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ABSTRACT 

Online learning is increasingly common (Allen & Seaman, 2016). The number of 

online language teacher education programs also continues to rise to address the 

growing need for qualified language teachers worldwide (England, 2012b; Hall & 

Knox, 2009; Murray, 2013). Although technology offers a plethora of 

possibilities, course design and implementation significantly influence students’ 

online learning experience, likelihood of success, and satisfaction. Using a socio-

constructivist, student-centered learning approach can engage students through 

interaction and collaboration (Garrison, 2013; Murray, 2013). Murray (2013) 

reported details on what language teacher education programs are offered online, 

their challenges and how institutions have dealt with them, and highlighted the 

need for further research to explore the experiences and attitudes of instructors 

and students. The goal of this three-article dissertation is to gain insights into one 

online program that prepares teachers of English to speakers of other languages 

(TESOL), which was recently revised to make it more student-centered by 

implementing a group project. The first article examines benefits and challenges 

of the group project according to students, teachers, and the teacher training 

coordinator to determine its value and to provide suggestions. The second article 

explores instructors’ perspectives of their role in the online class and group 

project and offers suggestions for good practice. Recognizing that online students 

have diverse needs, the last article analyzes profiles of students enrolled in one 

class in this program and their perceptions of the Community of Inquiry 
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presences, which have been shown to support intellectual development in online 

courses. Mixed methods were used including an individual semi-structured 

interview with students, teachers, and the teacher training coordinator, 

observations of archived online course documents and posts, an entrance survey, 

the Community of Inquiry survey as well as anonymous instructor and program 

evaluations completed by students at the end of the course. Findings provide 

detailed insights into participants’ perceptions of these areas addressed in each 

article, which shine light on strengths of the student-centered curricular 

innovation and areas that may need more attention. 

Keywords: online education, language teacher education, project-based 

learning, Community of Inquiry, role of the instructor, diversity 

  



 
 

 

 

 

9

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

The number of students taking online classes in higher education in the US 

has continued to grow over the last ten years with no signs of turning back (Allen 

& Seaman, 2016). Another significant phenomenon is the increasing need 

globally for people who can speak English. It is estimated that one billion people 

are learning English around the world (England & Hall, 2012). As the number of 

English language learners continues to increase, so does the need for English 

teachers (England & Hall, 2012; Graddol, 2006; Hall & Knox, 2009; Murray, 

2013). Whereas in the past, just being a native speaker of English may have been 

enough to get a job as an English teacher in some places, increasing competition, 

standards for professionalization, and employers’ requirements for qualified 

teachers mean that more English language teachers need training and are seeking 

opportunities for professional development.  

Murray (2013) asserted that the demand for well-trained English teachers 

is likely to continue for many years and predicted a “rosy” future for online 

language teacher education (OLTE) and a “buoyant” market for teacher training 

programs (p. 191), despite economic hardships in other areas. Since distance 

education has historically been popular for teacher education (Perraton, 1995; 

Robinson & Latchem, 2003), this optimistic prediction is not surprising. 

Flexibility and advances in technology make online learning particularly well 

suited for teachers of English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) who are 
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often highly mobile (Hall & Knox, 2009). These teachers often have reasons why 

they cannot attend traditional face-to-face classes including geographic location, 

work, and/or family responsibilities (England, 2012a; Murray, 2013). The most 

advertised advantage of online education is the flexibility to learn anytime, 

anywhere. These are key aspects of online TESOL programs considering their 

target audience. Studying online also avoids visa issues and expenses of studying 

in another country (England, 2012a). For a variety of reasons, online learning may 

be the only option that many TESOL professionals have to continue their 

education.  

Addressing this need for online learning, the number of online TESOL 

courses and programs has increased from approximately 23 in the early 1990s 

(Purgason, 1994) to over 40 university-based MA TESOL online and distance 

programs and over 400 private institutions that offer TESOL certificates online 

(England, 2012a). Recent publications such as Murray’s (2013) report, “The Case 

for Online English Language Teacher Education,” and England’s (2012) edited 

volume, Online Language Teacher Education: TESOL Perspectives, attest to the 

growing attention in this area. 

Murray (2013) explained that the rapid expansion in OLTE is like the 

“Wild West” as online programs venture into unchartered territory without well-

established standards, leaving potential students unsure of quality (p. 93). The 

International Research Foundation for English Language Education (TIRF) 

commissioned Murray to study OLTE to address the need to understand 
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developments in the way teachers gain their teaching qualifications, which are 

increasingly influenced by technology in the twenty-first century. Murray’s 

(2013) research was guided by three questions:   

1. What language teacher education programs, workshops, and/or courses 

are currently being offered online, and what are their key characteristics?  

2. At what levels is such education being offered (e.g., undergraduate, 

diploma, certificate, masters degree, doctoral studies, or individual 

workshops or courses for professional development)?  

3. What issues arise in delivering teacher education online, and how have 

institutions addressed these issues? (p. 12).  

Using three data sets to address these questions including a literature review, 

webpage analysis of relevant programs, and analysis of case reports for the 18 

programs that agreed to write them, Murray’s (2013) analysis revealed four main 

issues: (1) specifying types of learners suited for OLTE; (2) creating online 

collaborative communities; (3) matching technology with pedagogy; and (4) 

ensuring quality online programs.  

The present research contributes to addressing needed areas expressed by 

Murray (2013) by conducting a case study of one online TESOL program that 

examines the benefits and challenges of a group project that was implemented in 

the course from the perspectives of students, teachers, and the teacher training 

coordinator; instructors’ perspectives of their role in the class; and students’ needs 
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and perceptions of Community of Inquiry and other measures of course 

effectiveness. 

Statement of the Problem 

Although online courses continue to become more common, their quality 

can vary. Many people often ask which is better, online or face-to-face 

instruction, and studies have shown that students can attain similar outcomes in 

either medium (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2010). However, it is 

important to acknowledge that all online classes are not created equally, just as all 

face-to-face classes are not of the same quality. Regardless, many people who 

have not taken an online class may think that they are easier than face-to-face 

classes. On the contrary, some studies have shown that a majority of students and 

teachers find online learning more demanding and require certain characteristics 

to succeed. Chen (2012) examined perceptions of an online MA TESOL program 

and found that the characteristics of successful students and teachers fell into the 

themes of certain skills, personality, and learning or teaching styles. 

Course design and implementation also contribute significantly to the 

learning experience. They influence the likelihood of achieving learning outcomes 

and participants’ levels of satisfaction. In order to create effective online courses, 

it is necessary to consider how people learn. Modeling effective pedagogy is 

especially important in teacher training because people often teach the way they 

were taught. In addition, many of those who are learning to teach now will 

probably be teaching online in the future (England, 2012a; Murray, 2013). 
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Recognizing the importance of effective pedagogy, student-centered 

teaching methods have been becoming more popular. Advances in technology 

offer possibilities for multimedia and communication that were not available in 

the past. Thus, interaction and collaboration, which socio-constructivists believe 

is essential for learning and co-constructing knowledge, continue to become 

easier to implement online. Technology enthusiasts and early adopters sometimes 

have a tendency to be dazzled by the bells and whistles that new technology 

offers, but it is important to remember that technology is a tool. We need to focus 

on how the affordances technology can be leveraged effectively to help learners 

reach desired learning outcomes. 

Students who have taken online classes have had varying experiences. 

Typical concerns include feeling isolated due to lack of interaction with others in 

the class; problems with technology; and boredom when classes involve only 

reading and writing about theoretical concepts unrelated to real life, assessments, 

and stilted discussion board assignments. It should also be mentioned that the rate 

of attrition is significantly higher in online classes (Lee & Choi, 2011; Means, 

Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009; Shaw, Burrus, & Ferguson, 2016). 

Research has shown that a motivation is necessary to be successful in online 

classes (Bekele, 2010) and that a low level of motivation is a significant 

contributor to a high drop out rate in online classes (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005). 

Such findings are not surprising as many people who have tried to learn online 

have expressed that online classes require more motivation and self-discipline. 
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Thus, it is especially important for online classes to engage students from the 

beginning and to provide an effective learning environment to help students have 

worthwhile educational experiences. 

Teaching methods tend to evolve over the years, and certain methods may 

be more conducive to teaching certain subjects. In teacher education, it is 

important to not only teach the content, but also to model effective teaching. 

Learning to communicate in a language is not something that can be effectively 

acquired passively by only reading or listening to lectures. Communicative 

language teaching has become one of the most popular language teaching 

methodologies since its introduction in the 1980s. Similarly, many modern 

educators advocate for a shift from a teacher-centered “sage on the stage” to a 

more student-centered “guide on the side” approach. In traditional face-to-face 

classrooms, teachers can incorporate student-centered learning techniques in a 

variety of ways such as having students work in pairs or a small group to 

complete tasks and projects. Such techniques can also be implemented in an 

online learning environment. Historically, distance learning was limited by 

technology; it was originally paper-based in correspondence courses and later 

developed into online learning via the Internet. However, advances in technology 

offer numerous possibilities for interaction and collaboration via multimodal 

computer-mediated communication synchronously and asynchronously.  

Many people who choose to take online classes do so because it offers the 

opportunity to learn anytime, anywhere. No longer is formal education limited to 
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those who can physically attend classes. Previously, many students enrolled in 

distance and online learning have been non-traditional students, which is often 

defined by age (i.e., older than 24) in higher education. However, as the numbers 

of students taking online courses increases, the population of those enrolled in 

online is becoming more diverse. Nowadays, the number of traditionally aged 

students taking online classes continues to increase, including those that live on 

campus. In other words, the profile of the online student has been changing, and 

now younger students are choosing to taking online classes, too (Dabbagh, 2007). 

There have been many developments since early distance education, 

which involved physically mailing reading and writing materials between the 

educational institution and the student, which often left students feeling isolated. 

One educator vividly recalled his feelings as a student in a distance class in the 

mid-90s when mailing a hardcopy of an assignment as an “overwhelming sense 

was of walking blindfolded along the edge of a cliff” (Legg & Knox, 2012, p. 59). 

Even today, students in online classes that provide limited interaction with the 

teacher or other students have often expressed feelings of isolation, which may be 

one significant factor that leads to lower levels of student satisfaction and higher 

attrition rates. Why, then, should students be in silos when teachers could promote 

interaction (Khalsa, 2012)?  

To combat feelings of isolation in online learning, teachers can provide 

assignments that involve interaction with classmates. Popular theories of learning 

such as constructivism, social constructivism, and sociocultural theory encourage 
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the social aspect of learning and collaboration. Advocates of social constructivist 

theoretical frameworks believe that meaningful interaction and collaboration 

support learning and may even be required to reach higher levels of cognitive 

development. Assigning group projects is one way to encourage meaningful 

interaction. However, students often enroll in online classes due to the flexibility 

that they allow; students can usually complete assignments asynchronously and 

from any location, as long as they can get online to access materials and submit 

assignments on time. Requiring online students to complete assignments with 

classmates can thus pose challenges. Reasons for resistance to group work may 

include negative past group work experiences, different expectations and learning 

preferences, and busy schedules. 

Student-centered teaching methods, such as group work, have been 

becoming more popular. Although group projects have been used in face-to-face 

classes for years, they are much less common in online classes; they are often 

considered more difficult to implement in online classes (Roberts & McInnerney, 

2007) and research on collaborative online group work is scant (Lowes, 2014; Oh, 

2011; Oh & Reeves, 2013). Thus, more research is needed on how collaborative 

group projects can be successfully implemented in online classes (Lowes, 2014; 

Oh, 2011; Oh & Reeves, 2013). As several experienced teacher educators noted, 

"No technology guarantees collaboration, and collaboration in itself does not 

guarantee learning" (Cullen, Kullman, & Wild, 2013, p. 433). Although 

technology can provide a collaborative environment, other components related to 
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the design, implementation, and assessment are necessary to encourage and 

scaffold collaboration to support learning (Cullen et al., 2013).  

In summary, a variety of factors combine to necessitate the need for the 

current research including the increasing popularity of online learning and 

demand for more qualified teachers of English worldwide and their need flexible 

learning options. In addition, advances in technology can provide opportunities 

for online interaction and collaboration, so educators need to harness technology 

to create effective online learning environments to address the unique professional 

development needs of TESOL professionals. 

Literature Review 

This section provides a review of the literature of concepts relevant to the 

studies including the definition of an online course, models and recommendations 

for online teaching, student-centered approaches including collaboration and 

group work, and the theoretical frameworks. 

Definition of an Online Course  

Research on how people learn effectively needs to inform how we design 

and teach online classes. Since an online course is the focus of this case study 

research, it is important to clarify this term. The definition for an online course 

from the Online Learning Consortium (which was known as the Sloan 

Consortium prior to July 2014) will be used, which is when 80% or more of the 

content and interaction is delivered online. In online courses, it is important to 

provide opportunities for meaningful interaction to promote learning. The three 
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types of interaction in an online course are learner-content, learner-teacher, and 

learner-learner (Moore, 1989). 

Models/Recommendations for Online Teaching 

When designing online learning, it is important to consider how people 

learn effectively. Although early online classes had limitations due to technology, 

technology continues to develop making more interactive and constructivist 

learning more feasible than ever. Preferred instructional models in online 

environments nowadays are “more collaborative, problem based, generative, 

exploratory, and interactive” and emphasize guiding learning now more than in 

the past (Bonk, 2009, p. 33). When creating an online class, although teachers 

may have a tendency to assign traditional tasks such as reading, writing a paper, 

or taking a quiz, it can be much more effective to engage students in authentic 

tasks that relate to how knowledge and skills can be used in the real world 

(Herrington & Herrington, 2005). When creating and teaching online or blended 

classes, Reeves and Reeves (2012) recommend establishing and maintaining 

cognitive, social, and teaching presences, foundations of the Community of 

Inquiry (CoI) framework (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001), which 

will be explained shortly. 

Learner-Centered Approaches  

Research justifying the value of a learner-centered approach began in 

education and its subfields and now includes pedagogical research by 

practitioners in nearly every discipline (Weimer, 2013). Research as early as 1988 
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(Greeson) showed a relationship between student-centered or teacher-centered 

instructional approaches and students' reported learning experiences and found 

that student-centered approaches were preferred. Weimer (2013), a recognized 

scholar of student-centered approaches, asserted that other research has confirmed 

those original findings (e.g., Kember & Gow, 1994; Trigwell, 2010). Findings 

from such research have provided convincing arguments supporting learner-

centered approaches, which can "promote a different, deeper, and better kind of 

learning" (Weimer, 2013, p. 33). Having students work together in a group is an 

example of a learner-centered approach. Instead of the traditional role of the 

teacher delivering information to students, including group projects with authentic 

tasks can engage students, encourage collaboration, and foster a sense of 

community (Reeves & Reeves, 2012), all of which have been shown to promote 

learning. 

Collaboration 

According to Dillenbourg (1999) whose chapter on collaborative learning 

has been widely cited, “the broadest (but unsatisfactory) definition of 

‘collaborative learning’ is a situation where two or more people learn or attempt 

to learn something together" (p. 2). Researchers have distinguished between 

cooperation and collaboration (e.g., Arnold, Ducate, & Kost, 2012; Dillenbourg, 

Baker, Blaye, & O’Malley, 1996; Haythornthwaite, 2006). Cooperation involves 

learners dividing a task and each person working on their own part. On the other 

hand, collaboration involves reviewing and editing their peers' work in addition to 
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their own. Arnold et al. (2012), amongst others, explained that collaboration could 

offer more potential for improving the quality of a final product, although 

cooperation may be quicker and more convenient for completing an assignment; 

they added that teachers can provide conditions to encourage collaboration, but 

cannot force it. 

The need for the ability to collaborate with others is widely recognized in 

professional contexts and many educators have discovered benefits it can offer 

learners. Collaborating in a small group to complete purposeful tasks increases 

cognitive presence in a subject, but most students need support in order to 

effectively collaborate (Reeves & Reeves, 2012, p. 121). 

Group Work 

There is a significant amount of convincing evidence of the potential 

educational benefits of group work including building students’ skills in 

communication, critical thinking, problem solving, and ability to apply knowledge 

(Weimer, 2013). In a recent study, researchers examined online collaborative 

group work in an ESL teacher education course (Cullen et al., 2013). Malaysian 

student teachers worked in small groups on a collaborative writing project using a 

wiki (a collaborative writing environment) over nine weeks as part of a Bachelor 

of Education in Teaching ESL in the UK. Dörnyei's (2006) two-level coding 

procedure was used to identify collaborative behavior and students' online 

discussions were categorized into three areas: social talk, planning talk, and 

language talk. Findings showed a great deal of collaboration exhibited by 
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interactivity, respect, and positive interdependence. The authors concluded by 

offering several general implications for designing and implementing online 

collaborative tasks in ESL teacher education contexts: task engagement is critical; 

the task should be formally assessed; group size is important as it influences 

dynamics; although it is important for the technology to be appropriate for the 

task, it may be more important for participants to "have control over it and use it 

to suit their own purposes" (Cullen et al., 2013, p. 433). Surprisingly, in this study 

the participants did not edit each other’s writing using the wiki, but used the 

discussion board feature of the wiki to discuss the project. Some groups used 

other technologies such as Facebook and email as well as face-to-face interaction 

to work on certain aspects such as peer feedback on language form. Students may 

have chosen those ways to communicate because they found them to be easier and 

more effective than asynchronous computer-mediated communication. 

Theoretical Framework 

This section will briefly describe the theoretical frameworks used in the 

present dissertation research project. 

Constructivism 

Constructivism has several origins, thus, there is “no single constructivist 

theory” (Johansson & Gardenfors, 2005, p. 15). The main idea of constructivism 

is that people learn by building on previous knowledge and experiences when 

integrating new information. It should also be noted that learners are encouraged 

to gradually become more independent: “the general goals of constructivism are 
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for the learner to develop problem solving and reasoning skills, critical thinking, 

and self-regulated learning; that is, the ability to engage in independent thought” 

(Johansson & Gardenfors, 2005, p. 15), which is in accordance with the concept 

of inquiry (Garrison, 2013). 

Social Constructivism 

Rooted in the work of Vygotsky (1978), the theory of social 

constructivism emphasizes collaboration and social interaction in learning. In an 

educational context, learning activities need to be well-designed and supported to 

encourage intellectual development, raising the importance of teaching presence, 

which is “a role and responsibility that must be assumed by all participants in an 

educational Col" (Garrison, 2013, p. 3) and will be described shortly. 

Sociocultural Theory 

Sociocultural theory, largely drawn from the work of Vygotsky (1978), 

views learning as co-construction of knowledge through social interaction with 

others who are more knowledgeable through a process of scaffolding through 

dialogue. According to sociocultural theory,  

Learning is not the straightforward appropriation of skills or knowledge 

from the outside in, but the progressive movement from external, socially 

mediated activity to internal meditational control by individual learners, 

which results in the transformation of both the self and the activity. 

(Johnson, 2009, p. 2) 
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This means that knowledge is not simply transferred directly by listening or 

reading, but by more complex processes including prior experiences, the 

sociocultural context of learning, and social mediation. That is not to say that one 

cannot learn by reading or listening, but that complex processes occur in learning 

and being able to apply knowledge, interact with others, and get feedback. Thus 

the sociocultural approach encourages communication, collaboration, and 

negotiation of meaning. In an educational setting, support or scaffolding from 

more knowledgeable others can be provided by educators and/or peers. 

Collaborating with others in a group project with scaffolding is an example of one 

type of activity encouraged by sociocultural theory. 

Community of Inquiry Framework 

The Community of Inquiry framework (CoI) is a highly useful and 

frequently used tool to guide the development of online and blended courses and 

to study online learning. The CoI was developed by Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, 

and Archer (2001), and its theoretical underpinnings are based on socio-

constructivism and collaboration. The CoI includes three overlapping forms of 

presence—social, cognitive, and teaching presence—that when combined lead to 

a “deep and meaningful educational experience” (Arbaugh et al., 2008, p. 134). 

Social presence is defined as “the ability to project one's self and establish 

personal and purposeful relationships” through “effective communication, open 

communication and group cohesion” (Garrison 2007, p. 63). Cognitive presence 

is “the exploration, construction, resolution and confirmation of understanding 
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through collaboration and reflection in a community of inquiry” (Garrison 2007, 

p. 65). Teaching presence is characterized as “the design, facilitation and direction 

of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally 

meaningful and educationally worthwhile outcomes” (Garrison, 2000, p. 90).  

Anderson et al. (2001) quantitatively analyzed content on asynchronous 

discussion board forums and identified three categories of teaching presence: 

design and organization, facilitating discourse, and direct instruction. Research 

has shown that teaching presence plays a critical role in success and satisfaction 

in a formal educational community of inquiry (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). The 

Community of Inquiry framework has been used in many research studies, most 

of which have applied the original methodology to analyze transcripts of 

asynchronous discussion board threads. 

In summary, the literature highlighted in the literature review has shown 

the need for more research. These theoretical frameworks provide useful lenses to 

explore these exploring areas that need further examination. As online learning 

continues to grow, purposeful pedagogy is critical to making learning with 

technology effective. Thus, it is essential to carefully consider how people learn 

effectively. Student-centered approaches that foster collaboration, such as group 

work, can promote learning, although challenges must be considered and 

addressed to promote effective group work. In the next chapter, the three studies 

in this dissertation are explained. 
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Positionality Statement 

Starting in fall 2014, the researcher of the current studies taught English as 

a Second Language (ESL) at the language center where the teacher training 

classes were offered. Thus, she knew the teachers and teacher training coordinator 

who participated in this study prior to their participation in the studies. The 

researcher had been in contact with two of the teacher participants in spring 2013 

as part of an evaluation of the online TESOL program conducted for a graduate 

course and to gain familiarity with the program. The researcher taught the online 

TESOL advanced class once in spring 2015. This insider status enabled the 

researcher to have an emic perspective of the program and colleagues' experiences 

teaching in the online TESOL program and ESL at this institution. 
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CHAPTER 2: PRESENT STUDY 

This dissertation research project examines an online TESOL program, 

which was recently re-designed to make it more student-centered. The biggest 

change in the curriculum was the implementation of a group portfolio project that 

is now a significant part of the online basic and advanced TESOL courses. When 

a new curriculum is implemented, researchers recommend formative evaluations 

to continually refine the program each time a course is taught (Reeves & Reeves, 

2012; Reeves & Hedberg, 2003). 

There is a need to examine how student-centered methods such as group 

projects are implemented in online classes, report on experiences and perceptions 

from various stakeholders, examine the role of the teacher, and explore the needs 

of students in these classes and their perceptions of measures of effectiveness 

including the Community of Inquiry presences. The overarching goal of this 

dissertation was to address these needs to increase understanding, offer 

suggestions, and suggest good practice in order to provide useful information for 

the TESOL program examined in this case study and others that want to know 

more about facilitating student-centered learning online. This dissertation includes 

three articles based on research gathered in the same setting. Participants included 

students, instructors, and the teacher training coordinator of an online TESOL 

program, which is described next. 
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Context of the Present Study 

The research was conducted on an online language teacher training 

program offered by an accredited center for English as a second language at a 

large, public research university in the United States. This online program 

prepares people to teach English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) and 

consists of a 50-hour basic course and a 50-hour advanced course, which can also 

be supplemented with an optional 20-hour practicum that can be completed on 

site. These online basic and advanced TESOL courses each last eight weeks, and 

each is considered to be the online equivalent of a course that meets fifty hours 

face-to-face. Upon successful completion of these courses, students can earn a 

TESOL certificate, which is increasingly required for entry-level jobs in teaching 

English language to speakers of other languages. Programs like this exist around 

the world and are also called a TEFL or TESL certificate on job ads, meaning 

teaching English as a second or foreign language. In the current research, the term 

TESOL will be used to describe this program and the courses in it to be more 

inclusive; however, the program calls itself a TEFL certificate, since that is their 

primary audience, recognizing that teaching ESL in the U.S. may require 

additional certification. In order to apply for this TESOL program, students must 

have completed at least two years of college and have an adequate level of 

English proficiency, as all of the content is in English and it provides training to 

teach English. 
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The basic and advanced TESOL courses are offered through this teacher 

training program several times a year both online and face-to-face. The current 

research focuses on the curriculum of the online TESOL program, which included 

a revised curriculum that was implemented in the fall of 2014 to make these 

online courses more learner-centered. When data for the present research was 

gathered, these were non-credit courses offered on a pass/fail basis; a minimum of 

70% was required to pass each course. One of the major changes in the 

curriculum revision was the implementation of a group portfolio project, which 

will be described next.  

The Group Portfolio Project 

In order to encourage more student engagement and interaction and to 

enable students to apply what they learn in the online courses in this TESOL 

program, students were assigned to complete a group portfolio project, which 

consisted of multiple assignments spread out over the eight-week course. An 

overview of the various components of the group portfolio project for the basic 

TESOL class is as follows:  

• Group project planning report (due at the end of week two) 
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• Group project progress report (due at the end of week five1) 

• Group application activities and response to another group on the 

discussion board (due at the end of weeks three and five) 

• Final group portfolio project (due at the end of week seven) 

• Individual reflection paper (due at the end of week seven) 

Students were assigned to work in a small group (usually of three or four students 

per group) and given a teaching context including type of course (e.g., writing, 

listening and speaking). Most of the teachers in this study also assigned students a 

context with a country, type of school, age of students, and number of students in 

their class. An example teaching context is a writing class of 25 students aged 16-

18 in a South Korean high school college-preparatory program. For the basic 

TESOL course, the final project consisted of the following: 

• a syllabus with four to six learning outcomes, a course description, 

grading framework, a schedule, and a list of materials to be used, which 

could include a textbook; 

• four 50-minute lesson plans, and 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
1
 The planning and progress reports were not graded as they do not relate to the 

student learning outcomes. 
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• an assessment that would count for a significant portion of the grade.  

Each of these assignments and replies were graded using rubrics and counted for a 

significant portion of the course grade. Students were encouraged to collaborate 

with their group on all of the group assignments; they were told that all members 

of the group would get the same grade for the group assignments and that they 

would have an opportunity in the final reflection to confidentially report on each 

person’s contribution. Students were also informed to let the instructor know if 

any group members were not contributing fairly.  

In order to complete this group portfolio project, students were expected to 

use the feedback that they got from the previous individual and group assignments 

throughout the course and work with their group members. The final group 

portfolio project was major part of the final course grade, 30% in fall 2014 and 

later 25%. Guidelines and grading rubrics were provided for each of these 

assignments on the course management system along with all of the other 

materials. The individual reflection prompt provided specific questions such as 

asking about their role in the group project and their rationale for the elements 

included in the final project, supported by references from course materials. The 

individual reflection was only 5% of the total course grade and was also graded 

using a rubric provided on the course website. The research questions, data 

gathered, and summaries of each of the three articles that were part of this 

dissertation research project follow. 
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Article 1: Analyzing the Value of a Group Project in an Online Language 

Teacher Education Course 

The overarching question in the first article was to explore the value of a 

group project that was implemented in an online TESOL program. In order to 

gain better insight into various perspectives of the group project in this online 

program, this study seeks to answer the following questions: 

1. What are the benefits and challenges of a group project in an online language 

teacher education course according to the students, the teachers, and the teacher 

training coordinator? 

2. How useful are the various components of the online group project according to 

the students, the teachers, and the teacher training coordinator? 

3. What suggestions, if any, do these stakeholders have for improving the group 

project? 

By exploring these questions, the researcher sought to provide detailed insights 

into one program and share findings and suggestions that should be helpful for 

this program as well as others that are interested in implementing an online group 

project to foster more student-centered learning. 

To answer these research questions, the researcher collected and analyzed the 

following: 
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(1) a student background survey given at the beginning of the course2; 

(2) introductions that students posted on the course discussion board; 

(3) individual reflection papers that students submitted at the end of the 

course as part of their coursework; 

(4) anonymous course and teacher evaluations completed by students at the 

end of each course; 

(5) an individual semi-structured interview with students, the teacher, and the 

teacher training coordinator after the end of the course, either in person or 

on Skype. The interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ 

permission and transcribed. For the data collected in fall 2015, participants 

were given the option to respond to the questions asynchronously by 

typing their answers in a Word document sent via email. The researcher 

read these and sent individuals follow-up questions as necessary. The 

questions for the interview with students are included in the appendices to 

article 1. 

