
Building a Social Presence Online
Faculty Development Workshop
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Welcome to our workshop today. We’re going to spend about 30 minutes discussing some practical ways to build a social presence in your online courses.





Create a learning environment …

• that helps students attain learning goals

• where students feel comfortable
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The goal  today is to give you some tools and help you:
Create an online learning environment that helps students attain their learning goals, and 
Create a place where people feel comfortable with you, the instructor, and with other participants.

ASK:  How do you build connections in a face-to-face class? What interactions do you use? How do you help students feel comfortable?

So let’s now talk about how to communicate and connect with your online students just like you do in a face-to-face class. 




Social Presence
…is a measure of the feeling of community that a learner experiences in an online environment. 
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The definition of Social Presence

… is a measure of the feeling of community that a learner experiences in an online environment.  A learner needs to be able to communicate socially and emotionally in order to learn.

It’s really about setting the stage so students can actively learn from each other.




How do you create a comfortable online 
learning environment?

student-to-student

student-to-content

student-to-instructor 
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ASK: What are some strategies or interactions you currently use in your online courses to create a comfortable learning environment? 



Community of Inquiry (COI)

Social 
Presence

Cognitive
Presence

Teaching
Presence

Educational
Experience/ 

Learning 

Student-to-Instructor
• Design and organization
• Facilitating discourse
• Direct instruction
• Feedback

Student-to-Student
• Open communication
• Group cohesion
• Affective expression
• Peer feedback

Student-to-Content
• Recognize problem
• Explore options/discuss
• Reflect/integrate/link
• Apply knowledge/defend 

solutions 

Supporting 
Discourse

Selecting 
Content 

Setting
Climate
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Let’s review Social Learning Theory for a moment. It says that the perception of belonging to a community promotes engagement, motivation, and retention.
In particular, the Community of Inquiry (COI) theoretical framework is based on a collaborative and socio-constructivist approach to online education. Our best practices derive from this framework.
Basically, social presence is a critical element in the learning process. 
This model emphasizes that educators need to create an effective online learning environment where students feel a connection with other learners AND the instructor AND with well-designed, learning activities.
The instructor acts as a facilitator and course design is critical. 
The 3 elements that compose the learning experience are: 
Social presence (student-to-student interactions) is about students being able to openly express themselves and take part in learning activities. They want to work collaboratively and to receive feedback from their peers.
Cognitive presence (student-to-content interactions) is where students interact with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes being studied. They need to problem solve, reflect, discuss, and apply their learning. 
Teaching presence (student-to-instructor interactions) is the way you design, organize, and facilitate your course content. This is the key to the learning experience and drives the other elements. 




Student-to-Student

• Personalized introductions
• Synchronous learning 

(WebEx or Chat)
• Discussion forums

Continuous Communication 
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Many of the social theories state that student involvement is a greater determining factor in student success that than external factors such as course content and campus facilities.
Students perceive that social and institutional connectedness are intertwined. 
So, what is the key to building student-to-student connection online? … Continuous Communication
The key is to set up a variety of opportunities for students to interact with each other. 
Help them build a community. 
Encourage active participation, both formally or informally.
In the next few slides we are going to talk about personalizing introductions, synchronized learning (WebEx or Chat sessions), and Discussion forums.




Personal
Introductions
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Grab their attention with a personalized introduction. 
This is an icebreaker that creates a safe opportunity for students to introduce themselves. 
It helps you and your students create an online identity.
Let’s review a few examples. 
You can assign a short video introductions or cartoons.
Give them starter questions like asking them what they want to get out of the course.  
Ask them some fun icebreaker questions: what’s their favorite music, introduce their family or pets, what’s their dream vacation, etc.
Model what you want to see from them. 
The more they feel connected to one another and to you, the richer and more productive interactions and discussions will be.




Synchronous Learning

*In Montana, you can’t require fully online students to be at a certain place at a certain time. *Always offer a choice. *Provide recording and give assignment.

