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Abstract

This study investigated the perception of student learning experiences in Quality Matters
(QM) certified courses. The purpose of this study was to determine what impact, if any, online
course design training had on instructor teaching in the online classroom. The research study
used Quality Matters (QM) certified courses as the basis for examining the instructor’s use and
application of the Quality Matters (QM) training they received. The Community of Inquiry
(COI) framework was used to examine the perceptions of the students’ online learning
experience. The research design utilized a correlational non-experimental quantitative design.

Participants included undergraduate students in the fully online RN to BSN program at a
mid-size university in the southeast United States in spring 2019. For analysis, descriptive
statistics and the correlation test Kendall tau_b were used to determine the existence of teaching,
social, and cognitive presence as well as any significant relationships between teaching, social,
and cognitive presence. Results indicated a high level of existence of teaching, social, and
cognitive presence in Quality Matters (QM) certified courses. There was also discovered to be a
significant correlation between teaching, social, and cognitive presence in Quality Matters (QM)
certified courses. The researcher provides several recommendations for future research to extend
this study. A larger sample across multiple institutions and disciplines would allow for more

generalizability.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Regardless of what rubric or standards an institution chooses to use as their framework
the goal is to provide a consistent standard for designing and evaluating course quality. Online
course design frameworks take a student-centered learning approach when building standards
(Little, 2009; Meng-Jung, 2009; Persky, Joyner, & Cox, 2012).

One such organization that offers a rubric is Quality Matters (QM), which has gained a
lot of popularity in the last 5 to 10 years in higher education due to institutions seeking out ways
to standardize quality in their online courses (“Quality Matters Program,” n.d.). Quality Matters
(QM) is a recognized program in the area of online course design. There are more than 800
higher education subscribers who use QM’s framework at varying levels (“Quality Matters
Program,” n.d.). QM is research based and operates around the idea of faculty peer review and
continuous improvement to determine whether courses meet certain design standards. The
Quality Matters (QM) rubric is centered on the idea of alignment which means that all elements
of the course should support the achievement of the learning objectives. Course module/unit
objectives should align with course objectives; course assessments should align with module/unit
objectives. Course learning activities and content should be constructed to support successful
student assessment outcomes. Alignment is the foundation of a quality course (“Quality Matters
Program,” n.d.).

Online courses have been used for approximately two decades (Choo, Bakir, Scagnoli,
Ju, & Tong, 2020; Wicks, Craft, Mason, Gritter, & Bolding, 2015). Even so, there is still a lot to

be learned about the design and delivery of online courses, how online courses can be designed
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and developed in the most effective way possible. There has been a lot of discussion about the
equivalency of face-to-face courses and online courses, including how we ensure the same
learning outcomes are met regardless of the medium of delivery (Benson & Samarawickrema,
2009; Mo, Lee, & Kyoung, 2017; Shih & Gamon, 2003). There are many in academia who
believe online learning will never be able to compete in the world of higher education when it
comes to effectively educating our students and preparing them with life skills and the workforce
(Drago, Peltier, & Sorensen, 2002; Garrison, 2009; Swan, Day, Bogle, & Matthews, 2014).

There have been a number of challenges identified in terms of course design that can be
addressed through the use of an online course design rubric to provide consistent standards
(Meyer & Murrell, 2014; Moorefield-Lang, Copeland, & Haynes, 2016). Course organization
and consistency is an important component of a well-designed course. Students can become
frustrated trying to look around the course organization figuring out what they are supposed to be
doing in their online course. This ultimately can have an impact on the bottom line (at least to the
student), their grade (Huun & Hughes, 2014; Swan et al., 2014).

As students do in their face-to-face course, they also want to be able to interact in their
online course (Choo et al., 2020). Students can often become isolated in an online course, which
is why it is so important for the instructor to facilitate interaction within the course between the
instructor and students and between students. Many students report a feeling of isolation in
online courses because there is no interaction built in. This has required instructors to rethink
how they structure interaction in their online classrooms by including more direct instruction and
feedback (Benson & Samarawickrema, 2009; Coogan, 2009).

The Community of Inquiry Framework (COI) illustrates the idea of an instructor being

present in an online classroom is really no different than the expectation a student has that an
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instructor will be present in their face-to-face classroom (Kupczynski, Ice, Wiesenmayer, Ice, &
McCluskey, 2010). A component of this is timely communication, which can be even more
important in an online course. Since students cannot count on the fact that they will physically
see their instructor every other day to ask any questions and get clarification on assignments like
they do in a face-to-face course, instructors must be present in their online course and
communicate, so students feel the same support and connection with their instructor through the
use of online discussions, substantive feedback, and timely response (Swan et al., 2014).

At institutions of higher education, instruction is provided by experts in their field with
little emphasis on the skills and education needed to be an instructor in the classroom
(Amundsen & Wilson, 2012; Blumberg, 2016). When faculty begin a career in academia they are
typically asked to perform teaching duties in addition to their other faculty duties of research and
service (Amundsen & Wilson, 2012). Students rely on their instructors to be able to not only be
an expert in their field, but to have the ability to engage them in the content and use sound
pedagogies to help students meet the student learning outcomes (Blumberg, 2016).

There are a number of online course design models available to assist instructors with the
challenges in designing their online courses to include teaching, social and cognitive presence.
These models can also be used by course designers to ensure the inclusion of components that
contribute to the quality and success of an online course, which guarantees online students do not
feel isolated and the structure of the course makes it easier for students to navigate. These
models are based on research conducted throughout the years of what has worked and has not
worked and based on the feedback of online students and instructors (Choo et al., 2020; Salter,
Pang, & Sharma, 2009; Schmidt, 2008). Online course design models should include a rubric of

standards for the online course designer and/or instructor to use as a guide to assist with the
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application to their course. “Effective online teaching practices promote conditions in which
online learning occurs. Such practices are strengthened by effective course design principals,
structures, and practices” (Anderson, Barham, & Northcote, 2013, p. 554).

One example of an online course design model is provided by Sloan-C, now known as
the Online Learning Consortium (OLC). Sloan-C (or OLC) has been around since the early 90s
and became heavily involved in online education during the early 2000s. The organization
established what they call their “Pillars of the Quality Framework” which includes 5 categories
of standards to evaluate online programming. The 5 pillars include learning effectiveness, faculty
satisfaction, student satisfaction, scale, and access (Laumakis, Graham, & Dziuban, 2009).

Another model that has been used by institutions is the How People Learn (HPL)
framework, which is made up of 4 areas including making courses knowledge-centered, learner-
centered, community-centered, and assessment-centered. Each of these must exist within a
learning environment to ensure a quality course (Dole & Bloom, 2009).

The model used for this study is Quality Matters (QM) which offers the opportunity to
submit an online course through a course review process. For a course to be QM certified, it
must go through a rigorous peer review process (see Figure 1) where other faculty, as part of a
peer review team and who have been certified to be peer reviewers, will do a thorough review of
the course using the eight general standards and 42 specific review standards rated at different
points. A course must receive an 85% or a score of 85 out of 100 points to be considered

certified (“Quality Matters Program,” n.d.).
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Figure 1

Quality Matters (QM) Peer Review Process

' COURSE !

COURSE MEETS COURSE
QUALITY EXPECTATIONS REVIEW

CCCCCC i FEEDBACK

Note. (“Quality Matters Program,” n.d.)
Problem Statement

Many new faculty enter academia with little to no teaching experience or training in
andragogy strategies. Andragogy principals describe how adults learn focusing on the facilitation
of the learning process rather than teaching the content (Knowles, 1980). Faculty are subject
matter experts in their discipline, but are in need of support to develop the necessary skills to
transfer their subject matter knowledge to students new to the subject. This has been expounded
for faculty who are expected to teach online. There has been a move at many higher education
institutions to set expectations for completing certain training to promote the quality of designing
online courses (Laurillard et al., 2013; Lim, 2012; Persky et al., 2012). There seems to be gap in
showing the impact required training for online teaching has on the student learning experience
(Angeli & Valanides, 2005; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009). There is a lack of literature in the area of
how Quality Matters (QM) is being used across higher education as an online course design
framework.

Online learning has become even more significant for higher education institutions as

they have faced the swift move to this modality due to the recent COVID-19 pandemic.
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Institutions have recently faced the need to transition all courses to the online learning
environment and train faculty who have never taught online in teaching strategies that are new,
all within a couple of weeks’ time. Within this new environment educational institutions are in
need of guidance and frameworks for how to make this move effectively while ensuring they
continue to offer their students quality learning experiences. This also means institutions will
need to build support infrastructures that guide their faculty in embracing this new teaching
environment while keeping their students engaged in the learning experience. (Bao, 2020;
Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust, & Bond, 2020; Johnson, Veletsianos, & Seaman, 2020).
Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to determine what impact, if any, online course design
training has on instructor teaching in the online classroom. This study examined student
perceptions of the educational experience in Quality Matters (QM) certified online courses using
the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework.

This quantitative study addressed the use of a Quality Matters (QM) online course design
framework at a southeastern university. In this study, quantitative data was used to collect
demographic data and data using a survey relating to a Community of Inquiry (COI) framework,
use of the Quality Matters (QM) rubric, and the impact on the student learning experience. This
study was limited to one undergraduate program at a southeastern university in which all major

courses were Quality Matters’ (QM) Certified.

Research Questions
The following questions were used in this study:
1. What are the student perceptions of the learning experience in a Quality Matters (QM)

certified course?
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2. What is the relationship between teaching presence and social presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

3. What is the relationship between teaching presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

4. What is the relationship between social presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

Significance of the Study

This study will add to the body of knowledge to assist faculty developers and
instructional designers who design and develop training to help fill the gap in education for many
faculty who are asked to teach once they enter academia. There is a need for evidence to show
the impact of training in instructional design on teaching practices in the online classroom
showing a return on investment to higher education administrators and impact on student
learning.

This study will also provide insight into the impact of having an online course Quality
Matters (QM) certified. The process for putting a course through the QM peer review process is
rigorous. There is a need for evidence to illustrate the impact of this process on the student
learning experience.

Assumptions

There were several assumptions made in regards to this research study. It was assumed
that all faculty course designers will have completed the Quality Matters’ (QM) Applying the
QM Rubric Workshop. It was also assumed that all courses have gone through the QM peer

review process to be quality certified within the last two years.
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It was assumed that participants of this study are over the age of 18 and students in the
RN to BSN program. It is also assumed that they are registered nurses. It’s also assumed they
have experience taking online courses.

The survey instrument used for this study is based on the Community of Inquiry (COl)
Framework. The validity of the COI framework has been confirmed by multiple studies
(Arbaugh, 2007; Arbaugh & Hwang, 2006; Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2004; Shea &
Bidjerano, 2009). It is assumed to measure the existence of teaching, social, and cognitive
presence in an online course.

Limitations

The selection of participants for this study was based on convenience sampling, which
could limit the generalizability of the study. The sample was limited to participants at a southeast
university who are students in an undergraduate nursing program. Participation in the study was
voluntary.

Definitions

1. Andragogy - the principals of adult learning describing how adults learn focusing on the
facilitation of the learning process rather than teaching the content.

2. Asynchronous learning — students learn on their own time independent of instructor and
other students.

3. Blended learning — courses delivered through a combination of modalities.

4. COI - Community of Inquiry framework that includes the joining of teaching, social, and
cognitive presence to ensure an effective student learning experience.

5. Course design — the process by which a developer plans out the components of their

course.

17



6. Distance education — courses offered where the instructor and students are in different
locations.

7. Online course — course that is offered by Internet where students and instructor
communicate via electronic means.

8. QM - stands for Quality Matters which is a non-profit organization that has developed a
rubric of standards for quality online course design.

9. QM rubric — set of 42 standards developed by QM which is used to measure the quality
of an online course.

10. Synchronous learning — students and instructor meet via web conference in real time.

Organization of Study

This research study has been organized into five chapters. This first chapter has given an
overview of what to expect in future chapters, outlined the research questions for which the study
is based and some background for why this study is significant. Chapter 1 also includes
background information to create a framework for the context of course design models and
faculty development being discussed in this study.

Chapter 2 provides a literature review. The literature review includes sections related to
faculty development in post-secondary education available to faculty teaching both in the
classroom and online. The review highlights studies regarding the preparation given to faculty
around course design. There will also be sections devoted to the discussion of research
conducted using Quality Matters (QM) and the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework.

