & Dunlap, 2014).
These actions and behaviours of instructors as an
intersection of teaching and social presence are called
‘instructor presence’ (Richardson et al., 2015). Peacock
and Cowan (2016) use the concept of tutoring presence to
emphasise student-centred learning. This study uses the
word instructor, without the authoritative connotation,
just to highlight the responsible role the instructor has
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in the course and in assignment design, creating the
collaborative learning environment, and facilitating
learning and discourse in a virtual classroom.

2 Instructor Presence as an
Intersection of Teaching Presence
and Social Presence

The Col is a collaborative socio-constructivist framework
that defines an optimal online educational experience
as comprising three elements: social presence, cognitive
presence, and teaching presence (Garrison, Anderson, &
Archer, 2000). The Col framework posits that meaningful
online educational experiences require a community of
learners and these three interdependent elements. Each
of these elements is operationally defined in terms of its
constituting categories (Garrison et al., 2000). Teaching
presence and social presence are required to move
students through the phases of inquiry and to facilitate
cognitive presence (Joksimovié¢, GaSevi¢, Kovanovic,
Riecke, & Hatala, 2015). Cognitive presence is the extent
to which learners are able to construct meaning through
communication (Garrison et al., 2000). High levels of
both perceived teaching and social presence are related
to higher levels of students’ cognitive presence (Kozan,
2014).

The Col framework has been criticised for failing to
highlight the teacher’s role in online learning (Richardson
et al., 2015; Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017). Recently,
researchers have begun to use the concept of instructor
presence because they want to strengthen the teacher’s
role in online learning, especially in the ‘live’ portion
of a course compared to the design process (Richardson
et al., 2015; Richardson, Besser, Koehler, Lim, & Strait,
2016; Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017). Richardson et al.
(2015) define instructor presence as ‘the specific actions
and behaviours taken by the instructor that project him/
herself as a real person’ (p. 259). Within the Col framework,
instructor presence represents an intersection of teaching
presence and social presence based on more observable
instructional behaviours and actions than teaching
presence. It relates to how an instructor is positioned
socially and pedagogically in an online community
(Richardson et al., 2015). Instructor presence highlights
the teacher’s active role as a technical facilitator, but it can
also be described as a more complex mix of the teacher’s
persona, including characteristics such as openness,
humanness, humility, authenticity, and engagement
(Thomas & Thorpe, 2019). Instructors themselves view
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social presence actions and communication strategies,
such as setting an approachable tone, sharing personal
information, and using feedback, as important strategies
in establishing their instructor presence (Richardson et
al., 2016).

The first part of instructor presence is social
presence (Richardson et al. 2015), which is defined in
the Col framework as participants’ ability to fully present
themselves socially and emotionally as ‘real people’.
Social presence consists of three categories: interpersonal
affective communication, open communication, and
sustained group cohesion, each of which has its own
indicators (Garrison et al., 2000). The purpose of social
presence is to create a social and academic climate that
supports inquiry in the form of discourse (Garrison, 2017,
p. 38). Social presence is a mediating variable between
cognitive and teaching presence (Garrison, Cleveland-
Innes, & Fung, 2010). It is also positively related to the
quality of cognitive presence, such that the higher the
social presence is, the better the quality of cognitive
presence will be (Lee, 2014).

Research definitions and measurements of social
presence vary (Oztok & Kehrwald, 2017; Richardson,
Maeda, Lv, & Caskurlu, 2017). A meta-analysis has shown
strong positive relationships between social presence
and satisfaction with online courses and between social
presence and perceived learning (Richardson et al., 2017).
Perceived instructor presence may be a more influential
factor in determining student satisfaction than perceived
peer presence (Swan & Shih, 2005). Social presence can
also positively influence retention (Boston et al., 2010),
participation (Mykota 2018; Swan & Shih, 2005), group
cohesion (Mykota, 2018), interaction (Wei, Chen, &
Kinshuk, 2012), and intention to enrol in online courses
(Reio & Crim, 2013).