This data was collected to address the overarching question of the first 

article, which was to determine the overall value of the group project by 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
2 Starting in Spring 2015, students were asked to complete an entrance survey at 
the beginning of the course to help the teacher better understand students’ 
previous experiences and goals; prior to that, the students who agreed to 
participate in the study were asked to complete a short student background 
survey. 
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examining its benefits and challenges according to students, teachers, and the 

teacher training coordinator. Suggestions were also elicited and provided, 

combined with the author’s knowledge based on the readings, research, and emic 

perspective of having taught one of the sections of the online class. The main 

benefits of the group project reported were that students could accomplish more 

and produce better materials by working together than they would have on their 

own, since they gained insights by working with their group and getting feedback 

from their peers as well as from the course instructor. Main challenges mentioned 

were the difficulty of communicating with group mates since it was mediated 

through the computer and people had different schedules. There were also 

challenges related to the group work aspect. Group work in a face-to-face setting 

is already challenging, but it is even more difficult online. One of the biggest 

challenges typical of group work that participants here also expressed was uneven 

contributions. To benefit the most from group work, students collaborate, but 

cooperation is easier and thus is typically more common in group work; students’ 

comments seemed to indicated that cooperation was more common than 

collaboration in the current research, too, although some comments did seem to 

indicate that some groups worked collaboratively. 

A variety of suggestions emerged to deal with challenges and to make the 

group project better. One was the importance of grouping. Teachers could choose 

how to group their students. Most instructors grouped students purposefully, for 

example to make sure there was a mix of people with and without experience 
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within each group and to put people with similar interests together, if possible. 

Several participants suggested that grouping students by time zone could be 

useful. Another possibility is to allow students to make their own groups and/or to 

let them choose their own contexts to give them freedom, which may increase 

engagement and motivation. While this is challenging to organize in an online 

class, it is possible with guidelines and scaffolding from the instructor. Groups of 

three to four seem optimal for online group work because having more students in 

a group makes it more difficult to communicate and coordinate, especially when 

limited to computer-mediated communication, as is often common in fully online 

classes.  

One instructor in the current study allowed students the option of working 

alone if they preferred, and a couple of students chose that option. Although those 

students had to do all the assignments by themselves, in their reflections and the 

interview, they mentioned being glad that they could work alone, as they had busy 

schedules and found it to be easier that way instead of having to coordinate with 

others. Although group work can have many benefits and those students missed 

out on the opportunity to collaborate with others in a group and learn from each 

other, this seems like a valuable option. Adults take this class for a reason, have 

busy lives, and enjoy having freedom, so it is good to explain the value of 

working in a group, but to also allow them to work alone if they really prefer it in 

an online class such as this. 
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In the current study, all of the instructors assigned students to groups and 

gave each group a scenario (e.g., teaching writing at a high school in China). 

Students spend a considerable amount of time and energy over the two-month 

course to complete tasks that are part of the group portfolio project (e.g., writing 

objectives, a syllabus, lesson plans, and an assessment). Some people come into 

the class with teaching experience, while others do not. Some people have clear 

ideas about what they want to do when they complete the class including what age 

group they want to work with and where they want to work. From what we know 

about principles of andragogy, adults like to have choice. Therefore, the 

researcher suggests giving students a choice in the context for which they design 

their materials in this course. When working in a group, this will necessitate some 

negotiations, which can be challenging to do online, but not at all impossible. It is 

thus suggested that the instructor provide clear instructions and guidelines for the 

project and allow students freedom in choosing their group and context. If 

students have trouble with this, the instructor can help.  

Some instructors disagree with the idea of having students choose their 

own group because then everybody might want to work with the people with the 

most experience or people might want to just work with their friends or people 

like them, which would decrease the likelihood of diverse groups, which can be 

so enriching. A solution is then for the instructor to elicit information from 

students to gain information about their background, needs, and interests and use 

that to assign students to create groups, making sure to include students with 
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varying levels of experience so that they can help each other. The instructor 

should provide guidelines for each group to communicate early on to set norms 

for their group about how they will communicate. They could also be encouraged 

to take on roles (e.g., leader, scheduler for synchronous meetings, note-taker 

during meetings, editor, etc.). Then each group could choose their own scenario 

with guidance and support from the instructor. 

Another suggestion is to provide models for students to see, for example 

objectives, syllabi, and lesson plans, as these are the types of documents that 

students need to produce for the group project and in teaching, for those who 

(will) work as teachers. 

Although many teachers did this, a useful reminder for all teachers and 

especially online educators is the importance of making expectations and 

communications clear. That includes providing clear guidelines on grading, 

feedback, and communication policies. For example, at the beginning of the 

course, it is recommended to let students know what to do if they have questions 

and the instructor’s policy for length of time to respond to questions and 

assignments. 

It is also helpful for the instructor to regularly email students and to post 

those announcements on the course management system news with an image as 

well to help students see that new information is there and that it is easy to find. 

Another suggestion is for the program coordinator to talk with teachers 

individually to elicit feedback. Having a mentor can also helpful for new teachers. 
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Since new teachers may be hesitant to ask questions and not necessarily know 

what questions to ask, it is helpful for the mentor to be proactive in guiding new 

teachers, to set up regular meetings for them to check in and discuss any issues or 

questions that arise. Teachers should also reach out to their students to see how 

they are doing and to encourage questions. This shows students that the teacher 

cares about them, is approachable, and willing to offer support. 

In conclusion for the first article, despite the inherent challenges in group 

work that are even more difficult online, there can be many benefits of having 

students work in groups to complete a well-planned project. With good design 

and effective implementation and support, benefits of group projects can 

outweigh their drawbacks, and they can help overcome challenges in online 

education, such as the feeling of isolation and higher drop out rates. In the current 

research, the implementation of the group project was a valuable curricular 

innovation that led to more student-centered learning. Students were able to apply 

what they were learning to develop authentic materials, which made the 

achievement of real-world learning outcomes much better than in the previous 

curriculum in which students completed written assignments submitted only to the 

instructor and answered questions for a final written exam. As with anything, 

there is still room for improvement, so the suggestions provided in this study 

should help this program and others to implement effective guidelines for group 

projects in an online class. 
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Article 2: Instructors’ Perceptions of their Role in an Online Language 

Teacher Education Course 

The research question for the second article was: What is the role of the 

instructor in an online TESOL course and in an online group project? This 

question was answered by examining what instructors said about their role in the 

course and online group project and by observations of asynchronous computer-

mediated communication archived on the course management system. 

Specifically, data collection for the second article included a semi-structured 

interview with individual instructors in the online TESOL program from fall 13 

2014 to fall 1 2015 (N = 5) using questions developed by the researcher and 

document analysis. Interview questions that are relevant to the current research 

asked instructors about their teaching background as well as their role in the 

program, in the course, and in the group project. Each interview lasted about one 

hour and was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. One instructor opted to 

respond to the questions in writing on a Word document by email. Document 

analysis included the Teacher Training Program Instructor Handbook, 

asynchronous computer-mediated communication archives in the online courses, 

and some emails from instructors who provided them. 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
3 Fall 1 means the first eight-week session of that semester. 
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The second article examined the role of the instructor in the online TESOL 

classes and in the group project within those classes from the perspectives of 

instructors and the teacher training coordinator. As many instructors teach a class 

that was designed by somebody else, Richardson, Koehler, Besser, Caskurlu, Lim, 

and Mueller (2015) suggested examining how non-designing course instructors 

view their roles. Using data gathered from semi-structured individual interviews 

with instructors after teaching their course combined with examination of the 

Teacher Training Program Instructor Handbook, thematic analysis was applied 

and revealed six main roles of the instructor: as preparer, designer, subject matter 

expert, facilitator, respondent, and checker. The first role, preparer, emerged from 

guidelines in the instructor handbook, as it explained what the instructor needed 

to do to prepare the course and themselves before the course and at the beginning 

of each module throughout the course.  

Although the curriculum was designed by the teacher training coordinator 

and instructors did not have to create much original material besides their weekly 

videos and emails to students, the second role as designer involved the instructor 

assigning students to groups and to a context, and possibly offering suggestions to 

revise the curriculum. As can be expected, instructors also saw themselves as 

subject matter experts, since they provided content knowledge and supplementary 

materials. Another role was as facilitator or guide. Some instructors expressed the 

importance of fostering a sense of community and encouraging students. 
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Instructors also identified their responsibility to respond to students’ 

questions, which was mainly by email, although some students attended online 

office hours to ask questions, and some posted questions on the discussion board. 

Finally, instructors saw themselves as a checker, since they needed to monitor 

students’ work and give them feedback. It was insightful to hear how instructors 

viewed their roles. Suggestions were also offered for instructors such as providing 

clear guidelines and expectations, responding promptly to question, being 

approachable, providing helpful feedback and scaffolding to help develop and 

support a community of learners. 

Article 3: Learner Diversity and Evaluations of the Community of Inquiry 

Presences in an Online Language Teacher Education Course 

Partially inspired by previous research from Lambert and Fisher (2013) 

who examined student demographic information and the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) survey results of one class and Akyol and Garrison (2008) who used the CoI 

survey along with questions about perceived learning and satisfaction, the third 

article explores the following research questions: 

1. What do learners’ backgrounds and plans at the beginning of a course 

reveal about their needs in an online language teacher education course? 

2. What levels of teaching, social, and cognitive presence do learners in an 

online language teacher education course perceive according to the 

Community of Inquiry survey? Is there a significant correlation between 

the three aspects of the Community of Inquiry (cognitive presence, social 
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presence, and teaching presence) in this online TESOL course? If so, what 

is the correlation? 

3. How do learners in an online language teacher education course evaluate 

the course according to other factors (e.g., course satisfaction, perceived 

amount of learning, and whether online learning environment is successful 

for them)? 

The third article employed a mixed-method approach to examine profiles 

of students via a background survey that was sent to students at the beginning of 

the course and their perceptions of the three elements of the Community of 

Inquiry gathered at the end of the course using the Community of Inquiry survey. 

A descriptive, exploratory case study was employed because the purpose was to 

provide detailed insights and better understanding of one class in an online 

program in which a revised curriculum was recently implemented. The pilot 

course was taught in fall 1 2014, and the course was taught by several other 

instructors after that, so minor changes that were found to be necessary should 

have already been implemented in the course materials by the time the current 

research for article 3 was conducted in fall 1 2015. Due to improved recruiting 

techniques, a majority of students in the class in fall 1 2015 agreed to participate 

in the study and thus provided the most complete representation of the students 

and their perceptions of the class with the group project as a major part of the 

curriculum.  
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Recognizing that students in online classes are increasingly diverse, the 

third article examined the profiles of learners enrolled in one online TESOL class 

and their perceptions of elements of the Community of Inquiry. In order to 

analyze students’ profiles, an entrance survey was created, and students were 

invited to complete it online at the beginning of the course. Responses provided 

information that helped instructors understand their students’ needs better and 

could be considered when forming groups. Analysis of the entrance survey and 

introductions on the discussion board showed that the class included learners from 

a variety of age groups and educational backgrounds (from having finished two 

years of college, the minimum for enrolling in the course, to having completed a 

Master’s degree). They also had varying levels of teaching experience ranging 

from none to over ten years. The most common reason why most people were 

taking the class online was because they could not attend a face-to-face class. All 

of the students indicated that they were working full or part time while enrolled in 

this online TESOL course. When asked about their reasons for taking the class, 

many had plans to travel abroad and teach, while a couple of them planned on 

teaching ESL in the US.  

Analysis of the Community of Inquiry survey results showed that all three 

presences were perceived to be more than adequately addressed, as they were 

significantly higher than a neutral score of 3. Levels of teaching presence (M = 

4.38, SD = .49) and cognitive presence (M = 4.33, SD = .46) were both quite high 

and nearly identical. Social presence seemed to also be adequately addressed, too, 
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although it was perceived to be lower than the other two presences; social 

presence had a mean of 3.93 and a higher standard deviation .91. There was a 

significant correlation between teaching presence and cognitive presence (r = 

.723) and between cognitive presence and social presence (r = .588), neither of 

which is surprising because that corresponds with other research (e.g., Akyol & 

Garrison, 2008). The finding of this correlation between teaching and cognitive 

presence was to be expected because a higher level of teaching presence indicates 

that students agreed with statements that guidance and valuable feedback was 

provided in the course, which supports critical thinking that is a key component of 

cognitive presence. 

Results from end of course anonymous program and instructor evaluations 

showed that students seemed quite satisfied with the course, as evidenced by the 

following results: perceived learning (M = 4.08, SD = .29); course met 

expectations (M = 4.33, SD = .65); the online learning environment is effective 

for me (M = 4.17, SD = .94); and the group project helped me achieve the course 

learning outcomes (M = 4.08, SD = 1.08).  

In conclusion, article three highlighted the diversity of students enrolled in 

a class and the importance of teachers being aware of their students’ diverse needs 

in order to help them reach learning outcomes and have valuable educational 

experience. The CoI survey also provided valuable insights into the levels of 

presences in the class, which was used to highlight strengths and identify areas 

that may need more attention. Finally, although online education is challenging, 
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by incorporating meaningful assignments and interactions, which can be 

accomplished through a well-planned and supported group project, students can 

develop their skills in communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and 

creativity, which will help them apply the content knowledge from the course to 

authentic contexts and be prepared to deal with challenges, which is why these 

skills have been deemed to be critical in the 21st century. 

Rationale for Including a Group Project in Online Education 

The overarching purpose of this dissertation research project was to 

examine the student-centered curricular innovation in an online TESOL course, 

which had recently implemented a group project. Previous research examined in 

the literature review showed that a group project can be beneficial, but there were 

concerns of whether and how it would work in an online class that did not require 

any synchronous meetings such as this one. The research conducted for this 

dissertation has shown that the implementation of the group project was valuable 

and supported learning, as described in article one. Despite challenges, learners 

were able to apply what they were learning to develop a portfolio project, which 

included materials that teachers need to be able to create on the job (e.g., 

objectives, syllabus, lesson plans, and an assessment). Participants noted that the 

group project enabled students to learn more and produce a better product by 

working together than they would have been able to accomplish on their own.   

Including a group project in an online course can be beneficial for multiple 

reasons including those related to group work and those related to project-based 
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learning. For example, group work can increase social presence by encouraging 

students to get to know others in their group as individuals as they work together 

on assignments. By working with others, students can gain different perspectives 

and operate in the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). Interacting 

with others in a meaningful way with guidance from teaching presence provides 

learners with support that develops cognitive presence. People learn by doing and 

scaffolding provided by peer and instructor feedback promotes learning. 

Assistance can come from peers and/or the instructor (and/or others outside of the 

course).  

Project-based learning also has advantages. For example, it enables students to be 

able to apply theoretical information to doing a project, which leads to deeper, 

more meaningful learning. Project-based learning involves active engagement, 

learning by doing, and is more meaningful and thus information is retained 

longer.  

Rationale for Using Group Work in Online Courses 

So, why implement group work? Why is learning in groups helpful? Some 

might say that the ideal learning situation is a between a teacher and tutee, but few 

people can afford individual instruction. Furthermore, it may not always be the 

most optimal for learning, depending on the tutor’s methods. For example, if a 

student asks a question and the teacher immediately gives the student the answer 

instead of providing scaffolding and guiding them, that can prevent students from 

learning how to find an answer on their own.  
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From what we know about learning, according to socio-cultural learning 

theory, people learn by interacting with others. Vygotsky (1978) explained that 

children learn how to do things first by interacting with others before they can 

internalize them and do them on their own. Palloff and Pratt (2007), amongst 

others, have highlighted the importance of a sense of community in an online 

class to facilitate learning. Even before online courses, researchers showed 

numerous benefits of collaborative and cooperative learning techniques that can 

promote learning, when effectively implemented.  

A challenge with online classes is that people may feel isolated, so 

educators need to intentionally plan ways to promote social presence, for example 

by having students work in groups. When combined with project-based learning, 

the benefits are even better because students can work together to accomplish 

specific, authentic tasks and complete a project. However, effective group work 

does not automatically happen well just by putting students in groups. Design and 

implementation is key. The instructor plays a critical role in providing clear 

guidelines, scaffolding, and feedback. The second article explored faculty 

perspectives of the role of the instructor in an online language teacher education 

program and in a group project within those courses. 

All of the 18 case studies of online TESOL programs that Murray (2013) 

provided in her report, “A Case for Online Language Teacher Education,” 

expressed the importance of interaction and community-building, which they 

facilitated by using asynchronous discussions and specific tasks such as 
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introductions, group projects, and peer reviews. Murray (2013) emphasized the 

value of such activities by explaining, “Effective student learning requires 

collaborative, student-centered and student-created knowledge” (p. 14). 

Online group projects have been shown to be valuable, if well implemented. It is 

more challenging to create and support group work online, but it is possible to do 

so successfully. Morrison (2014), who works as a consultant for online learning, 

blogs extensively, and who has experienced online group work from the teacher 

and graduate student perspective, has noted benefits of online group work, but 

also highlighted the difficulty that teachers face when stating: “Facilitating group 

collaboration in an online course is no doubt the most challenging facet of 

teaching in an online space; the skills required go way beyond teaching and 

sharing one’s area of expertise” (para. 3). Despite its difficulty, Morrison (2012) 

argues that group work is necessary in online courses. She explains, “For e-

learning and online educators, incorporating group work into courses is a non-

negotiable, given the demands and needs for collaboration and [online] 

communication skills.” Thus, although it is challenging to implement group work 

online, if done well, it is worth it. Group work can help create a sense of 

community, which contributes to increased satisfaction in online learning (e.g., 

Williams, Cameron, & Morgan, 2012). While group projects can offer 

opportunities for valuable learning experiences, effective group work does not 

happen automatically. The instructor needs to be aware of challenges involved in 

implementing an online group project, and needs to provide well-designed 
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guidelines and scaffolding to help support a successful collaborative learning 

experience. However, online educators may be uncertain how a group project can 

be effectively implemented online (e.g., Williams et al, 2012). Based on results of 

research that investigated how students defined their roles in online group projects, 

Williams et al. (2012) offered teaching strategies for facilitating online group 

projects, some of which will be discussed next in combination with other readings 

and the researcher’s insights. 

Recommendations for Facilitating Effective Online Group Work 

Recommendations to facilitate effective group work include structuring a 

meaningful task that engages students and encourages collaboration (Illera, 2001), 

providing an initial group assignment to help students understand roles and styles, 

making some group participation visible to the instructor and/or providing status 

updates, providing a way to individualize grades, encouraging group 

presentations, and posting guidelines for processes involved in successful group 

work (Morgan, Williams, Cameron, & Wade, 2014; Williams et al., 2012). 

Providing students with a guide explaining processes in effective group work is 

suggested and includes clearly defining the goal of the project, defining the key 

tasks, determining the role of each participant, setting a realistic and clear timeline 

in writing, creating a written record summarizing key information after every 

group meeting, agreeing to solve problems respectfully if they arise, and have a 

procedure of what to do in case of problems (Morgan et al., 2014; Williams et al., 

2012). 
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Research on online TESOL courses has shown the importance of student-

centered and collaborative components (Chen, 2012; Shin, 2008). Including small 

group activities in online courses can fosters a sense of community as they 

provide opportunities for meaningful interaction and help students make 

connections (Rovai, 2002). Since dialogue is a critical component of online 

learning, online instructors need to inspire learners to interact meaningfully and 

need to be aware of their roles in facilitating task-oriented and community-

building interactions (Rovai, 2002).  

Group work is helpful to prepare people for work in the real world, which 

often necessitates working with others and collaboration. The current research 

context examined an online course that prepares people to teach language. In this 

context, there are multiple reasons why group work is valuable:  

1. The value of using a student-centered approach to teaching has been 

highlighted by researchers including Weimer (2013). In language 

teaching, it is critical to adopt a student-centered approach (e.g., (e.g., 

Nunan, 1988). People do not learn a language effectively by just passively 

listening to lectures or reading. Instead, they need to be actively involved. 

Having language learners work in groups is an authentic way promotes 

language production and negotiation of meaning, which are critical 

components of second language acquisition. Research has shown that 

language learners can benefit from collaborative group work (e.g., 

Kessler, Bikowski, & Boggs, 2012; Storch, 2013; Storch, 2013).  
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2. People often teach how they were taught (Johnson, 2009b), so using 

student-centered techniques in language teacher education is valuable to 

help teacher-trainees experience working in groups, which will help them 

as they plan for their own language teaching. 

3. Teachers often have the sole responsibility to teach their own classes and 

may not have not have assistance. There is a lot of freedom, but it can also 

be isolating unless teachers intentionally seek out opportunities to share 

ideas with other educators. Many teachers are so busy that they may not 

make the time to work with other educators after getting their teaching 

credential, besides what may be required by their employer. In a teacher 

training program such as this, it is thus an ideal opportunity to work with 

others to work in the zone of proximal development and learn from each 

other. As Vygotsky (1978) explained, learners learn by first working with 

others before they can do work on their own. 

4. Language teachers, especially those taking online classes, are quite 

diverse, as are their students. Working in groups can provide valuable 

experience working with people of different backgrounds, which can help 

build empathy and help in being more prepared for effectively reaching 

their diverse learners when teaching. Researchers have highlighted the 

need to be sensitive to students’ diverse needs and provided guidance on 

how to do so in online environments (Jung & Gunawardena, 2014). 
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5. Collaboration, communication, critical thinking, and creativity are 

essential twenty-first century skills. As such, teacher trainees need to 

develop these skills and will need to develop these skills in their students. 

The Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21) has developed guidelines 

and resources to help educators and others develop these skills. For more 

information, see http://www.p21.org/. 

6. People learn best by interacting with others, as asserted by theorists of 

socio-constructivist approaches, most notably Vygotsky (1978). 

Suggestions for Implementing a Group Project in an Online Class 

Based on the readings, current research, and emic experience, suggestions for 

implementing a group project in an online class are as follows: 

1. Have an area on the course for introductions. Provide an engaging 

prompt to invite students to share about themselves (e.g., their 

previous relevant experience, why they are taking the class, their 

goals, and anything else they want to share about themselves). The 

instructor should also provide an introduction to model effective 

communication, lower the affective filter, and start to create a sense of 

community. 

2. Encourage students to upload a profile picture. Ask students to read 

their fellow students’ profiles and respond to at least two. (If students 

are given the option to choose their own groups, they will be more 

interested in this). 
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3. Create a group worthy task. 

4. Make the task authentic/realistic. 

5. Communicate the purpose of the task and the collaboration. 

6. Provide clear guidelines. Also allow students some freedom to choose 

a context or areas of particular interest. This is key, as it fosters 

intrinsic motivation. 

7. Decide how teams will be formed. Will the teacher choose groups or 

will students be allowed to choose their own groups? In a fully online 

class, time zones may need to be considered. Groups of 3-4 seem to be 

optimal for online groups. Having more than that makes 

communication and coordination more difficult and makes it easier for 

some to be less active. 

8. Whichever way groups are formed, get groups started early on so they 

have more time to work together. 

9. Provide students with guidelines on initial task to do in their groups 

(e.g., deciding on how they will communicate with each other, creating 

a group contract to which they all agree, encouraging them to 

determine their roles and choose a leader, having them fill out a 

planning report (Note: Google Doc is better than a Word doc so all can 

see it and work on it together synchronously or asynchronously).  

10. Be available to answer student questions. If a group has problems or 

misunderstandings, it may be helpful for the teacher to schedule a 
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synchronous videoconference with them (e.g., using the 

videoconferencing tool on the Course Management System or on 

Skype). 

11. Recommend tools for students to communicate and provide clear, 

user-friendly guidelines on how to use them. 

12. Develop ways to make students accountable. Some tips in regards to a 

sample group contract and peer evaluation are provided at the 

following link: 

https://onlinelearninginsights.wordpress.com/tag/group-work-online/ 

13. Request progress reports with evidence or have students use Google 

Docs and let them know that you will check on them at certain times 

and look to see that everyone is participating. 

14. Provide students with ongoing feedback and be proactive about 

dealing with issues that arise. 

15. Offer regular synchronous office hours and class meetings. Record 

synchronous classes in case students cannot attend. Another way to 

engage students could be other ways of multi-media interactions such 

as using VoiceThread and social media. That could also help them 

develop a personal learning network that they can use to continue their 

learning community and professional development after the course is 

over, if they choose. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the three articles in this dissertation have provided insights 

into several important areas of an online TESOL program that was recently 

revised to make it more student-centered. The main curricular innovation was the 

inclusion of a group project. Based on socio-constructivist views of learning, 

including a group project can be an effective way to promote learning by 

increasing meaningful interactions and enabling students to apply what they are 

learning to produce an authentic project. Instructors play an important role in 

creating and sustaining a community of inquiry that promotes learning. Although 

many people still think that face-to-face classes are the gold standard, they are not 

all created equally. Many students nowadays enroll in online classes for various 

reasons. Thanks to developments in technology and what we know about how 

people learn, instructors can leverage technology to enable more student-centered 

learning. By engaging students in deeper learning approaches such as project-

based learning, students have the opportunity to apply what they are learning to 

create an authentic project while developing 21st skills. 

Significance of the Studies 

Findings of these studies provide detailed insights into participants’ 

perceptions of the revised curriculum including the group project, the role of the 

teacher, and the levels of the CoI presences. Implications are relevant for multiple 

stakeholders including those who want to gain deeper insights into a course that 

implemented a group project to make it more student-centered. It should be useful 



 
 

 

 

 

55

for curriculum developers and teachers not only in online (language) teacher 

education, but also in the growing field of online pedagogy more generally. 

Group work can provide advantages for online learners as it can combat 

isolation and promote student-centered learning. Gaining awareness of how 

learner-centered approaches have been tested and the type of evidence that shows 

its effectiveness can help a teacher or program justify their approach for those 

who are unconvinced of its value (Weimer, 2013). The present research makes a 

contribution to evidence-based research that is needed and should be useful for 

those developing curriculum in online education, particularly in online language 

teacher education. Online learning has the potential not only to increase access to 

education, but also to increase its effectiveness (Reeves & Reeves, 2012). 

Conducting purposeful formative feedback helps to maximize teaching 

effectiveness (Hattie, 2009). 

Although the instructors in this program have experience and expertise 

teaching ESL and language teacher training, people are often very busy and do 

not have time to analyze and reflect on their own courses in detail. Thus, a 

researcher who has reviewed the research on online course design and 

implementation and who has taught the advanced course in the program could 

provide insights by analyzing areas that need more attention highlighted in the 

literature review and examining the data to distill useful insights for this program 

and others interested in promoting student-centered learning in an online 

educational environment.   
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Limitations 

Since this is a case study of a particular program, the results are not 

generalizable. If students are required to complete assignments as part of 

coursework, they may respond how they think the teacher wants them to respond 

instead of what they truly think. In addition, participants may respond stating 

what they think they ought to say or write as opposed to what they actually 

believe or do. Furthermore, although this program is accredited, at the time of 

data collection, it did not offer college credit or give grades. Students needed to 

obtain a total score of 75 percent to pass the course. Therefore, some aspects may 

not be comparable to graduate or certificate programs, which offer university 

credits and grades and with different admission requirements. 

Future Research 

Future research could explore the philosophy of teaching and learning 

online of teachers and students and compare it with observations in a course. 

Communications between teachers and students could also be analyzed using the 

Community of Inquiry framework or Richardson et al.’s (2015) guidelines for 

instructor presence. Another area for possible research would be to examine more 

in detail how group work works in order to highlight traits of effective online 

group work and help students develop skills to collaborate online effectually, 

which is becoming increasingly useful for work. These are just a few examples of 

research that can help us better gain insights into online teaching and learning 

experiences.  
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APPENDIX A: ANALYZING THE VALUE OF A GROUP 

PROJECT IN AN ONLINE LANGUAGE TEACHER EDUCATION 

COURSE 

 

Abstract 

The number of online language teacher education programs continues to rise to 

address the need for qualified language teachers worldwide (England & Hall, 

2012; Hall & Knox, 2009; Murray, 2013). As more courses are offered online, 

educators realize the necessity to re-consider instructional design to engage 

students in an online environment. Although distance education was based on 

reading texts and writing responses, advances in technology and Internet access 

allow more multimedia materials and dynamic interactions. Socio-constructivist 

approaches to learning (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978) assert that meaningful interaction 

promotes learning. In an online environment, students can engage in educational 

interaction and student-centered learning by doing a group project. The present 

research is a qualitative case study that examines the benefits and challenges of a 

group portfolio project, which was implemented in an online program that 

prepares people to teach English to speakers of other languages (TESOL), and 

includes perspectives from students, teachers, and the teacher training coordinator. 