Chat

• Brainstorm 
• Q & A Sessions
• Debates
• Remote Study Group
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Use synchronous communication. 
Real-time communication and immediacy is a critical element of social presence.
Use collaboration tools like WebEx or the D2L Chat tool. 
You can use the real-time, text-based Chat tool to brainstorm ideas, hold a Q&A session, have a debate or discussion, or organize a remote study group. 
You can save the conversation audio or text for students to refer back to or for those that can’t attend.
Important Note about synchronous sessions: 
According to MT Law, if the course is fully online-an 800 level course-you can’t require a student to attend a synchronous session at a certain place and time. 
We recommend that if you offer these sessions, offer more than one in order to give them a choice. 
It also increases the chance they’ll attend. 
You can require them to either attend a session or give them an assignment to watch or listen to the recording and then assign something like a report or a response paper.

ASK: Have any of you used WebEx or the Chat function? If so, what did you use and what are your suggestions?



Discussion Forums

• Set expectations upfront
• Make use of debates and 

case studies
• Create virtual water cooler
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Discussion forums are the most common tool used to build connections between online students. 
Set expectations from the start and provide clear instructions on the number/length of posts/responses to peers. 
Engage students in conversation and periodically comment on their posts. 
Make use of debates and case studies. 
Create a virtual student lounge or water cooler so students can communicate with each other outside of the content.





• Ask open-ended questions
• Stimulate different types of thinking
• Probe further
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As you prepare your discussion questions, think about what is most important for students to know and understand. 
Shape your questions with this goal in mind.
Encourage in-depth conversations by asking open-ended questions.
Provide questions that stimulate different kinds of thinking:
Convergent thinking typically follows a set of rules. How does gravity differ from electrostatic attraction?
Divergent thinking generally means brainstorming and generating several possible solutions to a problem. What are some possible consequences for mixing the two chemicals?
Evaluative thinking assesses, judges, or determines significance. Evaluate the results of the experiment.
Give students the opportunity to state what they know and then probe further to help them dig deeper. 

ASK: How do you use Discussion Forums? What are your tips and tricks?



Group Work

• Group projects
• Peer feedback (with rubric)
• Jigsaw
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Provide opportunities for students to work on group projects with clearly defined goals.
Discussions are the primary means of communication. 
Have students take turns facilitating the small group discussions. 
Group work can be used as a way to provide peer feedback. 
If you use peer feedback, be sure to give them a rubric that requires them to identify effective elements and things that can be improved. 
Consider a jigsaw approach where each member of a group has an expertise or part of a solution. 

ASK: How many of you use online groups? Does anyone want to share how you use them? What are your tips and tricks?









Keys to success:
• Provide clear instructions and expectations
• Model support and encouragement
• Use humor, emoticons, and stories
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The keys to discussion group success are to:
Provide clear instructions and expectations for all activities. 
From the beginning, model the behavior you are looking for. 
Model support and encouragement so students feel safe in expressing their opinions. 
It helps to use humor, emoticons and self-disclosure to foster positive connections. 

ASK: What other ideas do you have to build student-to-student connections?



Student-to-Instructor

Contact Information Frequent Feedback

• Timely
• Positive
• Encouraging
• Respectful
• Use Turnitin

Continuous Communication 

• Virtual Office Hours
• Announcements
• Introductions
• Email (intro/weekly)
• Online chats (WebEx or Chat)
• Discussion forums
• Group projects
• Blogs
• Surveys

• Instructor widget in D2L
• First announcement
• Syllabus

Share Personal Stories/ 
Experiences

• Icebreakers
• Video introduction
• Use their names
• Create screencast 

videos with 
TechSmith Relay

Source: https://ctl.byu.edu/tip/social-presence-and-interaction-online-classroom
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Building the student-to-instructor connection is really about setting the climate. 
This is the key to the learning experience and drives the other elements.  
The instructor acts as a facilitator.
In this section, let’s talk about how to create your online presence as an instructor by:
Adding personalized contact information.
Providing frequent feedback. 
Being responsive and communicating more often by posting regular announcements and sharing personal stories. 

https://ctl.byu.edu/tip/social-presence-and-interaction-online-classroom


Contact Information

Include availability and your preferred method of communication in your syllabus and course overview or video.

Add Instructor Widget Send Welcome Email
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Consider sending a welcome email a week or two before school starts. 
Welcome students and remind them when school starts. It’ll help learners feel welcome and sense your virtual presence from the beginning. 
Add your preferred method of communication and availability along with your other contact information in a few places like the welcome email, the syllabus, the course overview, or introductory video. 
Create an online presence by providing your contact information and a photo to your course home page. 
Utilize the “Your Instructor Widget” on your home page in D2L. If you need help, call the eLearning team.
Include a photo and instructor bio in a brief video that shows your personality. You can use the TechSmith Relay tool to create an introductory video.