Instructor social presence, or the sense that
an instructor is ‘real and there’, involves instructor
immediacy (Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968) and intimacy
(Argyle & Dean, 1965). Instructors can establish and
maintain social presence by using an instructor persona,
doing things that make them appear authentic, designing
courses that reflect their personalities and instructional
values, and communicating online in a variety of ways.
(Richardson & Lowenthal, 2017). Students appreciate
online instructors who are responsive to their needs,
and they see instructors as more socially present when
they engage in frequent communication; are affective,
interactive, and use cohesive communication strategies;
use visibility strategies; and share personal information
(Christen, Kelly, Fall, & Snyder, 2015). Social words,
positive emotions, emotional tone, and speech acts
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such as greetings, accepting, and thanking are used in
asynchronous online discussions to encourage social
presence (Zhu, Herring, & Bonk, 2019). Students’
perceptions of teachers’ self-disclosure also increase
their feelings of social presence about their teacher and
lead to teacher—student relationship satisfaction (Song,
Kim, & Park, 2019). Timely and immediate responses and
feedback (Martin, Wang, & Sadaf, 2018); clear instructions
and design; instructor availability (Hodges & Cowan, 2012;
Sheridan & Kelly, 2010); and attitude, passion, empathy,
and patience (Yeung, 2014) are also important student
concerns. It has been found that different students prefer
different social presence strategies and have different
overall social presence needs (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2018).

Another part of instructor presence is teaching
presence (Richardson et al. 2015). Teaching presence
is defined as ‘the design, facilitation, and direction of
cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realising
personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile
learning outcomes’ (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison,
& Archer, 2001, p. 5). It involves the critical roles of
design, organisation, facilitating discourse, and direct
instruction (Anderson et al., 2001). Speech acts such
as informing, elaborating, managing, or inquiring are
found in asynchronous online discussions to indicate
teaching presence (Zhu et al., 2019). The Col framework
uses the concept of teaching presence instead of teacher
presence because teaching presence involves the roles
and responsibilities of both the teacher and the learners
(Garrison, 2017, p. 27).

Teaching presence is key for creating and maintaining
social and cognitive presence in online learning (Garrison
et al., 2010; Joksimovi¢ et al., 2015). Clear course design
and scaffolded instructions are necessary for students to
achieve interaction quality instead of quantity, to take a
deep approach to their learning (Garrison & Cleveland-
Innes, 2005), and to create meaningful and purposeful
interactions (Joksimovic¢ et al., 2015). The level of teaching
presence in asynchronous online learning affects online
learners’ perceived learning and learning satisfaction
(Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Ladyshewsky, 2013), subjectively
measured cognitive learning and motivation (Baker,
2010), sense of a learning community (Shea, Li, & Pickett,
2006), and cognitive presence (Akyol & Garrison, 2008;
Garrison et al., 2010). Teaching presence also has a
positive impact on learners’ constructive and interactive
engagement behaviours, like posting and commenting
(Zhang, Lin, Zhan, & Ren, 2016), and is correlated with
self-efficacy (Shea & Bidjerano, 2010). Perspective-
widening or elaboration-encouraging comments lead
to high interactivity among students (Kwon, Park, Shin,
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& Chang, 2019). By contrast, a high level of teaching
presence has been associated with lower levels of student
participation, peer interaction, cognitive presence, and
learning uptake in asynchronous discussions (Zhao &
Sullivan, 2017) and has been found to have no effect on
student grades (Preisman, 2014). Students seem to prefer
an instructor who is actively engaged, but not so much
that it will overwhelm their ability to interact with others
(Larson, Aroz, & Nordin, 2019).

3 Synchronous Online Interaction

Synchronous online interaction and learning refers to
instruction that occurs in real time, but with a separation
between learner and instructor, such that students
communicate with other students and instructors through
text and audio- and/or video-based media (Martin et al.,
2017). A meta-analysis of research on distance education
has shown that the degree of instructor involvement and
interaction with students is a significant determinant of
effective learning (Zhao et al., 2005). Both synchronous
and asynchronous interactions work online, and
instructors must understand the demands of the content,
the needs of the students, and the availability of technical
support to use these tools effectively when designing their
courses and interaction methods (Watts, 2016).

Online  synchronous interaction strengthens
interactions and decreases perceptions of transactional
distance (i.e. psychological and communicative space)
between learners and instructors compared with
asynchronous interaction (Watts, 2016; Yilmaz & Keser,
2017). Synchronous communication and combinations
of asynchronous and synchronous methods appear to
support high levels of social presence (Baker, 2010).
Creating immediacy and intimacy is much easier in
synchronous communication (Moallem, 2015), and it also
positively affects the amount of participation, produces a
sense of working together (Hratisnski, 2008), enhances
the building and sustaining of an online community of
enquiry, and can be useful in quickly establishing and
building a social presence (Gakiroglu, 2019; Tolu, 2010).
Self-reported perceptions of social and teaching presence
have been shown to be higher during synchronous
interaction than during text-based asynchronous
interaction (Clark, Strudler, & Grove, 2015) and to be more
positive during live online sessions than during recordings
(Weissman, 2017). The affordances of web conferencing
systems play a facilitator role and positively influence
students’ cognitive presence (Cakiroglu, 2019).
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Students appreciate the synchronous interaction
of online learning because it allows them to connect
with their peers and instructors, receive instantaneous
feedback, and observe peers’ visual cues (Watts, 2016).
However, participation in such environments can also
be challenging: students may face technical problems,
scheduling conflicts (Gedera, 2014; Olson & McCraken,
2015; Teng, 2012), or gaps in technical, procedural, or
operational knowledge (Gedera, 2014). The use of images
affects the perceived consciousness of presence (Yamada
& Akahori, 2007), and video posts create a sense of social
presence (Pinsk, Curran, Poirier, & Coulson, 2014). Camera
proximity, gazes, pauses (Satar & Wigham, 2017), smiling
(Oh, Bailenson, Kramer, & Li, 2016), facial expressions
(Wang, 2019), dominance, silence, inappropriate self-
disclosures, and humour (Fayram, 2017, pp. 206-208) are
all meaningful interactions that can increase or break the
sense of presence. The use of figurative language, such as
metaphors, analogies, emoticons, and textual features,
has also been found to increase social presence in online
learning environments (Delfino & Manca, 2007).