Data was gathered from several courses from the first project implementation in 

fall 2014 through fall 2015 and included student background surveys, document 

analyses, coursework, course and teacher evaluations, and individual semi-

structured end-of-semester interviews. Participants from all three groups 

expressed that students could accomplish more and produce a better quality 
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product in the group project than they would have been able to alone; the project 

promoted working in the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Findings also showed that common challenges had to do with communication and 

differing expectations. Suggestions fell into the following themes: grouping 

students, group work guidelines, course materials and project guidelines, course 

design, communication, and teacher support. Based on this research and the 

author’s emic perspective as one of several teacher participants, insights are 

provided that should be helpful for those who want to understand perceptions of a 

group project in an online course. In addition, suggestions for good practice are 

offered which should be useful for this program and for others who are 

considering implementing a group project in an online course. 

Keywords: online education, group project, (online) (language) teacher 

education, project-based learning 
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Analyzing the Value of a Group Project in an Online Language Teacher 

Education Course 

The number of students taking online classes has continually been 

increasing at much greater rates than overall in higher education (Allen & 

Seaman, 2016). Distance learning originally developed to enable people who 

could not attend face-to-face classes on campus and grew out of the 

correspondence course model in which readings and assignments were sent by 

mail prior to the Internet. Traditional online classes have tended to be text-heavy, 

and consisted mostly of reading, participating in asynchronous conversations on a 

discussion board, submitting assignments to the teacher, and completing online 

assessments. In the past, online courses were limited by what technology could 

offer. However, as technology has advanced and become more user-friendly and 

access to high-speed Internet has become more wide-spread, technology is less of 

a constraint as it now offers affordances for active learning. Usage statistics on 

Web 2.0 applications including social network sites demonstrate the popular 

desire to communicate with others and how technology can enable such 

interactions online for people separated by distance or time.  

People have been comparing online with face-to-face learning for nearly 

as long as online learning has existed. Research comparing these two modes of 

education has consistently found no significant difference (Goertler, 2011; Means, 

Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2010). However, researchers have argued that 
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courses offered partially or fully online should be examined in their own right 

(Blake, 2009; Garrett, 1991; Goertler, 2011). 

Based on constructivist views of learning, most modern approaches to 

instructional design have suggested that online courses use a student-centered 

approach to promote educational interactions. The three types of interaction in 

online learning are between the teacher and students, students and the material, 

and between students (Moore, 1989). A group project is one way to encourage 

student-centered learning as it provides all three types of interaction and 

especially encourages student-student and student-material interaction, which is 

often limited in online courses if not intentionally planned. Project-based learning 

has been found to offer many educational benefits (Krajcik & Shin, 2014). 

Although group projects have been popular in face-to-face classes for years, 

teachers of online classes use group projects less often due to their perceived 

challenges (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007).  

In order to better understand how to effectively implement online group 

projects, more research is needed to address gaps in the literature regarding 

perceptions of online group work from student (Koh & Hill, 2009) and faculty 

perspectives (Wade, Cameron, Williams, & Morgan, 2016). The current research 

examines an online language teacher education program, specifically one that 

prepares people to teach English to speakers of other languages (TESOL), which 

implemented a group project as a key course component starting in fall 2014. 

Although group projects can promote collaboration and engagement, they can be 
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especially challenging in a fully online course with no required synchronous 

components. Thus, this case study will explore the benefits and challenges of the 

group project from several perspectives including those of the students, the 

teachers, and the teacher training coordinator. There are several motivations for 

this research including to provide insights and suggestions that would be useful to 

those involved in this program as well as others like it as well as those 

considering implementing an online group project. In the next section, the main 

areas of literature relevant to the present research will be described. 

Literature Review 

This section provides a review of the relevant literature to situate the 

current research, beginning with a brief overview of online education and a 

rationale for using a student-centered approach for teaching online. A brief 

overview of research on computer-supported collaborative learning, project-based 

learning, group projects, online group work, and authentic learning will also be 

provided. Collaboration and cooperation will be distinguished. In addition, the 

theoretical framework using socio-cultural theory will be explained. Finally, a gap 

in the literature will be shown and the current research will be presented. 

Online Education  

The definition of an online course is one in which “at least 80% of the 

content is delivered online” (Allen & Seaman, 2016); this same definition has 

been used for thirteen years since Allen and Seaman first published their annual 

research reports on trends in online learning in US higher education. Reviewing 
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the literature in a field such as online learning is challenging because it is not in 

one location, but spread across many disciplines and academic communities 

(Graham, 2016). In addition, technology is continually evolving and many 

instructors teach online without doing research on it. Furthermore, research, 

especially that done by teacher-scholars, takes considerable time to do and get 

published, so by the time research on the implementation of technology is 

published, it may be outdated. 

Anybody who has taught online and face-to-face has experienced how 

different teaching in these two modes can be. Kouritzin, who taught an online MA 

TESOL course in the late 90s wrote, "Teaching courses online changes the forms 

of language used, the nature of learning, the learners, and the development of 

community (e.g., Warschauer, 1998)” (2002, p. 621). Research on how people 

learn effectively needs to inform how we design and teach online classes because 

the way that courses are designed and implemented greatly influences learning 

outcomes and satisfaction.    

Online Language Teacher Education 

The number of online language teacher education courses continues to rise 

due to the increasing need for training. England (2012b) found that there were 

more than 40 university-based Masters in TESOL programs online and by 

distance around the world, and at least 400 private institutions that offer TESOL 

certificates online. Recent publications such as Murray’s (2013) “The Case for 

Online English Language Teacher Education” and England’s (2012b) edited 
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volume, Online Language Teacher Education: TESOL Perspectives, attest to the 

growing attention in this area.  

Many online TESOL programs highlight the flexibility and convenience 

of learning online in their advertising, as these are important factors for their 

target audience (England, 2012). Most online programs are asynchronous 

(England, 2012) and thus allow students to participate without having to attend at 

a specific time and location. One interesting exception to fully asynchronous 

online TESOL courses is Anaheim University, which boasts weekly online 

classes using high-definition video with their world-renowned faculty, including 

Denise Murray, one of the main researchers in online language teacher education, 

and David Nunan, who has been teaching in online graduate TESOL programs 

since the 1990s. 

Although the goals and objectives of a program can be the same whether it 

is offered face-to-face or online, the learner’s experience is often quite different. 

As England (2012) explained, when learning online, “Students write more and 

must master the use of more technological tools in their learning. Instructors 

provide different types of instructional materials. Interactions between instructor 

and student(s) and among students are different from face-to-face classes in 

TESOL programs" (p. 4). Indeed, the learning experience online is qualitatively 

different than a face-to-face class where students attend at a certain time and place 

each week and interact with their teacher and classmates in real time in person. 
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Due to differences in the learning experience in a computer-mediated 

environment, Arispe and Blake (2012) conducted research to examine whether 

specific personality and cognitive factors correlated with students who were 

successful in hybrid language classes; a statistically significant finding was that 

conscientiousness, as defined and measured by the Big Five Inventory scale 

(John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008), was positively correlated with those who had 

good grades in the hybrid classes, suggesting that conscientious learners do well 

in a hybrid setting. Other research has documented challenges involved with 

learning online, which has a higher drop out rate than face-to-face classes (Allen 

& Seaman, 2013; Lee & Choi, 2011). For example, research has shown that 

motivation is necessary to be successful in online classes (Bekele, 2010) and that 

a low level of motivation is a significant contributor to a high drop out rate in 

online classes (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005). Such findings are not surprising as 

many people who have experienced online learning express that they require more 

motivation and self-discipline to do well. 

Educators have published about their experiences teaching in online MA 

TESOL programs since 1999 (Kouritzin, 2002; David Nunan, 1999, 2002). Like 

almost anything, it has its advantages and disadvantages and has been continually 

evolving along with our knowledge of effective online teaching and learning 

practices. Despite humble beginnings and technological limitations of distance 

and online education, many contemporary online teacher education programs use 

constructivist pedagogical approaches, focusing on student-centered learning (e.g, 
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Honebein, 1996; Jonassen, 1994). Research has shown that student-centered 

learning leads to better learning outcomes and social skill development (Johnson 

& Johnson, 1994).  

Traditionally, second language (L2) teacher education has been based on 

transmitting knowledge about second language acquisition (SLA) and language, 

and was mostly in the classroom; programs that are more practically oriented 

usually include a teaching practicum (Johnson, 2009). Teaching methods tend to 

evolve over the years, and some methods can be more conducive to teaching 

certain subjects. In teacher education, it is important not only to develop teacher 

trainees’ content knowledge, but also to model effective teaching because people 

often teach the way they were taught. In addition, many of those who are learning 

to teach now will probably be teaching online in the future (England, 2012; 

Murray, 2013). 

Learning to communicate in a language is not something that can be 

effectively acquired only by listening to lectures. Communicative language 

teaching has become a popular language teaching methodology since its 

introduction in the 1980s. Modern approaches to pedagogy have shifted from the 

traditional teacher-centered “sage on the stage” to a more student-centered “guide 

on the side” model (Murray, 2013, p. 41). In face-to-face classrooms, teachers can 

incorporate student-centered learning techniques in a variety of ways such as 

having students work in a small group and facilitating discussions and projects. 

Such techniques can also be implemented in an online learning environment.  
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A Constructivist Approach to Online Teaching 

Although online learning can offer many advantages including access to 

education, a drawback is that students can feel isolated. To combat feelings of 

isolation in online learning, teachers can provide assignments that involve 

interaction with others. Building on socio-constructivist approaches to learning, 

having students work in groups is one way to promote interaction and 

collaborative learning. Putting students in groups does not automatically promote 

collaboration, but it can be achieved with proper guidance, support, and feedback.  

Although early online learning was limited by what technology could do, 

advances in computer hardware, software, and Internet connectivity continue to 

make interactive and constructivist learning more feasible than ever. Preferred 

instructional models in online environments nowadays are “more collaborative, 

problem based, generative, exploratory, and interactive” and emphasize guiding 

learning now more than in the past (Bonk, 2009, p. 33). When creating and 

teaching classes that are fully or partially online, Reeves and Reeves (2012) 

recommend establishing and maintaining cognitive, social, and teaching 

presences, foundations of the Community of Inquiry framework (Anderson, 

Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001), which are described next. 

The Community of Inquiry Framework 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) analyzed transcripts of computer 

conferencing in asynchronous online learning courses in higher education and 

developed the Community of Inquiry (CoI) as a "conceptual framework that 
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identifies elements that are crucial prerequisites for a successful higher 

educational experience" (p. 87). The CoI includes three overlapping components: 

cognitive presence, teaching presence, and social presence. The CoI, one of the 

first models that described processes and perspectives in asynchronous, text-

based, constructivist, many-to many online learning environments, has 

continually grown in popularity since the publication of the seminal article and is 

widely recognized as a key resource among researchers, scholars in education, 

and practitioners (Kineshanko, 2016).  

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) defined each of the three 

presences and provided descriptors with key terms and phrases that typically 

represent each of these elements. Cognitive presence involves participants in a 

community of inquiry constructing meaning through continual communication 

and is "a vital element in critical thinking, a process and outcome that is 

frequently presented as the ostensible goal of all higher education" (Garrison et 

al., 2000, p. 89). Cognitive presence is described as “the exploration, construction, 

resolution and confirmation of understanding through collaboration and reflection 

in a community of inquiry” (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007, p. 65) and includes four 

categories: 1) a triggering event, which involves recognizing a problem or feeling 

puzzled; 2) exploration, which involves exchanging information and discussing 

unclear points; 3) integration, which involves integrating ideas and creating 

solutions; and 4) resolution, which involves applying new ideas and evaluating 

solutions (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000).  
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Social presence plays a key role in supporting cognitive presence and 

involves participants’ ability to present themselves and their personal 

characteristics to others in the Community of Inquiry as a real person (Garrison et 

al., 2000, p. 89). Social presence includes three sub-categories: 1) emotional 

expression, which can involve sharing about personal experiences and using 

emoticons; 2) open communication, which means encouraging risk-free 

expression and offering encouragement and acknowledgement; and 3) group 

cohesion, which involves encouraging collaboration and support. 

Teaching presence is characterized as “the design, facilitation and 

direction of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally 

meaningful and educationally worthwhile outcomes” (Garrison, Anderson, & 

Archer, 2000, p. 90). Teaching presence includes three categories identified as (1) 

instructional management, which involves planning before and during the 

educational unit, (2) building understanding, which involves facilitating the 

educational experience for example by focusing discussion, highlighting 

contributions, noting similarities and differences, and (3) direct instruction which 

involves assessing contributions, prompting, guiding, questioning, summarizing, 

teaching, and providing feedback to facilitate the educational process (Garrison et 

al., 2000). The aim of teaching presence is to support and improve cognitive and 

social presence to reach educational outcomes (Garrison et al., 2000).  
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Student-centered Learning 

In this section, literature on student-centered approaches and collaborative 

learning with the support of computers will be briefly reviewed. Learner-centered 

approaches continue to become more prevalent and their effectiveness has been 

justified by a significant amount of research (Weimer, 2013). Nunan (1988) 

provided a book-length explanation of why and how to create a learner-centered 

curriculum in language teaching. Research justifying the value of student-centered 

approaches began in education and its subfields and now includes pedagogical 

research by practitioners in nearly every discipline (Weimer, 2013). A recognized 

scholar on student-centered approaches, Weimer (2013), provided a through 

overview of learner-centered teaching and summarized research findings, which 

showed that it "promote[s] a different, deeper, and better kind of learning" (p. 33).  

Whereas traditional formal education followed a teacher-centered 

approach in which professors typically lecture to transmit information to students, 

in a student-centered approach, the role of the instructor changes to a guide who 

facilitates student interaction and collaboration to co-construct knowledge that is 

personally meaningful. Interaction and collaboration among students and the 

instructor are required in a student-centered approach (Jonassen, Davidson, 

Collins, Campbell, & Haag, 1995; Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998; Savery & 

Duffy, 1995). Proponents of student-centered learning argue that actively 

involving students in learning and allowing them some control over it makes 

knowledge more personally relevant (Knowlton, 2000). 
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Student-centered approaches to learning are associated with 

constructivism, since key tenets include students' active involvement in co-

creating their understanding and knowledge. Knowlton (2000) provided a 

convincing argument that online courses must use student-centered approaches to 

promote effective learning because students’ posts are the only ways to 

demonstrate their participation. Teachers cannot see online students interacting in 

the same way as in a classroom, so if students do not post something, the 

instructor does not know if “they have been there” (Palloff & Pratt, 1999, p. 6). It 

should be noted that modern course management systems enable the instructor to 

see if students have clicked on certain items within the course management 

system, but that does not mean that they actually read, watched, listened, or 

understood the material. Having students participate in an asynchronous 

discussion via a discussion board on the course is a common way of encouraging 

student-centered learning in an online class; however, its effectiveness depends 

largely on the quality of the questions and responses after their post. When 

students post something, that provides evidence of their participation and 

demonstration of learning. Another example is having students work together in a 

group. Instead of the traditional role of the teacher delivering information to 

students, assigning group projects with authentic tasks and intervening if conflicts 

arise encourages collaboration, fosters a sense of community, and motivates 

learners (Reeves & Reeves, 2012). 
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Computer-supported Collaborative Learning 

Suthers (2012) defines computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL) 

as "the activity of peers interacting with each other for the purpose of learning and 

with support of information and communication technologies" (p. 1). The strictest 

definition of "collaborative activity" is "tightly controlled activity in which 

participants seek to maintain a joint conception of a problem and its solution" 

(Suthers, 2012, p. 1). Although CSCL used to view learning as a transfer of 

knowledge, it moved toward constructivist epistemologies that focus on learners' 

agency in "constructing knowledge based on her efforts to make sense of her 

experiences" (Suthers, 2012, p. 2). 

To help situate the current research, it is helpful to understand that there 

are four major research areas in computer-supported collaborative learning: 

experimental, iterative design, interaction analysis, and socio-cultural analysis. 

The later, socio-cultural analysis, used in the current study, is based on the work 

of Vygotsky (1978) and others (Jones, Dirckinck-Holmfeld, & Lindström, 2006). 

One example of CSCL, learning in online groups, can offer ideal learning 

conditions that foster student interaction, if they are effectively implemented 

(Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). For group work to be optimal educational 

experiences, learners should work collaboratively, although unless they are 

guided and supported in doing so, they may opt to work cooperatively, as it is 

seen to be easier and less time-consuming. Next we will briefly examine the 

difference between these two. 
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Cooperative and Collaborative Learning 

Researchers have distinguished between cooperation and collaboration 

(e.g., Arnold, Ducate, & Kost, 2012; Dillenbourg, Baker, Blaye, & O’Malley, 

1996; Haythornthwaite, 2006). According to Dillenbourg (1999), “the broadest 

(but unsatisfactory) definition of ‘collaborative learning’ is a situation where two 

or more people learn or attempt to learn something together" (p. 2). "Positive 

interdependence" has been identified as necessary for effective collaborative 

learning (Johnson & Johnson, 1994). Although both collaboration and 

cooperation imply working together towards a common goal, in collaboration, 

people interact, question each other, discuss the content, and edit it, working 

together to accomplish their task. On the other hand, when learners cooperate, 

they divide up the work and may sometimes coordinate (Stahl, Koschmann, & 

Suthers, 2006). Collaboration involves negotiation of meaning, a critical 

difference that can promote learning, both for those who are explaining and those 

who receive the explanation.  

The ability to collaborate with others is widely recognized in professional 

life and many educators have discovered benefits it can offer learners. 

Collaborating in a small group to complete purposeful tasks increases cognitive 

presence in a subject, but most students need support in order to effectively 

collaborate (Reeves & Reeves, 2012). Arnold et al. (2012) suggested that 

collaboration could offer more potential for improving the quality of a final 

product, although cooperation may be quicker and more convenient for 
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completing an assignment; they added that teachers can provide conditions to 

encourage collaboration, but cannot force it. 

The field of cooperative learning in education has produced some studies 

on conditions that influence whether groups promote learning that are relevant to 

CSCL (Suthers, 2012). Effective collaborative learning, which involves 

coordinating efforts, referencing others’ contributions, and building on and 

evaluating each others’ arguments, does not happen automatically when you put 

students into groups (Suthers, 2012). Suthers (2012) added that efforts necessary 

to manage the technology and the group processes may detract from effective 

group work. Thus, teachers need to provide guidance and support to help students 

learn how to collaborate effectively and suggest tools to use, especially when 

participating in a fully online environment that does not have any required 

synchronous components. 

As a bit of a historical note, Wells (1999) reminded us that the emphasis 

on cooperative learning in North America can be attributed to the key role that 

Vygotsky and Piaget put on peer group interactions in stimulating learning. In 

fact, Vygotsky (1978) wrote, "Learning awakens a variety of internal 

development processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting 

with people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers" (p. 90). 

Project-based Learning 

The origins of project-based learning (PBL) go back to Dewey (1959) who 

explained that engaging in authentic, meaningful activities and problems similar 
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to what professionals do in real life developed students' investment (Krajcik & 

Shin, 2014). PBL has gained more attention over the last couple of decades to 

address the need to increase student engagement, help learners develop deeper 

understanding of key ideas, and develop 21st century skills (Krajcik & Shin, 

2014). Project-based learning is based on constructivism and four key ideas from 

learning sciences: (1) active construction, (2) situated learning, (3) social 

interactions, and (4) cognitive tools (Krajcik & Shin, 2014, p. 277). Research on 

project-based learning has shown that students gain deeper understanding by 

actively constructing understanding and applying their ideas in real contexts 

(Krajcik & Shin, 2014) and that social interaction plays a key role in learning 

(Collins & Kapur, 2014; Greeno & Engeström, 2014; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 

2014), particularly when students, teachers, and community members construct 

shared understanding by working together in a situated activity (Krajcik & Shin, 

2014, p. 278) because learning is developed by sharing ideas and debating with 

others (Blumenfeld, Marx, Soloway, & Krajcik, 1996). Research has shown that 

students doing project-based learning reach better learning outcomes than those in 

traditional classrooms (Geier et al., 2008; Marx et al., 2004; Rivet & Krajcik, 

2004). A key aspect of project-based learning is for learners to engage in "real 

meaningful problems that are important to them" (Krajcik & Shin, 2014, p. 276). 

According to Krajcik and Czerniak (2013), project-based learning has six 

main features: (1) a driving question/problem to be solved; (2) a focus on learning 

goals that students must demonstrate; (3) an exploration of the driving question by 
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engaging in scientific practices that are key to expert performance in the 

discipline; (4) students, teachers, and community members engage in 

collaborative activities to answer the driving question; (5) scaffolding with 

learning technology is provided to students to assist them in activities beyond 

their current ability; and (6) students create tangible products addressing the 

driving question which are shared publicly.  

Authentic Learning 

"Authentic learning tasks" are believed to benefit learners, especially those 

in online learning environments (J. Herrington, Reeves, & Oliver, 2010). 

Researchers such as Oh, Liu, and Reeves (2014) praise the use of authentic tasks 

for their ability to enable learners to connect academic learning with their lives. 

Engaging students in authentic tasks that relate to how knowledge and skills can 

be used in the real world is much more effective (Herrington & Herrington, 

2005). 

Group Projects/Group Work 

Having students work together in a group is an example of a learner-

centered approach. There is a significant amount of convincing evidence of group 

work’s educational benefits including communication, critical thinking, problem 

solving, and applying knowledge (Weimer, 2013). The role of the teachers and 

students in group work is quite different from that of a traditional teacher-centered 

class; instead of a teacher lecturing to “fill empty vessels,” students are given a 

much more active role. Teachers prepare students and help them acquire 
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information in different ways then provide the conditions to enable them to apply 

the knowledge. Assigning group projects with authentic tasks and intervening if 

conflicts arise encourages collaboration, fosters a sense of community, and is 

motivating (Reeves & Reeves, 2012).  

Although the amount of research on students’ and faculty perspectives and 

experiences in online group projects is limited, several relevant studies were 

located and will be described briefly. Oh, Liu, and Reeves (2014) conducted a 

two-year long design-based case study of collaborative group work in an online 

evaluation course that used authentic tasks and reported that learners experienced 

three major challenges which involved communication, differences in 

expectations, and time management to handle the various steps involved in the 

authentic task. Based on their two-year long design-based study that included 

semi-structured interviews with students and the instructor, course evaluations, 

archival data, and online observations and grounded theory analysis, the 

researchers provided insights into support that resolved the challenges. Although 

it was assumed that most of the students in their classes had experience learning 

online, using technology, and working in groups, the researchers found that they 

needed clear guidance regarding how to learn and work together online as well as 

advice on tools, resources, and leadership (Oh et al., 2014). 

Currently, there are very few research studies involving an online group 

project for future language teacher educators. In one study, researchers examined 

online collaborative group work in an ESL teacher education course (Cullen, 
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Kullman, & Wild, 2013). Malaysian student teachers worked in small groups on a 

collaborative writing project using a wiki over nine weeks as part of a Bachelor of 

Education in Teaching ESL in the UK. Dörnyei's (2006) two-level coding 

procedure was used to identify collaborative behavior and students' online 

discussions were categorized into three areas: social talk, planning talk, and 

language talk. Findings showed a great deal of collaboration, which was exhibited 

by interactivity, respect, and positive interdependence. Based on their findings, 

the authors offered several implications for designing and implementing online 

collaborative tasks in ESL teacher education contexts: task engagement is critical; 

the task should be formally assessed; group size is important as it influences 

dynamics; although it is important for the technology to be appropriate for the 

task, it may be more important for participants to be in control of it and use it for 

their own purposes (Cullen et al., 2013, p. 433). Surprisingly, in that study, the 

participants did not edit each other’s writing using the wiki, but used the 

discussion board feature of the wiki to discuss the project. Some groups used 

other technologies such as Facebook and email as well as face-to-face interaction 

to work on certain aspects such as peer feedback on language form, an area that 

was of interest to them as they were preparing to teach English, which was not the 

first language of all participants, although it was the institutional language.  

Online Group Projects 

Working with a group in an online class can significantly decrease the 

feeling of isolation that many students in online classes experience (Roberts & 
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McInnerney, 2007). Project-based learning can also promote meaningful 

engagement and authentic learning. Using effective methods to engage students 

and promote collaboration is especially important because people often teach the 

way they were taught and language teachers can benefit from having worked in 

groups to better understand it before they have their own students work in groups 

on projects. Working in a group to create a project can have significant benefits, 

but online learners often experience challenges trying to communicate by distance 

to work together to achieve their goals (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). In the next 

section, the theoretical framework, sociocultural theory, will be explained, 

especially as it is relevant to the present research. 

Theoretical Framework 

Our beliefs about how people learn should influence how we teach. 

Human sciences, and second language teacher education in particular, have 

experienced a sociocultural turn (K. E. Johnson, 2009). Sociocultural theory, 

largely drawn from the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978), views learning as co-

construction of knowledge through social interaction with others who are more 

knowledgeable by a process of scaffolding via dialogue. Sociocultural theory is a 

useful lens in qualitative research for this case study. According to sociocultural 

theory,  

Learning is not the straightforward appropriation of skills or knowledge 

from the outside in, but the progressive movement from external, socially 

mediated activity to internal meditational control by individual learners, 
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which results in the transformation of both the self and the activity. 

(Johnson, 2009, p. 2) 

This means that knowledge is not simply transferred directly, for example, by 

listening or reading, but by more complex processes including interacting with 

others, relating to prior experiences, and the sociocultural context of learning. 

That is not to say that one cannot learn by reading or listening, but that complex 

processes occur during learning and applying newly acquired knowledge. Thus, 

the sociocultural approach encourages communication, collaboration, and 

negotiation of meaning. In an educational setting, support from more 

knowledgeable others can be provided by the teacher and/or peers. Collaborating 

with others in a group project with scaffolding is an example of one type of 

activity encouraged by sociocultural theory. 

According to Vygotskian theory, a social constructivist model of learning 

and teaching suggests that education's main goal  

is to provide an environment in which students...engage collaboratively in 

productive, purposeful activities which enable them to: take over the 

culture’s tool-kit of skills, knowledge and values so that they are able to 

participate effectively in the practices of larger society [and] develop the 

disposition to act creatively, responsibly and reflectively in achieving their 

own potential and constructing a personal identity. (Wells, 1999, p. 335) 

The aspect of learning theory for which Vygotsky (1978) is most known in the 

Western world is the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which 
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is defined as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined 

by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration 

with more capable peers” (p. 86). In other words, ZPD is the difference between 

what a person can do independently as compared to what can be achieved with the 

assistance of another person or by working with others. Thus, socio-cultural 

theory strongly encourages student-centered approaches to learning. 

Although an increasing amount of research shows the effectiveness of 

collaborative learning and group projects are commonly used in face-to-face 

classes, they are much less common in online classes because they are often seen 

as more difficult to implement (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). Research on 

collaborative online group work is limited (Lowes, 2014; Oh, 2011; Oh & 

Reeves, 2013). In particular, there is a need for more investigations analyzing 

collaboration in online teacher education, since faculty in these programs are 

encouraged to use collaborative approaches (An & Kim, 2006, 2009). Particularly 

in the area of online language teacher education, Murray (2013) highlighted the 

need for research in the experiences and attitudes of participants and instructors. 

This shows a gap in the literature and a need for the present study. 