Provide Frequent Feedback

• Timely
• Positive
• Encouraging
• Respectful
• Use Turnitin
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Constructive feedback encourages learners to proceed with confidence to the next activity or to reinforce positive behaviors and skills.
Provide frequent, specific feedback in a timely, positive, encouraging manner.  
Use the Turnitin feedback function in D2L to give them either text or audio feedback.  
To enable this features, when you are setting up your assignment select the Originality Check check-box.
Use their names to personalize the feedback.



Regular Announcements

• Greeting
• Variety
• Visual aids
• Stories
• Humor
• Conversational
• Positive tone
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It’s important to regularly post announcements in your online courses.
They are an effective way to recap events, give updates, or explain what’s coming up next. 
Include a greeting each time.
Use a variety of visual aids that add meaning and relate to the content like cartoons, photos, or clip art. 
Share personal stories.
Use humor and conversational language. 
Keep a positive attitude and tone.
It’s ok to post more than one a week. 






Continuous Communication

CIQ/Survey Example

This week in your Personal Reflective Journal, I’d 
like to hear how the course is working for you.
1. What have you liked best about this class?
2. What challenges, if any, have you 

experienced?
3. Do you have any additional comments or 

feedback?

Virtual Office Hours (Discussion) Critical Incident Questionnaire (CIQ)
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Several instructors build a virtual office hours discussion forum to let students know when they’re available. 
We recommend that sometime during the semester you survey students to find out how things are going. 
Send a survey a few weeks into the semester to ask how things are going via email or as a quick pass/fail quiz.
One type of survey is called a Critical Incident Questionnaire (CIQ). 
Where you ask questions that promote self-reflection, and provide you feedback. 
For example, ask questions like: What have you liked best about the class? What challenges have you experienced? During this week, when did you feel most engaged (or distanced or confused)? What about class this week surprised you the most? Do you have any feedback to share?
At some time during the semester, each student should receive feedback from you.
Again, the key to effective feedback is that it is continuous and genuine.

ASK: What other ideas do you have to build student-to-instructor connections?





Online Course Structure

Course Design Components Purpose
An introduction Grab the students’ attention and explain the module layout.
Some resources Course Content (textbook readings, journal articles, videos, websites, 

lectures, PowerPoint presentations, labs, etc.) 
Some kind of activity Discussions (most common), group work 

A project or assignment Homework assignments where students work with or manipulate the 
content: projects, quizzes, tests, papers, labs, workbook pages, etc.

A concluding activity gives us 
the opportunity to prompt for 
critical reflection or assess 
learning

Critical reflection helps us tie what we learned to create new knowledge 
in a meaningful way (reflection journals). Classroom Assessment is a 
way to see if students are really learning, informally or formally, and gives 
them the opportunity to give us input (Survey, CIQ).
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Before we move on to student-to-content interactions, let’s talk about course structure for a moment. 
We don’t have time to get into this in detail today, but I do want to introduce some best practices for online courses. 
We recommend that every fully online course contains specific design components. 
Some of you will be familiar with these as you experienced them in the Summer Faculty Institute for Online Teaching & Learning course.
Read through the list. 
Be thinking about how you can utilize these components to help students build connections to the content quickly.
If you consistently organize your modules so students know where to find things and how to navigate, they’ll spend more time learning and less time figuring out what to do next.



Student-to-Content

• Design a variety of engaging activities
• Problem-solve and application
• Case studies, simulations, debates
• Self-reflection
• Refer to Bloom’s Taxonomy 

• Create videos (TechSmith Relay)
• Try new, fun tools

Source: https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/

 YouTube   Google Docs   Flickr   Powtoon 
 Social Networking (Diigo, Pinterest)   Canva 
 Blogs   Prezi   Wikis   Kahoot  Padlet  
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Our final component is connecting students to the course content.
As instructors, we need to ask ourselves as we design courses, “Are we helping students connect with the content so they can make meaning of it?” 