4 Objectives

This qualitative case study aims to investigate the
interactional activities and features of one instructor in a
virtual classroom. This examination of presence reveals
important information about how to improve instructor
presence in an online learning environment. The specific
research question of this study is how the instructor
presence is expressed in the teachers’ activities in virtual
classrooms in higher education. Instructor presence
is investigated using the social and teaching presence
indicators of the Col framework. The study also assesses
the applicability of the Col framework in investigating
synchronous interactions in virtual classrooms.

5 Method

5.1 Context and Participants

Data were collected from one instructor and two
synchronous online health science classes offered through
the Open University of one University in Finland. The
instructor and the designer of the course had extensive
experience in online learning and working in a virtual
classroom. The course in school health education included
six hours of classes on ethical issues. Students, 15 women
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and two men, were mainly working adults studying part-
time for degrees as health education teachers. Four of the
participants were students of teacher education. Only a
few students had previous experience studying in a virtual
classroom. They were organised into two groups (10 and 7
students, respectively), each of which met three times in
a virtual classroom. Each class lasted for 120 minutes and
consisted of discussions about the pre-assignments and
mini-lectures delivered by the instructor. After successful
completion of the classes, students should have been
able to review ethical issues of teachers’ work and school
health education. This ethical reflection could be seen
in pre-assignments and discussions in class. Both the
students and the instructor were informed of the research
and gave their consent.

Adobe Connect (AC), which offers video, audio, text
chat, notes, a presentation display, a whiteboard, polling,
and desktop sharing, was the virtual classroom platform
used in this study. Students interacted using audio, text
channels, and icons. They could ask for the floor by
pressing the raise a hand icon. It was decided that live
video would not be used for these classes because the use
of multiple webcams created technical problems. Students
had a photo displayed, and only the instructor had a live
camera. Chat, notes, and presentation displays with some
theoretical concepts, questions, or figures were open all
the time. Classes were recorded using an AC function.

In total, the researchers transcribed 12 hours of
recordings, including audio, notes, chat discussions,
and descriptions of the instructor’s main activities in the
classroom. The final transcripts were checked for accuracy
by comparing them to the original recordings.

5.2 Data Analysis

Instructor presence was described using Col framework
indicators of social and teaching presence. The theory-
guided content analysis technique, also known as
transcript analysis in studies of asynchronous online
educational discourse, was used to analyse the textual
data (Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, Koole, & Kappelman,
2006; de Wever, Schellens, Valcke, & van Keer, 2006).
Transcript analysis facilitates an understanding of the
quality of the discourse and interaction patterns in online
communities of inquiry (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes,
2005; Garrison et al., 2006).

The coding schema was based on established
indicators of social presence (Richardson et al., 2015;
Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999; Shea et al.,
2010b; Swan, 2002) and teaching presence (Anderson
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et al., 2001; Richardson et al., 2015; Shea et al., 2010a)
(Table 1). The Col framework was judged to have good
validity because of its theoretical background (Garrison
et al., 2006), development, and wide usage (Garrison,
Anderson, & Archer, 2010; Kineshanko, 2016). Data, all
the transcribed instructor’s interactions, and written text
from chat and notes were coded at the indicator level.
Citations that did not belong under any indicator were
coded inductively during the first phase. Some of these
were later integrated into other codes (Table 1); however, it
was also necessary to include one new emergent code for
explanations and descriptions of the instructor’s actions
(e.g. when she changed the appearance of the dashboard,
moved open windows or integrated the chat posts into
her talk). Such actions were coded under teaching
presence within the category of design and organisation
because their purpose was awareness and transparency
of the activities in which the students were participating
(Anderson et al., 2001).