Research Questions 

The main overarching question in the current research is to explore the value of a 

group project that was implemented in an online TESOL program. In order to 
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gain better insight into various perspectives of the group project in this online 

program, this study seeks to answer the following questions: 

1. What are the benefits and challenges of a group project in an online language 

teacher education course, according to the students, the teachers, and the program 

coordinator? 

2. How useful are the various components of the online group project according to 

the students, the teachers, and the program coordinator? 

3. What suggestions, if any, do these stakeholders have for improving the group 

project? 

By exploring these questions, the researcher seeks to provide detailed insights into 

one program and share findings and suggestions that should be helpful for this 

program as well as others that are interested in implementing an online group 

project. 

Methods  

In order to explore these research questions, the researcher used a 

descriptive and explanatory case study (Yin, 2014) because the main aim of the 

research was in-depth understanding of one program in an authentic setting. The 

methodological framework used in this study is interpretivism (Glesne, 2015) 

because the main purpose of the current research is to understand, contextualize, 

and interpret the points of view of the various stakeholders, in this case the 

students, teachers, and teacher training coordinator. As Glesne (2015) explains, 

"In interpretivism … you are not seeking to get at the truth of a setting or situation 
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but trying to understand all available perspectives and their contexts" (p. 45). 

With the aim of gaining insights from multiple points of view, the current 

research uses a case study approach to provide in-depth understanding of one 

case. In the current research, the "case" is an online language teacher education 

program, which is described next.  

Context of the Present Study 

The research was conducted on an online language teacher training 

program offered by a center for English as a second language at a large research 

university in the United States. This online program prepares people to teach 

English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) and consists of a 50-hour basic 

course and a 50-hour advanced course, which can also be supplemented with an 

optional 20-hour practicum that can be completed on site. These online basic and 

advanced TESOL courses each last eight weeks, and each is considered to be the 

online equivalent of a course that meets fifty hours face-to-face. Upon successful 

completion of these courses, students can earn a TESOL certificate, which is 

increasingly required for entry-level jobs in teaching the English language to 

speakers of other languages, especially in countries where English is not the first 

language. Programs like this exist around the world and are also called a TEFL or 

TESL certificate on job ads, meaning teaching English as a second or foreign 

language. In the current research, the term TESOL will be used to describe this 

program and the courses in it. In order to apply for this TESOL program, students 

must have completed at least two years of college and must have an adequate 
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level of English proficiency as all of the content is in English and it provides 

training to teach English. 

The basic and advanced TESOL courses are offered through this teacher 

training program several times a year both online and face-to-face. The current 

research focuses on the curriculum of the online TESOL program, which included 

a revised curriculum in the fall of 2014 to make these courses more learner-

centered. When data for the present research was gathered, these were non-credit 

courses offered on a pass/fail basis; a minimum of 70% was required to pass each 

course. One of the major changes in the curriculum revision was the 

implementation of a group portfolio project, which will be described next.  

The Group Portfolio Project 

In order to encourage more student engagement and interaction and to 

enable students to apply what they learn in the online courses in this TESOL 

program, students were assigned to complete a group portfolio project, which 

consisted of multiple assignments spread out over the eight-week course. An 

overview of the various components of the group portfolio project for the basic 

TESOL class is as follows:  

• Group project planning report (due at the end of week two) 
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• Group project progress report (due at the end of week five4) 

• Group application activities and response to another group on the 

discussion board (due at the end of weeks three and five) 

• Final group portfolio project (due at the end of week seven) 

• Individual reflection paper (due at the end of week seven) 

Students were assigned to work in a small group (usually of three or four students 

per group) and given a teaching context including type of course (e.g., writing, 

listening and speaking). Most of the teachers in this study also assigned students a 

context with a country, type of school, age of students, and number of students in 

their class. An example teaching context is a writing class of 25 students aged 16-

18 in a South Korean high school college-preparatory program. For the basic 

TESOL course, the final project consisted of the following: 

• a syllabus with four to six learning outcomes, a course description, 

grading framework, a schedule, and a list of materials to be used, which 

could include a textbook; 

• four 50-minute lesson plans, and 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
4
 The planning and progress reports were not graded as they do not relate to the 

student learning outcomes. 
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• an assessment that would count for a significant portion of the grade.  

Each of these assignments and replies were graded using rubrics and counted for a 

significant portion of the course grade. Students were encouraged to collaborate 

with their group on all of the group assignments; they were told that all members 

of the group would get the same grade for the group assignments and that they 

would have an opportunity in the final reflection to confidentially report on each 

person’s contribution. However, students were also informed to let the instructor 

know if any group members were not contributing fairly.  

In order to complete this group portfolio project, students were expected to 

use the feedback that they got from the previous individual and group assignments 

throughout the course and work with their group members. The final group 

portfolio project was major part of the final course grade, 30% in fall 2014 and 

later 25%. Guidelines and grading rubrics were provided for each of these 

assignments on the course management system along with all of the other 

materials. The individual reflection prompt provided specific questions such as 

their role in the group project and their rationale for the elements included in the 

final project, supported by references from course materials. The individual 

reflection was only 5% of the total course grade and was also graded using a 

rubric provided on the course website. 
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Participants 

There were three types of participants in this study: students in the online 

TESOL program, teachers of these courses, and the teacher training coordinator. 

Students. The term “students” is used in this article to describe the people 

enrolled in the online TESOL program. Although some of them had teaching 

experience and a few were in-service teachers, no teaching experience was 

required to enter the program. Some research literature uses the term “teacher 

trainees;” however, for simplification, this study uses the term “students.” 

Students that were invited to participate in the study included those that 

took the basic TESOL course in fall 2014, spring 2015, and fall 1 2015 (the first 

eight weeks of fall semester). In addition, students from the Advanced TESOL 

course in spring 2015 were invited to participate because the researcher taught 

that course. The majority of the students who agreed to participate in the study 

were in the basic online TESOL course in fall 1 2015. Of the 16 students 

originally enrolled in that course, 12 agreed to participate in the study; two of the 

students who agreed to participate did not complete the course. Four other 

students from other courses from fall 2014 and spring 2015 agreed to participate; 

one of those students did not participate in the interview and one student 

participated in an interview twice--once after the basic and once after the 

advanced course. See Table 1 for details about the participants. 

The researcher met two of the students before they agreed to participate in 

the study because they asked the researcher to observe her teaching one ESL 
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lesson as part of their teaching practicum. The researcher did not have any 

interaction with any of the other student participants from the online teacher 

training in this study prior to their participation.  

The total number of students who agreed to participate in the study was 

sixteen, but two did not complete the class so there were fourteen student 

participants, thirteen of which responded to interview questions. Eleven of the 

students who answered interview questions were female; the other two were male. 

Table 1 presents additional information about the participants which they self-

reported either in the background questionnaire or the introduction on the course 

discussion board. Pseudonyms are used to protect the confidentiality of 

participants. 
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Table 1 
 

Demographic information about student participants 

 

Pseudonym Course  

 

Age 

range 

Highest 

level of 

education 

completed 

Primary 

language 

Previous 

teaching?  

# of years 

teaching 

English 

or other 

language 

Previous 

online 

experience? 

Number of 

courses 

Notes 

Gloria Basic 

course  

36-45 Associate’s 

degree or 2 

years of 

college 

coursework 

English/ 

Filipino 

Yes .5 0  

Jen Basic 

course & 

Advanced 

course  

18-25 Associate’s 

degree or 2 

years of 

college  

English No 0 3+  

Katrina Basic 

course & 

Advanced 

course  

18-25 Associate’s 

degree or 2 

years of 

college  

English No 0 3+ Did not do interview 

Kris Basic 

course  

36-45 Bachelor’s Spanish Yes 2 0  

Adam Basic 

course  

18-25 Bachelor’s English yes 0 3+  
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Brigitte Basic 

course  

18-25 Bachelor’s English No 0 3+  

Charlotte Basic 

course  

46-60 Bachelor’s English Yes 2 0  

Dana Basic 

course  

26-35 Master’s English No 0 0  

Ellen Basic 

course  

46-60 Bachelor’s English No 0 2 Agreed to participate 

in study, but did not 

do course 

assignments or 

interview 

Mariana Basic 

course  

36-45 Bachelor’s Spanish Yes 3 0  

Melinda Basic 

course  

18-25 Bachelor’s English No 0 0  

Peggy Basic 

course  

61 or 

older 

Master’s English No 0 3+  

Sam Basic 

course  

26-35 Master’s English Yes 5+ 0  

Scarlet Basic 

course  

46-60 Master’s English Yes 5+ 0  

Will Basic 

course  

18-25 Associate’s 

degree or 2 

years of 

college  

English Yes 1 3+  
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Teachers and the teacher training coordinator. The four teachers who taught the 

TESOL basic online classes from fall 2014 through the first half of fall 2015 agreed to 

participate in the research. One of those teachers was also the teacher training coordinator. In 

addition, the researcher of this study taught the TESOL advanced online course in spring 2015 

and answered the interview questions in writing, which were also analyzed along with the other 

interview data. Thus, five instructors total participated in this study. All of these teachers had a 

Master’s degree and extensive experience teaching English as a second and/or foreign language. 

They all also had taught online before. 

Positionality Statement 

Starting in fall 2014, the researcher in this study taught English as a Second Language 

(ESL) at the language center where the teacher training classes were offered and, thus, knew the 

teachers and teacher training coordinator who participated in this study. The researcher had been 

in contact with two of the teacher participants in spring 2013 as part of an evaluation of the 

online TESOL program conducted for a graduate course and to gain familiarity with the 

program. The researcher taught the online TESOL advanced class once in spring 2015. This 

insider status enabled the researcher to have an emic perspective of the program and colleagues' 

experiences teaching in the online TESOL program and ESL at this institution. 

Data Collection and Instruments 

Triangulation was used and included several data-collection methods as well as multiple 

data sources (students, teachers, and the program coordinator) in order to provide rich data to 

enable multiple perspectives and deeper understanding (Glesne, 2015). To increase 

trustworthiness in the data, the researcher spent “extended time in the field for observations, 
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interviews, and other forms of interaction" (Glesne, 2015, p. 53) and provided rich, “thick 

description” (Geertz, 1973). Data for the current research was mostly qualitative and included 

the following sources: 

(6) a student background survey5; 

(7) the introductions that students posted on the discussion board; 

(8) the individual reflection paper that students were submitted at the end of the course as 

part of their coursework; 

(9) anonymous course and teacher evaluations completed by students at the end of each 

course; 

(10) an individual semi-structured interview with students, the teacher, and the teacher 

training coordinator after the end of the course, either in person or on Skype. The interviews 

were audio-recorded with participants’ permission and transcribed. For the data collected in 

fall 2015, participants were given the option to respond to the questions asynchronously by 

typing their answers in a Word document sent via email. The researcher read these and sent 

individuals follow-up questions as necessary. The questions for the interview with students 

are included in Appendix B, and the questions for teachers are in Appendix C. 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
5 Starting in Spring 2015, students were asked to complete a student background survey at the 
beginning of the course to help the teacher better understand students’ previous experiences and 
goals (see Appendix A); prior to that, the two students who agreed to participate in the study 
were asked to complete a short student background survey. 
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Interview questions. Some of the interview questions were inspired by Oh (2011), but 

were adapted to fit the context of the current research. The interview questions for the students, 

teachers, and teacher training were quite similar and focused on asking each of the participants 

about the benefits and challenges of the group project, the value of the various components of the 

project, what students did in the group project, the role of the teacher, and any suggestions they 

had for the group project, group work, or the course in general.  

Recruiting. After getting IRB approval, the researcher requested permission and was 

granted approval to conduct research in the selected program. The researcher recruited 

participants starting in January 2015 and ending in October 2015. This included teachers and 

students from courses from fall 2014 until fall 2015, including five classes, although most of the 

student participants came from fall 2015. Since most of the potential participants were students 

in the online program and the researcher never met them in person, the recruitment form was 

distributed online using Qualtrics, an online survey tool. The researcher first invited the program 

coordinator to participate, then contacted other teachers in the program, and asked them to send 

the approved recruitment email to their students. 

Initial attempts to recruit students yielded very low response rates, which is attributed to 

timing (e.g., after the course was over, during academic breaks) and lack of incentive. In fall 1 

2015, students were invited to participate in week two of the eight-week online course, offered 

compensation, and given the option of responding asynchronously to the questions. These efforts 

yielded much higher student participation rates. Those who agreed to participate in the study 

were contacted via email by the researcher to thank them for agreeing to participate, to invite any 

questions, and to let them know that the researcher would contact them again with questions at 
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the end of the course. After answering the interview questions, the participants were offered 

compensation as mentioned on the consent form ($15), which was distributed electronically 

using PayPal and an email address that they linked to their account. When the researcher taught 

the course in spring 2015, students were invited to participate after grades were submitted; this 

ensured that participation did not affect grades, but this delayed invitation to participate in the 

study is hypothesized to be a reason for low participation in that class. 

Procedures. When participants were offered the option to participate by responding to 

questions in writing in fall 2015, most of them chose this option. It is hypothesized they chose 

the option to respond in writing because it was more convenient for them, and since they were in 

an online class, they were used to responding in writing. Two students and one teacher 

participated in the interview via Skype, and one student participated via phone, although the 

researcher called from Skype. The interview with each teacher and the program coordinator 

lasted about one hour while each interview with students lasted about 30 minutes; calls these 

were recorded with permission using the free online software CallNote, which is integrated with 

Skype. The other teacher interviews were conducted in person and audio-recorded. Afterwards, 

the researcher listened to and transcribed all of the interviews using Express Scribe software. 

Transcriptions revealed that richer data was provided by those who chose to answer questions 

speaking as opposed to those in writing, which were more brief and direct. 

Data Analysis 

The researcher listened to and transcribed the interviews, then imported all of the 

documents into ATLAS.ti, a computer software for qualitative data analysis. The relevant data 

files were reviewed and coded. The data analysis techniques that were used including initial 
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coding and thematic analysis will be explained and justified next. The researcher used an 

iterative two-cycle coding method (Saldaña, 2009) to analyze the data. Although the data 

analysis was done carefully and methodically, it is helpful to note that "Coding is not a precise 

science; it's primarily an interpretive act" (Saldaña, 2009, p. 4). 

In the first cycle, open coding (also called initial coding) was used, which is explained as 

"breaking down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely examining them, and comparing them 

for similarities and differences” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 102). Charmaz (2006) explained that 

the goal of initial coding, particularly for grounded theory is "to remain open to all possible 

theoretical directions indicated by your readings of the data" (p. 46). Most codes were created 

inductively, from the bottom-up, to be open to the themes that naturally emerged from the data; 

however, some codes were created deductively based on familiarity with the relevant literature. 

Since the first research question asked about the benefits and challenges of the group project 

from the different points of view, the interview transcripts, course evaluations, and reflection 

papers were coded for benefits and challenges. These codes were then divided into sub-codes, 

which were analyzed and merged to group similar ideas together.  

A variety of coding methods can be applied when using initial coding (Saldaña, 2009); 

thus, the researcher employed a pragmatic approach to seek practical understandings to provide 

insights and suggestions (Patton, 2014, p. 152). Codes were created to index key ideas using 

descriptive, in vivo, and process codes. In descriptive coding, a word or short phrase, usually a 

noun, is used to summarize "the basic topic of a passage of qualitative data" (Saldaña, 2009, p. 

70). Descriptive coding was used to represent key ideas using research questions and the 

conceptual framework to focus coding (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013). In vivo coding, 
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which involves applying the words used by participants (Strauss, 1987), was used occasionally 

when the direct words of a participant seemed noteworthy and were indicated by the use of 

quotation marks around those codes. Process coding uses gerunds (words ending in -ing) to 

indicate action in the data (Charmaz, 2002) that is either observable or conceptual (Saldaña, 

2009). Data was coded at the paragraph level to facilitate viewing coded segments in context 

later when retrieving it in the second cycle and for methodological consistency. Simultaneous 

coding, which means applying two or more codes to the same passage, was sometimes used 

because coding was done at the paragraph level and because categories and data within them in 

qualitative inquiry "cannot always be precisely and discretely bounded" (Saldaña, 2009, p. 6). It 

is important to note that coding is an iterative process and that initial codes are provisional and 

can be "reworded as analysis progresses" (Saldaña, 2009, p. 82). 

After the first cycle of coding, principles of thematic analysis were applied to identify, 

analyze, and describe patterns in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to answer each research 

question. In the current research, thematic analysis was applied within a constructionist 

framework and thus the researcher considered the sociocultural contexts in which the data was 

collected when interpreting it (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher used what Braun and 

Clarke (2006) call a "theoretical" thematic analysis because data were reviewed and coded with 

an eye toward finding answers to the research questions. Codes under each main category were 

examined along with their data excerpts and similar codes were merged. Key themes that 

emerged were analyzed, and distinctive excerpts for each theme were selected and explained in 

analytical memos, which became the starting point for the results and discussion sections. The 

main themes were as following: benefits were related to group interactions and project-based 
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learning; challenges were related to being online, group work, and the curriculum; participants 

suggestions had to do with grouping students, group work guidelines and support, project 

guidelines, course materials, communication, course design, and teacher feedback/support.  

Note about Computer-Assisted Data Analysis Software: ATLAS.ti. The researcher 

used computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software, specifically ATLAS.ti, to manage, 

organize, sort, code, and analyze the data. ATLAS.ti is a flexible tool and accommodates various 

epistemic orientations including interpretivists and grounded theorists, amongst others 

(Abramson, 2011). Friese (2014) pointed out that most qualitative research guidelines apply to 

manual coding and thus provided helpful explanation on a method for doing qualitative data 

analysis using ATLAS.ti which involves noticing, collecting, and thinking, based on Seidel’s 

(1998) model. As Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend when doing thematic analysis, the 

analytic process goes from description to interpretation, relating to previous literature and 

explaining implications. 

After initial coding of the key documents, codes were analyzed to find themes to address 

the research questions. Data were categorized by data type (e.g., interviews, course documents, 

surveys), course sessions (e.g., fall 2014, spring 2015, fall 2015), and types of participants (e.g., 

students, teachers, program coordinator) to facilitate data analysis using the ATLAS.ti software. 

Comments and analytic memos were also written in the software to note relevant information, 

reflections, and analysis.  

Results and Discussion 

This section will provide findings and discussion for each of the three main research 

questions supported by extracts from participants. The first research question asked about the 
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benefits and challenges of the group project in the online course according to the students, 

teachers, and teacher training coordinator. Benefits mentioned by participants were grouped into 

two main themes: group interactions and project-based learning. Each of these overarching 

themes contains multiple, related sub-themes. An overview of these main and sub-themes from 

all of the participants can be seen in the thematic map in figure 1. The themes are arranged in the 

network view with themes that appeared more prominently in the data generally at the top and 

other themes that are related follow to display them in a logical way from top to bottom. These 

themes will be discussed starting with those that are more prominent. Each of the research 

questions will be discussed in turn, starting with the benefits according to students. 
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Figure 1. Benefits of the group project 
 



 
 

 

 

 

108

Benefits of the Group Project According to the Students 

Group interactions. The sub-themes related to the theme of group interactions are 

described below. 

Different perspectives. Interactions with group members for the project enabled students 

to exchange ideas (e.g., when “bouncing ideas off each other,” seeing each other’s work, and 

getting each other’s feedback). Most students mentioned benefitting from different perspectives. 

For example, one student indicated: "Working with a group can be beneficial, as it helps one to 

expand their understanding by seeing the content in a different view that perhaps their group 

members might offer” (Sam, interview, fall 1 2015). Another student replied in the anonymous 

program evaluation that a benefit of the group project was "Understanding different points of 

views and perspectives and seeing how others would approach the same lesson/situation” (fall 1 

2015). 

Learned from each other. Many students expressed that they learned from each other 

when working on their group project. One student from the basic class, Gloria, described how 

her group divided the assignments into tasks for each person and then reviewed each other’s 

work; she explained that she found it to be very helpful to work with a group and that she learned 

a lot from her group mates, especially since they had experience teaching and she did not 

(interview, fall 2 1014). When asked about feedback on the group project, one student from the 

pilot class replied, "This was the best feature of the course. I feel that I learned a lot from my 

fellow group members” (course evaluation, fall 1 2014). 

Engaging/interactive. The group project gets students to interact with each other in 

meaningful ways. A number of student comments hint at this without them directly stating it. For 
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example, in the reflection paper, Jen wrote, "My group environment was positive, encouraging, 

and balanced. [The other two group members] provided wonderful input and I fully enjoyed 

learning from their perspectives. Our ideas organically evolved when we brainstormed over 

Google Docs, spoke over Skype, and emailed” (Jen, interview, spring 2 2015). 

Scaffolding. Another sub-theme in the data, scaffolding, was displayed when students 

mentioned support or help. One student explained how she felt supported by others in her group 

when she wrote: 

For people that have no teaching experience like me, group projects are great because 

you are working with people that actually know what they are doing. They are there to 

help with any confusion, give advice, and provide helpful examples. (Melinda, interview, 

fall 1 2015) 

This quote shows several ways group members provided her with scaffolding and how their 

advice and examples were especially helpful since her group members had experience teaching, 

unlike her, thus they “actually know what they are doing.” 

Collaboration. Some students described actions their group did which seemed 

collaborative. For example, Gloria explained in the interview that they "revised each other’s 

work…a lot” by emailing back and forth, and editing each other’s Word documents using colors. 

Another person wrote in the anonymous program evaluation, "We brainstormed for ideas and 

read over, revised, and edited our work” (spring 2 2015). A student in the advanced course, 

Katrina, explained that she had the “privilege” of being able to meet with her group members in 

person, as they lived in the same city (reflection, spring 2 2015). She explained how they met 

several times to discuss topics and policies for their syllabus and lessons to make them 
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“cohesive.” She added that they "collaborated on what topics would be fun and engaging to write 

our lessons around.” The interactions among group members from these extracts describe ways 

that these groups collaboratively worked with each other on the group project. 

Good group/teamwork. Many students reported having a great group and working well 

together. Some students included general statements such as: "I had a really good group, and 

found myself lucky,” and "My experience with my group could not have been better” (both from 

anonymous program evaluations in fall 1 2015). Some other students provided details, for 

example: "I had a great group. We all worked together to combine our strengths and help each 

other with our weaknesses” (program evaluation, TESOL Advanced, spring 2 2015).  

Project-based learning. The second major theme in benefits of the group project had to 

do with project-based learning. Participants’ comments demonstrated their acknowledgement of 

how participation in the project provided a number of benefits, which were grouped into a 

handful of sub-themes. Creating a project can be done individually or in groups. In this program, 

students were assigned to work with a group. In the fall 2015 basic TESOL class, the teacher 

gave students the option to work alone and three students chose that option; two of those who 

worked alone were participants in this study. Otherwise, students in this program worked in a 

group on several group application activities and in revising work to assemble their final 

portfolio project together at the end of the course. Some of these sub-themes that will be 

described here under the overarching theme of project-based learning may overlap with the other 

major theme of group interactions, but the focus in this section is on what the project-based 

learning approach enabled students to do. 



 
 

 

 

 

111

Improve understanding/apply theory. Multiple students mentioned that working on the 

project and communicating with group members helped them improve their understanding of 

what they were learning about in the course and enabled them to be able to apply theory in 

creating materials for their own class for the project. This sentiment is exhibited in the following 

student’s comment: "Planning the activities and talking through them with the other members 

helped solidify the theory that we were reading about” (Scarlet, interview, fall 1 2015). Another 

student, Dana, remarked that the project "was a way to apply different things that we had learned 

throughout the course and put it to practice.” 

Authentic/practical experience. Creating materials for the project gave students the 

opportunity to do authentic tasks that teachers do, such as creating a syllabus with objectives, a 

lesson plan, and a test. Thus, the project provided practical experience in a supported way, as 

students were assigned to complete things step-by-step in the course, work with a group, submit, 

and get feedback along the way. Some students specifically acknowledged that the project 

provided practical experience. In her interview response, Brigitte wrote that a benefit of the 

project was that it "gave me a feel of what a teacher actually has to do.” A couple of other 

student comments indicated that the course helped to feel ready for “real world application(s)” 

(Jen, reflection paper in advanced course, spring 2 2015 and an anonymous student on the 

program evaluation also in spring 2 2015). 

Synthesize ideas into project. The group portfolio project provided participants the 

opportunity to bring together the key concepts they learned throughout the course, and work with 

their group to revise their materials based on feedback.  One student, Will, wrote a benefit was, 

"Synthesizing everything we had learned into a complete class.” Another student wrote on the 
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program evaluation, "It was a new experience for me. We had different point of views. In the end 

we brought our ideas together and had a successful final portfolio project” (spring 1 2015). 

Project-based learning for language teaching. A couple of students from different 

classes explained that their group included project-based learning in the English language 

teaching courses that they designed for their group project. They also pointed out benefits of 

project-based learning for promoting language learning in the rationale for their curriculum 

design on their reflection papers. Jen explained, "The goal for our course was to devise a 

curriculum around a project-based syllabus, encouraging group work and authentic interactions 

across mediums of speaking, listening, and writing. We wanted to encourage student-to-student 

interactions.” A student from another course, Adam, wrote, "Our syllabus was based off of the 

project-based learning technique covered in Graves article, 'Syllabus and Curriculum.'” Both of 

these examples show how students saw the value of using project-based learning in language 

teaching, which they read about in their basic TESOL course (Graves, 2013), and planned to use 

it themselves. 

Used feedback to improve materials. Several students mentioned using feedback to 

improve materials before submitting their group assignments in the application activities for the 

first time and/or when revising them for the final portfolio project. One student wrote that their 

group "set aside time to read and edit each other’s work. This was important for me because I 

took advantage of the two sets of eyes examining my paper to make it better for submission” 

(Katrina, advanced reflection, spring 2 2015). This shows that students in that group planned 

time to give each other feedback, although this statement makes it sound like it may have been 
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more of peer-editing as opposed to real collaborative work. Later in the reflection, however, she 

further explained: 

When we met as a group I felt as if it was good practice for professional development in 

the workplace. We sat down and collaborated and went over ideas of what we could 

include in our lesson plans and syllabus. This project was great and useful because I was 

able to tie together everything that was previously learned in our group assignments from 

earlier in the semester. Another great benefit that we had being located close to each 

other was that we could examine together the feedback that we received on the syllabus 

created during week five. I think this helped us direct how the syllabus was going to look 

greatly because the grade that we received on the syllabus the first time was not a good 

grade. The teacher’s comments greatly influenced the way that the syllabus turned out for 

this project. (Katrina, reflection, spring 2 2015) 

This student expressed positive aspects of meeting as a group in person since they were all in the 

same city. It should be noted that it is also possible to have such collaborative conversations and 

share feedback from a previous assignment online, although it would involve additional planning 

such as choosing appropriate technological tools, making sure that each group member could use 

the technology, and communicating to make sure that everybody was on the same page. 

Benefits of the Group Project According to the Teachers 

Group interactions. One of the main themes was group interactions, which included a 

number of sub-themes, which are described below. 

Engaging/interactive. Several teachers highlighted that the group project proved to be an 

effective way to engage students in an online environment. One teacher stated that it was a “way 
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to foster that sense of community in an online course, which is otherwise not there usually. … 

[they] can be kind of isolating if there isn’t a task or project that requires students to do 

something together” (Rochelle, interview). Another teacher, Emile, praised the group project and 

noted that the students were “more engaged, and engaged with each other” (interview). Both of 

these comments show that teachers found the group project enabled students to interact with each 

other in meaningful ways. 

Good group/teamwork. Most of the teachers mentioned that the majority of their groups 

seemed to work well together. Emile explained that students “glowingly talked about each other” 

by stating how “awesome” and “helpful” they were in their final reflection and/or emails to the 

teacher. This shows how one teacher observed that students worked well together for the most 

part, although he did mention one student who was problematic, which will be explained briefly 

later in the section of this paper on challenges. 

Learned from each other. Most of the teachers mentioned that students learned from 

each other in the group project. One teacher, Mary, explained that students in these classes who 

have never taught before could especially benefit from those who have taught. She added her 

own experience learning in an online MA program which involved a lot of group work and 

expressed how valuable it was for her to learn from classmates who had experience in the field. 