Here are some tips:
Design a variety of engaging, active learning activities where students get to problem-solve and apply their learning.
Use a variety of presentation styles for the course content like case studies, simulations, or debates.
It is more than providing information. Information is not learning. 
Give them opportunities to reflect and share their personal experiences. 
Refer to Bloom’s Taxonomy to help you develop learning objectives that utilize higher order thinking skills like analyzing, evaluating, and creating. 
Create videos with TechSmith Relay to supplement or review topics. These can be as simple as a narrated PowerPoint presentation.
Try some new web tools for fun and collaboration. Experiment with different types of web tools that help students interact with content. (Like Kahoots or Powtoon)


https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/


Course Design Tips

• Consistent layout
• Control pace
• Be relevant, consistent & organized
• Include clear expectations
• Conclude with best-wishes message

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just like in a face-to-face classroom, online learners need to interact with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes being studied. 
So, how can we help them make meaning and connect with the content? 
Develop a consistent layout.
Let them control the pace.
Include clear goals and expectations for learners, as well as specific instructions for activities.
Conclude the semester with a best-wishes statement after the final exam, project, or other learning assessment in an email or announcement.
This message functions as a conclusion of the class. 
From a welcome email to a wrapping-up best-wishes statement, you’re showing your social presence.
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Finally, use a lot of high-quality multi-media: images, videos, documents. 
Use media that promote a better view of personal traits such as physical distance, eye contact, smiling, and other social cues that enhance social presence in online learning. 
These are free high-resolution photos that came from pexels.com and unsplash.com. I use these resources a lot. They are found on the resources page.

ASK: What other ideas do you have to help students connect with the content? 








Build 
Connection

Student-to-Student Student-to-Instructor

Student-to-WorldStudent-to-Content
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To recap:
Social presence is critical for learning.
It’s important to communicate and connect with your online students just like you do in a face-to-face class. 
Design your courses so you support different types of interactions.
Student-to-student
Student-to-instructor
Student-to-content
AND, if you want to take it one step further, some models also include connecting your students to the world and other cultures.
So it is up to you to communicate and connect with your online students just like you do in a face-to-face class. 
Hopefully, you gained some new ideas today.

ASK: Any final comments or questions?

Show resources pages.






Resources
Building Instructor and Social Presence YouTube Video https://youtu.be/ZAy7pAL7Evs

Eight Ways To Increase Social Presence in Your Online Classes by Hong Wan PhD. Faculty Focus, February 18, 2010
https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/online-education/eight-ways-to-increase-social-presence-in-your-online-classes/

Garrison, D. R., and T. Anderson. 2003. E-learning in the 21st century: A framework for research and practice. New York: 
Routledge Falmer.

Creating Effective Communities of Inquiry in Online Courses by Aylin Tekiner Tolu. Procedia – Social and 
Behavioral Sciences Volume 70, January 2013. Pages 1049-1055. 

Creating Social Presence in Online Environments by Adam Jordan
https://prezi.com/5fo84_v0oeio/creating-social-presence-in-online-environments/

D2L Chat Function https://community.brightspace.com/s/article/Create-private-and-group-chat-rooms

Generating & Facilitating Engaging & Effective Online Discussions by University of Oregon Teaching Effectiveness 
Program https://tep.uoregon.edu/technology/blackboard/docs/discussionboard.pdf
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The final two slides contain many resources for you on Building a Social Presence Online.
Thanks for coming! The workshop materials will be posted on our Workshop page by the end of the week.


https://youtu.be/ZAy7pAL7Evs
https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/online-education/eight-ways-to-increase-social-presence-in-your-online-classes/
https://prezi.com/5fo84_v0oeio/creating-social-presence-in-online-environments/
https://community.brightspace.com/s/article/Create-private-and-group-chat-rooms
https://tep.uoregon.edu/technology/blackboard/docs/discussionboard.pdf


Resources (continued)

Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/

Social Presence and Interaction in the Online Classroom from BYU Center for Teaching and Learning (on their 
website) https://ctl.byu.edu/tip/social-presence-and-interaction-online-classroom

Social Presence in Online Learning: 7 Things Instructional Designers Can Do to Improve It by Edgar Garcia-
O’Neill. January 21, 2016. https://elearningindustry.com/social-presence-in-online-learning-7-things-
instructional-designers-can-improve

Horton, W. (2000). Designing web-based training. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Free stock photos https://unsplash.com/, https://www.pexels.com/

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/
https://ctl.byu.edu/tip/social-presence-and-interaction-online-classroom
https://elearningindustry.com/social-presence-in-online-learning-7-things-instructional-designers-can-improve
https://unsplash.com/
https://www.pexels.com/
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