Chapter 3 provides information about the methods used for this research study. This
chapter discusses the data collection method, participants, and instrument used to conduct the

study. Also discussed in this chapter will be the processes used to ensure research integrity.
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Chapter 4 provides the results of the research study. This chapter includes some of the
raw data and analysis produced in the study described objectively. Lastly, Chapter 5 provides the
conclusion. In this chapter the researcher will provide discussion of the results including their
opinions as to what the data analysis provided in Chapter 4 means and what impact it has on the

field of study.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Introduction

There are a number of online course design models that have been created to assist online
learning instructors with the design of their courses. These models subscribe to the idea that if
you can meet certain outlined standards, an instructor will have created an effective online
course that will lead to student success. Subjective nature of interpretation is a commonality
among all of these models. With all of these models in place and plenty of best practices that
have been developed by online instructors and instructional designers, there is still a lot to be
learned about how higher education institutions are using these models to provide a framework
of quality for their online learning programs and courses as well as how this ultimately impacts
the online student experience (Angeli & Valanides, 2005, 2009; Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh,
2006; Dole & Bloom, 2009; Fung, 2004; D. R. Garrison, 1992, 1993; Heims & Wagner, 2002;
Koehler, Mishra, & Yahya, 2007; Laumakis et al., 2009; Laurillard et al., 2013; Lim, 2012;
Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Persky et al., 2012; Stacey, 2002; Tallent-Runnels, Cooper, Lan,
Thomas, & Busby, 2005; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Vella, 2000; Webb, 1982; Wegerif, 1998;
Weigel, 2002; Wiesenberg & Stacey, 2005).

Online learning has proved to have many benefits for students which is why the modality
is chosen over face-to-face. Some of these benefits include convenience, flexibility, accessibility,
self-paced, and anonymity (Berge, 1997; Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff, 1995; Jiang, 1998;
Jiang & Ting, 2000; Matthews, 1999; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, &
Archer, 2001; Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2000; Swan et al., 2000; Ward &

Newlands, 1998). Although there are many benefits to taking courses online there have also
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proved to be some disadvantages as well. These include the lack of face-to-face interaction,
feeling of isolation, and lack of body language used to interpret meanings in communication
(Johnson et al., 2020; Mo et al., 2017; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Ward & Newlands, 1998).

In this chapter aspects of course design, faculty development, and online course
frameworks will be discussed. This chapter is organized into the following subtopics: online
course design frameworks, Quality Matters (QM), faculty development, and Community of
Inquiry (COI) framework.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to determine what impact, if any, online course design
training has on instructor teaching in the online classroom. This study examined student
perceptions of the educational experience in Quality Matters (QM) certified online courses using
the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework.

This quantitative study addressed the use of a Quality Matters (QM) online course design
framework at a southeastern university. In this study quantitative data was used to collect
demographic data and data using a survey relating to a Community of Inquiry (COI) framework,
use of the Quality Matters (QM) rubric, and the impact on the student learning experience. This
study was limited to one undergraduate program at a southeastern university in which all major

courses were Quality Matters’ (QM) Certified.

Research Questions
The following questions were used in this study:
1. What are the student perceptions of the learning experience in a Quality Matters (QM)

certified course?
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2. What is the relationship between teaching presence and social presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

3. What is the relationship between teaching presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

4. What is the relationship between social presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

Online Course Design Frameworks

The use of frameworks and course design models has increased at an institutional level to
ensure the quality of courses. This includes more of a focus on the alignment of course
objectives, activities, and assessments to ensure student outcomes are met (Salter et al., 2009).
This includes providing education and policy to guide faculty in how best to design and facilitate
instruction in an online or blended environment.

A common theme across many design frameworks is that active learning and
opportunities for students to interact with the content and engage in the application of new
knowledge is a key to student learning and success (Salter et al., 2009; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991;
Vella, 2000; Weigel, 2002). The purpose of course design models is to provide a framework for
designing a successful course including the organization of the course, supporting the students’
learning experience, and creating an environment whereby a learning community can emerge
(Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh, 2006; Hodges et al., 2020; Schmidt, 2008; Tallent-Runnels et al.,
2005).

It has been uncovered that students are often most frustrated by a lack of communication

from their instructors and a lack of timely feedback on their progress. This is an important
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element that leads to students feeling presence in the online classroom (Choo et al., 2020;
Schaefer, Rahn, Kopp, Fabian, & Brown, 2019; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2005).

Creating a social presence by including interaction is an essential element of a well-
designed course. This allows students to better construct their knowledge and understanding
through the discussion of content with their classmates. This helps form the learning community
(Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh, 2006; Choo et al., 2020; Fung, 2004; D. R. Garrison, 1992, 1993;
Wegerif, 1998). However, the instructor is an important element in creating an environment that
allows for this to happen ensuring that there is a significant amount of instructor presence in the
online classroom (Mo et al., 2017; Stacey, 2002; Wiesenberg & Stacey, 2005).

One of the challenges with engaging faculty in using frameworks that are designed to
provide some structure to how online courses are designed is ensuring that faculty are still
assured some flexibility. While allowing for this flexibility in the design process there must also
be attention to ensuring all of the components in the design of the course work together in
alignment to support the outlined learning outcomes (Laurillard et al., 2013).

In 2010, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Pharmacy conducted a
study to gain insight into the perceptions of the stakeholders when implementing a course review
process as well as to determine if having a course review process using a rubric affected course
quality. They reviewed 97% of their courses using a rubric addressing “five areas: course layout
and integration, learning outcomes, assessment, resources and materials, and learner interaction”
(Persky et al., 2012, p. 1).

The researchers surveyed course reviewers and course directors about their attitude
towards the review process. Ninety percent of course reviewers were in favor of the review

process while the other 10% were neutral. Ninety-five percent of the course reviewers felt having
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a course review process was important to ensuring quality in their courses and that this course
review process was objective. The course director’s attitudes were much more mixed with only
53.8% being satisfied with the course review process and 84.6% feeling it ensured course quality
and was objective (Persky et al., 2012).

They were asked to discuss challenges and improvements they would make in
implementing a course review process across an institution, department or program. Time, as a
challenge, developed as a theme as this often added work for faculty and directors on top of
already full workloads. Other challenges identified were faculty buy-in, disagreements with
recommendations, and encroachment on academic freedom (Persky et al., 2012).

Laumakis et al. (2009) conducted a case study to measure the effectiveness of using the
Sloan-C Pillars framework to evaluate blended learning courses. They looked at a blended course
that had a large enrollment of over 500 students. This type of course is most often offered by an
instructor mostly using the lecture format, which was common at the researcher’s university.
Their prior focus in this case study was to look at the learning effectiveness pillar although they
discovered other pillars in the framework where extremely connected as well. They compared
face-to-face and the redesigned blended courses looking at student’s progress made on course
objectives and overall satisfaction with the instructor and course.

Laumakis et al. (2009) used a mixed method approach using several different surveys,
student focus groups, and student grades. Although most of the data they collected and provided
gave little significant difference between the face-to-face courses and blended learning they did
find in the control semester before using the redesign framework face-to-face ratings were higher
than those of the blended courses. In the following semester after the blended course had been

redesigned the ratings were much higher than the prior semester and higher than the face-to-face
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courses in the same semester. They concluded that the use of the SLOAN-C framework was a
valuable tool in “evaluating large-enrollment blended learning courses.” The framework can
provide standards on which to pursue continuous improvement in the area of course design and
redesign. Their conclusion from this study was that “blending learning can indeed offer the best
of both worlds — the face-to-face and online learning environments” (Laumakis et al., 2009, p.
85).

The HPL (How People Learn) framework was used by Dole and Bloom (2009) to
perform a case study to answer the research question, “How can course design promote
collaboration, reflection, mentoring, and learning from one another?” This qualitative study
involved interviewing students about the assignments used in the course aligned with the HPL
framework to promote a learner-centered, assessment-centered, and knowledge-centered course.
The responses from the students provided evidence “that course design can promote high levels
of learning consistent with a professional view of teaching as well as promote professional
collaboration and reflection” (Dole & Bloom, 2009, p. 7).

Reflective Action Instructional Design (RAID) is a model that has been used to develop
e-learning content. The acronym stands for reusable, accessible, interoperable, and durable. This
model focuses on developers being able to easily repurpose the content developed across
platforms, courses, and learners (Heims & Wagner, 2002; Lim, 2012).

Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) is a model that proposes the
idea that faculty need three levels of knowledge to successfully teach online: pedagogical,
technological, and content knowledge. All three levels are needed and must be used together in a
way where they interact to create an engaging student learning environment (Angeli &

Valanides, 2009; Arinto, 2013; Mishra & Koehler, 2006).
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“At the heart of TPACK is the dynamic, transactional relationship between content,
pedagogy, and technology. Good teaching with technology requires understanding the mutually
reinforcing relationships between all three elements taken together to the development of
appropriate, context-specific, strategies, and representations.” (Koehler et al., 2007, p. 741).

Angeli and Valanides (2009) extended the TPACK model to include ICT (information
and communication technology). The researchers proposed this extension to the model to
indicate the need for faculty to have foundational knowledge and skills in the use of computer
technology in addition to the ability to integrate technology, pedagogy, and content.

They conducted an experimental study using an iteration of three different instructional
design methods using pre-service teachers who were taking an information communications and
technology (ICT) course. The sample included 227 students. Participants were asked to design
and develop a lesson plan that integrated ICT into their lesson in three iterations. The first
iteration was used as the baseline for further data collected based on the use of case studies and
reflection instruction in the course. After each iteration the lesson plan was rated on the four
dimensions of TPACK by two different raters (Angeli & Valanides, 2005).

Before participants were asked to complete iteration two of their design and development
of a lesson plan with ICT integrated, the overall design of the course the participants were taking
to teach them about the design and integration of ICT was changed. The instructors designed the
curriculum around a multi-faceted approach that incorporated the following: identifying the
content, ICT tools, pedagogy, learners’ background, implementation, assessment and reflection
constructed on the framework of the learners’ epistemological beliefs, their classroom
experiences, and the environmental factors. Participants were also exposed to ICT tools that

could be used to create multimedia. There was a heavy focus on how their own experiences and
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beliefs can impact how they integrate ICT and design and implement their lesson plans (Angeli
& Valanides, 2005).

Before the third iteration of participants creating their lesson plans, instructors introduced
the concept of using modeling and tools that could be used to support this in their lesson plans.
The same curriculum design was used in the design of the course that was used before the second
iteration. The lessons plans were rated on the same TPACK scale after both iteration two and
three and the mean scores of the raters almost doubled from iteration one to two and had a slight
increase from iteration two to three (Angeli & Valanides, 2005).

The results of this study show that there is a need to provide more context when teaching
instructors how to incorporate technology into their lessons. It is necessary to provide
experiential learning that helps them connect new techniques with already held beliefs and
experiences about teaching and learning (Angeli & Valanides, 2005; Mo et al., 2017).

As Armellini and Jones (2008) study was based on the presumption that a collaborative
course design is the best design for an online course Benbunan-Fich and Arbaugh (2006)
conducted a study to determine the impact of a collaboratively designed online course along with
the use of constructivist instructional design on student learning. Benbunan-Fich and Arbaugh
(2006) conducted a mixed methods experimental study using 40 online business courses. Data
was collected via student surveys, instructor interviews, course artefacts, and student grades. A
total of 579 students completed the survey given at the end of the course.

Interviews were conducted with the instructors of each of the 40 online business courses
to learn more about the perception of the instructors on the design of their courses. The goal was

to gain an understanding of how activities and content were integrated into the course and at
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what level students were asked to construct their own learning experience as opposed to the
learning experience being created by the instructor (Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh, 2006).

The instrument used to survey the students measured three components of students’
perception of learner-to-learner interaction, learner-to-instructor interaction, and learning in the
course (Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh, 2006). The researchers found that the perception of learning
by students was lower in courses that transmitted content rather than created a constructive
learning environment. This could be a result of the students being asked to construct their own
knowledge and learning experience. Whereas student grades were higher in the courses with the
constructive learning environment than the transmissive courses (Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh,
2006).

Some institutions are moving towards the implementation of online course design models
to assist with providing a consistent experience across online courses for students. The
development of a course template is an element of instructional design that can provide a
consistent navigation and layout for all courses to follow. This is not related to the content of the
course. There are variations as to how strict institutions apply these standards.

Lee, Dickerson, and Winslow (2012) discuss three philosophies they discovered, through
their review of the literature, including the fully autonomous approach, basic guidelines
approach, and highly specified approach. In the fully autonomous approach an institution allows
instructors a good amount of latitude in how they structure and design their course as opposed to
the highly specified approach where an institution might have a required template for instructors
to use. The decision of which approach to use can often be directly related to the culture at the
institution as well as how much support and infrastructure is provided for online learning (Lee et

al., 2012). Quality of education experiences have a significant impact and contribute to a
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country’s economic growth (Miao & Sunny Wong, 2011). The quality of these experiences are
supported by the use of design frameworks such as Quality Matters.
Quality Matters

Pollacia and Terrie (2009) used Quality Matters (QM) to take a look at the significance a
quality assurance program plays in ensuring academic standards in online course design. The
authors asserted that QM could be used effectively in assisting with the effective use of Web 2.0
tools in online courses.

Roehrs, Li, and Kendrick (2013) conducted a mixed methods study to look at the
perception of faculty experiences going through the QM peer review process and the usefulness
of the reviews on their own course design. One conclusion that came out of this study was the
need for expert instructional designers to assist faculty with the interpretation and application of
reviews as well as being available to assist with the course design process (Gibson & Dunning,
2012; Roehrs et al., 2013).