Scaffolding. Another teacher, Ida, mentioned that it seemed like her students asked and 

answered some questions and shared feedback in their groups before asking the teacher and 

posting assignments, which demonstrates a way of supporting each other. 

Synergy. Several teachers said that students were able to accomplish more and/or better 

work by working together than they would have been able to achieve alone. At the end of 
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teaching the revised course for with the group project, Mary shared her elation with the final 

projects that students created when she wrote: 

I have to tell you that I literally wanted to cry at the quality of work for the final 

portfolios. Having graded individual work throughout the semester, and being so 

frustrated in module #3 when they apparently didn't watch my video and learn the 

objectives content, the final projects were wonderful! Group work really does work! 

Individually, there are several of these students that would not have been able to produce 

this quality of work. Thank you for the opportunity to experience this success. (email)  

This teacher had taught the class before the group projects were implemented and was a big 

proponent of the benefits of group work. This quote shows how she was worried about some of 

the students based on their individual work and frustrated in the middle of the course when some 

students had not watched the videos to get the needed input on how to write objectives, but that 

by the end, when they submitted their group projects, she was delighted to see that “group work 

really does work!” 

Project-based learning. The second main theme of project-based learning was also 

apparent in comments made my teachers. Excerpts were chosen to illustrate each of the sub-

themes in this category. 

Authentic/practical experience. Ida noted, "The assignments enabled students to apply 

what they were learning to authentic tasks.” 

Project-based learning is good for language-teaching. Emile elucidated, "Every reason 

we learn a language is in a group project,” adding that in language learning, the process of 

negotiating with the group is important, but focus is on the product in the teacher training course. 
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He explained that teachers in an online class cannot really follow or “influence” the process 

because “they’re not there.” 

Synthesize ideas into final project. Mary who had taught this online class before the 

group project was implemented and afterwards exclaimed that her students' projects 

were “fabulous” in both classes and how much better the course is with the group project than it 

was before with the final exam, where she could clearly see that some students “just didn’t get 

the content.” 

Used feedback to improve materials. Ida noted, "Students were encouraged to use the 

feedback they got to make improvements on future assignments." 

Benefits of the Group Project According to the Teacher Training Coordinator 

The teacher training coordinator was the first one to teach the course with the newly 

implemented group project in fall 2014. Thus, she provided perspectives as both the teacher 

training coordinator and as a teacher; however, they are only reported in this section designated 

for the teacher training coordinator to make them distinctive from the other teachers, since she 

has a unique perspective as the person who also re-designed the curriculum. 

Group interactions. One of the main themes was group interactions, which included a 

number of sub-themes as described below. 

Engaging/interactive. The teacher training coordinator explained that in the new course 

with the group project, she felt that "the students were more engaged as well with what they were 

doing, and more concerned with really doing a good job because it was out there for everybody 

to see” so they weren’t “throwing them together last minute” since they worked with their group 

and posted them on the discussion board for the whole class to see. 
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Collaboration. The teacher training coordinator found that groups worked cooperatively 

and collaboratively and explained her observations of how students worked based on how she 

saw their work evolving: 

I think some groups did more collaboration and some groups did more cooperation, and a 

lot of that just seemed to be based on the personalities in the group and how they got 

along. I know that they all did some collaboration on stuff because they all told me about 

that and talked about it, even if was just ‘I really don’t like this lesson plan, I don’t want 

to put it in the portfolio,’ like that kind of thing. …  Judging by the cohesiveness of 

things, by the time I got to the group portfolio and also the differences that were made 

between the first time I saw certain things and the application activities either 

individually or group work and by the time they actually got to the group portfolio, 

something was definitely going on. How much of that was group-based and how much of 

it was individually-based I can’t say, I have no way to know, but there was definitely 

some sort of wheel turning somewhere that was going so that’s good. 

As she explained, it was not really possible for the teacher to know how students in an online 

group worked together, but she could see evidence of the work evolving and becoming more 

revised and cohesive for the final project. 

Scaffolding. The teacher training coordinator explained that it would have 

been “completely unreasonable” to ask an individual to create a whole class alone in the eight-

week course, especially if they had never taught before; she explained that with the scaffolding 

that the course provided with application activities each week, some of which they worked on 

together with their group, “they were able to do a really huge amount of work, really, and it was 
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really good work, too, for the most part, it was a lot better quality.” Although the sub-theme "less 

work" is not mentioned explicitly here, it seemed relevant because the teacher assigned students 

to groups to do the project, which they divided and decided amongst themselves how to do it 

before submitting it, so it was surely less work for each person than if they had to do the whole 

project alone, which again, she said would have been “unreasonable.” 

Social presence. The teacher training coordinator mentioned ways that she saw evidence 

of social presence in the online course after the group project was implemented. She said: 

I think it also led to a greater cohesion in the group than otherwise, because otherwise, 

they don’t even know the names of their classmates, y’know, and in this case, they 

actually did, and they knew about each other and I thought that was really great and you 

could see that they would have these little side conversations on discussion boards or 

whatever, and that was really wonderful that they were doing that, and that they were 

helping each other out in these other ways. 

Good group/teamwork. The teacher training coordinator said she knew that a couple of 

the groups “got along really, really well,” particularly a group of people who had a business 

background who connected over that. 

Project guidelines. The teacher training coordinator found that one group “got along 

really, really well,” particularly a group of people who had business experience that she put 

together and assigned to create a course on business English for professionals in Italy. She 

explained, “They seemed to really enjoy that and it was really applicable, and it was relevant to 

their lives” (interview). This relates to other research which has shown how adult online learners 
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especially benefit from authentic contexts (J. Herrington, Reeves, & Oliver, 2006; Oh et al., 

2014). 

Synergy. She noted, “They were definitely able to do more than they could ever do 

before,” comparing what students in the group project did with previous classes sans group 

project. 

Project-based Learning. The other main theme was project-based learning, which 

included a number of sub-themes that will be described next. 

Authentic/practical experience. After grading the final portfolio projects, the teacher 

training coordinator recalled thinking that what students created "was so much more easily 

applicable, so much more practical, and so much more critical in terms of what they’re 

doing.” She also mentioned a group that found the project “really applicable and relevant to their 

lives” because she put several students together who had business backgrounds and gave them a 

scenario teaching business English. Furthermore, she pointed out that “it’s a more practical 

assessment.” 

Used feedback to improve materials. The teacher training coordinator explained that she 

was concerned that students might turn in “exactly the same thing again” because they had 

application activities every week which built on each other, but she noticed that “there were big 

changes,” which suggests that students used comments from the teacher and worked with their 

group to revise their work. 

Synthesize ideas into final project. The teacher training coordinator said the course was 

much better with the group project because it was “more fulfilling” for participants to create a 

project than in the previous curriculum where they answered questions for a final exam. The 
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group project enabled students the chance to create a product demonstrating that they can do—

something that they can show to potential employers. She explained, "It felt easier to teach and 

more cohesive because it was all working toward this portfolio. And the application activities 

and things like that, instead of being stand-alone projects, they were building towards 

something.” 

A couple of comments only mentioned by the teacher training coordinator were that it 

was a "learning opportunity" for her and that the projects were “a lot more interesting to read." 

Discussion of Benefits 

Data showed that nearly all of the participants in this study found benefits to doing the 

group project. As we have just seen, comments about benefits from participants in all three 

groups (the students, the teachers, and the teacher training coordinator) fell into the two 

overarching categories of those related to group interactions and project-based learning. Each of 

these will be highlighted and connected with relevant literature. 

Group interactions. Having students work in groups for the group project provided a 

context that promoted meaningful interaction.  All three participant groups commented how 

students worked together, exchanged ideas, and learned from each other. They collaborated and 

cooperated and provided each other with scaffolding. Interestingly, students mentioned getting 

help and support from their group, but did not specifically mention giving help, although surely 

they did both in some ways, as group work and a group project involves various tasks. The group 

project promoted student-centered learning and students were operating within the zone of 

proximal development. When we talk about the ZPD, we often say that weaker students learn 

from more capable others. However, when students are working on a project in groups, complex 
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tasks often involve a variety of skills; therefore, a student who is more knowledgeable in one 

area can likely benefit from others who are more expert in other areas (Wells, 1999). As Wells 

(1999) explains: 

in tackling a difficult task as a group, although no member has expertise beyond his or 

her peers, the group as a whole, by working at the problem together, is able to construct a 

solution that none could have achieved alone. (p. 324) 

This quote explains that working together enables people to accomplish more by working 

together than they could by themselves—the idea of synergy. 

Project-based learning. The other overarching theme of benefits had to do with project-

based learning. One of the main points mentioned by participants was how the group project 

enabled students to improve their understanding by working with their group and to apply what 

they were learning. Learning sciences research has shown that forming "useable understanding" 

must involve a combination of knowing and doing in a way that "allows for problem solving, 

decision making, explaining real-world phenomena, and connecting new ideas" (Krajcik & Shin, 

2014). Another key benefit participants mentioned related to project-based learning had to do 

with doing authentic tasks—developing learning objectives, a syllabus, lesson plans, and a test— 

tasks that teachers need to be able to do. Authentic learning tasks help students develop the 

knowledge and skills and being able to apply it in real-life contexts (Oh et al., 2014). Not only 

did students work with their group to do authentic tasks, but the course assignments were also 

structured in a way that encouraged students to use feedback to improve materials, another 

benefit of project-based learning. The way the components of the group project were assigned 

enabled students to get useful feedback from several sources throughout the course.  
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Having students post their assignments for the project on the discussion board for 

everyone in the class to see provided several benefits for students. For one, it motivates them to 

produce good work because others in the class would also see it: "When students publish or 

make publically available what they create, it enhances their motivation to create a product that 

others will understand" (Krajcik & Shin, 2014, p. 290). In addition, it can benefit students by 

enabling them to see each other’s work. 

Since thematic analysis was used to highlight the main themes and sub-themes in the data 

and space is limited, not all of the participants’ data is reported here. Several interesting points 

with only one or two mentions were not prominent enough to be considered a sub-theme, but are 

mentioned briefly below as they seem valuable to consider. 

Less work. A couple of student comments emphasized that doing the project as a group 

was less work. One student stressed that it would have been too much for them to do the project 

all by themselves: 

There’s only one benefit. It was just, you know, lesser work for me because the group 

project was huge, it was, you know from lesson planning to curriculum, syllabus, it was a 

lot of work. It was big, so being in a group member, it made my job easier because it was 

divided among the group, so that was the only benefit. (Gloria, interview fall 1 2014) 

She was glad to work in a group because it meant less work. Other comments indicated that she 

had felt “insecure” because she did not have prior teaching experience. She was in a group with 

two people who did have teaching experience, and the group work she described seemed to 

provide valuable scaffolding to help her develop more confidence and skills in developing these 

various materials, which are key aspects of being a teacher. 
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Social presence. One student mentioned aspects related to social presence a couple of 

times in the written interview responses: "I got to work with a really great person and made a 

new friend” (Charlotte, fall 1 2015). She added that what she “missed the most with an online 

class was the live interaction with classmates. [The group project] provided a way to at least get 

to know one of them and get different thoughts, opinions, and perspectives.”  Social presence is 

one of the three components of the Community of Inquiry framework which is used to measure 

factors that have been found to be exhibited in successful online classes. It is noteworthy that a 

student highlighted making “a new friend,” and “get[ting] to know” classmates as important to 

her. Social presence has been found to influence course satisfaction. In future research, the 

course interactions and participant perceptions could be analyzed to explore aspects of social 

presence in the course and make suggestions for increasing it. 

A comment from a participant on the course evaluation expressed that despite having 

challenges communicating online with the group, a benefit was that it “pushes you to be clear,” 

which is one of the recognized benefits of group work. In sum, it seems that nearly all 

participants recognized benefits of participating in the group project. Research has also shown 

that working in groups helps develop intellectual and social skills that are useful and can be 

transferred to many professional contexts (Cohen & Lotan, 2014). 

Challenges of the Group Project 

The second part of the first research question asked about the challenges of the group 

project in this online program. When grouping the codes related to the challenges, three main 

themes emerged: those related to (1) the online environment, (2) group work, and (3) the 

curriculum or how the courses were implemented. A thematic map of these themes was created 
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using the network view on ATLAS.ti and is included in figure 2. Some of the concepts 

may apply to the themes online environment and group work, so distinguishing features of each 

code will be highlighted and shown with excerpts from the data when possible. The codes are 

described generally in order starting with ones that were mentioned more often towards the top; 

however, as some themes overlap, it is not strictly in order of frequency. Themes of challenges 

mentioned by each group are presented and followed by a discussion. 

 
Figure 2. Challenges of the group project. 

 

Challenges of the Group Project According to the Students 

Challenges of the group project from students’ perspectives fell into several main themes 

that will be described next. 
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Challenges related to the online environment. One of the main themes was related to 

the online environment. Sub-themes are described next. 

Communicating online. Since this program is fully online with no required synchronous 

components, nearly all communications took place online, except for a few groups whose 

students were in the same city and chose to meet in person, but planning that must have started 

with online communication. One student, Gloria, shared in the interview that it was not possible 

to meet with her two group mates in person because they lived in different cities. She added, “I 

had no idea what to do and how to do it,” showing that she was not sure how to proceed with the 

group project. Another student, Mariana, wrote, “Communicating online instead of face to face is 

not very effective.” It would be interesting to probe into why some people feel that online 

communication is “not very effective” and provide tips on how to communicate effectively 

online with a group. 

Coordinating with group members. Although students in face-to-face classes may need 

to coordinate to meet with group members outside of class time, coordinating with group mates 

in a fully online asynchronous class has added challenges because they are not in the same place 

at the same time, which means that simple acts of communication that could be a quick 

conversation could entail numerous email exchanges drawn out over time with limited responses, 

lack of visual clues, and unawareness of who is following along. Part of the challenge of 

coordinating group work is deciding who is going to do what. One student summed this up in 

responding that a challenge was "dealing with everyone's schedules when figuring out what 

everyone needed to do” (program evaluation, fall 1 2015). 
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Time. Multiple students mentioned challenges related to time including differences in 

people’s schedules and time zones. Students’ comments showed that differences in times their 

peers were available negatively affected them because it made it difficult to schedule 

synchronous meetings and they were often annoyed waiting for responses. One student, Sam, 

emphasized the “tremendous” amount of time it took "just to communicate and plan before 

actually getting any tasks done” adding, "Everyone is so polite and trying to be gracious in not 

stepping on anyone’s toes that no one was assertive enough to say, 'This is what we are going to 

do’” (interview, fall 1 2015). 

Technology. A number of students mentioned getting lost in “long chains of email” from 

their group. Some students mentioned trying to use Google Docs but giving up because others 

in their group struggled with it. One student wrote on the program evaluation having 

"experienced many challenges because it is hard to complete the assigned work when your 

partners do not know how to use technology” (program evaluation, spring 2 2015). One student 

mentioned the great potential of the audio conferencing tool on the course management system 

and explained that his group tried to use it but that he had problems with audio from whatever 

computer he tried, so they resorted to conference calling, which worked despite challenges due to 

poor sound quality. 

Managing online group work. A couple of students specifically addressed the challenge 

of trying to manage interactions with their group. One student wrote in the anonymous course 

evaluation: 

Most 'teams' or 'groups' don't take the time to set up a plan of action i.e. how will we 

approach each of our assignments? when to chat or email, etc., at the beginning of the 
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assignment. I suggested we do this in my group, but got no response. At that point I knew 

that we weren't really going to be working together, but apart on the same project. Most 

people don't really know what it takes to work as a team, collaboratively. (fall 1 2014) 

Another student, Jen, explained having one group member who was unresponsive to emails or 

texts, so she and her other partner proceeded without him; she recalled how he sometimes 

provided materials at the last minute and once even deleted important information from their 

Google Doc, but that she was able to restore it and asked him not to do that again. Despite their 

talking with the teacher about that unresponsive student, he only did minimal work. 

Lack of live interactions. One student mentioned what they missed the most in the online 

class “was the live interaction with classmates.” Although only one student mentioned this 

specifically, it is likely that others might have felt it, too, as this is a common problem in 

asynchronous online classes. 

Lack of personal connection with group mates. Similarly, one student mentioned the 

lack of a “strong personal connection to the other group members” (program evaluation, spring 2 

2015). This is one aspect of social presence described in the Community of Inquiry framework 

that has been shown to promote engagement and learning and which may be lacking in online 

classes unless the instructor purposefully designs effective ways to promote it (Garrison, 

Anderson, & Archer, 2010). 

Challenges related to group work. It should be noted that challenges related to group 

work in an online environment include those of people working together in a group in addition to 

the those of communicating online. One student elucidated this point stating, “The main 
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challenge of our final group project was no different than any other group work” (Adam, 

interview, fall 1 2015). 

Uneven contribution. The most common problem mentioned by students was that not all 

members of the group participated equally in the group project. One student explained, 

"contribution but [sic] members may not be fair i.e. some may contribute more than others to 

make sure he/she passes and some may not contribute as much but pass the course as a result of 

members who contributed more to the project” (Mariana, interview). The following statement 

shows another student’s frustration: "trying to include a member who was not as fully vested as 

the rest of us” (Scarlet, interview). Both of these examples show that frustration by group 

members who did not feel that others in their group contributed fairly. 

Cooperation instead of collaboration. One student explained being frustrated with the 

lack of communication and provided this example: 

There were times when I needed suggestions but no one would comment as if they never 

read my emails. It is understandable though since we don't know each other and we're 

just connected because of the project. It was just like do your own and I'll do mine then 

we'll submit our work together. No one would think there is group work in an online class 

(program evaluation, fall 1 2014).  

This showed that this student tried to initiate interaction with group mates to seek their input and 

collaborate, but that the others did not respond. He added that he did not blame them since they 

did not know each other and that he did not think anybody would have expected to have to work 

in a group in an online class. 
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Disagreements. One student explained that she did not feel confident “fighting for what 

you believe” and “understand” because the other two members of her group were teachers and 

she did not have any teaching experience herself. She explained: 

I couldn’t argue more because their experience, I was like the ugly duckling or you know, 

OK, OK, I was just like OK go ahead, do whatever you think is good, so OK this is just 

my contribution to the group um feel free to you know, revise it or do some corrections or 

whatever (Gloria, interview). 

Reliability of group members. Having to count on other people to do their part of the 

work was another challenge. "You don't know if everyone is going to do their work,” wrote 

Melinda in her interview. 

Insecure because didn’t have prior teaching experience. A couple of students expressed 

their insecurities due to their lack of teaching experience. One wrote that writing a lesson plan 

that “was informative, entertaining, and effective for a speaking class was truly daunting” 

(Melinda, reflection). She went on to explain doing the group activity “provided excellent 

practice and something to base my own lesson plan for our individual assignments later on." 

Student dropped. When a student drops a course, it can pose problems in any group, 

face-to-face or online. However, it should be noted that the retention rate for students in online 

classes is usually significantly lower than traditional face-to-face classes. Several students in the 

present research mentioned being in a group in which a member dropped, leaving them with only 

two or three people. They expressed that it was a challenge since that left them with more work, 

although one student added, “it was manageable and not overwhelming” (Charlotte, interview, 

fall 1 2015). 
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Challenges related to the curriculum. Another main theme was challenges related to 

the curriculum. Sub-themes are described below. 

Assigned context. Several students mentioned that the context they were assigned was 

challenging. One student explained that she was assigned to create a class teaching children, 

although she would have preferred something more “applicable” to her work since she worked 

with college students (Dana, interview). She added that she did “like kids, so that was fun, too,” 

so although she did not have a teaching context that was immediately applicable, she expressed 

that she found it valuable. Another student was challenged by “trying to come up with ideas for 

an imaginary class” (Brigitte, interview). 

Unclear expectations/communication from teacher. One student indicated being 

confused by when final project planning activities were due since they “received notification of 

the upcoming due date,” but could not find it on the syllabus. Another student indicated feeling 

like expectations were unclear and not knowing what to do (program evaluation, spring 2 2015). 

Challenges of the Group Project According to the Teachers 

Challenges related to the online environment. The first major theme in this category, 

challenges related to the online environment, had a number of sub-themes, which will be 

described next. 

Coordinating with group members. Several of the teachers recognized the challenge that 

students had “getting together, organizing themselves” (Mary, interview). 

Time. Some teachers acknowledged the challenge that students experienced in trying to 

find time to meet with their group due to differences in time zones and their schedules. Rochelle 
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stated, "students are located in different time zones so finding a meeting time can be hard, some 

students have full-time jobs and also can’t really make group meetings." 

Managing online group work. Several teachers mentioned that they were concerned how 

the group project would work. For example, Emile posed interesting questions: 

How do I make them talk to each other? How do we get them convinced that they’re 

online but they’re not online, but they’re online? How do students interact in a real-time 

way, so that they’re not just sending documents back and forth because that’s not group 

work?  

Another teacher, Rochelle, stated that her “only concern was how I was going to foster a sense of 

community in an online class.” Both of these teachers’ comments refer to the importance of 

meaningful interaction between students that helps create a sense of community of learners. 

Unlike traditional face-to-face classes which meet at a particular time and place, students 

learning online can feel isolated. Interaction and dialog in the online classroom can provide the 

social dimension (e.g., Palloff & Pratt, 1999), reminding students that they are learning with 

others and "dealing with people at the other end of cyberspace” (Knowlton, 2000, p. 9). 

Technology. One instructor suggested that technology problems experienced by 

classmates could have been due to "differences in understanding how to use technology or what 

technology each student has available (e.g. microphones and webcams) can make online 

meetings difficult” (Rochelle, interview). 

Problems understanding. One teacher explained that one student had low language 

proficiency, which was problematic because she “couldn’t get her to understand the requirements 

of the course” despite doing everything that she could (Mary, interview). She explained that her 
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group emailed her explaining that they did not know what to do with her because “she just 

wasn’t able to do her part and they could not make her understand.” She explained that that 

student was the only one who ended up not passing the class. 

Student dropped. A couple of teachers mentioned having a few students that dropped for 

various reasons. In one class when a student dropped the course which left the group with only 

two members, the teacher asked the remaining two members if they would be ok or if they 

needed any support. As Mary explained, the group said they “assured [her] that they could and 

they did."  

Challenges related to group work. The second main theme was challenges related to 

group work. Sub-themes for this category are described next. 

Uneven contribution. Emile described the challenges one group had because one person 

“really didn’t want to participate” and just wanted to do his work, which was “very cursory." 

Emile explained that even when this group had a problem with one person, they “didn’t diss” 

him because they knew the teacher was aware of the problem, tried to deal with it, and 

didn’t “punish them for what he did.” He explained that they all dealt with the situation and 

accepted the fact that one person seemed to want to just do the minimum to pass. 

Disagreements. One teacher, Ida, explained that one group seemed to have issues 

because apparently one student in the group refused to use Google Docs despite the fact that the 

teacher recommended using it and provided the class link to a tutorial. Instead, one student 

insisted that the other two meet in person on campus for group meetings for hours. 

Unfortunately, the teacher only found out about this at the end of the course when it was too late 

to do anything about it. 
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Cooperation instead of collaboration. Mary explained that near the middle of the course 

after module 3 on objectives when students were doing one of their first group work 

assignments, she could tell that not many students had watched her video. She remarked about 

their group assignment, "It was almost like it was piecemeal, like OK this person did this, this 

person didn’t get the objectives at all, you know. I’m not sure how much they really critiqued 

each other in all of this” (program evaluation, SPRING 1 2015).  

Challenges related to the curriculum. The third theme was challenges related to the 

curriculum. Sub-themes in this category are described next. 

Assigned context. Emile indicated one problem with the contexts assigned to students 

was that they didn’t have all the information they needed for example, “it didn’t say a level like 

advanced speaking, and it didn’t say meets twice a week…or five days a week," so there were 

some things that they did not know that they needed so it was not included in the final project, 

but they were not faulted for it since it was not provided on the front end. He later explained a 

problem with giving them a context was that “all their work is based towards one class, and they 

need to be able to address different classes and levels.” 

Students frustrated because group work required often. Rochelle noted that some 

students commented on their evaluations that they “seemed a bit frustrated at times having to 

work in groups so often (e.g., application activities every other week.” She thus wondered "if 

there should be so many" group assignments. 

Challenges of the Group Project according to the Teacher Training Coordinator 

Challenges related to the online environment. One of the main themes was challenges 

related to the online environment. Sub-themes for this category are described next. 
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Coordinating with group members and time. The teacher training coordinator explained 

that this online class wasn’t like “an online class at the University where actually most people are 

here and they can meet afterward.” She explained that most of the students in this online 

class “aren’t even in the United States…so meeting in person is completely out of the picture 

usually” and finding a time to meet online can be “really, really difficult” because they live in 

different places and have different schedules. 

Managing online group work. The teacher training coordinator explained, "managing 

group work is always challenging,” even face-to-face. She shared that she was worried whether it 

would work online because students who enroll in online classes often have busy schedules. 

After teaching the pilot course, she explained that one group was “problematic” because one 

student was very busy and “had family issues.” She explained that that group had told her that 

she didn’t contribute to one assignment and so she asked the student who admitted to having 

'been out of touch.’ Thus, she told her that she wouldn’t get points for that assignment although 

her group did. The teacher training coordinator explained that it was like “walking on egg shells” 

because you had to “take people’s word for it” when dealing with such issues in groups. 

Technology. The teacher training coordinator explained that some students had some 

“technological challenges,” which is not surprising as people taking this online class live in a 

variety of places and have different levels of experience with technology. 

Student dropped. The teacher training coordinator had one group that “completely fell 

apart” because a couple of students dropped the course. 

Challenges related to group work. The next main theme was challenges related to 

group work. Sub-themes for this category are described next. 
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Uneven contribution. The teacher training coordinator shared that she did not have as 

much problems as she expected to have “because it seems like when you have a group in a class 

in every group there’s always one person who is doing everything, and one person who is not 

doing much at all, and the other people are kinda just hanging out.”  She said she did have 

problems with a couple of groups that had members who did not submit what they were 

supposed to, but “one group was able to pull it together and everything by the end.” She added 

that they “had a personality conflict more than anything.” She also had another group that 

complained because they were not happy about “picking up the slack” from another person who 

was “just unable to be a part of it,” but that overall, groups “did a good job." 

Discussion of Challenges 

Challenges participants expressed were in the main themes of online, group work, and 

curriculum. The data can also be seen in the themes of communication, differing expectations, 

and the curriculum or implementation. Communication can be difficult in an online environment, 

especially when there are no required synchronous meetings. In these courses, the teachers tried 

to get groups to start communicating and planning with each other by introducing them to each 

other by email and having them fill out and submit the group planning and progress reports, 

which necessitated them planning how to communicate with each other and type what tasks each 

member was doing for the group project. Participants’ comments on these forms will be 

explained in research question two. Oh, Liu, and Reeves (2014) also found communication and 

different expectations to be the main themes of challenges that online learners experienced in 

their case study on an online course in which learners worked in collaborative groups to 

complete an authentic task.  
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Differing expectations. Another main theme of challenges that participants expressed 

was different expectations. This theme had two sub-themes: differences in group members’ 

expectations and differences between students and the teacher’s expectations. Differing 

expectations held by group members caused problems, especially for students who wanted to do 

high quality work and get things done quickly. Some students expressed frustration about the 

uneven contributions from group members and lack of accountability. In order to deal with this, 

the teacher could provide more guidelines and support for groups to discuss their expectations 

with each other and possibly make a contract. 

Some points were mentioned by only a few participants and thus were not enough to 

constitute a theme, but are significant to consider nonetheless. A couple of students mentioned 

feeling insecure due to their lack of teaching experience. Course instructors should intentionally 

group students and mix students with and without experience together so they can learn from 

each other. 