The instructor expressed gratitude frequently, an
action that was later coded as part of encouraging,
acknowledging, and reinforcing student contribution. In
some studies, it has also been seen as an indicator of social
presence because it was part of expressing appreciation
(Castro, 2019; Zhu et al., 2019). Empathic expressions
were first coded inductively, but later integrated into
emotions in the category of affective indicators because
empathy was one of the instructor’s personal expressions
and emotions. Empathic expressions enabled learners
to see the instructor as a caring and listening person.
Group references, which have been shown to produce a
sense of group commitment (Swan, 2002), were expanded
in the present study to include building commitment to
the wider group of health education teachers: a primary
goal of the course. Written sum-ups and clarifications of
student talks were coded as rephrasing. The final coding
schema comprised 26 indicators for teaching presence
and 14 indicators for social presence across a total of 1,840
coded citations.

Following Rourke and colleagues (1999), the unit of
analysis was chosen to be a unit of meaning with a certain
interaction goal or content. Multiple codes were allowed
for single sentences or paragraphs, if needed. Some
codes were clearly manifested (e.g. responses to technical
concerns), while others were more latent and dealt with
the context of the talk (e.g. humour). ATLAS.ti was used to
code the text material by identifying one form of presence
indicator at a time.

The three researchers in the research group used a
negotiated approach (Garrison et al., 2006; de Wever et
al., 2006) and actively discussed and refined the codes
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over several phases to arrive at a final version of the
coding scheme. All researchers had teaching experience
with AC, and it was easy to define and agree with the
codes in the coding schema. The clear definitions of the
codes improved the quality of the coding. The coding
was conducted by one researcher because this researcher
transcribed and checked the video data and, thus, knew
the data well. The first coding schema was tested with a
transcription of one 120-minute class, and the codes were
discussed by all three researchers. The codes were next
discussed after half of the transcripts had been coded.
To conduct the final check of the codes and citation lists,
the three researchers compared the citations and the
definitions of the indicators and counted the frequencies
of the indicators to ensure the credibility of the findings.

6 Results

The majority (66%) of observed citations indicated
teaching presence, while the remainder (34%) indicated
social presence. Teaching presence was coded more
frequently during the first and third classes for both
groups. The total number of frequencies of the observed
indicators can be seen in Table 2. The instructor used all
interactive channels of the platform: video, audio, text
chat, notes, and a presentation display.

Teaching presence was coded for direct instruction,
design, organisation, and facilitating discourse. The
majority of the observed citations involved direct
instruction (Table 2), with fairly even numbers from
different indicators. Facilitating discussion had the fewest
citations. In design and organisation, the most-coded
indicator was describing actions on the dashboard. Design
and organisation also had the most obvious change: The
percentage of indicators decreased for the second class
and increased again for the last class.

Social presence was analysed by coding categories
for affective indicators, group cohesion indicators, and
open communication. Cohesive indicators were coded
the most throughout all three classes for both groups,
and affective indicators were coded the least. Most of the
cohesive indicator codes were vocatives, in which the
instructor called students by name. Cohesive indicators
exhibited the most obvious change, with the percentage
of indicators decreasing every class. The percentage of
interactive indicators increased after the first class.

The most-observed teaching and social presence
indicators illustrated the instructor’s actions and
behaviours in the synchronous virtual classroom. The
most-observed indicator of teaching presence (Table
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Table 1: Coding schema for instructor presence (Anderson et al., 2001%; Richardson et al., 20152; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer,
19993; Shea et al., 2010a%; Shea et al., 2010b%; Swan, 2002¢).

Category Indicator Definition Source
Social Affective Self-disclosure Presenting details of own life outside of class, 2,3,4,6
presence indicators own preferences, own vulnerability.

Personal values, attitudes Expressing personal values, beliefs and 2,4,6
attitudes.
Expressing emotions Expressing emotion, also emojis in text. 2,3,4,6
Expressing empathy Expressing empathy. Emergent (Later
combined with
emotions)
Use of humour Teasing, irony, sarcasm. 2,3,4,6

Open Invitation Asking students to participate, inviting 2,3,6

communication response.

Acknowledgement, referencing  Referring others or content. 2,3,4,6

Approval Offering praise, complimenting, expressing 2,3,4,6
approval of others or content.

Agreement, disagreement Expressing agreement or disagreement with 2,3,4,6
others or content.

Group cohesion  Vocatives Addressing or referring to students by name.  2,3,4,6

Group reference Addressing or referring to the studying group  2,3,4,6
using inclusive pronouns as ‘we, us, our’.

Group reference Addressing or referring to the wider Emergent (Later
professional / teacher group. combined with group

reference)

Greetings and salutations Communication with social function, greeting, 3,4,6
or closure. Can be also nonverbal like raising
hand.