QM, when used by institutions, has been shown to have an impact on a student’s ability
to navigate the content of their courses and better overcome technological challenges often
present in online courses. An important element of QM is the alignment of course and module
objectives to all components within the course which has been disclosed to improve the overall
design of the course and better track student progress through the course (Gibson & Dunning,
2012).

Swan, Day, Bogle, and Matthews (2014) looked at the use of QM in conjunction with the
Community of Inquiry (COI) framework and the impact on student learning outcomes from fall
2009 through fall 2012. While QM focuses on the design of an online course the COI framework

focuses more on delivery through the collaborative learning processes using a constructivist
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foundational approach. The COI framework focuses on the three elements of social presence,
teaching presence, and cognitive presence, which must all be present within a course to support
student learning.

The researchers wanted to find out of if there was any effect on student learning
outcomes by each framework (QM and COIl) independently and if there was any effect when
they were used in parallel. “This study was grounded in design-based methods. Design-based
approaches begin with the theory-based design of learning environments then use empirical
findings from real-world implementations of those designs to iteratively refine them” (Swan et
al., 2014, p. 75).

The researchers chose four graduate courses in a Teacher Leader program. These courses
had already been taught in their existing form over multiple semesters to allow for comparison
after the redesign was applied. The COIl survey was used as one of the instruments for this study.
The COI survey instrument contains 34 Likert scale statements with a section related to each of
the three areas included in the framework (cognitive, teaching, and social presence). The survey
was administered to students before and after the use of QM to redesign the four courses. The
other instrument used for this study was the QM rubric. The rubric was used to assess whether
the courses met the standards after the redesign. The QM rubric was only used once for the
redesign of the course while the COI survey was used at the end of every semester the courses
were taught (Swan et al., 2014).

Analysis was performed comparing scores between major assignments and the final exam
as well as comparison of perception collected using the COI survey. The researchers concluded
from this analysis that using QM and COI together had the greatest impact on student learning

outcomes and student grades. They argued that changes from the use of QM or COI
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independently did not result in significant changes, but did when used in combination (Swan et
al., 2014). A big piece of applying Quality Matters (QM) involves faculty development.
Faculty Development

According to a study conducted by Lion and Stark (2010) many institutions do require
training for faculty who teach online. Although these institutions require training of their faculty
many of the institutions still allow their faculty much of the authority in how their courses are
designed provided they have completed the training requirements. There is a gap in the literature
showing the connection between requiring training to teach online and changes in faculty
behavior in how they design their courses (Lion & Stark, 2010). This gap could be attributed to
that creating institutional policy and guidelines for teaching can be a long process requiring
different layers of committees and input before being able to decide on guidelines that can help
faculty in designing their course to ensure high quality courses that follow a set of standards and
has the greatest impact on student success (Lion & Stark, 2010).

Part of faculty development is recognizing that faculty will already have pre-existing
behaviors and beliefs about their teaching (Blumberg, 2016). It takes practice and reflection of
new teaching strategies and best practices for faculty to embrace these changes of behavior.
Transformative learning theory describes this process of opening one's mind to new beliefs that
require faculty to abandon previously held beliefs. It has been contended that training to teach
online has had an impact on teaching in the face-to-face environment. Faculty learn how to
transition from lecture to more active learning techniques. Reflection has been demonstrated to
be an important part of the process of transforming faculty teaching. There has been contended to

be a gap in faculty knowledge of teaching andragogy. It has been concluded that little faculty
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development is based on established adult learning theories, but rather best practices and
principals of good practice (Meyer & Murrell, 2014).

Sanford and Kinch (2016) suggested that the needs for today's faculty included skills in
course design for both distance courses and in-person including an understanding of designing
for a diverse set of learners addressing accessibility. In contradiction, the researcher's results
indicated that an understanding of adult and non-traditional learners was low on the list of
faculty skills needed.

Faculty encounter a number of challenges when designing their online courses including
the lack of training on how to best integrate new tools rather than just training on how to use the
tools. Another challenge is that faculty tend to append additional tools and activities as they learn
them rather than consider how they fit into the overall course design and alignment. Another
challenge is the lack of ongoing instructional design support and feedback as they design their
courses. They are typically trained and then asked to design and develop their courses on their
own (Salter et al., 2009). The e-Scholars programme sought to address these challenges by
designing a program that provided ongoing design support and building a community through
the use of a faculty cohort who participated in a prescribed professional development program
together (Salter et al., 2009).

Outcomes observed after evaluating the program show significant behavior changes in
how the faculty design and deliver their courses including the increased use of active learning
activities that allow their students more opportunities to interact with the content and apply the
skills being learned. They also observed an increase in faculty providing more ongoing feedback

to their students throughout the learning process (Salter et al., 2009).
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Arinto (2013) conducted a qualitative study looking at the perception of faculty on how
their course design process and use of teaching strategies has changed when moving from
teaching face-to-face to online. Based on the findings there was surmised to be a gap in the skills
faculty needed to effectively design their courses for an online delivery. The researcher explored
the reasons behind why faculty participants made design decisions which lead to discussing their
knowledge of the technological and pedagogical tools available to them as online instructors. It
has been revealed that being intentional about decisions in online course design are essential.
Much of online courses must be planned out ahead of time thinking through the activities and
resources the instructor and students will need access to ensure a successful learning experience
(Arinto, 2013; Beetham & Sharpe, 2007; Naidu, 2007; Swan, 2010; Tait, 2010).

Part of the process of faculty transitioning to teaching online is discovering the
opportunities provided by technology, but also gaining insight into how they can be used to
effectively support the learning process (Arinto, 2013; Armellini & Jones, 2008). Many faculty
expressed frustrations over the lack of opportunities to lecture in the online environment as this
was their main teaching strategy they used in the face-to-face class (Arinto, 2013;
Haythornthwaite, C. & Andrews, 2011). Faculty also expressed difficulty in time management as
providing individual attention to each student was more of a requirement in the online classroom
than face-to-face classroom (Arinto, 2013). “The issue is no longer whether teachers should
integrate technology in their existing practices, but how to use technology to transform their
teaching with technology and create new opportunities for learning.” (Angeli & Valanides, 2009,
p. 154).

Coppola, Hiltz, and Rotter (2002) conducted a qualitative study to look at the challenges

that faculty face when transitioning from being an instructor who teaches face-to-face to teaching
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online. The researchers interviewed 20 faculty across multiple disciplines who taught at least one
course online asking them to share their experiences with transitioning to the online teaching and
learning environment. The sample included both undergraduate and graduate faculty. “The
interviews covered course preparation and delivery, instructor motivation, training and support,
faculty attitudes toward policy issues, perceived outcomes for both students and faculty, and
Asynchronous Learning Networks pedagogy.” (p. 173).

The researchers pointed out that the faculty acknowledged the need for a different set of
skills to teach online. They also identified the need for time to transition and learn these skills.
There is a requirement for more time to plan and design prior to the teaching of the course over
teaching face-to-face (Coppola et al., 2002).

There is still a major gap when it comes to faculty being prepared to teach effectively
with technology (Angeli & Valanides, 2009; Koehler et al., 2007; Rodrigues, 2003). Research
has shown that this gap is caused by the limited amount of training provided to faculty in the use
of technology in conjunction with pedagogy. Rather, faculty are typically trained in the basic rote
technical mechanisms (Angeli & Valanides, 2009; Selinger, 2006).

The gap in faculty preparedness for teaching online has been expounded by the need for
higher education institutions to move all of their courses online due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Bao (2020) conducted a case study examining the process used at Peking University when they
had to swiftly move all of their courses online due to the COVID-19 pandemic. They moved
4,437 of their courses (undergraduate and graduate) online. Prior to this, they only offered
approximately 100 courses in the online modality. They learned that their faculty and students
were unprepared to make this transition. The researcher analyzed responses from students

identifying the major challenges of self-discipline, having access to the appropriate learning
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materials and learning environment for their students when transitioning online. This was the
focus of the emergency faculty development provided to prepare their instructors to meet these
challenges. Faculty development included planning for the unexpected, chunking content,
establishing teaching presence, using instructional support personnel, active learning strategies,
and substantive feedback.

Johnson et al., 2020 conducted a study to evaluate the transition process of higher
education institutions in response to COVID-19. The researchers distributed a survey receiving
897 responses from various higher education faculty and administrators across 672 schools.
Participants were asked about their prior online teaching experience with 64% of respondents
stating they had no prior online teaching experience. Participants were asked to report what
changes they made to their courses while transitioning online. Ninety-three percent of faculty
indicated they made at least one of the listed modifications. The majority (64%) of faculty
conveyed they made changes to assignments or exams, 49% of institutions represented allowed
instructors to assign pass/fail grades, 48% of faculty lowered their expectations of the amount of
work required of their students, 46% dropped assignments or exams from students’ grades, 32%
lowered their expectations of the quality of work required of their students, 17% reduced the
number of required readings, and 16% made some other modification. The researchers also
discovered that faculty were in need of instructional assistance in how to support students
remotely and teach from a home environment. “Preparing faculty to teach in online and blended
modes will increase the likelihood of quality online educational experience.” (Johnson et al.,
2020, p. 17).

Studies have shown that providing training to faculty on how to use technology

integrated with their content specific area aligned with pedagogical strategies has a greater
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impact on their ability to design technology integrated curriculum (Angeli & Valanides, 2005,
2009; Valanides & Angeli, 2006, 2008). Armellini and Jones (2008) conducted a study looking
at the effectiveness of a new faculty development program created to better meet the gap they
saw in their faculty’s use of e-learning pedagogy. The training included an immersive hands-on
experience where faculty designed and developed new learner-centered activities for their
courses. Prior to the faculty attending the workshop the facilitators would meet with them to
discuss their prior knowledge related to e-learning and designing instruction. The workshop is
then designed around the faculty’s existing needs and to connect with prior knowledge. The goal
is to see change in the behaviors of the faculty in how they design their instruction.

Armellini and Jones (2008) conducted a qualitative study that used interviews,
observations, and course artifacts as the data to determine the impact of the faculty development
program on faculty change in behavior. Data was collected before and after the faculty
development program so it could be compared for changes. The sample for this study was 93
faculty who were divided into 17 discipline specific design teams (Armellini & Jones, 2008).

One significant change that was observed was the perception of what e-learning is. Many
of the faculty came into the program believing that e-learning is just a repository of course
materials posted for learners to access. There was little use of discussion boards to engage
students, but mainly used for question and answer forums. There was little interaction or
collaboration encouraged among learners. Many activities used were to check for understanding
or knowledge acquisition of the students (Armellini & Jones, 2008).

To categorize the type of design used by the course design teams before and after the
faculty development program, the researchers used three main categories: transmissive,

interactive, and collaborative. Prior to the development program the majority of the course
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design teams implemented transmissive designs which primarily meant information was
delivered and students were expected to consume. Some examples included the posting of static
PowerPoint slides, paper-based content presented as Word or PDF documents, and one-to-one
communication via e-mail with the instructor. All course designs fell within the transmissive
and/or interactive categories. The goal for after the completion of the development program was
for there to be a significant change in the behavior of the instructional design to a collaborative
approach (Armellini & Jones, 2008).

After completing the faculty development program among the 17 courses designed, they
had three courses that still fit within the transmissive design category, seven courses that shifted
towards the interactive design category, and seven courses that shifted towards the collaborative
design category. While this represents a significant shift of changed behavior in the design of
their instruction, some faculty voiced that they needed more time to process the approaches and
implement them in their courses (Armellini & Jones, 2008). The application of faculty
development impacts the student learning experience which can be assessed by the Community
of Inquiry (COI) framework.

Community of Inquiry Framework

The Community of Inquiry (COI) Framework has demonstrated to reliably assess the
experiences of students in both fully online and blended learning environments. It has been
widely used across the field of online learning to assess the online student experience (Arbaugh,
2007; D. R. Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). The researchers found differences in the student
learning experience depending on the subject area of the courses (Wicks et al., 2015). The COI

Framework has further been showed to have a greater impact in courses that are more applied
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disciplines such as nursing, science, education, and technology related fields (Arbaugh, Bangert,
& Cleveland-Innes, 2010; Wicks et al., 2015).

The COI Framework (see Figure 2) has been used as a guide to assist faculty in the
course design process illustrating standards that can be used to accomplish teaching, cognitive,
and social presence in the classroom (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001; Wicks et al., 2015).
By ensuring these three elements are present in the online classroom an instructor can better
ensure that the learning environment is more conducive for students learning and engagement
(Choo et al., 2020; Wicks et al., 2015).