A couple of students’ responses about the challenges of the group project showed that 

they did not seem to appreciate it. For example, one student wrote that a challenge was 

“Resisting the urge to do it all myself” (Peggy, interview). Another wrote, "It was challenging in 

a way that improved my group work skills but not my teaching skills” (program evaluation, fall 1 

2015). Based on this statement, it seems that this person did not find the group project beneficial, 

perhaps because they thought the others in the group had less or no teaching experience and thus 

could not offer beneficial insights. To convince students of the value of the group project, the 

instructor could have a discussion with students about its value and provide a rationale.  
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Tech support. At least one student in the data specifically mentioned having technical 

problems with sound when trying to use the video/audio conferencing tool on the CMS. Some 

teachers also mentioned that students asked them technical questions about how to use it. While 

the teachers responded to their questions, students should be reminded that they could contact the 

university technical support which is available 24/7 and free to all students. The researcher 

noticed that the information has been added prominently in the online course encouraging 

students to contact the technical support for issues with the Collaborate group audio/video 

conferencing tool; they also include contact information and a ticket to help streamline the 

technical assistance process. This suggests that it was a common problem. 

Problems understanding. One student, Kris, explained in the interview several times 

about having difficulty understanding what one person was saying during their online group 

meetings. She explained asking the student to type their answer and that that helped her 

understand. This was only mentioned by one student and the teacher of that course also 

explained that one student struggled due to language proficiency. 

In a study that examined benefits and difficulties experienced by graduate students in an 

in-service online teacher education program, the authors elicited students' insights via a 

voluntary online questionnaire at the end of the course and found the following difficulties with 

the online collaborative course project: "1) cognitive conflicts, 2) individual differences, 3) 

difficulties adapting to a non-differentiated grading system, 4) time-zone scheduling problems 

and 5) the unique challenges caused by not being able to communicate face-to-face" (An & Kim, 

2006, p. 2465). Similarities in findings with the current research were challenges in scheduling 

due to time zone differences and the challenges of not being able to communicate in person. This 
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concludes the discussion of the challenges of the group project from the participants’ 

perspectives. We will now move on to the next research question. 

Research Question 2. How useful are the various components of the online group project 

according to the students, the teachers, and the teacher training coordinator? 

The second research question asked about the usefulness of the five components of the 

group project in the program examined which included the project planning report, the project 

progress report, the application activities, the final portfolio project, and the individual reflection 

due at the end of the course. Each of these components will be addressed in turn. These questions 

were answered by asking the participants how useful each of these components was. They were 

also asked if they had any suggestions. Suggestions that are specific to these components of the 

group project will be provided in the brief discussion section after each component. Other more 

general suggestions for the group project including ways to address challenges mentioned in 

research question one will be addressed in research question three. Perspectives from the three 

participant groups will be shared and afterwards, a discussion will be provided. Each of the 

themes is mentioned in the order of prominence from the coded data. An overview of the themes 

for this question can be seen in figure 3.
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Figure 3. Usefulness of course elements.
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Usefulness of the project planning report according to the students. 

Helps planning and accountability. The most popular answer that students provided 

regarding the project planning report was that it helped planning and accountability. A handful of 

students stated that it was “good for planning” (Mariana, interview) and “accountability” (Sam, 

interview). One student noted that it "helped establish roles in the group, even it did not work out 

as planned” (Brigitte, interview). This is a good point because working with a group involved 

dynamic interactions, but the main point of this planning report was to get the ball rolling. 

Not really necessary. A couple of students indicated that they did not think the planning 

report was really necessary; however, one student who ended up working with just one partner 

after another group member dropped, added that it would have been more useful if she had been 

in a larger group (Dana, interview). 

Didn’t reflect what students actually did. A couple of students indicated that what was 

written on the form did not necessarily correspond with what they did. One student explained the 

irony when one group member who had not been at the first group meeting filled it out after they 

had planned and done the work (Scarlet, interview). 

Too early. A couple of students mentioned that the planning form was due “too early to 

know anything about the group project” (Will, interview); he added, "We just used placeholder 

assignments and never referred back to it once we actually started working.” 

Shows the teacher we were doing things with our group. A couple of students noted that 

no grade was associated with the progress or planning reports. One student commented that it 

was easy and that its purpose was “mostly to let the professor know that we were communicating 

and getting things done” (Charlotte, interview). 
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Usefulness of the project planning report according to the teachers. 

Got students to get in contact with each other. Several teachers noted that the planning 

report pushed students to get in contact with their group members. For example, Emile explained 

that it was good "because it put them in contact with each other and they had to realize that this 

thing was coming, it was real and they didn’t have much time” (interview). 

Not really necessary. One teacher observed, "Honestly, most groups haven’t really even 

bothered to sit down and start talking until probably week 3 or 4” (Rochelle, interview).  

“Whittled down.” Mary had experienced working in online groups extensively in an 

online Master’s degree program and suggested guidelines for the group planning forms which 

served as the basis for the ones used in this course, but the forms were “whittled down” from 

what she suggested. She explained that when she was not sure if her students understood what 

she was expecting, but she “just accepted it as it was because they submitted it and it wasn’t 

graded” (interview). 

Usefulness of the project planning report according to the teacher training coordinator. 

The teacher training coordinator also mentioned that her students had some questions 

“about what exactly they were supposed to put on there,” but she found it to be useful because “it 

forced them to get in touch with each other, sooner rather than later and that’s when they were 

finding out like, oh, I can’t use this email, I have to use this email.” She added that it got them 

started and introduced and was “really useful" even if what they wrote on their form ended up 

not being what they did. 



 
 

 

 

 

142

Discussion of the Usefulness of the Project Planning Report 

Most of the participants found the project planning report to be useful to get the group to 

start planning what they would do on the group project. Even though some students indicated 

that what they wrote on the form was not the same as what they actually ended up doing, the 

project planning report seemed useful because it got students to communicate with each other 

and to tentatively make plans on how to divide tasks for the group project. Furthermore, it got 

them to start thinking about the project early on in the course and provided an opportunity for 

them to show the teacher that they had been in contact with each other. Several comments 

indicated that some students seemed unsure of what they should put on the form and a few 

people doubted its usefulness, so it could be useful for the teacher to briefly explain the purpose 

of the planning report and what students should do. As a teacher it seems straightforward, but 

providing a brief explanation about the purpose and expectations can be helpful, especially in an 

online course. 

Usefulness of progress report according to the students. 

Gets students to think about project. A couple of students found the progress report to be 

useful because "before that progress report, we hadn’t really divided the tasks, and that was kind 

of the initiator to figure out, what, how we were going to go about the final project” (Jen, 

interview). 

Tracking progress. Several students mentioned that this form was helpful for “tracking 

what each group member has been contributing” (Mariana, interview). 

Useful for the teacher. A couple of students shared that they thought that this form was 

useful for the teacher, although it was not useful for them. A couple of students said that what 
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they wrote on the form was different that what they actually did. For example, “Once we started 

to actually work on the project, none of it matched up with the progress report” (Brigitte, 

interview).  

Didn’t seem useful. One student indicated that like the previous planning report, “Again, 

it didn’t seem relevant” (Will, interview).  

Usefulness of progress report according to the teachers. 

Gets students to think about the project. Several teachers supported the value of this 

progress report as it “kept them on target” (Emile, interview). Ida explained, “it made students 

think about it and write something down” even if it was not what they actually did. She 

explained, “Oftentimes, students work on projects like these closer to the deadline, but I think it 

was a good idea to have students fill this out." 

“More valuable for me and the students.” Rochelle shared that she found the progress 

report to be “more valuable” for both the teacher and for the students than the planning form was 

because "by this point, they had really started talking with their groups and planning who would 

do what. I didn’t get any “what am I supposed to say on this?” questions with this progression 

report like I did with the planning report in week 2" (Rochelle, interview). 

Didn’t seem useful. One teacher explained that her students did not seem to pay much 

attention to it or provide much information, thus she doubted its value and said: “I’m not sure 

how beneficial that was” (Mary, interview). 

Usefulness of progress report according to the teacher training coordinator. 

The teacher training coordinator explained that she thought this form was less useful 

because “some people just kind of threw it together because they knew it wasn’t for a grade.” 
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She had to “track down” a couple of groups to get them to turn it in. She did say that she thought 

it was useful because “it forces them to keep thinking about it.”  

Discussion of the usefulness of the project progress report. 

Some responses about the progress report were similar to those about the planning report, 

some positive, and some negative. For example, several teachers highlighted its value. Ida 

pointed out that it made students communicate and write something down. Emile said that it 

“kept them on target.” Rochelle noted that students seemed to find the progress report more 

valuable because by that point, they were actually working with their group and planning for the 

final project, and she got less questions about what to put on the form. 

Several participants including a student, a teacher, and the teacher training coordinator 

mentioned their doubt of the value of the progress report for students.  However, more 

participants seemed to find the progress report more useful than the planning report, probably 

because it was due several weeks later in the course when students were more in the middle of 

working with their group for application activities and getting closer to the deadline for their 

final project. Again, a couple of students mentioned that what they wrote on the form did not 

correspond with what they actually did, other participants offered comments showing that they 

saw its value. For example, Jen commented about it being the “initiator to figure out, what, how 

we were going to go about the final project.” Thus a suggestion for helping more participants 

find the value in the progress report would be to briefly clarify the purpose and expectations for 

this assignment to students, as was suggested for the planning form. 
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Usefulness of application activities according to the students. 

Useful. Numerous students indicated that they found the application activities to be very 

helpful and appreciated how assignments built on each other. One student explained:  

The activity in week 3 served to form the basis for our course.  By asking us for main 

objectives and syllabus type, it helped to set up consistency for future aspects of the 

course development. Creating a test was another main factor required. In essence it asked 

us to focus on ways to test the objectives we had previously made, requiring consistency 

between the two. (Adam, interview) 

This quote shows how a student explicitly noted how the assignments were broken into logical 

pieces, each building on each other.  

Working with others helped. Several students indicated that it was helpful to work with 

their group to complete the application activities. One student who already had extensive 

teaching experienced stated, "Writing the syllabus and outcomes wasn't difficult, but I think it 

was helpful to do with my group. It was helpful to discuss what we had been learning and to 

apply it to an ESL course” (Scarlet, interview). Another student wrote that they did not have 

prior experience creating a syllabus or a test and thus found, "working with my group made the 

assignments a lot less intimidating, and I learned a lot in both those assignments” (Melinda, 

interview). 

Usefulness of application activities according to the teachers. 

Useful. Teachers also found the application activities to be helpful. Ida explained, “They 

enabled students to work together to apply what they were learning to authentic tasks.”  
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Valuable to see classmates’ work. Rochelle stated that her students “found it valuable to 

see what their classmates had done and what kind of feedback I gave them,” and that several 

specifically told her that "they always looked to see because it helped paint a broader picture and 

deepen their understanding.”  

“Small reprieve.” One teacher mentioned that the weeks when students submitted group 

application activities meant a “small reprieve from the large volume of reading and responding to 

give feedback to students" those weeks (Rochelle, interview).  

Didn’t like having them posted for the whole class. One teacher mentioned that she 

would have preferred that students submit the application activities on a dropbox instead of 

posting on the discussion board because she felt it influenced how she gave feedback. In 

addition, she explained that one student wrote a comment to others that offended them (Mary, 

interview).  

Usefulness of application activities according to the teacher training coordinator. 

The teacher training coordinator explained that the application activities were "really 

useful” and were something that students later revised to put in the portfolio. She mentioned that 

their quality was “surprisingly good” and that one group made a syllabus that was “way more 

detailed than anything that I would ever put together for a class that I was actually teaching let 

alone a hypothetical class” (interview).  

Discussion of the usefulness of the application activities 

Comments from all three groups of participants unanimously showed the value of the 

application activities. Students noted their usefulness, pointing out how they appreciated that the 

assignments built on each other and were each a piece of the puzzle of the project. This enabled 
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students to work on one piece at a time and get scaffolding and feedback along the way. Students 

also found it useful to work with others in their group as it helped complete the tasks and learn 

by doing. Participants noted that working in a group was especially useful for those who did not 

have prior teaching experience. Teachers also noted the value of the application activities as 

evidenced by the quality of the products they created. A teacher pointed out the value of having 

students posting their assignments on the discussion board, noting that some of her students 

commented that they always looked to see them and that it helped increase their understanding.  

Usefulness of the project according to the students. 

Useful. Numerous students found the final project to be useful, for example saying that it 

was a good way of synthesizing what was learned in the course. One student pointed out that “It 

is useful because it is a sample of what would be required to teach a course without overloading 

us since we have limited time to do this Basic Course” (Scarlet, interview).  

Revising previous work and combining. Several students explained that it was great 

because it encouraged students to use feedback that had from previous assignments and combine 

them with work from others in their group to create the final portfolio for their context.  

Usefulness of the project according to the teachers. 

Revising previous work and combining. One teacher explained that students did not need 

to do “tons of extra work,” but that they were “basically polishing" what they had previously 

done for application activities (Rochelle, interview).  

More engaging. When compared to the previous version of the course sans project, 

Emile noticed that students were “more engaged” and that it was “certainly much better than the 

final quiz” in the previous curriculum (interview). 
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Really benefits those without teaching experience. Mary noted that those without prior 

teaching experience “really benefitted from seeing that whole thing done with objectives and 

goals and seeing the way lessons should be done” (interview). 

Synergy. Ida again pointed out that students accomplished more working together than 

they would have been able to alone. 

Usefulness of the project according to the teacher training coordinator. 

Useful and revising previous work and combining. The teacher training coordinator 

explained that students had work that they completed throughout the course that they put 

together using feedback from the teacher, but also from classmates since they were submitted on 

the discussion board. She also shared a great example of learning in action:  

At least one group talked to me and they said, this is more my view of something, and 

this is their view of something, and they wanted to check in with me to see what I thought 

would be a more appropriate view of this class, and what lessons and assessments would 

work best and that sort of really, hands-on kind of stuff that usually doesn’t happen until 

you’re actually teaching, so I thought that was all really good. (Adel, interview) 

Discussion of the Usefulness of the Final Project 

As research question one addressed the benefits and challenges of the group project, 

many of the points about the usefulness of the final project have already been mentioned. All of 

the participants shared that they found the final project to be useful citing a variety of reasons. 

Some students recognized that the project enabled them to synthesize what they were learning in 

the course and create materials that were “a sample of what would be required to teach a course” 

(Scarlet, interview).  
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Teachers also highlighted usefulness, for example Emile noted that students were “more 

engaged” doing the project with their group than they were in the previous curriculum doing the 

final test. Ida again noted that students were able to accomplish more working together than they 

would have been able to do alone. Rochelle noted that students revised and polished work that 

they had previously done in the course. Adel commented how at least one group contacted her to 

share their different views and ask for her insights, something which she pointed out usually only 

happens when people are teaching. This highlights how students were applying what they had 

learned and seemed motivated to find out what would work well in an actual teaching context. 

Comments such as these show that the final project encouraged students to use the feedback that 

they got throughout the course to improve their materials as well as combine them with the work 

of their group mates in assembling their final project. 

Comments from all three participant groups also shows how students were challenged, 

but also had support, and were thus able to learn from the experience. One student wrote, “It was 

challenging, but in a good way (Charlotte, interview). A teacher, Mary, emphasized how students 

without prior experience teaching especially benefited. These are just a few examples that show 

how the various steps of the group project enabled students to operate within the zone of 

proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Usefulness of the reflection paper according to the students. 

Useful to reflect. Many students indicated that they found the final reflection paper to be 

useful as it prompted them to reflect on what they had learned in the course. Some added that 

they reviewed the readings. One student said, “it was very useful because I was able to 

summarize everything that had happened and everything that I had learned” (Gloria, interview).  
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Instructions unclear. Several students mentioned that they were unclear on the 

guidelines for the reflection. One student shared, "I had a hard time writing this for some reason. 

I remember [our instructor] saying at some point probably in a video somewhere that we needed 

to evaluate the group, but that wasn’t necessarily stated in the final instructions” (Sam, 

interview). 

Provides insights into students’ thoughts. A couple of students noted that they thought it 

was an opportunity to share feedback and a “good way of capturing students’ experiences” 

(Mariana, interview). 

Liked explaining role. A couple of students added that they liked being able to explain 

their role in the group and “defend my personal ideas” since they otherwise did not have a 

chance to do so in the group project (Adam, interview). 

Did not like. Only one student indicated not liking the reflection and suggested that it be 

eliminated. 

Usefulness of the reflection paper according to the teachers. 

Useful to reflect. Several teachers explained that they thought the reflection was valuable 

for students and that "reflection is a valuable habit to develop as a teacher” (Rochelle, interview). 

She also added that she enjoyed reading them because it provided “insight on a student that 

you’re never really going to get to know in an online environment." 

Instructions unclear. Several teachers noted that the guidelines for the final reflection 

were unclear and needed to be revised. 
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Usefulness of the reflection paper according to the teacher training coordinator. 

Instructions unclear. The teacher training coordinator also pointed out that some 

students were “a little confused” about what to do, while some saw it as an opportunity to 

“complain about their groups.” She also noticed that some people seemed to hastily just “threw 

together a short paragraph and shot it off” because it was a pass-fail class and this assignment 

was only worth 5% of the total grade. She thus suggested that the guidelines be reviewed to “see 

if that’s something we can make more reflective” (Adel, interview).   

Discussion of the Usefulness of the Reflection Paper 

Both students and teachers mentioned useful aspects of the reflection paper, highlighting 

that it enabled students to reflect on what they had learned in the course. Some students also 

mentioned appreciating the opportunity to explain their role in their group project and share their 

thoughts and experiences. A teacher, Rochelle, noted the value of reflection for teachers and 

added that it also provided insights into students’ experiences. Participants from all three groups 

mentioned that the guidelines for the reflection paper were not clear and should be revised. The 

teacher training coordinator also explained how some students did not seem to do the reflection 

diligently, probably because it was only worth such a small percentage of the final grade (5%), 

which would usually not influence whether they passed the course or not, since it was a pass/fail 

course. Thus, a suggestion would be to clarify the guidelines for this assignment as well as 

explaining to students the value of reflecting on what you have learned as a student and as a habit 

to develop as a teacher. To add to the motivation and authenticity of this assignment, students 

would probably benefit from hearing that teachers are often encouraged and/or required to 

submit reflections as part of their professional development. In fact, there is a good deal of 
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literature highlighting the value of language teachers developing reflective practice (e.g., Farrell, 

2015; Richards & Lockhart, 1996). 

Research Question 3. What suggestions, if any, do these stakeholders have for improving 

the group project? 

The third research question asked if participants had any suggestions for improving the 

group project. Suggestions that were specific to components of the group project were described 

above in response to research question two. In this section, suggestions about other aspects of the 

group project in the course will be described from the point of view of each group of 

participants, the students, the teachers, and then the teacher training coordinator. Suggestions 

were grouped into seven major categories: grouping students, group work guidelines/support, 

course materials, communication, course design, teacher feedback, and miscellaneous and can be 

seen in figure 4. Suggestions will be explained from each group of participants according to 

these categories. After that, the discussion will summarize the suggestions and refer to other 

related literature.
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Figure 4. Suggestions for the improving the group project.
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Suggestions from Students 

Grouping students. One of the main themes suggested by students had to 

do with how students were grouped. The sub-themes for this category are 

described next. 

Consider location/time zone. A number of students suggested that 

geography and/or time zones be considered when assigning groups. For example, 

a student in an anonymous evaluation wrote, "Group by location if possible, then 

if there are remaining students randomly living in various places, group by closest 

time zones” (program evaluation, fall 1 2015). One student explained how the 

time zone difference with her group members posed a problem: "It is especially 

challenging for me to collaborate in group work due to the 15 hour time zone 

difference which limits communication opportunities” (Mariana, reflection, fall 1 

2015). 

One student shared sentiments about group work and the importance of 

one’s group members in the following quote:  

I do not typically like group work. I dislike the idea of my grade being 

based on someone’s work. As a teacher, I understand why group work can 

be important, even beneficial. As a learner, it is frustrating unless you are 

lucky enough to get a stellar group. I would probably had been just fine 

had my group members been local. I know that there were two others that 

live in my vicinity and neither of them were in my group. (Sam, interview, 

fall 1 2015) 
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The quote above shows that this student had mixed feelings about group work and 

explained from a teacher’s perspective why it can be valuable, but expressing 

frustration for her grade partially depending on others. She added that she would 

have appreciated working with others who were nearby. 

Allow students to work alone. A couple of students suggested that people 

be allowed to work alone. One wrote, “If there is a reason not to work in a group, 

students should be able to opt out” (program evaluation, fall 1 2015). One student 

explained that she chose to work alone due to constraints of her busy schedule at 

work and at home. Another student suggested having less people per group or 

“completely do away with it” (program evaluation, spring 1 2015).   

Have students work in pairs. Several students suggested working in pairs, 

since it could be easier to arrange. One student pointed this out, while also 

acknowledging the benefits of working with others:  

It might be better to just work with a partner, strictly from a time and 

logistics perspective. I know some people opted out of the group work, but 

I think it’s important to be able to work and collaborate effectively with 

others. (Charlotte, interview, fall 1 2015) 

Put students with different level experience together. At least a couple of 

students mentioned that they found it to be very helpful to be in a group with 

people who had experience teaching since they did not. One strongly 

recommended continuing “mixing abilities so that it would be really helpful to the 

weaker ones” (Gloria, interview). 
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Group work guidelines/support. Another main theme suggested by 

students had to do with guidelines and support for the group work. Sub-themes 

are described next. Several students suggested having more structured group 

work, for example that it be “more structured by the instructor” (program 

evaluation, fall 1 2014) or having “more guidelines for group work” (program 

evaluation, spring 1 2015). A couple of students suggested that the teacher assign 

specific tasks and/or roles, such as group leader. 

A number of students also suggested including “accountability measures” 

(program evaluation, spring 1 2015), “an improved method of making sure group 

members are communicating effectively” (program evaluation, spring 1 2015), 

and improved ways to “gauge the amount of work each group member is 

contributing so that not all the work is put onto one or two people” (program 

evaluation, fall 1 2014).  

Course materials and project guidelines.  Data also emerged that related 

to course materials and project guidelines. Sub-themes are described below. 

Context. Several students commented on the context to which they were 

assigned for their group project. One student asked if there was “ever any choice 

in what … hypothetical class you get to work with” (program evaluation, fall 1 

2015). After being assigned to a context working with children, one participant 

requested and was granted permission to work on a specific topic related to her 

work with adults for the final project (Sam, interview, fall 1 2015). Another 

student offered an enlightening perspective about being assigned a context:  
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I did not have any problem with our teacher assigning us our teaching 

contexts because sometimes as a teacher, you won't be able to choose what 

exact class you want to teach. You have to be able to adapt to every 

teaching context. (Melinda, interview, fall 1 2015) 

Models. A couple of students mentioned that it would have been helpful to 

see models (i.e., good examples of materials that previous students had made). 

Making guidelines for some assignments clearer was also suggested a couple of 

times. A couple of students suggested reminding students of deadlines and 

making sure it is clear on the calendar. One or two students suggested that more 

lecture explaining the material be included in the course (program evaluation, fall 

1 2015). 

Communication. Several students suggested finding ways to 

communicate synchronously with their group and with the teacher. One student 

justified this by explaining, "I would suggest finding ways to connect in real time. 

Waiting for emails and then working through a long chain of emails can be 

challenging” (program evaluation, spring 2 2015). One student suggested 

emphasizing to students “...that what they are learning is all pieces of the puzzle 

that will be the group project. That would have made it all seem more cohesive in 

the moment instead of in retrospect” (Will, interview, fall 1 2015).  

One student suggested having an overview at the beginning of the tasks 

and meeting as a group to fill out the project planning report together (Scarlet, 

interview, fall 1 2015). Oh, Liu, and Reeves (2014) also suggested having a group 
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meeting with the teacher to plan together and help establish roles. Another student 

suggested having a place for group members to put their email addresses and 

Skype IDs (Jen, interview, spring 2 2015). Note that a detailed analysis for each 

of the components of the group project is provided in answering research question 

two. 

Feedback. Several students mentioned wanting more feedback from the 

instructor. Since there was feedback from peers in addition to from the teacher, 

one student pointed out a typical complaint of peer feedback: "I don't necessarily 

trust the feedback of other students, because they are not the professionals, the 

instructor is” (program evaluation, fall 1 2014).  

Course design. Another sub-theme under suggestions had to do with 

design of the course. Sub-themes are described below.  

Access to materials. Several students suggested that students have access 

to materials at least a full week before assignments are due. A couple of 

comments also indicated that students wanted to access discussions after they 

were due: "Sometimes I wanted to go back and check past discussions but I 

couldn't. Feedback felt useless since I couldn't go back to reflect on them 

sometimes" (program evaluation, spring 1 2015). A couple of comments indicated 

that at least one student would prefer being able to access all course materials to 

be able to work in advance explaining, “When I have an 8 hour day, I tend to 

binge on printing, quizzes, reading, and assignments. I’d prefer to bang out 2 

weeks of work at once” (instructor evaluation, fall 1 2014). Another comment 
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about self-pacing suggested that all assignments be due on Sunday of each week 

since “since many students in this kind of course have professional and personal 

obligations” (program evaluation, fall 1 2014).  

Discussion board. Several students also commented on the discussion 

board in the course. One suggested that they be used more, but encouraging 

“more organic conversation and questions stemming from the materials” 

(program evaluation, fall 1 2014). Another stated that it was “unnecessary and 

forced” (program evaluation, fall 1 2015), and one suggested “do[ing] without the 

discussion board” (instructor evaluation, fall 1 2015).  

None/other. When asked for suggestions about the group project, many 

students said that they did not have any. One student suggested having students 

develop more materials since she found that to be challenging in her first teaching 

job (Jen, interview, spring 2 2015). She added that doing the practicum at the 

same time as the course was helpful. 

Suggestions from Teachers 

Grouping students. One teacher told students at the beginning of the 

course that they “could opt out of the group project if they needed to” and had 

three students who chose to work alone, which worked out well (Rochelle, 

interview). She suggested that students be grouped by time zones and re-grouping 

students if some drop out (Rochelle, interview). Mary pointed out that those 

without teaching experience could "learn a lot" from those who have taught. She 

explained the importance of grouping students and her own first-hand experience 
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learning in an online program which led her to suggest that group work be 

implemented in this course when explaining:  

As a student with the Master’s program, I learned so much from the 

people who were already in the field. And had I had to do some of those 

assignments by myself, oh my. So I really felt that it’s important for the 

students to be able to learn from each other. So of course I think one of the 

most important things we do is grouping appropriately (interview).  

Group work guidelines/support. One teacher mentioned that the course 

was “very intense” and that it was “difficult to teach them all the skills that they 

need to do” in six weeks, but suggested that the “TEFL program could be a little 

stronger on teaching how to work in a group” (Mary, interview). She mentioned 

that training students how to work in groups and having contracts could help, but 

that it would be difficult to implement in this program, since it is so short. 

Another teacher explained that some students seemed to need more support with 

effective ways of collaborating with their group. Ida explained that she provided 

students with a link to a tutorial for Google Docs and encouraged students to use 

it to collaborate on their group assignments, but realized by the end of the course 

that some students did not use it and thus suggested trying it out with the class in 

a scaffolded way (interview). Ida also suggested finding a way for students to give 

feedback on the their group mates before the end of the course to increase 

accountability and fairness. 
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Course materials. Ida suggested several changes with course materials: 

guidelines for the reflection paper were unclear and needed to be revised for the 

advanced class; the grading rubrics needed descriptors for each level of 

performance, and students needed supplementary materials such as sample 

learning objectives and models of the assignments (e.g., lesson plans and syllabi). 

Project guidelines. Context. Ida questioned whether students should be 

assigned to teaching contexts and groups or whether they should be allowed more 

freedom to choose their own situations and group mates, but reasoned that the 

short length of the course (seven to eight weeks) and the fully online nature must 

be considered and thus recommended the teacher making assignments based on 

various elements (e.g., amount of previous teaching experience, interests, time 

zones). One teacher acknowledged the value of having students do application 

activities in groups but suggested that the final portfolio to be done individually 

since many students “feel a bit overwhelmed at the end of the course and it may 

just be easier on some individuals to only have to rely on themselves to get things 

turned in,” noting that one or two students mentioned that in the evaluations 

(Rochelle, interview).  