Social sharing Sharing information unrelated to the course. 4,6

Course reflection Reflection of the course itself. 4,6

Promoting collaboration Promoting working together. 2

Teaching Design and Describing actions on Explaining and describing the instructor’s Emergent
presence organisation dashboard actions on dashboard.

Designing methods Providing instructions how to participate in 1,2,4,5
course learning activities, how to complete
course.

Utilising medium effectively Informing of possibilities to interact and take ~ 1,2,4,5
advantage of the online environment.

Availability, contacting the Informing of the ways to contact teacher. 2

teacher

Establishing time parameters Communicating dates and time frames for 1,2,4
learning activities.

Establishing netiquette Communicating of suitable and polite forms of 1,2,4,5

interaction.
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Continued

Archer, 19993; Shea et al., 2010a%; Shea et al., 2010b%; Swan, 20029).
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Table 1: Coding schema for instructor presence (Anderson et al., 2001%; Richardson et al., 20152; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, &

Category Indicator Definition Source
Teaching Design and Setting curriculum Communicating important course outcomes: 1,2,4,5
presence organisation goals, content, instructor expectations.
Macro-level comments about Providing rationale for topic. 45
course content
Facilitating Encouraging, acknowledging, Supporting and encouraging participation 1,4,5
discourse reinforcing student by modelling appropriate behaviours,
contributions commenting upon, and encouraging student
responses.
Expressing gratitude Sentence includes word ‘thank’. Emergent

Direct instruction

Prompting discussion

Assess the efficacy of the
process

Summarise the discourse

Seeking to reach consensus

Identifying areas of agreement /
disagreement, alternative views

Focusing the discussion

Setting climate for learning

Rephrasing, clarifying content

Responding to technical
concerns

Technical encouragement

Assessment, explanatory
feedback

Example, illustration

Providing analogies

Present content

Drawing in participants, helping participation,
questioning about the last phrase.

Assessing the working.

Reviewing and summarising discussion or
collective findings to highlight key topics or
concepts.

Guiding class toward shared understanding.

Helping to identify areas of agreement or
disagreement in order to enhance learning.

Helping focus discussion on relevant issues.

Encouraging discussion by creating and
promoting a warm psychosocial online
learning environment.

Reformulating, clarifying and summarising last
content. Also written sum-ups.

Providing technical advice and information.

Providing psychosocial technical support.

Confirming understanding through
assessment and explanatory feedback.

Making content comprehensible thorough
providing an example of the discussed
content.

Making content comprehensible thorough
providing analogies and highlighting
similarities.

Providing information of the topic.

(Later combined with
encouraging and
acknowledging)

1,2,4,5

2,4,5

2,4,5

2,4,5

4,5

1,4,5

1,2

Emergent (later
combined with
technical advice)

1,2,5

2,4,5

2,4,5

1
4, 5 (in Facilitating
discussion)
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contimeaT@b1e 1: Coding schema for instructor presence (Anderson et al., 2001%; Richardson et al., 20152; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, &
Archer, 19993; Shea et al., 2010a%; Shea et al., 2010b%; Swan, 20029).

Category Indicator Definition Source
Teaching Direct instruction Present question Presenting a question of the content. 1
presence 4, 5 (in Facilitating
discussion)
Inject knowledge sources, Providing additional resources, useful sources, 1,2,4,5
references articles, and links.
Informative demonstration Making content comprehensible thorough 2,4,5

opening processes and providing a work-
oriented example.

Diagnosing misconception Helping to pay attention to misconceptions. 1,2

Table 2: Interaction categories and number of observations.

Category Indicator Example Number of
observations

Social Affective indicators Self-disclosure ‘I have read assignments for ten years...” 34
presence (86)
(629) . . . -

Personal values, attitudes I would like to hear more criticism 20

against society in a classroom.’

Expressing emotions 19
e emotions ‘Now | am a little bit unsure’ (10)
e empathy ‘You have woken up early this morning.”  (9)
Use of humour ‘If you are driving (studentisin acar) | 13
won’t talk to you (laughing).’
Open Invitation ‘What kinds of thoughts did you have?’ 101
communication ‘Does somebody have a story, comment
(152) or finding?
Acknowledge, referencing ‘What you said is very typical today...’ 34
Approval ‘You brought a valuable point of viewto 15
the discussion.’
Agreement, disagreement ‘It is easy to agree with that.’ 2
Group cohesion Vocatives ‘Sanna, what did you think about that?” 296
(391) ‘Virve, your microphone is off at the
moment.’
‘As you said, Juuso, you never know.’
Group reference 58
o Reference to studying group ‘Shall we start?’ (41)
o Reference to teacher group ‘It is easy for us as teachers to work for 17)
the values of the school.’
Greetings and salutations ‘Hello, welcome...’ 29
Social sharing ‘It was quite a weather...” 5
Course reflection ‘We have had a hard and fruitful 2
workshop’
Promoting collaboration ‘You encourage each other so well.’ 1
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Continued