Figure 2
Community of Inquiry (COI) Framework
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The first element of the COI model is teaching presence which is defined as the instructor
engaging in the course by responding to students in a timely manner, engaging in the course
discussions, and providing quality feedback to further deeper student learning of the content
(Choo et al., 2020; D. R. Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010; Wicks et al., 2015).
Teaching presence occurs when a combination of effective course design, course facilitation, and

direct instruction is present in the course (Arbaugh et al., 2010; D. R. Garrison et al., 2001).
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Kupczynski, Ice, Wiesenmayer, Ice, & McCluskey (2010) conducted a mixed methods
study to determine the impact of teaching presence on the success of students in the online
classroom based on students’ perceptions. They also looked further at the differences based on
the degree program level of the student.

The participants included 643 students at two higher education institutions across all four
degree program levels (associates, bachelors, masters, and doctorate). Participants were asked to
identify one positive and negative thing respectively that the instructor did that the student
believed impacted their learning in the course. They were also asked to identify the grade they
expected to receive in the course. This data was categorized and compared to the data collected
about the students’ perception of teaching presence using the COI survey (Kupczynski et al.,
2010).

The response that participants gave the most (approximately 39%) regarding what their
instructor did to contribute to their success in the online classroom was providing substantive
feedback on assignments and assessments. Secondly, approximately 26% participants indicated
having their instructor encourage them to explore and research new concepts on their own in the
course as helping them have a successful learning experience (Kupczynski et al., 2010).

On the negative side approximately 30% of participants indicated a lack of feedback on
why they received a certain grade and how they could improve as the reason for their lack of
success in the course. Also, approximately 30% indicated a lack of clear communication
regarding the content of course from the instructor contributed to their lack of success. There was
a clear distinction at the program level whereby the students at the associate program level
believe having direct instruction including directed substantive feedback from their instructor as

extremely important to their learning success (Kupczynski et al., 2010).
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There is a debate as to whether teaching presence can exist with or without the instructor.
Some say it could exist through the collaboration and interaction of the students in the course
while others have indicated there is a difference between teaching presence and teacher presence.
While effective instruction could be present through the design of the course the instructor may
not be actively present in the online classroom (Arbaugh, 2007; Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh,
2006; Brower, 2011; Coppola et al., 2002; Drago et al., 2002).

The second element of the COI model is cognitive presence which is defined as the
course providing opportunities for students to engage in the content of the course. This includes
opportunities to make connections to prior knowledge, and constructing and applying new
knowledge to solve real world problems (Arbaugh et al., 2010; Garrison et al., 2001; Wicks et
al., 2015). “Cognitive presence describes potential learning activities for deep and meaningful
learning. It includes understanding an issue or problem; searching for relevant information;
connecting and integrating information; and actively confirming the understanding in a
collaborative and reflective learning process.” (Akyol et al., 2009, p. 125).

Cognitive presence is occurring when there is an event that causes exploration,
integration, and application of the new knowledge (Garrison et al., 2001; Garrison & Arbaugh,
2007). Cognitive presence has been demonstrated as the most challenging of the three to gain in
the online classroom often being tied closely to the existence of teaching presence. It has also
been mentioned that cognitive presence can be heavily dependent upon the level of the course
(graduate or undergraduate) and the nature of the learners (traditional or adult learners)
(Arbaugh, 2007; Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh, 2006; Choo et al., 2020).

Shea and Bidjerano (2009) conducted a study to look more closely at how social and

teaching presence impact the existence of cognitive presence. The sample for this study was
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2,159 students across 30 institutions all part of a single higher education system that includes
both four-year and two-year institutions. This study found that there was a significant correlation
between cognitive presence and social and teaching presence respectively. Looking at teaching
presence, in particular, there were two indicators of teaching presence that stood out as being
predictors of high cognitive presence. They were related to learners feeling comfortable
participating in discussions and the participation of their instructor in discussions to ensure they
were focused on the topic. Looking at social presence, in particular, learners having the
opportunity to get to know their classmates had a high correlation to the existence of cognitive
presence. In addition, Choo et al., (2020) also found that with the existence of teaching and
cognitive presence together there is a stronger correlation to student satisfaction of the online
learning experience.

The last element in the COI framework is social presence which is defined as the course
providing a learning environment that is conducive to students being able to share and
collaborate on course content. This includes providing a safe space allowing students to share
honest opinions and engage with each other (Arbaugh et al., 2010; Wicks et al., 2015). Social
presence is often facilitated by the use of synchronous or asynchronous discussions that promote
a deeper understanding of the content through the interaction with others. Students should have
the ability to put forth their thoughts in a manner where the meaning can be synthesized by their
peers and feel like they are participating in a real learning environment. This includes
communicating their thoughts and emotions effectively. Students must be able to trust their
instructor and peers enough to be able to express their thoughts and opinions. They should also
feel comfortable collaborating with their peers within a virtual environment (Akyol et al., 2009;

Richardson & Swan, 2003; Swan & Shih, 2005).
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Engaging students in the learning process is essential to the transfer of learning. Students
must be engaged with the content within the context of the learning environment. There has been
shown to be a lack of social presence among students in online courses (Bowen, 2005; Lim,
2012; Muilenburg & Berge, 2001).

Social presence has been studied as a part of the learning experience even prior to the
existence of online learning as a modality. It was defined with indicators including eye contact,
body language, and other nonverbal cues. This made it difficult when looking at social presence
for the online environment. There was a need to look for other indicators of social presence to
prove its existence in the online environment (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997).

Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) developed a scale over 20 years ago to measure social
presence that is still used as a basis for future scales (Richardson & Swan, 2003; Swan & Shih,
2005). Their scale used six parameters to measure social presence: immediate, interactive,
personal, sensitive, social, and warm. This scale provides a foundational framework for the
existence of social presence in the online classroom (Choo et al., 2020; Swan, 2010).

Of the three presences included in the COI framework, social presence appears to have
been looked at closely the most in the literature. The research on social presence has varied
between finding a causal or correlational relationship between student learning and the existence
of social presence in the online classroom (Arbaugh, 2007; Mo et al., 2017).

Wicks et al. (2015) reported that students reported an increased amount of interaction
with their instruction and peers in the online classroom as the greatest desired improvement to
their courses. Other areas of improvement that were reported highly by students was access to

online resources, providing flexibility, and providing a variety of assessment methods.
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Social presence has also been found to have an impact on whether students persist in their
online program showing that having a high level of social presence across their courses increases
the likelihood they will maintain their enrollment in the program (Boston, Gibson, Ice,
Richardson, & Swan, 2009; Mo et al., 2017; Tinto, 1975). Students feeling like they are part of a
learning community allows them to more effectively interact with their peers and establish social
presence (Hostetter & Busch, 2006; Liu, Gomez, & Yen, 2009).

Swan and Shih (2005) conducted a mixed methods study to determine the impact of
online discussions on social presence in the online classroom. Further, they also looked at the
relationship between students’ perception of their social presence and their perception of
interaction in the course and their satisfaction with their instructor. The study discovered a
statistically significant correlation between the existence of social presence and participation in
online discussions. Other factors that were found to have significance were the presence of the
instructor and the design of the course.

Swan and Shih (2005) involved the use of four graduate fully online course sections
across the subject areas of communication and educational technology. All of the courses
surveyed used online discussions to create a learning community in the course. The sample
included 51 participants which was 56% of the population surveyed. When participants were
asked how much time each week they spend participating in online discussions the majority of
respondents stated they spent between one to three hours (Swan & Shih, 2005).

Respondents were asked to complete an online survey that consisted of five-point Likert
scale questions as well as three open-ended questions. The researchers identified the highest and
lowest scoring respondents and those responses were used in comparison to indicators of social

presence in their online discussion postings in their courses. In addition, these respondents were

43



interviewed in-person to gain more insight into the process of how they participate in the
discussion as well as their perceptions of their peers and instructor through the online discussion
experience. The researchers used the social presence density index to identify social presence
indicators in their individual posts (Swan & Shih, 2005).

The researchers used three indicators of social presence including affective, cohesive, and
interactive. An affective indicator might include paralanguage, emotion, value, humor, or self-
disclosure. A cohesive indicator might include greetings or salutations, vocatives, group
reference, social sharing, or course reflection. Interactive indicators might include
acknowledgement, agreement or disagreement, approval, invitation, or personal advice (Swan &
Shih, 2005).

The results of this study showed the strongest correlations between students’ perception
of social presence existence in the course and their perception of their learning in the course as
well as the correlation between the students’ perception of presence of their instructor and their
satisfaction with their instructor. There was also significance in the findings between the subject
area and the student’s ages (Swan & Shih, 2005). The researchers ascertained the difference in
the design of the course to potentially explain the correlation in subject area and perceived social
presence. This is supported by other research studies showing a correlation between course
design and perceived social presence (Swan & Shih, 2005; Tu, 2000; Tu & Mclsaac, 2002). No
significant difference was shown based on age or experience in the online environment. This
could show that the prevalence of technology in everyday life makes the transition for students to
the online academic environment less challenging (Choo et al., 2020; Swan & Shih, 2005).

When the researchers separated out the respondents with the highest and lowest perceived

social presence they distinguished that those with the highest perceived social presence were the
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most likely to share more personal experiences with their peers, describe the courses and their
peers as being part of a learning community, and provide more substantive responses to their
peers in the discussion furthering the conversation. The most significant difference found in the
comparison of the highest and lowest perceived social presence was the differences in their
perception of interaction in the course and their perception of their own learning in the course.
Responses received from students who reported a lower social presence indicated they were
uncomfortable with the personal tone of some of their classmates feeling that the online
environment warranted a more formal tone (Swan & Shih, 2005).

On the other hand, both students who identified a low and high social presence felt a high
connection with their instructor. The relationship with their instructor was built through private
communications and feedback given by their instructor. Students also felt a connection with their
instructor when they shared their own personal experiences related to the subject. The
researchers also found that students who indicated a higher social presence also indicated a
higher level of learning as well as reported that they were able to see topics from different
viewpoints through their classmates’ responses which allowed them to open their minds to new
ideas. Students indicating a low social presence described postings made by their classmates as
not helpful to their overall learning (Swan & Shih, 2005).

Based on their findings Swan and Shih (2005) put forth that this could indicate a need for
students to be educated on how to participate in an online community and how it fits within their
learning experience. They also indicated this could mean that some students learn better within a
social community and others do not which could support the need for a differentiated learning
environment based on students’ needs (Haythornthwaite, 2002; Lave & Wenger, 1991;

Vygotsky, 1978).
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The major finding from this study is that there is a significant relationship between social
presence and students’ perception of learning which is supported by a variety of studies on this
topic (Choo et al., 2020; D. R. Garrison et al., 2010; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Picciano,
2002; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Swan et al., 2000; Swan & Shih, 2005). Although the
researchers extended the notion that the perception of instructor presence has a significant impact
on instructor satisfaction there is a gap in the research looking at the correlation between
instructor presence and student learning (Picciano, 2002; Swan & Shih, 2005). Students having a
positive feeling towards their online learning experience through interaction with their peers and
instructor then leads to a significant cognitive presence (Shea & Bidjerano, 2009).

Boston et al. (2009) found that students feeling the presence of their instructor and
classmates as being real in the online classroom as a significant impact on their learning success
and ability to retain in their online program. A number of research studies have connected
student satisfaction in the online environment having a significant relationship to the
establishment of social presence (Gunawardena, 1995; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Hostetter &
Busch, 2006; Picciano, 2002; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Russo & Benson, 2005; Stacey, 2002;
Swan & Shih, 2005).

Richardson and Swan (2003) conducted a study to look at the relationship between social
presence in the online classroom and students’ perception of their learning in the classroom.
They also sought to determine if there is a relationship between social presence and the students’
satisfaction with their instructor in the online environment. They had a sample size of 97 out of a
possible 369 undergraduate students (26% response rate). Students were asked to complete a

survey that measured their social presence in their online classroom.
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The researchers used a survey instrument based on the social presence scale developed by
Gunawardena and Zittle (1997). The Likert scale questions used were meant to measure three
constructs: “students’ satisfaction with their instructor, students’ overall perceived learning, and
students’ overall perceived social presence” (Richardson & Swan, 2003, p. 72). Further,
participants were asked to indicate their perception of learning and social presence in relation to
different types of activities in the course including discussion, individual and group projects,
exams, assignments, lectures and readings (Richardson & Swan, 2003).

The authors were able to establish a relationship “between students’ perception of social
presence and students’ perceived learning” (Richardson & Swan, 2003, p. 73). Further, the
results of the study using regression analysis indicated that when students perceive a higher level
of social presence they also perceive a higher level of learning and indicate a higher level of
satisfaction with their instructor. These results aligned with the results also recorded in the study
conducted by Swan and Shih (2005). In addition, students who found their interaction with their
instructor in the course had a perception of a higher level of learning in their course (Richardson
& Swan, 2003).

The role of the instructor in establishing and supporting the existence of social presence
continues to be prevalent in the online environment (Stacey, 2002). In terms of demographics the
researchers disclosed a significant variance in the level of social presence based on gender with
females perceiving a higher level of social presence than males. They did not find any further
significant correlations between demographics and social presence (Richardson & Swan, 2003).