Communication. Emile suggested that students be required to meet with 

the instructor individually and also with the group and the instructor 

synchronously online with video to help improve communication and answer 

questions about what the group project, rationale, and expectations, which should 

“solve a lot of the problems of slacking." The online video meeting with the 
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instructor would also “play into legitimizing,” helping put a face to a name 

because in an online class, you cannot be sure of who is doing the work 

(interview). Again, this goes along with Oh et al.’s (2014) suggestion for the 

instructor to meet online with each group and student at the beginning of the 

course to help clarify expectations from the students’ and instructor’s 

perspectives. 

Teacher feedback/support. One teacher suggested that teachers be 

encouraged to share feedback on the course after teaching it and pointed out that a 

standard end-of-term form existed, but was concerned that that might be seen as 

critical since other administrators read it (Ida, interview).  

None/other. One teacher suggested that the certificate that students earn 

after completing the program “mirror the fact that you’ve done coursework” 

because doing written assignments to pass the course do not demonstrate the 

ability to teach (Emile, interview). It should be noted that those who wish to gain 

more practical knowledge and experience are encouraged to do the teaching 

practicum, which students can complete on site, and involves observing in-house 

ESL courses, planning lessons, creating materials, and being observed teaching 

several classes. 

Suggestions from Teacher Training Coordinator 

Grouping students. The teacher training coordinator expressed that it was 

“very good” to elicit more information from students in the introduction on the 

discussion board and to have students fill out a background survey as it enables 
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teachers to know more about their students, which is useful when putting them in 

groups. She explained that she did not think that groups should be created 

randomly in this situation and "the more they have in common and the better you 

can kind of align them with what sort of thing they’re likely to go teaching, 

they’re going to appreciate that more and they’re going to get along better” 

(interview). 

Group work guidelines/support/course design. To improve group work, 

Adel suggested providing ways to help students communicate, for example by 

setting up a discussion board for each group “so that it’s easier for them to 

communicate with each other asynchronously and privately, not email, but also in 

a way that I can monitor.” She mentioned that this is something that the group 

discussion boards cannot be set up in the master copy of the course, so each 

instructor would need to set up in their class and assign students to a group. She 

also suggested providing a tutorial on how to use Google Docs “so that they learn 

how to do this stuff so that they’re not so overwhelmed” (interview). Oh, Liu, and 

Reeves’ (2014) research also recommended providing online space for groups to 

communicate and encouraging their use. 

Course materials. The teacher training coordinator suggested providing 

more specific instructions for the final reflection saying, “That’s something that I 

think we could re-visit in the future and see if that’s something that we can make 

more reflective” (interview). She also mentioned that the project planning and 

progress reports could be "more explicit in terms of exactly what I’m expecting 
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them to do and where they should do things,” adding that that “could definitely 

help” (interview). She also mentioned that incorporating “a template or model 

portfolio” could be helpful for students to see, since “there was a lot of 

differences in terms of how people interpreted what a syllabus is or what an 

assessment might look like” (interview). Suggestions for elements of the group 

project are discussed more thoroughly in research question two.  

Discussion of Suggestions  

Grouping students. As explained in the answer to the second part of 

research question one, the main challenges that participants expressed fell into the 

main themes of communication and differing expectations. To help deal with 

communication issues, several suggestions are offered. A popular suggestion was 

that time zone be considered when assigning groups. Students in this class live in 

different places around the world and time zone differences make it more difficult 

to coordinate a common meeting time and can increase the amount of time that 

group mates have to wait for a reply to each other. One student commented that 

she had a 15-hour time difference with those in her group. Thus, time zone should 

be one of the factors that teachers consider when creating groups.  

The teacher training coordinator suggested that groups be created 

intentionally, not randomly. Several teachers and students pointed out the value of 

considering teaching experience when creating groups and suggested that teachers 

include students with and without teaching experience in the same group. 
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To address challenges students experienced working in groups, several 

students suggested that students work in pairs to streamline the communication 

and coordination process. In fact, a couple of groups did work in pairs after a 

group member dropped. Another suggestion made by students and a teacher was 

that students be allowed to work alone if they wanted. In Fall 2015, three students 

chose to work alone; the instructor and two of the students who participated in 

this research expressed that working alone was a good option considering the 

circumstances. A drawback is that it meant more those individuals may have had 

more work, as they completed all of the tasks for the project alone; however, they 

saved some time by not needing to communicate and coordinate with group 

members. It can be argued, however, that some key components of group work 

are lost for those who worked alone, for example, communicating with group 

members to share their ideas and apply their understandings and get detailed 

ongoing feedback. 

The question of how to form groups is something an online teacher must 

consider. Roberts and McInnerney (2007) warn against letting students select 

their own groups in an online class due to possible complications; instead they 

recommend purposefully making heterogeneous groups, and add that selecting 

randomly may work in many cases (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). Juwah (2006) 

suggests that allowing students to make their own groups and choose their own 

topics encourages socializing and positive group dynamics within groups. 

Brindley, Walti, and Blaschke (2009) explain the importance of providing clear 



 

 

 

 

166

guidelines but also allowing learner autonomy; for example, they suggest making 

the goals and purposes of the group tasks explicit, but allowing some flexibility, 

such as in choosing their group, role, and details of their topic. They add: "When 

students have personal control over the task (content, process, intentions, goal 

setting, consequences, outcomes, group partners), their engagement, 

responsibility, and sense of the relevance of the task are heightened" (p. 12). 

 Course materials. Specific suggestions about components of the group 

project were provided at the end of the answer to research question two. There 

were a few other suggestions about course materials, such as providing examples 

and/or models. A suggestion is to encourage teachers to provide sample materials 

such as student learning outcomes and syllabi that are similar to the courses that 

students needed to prepare. New teachers especially can benefit from seeing such 

materials. Some students also suggested having models. Teachers could request 

permission from groups who produced good materials. With permission, some 

good examples could be provided as models for future students.  

The researcher also suggests revising the grading rubrics to include 

descriptions for each level of performance, which should help students and 

teachers be more clear about expectations on assignments. This suggestion is 

supported by research. Providing teachers with rubrics that included descriptions 

for different levels of performance helped teachers learn how to give students 

feedback that promotes student understanding (McNeill & Krajcik, 2012). 
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A couple of students also requested more lecture. Teachers are encouraged 

to make their own weekly videos for the class. Research has shown that students 

appreciate getting an overview and updates from the teacher, which are aspects of 

teaching presence. 

Another suggestion is to change the guidelines to make students more 

accountable. Experienced researchers and practitioners in online group work 

explain: "The most appropriate and effective antidote to the free-rider problem is 

to ensure that all students are well acquainted, at the commencement of group 

work, with the marking scheme to be employed, and that such a scheme is clearly 

seen to penalise free-riders" (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007, p. 262). "One such 

method is to build into the assessment process an element of peer and/or self-

assessment, thereby giving students the ability to demonstrate independent value 

within the group confines" (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007, p. 262). They go on to 

explain, "Perhaps the fairest and most easily defensible method is to use an 

appropriate combination of self, peer, and group assessment techniques, where 

assigned marks are correlated with individual efforts, as judged by the members 

of the group themselves" (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007, p. 263). However, a 

challenge with implementing a peer evaluation system is that it may not be fair for 

grades to be affected by what peers say. Furthermore, collaboration is not 

currently a student learning outcome in this program; this program bases grades 

purely on attainment of student learning outcomes. Thus, a question is whether 
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the learning outcomes should be revised to include collaboration and how to deal 

with students who are free loaders. More research is needed in this area. 

Communication. Some students and a teacher suggested finding ways to 

get students and the teacher to communicate in real time. While this can be 

challenging in an online class that includes students living around the world, with 

advance planning and communication, it should usually be possible for the 

teacher to arrange a meeting with students. Furthermore, if students are grouped 

according to time zones, it will make it easier for them to coordinate times to meet 

synchronously. Other research on online collaborative groups has shown that 

having the instructor meet with students and students meeting with each other 

synchronously improved communication (Oh et al., 2014). Students do not 

collaborate with each other naturally (Azmitia, 1996); successful group work does 

not result from simply putting students together (Blumenfeld et al., 1996) and thus 

need to be taught how to take turns, listen to each other, and respect each others' 

opinions (Krajcik & Shin, 2014, p. 286). 

Course design. A few suggestions were made about course design, mostly 

things which could easily be changed. Several students suggested allowing 

students access to course materials at least a week before they were due and one 

requested having them all available for those who want to work in advance. After 

a course has been fully developed, that is technically easy to do. However, 

teachers often make their videos each week considering how students have done 

so far. Most students only work on assignments that are due in the coming week. 
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Having everything available could possibly overwhelm some students, especially 

those who are new to online learning. However, with a short video introduction 

previewing the course that could especially help those new to online learning. The 

teacher could allow students to see and access all content even if she provides the 

weekly introduction at the beginning of each week. That way, the few students 

who may want to work ahead could do so. 

A few students also commented on the discussion board assignments on 

the program evaluation. Again, one student stated that they were “unnecessary 

and forced” and another suggested that they include “more organic conversation 

and questions stemming from the materials.” Thus a suggestion would be to 

examine the discussion board prompts to see if they could be revised to make 

them more engaging. 

The teacher training coordinator suggested including a discussion board 

area for each group to use on the course management system and encouraging 

them to use it. There are options for students to receive email notifications when 

posts are made there, which could encourage them to look at it when group mates 

post there. As she explained, these discussion board groups can only be created 

after students are enrolled in the course, so it is something that each teacher would 

need to set up—it is not something that would copy over from the master course. 

However, it is easy to set up and would provide a space where group members 

could communicate that the teacher could also see. When other course designers 

and researchers created an online class with collaborative group projects, Oh, Liu, 
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and Reeves (2014) had such an area for groups to communicate on their course 

management system (Moodle in their case) and they commented that it was one 

way that helped them check on groups. They also required each group to meet 

synchronously weekly and to post minutes of their group meetings. In the first 

couple of sessions, one or more of the course facilitators (the professor and/or 

graduate teaching assistants) attended the online meeting to provide scaffolding. 

Teacher feedback. Those who teach the course gain detailed insights into 

the teacher and students’ experiences. Thus, a suggestion is to elicit feedback 

from the teacher about the course. In the current study, the standard practice at the 

institution was to have all teachers respond to several questions to reflect on the 

course and offer suggestions. This prompt was not specific to this course or 

teacher training and it is submitted to the program coordinator and read by several 

higher administrators. While this does elicit some reflection and feedback, it 

seems like a formal procedure and it is unknown how critical feedback may be 

viewed. In order to encourage more feedback from teachers, a suggestion is for 

the teacher training coordinator to have a one-on-one meeting with the teacher at 

the end of the course to ask for feedback. While the questions for these can be 

provided in writing by email, having a synchronous meeting about it to could be 

helpful to encourage comments that might not come up in writing. In addition, a 

mentor should be available and should initiate meetings with a new teacher to 

discuss questions, encourage ongoing support, and/or be available for consultation 

online. 
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In the present-study, the assigned tasks that made up the group portfolio 

project were authentic in that they included tasks that practicing teachers actually 

do. However, they were assigned a hypothetical context, based on typical profiles 

of the kinds of situations where graduates from the TESOL program may teach. A 

suggestion is to allow students to have more choice their teaching context, as it 

could make the project even more meaningful and directly relevant to their lives; 

However, for students working in groups in such a short course, it is not feasible 

to create the perfect scenarios for each student. Thus, it is valuable to ask students 

about their plans for teaching and consider this when creating and assigning 

typical scenarios for those who complete a TESOL certificate such as this; if 

students are particularly motivated to work on a particular context, this should be 

taken into consideration as it would likely influence their motivation. 

Sociocultural Theory and Teacher Learning 

According to Johnson, "[a] sociocultural perspective assumes that the way 

in which human consciousness develops depends on the specific social activities 

in which we engage and the culturally constructed materials and semiotic artifacts 

or tools, the most important of which is language, which we use to participate in 

those activities" (Johnson, 2009, p. ix). The group project assignment instructions, 

groups and contexts to which students were assigned, grading rubrics, feedback 

received, and tools each group chose to use for communication undoubtedly 

influenced how the individuals in this course performed and learned.  

Traditionally, learning to teach includes learning content knowledge in a teacher 
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education program, observing and practicing teaching in a practicum, and 

developing effective teaching skills when actually teaching (Johnson, 2009). The 

group project in this curriculum provides scaffolding to help students engage in 

realistic teacher experiences of developing a syllabus with learning objectives, 

lesson plans, and assessments in a scaffolded way because of the guided 

instruction, group work, and feedback from the teacher and classmates. 

ZPD Created in Interaction 

 

People learn by interacting in meaningful ways with others and with 

educational tools. "The zone of proximal development is created in the 

interaction between the student and the coparticipants in an activity, including the 

available tools and the selected practices, and depends on the nature and quality of 

that interaction as much as on the upper limit of the learner's capability" (Wells, 

1999, p. 318, emphasis in original). This is relevant because in an online setting, 

there is a wide variety of ways in which interaction can take place; some types of 

interaction encourage the exchange of ideas and foster learning more than others. 

For example, one student, Kris, indicated that she found synchronous 

communication talking with her groupmates to be more valuable than 

asynchronous communications. From what she explained, it seems that sometimes 

there was a communication breakdown with her group because she did not 

understand one group member. As a side note, when the researcher exchanged 

emails with her to arrange the interview, the researcher asked her about her 

location and time zone several times, but that question was not addressed. After 
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talking with her for over an hour in the interview, she understood well and could 

express herself fine. From what she described, it seems like she was so busy with 

her teaching schedule that she may have not noticed the question in the emails. 

From what she said in the interview, it seems that Kris would have preferred and 

done better with more synchronous communication. 

Leont'ev (1981) summarized Vygotsky's key insight and explained, 

Higher psychological processes unique to humans can be acquired only 

through interaction with others, that is, through interpsychological 

processes that only later will begin to be carried out independently by the 

individual. When this happens, some of these processes lose their initial, 

external form and are converted into intrapsychological processes (p. 56).  

Having students work in small groups provides an authentic situation in which 

they need to interact to communicate their ideas with each other to negotiate the 

various tasks of the group project. This interaction stimulates thinking. As 

Vygotsky (1987) wrote, "[t]hought is born through words" (p. 282).  As Jen 

explained in her interviews, she found it especially beneficial to communicate 

with some group members because they could “bounce ideas off each other.” A 

Vygotskian scholar, Wells (1999), pointed out that it was increasingly recognized 

that focusing only on face-to-face speech interaction would significantly limit our 

understanding of various types of semiotic mediation that influence inter-personal 

communication and intra-personal thinking and problem solving. Thus, we need 

to realize the potential of other forms of communication besides just face-to-face. 
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Vygotsky (1981) himself explained that speech was not the only semiotic form of 

mediation and he exemplified "various systems used for counting, ..., writing, and 

so on" (p. 137). We must consider the context in which he was writing in the 

1920s and 30s in the Soviet Union. Although he did not mention computers due to 

his context, we now know that computers provide many affordances that promote 

mediation, interaction, and thus can help leverage interactions that foster ZPD. 

The TESOL online course examined in the current study provided 

scaffolding through the carefully planned assignments that built on each other 

combined with inter-group interaction as well as feedback from other students and 

the instructor after each submission. The importance of appropriate scaffolding to 

promote desired educational outcomes is well known. To prepare students to do 

group projects, scaffolding is important and “can be accomplished through 

instructional design (sequencing activities within the course that build on 

previously learned skills) and positioning small group activity later in the course 

when students have acquired the confidence and skills to be successful" (Brindley 

et al., 2009, p. 12).  

Johnson (2009) explains that the act of making one's own beliefs explicit 

by stating them makes them "open to discourse processes that can promote 

reorganization, refinement, and reconceptualization" (p. 63). By communicating 

with group members, students make their own beliefs explicit. The group project 

with step-by-step instructions and scaffolding provides students the opportunity to 

"participate in activities that provide them with direct experiences in the use of 
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new...tools" and are asked to write a reflection paper at the end answering specific 

questions which should help reflect on their experience and what they learned and 

thus has the "potential to advance cognitive development" (Johnson, 2009, p. 62). 

Students do not only learn by interacting with others; they can also gain 

assistance from material tools as well as symbolic artifacts (e.g., written texts) 

which offer them the opportunity to teach themselves (Wells, 1999). Wells (1999) 

explained: 

The sources of guidance and assistance for learning are not limited to 

human participants who are physically present in the situation; absent 

participants, whose contributions are recalled from memory or 

encountered in semiotic artifacts, such as book, maps, diagrams, and 

works of art, can also function as significant others in the ZPD (p. 331). 

Wells (1995) emphasized the value of making educational activities 

relevant and meaningful to learners at the time they are doing them. To make the 

group project more meaningful for students, they could be given choice on who to 

work with, what norms to establish in their group, and the context for which their 

materials are created. This could help avoid the problem that one student 

mentioned that she did not get to work in a group with another person she knew 

and wanted to work with and who was given a teaching context much different 

than the one which she was originally desired. 

Wells (1999) explained, "Learning and teaching in the ZPD is clearly 

dependent on social interaction and, in educational settings, this most typically 
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involves face-to-face interaction mediated by speech" (p. 319). We must consider 

than since Wells wrote that in 1999, we have experienced a technological 

revolution, therefore, we must expand social interaction to include computer-

mediated communication. Indeed, social presence is one of the three key aspects 

of effective online courses as explained in the Community of Inquiry framework 

(Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). Social interaction is no longer limited to 

face-to-face settings. Having students work in a group on a project provides an 

opportunity for the social, cognitive, and teaching presences that Garrison, 

Anderson, and Archer (2000) explained are necessary to promote educational 

experiences. 

Conclusion 

Historically, distance learning, which later developed into online learning, 

was limited by what technology could do; however, advances in technology now 

offer seemingly limitless possibilities for interaction via computer-mediated 

communication and access to information. In the program examined in this case 

study, the project-based learning that was implemented had students create 

specific types of curricular materials to teach a class in an assigned context; the 

group portfolio project is composed of multiple components, some of which are 

completed individually, others with their group. Students worked with their group 

to complete the project step-by-step using feedback from the teacher and 

classmates to revise and assemble the various components at the end of the 

course. As we saw in the data and in the literature, project-based learning and 
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working in groups enables students to engage in authentic activities with 

scaffolding (J. Herrington et al., 2010; Krajcik & Shin, 2014). Authentic learning 

experiences have been found to be beneficial and motivating, especially for adult 

learners (J. Herrington et al., 2010). 

According to several decades of research on how teachers learn to teach, 

Johnson (2009) explains, "Learning to teach, from a sociocultural perspective, is 

based on the assumption that knowing, thinking, and understanding come from 

participating in the social practices of learning and teaching in specific classroom 

and school situations” (p. 13). This suggests that having teacher trainees work in 

groups on an authentic group project is useful.  A curriculum which enabled 

students to apply what they are learning to create a project working with a group 

was found to be effective in this case study. 

The one place where Vygotsky clearly indicates how "good instruction" 

might look is when he was referring to early stages of literacy learning with the 

Montessori approach, as Wells (1999) highlighted; Vygotsky (1978) explained, 

"Teaching should be organized in such a way that reading and writing are 

necessary for something" (p. 117). Although Vygotsky was referring to teaching 

children, it has been argued that theories of learning are relevant for adults as 

well. This quote highlights the importance of the teacher creating authentic tasks 

to engage learners and motivate them to use the new skills they are developing. 

Findings from this research have shown that the benefits of the group 

project outweighed the challenges. Based on the data and the researcher’s 
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experience also as a teacher of one of the online courses, suggestions were made 

on how to improve the group project in this online program. These findings 

should also be useful for others who want to better understand how to effectively 

implement an online group project. In addition, scaffolding from interacting with 

peers and teacher feedback can foster learners’ ability to accomplish the learning 

outcomes such as creating an appropriate course syllabus, lesson pans, and an 

assessment. The group project used in this online TESOL program is an authentic 

activity and helps participants to teach. Teachers need to provide tools, strategies, 

and suggestions to help groups interact effectively, especially in a fully online 

environment. Diligence to keep up with assignments and time management are 

important qualities for effective students in any online class, and teachers need to 

help students be aware of expectations in online learning and develop these skills. 

Limitations 

Since this is a case study of one program, the results may not be 

generalizable. Another limitation is that students may sometimes respond how 

they think the teacher wants them to respond instead of what they truly think. 

Although this program is accredited, before fall 2015, it did not give college 

credit or grades. Prior to this, students needed to earn a total score of 75 percent to 

pass the course. The vast majority of students have passed these courses over the 

years, but it is predicted that students who take the course for a grade and credit 

would be more motivated. Therefore, in the courses that were analyzed in fall 

2014 and spring 2015, some aspects and results may not be comparable to TESOL 
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courses, which offer university credit and grades. Starting in spring 2015, students 

in these online courses could earn college credit, but that was outside the scope of 

the current research.  

Further Research 

Since discussion questions do play a significant role in this class as well as 

most online classes and because a few students offered suggestions for trying to 

improve it, a suggestion for future research is to examine the discussion board 

posts more carefully, for example by using the Community of Inquiry framework 

and analyzing teaching, cognitive, and social presence in discussion board posts. 

The prompts and grading could also be reviewed along with literature on current 

best practices in order to determine if any revisions in guidelines or practices 

should be made.  

Wikis such as Google Docs have been found to be useful tools for 

collaborative writing (e.g., Kessler, Bikowski, & Boggs, 2012; Storch, 2013). 

Teachers in the online classes in the current study encouraged students to use 

them Google Docs, but many students indicated in the interview that they emailed 

Word documents back and forth. In future research, teachers could provide more 

scaffolding to help students get started using Google Docs. In addition, 

researchers could ask for permission to access them to examine students’ 
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interactions and analyze the degree to which students cooperated or collaborated 

and compare that to what they reported6 (see Arnold, Ducate, Lomicka, & Lord, 

2009). As suggested in research question three, teachers could help students find 

ways to communicate with their groups, e.g., by setting up a shared discussion 

group space. The teacher could ask to be included to check in on groups, and 

researchers could ask for permission to access these after the course is finished to 

analyze group interactions. 

Teachers and curriculum designers play a critical role in helping today’s 

students develop the 21st century skills needed to survive in the increasingly 

global and tech-mediated world. Future research should explore the role of the 

teacher in an online course. For example, it would be interesting to see a case 

study of an effective teacher, a teacher who has gotten positive evaluations and 

who scores well on the community of inquiry survey. What does she do? How 

does the teacher exhibit teaching presence in the course? Based on this proposed 

case study, what suggestions can be made for good practice for online teachers, 

especially those in a language teacher preparation course? A further step would be 

to interview successful online teachers in inquire about their rationale and 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
6 Note that in the current research, the researcher intended on looking at what 
occurred in the group work by looking at the Google Doc history; however, for 
those groups who chose to use Google Docs, not all members of the group chose 
to participate in the study, thus their group project documents could not be 
examined for this study. 
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philosophy of teaching online. This line of research is encouraged by Johnson 

(2009) who suggests an ethnographic approach that includes interviewing 

teaching “about why they do what they do” (p. 9). As she states, "[t]he goal of 

interpretive research is to uncover how people participate in and constitute social 

reality" (Johnson, 2009, p. 9).  

The data showed that students mostly used traditional techniques of 

communicating with each other. It is surprising that they did not use higher tech 

options more like wikis (Google Docs), synchronous or near synchronous tools 

like Adobe Connect, Skype, Facebook, or Facebook Messenger. Based on 

readings, these results, and interacting with many students recently, these results 

are not all that surprising. Although more and more technology tools and 

bandwidth is available now more than ever, most students seem to use the most 

common tools in basic ways (e.g., emailing, attachments, web searching, social 

media, exchanging messages, calling, and the like). Prensky (2001) used the term 

“digital natives” to refer to those who have grown up using the Internet and 

technology. However, this term is controversial, as others have argued that 

although many so-called digital natives may have grown up being surrounded by 

technology and constantly connected, many of them use basic technology 

functions. In fact, Goertler and colleagues (Goertler, Bollen, & Gaff, Jr., 2012; 

Winke & Goertler, 2008) examined students’ levels of self-reported technical 

proficiency and found that although they often use certain technology for fun, 

they often have little experience using technology for academic purposes and thus 
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need scaffolding to learn how to do so. Future research could examine the profiles 

students in online language teacher education programs paying particular 

attention to the technical abilities needed to do well in an online teacher training 

program and providing the scaffolding they may need. 

Closing Words 

The famous quote, “No man is an island,” (Donne, 1624) means that 

humans are interdependent. From an anthropological point of view, humans have 

advanced and survived thanks to successful collaboration and cooperation (e.g., 

hunting and gathering, pooling resources). In today’s world, 21st century skills are 

needed. These include the ability to communicate and collaborate effectively with 

others as well as use critical thinking and creatively to solve problems 

(“Framework for 21st century learning,” 2007).  

As several experienced teacher educators noted, "No technology 

guarantees collaboration, and collaboration in itself does not guarantee learning" 

(Cullen et al., 2013, p. 433). Although technology can enable cooperative and 

collaborative interactions, other components related to the design, 

implementation, and assessment are necessary to encourage and scaffold 

collaboration to support learning (Cullen et al., 2013). As Garrison (2016) 

highlights, while social presence can help students feel more comfortable 

communicating and exchanging ideas, having social presence does not necessarily 

mean having cognitive presence. 
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Group work brings to mind common sayings such as “Two heads are 

better than one,” and “Many hands make light work.” Although working with a 

group of people involves some extra effort in terms of communication, planning, 

cooperation, and collaboration, data showed that nearly all of the participants in 

this study found it to be beneficial to do the group project as they could divide the 

project into tasks, share ideas, learn from each other, and create a project that was 

better than they could have done alone. A comment from the final evaluation of 

the pilot class read: “[s]ince there was limited time to produce a syllabus by 

myself, it was a good thing to work with three heads than one” (fall 1 2014).  

As online education continues to grow, purposeful pedagogy is critical to 

using the affordances of technology to facilitate learning. Thus, it is essential to 

carefully consider how people learn effectively. Student-centered approaches that 

foster interaction, negotiation, and collaboration, such as a group project, can 

promote learning, although challenges must be considered and addressed to 

promote effective group work. 
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Appendix A 
 

Student Entrance Survey 
 
Q1 Your name: 
 
Q2 Your age: 
� 18-25 (1) 

� 26-35 (2) 

� 36-45 (3) 

� 46-60 (4) 

� 61 or order (5) 

 
Q3 What country (countries) are you from? 
 
Q4 What is your primary language? 
 
Q5 What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 
� Associate's degree or international equivalent or two year of college-level 

coursework (1) 

� Bachelor's degree (e.g. B.A. or B.S.) (2) 

� Master's degree (e.g. M.A. or M.S.) (3) 

� Doctoral degree (e.g. PhD or Ed.D.) (4) 

� Other post-baccalaureate degree (5) 

 
Q6 Have you taught before? 
� Yes (1) 

� No (2) 

 
Q7 If you have taught a subject other than English, what subject(s) did you teach 
and for how long? 
 
Q8 How many years have you taught English or another language? 
� 0 (1) 

� 1 (2) 

� 2 (3) 

� 3 (4) 

� 4 (5) 

� 5+ (6) 
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Q9 What do you plan to do with your TEFL certificate upon completion? 
 