Table 2: Interaction categories and number of observations.
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Category Indicator Example Number of
observations
Teaching Design and Describing actions on dashboard ‘Now, I’ll take the note away.’ 123
presence organisation ‘Let’s increase the font size a little bit.’
1211 333
( ) (333) Designing methods ‘Next we’ll work in groups of five.’ 55
Utilising medium effectively ‘You can use chat on the left...’ 36
Availability, contacting the teacher ‘You can mail me.’ 31
Establishing time parameters ‘You have five minutes time to...” 30
Establishing netiquette ‘Write short chat messages so that we 25
find time to read them.’
Setting curriculum ‘We have three sessions and today the 17
topicis...”
Macro-level comments about course ‘These topics are especially usable in the 16
content classroom.’
Facilitating Encouraging, reinforcing ‘Thank you. You made the issues richer 147
discourse e Expressing gratitude with good examples.’ (103)
(235) e Encouraging ‘Great, Heidi. Thank you. You are brave (44)
when you start.’
Prompting discussion ‘What could be a reason for that?’ 39
Assess the efficacy of the process ‘Our discussion is now zoning out of 29
topic.’
Summarise the discourse ‘A concept like ethical sensitivity could 11
summarise this discourse.’
Seeking to reach consensus ‘Are you satisfied with this conclusion?” 4
Identifying areas of agreement / ‘You both told about the same topic’ 2
disagreement
Focusing the discussion ‘Let’s think about the third point’ 2
Setting climate for learning ‘Don’t hesitate to bring uncompleted 1
thoughts on discussion’
Direct instruction ~ Rephrasing, reformulating, and ‘I will sum up your...” 108
(643) clarifying content ‘| picked up the word ‘family.’
Responding to technical concerns ‘The microphone is turned on from the 106
microphone icon.’
Assessment, feedback ‘Yes that was a good ethical example.’ 86
Example, illustration ‘That responsibility is higher with young 78
pupils...”
Providing analogies ‘We discussed about these things last 66
time when...’
Present content a mini lecture of a topic 59
Present question ‘What kind of values this has?’ 51
Source, reference ‘You can find more information from this 47
web site. ¢
Informative demonstration ‘You can use this in a classroom...” 42
Diagnosing misconception - 0
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2) was encouraging, acknowledging, and reinforcing
student contributions. Expressing gratitude, e.g. starting
a sentence with ‘thank you’ was particularly common. In
some situations, a strong warm thank you, followed by
the student’s name, was sufficient.

The instructor described the actions in the virtual
classroom to let the students know what was happening
on the dashboard or to help them pay attention to certain
things. The instructor also rephrased or clarified students’
presentations by writing text on notes or by talking.
More than half of the reformulating and clarifying codes
were text. Responding to technical concerns was more
common during the first classes for both groups and
decreased during the next two classes. These responses
consisted of advice, feedback on sound or actions, or
solutions to technical problems. The instructor confirmed
understanding through assessments and explanatory
feedback after students’ turns. The instructor also
provided examples that made the course content more
comprehensible.

The most commonly observed indicators of social
presence were vocatives, or cases in which the instructor
addressed students by name. The instructor used vocatives
for seven different purposes: to welcome students at the
beginning of the class, to check that things were technically
ok, to address technical advice, to question or express
gratitude, to confirm turn-taking, to describe observed
actions in the virtual classroom, and to reinforce students’
responses. Invitations asked and encouraged students to
participate in or respond to different interactions. Group
references referenced the study group and built a sense
of identity among the health education teachers. During
self-disclosures, the instructor offered information about
herself, admitted her vulnerabilities, or noticed her
own mistakes. Reference to students’ talk or text could
be either general or personal (i.e. containing students’
names). The recordings included numerous greetings
because students arrived in the virtual classroom one by
one and the instructor welcomed each individually.