In terms of any correlation of the perception of social presence and the course activities
explored in the survey the researchers found that the higher the perception of social presence

correlated with a higher perception of learning in online discussions, projects, and assignments
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(Richardson & Swan, 2003). This also aligns with the study conducted by Swan and Shih (2005)
in regards to the correlation between social presence and online discussions. The other course
activities including exams, lectures, and readings also indicated a statistically significant
correlation, but indicated a smaller correlation than the discussions, projects, and assignments.
Although some of these activities would be individual activities in nature (e.g., assignments,
readings) which would contradict the idea of existing social presence, the researchers explained
the existence of social presence being tied to the interaction that might take place around these
activities either with their instructor or classmates (Richardson & Swan, 2003). This came across
in a number of studies indicating the importance of interaction as a critical component to the
learning experience (Richardson & Swan, 2003). The researchers explain the gaps in the research
putting forward the need to look even deeper at the extent of the impact of social presence on
students’ perception of their learning, satisfaction, and social presence in the online environment
(Richardson & Swan, 2003).

The results of this study align with the social learning theory that a higher level of
learning takes place while interacting and collaborating over the content with other learners
(Richardson & Swan, 2003). The results of this study are also supported by other literature that
indicates perception of learning and satisfaction with the course and instructor are positively
related to timely response and feedback (A. Moore, Masterson, Christophel, & Shea, 1996;
Richardson & Swan, 2003). Assignments and discussions were indicated as the most beneficial
activities to promote their learning in their online courses by students showing that the
application of content, feedback from their instructor and interaction with their peers is an
important element in supporting the student learning experience in the online environment

(Richardson & Swan, 2003).
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Boston et al. (2009) conducted a study to look at the impact of teaching, social, and
cognitive presence on online student retention. Although this study was limited to one public for-
profit online university the sample size could warrant the results being considered significant.
With a sample of over 25,000 online undergraduates their participants completed the Community
of Inquiry (COI) survey. Data collection was conducted across multiple semesters and compared
to the retention of the students in their courses to determine if any of the three constructs
measured by the survey had an impact on the retention of the students.

The study brought to light the need for students to be able to engage socially with their
peers in the virtual environment as they would on a residential campus. This also follows the
need to integrate new ways of engaging students in the academic experience that aligns with how
they interact in their everyday lives (Boston et al., 2009).

A limitation of the Boston et. al. (2009) study is that it was restricted to undergraduate
students only and was limited to one fully online for-profit institution. Results could differ based
on academic classification and type of institution attending (Boston et al., 2009). Other studies
have found differences in the three constructs of teaching, social, and cognitive presence based
on academic classification (Gunawardena, 1995; Kupczynski et al., 2010).

Arbaugh et al. (2010) conducted a study to look at the differences between cognitive,
social, and teaching presence across disciplines. The researchers conducted their study across
two universities with a total of 1,582 participants to broaden the diversity of their sample. The
participants came from both undergraduate and graduate courses across business, nursing,
science and math, engineering, education, social sciences, allied health and technical, and
humanities in fully online and blended courses. They used the COl Framework 34-item survey

instrument developed by Arbaugh, Cleveland-Innes, Diaz, Garrision, Ice, Richardson, Shea, &
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Swan in 2008. The results showed that participants who were surveyed as part of an allied health
or technical program had a statistically significant higher perception of social, cognitive, and
teaching presence in their courses over the other subject areas surveyed (Arbaugh et al., 2010).

To look more closely at the differences by discipline the researchers separated the
responses based on whether the respondents fell in a pure course or an applied course. A pure
course would revolve more around the instructor disseminating information that students must
take in, in a linear way such as the hard sciences. An applied course revolves around learners
constructing knowledge through exploring new information and finding ways to connect it to
prior knowledge and experiences (Arbaugh et al., 2010).

The results showed that learners perceived a significantly higher existence of cognitive
presence in applied courses than in pure courses. This can be explained by the fact that in applied
courses which tend to focus on more soft skills require students to engage more heavily in the act
of building new knowledge through critical thinking and problem solving (Arbaugh et al., 2010).

The true power of the use of the COI framework is how the use of teaching, cognitive,
and social presence work together to create an effective online learning experience. All three
exist together overlapping, impacting, and influencing each other (Arbaugh, 2007).

There has been some debate about the true purpose of the Community of Inquiry (COI)
Framework as to whether it focuses on the establishment of cognitive, social, and teaching
presence as a way to support the alignment to learning outcomes or whether the focus is more on
the support of the overall student learning experience (Akyol et al., 2009).

Arbaugh (2007) conducted a study to measure the effectiveness of the Community of
Inquiry (COI) Framework. The study used 55 graduate level business courses with a total of 667

respondents. The researcher developed a 44-item survey instrument based on a review of the
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literature that define the constructs of teaching, social, and cognitive presence. He also added a
fourth construct of course design and organization. The researcher used an exploratory factor
analysis to determine the reliability of the survey instrument which resulted in a Cronbach’s
alpha of a .88 or higher for each instrument item respectively. Teaching presence received a .97,
social presence a .88, cognitive presence a .90, and course design and organization a .89, all
meeting the standard of good reliability (o > .7). The validity of the COI framework has been
confirmed by multiple studies (Arbaugh, 2007; Arbaugh & Hwang, 2006; Garrison, Cleveland-
Innes, & Fung, 2004; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009).

Summary

There is a need to look deeper at what specific behaviors indicate the existence of social
presence to guide designers and facilitators in what online faculty need in terms of education to
best support social presence in their online classroom (Gunawardena, 1995; Richardson & Swan,
2003).

A gap exists between the training and education of instructors in the design and use of
instructional technology for their courses and the application of these skills in the online
classroom (Angeli & Valanides, 2005). The COI framework can be used to assist faculty
developers and instructional designers in gaining insight into the development needs of
instructors to help them better support the learning experience for their online students (Shea &
Bidjerano, 2009).

There is research using the COI framework, specifically looking at each of the three
presences separately. There is still a lack of literature examining the COI framework, as a whole,

particularly in disciplines outside of education and students’ perception of their learning success
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(D. R. Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Kupczynski et al., 2010) and in correlation with other design

frameworks (Swan et al., 2014).
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Chapter 3
Methods
Introduction

There has been a significant amount of research accomplished in recent years on the
effectiveness of online teaching particularly comparing online learning to face-to-face. The
amount of research literature demonstrates the growth in different frameworks and models to
assist with the design and delivery of online teaching and learning. However, there is limited
research on how the use of these design and delivery frameworks and models impact the student
learning experience. There are studies that use the Community of Inquiry (COI) Framework as a
tool to measure the student learning experience, but there is a gap in the use of the COI
Framework in correlation with course design frameworks; specifically, in the use of the COI
Framework with the Quality Matters (QM) design rubric.

Prior to this chapter, Chapter 1 covered the statement of the problem, purpose of the
study, significance of the study, research questions, assumptions, definitions, and general
introduction of the topic of the research study. Chapter 2 restated the purpose of the study and
the research questions and then addressed a review of relevant literature covering the range of
online course design frameworks and how they have been used to change how online courses are
designed. The review of literature continued with a look at the impact of faculty development on
the behavior change of faculty transitioning to teaching online, faculty views on teaching
pedagogy, and the impact on the student learning experience. The literature review continued
with a look at the literature conducted on the use of Quality Matters (QM) as a design

framework, and the Community of Inquiry (COI) Framework. Chapter 3 will include a
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description of the sample, a look at the instrument used, and a discussion about how the data was
collected and analyzed.
Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to determine what impact, if any, online course design
training has on instructor teaching in the online classroom. This study examined student
perceptions of the educational experience in Quality Matters (QM) certified online courses using
the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework.

This quantitative study addressed the use of a Quality Matters (QM) online course design
framework at a southeastern university. In this study quantitative data was used to collect
demographic data and data using a survey relating to a Community of Inquiry (COI) framework,
use of the Quality Matters (QM) rubric, and the impact on the student learning experience. This
study was limited to one undergraduate program at a southeastern university in which all major

courses were Quality Matters’ (QM) Certified.

Research Questions
The following questions were used in this study:

1. What are the student perceptions of the learning experience in a Quality Matters (QM)
certified course?

2. What is the relationship between teaching presence and social presence in a Quality
Matters (QM) certified course?

3. What is the relationship between teaching presence and cognitive presence in a Quality
Matters (QM) certified course?

4. What is the relationship between social presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?
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Overall Design

This research study used an online survey. The courses identified as part of the study
have received the Quality Matters” (QM) course certification within the last two years. Quality
Matters (QM) uses a rubric that includes eight general standards that cover the different elements
believed to contribute to effective course design. The eight areas covered in the rubric are Course
Overview and Introduction, Learning Objectives (Competencies), Assessment and Measurement,
Instructional Materials, Course Activities and Learner Interaction, Course Technology, Learner
Support, Accessibility and Usability. The focus of QM is on course design and does not address
course delivery (“Quality Matters Program,” n.d.). A thorough faculty peer review process is
used to QM certify a course (See Figure 1). The reviewers are experienced online faculty having
gone through a peer reviewer certification. The reviewers must use the QM rubric that includes
eight general standards and 42 specific review standards worth one to three points respectively.
A course must receive an 85% or a score of 85 out of 100 points to be considered QM quality
certified (“Quality Matters Program,” n.d.).

Participants were given a survey based on the Community of Inquiry framework (COI)
(See Figure 2). The COI framework views the student learning experience from a constructivist
point of view suggesting that the learning process is constructed by teaching presence, cognitive
presence, and social presence in the online classroom (Swan et al., 2014).

This study used a correlational, non-experimental quantitative research design
which is used to describe the relationship between two or more variables. Correlational
research design is used when extraneous variables cannot be controlled, but there is a need
to find out whether a statistical relationship exists between two variables (Price, Jhangiani,

& Chiang, n.d.). Data integrity is making sure that data collected is as accurate as possible
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taking into consideration any possible threats to validity. Quantitative methods have
internal and external threats to validity. One potential threat to internal validity for this
study is selection (Creswell, 2014). Because the researchers are letting the participants
self-select to participate based on their response to the survey, there might not be an equal
distribution among the participants. Another potential threat to internal validity is
diffusion of treatment (Creswell, 2014). Because the students are in the class together and
could discuss their responses or be swayed by their personal feelings for the instructor,
diffusion of treatment might impact their responses.
Instrumentation

This research study used the instrument developed by Swan, Richardson, Ice, Garrison,
Cleveland-Innes, and Arbaugh (2008) as a measurement tool based on the Community of Inquiry
(COI) framework. The survey instrument includes 34 items divided into three sections focusing
on teaching, cognitive, and social presence respectively. All items use the Likert scale with
1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. Swan et al., (2014) tested the instrument at four higher
education institutions in 2007 with a sample size of 287. Factor analysis was used to look at each
section showing an internal consistency based on Cronbach’s Alpha was .94, .91, and .95 for
teaching, social, and cognitive presence respectively demonstrating a reliable and valid measure
for the COI framework. One of the Likert scale statements as appeared on the survey is provided
below in Figure 3. Permission for the use of the COI survey instrument is granted under an open

educational resource under a Creative Commons license (“The Community of Inquiry,” 2019).
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Figure 3

Community of Inquiry (COI) Sample Question

Neither
Strongly Somewhat agree nor Somewhat Strongly
agree agree disagree disagres disagree
The instructor clearly
communicated
important course o o O O O
topics

In addition to the COI survey questions, participants were asked to respond to
demographic questions identifying their age, gender, race/ethnicity, academic classification, and
number of online courses taken.

The validity of an instrument is determined by whether that instrument measures what it
says it will measure. There are three ways an instrument is tested for validity in quantitative
research including: content validity, predictive validity, and construct validity (Creswell, 2014;
Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Internal validity is the degree to which cause and effect can be established; degree of
confidence that you located what you said you found. Threats to internal validity include things
that can happen involving the participants, procedures, or treatment that could have an impact on
the results of the experiment whereby the researcher might not be able to draw incorrect
conclusions. Threats to internal validity include: history, maturation, regression, selection,
mortality, diffusion of treatment, compensatory/resentful demoralization, compensatory rivalry,
testing, and instrumentation (Creswell, 2014).

External validity is the degree of confidence to which findings of a study are
generalizable. Threats to external validity when a researcher draws incorrect conclusions because
of the timing of the experiment, sample of participants, or the setting of the experiment. This can

happen when a researcher tries to generalize findings for other groups or settings not included in
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the experiment. Threats to external validity include: interaction of selection and treatment,
interaction of setting and treatment, and interaction of history and treatment (Creswell, 2014).

The first example of a potential threat to external validity is interaction of selection and
treatment. This could occur when a sample is specific towards a certain region or organization,
the results cannot be generalized to the entire population, which might result in different
conclusions. This is a potential threat in this study due to the data being collected from one
institution.

An internal consistency test was run to test for reliability which resulted in a Cronbach’s
alpha of .959 which indicates good reliability (o > .7). The test was also run on each subscale
resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha of .941 for teaching presence, .753 for social presence, and .942
for cognitive presence. A Cronbach’s alpha less than .5 is considered unacceptable, while an
alpha greater than .7 is good and greater than .8 is preferred (Taber, 2018).

Sample

The sample for the study consisted of the students in the online RN to BSN (Registered
Nurse to Bachelor’s of Science in Nursing) program at a southeastern university. It is a small
university located in the southeastern United States with an approximate enroliment of 8,000
supporting 46 programs at the undergraduate level and 42 at the graduate level with six
undergraduate programs online and 12 graduate programs online. It has 63 online courses
Quality Matters (QM) certified across the disciplines of business, communication, criminal
justice, computer science, education, nursing, psychology, and sociology. The online RN to BSN
program is the only program at this university that has certified the courses in their major

program which is the reason for it being chosen as the population for this research study,
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There are nine major courses in the RN to BSN program of which all have received the
Quality Matters’ (QM) quality certification. As of spring 2019 there were 216 active students in
the RN to BSN program. To be a student in this program you must have already completed an
associate degree in nursing qualifying them as a registered nurse. Of the 216 students, 32
students responded to some or all questions resulting in a 14.8% response rate. Of the 32
respondents 94% (30 of 32) are female and 6% are male (2 of 32). The average age of the
participants is 37 years old with the youngest being 24 and the oldest being 48 years old. All of
the respondents classify themselves as junior or senior with 84% (27 of 32) classified as seniors
and 16% (6 of 32) classified as juniors. Of the responses, 18 identified as Caucasian, 13 as
African American, two as Hispanic, and one selected Other. Respondents were given the option
to select more than one option. Of the 30 respondents who responded to the open-ended question
asking how many online courses they have taken, participants have taken an average of 10 online
courses with the least amount being two and the most being 30. The two remaining responses
indicated that they have taken many online courses (“too many to count™).

Teaching Presence

In the first section of the survey teaching presence is assessed. Teaching presence
represents the actions taken by the instructor to provide feedback, facilitate interaction and
learning, and provide direct instruction during the progression of the course. The 13 Likert style
statements included in this section more specifically assess the students’ perception of the
existence of design and organization, facilitation, and direct instruction which indicates the
existence of teaching presence. An example of a statement included in this section is “The
instructor clearly communicated course goals.” (Rourke et al., 2001; “The Community of

Inquiry,” 2019).
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Social Presence

In the second section of the survey social presence is assessed. Social presence represents
the ability of the instructor and learners to engage in activities that build a community and allows
them to make real life connections. The 9 Likert style statements included in this section more
specifically assess the students’ perception of the existence of affective expression, open
communication, and group cohesion which indicates the existence of social presence. An
example of a statement included in this section is “Getting to know course participants gave me a
sense of belonging in the course.” (Rourke et al., 2001; “The Community of Inquiry,” 2019).

Cognitive Presence

In the last section of the survey cognitive presence is assessed. Cognitive presence
represents the existence of higher level thinking and the learners pursuit of critical thinking and
application of the topics being studied. The 12 Likert style statements included in this section
more specifically assess the students’ perception of the existence of triggering events,
exploration, integration, and resolution which indicates the existence of cognitive presence. The
COI framework suggests that cognitive presence cannot exist without the existence of teaching
and social presence. An example of a statement included in this section is “Problems posed
increased my interest in course issues.” (D. R. Garrison et al., 2001; “The Community of
Inquiry,” 2019).

Data Collection

Prior to data collection the research study was submitted to the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) at Auburn University to conduct an expedited review with the explanation of the
minimal risk to participants. The application to the IRB included the principal investigator (PI)

and advisor verification of CITI training, a copy of the survey instrument as would be viewed in
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Qualtrics, a copy of the language that would be used in the Announcement posting to invite
participation, and a letter of permission from the RN to BSN program coordinator at the
university allowing data collection to be performed with their courses and students. The proposal
received an exempt approval from the IRB in April of 2019.

Prior to data collection the Delphi method was used to pilot test the survey instrument.
The Delphi method includes using panel experts to review and provide feedback (Eggers,
Hubbard, & Jones, 1998). The panel members were asked to provide feedback on the design
(look and feel) of the survey in Qualtrics and the clarity of the instructions. They reported on the
amount of time for completion and provided feedback regarding the clarity of instructions.

The survey, including the demographic questions and the 34 Likert scale questions
contained in the COI survey, was administered online via Qualtrics from April to May 2019. The
survey link from Qualtrics was posted through the Announcements tool in D2L Brightspace by
the instructor of each course in the RN to BSN program taught spring 2019. The instructors were
given the language to copy and paste into the Announcement which included the purpose of the
study, that participation was voluntary, participation was confidential and a URL link to access
the informed consent and survey. In addition to the initial invitation, instructors were asked to
post follow-up announcements in their courses one week and two weeks after the initial
invitation respectively.

The survey was available via any device that could access the Internet including
desktops, laptops, or mobile devices making it easily accessible to participants (Dillman, Smyth,
& Christian, 2014). The survey link directed participants to a page that included the informed
consent giving them a description of the study and information regarding participation in the

study. They were informed that there was no incentive provided for participation other than
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contributing to the research study and the potential to help improve the design of online learning
courses for future students. Students were asked to select a radio button to indicate their
agreement or disagreement to participate in the study. If they selected the radio button indicating
they did not wish to participate they were redirected to a thank you page and if they selected the
radio button indicating they agreed to participate they were redirected to the survey itself. The
survey took approximately 10 minutes to complete. The survey was open for approximately three
weeks at which time the data was downloaded from Qualtrics to be analyzed in SPSS. Follow-up
reminders were sent three times to increase response rate. The Dillman method recommends
repeated contact of participants to increase response rate (Dillman et al., 2014).

The survey presented the questions divided into four pages. The first page included the
five demographic questions. The second page included questions related to teaching presence
which were divided into three blocks of Likert scale matrices identified by design and
organization, facilitation, and direct instruction. The third page included questions related to
social presence which were divided into three blocks of Likert scale matrices identified by
affective expression, open communication, and group cohesion. The fourth page included
questions related to cognitive presence which were divided into three blocks of Likert scale
matrices identified by triggering event, exploration, integration, and resolution.

Data Analysis

After the window for data collection concluded, the data was exported from Qualtrics and
imported into Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) 25. SPSS was used to analyze the
data collected in this study. Before analysis began fields that included identifying information
were removed including the start date, end date, status, IP address, progress, duration, finished,

recorded date, response id, recipient last name, recipient first name, recipient email, external

62



reference, location latitude, location longitude, distribution channel, and user language. The
remaining variables were renamed and the scales and data for the 34 Likert scale questions were
reverse coded resulting in 5=Strongly Agree, 4=Agree, 3=Neither Agree or Disagree,
2=Disagree, 1=Strongly Disagree. There were a total of 32 cases.

Descriptive statistics were run to identify the range, minimum, maximum, mode, mean,
and standard deviation for the demographic questions (See Figure 4). Descriptive statistics for
the Likert scale questions that measure the construct of student online learning experience were
also run to determine a basis for other statistical tests. The correlational test Kendall tau_b was
used to describe the relationship between QM certification and the COIl scores. This statistical
test was used due to the small sample size and the negatively skewness of data.

Figure 4

Demographic Questions

What is your gender?

O Male
O Female
O Other

What is your age?

How many online courses have you taken?

What is your academic classification?

O Freshman
O Sophomors
O Junior
O Senior

What is your race/ethnicity?

O white

[ Black or African American

O Hispanic

[ American Indian or Alaska Mative
O asian

O Mative Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
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Summary
This chapter presented the methods used to conduct the research study including a
detailed description of the instruments used, the Quality Matters’ (QM) rubric and the
Community of Inquiry (COI) Framework. Also included in this chapter was an explanation of
the data analysis and procedures used for data collection. The study and procedures used were
approved by the Auburn University Institutional Review Board prior to beginning data

collection.
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Chapter 4
Findings
Introduction

The findings, associated data for this research study and the research questions outlined
in Chapter 1 are presented in this chapter. Descriptive and correlational statistical tests were run
based on the data collected from participants’ responses to the Community of Inquiry (COI)
Framework survey and demographic data. Analysis was completed using the Statistical Program
for Social Science (SPSS) 25.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to determine what impact, if any, online course design
training has on instructor teaching in the online classroom. This study examined student
perceptions of the educational experience in Quality Matters (QM) certified online courses using
the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework.

This quantitative study addressed the use of a Quality Matters (QM) online course design
framework at a southeastern university. In this study quantitative data was used to collect
demographic data and data using a survey relating to a Community of Inquiry (COI) framework,
use of the Quality Matters (QM) rubric, and the impact on the student learning experience. This
study was limited to one undergraduate program at a southeastern university in which all major

courses were Quality Matters’ (QM) Certified.

Research Questions
The following questions were used in this study:
1. What are the student perceptions of the learning experience in a Quality Matters (QM)

certified course?
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2. What is the relationship between teaching presence and social presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

3. What is the relationship between teaching presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

4. What is the relationship between social presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

Data Collection

Prospective participants were contacted via their spring 2019 online courses through an
announcement posted in the course by their instructor within the online undergraduate RN to
BSN program at the university and invited to participate in the study. The invitation to
participate outlined the purpose of the study and that participation was voluntary. A copy of the
approval from the Institutional Review Board was included in the invitation. The survey
instrument was delivered through Qualtrics and the data was retrieved by exporting it to SPSS.
Once in SPSS, variable fields containing any identifying data was deleted. Any incomplete or
otherwise non-responsive survey results were removed or completed with the use of mean
imputation. Data were then collated and sorted appropriately so that overall descriptive statistics
and analyses could begin.

For research question 1, descriptive statistics were analyzed to determine response
means, standard deviation, and indications of normality including skewness and kurtosis. For
research questions 2 — 4 the correlational test Kendall tau_b was used to determine any
significant relationships between teaching, social, and cognitive presence.

Results of the Community of Inquiry (COIl) survey and their respective analyses are

presented in the context of each research question. Corresponding demographics and descriptive
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statistics are also presented as appropriate to the independent variables associated with specific
research questions.
Organization of the Data Analysis

A description of the sample is presented below including how the data was aggregated
from Qualtrics and imported to SPSS to develop the findings shown in this chapter.
Demographic data on the respondents is presented using descriptive statistics. Data on gender,
age, number of online courses taken, academic classification, and race/ethnicity are presented in
written and table form. Following the presentation of demographic data, each research question
is stated with the findings associated with that question summarized in written and table form.
For question 1, “What is the relationship between Quality Matters (QM) certified courses and the
student learning experience?” the participants’ aggregate perception of the existence of teaching,
social, and cognitive presence is used as the measure for the student learning experience
construct.

Inferential statistics which are used to look at the relationship between two variables were
used to analyze the data to determine if any correlations exist between social and cognitive
presence in a QM certified course. The analysis makes use of the variance and standard deviation
of the variables (Ross & Shannon, 2011).

Research questions 2 through 4 were meant to address whether or not there was a
significant relationship between each of teaching, social, and cognitive presences respectively
when found in a Quality Matters (QM) certified course. The data obtained from the Community
of Inquiry (COI) Framework survey was analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics
using the Kendall tau-b test to examine the relationship between teaching, social, and cognitive

presence in a Quality Matters (QM) Certified course.
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Description of the Sample

The sample for this study included registered nurses who are seeking their bachelor’s of
science in nursing in a fully online program where all of the major courses have received Quality
Matters (QM) certification. Data was collected during the spring semester 2019. The sample
focused on one program at a medium-sized university in the southeast United States which
resulted in a small sample size. This allowed the research study to focus on students who are
solely enrolled in courses that have received the Quality Matters (QM) certification. Participants
were male and female and were at least 19 years old. Of the 216 possible participants, 32
responded to the survey. Due to missing data 1 case was removed from collected responses
leaving 31 cases included in the analysis. Of the remaining there was a small amount of missing
data on a few questions. For these cases mean imputation was used to fill in the missing data. A
person mean was used to impute the mean of the participant’s responses on the other variables
within a given factor (Enders, 2010).

A convenience sample was used to determine the respondents of the survey. The
researcher received permission from the program coordinator and the instructors of the nursing
courses to recruit nursing students to participate in the study. The language for a course
announcement was sent to the program instructors including a link to the Qualtrics survey. The
instructors then posted this information as an announcement in their courses.

Responses were assumed to be independent, with no collusion or group participation
based on the nature of the delivery of the survey instrument. The sampling was not random,
which could limit generalizability. Distributions were generally negatively skewed.

The Qualtrics survey collected basic demographic data along with the students’

perceptions on the Community of Inquiry (COI) Framework of teaching, social, and cognitive
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presence in their courses. Data was downloaded from Qualtrics in the format for SPSS. Data was

recoded, sorted, and organized so that the statistical analysis could be done more easily.