There were 327 citations involving co-occurrences of
social presence and teaching presence. Typical examples
were sentences in which the instructor expressed
gratitude for students’ contributions or used students’
names while also giving feedback on content; referring
to, clarifying, or summarising a contribution (e.g. the
feelings Suvi mentioned are important issues. You could
call them ethical feelings. I will write them down here on
the list); giving technical advice or feedback; or describing
activities on the dashboard.
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7 Discussion

The purpose of this study was to discover how the instructor
presence is expressed in the teachers’ activities in a virtual
classroom in higher education. Indicators of teaching
presence were found to dominate classes through the
roles, chosen tasks, and functions of teacher-led activities.
By direct instructions, with a clear agenda, timetable, and
common interaction rules, the teacher organised the work
towards learning goals and made sure that all students
knew what was expected during the seminars and how
to behave in a virtual classroom. The results suggest that
the discussion platform is instructor-led because students
ask for the floor by ‘raising their hands’ and the instructor
acts as a chair who manages turns. These behaviours
minimise spontaneity and slow down the discussion by
emphasising the instructor’s leadership, with a possible
negative impact on social presence. Fayram (2017, p.
232) emphasises that these aspects of teaching presence
are essential for managing the online environment and
supporting the use of tools in a synchronous environment.
The present study also suggests that technically assisting
or encouraging students is a big part of instructors’ work
in an online environment. In the observations, this activity
decreased as students became more experienced.

The results of this synchronous online course study
contradict previous research on asynchronous online
courses by Richardson et al. (2015) and Watson, Watson,
Janakiraman, and Richardson (2017), who observed
discussion forums in which instructors’ actions were
fairly balanced between social and teaching presence
indicators. The most prevalent social presence codes in
Richardson et al.’s (2015) work included emphasising
and highlighting points and expressing emotions and
approval. The most prevalent teaching presence codes
included providing general information about the course,
clarifying instructions, and giving advice. Watson et al.
(2017) observed self-disclosures, and using names and
greetings to be the most used indicators of social presence,
and clarifying, directing attention, and providing tips
to be the most used indicators of teaching presence in
asynchronous online courses. In this study, synchronous
interaction with voice and camera gave possibilities to
nonverbal social cues, which might have led to less spoken
social presence indicators.

The manifestation of presence depends on the
course design (Richardson et al., 2015) and the tasks
used (Fayram, 2017, p. 240). These studied classes had
the flipped classroom idea, where students had pre-
assignments and groups gathered together to discuss
the topics. Ethics in health education is a topic that



142 —— Heli Tyrvdinen, Sanna Uotinen, Leena Valkonen

often has no right or wrong answers and no consensus;
thus, problems that arise may remain unresolved. The
goal of such classes is, therefore, to discuss and share
the thoughts and perspectives and ethical reflection or
analysis of experiences the participants have. This is why
the present study did not identify many teaching presence
codes, such as disagreements, misconceptions, or
attempts to reach consensus. Ethics can also be considered
a relatively private topic in which the instructor is likely
to be polite and sensitive in order to encourage and draw
in participants with different kinds of opening phrases.
This is likely why codes relating to these activities were so
prevalent. Efforts to address students by name or refer to
the contents of their talk or posts provided the instructor
means to allocate feedback personally and make contact
with students.

All classes had the same instructor, whose personal
style affected the class’s design and interaction style.
Certain characteristics can also be seen in the use of
different interactive channels: speaking, writing on notes
or chat and non-verbal messages, at the same time. Castro
(2019), Shea, Hayes, and Vickers (2010a), and Richardson
et al. (2015) have shown that instructors have different
interaction patterns, varied ways of establishing their
presence, and different dominating roles. The existence of
indicators such as encouraging and attempting to create
group cohesion, providing a relaxed and sharing learning
environment, and facilitating collaboration could also be
seen as signs of the philosophical stance of the instructor,
which they bring to the instructional stance. The Col
framework has a collaborative constructivist view of
teaching and learning (Garrison, 2017, pp. 9-10), which
is challenged if the instructor needs to take the lead in
discussions on the platform or if their presence is more
mechanistic or technical than a person-centred approach
to facilitation (Thomas & Thorpe, 2019).

In some instances, teaching, and social presence
co-occurred in the instructor’s talk, as was also observed
by Gutiérrez-Santiuste and Gallego-Arrufat (2017) and
suggested by Armellini and De Stefani (2016). Similarly,
Shea et al. (2014) integrated a social dimension into the
presences, introducing the concept of social-teaching
presence to describe roles specific to online instructors.
The social dimensions in interaction strengthen the
teacher-student relationship. Learning in a virtual
classroom needs ice-breaking, familiarisation, feelings
of approval, invitation or encouragement, and advice for
gradually growing participation, which is built by the
indicators of social presence. Richardson et al. (2015) point
out that when social presence indicators are enhanced by
the roles of teaching presence, instructor presence can
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be more powerful and meaningful. In this study, social
presence could also be a content-specific softening part of
the ethical discussion, which creates the human view and
offers an instructor model for teacher-students. Or, it can
prevent embarrassment related to technical problems. The
Col framework calls the common area between social and
teaching presence ‘setting climate’ (Garrison 2017, p. 25),
and Peacock and Cowan (2016) labelled it ‘trusting’. This
trust building was seen in this study in the instructor’s
activity. For instance, teachers’ empathy (Mikkonen,
Kyngds, & Kadridinen, 2015), connection, and humanity
(Valkonen, Tyrvdinen, & Uotinen, 2020) have been found
to create trust in online learning. Instructor can show his/
her own teacher persona especially via social presence
indicators.

The Col framework indicators worked well for coding,
even though they were primarily developed to study
asynchronous online interactions. With some elaborations
and insertions, the Col framework indicators were able to
measure synchronous interactions. Synchronous online
interactions in virtual classrooms involve certain special
features showing the expanding meanings of certain
activities in a virtual classroom. The gratitude expression
served not only to encourage or reinforce students by
supporting opinions, as described by the Col framework
indicators (Garrison, 2017, p. 75), but also to facilitate
discussions by clarifying turn-taking. Designating turns
without live videos or nonverbal cues was challenging,
but the instructor addressed these issues by using
vocatives and expressing gratitude, as also observed by
Satar and Wigham (2017). Earlier research has shown that
descriptive language, verification questions, and student
confirmations can compensate for the lack of nonverbal
cues (Epp, Green, Rahman, & Weaver, 2010). The use of
sum-ups or clarifications in instructors’ talk also serves a
confirmatory purpose because instructors cannot check
students’ understanding nonverbally, and students can
confirm the text in their next turn. Sum-ups, clarifications,
and references to students’ talk can also be seen as online
listening activities (Wise, Hausknecht, & Zhao, 2014),
which illustrate the important role of online listening
skills in a virtual classroom.

This study comprised observations of one instructor
(i.e. one teacher persona) within a certain course design,
with specific methods, topics, and restricted subijects.
Therefore, the findings presented here may not apply
to other virtual classrooms or disciplines. However,
the results help to understand the pedagogical and
communicational affordances of virtual classrooms and
the skills needed by instructors and students. Results
enable teachers to compare the described interaction with
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their own teaching. This coding schema could be used as
a tool in instructors’ self-reflection, which helps to see the
typical features of their own interaction.

Only one researcher coded the data, and no inter-
rater reliability was reported. However, reliability was
increased by a clear coding schema. Categories for each of
the presences were clearly distinguishable. Furthermore,
all three members of the research team discussed and
checked the codes together. The instructor turns often
contained more than one simultaneous unit of analysis.
Certain features recurred often, whereas others (e.g.
salutations) occurred only once per lesson. One of the
researchers was also the instructor of the classes, which
may have led to socially desirable activities.

The development of virtual classroom pedagogy
requires research on the characteristics of interactions in
virtual classroomsand theireffectsonstudent participation
and learning. Instructors’ pedagogical philosophies with
respect to online strategies for promoting the teaching
of social presence across different disciplines could also
expand our understanding of instructor presence. The
lack of a proper multimodal transcription or analysis of
nonverbal cues is a limitation of the present study because
the richness of interactions in virtual classrooms can only
be fully comprehended through video data. Because of
the importance of nonverbal and immediate instructor
behaviours in improving the effectiveness of online
learning environments (Dixson, Greenwell, Rogers-Stacy,
Weister, 2017) and affecting social presence (Yamada
& Akahori, 2007), future research should examine
nonverbal behaviours. This study focused on the practices
of one instructor and did not pay attention to students or
learning. Students’ learning could be seen in the topics
and reflections they brought to the discussions. It could
also be interesting to study how the instructor manages to
deepen the thinking of students, the cognitive presence,
in discussions.

8 Conclusions

The role of the instructor in synchronous discussions is
crucial (Cakiroglu, 2019). Short timeframes, technical
challenges, cognitive loads, and myriad roles of
instructors related to promoting teaching and social
presence presume a multitasking instructor with many
skills. Technology provides teachers with possibilities to
interact, but instructors must plan how to appropriately
use it contextually and pedagogically in a purposeful
manner. Pre-planned interaction, tasks, and used tools are
the basis of teaching and learning in a virtual classroom.
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The quality of interaction in a virtual classroom is not
determined by technology but by the instructor.

As Richardson et al. (2015) claim that maintaining
instructor presence is easy and not time-consuming.
Synchronous interaction through different channels
has the potential to open up new pedagogical tools and
strategies for online instructors. The development of
virtual classroom pedagogy requires holistically oriented
instructors who are interested in designing courses and
planning purposeful interactions in online environments
with diverse channels, who have self-reflective practices,
and who manage technological uncertainty.
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