Demographic Information

The demographic information for the respondents was compiled and is presented for age,

gender, number of online courses taken, academic classification and race/ethnicity. All variables

were identified as factors that may impact the perception of the existence of teaching, social, and

cognitive presence. Table 1 presents the number and percentage of respondents by gender. Data

indicated that 94% of the respondents are female and 6% are male.
Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of Gender Demographics

Gender n %
Female 30 94
Male 2 6
Totals 32 100

Respondents were also asked to identify their academic classification. Data indicated that

the major of the respondents are seniors at 84% with the rest being juniors at 16%. Table 2

presents the number and percentage of respondents by academic classification.
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Table 2

Descriptive Statistics of Academic Classification Demographics

Academic Classification n %
Junior 27 84
Senior 5 16
Totals 32 100

Respondents were also asked to identify their race/ethnicity through a multi-select
question. Data indicated that the highest percentage of respondents are white with black or
African American having the second highest percentage. Table 3 presents the number and
percentage of respondents by academic classification.

Table 3

Descriptive Statistics of Race/ethnicity Demographics

Race/ethnicity n
White 18
Black or African American 13
Hispanic 2
Other 1
Total 34

Respondents were asked to identify their age as a continuous variable. Data indicated that
the average age of the participants is 37 years old with the youngest being 24 and the oldest

being 48 years old.
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Respondents were also asked to identify the number of online courses they’ve taken as a
continuous variable. Data indicated that respondents have taken an average of 10 online courses
with the least amount being two and the most being 30. Two respondents did not provide a
number, but instead indicated that they have taken many online courses or “too many to count”.

The remaining questions on the survey asked participants to identify their perception of
the existence of a variety of factors that measure components of the student learning experience.
The descriptive results of these factors are presented below separated by teaching, social, and
cognitive presence, respectively.

Research Question 1

The first research question examines the relationship between a Quality Matters (QM)
certified course and student perceptions of the overall learning experience. The construct of
student learning experience is being measured by the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework
that includes teaching, social, and cognitive presence. The research question is “What are the
student perceptions of the learning experience in a Quality Matters (QM) certified courses?”

An aggregate variable was computed in SPSS that contains the mean of scores for the 34
questions measuring the perception of the student’s overall learning experience. This aggregate
variable was used in the analysis to determine the perception of the student’s overall learning
experience.

Teaching Presence Descriptive Statistics

Teaching presence describes the existence which is defined as the instructor engaging in
the course by responding to students in a timely manner, engaging in the course discussions, and
providing quality feedback to further deeper student learning of the content (D. R. Garrison et

al., 2010; Wicks et al., 2015). Teaching presence occurs when a combination of effective course
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design, course facilitation, and direct instruction is present in the course (Arbaugh et al., 2010; D.

R. Garrison et al., 2001). The construct of teaching presence is represented by 13 factors

separated into three categories of design and organization, facilitation, and direct instruction.
Table 4 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under design and

organization. This category includes four factors that measure teaching presence.

Table 4

Descriptive Statistics of teaching presence factors in the design and organization category

Design & Organization n Mean Standard Median Skewness Kurtosis

Deviation
The instructor clearly 30 4.73 .640 5.00 -3.096 11.201
communicated important
course topics.
The instructor clearly 30 4.70 .651 5.00 -2.825 9.578
communicated important
course goals.
The instructor provided 30 467 711 5.00 -2.488 6.540
clear instructions on how
to participate in course
learning activities.
The instructor clearly 30 473 785 5.00 -4.060 18.516

communicated important
due dates/time frames for
learning activities.

Table 5 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under facilitation.

This category includes six factors that measure teaching presence.
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Table 5

Descriptive Statistics of teaching presence factors in the facilitation category

Facilitation

n

Mean

Standard

Deviation

Median

Skewness

Kurtosis

The instructor was helpful in
identifying areas of agreement
and disagreement on course
topics that helped me to learn.

The instructor was helpful in
guiding the class towards
understanding course topics in
a way that helped me clarify
my thinking.

The instructor helped to keep
course participants engaged
and participating in productive
dialogue.

The instructor helped keep the
course participants on task in
a way that helped me to learn.

The instructor encouraged
course participants to explore
new concepts in this course.

Instructor actions reinforced
the development of a sense of
community among course
participants.

30

30

30

30

4.40

4.40

4.47

4.47

4.57

4.47

.855

.894

.730

776

728

973

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

5.00

-1.263

-2.156

-1.015

-1.541

-1.971

-2.305

715

6.192

-.303

2.294

4.361

5.554

Table 6 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under direct

instruction. This category includes three factors that measure teaching presence.
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Table 6

Descriptive Statistics of teaching presence factors in the direct instruction category

Direct Instruction n Mean Standard Median Skewness Kurtosis

Deviation

The instructor helped to focus 30 4.50
discussion on relevant issues in
a way that helped me to learn.

The instructor provided 30 4.10
feedback that helped me

understand my strengths and

weaknesses relative to the

course’s goals and objectives.

The instructor provided 30 4.53
feedback in a timely fashion.

.820 5.00 -2.814 10.911
1.269 5.00 -1.393 .834
819 5.00 -2.129 4.568

Social Presence Descriptive Statistics

Social presence describes the evidence of a learning environment that is conducive to

students being able to share and collaborate on course content. This includes providing a safe

space allowing students to share honest opinions and engage with each other (Arbaugh et al.,

2010; Wicks et al., 2015). Social presence is often facilitated by the use of synchronous or

asynchronous discussions that promote a deeper understanding of the content through the

interaction with others. Students should have the ability to put forth their thoughts in a manner

where the meaning can be synthesized by their peers and feel like they are participating in a real

learning environment. This includes communicating their thoughts and emotions effectively.

Students must be able to trust their instructor and peers enough to be able to express their

thoughts and opinions. They should also feel comfortable collaborating with their peers within a

virtual environment (Akyol et al., 2009; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Swan & Shih, 2005). The
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construct of social presence is represented by nine factors separated into the three categories of
affective expression, open communication, and group cohesion.

Table 7 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under affective
expression. This category includes three factors that measure social presence.
Table 7

Descriptive Statistics of social presence factors in the affective expression category

Affective Expression n Mean Standard Median Skewness Kurtosis

Deviation

Getting to know other course 30 4.07 1.112 4.00 -1.106 601
participants gave me a sense
of belonging in the course.

I was able to form distinct 30 3.87 1.137 4.00 - 477 -1.205
impressions of some course
participants.

Online or web-based 30 4.03 1.066 4.00 -.985 .637
communication is an excellent
medium for social interaction.

Table 8 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under open

communication. This category includes three factors that measure social presence.
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Table 8

Descriptive Statistics of social presence factors in the open communication category

Open Communication n Mean Standard Median Skewness Kurtosis
Deviation
| felt comfortable conversing 30 410 .845 4.00 -.198 -1.585

through the online medium.

| felt comfortable participating 30 4.03  .890 4.00 -.068 -1.780
in the course discussions.

| felt comfortable interacting 30 3.97 .890 4.00 .068 -1.780
with other course participants.

Table 9 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under group
cohesion. This category includes three factors that measure social presence.
Table 9

Descriptive Statistics of social presence factors in the group cohesion category

Group Cohesion n Mean Standard Median Skewness Kurtosis
Deviation
| felt comfortable disagreeing 30 4.33  .959 5.00 -1.750 3.664

with other course participants
while still maintaining a sense
of trust.

| felt that my point of view 30 440 814 5.00 -1.300 1.224
was acknowledged by other
course participants.

Online discussions helpmeto 30 4.20 1.031 4.50 -1.442 2.030
develop a sense of
collaboration.
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Cognitive Presence Descriptive Statistics

Cognitive presence is defined as the course providing opportunities for students to engage
in the content of the course. This includes opportunities to make connections to prior knowledge,
constructing and applying new knowledge to solve real world problems (Arbaugh et al., 2010;
Garrison et al., 2001; Wicks et al., 2015). “Cognitive presence describes potential learning
activities for deep and meaningful learning. It includes understanding an issue or problem;
searching for relevant information; connecting and integrating information; and actively
confirming the understanding in a collaborative and reflective learning process.” (Akyol et al.,
2009, p. 125). Cognitive presence is occurring when there is an event that causes exploration,
integration, and application of the new knowledge (Garrison et al., 2001; Garrison & Arbaugh,
2007). The construct of cognitive presence is represented by 12 factors separated into the four
categories of triggering event, exploration, integration and resolution.

Table 10 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under triggering
event. This category includes three factors that measure cognitive presence. Participants rated

each factor under triggering event above average with an overall mean of 4.22.
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Table 10

Descriptive Statistics of cognitive presence factors in the triggering event category

Triggering Event n Mean Standard Median Skewness  Kurtosis
Deviation

Problems posed increased 30  4.10 1.029 4.00 -.822 -.504

my interest in course

Issues.

Course activities piqgued 30  4.20 961 4.50 -.928 -.189

my curiosity.

| felt motivated to 30 4.37 .928 5.00 -1.385 1.026

explore content related

questions.

Table 11 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under exploration.
This category includes three factors that measure cognitive presence. Participants rated each

factor under exploration above average with an overall mean of 4.39.
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Table 11

Descriptive Statistics of cognitive presence factors in the exploration category

Exploration n Mean Standard Median Skewness Kurtosis
Deviation
I utilized a variety of 30 447 .629 5.00 -.758 -.321

information sources to
explore problems posed in
this course.

Brainstorming and finding 30 437 .850 5.00 -1.535 2.263
relevant information helped

me resolve content related

questions.

Online discussions were 30 433 994 5.00 -1.420 .956
valuable in helping me

appreciate different

perspectives.

Table 12 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under integration.
This category includes three factors that measure cognitive presence. Participants rated each

factor under integration above average with an overall mean of 4.38.
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Table 12

Descriptive Statistics of cognitive presence factors in the integration category

Integration n Mean Standard Median Skewness Kurtosis
Deviation

Combining new information 30 4.47 .629 5.00 -.758 -.321

helped me answer questions

raised in course activities.

Learning activities helped me 30 4.40 .855 5.00 -1.617 2.430

construct

explanations/solutions.

Reflection on course content 30 4.27 944 4.50 -1.371 1.257

and discussions helped me
understand fundamental
concepts in this class.

Table 13 presents the mean, mode, and median of the factors included under resolution.

This category includes three factors that measure cognitive presence. Participants rated each

factor under resolution above average with an overall mean of 4.39.
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Table 13

Descriptive Statistics of cognitive presence factors in the resolution category

Resolution n Mean Standard Median  Skewness  Kurtosis
Deviation

I can describe waystotestand 30 4.40 814 5.00 -1.300 1.224

apply the knowledge created in

this course.

I have developed solutions to 30 4.40 814 5.00 -1.300 1.224

course problems that can be

applied in practice.

I can apply the knowledge 30 4.37 .809 5.00 -1.211 1.085

created in this course to my
work or other non-class related
activities.

Research Question 2

The second research question looks at the relationship between teaching presence and

social presence. The construct of teaching presence is represented by 13 factors separated into

the three categories of design and organization, facilitation, and direct instruction. The construct

of social presence is represented by nine factors separated into the three categories of affective

expression, open communication, and group cohesion. The research question is “What is the

relationship between teaching presence and social presence in a Quality Matters (QM) certified

course?

An aggregate variable for teaching and social presence was created using the compute

variable in SPSS that contains the aggregate mean of the scores for the questions in each area of

the framework. These aggregate variables were used in the analysis to determine the relationship

for this research question.

81



Kendall’s tau test was used to determine if there is any correlation between teaching and
social presence. This statistical test was used due to the small sample size and the negatively
skewness of data. There is a significant relationship between the significance value of .000 is less
than .01. The correlation coefficient indicated a moderate positive linear relationship.

Table 14

Results of Kendall tau_b test for relationship between teaching and social presence

Outcome Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) N
Coefficient
Teaching / Social Presence 576 .000 30

Research Question 3

The third research question examines the relationship between teaching presence and
cognitive presence. The construct of teaching presence is represented by 13 factors separated into
three categories of design and organization, facilitation, and direct instruction. The construct of
cognitive presence is represented by 12 factors separated into the four categories of triggering
event, exploration, integration and resolution. The research question is “What is the relationship
between teaching presence and cognitive presence in a Quality Matters (QM) certified course?

An aggregate variable for teaching and cognitive presence was created using the compute
variable in SPSS that contains the aggregate mean of the scores for the questions in each area of
the framework. These aggregate variables were used in the analysis to determine the relationship
for this research question.

Kendall’s tau_b test was used to determine if there is any correlation between teaching

and cognitive presence. This statistical test was used due to the small sample size and the
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negatively skewness of data. There is a significant relationship between the significance value of
.000 is less than .01. The correlation coefficient indicated a moderate positive linear relationship.
Table 15

Results of Kendall tau_b test for relationship between teaching and cognitive presence

Outcome Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) N
Coefficient
Teaching / Cognitive Presence 598 .000 30

Research Question 4

The fourth research question looks at the relationship between social presence and
cognitive presence. The construct of social presence is represented by nine factors separated into
the three categories of affective expression, open communication, and group cohesion. The
construct of cognitive presence is represented by 12 factors separated into the four categories of
triggering event, exploration, integration and resolution. The research question is “What is the
relationship between social presence and cognitive presence in a Quality Matters (QM) certified
course?

An aggregate variable for social and cognitive presence was created using the compute
variable in SPSS that contains the aggregate mean of the scores for the questions in each area of
the framework. These aggregate variables were used in the analysis to determine the relationship
for this research question.

Kendall’s tau_b test was used to determine if there is any correlation between social and

cognitive presence. This statistical test was used due to the small sample size and the negative
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skewness of data. There is a significant relationship between the significance value of .000 is less
than .01. The correlation coefficient indicated a moderate positive linear relationship.
Table 16

Results of Kendall tau_b test for relationship between social and cognitive presence

Outcome Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) N
Coefficient
Social / Cognitive Presence 485 .000 30
Summary

This chapter presented the results of the statistical analyses of the survey data collected as
part of this research study. Data analyzed included responses from 30 participants who
completed the Community of Inquiry (COI) survey instrument in addition to demographic
questions. Participants were registered nurses completing their bachelor’s degree online.

There were four research questions that examined the student learning experience in a
Quality Matters (QM) certified course. Research question 1 asked about the overall student
learning experience while research questions 2, 3, and 4 asked about the relationship between
specific aspects of the learning experience. Data overall was negatively skewed which could be
explained by social desirability bias. Kendall tau_b was used to determine any significant
relationship between the different sets of factors in the COI framework. A moderate positive
relationship was found between all three.

Chapter 5 will discuss the implications of these findings in detail and considerations
including the contribution to the field of online learning along with additional areas for research,

limitations of this study, and discussion.
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Chapter 5
Summary, Conclusions, Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations
Introduction

This study investigated the perception of student learning experiences in Quality Matters
(QM) certified courses. This research study was organized into five chapters. The first chapter
gave an overview of what to expect in future chapters, outlined the research questions for which
the study is based and some background for why this study is significant. Chapter 1 also included
background information to create a framework for the context of course design models and
faculty development being discussed in this study as well as assumptions and definitions that
provide context for the research.

Chapter 2 provided a comprehensive literature review. The literature review included
sections related to faculty development in post-secondary education available to faculty teaching
both in the classroom and online. The review highlighted studies that have looked at the
preparation given to faculty around course design. An overview of the research done using
Quality Matters (QM) and the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework which was utilized for
this study was also included.

Chapter 3 provided information about the methods used for the implementation of this
research study including the quantitative research design. This chapter discussed the data
collection method, participants, and instrument used to conduct the study. Also discussed in this
chapter was data analysis used and the processes used to ensure research integrity outlining the
steps taken to comply with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol. This chapter also

provided a description of the Community of Inquiry (COI) survey instrument.
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Chapter 4 provided the results of the research study. This chapter included some of the
raw data and analysis produced in the study described objectively. This chapter presented the
results laid out by research question including descriptive statistics and analysis using Kendall
tau_b.

Lastly, this chapter will provide the conclusion. In this chapter the researcher will provide
discussion of the results including their opinions as to what the data analysis provided in Chapter
4 means and what impact it has on the field of study. A summary and discussion of findings will
be presented in the order of research questions including a discussion of the implications of these
findings in detail and considerations including the contribution to the field of online learning
along with suggestions for additional areas for research, limitations of this study, and discussion.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to determine what impact, if any, online course design
training has on instructor teaching in the online classroom. This study examined student
perceptions of the educational experience in Quality Matters (QM) certified online courses using
the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework.

This quantitative study addressed the use of a Quality Matters (QM) online course design
framework at a southeastern university. In this study quantitative data was used to collect
demographic data and data using a survey relating to a Community of Inquiry (COI) framework,
use of the Quality Matters (QM) rubric, and the impact on the student learning experience. This
study was limited to one undergraduate program at a southeastern university in which all major

courses were Quality Matters’ (QM) Certified.

Research Questions

The following questions were used in this study:
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1. What are the student perceptions of the learning experience in a Quality Matters (QM)
certified course?
2. What is the relationship between teaching presence and social presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

3. What is the relationship between teaching presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

4. What is the relationship between social presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified course?

Summary

Many new faculty enter academia with little to no teaching experience or training in
andragogy strategies. Faculty are subject matter experts in their subject matter, but are in need of
support to develop the necessary skills to transfer their subject matter knowledge to students new
to the subject. This has been expounded for faculty who are expected to teach online. There has
been a move at many higher education institutions to set expectations for completing certain
training to promote the quality of designing online courses. There seems to be a gap in showing
the impact required training for online teaching on the student learning experience.

There are a number of online course design models that have been created to assist online
learning instructors with the design of their courses. These models subscribe to the idea that if
you can meet certain outlined standards, an instructor will have created an effective online
course that will lead to student success. One thing that all these models have in common is the
subjective nature of interpretation. With all of these models in place and plenty of best practices
that have been developed by online instructors and instructional designers, there is still a lot to be

learned about how higher education institutions are using these models to provide a framework
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of quality for their online learning programs and courses as well as how this ultimately impacts
the online student experience (Angeli & Valanides, 2005, 2009; Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh,
2006; Dole & Bloom, 2009; Fung, 2004; D. R. Garrison, 1992, 1993; Heims & Wagner, 2002;
Koehler et al., 2007; Laumakis et al., 2009; Laurillard et al., 2013; Lim, 2012; Mishra &
Koehler, 2006; Persky et al., 2012; Stacey, 2002; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2005; Trigwell &
Prosser, 1991; Vella, 2000; Webb, 1982; Wegerif, 1998; Weigel, 2002; Wiesenberg & Stacey,
2005).

Online learning has shown to have many benefits for students which is why this modality
is chosen over face-to-face. Some of these benefits include convenience, flexibility, accessibility,
self-paced, and anonymity (Berge, 1997; Harasim et al., 1995; Jiang, 1998; Jiang & Ting, 2000;
Matthews, 1999; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Rourke et al., 2001; Simonson et al., 2000; Swan et
al., 2000; Ward & Newlands, 1998). Although there are many benefits to taking courses online
there have also proved to be some disadvantages as well. These include the lack of face-to-face
interaction, feeling of isolation, and lack of body language used to interpret meanings in
communication (Bullen, 1998; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Ward & Newlands, 1998).

Many new faculty enter academia with little to no teaching experience or training in
andragogy strategies. Faculty who are new to teaching online are in need of assistance to develop
the necessary competencies to transfer their subject matter knowledge to the online teaching
medium. There has been a move at many higher education institutions to set expectations for
completing certain training to promote the quality of designing online courses. There seems to be
gap in showing the impact required training for online teaching on the student learning

experience.
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This study added to the body of knowledge to assist faculty developers and instructional
designers who design and develop training to help fill the gap in education for many faculty who
are asked to teach once they enter academia. There is a need for evidence to show the impact of
training in instructional design on teaching practices in the online classroom showing a return on
investment to higher education administrators and impact on student learning.

This study examined the relationship between student learning experience in an online
Quality Matters (QM) certified course using the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework to
define the construct of student learning experience. The sample population for this study was 216
registered nurses enrolled in the RN to BSN program at the university during the spring
semester, 2019 with 32 voluntarily participating resulting in a response rate of 15%. Participants
completed a survey that included demographic questions and the 34-item Community of Inquiry
(COI) framework instrument. The demographic questions included questions to obtain
participant’s age, ethnicity, number of online courses taken, and academic classification.

The majority of participants were female (94%) and White (53%) or Black or African
American (38%). Participants had a range of online learning experience. Data indicated that
respondents have taken an average of 10 online courses with the least amount being two and the
most being 30.

Once the data was collected and coded, SPSS was used for analysis. Correlational tests and
the Kendall tau_b was used to analyze any significances in the data.

Research Question 1

What are the student perceptions of the learning experience in a Quality Matters (QM)

certified courses? The Community of Inquiry (COI) framework survey provides a 34 Likert 5-

point scale factors that measure teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence.
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Overall, participants rated each of these presences’ above average with teaching presence at 4.52
across 13 factors, social presence at 4.11 across 9 factors, and cognitive presence at 4.35 across
12 factors.

Using a one sample t-test there was found to be a significant difference between the
expected means. The overall means of the defined factors present along a negative skew which
could be the results of students feeling a higher level of satisfaction due to the courses meeting
quality standards. The negative skewness could also have been caused by social desirability
biases which causes participants to hide their true perceptions because they want to please those
involved in the research. Due to the fact that the survey was posted by the participants instructors
in the program could have had an influence on their response even though they were told their
responses would be kept confidential and that only aggerate data would be shared with the
program and instructors (Fisher, 1993; Yoon, Goh, Zinko, & Furner, 2020).

Research Question 2

What is the relationship between teaching presence and social presence in a Quality
Matters (QM) certified course? Results of the Kendall tau_b indicated a moderate positive
correlation between teaching and social presence. The correlation coefficient is .576. A
correlation between teaching and social presence is supported by the literature finding that many
students connect their feeling of a learning community with the presence of the instructor in the
online classroom (Swan & Shih, 2005; Tu, 2000; Tu & Mclsaac, 2002).

Research Question 3

What is the relationship between teaching presence and cognitive presence in a Quality

Matters (QM) certified courses? Results of the Kendall tau_b indicated a moderate positive

correlation between teaching and cognitive presence. The correlation coefficient is .598. A
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correlation between teaching and cognitive presence is supported by the literature whereby
cognitive presence has been found to be largely tied to the existence of teaching presence and the
most challenging to achieve. Having participation from the instructor in discussions to guide the
discussion and ensure students stayed on topic had a significant impact on the existence of
cognitive presence (Arbaugh, 2007; Benbunan-Fich & Arbaugh, 2006; Shea & Bidjerano,
2009)(Shea & Bidjerano, 2009).
Research Question 4

What is the relationship between social presence and cognitive presence in a Quality
Matters (QM) certified course? Results of the Kendall tau_b indicated a moderate positive
correlation between social and cognitive presence. The correlation coefficient is .485. A
correlation between social and cognitive presence is supported by the literature whereby
cognitive presence has been largely tied to the existence of social presence. Students having the
opportunity to get to know their peers in the online classroom has been shown to have a
significant impact on the existence of cognitive presence (Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Swan &
Shih, 2005).

Conclusions

The results and analysis included in this study adds to the body of literature to show that
there are significant correlations between teaching, social, and cognitive presence. These results
support similar prior research studies focused around the correlation between teaching, social,
and cognitive presence in the online classroom.

There is little prior research available specifically looking at how the use of the Quality
Matters (QM) rubric is used to quality certify a course impacts the online student learning

experience. The purpose of this research study was to examine that impact defining the student
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learning experience with the COI framework. There was found to be a high levels of teaching,
social, and cognitive presence in the QM certified courses used in this study.
Implications

The results of this research have implications for training and instructional design
professionals in regard to the education and training of online faculty. Many faculty developers
provide training programs and requirements for online faculty without knowing the impact of
that training. In particular, making the connection between the training the faculty receive and
how that connects to the student learning experience requires multiple steps of investigation.
This study provides an initial step in making this connection. Faculty development centers
should seek to make the connection between the use of online quality rubrics and student
learning to provide evidence to faculty and administrators of the impact these standards can have
on student learning and retention.

As institutions of higher learning seek to create programs and policy related to ensuring
faculty are fully prepared to teach online, there is a need for research to inform what will have
the most impact on student learning. The results of this research study provide the beginning of
informing these policies.

It would be helpful to institutions that use Quality Matters (QM) or are thinking about
using Quality Matters (QM) as well as instructional designers and course developers to have an
understanding of how it is currently being used and the challenges and successes in
implementation to be able to further study the impact it has on online learning and student
success.

As institutions move forward in a new environment dealing with crisis’s such as COVID-

19 where they must be prepared to offer flexible teaching and learning options, this research
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provides evidence of the importance of maintaining quality in online teaching. This study offers
a connection between preparing faculty to teach online through training and a quality student
learning experience.
Recommendations for Future Research
Little research exists in the area of assessing the impact of the Quality Matters (QM)
certification on the student learning experience. As a result, there are a number of opportunities
for future research including the following:

1. Astudy utilizing a qualitative research design would provide deeper insight into the
perceptions of students learning experience in QM certified online courses. Interviewing
students could provide additional information about how they viewed the existence of
teaching, social, and cognitive presence as well as what they considered the most
significant factors contributing to their learning experience.

2. A study measuring the training effectiveness between multiple control groups, based on
discipline, and experience level

3. Asimilar study but with a larger sample across multiple institutions and disciplines

4. A study conducting a pre and post-test with students measuring using the COI instrument
before and after a course becomes QM certified

5. Collecting student data including grades of students prior to and after course becomes
QM certified.

6. Conduct a study over a longer time period collecting results from the COI survey at the

end of each semester across multiple years.
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