Q10 Do you plan to pursue an advanced degree after completing this course? 
� Yes (1) 

� No (2) 

� I don't know or maybe (3) 

 
Q11 Do you have a job lined up after completion of this course? 
� Yes (1) 

� No (2) 

� I don't know or maybe (3) 

 
Q12 Are you working while taking this course? 
� Yes, full time (1) 

� Yes, part time (2) 

� No (3) 

 
Q13 How did you hear about the TEFL program at [this center]? 
� Family/friend (1) 

� Coworker/colleague (2) 

� Internet search (Google) (3) 

� Facebook (4) 

� [this center’s] bulletin boards (5) 

� Other (please specify) (6) ____________________ 

 
Q14 Why did you choose [this center] given your other choices? Select all that 
apply. 
� [This center] is a part of the University of X (1) 

� Quality of [this center’s] TEFL program (2) 

� Reputation of [this center’s] TEFL program (3) 

� Location in [x city] (4) 

� Qualifications of [this center’s] TEFL instructors (5) 

� Recommendation of a TEFL graduate (6) 

� Other (please specify) (7) ____________________ 
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Q15 Which of the following options describe your motives for taking this online 
course? Select all that apply. 
� Flexibility of schedule (1) 

� Not able to attend a face-to-face class (2) 

� Ability to work from home (3) 

� Enjoyment of online work (4) 

� Curiosity (5) 

� Other (please explain) (6) ____________________ 

 
Q16 Which of the following options describes your motives for taking a TEFL 
certificate course? Select all that apply. 
� Interest in teaching English abroad (1) 

� Interest in teaching English in the United States (2) 

� Desire to travel (3) 

� Career change (4) 

� Improved job prospects for completing this course (5) 

� Financial incentives, e.g. higher pay for completing this course (6) 

� Course paid for by employer or scholarship (7) 

� Other (please explain) (8) ____________________ 

 
Q17 How many online courses have you taken previously? 
� 0 (1) 

� 1 (2) 

� 2 (3) 

� 3+ (4) 

 
Q18 Please rate your technology skills on a scale from 0 (non-existent) to 10 
(expert), especially in the context of an online course. 
______ Technology skills (1) 
 
Q19 If you have taken online courses previously, please rate your experience 
taking online courses, from 0 (negative/unsuccessful) to 10 (positive/successful). 
______ Online experience (1) 
 
Q20 Have you participated in any group work or projects in an online course? 
� Yes (1) 

� No (2) 
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Q21 Please rate your previous group work experience, from 0 
(negative/unsuccessful) to 10 (positive/successful) 
______ Confidence (1) 
 
Q22 Do you have any needs, concerns, or considerations that your instructor 
should be aware of? 
 
Q23 Please rank the following areas. 

 Very Poor 
(1) 

Poor (2) Fair (3) Good (4) Very Good 
(5) 

The course 
registration 

and 
admissions 
process (1) 

�  �  �  �  �  

The online 
application 

(2) 
�  �  �  �  �  

The online 
payment (3) 

�  �  �  �  �  

The 
usefulness of 
the program 
website (4) 

�  �  �  �  �  

The 
introduction 

and 
orientation 
materials 

provided (5) 

�  �  �  �  �  
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Appendix B 
 

Student Interview Questions 
  
 

General questions about the online TEFL program: 

1. Why did you choose to take this class online? 

2. What are your general impressions of this online course?   

 

Questions about GROUP WORK: 

1. Tell me about your group members.  

What were your impressions of the people in your group? 

 

2. How did your group communicate? Which tools did your group use? Were 

they effective? Why or why not? 

3a. Tell me about your experiences working with your group. What tasks did each 

person do? (Please explain) 

3b. What went well (in your group work)? 

3c. What didn’t work so well (in your group work)? 
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4. Tell me about how members of your group cooperated or collaborated. (I mean, 

did you just divide and conquer or did you actually look at and revise each other’s 

work?) 

 

5. What suggestions, if any, do you have for improving group work? 

 

Questions about the GROUP PROJECT: 

6. What did you think about the group project in this online course? 

* benefits? 

* challenges? 

* overall value? 

 

7. What did you think about the various components of the group project? How 
useful was each of them? (If possible, please look at the document that your group 
submitted to refresh your memory. Please let me know if you want me to send 
you the guidelines for these assignments, which were posted on D2L).  

• the final project planning report (that was due in week 2) 
 

o What did you think of this assignment? 
 

o Any suggestions? 
 

• the final project progress report (that was due in week 5) 

o What did you think of this assignment? 
 

o Any suggestions? 
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• the group application activities (that was due in weeks 3 and 5) 

o What did you think of this assignment? 
 

o Any suggestions? 
 

• the final portfolio project (that was due at the end of the course) 

o What did you think of this assignment? 
 

o Any suggestions? 
 

• the individual reflective essay (that was due at the end of the course) 

o What did you think of this assignment? 
 

o Any suggestions? 
 

8. What suggestions, if any, do you have for the group project? 

 

 

9. How did the teacher facilitate instruction in the course?  What did the teacher 

do to make things easier or more understandable? 

 

10. Would you like to add any additional comments about the group project or 

group work in the online TEFL program? 

Thank you very much for sharing your experiences! 
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Appendix C 

Teacher Interview Questions 

Introduction: 
Thank you so much for meeting with me today. For my dissertation research I’m 
interested in looking at the new curriculum of the online TEFL basic class that 
was first implemented in Fall 2014.  

 

WARM UP & BACKGROUND INFO: 
To start off, I’m going to ask you a few questions about your background & your 
role at [this center]: 

 

1. How long have you been teaching ESL?  

2. How long have you been teaching at [this center]? 

3. How long have you been teaching in the Teacher Training Program at [this 

center]? 

4. What classes have you taught in the Teacher Training Program at [this 

center]? 

a. Face-to-face? 

b. Online? 

5. Tell me about your role in the Teacher Training Program. 

6. Tell me about your role as a teacher in the online TEFL Basic class. 

7. Are you familiar with the reasons for the recent changes in the curriculum 

of the TEFL online program?  If so, what are they? 

8. Are you familiar with the changes that were recently made to the 

curriculum in the TEFL online program? If so, what are they? 

Teaching  the TEFL Online Basic: (General BEFORE & AFTER) 

9. Before you taught the TEFL online basic with the revised curriculum, did 

you have any concerns?  

(About teaching a (new) course online,  

about the curriculum which had just been piloted, 
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about the group project / group work, etc? 

10. What are your general overall impressions of the revised curriculum in 

the TEFL online basic? 

 

 

 

GROUP PROJECT: 

Now I’m going to ask you questions about the group project, which were a major 

part of the newly revised curriculum. 

11. Tell me about your role as the instructor in the group project. 

12. What do you think about the group project in this online course?  

What were the benefits & challenges? 

* benefits 

* challenges 

(From different points of view: as a teacher and for students?) 

13. What do you think about the overall value of the group project in this 

online course? 

 

14. Now I’d like to ask you about your impressions of the value of the various 

components of the group project. How useful were they? Do you have any 

suggestions for any of these? 

What do you think about the… 

• the final project planning report (that was due in week 2)? 

 

• the final project progress report (that was due in week 5)? 

 

• the group application activities (that were due in weeks 3 and 5)? 
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• the final portfolio project (that was due at the end of the course)? 

 

• the individual reflective essay (that was due at the end of the course)? 

 

15. To what degree do you think the group project helps students achieve the 

course goals and  learning outcomes?  

 

16. Do you think the group project is a valuable addition to the curriculum of 

this course? Why or why not? 

 

17. What suggestions, if any, do you have for the group project? 

 

GROUP WORK 

Now I’m going to ask you some questions about the group work in this online 

course. 

18. Please tell me about your impressions of groups and the group work in the 

online course you taught. 

19. What impressions do you have about how group members cooperated or 

collaborated? (I mean, to what degree do you think students just divided 

and conquered or actually looked at and revised each other’s work?) 

 

20. What suggestions, if any, do you have for improving group work? 

 

 

COMMENTS ABOUT OTHER COURSE REVISIONS: 
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21. What are your impressions about the other aspects of the revised 

curriculum? E.g., having students post the Application Activities on the 

discussion board instead of just submitting to the teacher. 

The optional online office hours, etc. 

Do you think these were improvements in the curriculum? Why or why not? 

OTHER COMMENTS or QUESTIONS? 

22. Would you like to add any additional comments (about the revised 

curriculum to the online TEFL program, the group project, group work, 

the discussion board, etc.)? 

 

23. Do you have any questions for me? 

 

Thank you so much for taking the time to talk with me today. Your insights are 

very helpful in this research project to understand multiple points of view of the 

revised curriculum in the online TEFL course. 
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APPENDIX B: INSTRUCTORS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR ROLE 

IN AN ONLINE LANGUAGE TEACHER EDUCATION COURSE 

Abstract 

As enrollments in online courses in US higher education continue to rise, more 

language teacher education courses are also being offered online to meet demands 

for flexible language teacher training. Teaching online is very different than in a 

classroom and thus different skills and strategies are needed to effectively 

facilitate learning. Scholars have identified a need for more research investigating 

faculty perspectives of their role in online learning environments (Preisman, 

2014; Richardson, Besser, Koehler, Lim, & Strait, 2016). The current study 

addresses this need by examining instructors’ perceptions of their role in an online 

language teacher education course offered through an ESL center that is part of a 

large public university in the US. This qualitative case study includes perspectives 

from five instructors who taught the online course, one of which was also the 

teacher training coordinator who re-designed the curriculum to include a group 

project. Data included individual semi-structured interviews with these instructors 

after their course, observations of asynchronous computer-mediated-

communication on the course management system, the program’s instructor 

handbook, and some instructor emails. Thematic analysis was applied and six 

main instructor roles emerged: preparer, designer, subject matter expert, facilitator, 

respondent, and checker. These roles correspond with aspects of teaching 
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presence within the Community of Inquiry framework (Anderson, Rourke, 

Garrison, & Archer, 2001). Data analysis provided insights into how several 

instructors view their role in an online class and the group project. Suggestions 

are provided for how instructors can support learning and facilitate a group 

project in an online class. 

Keywords: online teaching, role of the instructor, Community of Inquiry, 

teaching presence, online group project 
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Instructors’ Perceptions of Their Role in an Online Language Teacher Education 

Course 

The number of online classes offered in US higher education continues to 

increase at a faster rate than overall enrollment (Allen & Seaman, 2016). More 

online options are also being offered to prepare language teachers, a group which 

is particularly mobile (England, 2012; Hall & Knox, 2009; Murray, 2013). 

Considering these trends, it is important to examine the design and facilitation of 

these courses to ensure quality online learning experiences. Some have argued 

that online education has brought a paradigm shift as many educators are 

changing from a teacher-centered “sage on the stage” lecture style to a more 

student-centered “guide on the side” model to facilitate learning, based on modern 

approaches to what we know about how people learn effectively.  

Teaching online requires different skills than teaching in a traditional classroom. 

For example, online teaching often requires more preparation to provide detailed 

information electronically, which takes significant time to make information clear 

in a static medium with reduced context. Online teaching involves more advanced 

planning as first impressions are critical and students usually expect to have 

access to detailed information, which needs to be clear and concise to be effective 

and avoid overwhelming students. Furthermore, online learning is newer, so 

people have varying, sometimes unrealistic expectations about what and how they 

will learn through the digital medium. Thus, online instructors need specialized 
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skills and often need to take on different roles than those in the face-to-face 

classroom.  

As more classes are offered online, it is important to consider the role of 

the instructor. Research has shown that they play a critical role in facilitating 

effective online learning, yet many instructors find themselves teaching online 

without adequate training (Palloff & Pratt, 2013). Richardson, Besser, Koehler, 

Lim, and Strait (2016) noted a gap in the Community of Inquiry literature 

regarding instructor perspectives of their role in online classes, especially when 

teaching courses that they did not design and thus examined instructor 

perspectives of instructor presence. The current study will also address this gap 

and will examine instructor perspectives of their role in an online language 

teacher education course and in a group project within that course. 

Literature Review 

This section contains previous research in relation to the current study 

starting with a brief review of the importance of examining teachers’ shifting 

roles in online learning environments. Next, the Community of Inquiry 

framework and the role of the instructor and instructors’ perceptions of their role 

in online education are presented. After that, research on challenges in teaching 

online are shared along with research addressing how some of these can be 

addressed with a group project. Research-based recommendations on facilitating 

an online group project are also provided. 
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Students’ needs for increased options to access education and advances in 

technology have led to the growing number of online classes. The idea of having 

a more flexible schedule is also the top motivator for those who teach online 

(Shea, 2007). In one of the most relevant sources addressing online language 

teacher education, Murray (2013) explained, "Even if language teacher educators 

have mastery of their content and teaching methodology in physical classrooms, 

they need to acquire new skills for teaching online and institutions need to 

provide the resources necessary for this professional development" (p. 32). Even 

for those who have received training to teach online, many instructors do not find 

their training to be adequate, as it often focused on how to use the course 

management system, although they wanted to learn more about effective online 

teaching practices (Bailey & Card, 2009). This is an important point that should 

not be ignored. Many educators have tried to make the shift from teaching face-

to-face to online and have experienced how vastly different they are. It can be a 

frustrating experience for instructors and students if they are not adequately 

prepared. 

The learning experience is often influenced by the instructor’s beliefs and 

approach to teaching. Whereas traditional teaching was a transmission model with 

a teacher lecturing and students copying notes, student-centered approaches have 

become more popular based on an increasing awareness that active learning 

techniques engage students and promote deeper learning. Scholars have noted that 

online education is not just transmitting knowledge through a different medium, 
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but that it fundamentally changes the relationship between the instructor and 

learners (Gray, Ryan, & Coulon, 2004): "It requires new skills, competencies and 

attitudes...[for those] who are going to design and develop materials and support 

learners online" (pp. 1-2). Often this change is moving from a "sage on the sage" 

to a "guide on the side" approach. 

Although approaches to teaching in face-to-face classrooms can vary 

greatly, due to their long-standing traditions, learners and teachers often have 

realistic expectations about how learning may proceed within those four walls 

based on previous educational experiences. For example, in a traditional face-to-

face class, everybody meets at the same place and the same time. People can see 

and hear each other and engage in dynamic real-time interactions. Most online 

classes include people in different locations with different schedules and, thus, 

involve asynchronous interactions. The opportunity for spontaneous real-time 

interactions is rare, unless there are synchronous meetings, but it is often difficult 

or impossible to accommodate everyone’s schedule. It is usually the instructor’s 

responsibility to welcome students, explain guidelines, orchestrate meetings, lead 

the course as well as provide feedback and grades.  

In an online learning environment, instructors need to take on different 

roles than in a face-to-face class. Richardson and Swan (2003) noted that in an 

online class, the instructor can move from being a lecturer to more of a facilitator 

that encourages students to play a more active role in the learning process. Thus, a 
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benefit of online learning is that it can offer the opportunity for more student-

centered learning. 

In online teaching, the main medium of communication is usually typed 

text that is posted and read asynchronously. Those who prepare people to teach 

English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) expressed that this is challenging 

since written messages can be more easily misunderstood (Hall & Knox, 2009). 

Trying to provide clear written discourse for online learners is difficult in teaching 

any subject. Reading and assessing online responses from all students and trying 

to provide written feedback often takes more time and attention than face-to-face 

communication. In addition to understanding the diverse needs and contexts of 

their online students, other responsibilities of online teacher educators include 

responding to technical issues, prompting online interaction, and developing an 

online social and cognitive presence (Murray, 2013). Many instructors perceive 

designing and teaching in an online course to be more time consuming than 

teaching a face-to-face class (Mills, Yanes, & Casebeer, 2009; Shea, 2007), 

perhaps because they do not know how to make the best use their limited time 

(Van de Vord & Pogue, 2012). It must also be noted that the first time an 

instructor creates an online course, it is especially time consuming; however, if 

they teach that course again, they can build on their previous work, which can 

help save some time. As the research has shown, it is clear that instructors need 

training in order to effectively make the transition to teaching online. 
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The Community of Inquiry Framework 

Online teachers may find that they need to plan more in advance and make 

deliberate decisions on how to provide information, present themselves, and 

interact electronically in an online class. The Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

framework is the most frequently cited model used by practitioners and 

researchers to guide the design and facilitation of online and hybrid courses 

(Kineshanko, 2016). Based on socio-constructivism and collaboration, the CoI 

provides a conceptual model of three overlapping elements that foster successful 

educational experiences in higher education and include cognitive presence, social 

presence, and teaching presence (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000). Cognitive 

presence, the most basic element for success in higher education, is explained as 

"the extent to which the participants in any particular configuration of a 

community of inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained 

communication" and is "a vital element in critical thinking, a process and 

outcome that is frequently presented as the ostensible goal of all higher 

education" (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89). Social presence, defined as "the ability 

of participants in the Community of Inquiry to project their personal 

characteristics into the community, thereby presenting themselves to the other 

participants as 'real people,'” plays a key role in supporting cognitive presence 

(Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89). Teaching presence includes three elements: design 

and organization, facilitation, and direct instruction and is mainly the instructor’s 
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responsibility, although other course participants can contribute, too (Anderson et 

al., 2001).  

Many researchers have examined teaching presence within the community 

of inquiry framework (e.g., Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Anderson et al., 2001; 

Rourke & Garrison, 2001). Some researchers have focused on how teaching 

presence influences students (e.g., Berge, 2008; Shea, Pickett, & Pelz, 2003; 

Shea, Li, Swan, & Pickett, 2005; Shea, Sau Li, & Pickett, 2006). Many instructors 

teach a course in which the curriculum and student learning outcomes have 

already been created by somebody else, which means that a significant part of the 

original CoI concept of "teaching presence" involving design elements does not 

apply. Therefore, Richardson et al. (2015) proposed the concept of "instructor 

presence," which combines elements from the CoI’s teaching and social 

presences. Although some previous literature had used the term "instructor 

presence," it usually refers to what the teacher does. Richardson et al. (2015) 

defined the construct of instructor presence as 

The specific actions and behaviors taken by the instructor that projects 

him/herself as a real person… [and] is more likely to be manifested in the 

‘live’ part of courses—as they are being implemented—as opposed to 

during the course design process. (p. 259) 

Researchers have suggested that instructor presence should be considered 

in online learning and that more research is needed to understand it better 

(Richardson et al., 2015; Sheridan & Kelly, 2010; Vesely, Bloom, & Sherlock, 
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2007). Richardson, Besser, Koehler, Lim, & Strait (2016) used the newly defined 

concept of instructor presence to examine faculty perspectives of it in their online 

teaching to address this gap. Their research using the coding protocol for 

instructor presence developed by Richardson et al. (2015) is insightful. However, 

such detailed content analysis is quite time consuming, requires specialized 

knowledge, and needs more than one coder to establish inter-rater reliability 

(Anderson et al., 2001; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001); Richardson 

et al.’s (2016) research following the protocol established by Richardson et al. 

(2015) had five co-authors. The present research instead uses inductive coding 

and thematic analysis to find main themes of what instructors said about their role 

in the course and group project. Furthermore, one of the gaps in the literature on 

CoI is qualitative research that focuses on "understanding the conditions that 

facilitate learning through communities of inquiry" (Kineshanko, 2016, p. 105). 

The current research addresses this gap by examining the role of the instructor in 

an online language teacher education class. In the next section, literature on the 

role of the instructor in online education will be examined. 

The Instructor’s Role in Online Education 

Research has shown that what an instructor does in an online class can 

significantly influence students' learning experience (Garrison et al., 2000; 

Richardson & Swan, 2003; Stone & Chapman, 2006; Swan, 2002). Although it 

has been recognized that the instructor plays an important role in the design and 

facilitation of online courses (Richardson et al., 2015), little research explores 
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how instructors view their presence (Stone & Chapman, 2006). Many instructors 

teach online classes that were designed by somebody else (Richardson et al., 

2015), which is rarely mentioned in the Community of Inquiry literature and thus 

needs further exploration (Richardson et al., 2016). 

Effective online learning encourages interaction and collaboration. "The 

most important role of the instructor in online classes," according to Kearsley 

(2000), "is to ensure a high degree of interactivity and participation. This means 

designing and conducting learning activities that result in engagement with the 

subject matter and with fellow students” (p. 78). Instructors play a key role in 

online collaborative learning. The theory of online collaborative learning was 

introduced by Harasim (2012), a pioneer of online education who developed and 

taught the first online class in 1983. Harasim (2012) explained that the teacher 

plays a key role in online collaborative learning theory and pedagogy, but not that 

of a “guide on the side” or a “sage on the stage,” but rather as a representative of 

the knowledge community who engages learners in the practices of the discipline 

and helps them learn its language and processes and how to apply knowledge 

within the field (pp. 94-95). Similar to how language instructors help students 

learn a language, in online collaborative learning, the instructor provides learning 

opportunities, support, and feedback to help students learn to communicate within 

this new discourse community. 

Other roles of the teacher in online collaborative learning include “regular, 

ongoing instructor ‘presence,’” … monitoring learners’ participation, and 
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responding appropriately, which may include providing scaffolding, comments to 

help develop students’ thinking, referring to materials, or “explaining issues when 

students seem confused or misinformed” (Bates, 2015, 4.4.5) (see also Palloff & 

Pratt, 2007). 

The Phases of Engagement framework (Conrad and Donaldson, 2004, 

2011) suggests roles that instructors and learners take in an online environment, 

which starts with stage 1 when the instructor orients students to the course, lets 

them know that he/she will be a guide, sets expectations for engagement, and 

provides activities to encourage introductions and interaction. In Phase 2, the 

instructor fosters engagement by putting students into pairs with a specific 

educational activity. In Phase 3, pairs are combined to work collaboratively with a 

team. They note that paired work in Phase 2 can be skipped in certain cases, such 

as when there are less than 20 members in the learning community, there was lots 

of interaction in Phase 1, most learners have experience collaborating online, or 

teamwork is "tightly structured with contracts and feedback rubrics provided by 

the instructor" (Conrad & Donaldson, 2011, p. 10). The role of the instructor thus 

evolves throughout the course from social negotiation in stage 1, structural 

engineer in stage 2, facilitator (stage 3), and community member/challenger in 

stage 4 (Conrad & Donaldson, 2011). 

Parra (2013), who has been teaching online using collaborative group 

projects since 2006, provides a model for scaffolding collaborative group work in 

an online class which includes several phases over the course of the semester; in 
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her model, the instructor has several roles in each phase, starting with "leader, 

role model, master learner, coordinator, and motivator" in the first phase and 

evolving to "leader, counselor, mediator, and coordinator" by the last phase 

(Parra, 2013, pp. 308-309). Although it may seem easy to facilitate engagement 

when reading their advice, online teaching has challenges, which will be 

discussed next. 

Challenges in Online Teaching 

The instructor plays a critical role and has numerous responsibilities 

ranging from what is prepared before the class to facilitating learning throughout 

the course and assessing learners. A challenge of teaching online is for instructors 

to plan and make decisions about how to present themselves and convey 

information and how to interact with students. Richardson and Alsup (2015) 

examined how college instructors new to online teaching developed their online 

identity by email, video, and the discussion board using a qualitative, interview-

based approach. In their study, all of the participants explained their concern 

about how to establish rapport with students, something which none of them 

expressed as a concern in teaching face-to-face. In addition, they were all 

concerned about how to most effectively respond to students on discussions and 

other work, as most of them expressed their belief that teacher feedback can and 

should be more specific and structured when teaching online. Based on their 

findings, the authors stated that instructors who make the shift from teaching face-

to-face to online must re-design their courses and re-think their behavior 



 

 

 

 

224

(Richardson & Alsup, 2015), which is also supported by literature on online 

learning that mentions shifting to student-centered, active learning and 

reconsideration of communication and presence (e.g., Hodge, Bossé, Faulconer, 

& Fewell, 2006; Palloff & Pratt, 2010; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Simonson, 

Smaldino, & Zvacek, 2015). Richardson and Alsup (2015) suggested that paying 

attention to teaching presence and social presence could help teachers who are 

new to teaching online develop strategies for effective communication and 

feedback in an online setting. 

Deciding how to interact with students in asynchronous discussions is a 

challenge for instructors and is important to consider as it can affect students’ 

interactions and learning. Beginning online teachers may think that they have to 

read and respond to everything (e.g., Kouritzin, 2002). While students want to 

know that their teacher is reading what they write and responds to their needs, too 

much participation can have negative effects. An, Shin, and Lim (2009) found 

that students interacted more with each other when the instructor only participated 

minimally in the online discussion board. Thus, instructors should consider how 

their participation can influence students and plan accordingly. 

Another challenge for online instructors is overcoming isolation and 

developing a sense of community, which is more difficult when classes do not 

meet face-to-face. Learners (and teachers) can feel isolated in online learning 

environments (Hall & Knox, 2009), so the instructor needs to intentionally create 

a sense of community by developing structures and encouraging a supportive 
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environment so that they interact in meaningful ways. Vonderwell and Turner 

(2005) emphasized that instructors play a key role in facilitating learning and 

active engagement in online environments.  

Students have challenges in online learning, too. Many researchers have 

noted, including Charles Wedemeyer (1981), a pioneer in distance education, that 

self-motivation is necessary to be a successful distance learner. Although online 

learning now offers many more possibilities than distance learning in the past, the 

instructor needs to support learners and help increase their motivation by using 

strategies (Conrad & Donaldson, 2011): “An engaged learning educational 

approach for instructors involves modeling, reflecting, actively involving the 

student, and developing a community of fellow learners” (p. 7). Instructors play a 

critical role in engaging students. One way to provide engaging interactions is by 

implementing a group project. 

Engaging Learners Through Online Group Projects 

According to Bruner, Vygotsky, and Piaget, people learn by interacting 

with others (Conrad & Donaldson, 2011). One way to encourage a sense of 

community and to foster meaningful interaction in online learning is by 

implementing group projects. Despite the potential benefits of group projects, 

many online instructors do not implement them because of potential problems 

they perceive (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). In fact, Morrison (2014), a digital 

education consultant and author stated, “Facilitating group collaboration in an 

online course is no doubt the most challenging facet of teaching in an online 
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space; the skills required go way beyond teaching and sharing one’s area of 

expertise.” However, if an instructor designs and supports group work effectively, 

it can help promote student engagement and learning (Palloff & Pratt, 2007; 

Roberts & McInnerney, 2007).  

Scherling (2011), who has used collaborative work in all classes she has 

taught for over ten years to adult learners, gained insights into challenges 

involved in online group work from a student's perspective through completing an 

online degree, which often required group projects. She recommended that 

instructors be aware of inherent challenges and that they intentionally design 

group projects to reduce the challenges and foster collaborative skill development. 

Group projects can be especially useful for online courses (Goold, Augar, 

& Farmer, 2006; Morgan, Cameron, & Williams, 2009; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; 

Williams, Cameron, & Morgan, 2012) because online learners often feel isolated 

(Mortagy & Boghikian-Whitby, 2010; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Zhan & Mei, 2013). 

The interaction and collaborative activity in online courses can engage learners 

and reduce feelings of isolation (Palloff & Pratt, 2007). 

Recommendations for Facilitating Online Group Projects 

Although the value of collaborative and cooperative learning are well 

known and can be implemented with learning tasks such as group projects, many 

educators lack the knowledge and confidence of how to do so effectively. Slavin 

(1996), who has published extensively on collaborative learning, indicated that 

keys to effective collaborative group projects are that group members care about 
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the goal and that there is individual as well as group accountability. In order to 

encourage students to work collaboratively on a group project, Paulus (2005) 

recommended that groups be given a synthesis task (i.e., a task that requires 

considering various perspectives, discussing as a group, coming to a consensus 

and providing rationale).  

Instructors are more hesitant to implement group projects online because of the 

increased challenges involved. However, some literature has emerged that offers 

helpful advice on how to facilitate online group work. For example, based on her 

own experience as an adult learner in courses that required online group projects, 

Scherling (2011) provided eight recommendations to foster effective online group 

projects:  

allow as much time as possible for the group to work together,  

require groups to establish norms before beginning the project,  

design group work to address real-world problems,  

monitor the group's progress,  

require groups to provide substantial feedback to their teammates,  

integrate self-reflection into the project requirements, 

 allow group members to evaluate the contribution of the other group 

members, and allow group members to evaluate the group experience (pp. 

15-16). 

It is clear that the instructor plays a key role in providing clear guidelines 

and supporting the development of collaborative group work. Scherling (2011) 
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explained, "The role of the instructor lies in examining the needs of students and 

adapting instructional strategies to engage students in meaningful collaborative 

learning experiences" (p. 17). Thus, if we want to foster collaborative group work 

online, we must reconsider the role of the instructor in the online course and in 

facilitating group work. 

Online teachers seek "how to incorporate small group learning experiences 

into courses that are inviting and provide productive, engaging, and skill building 

spaces for learners, which encourage them to repeat the collaborative learning 

experience independently" (Brindley, Walti, & Blaschke, 2009, p. 4). Based on 

their research of an online Master's program, these authors recommended seven 

instructional strategies to facilitate student participation in small group projects: 

1) prepare students for group work and provide scaffolding to develop skills 

needed to succeed in online group work; 2) provide structure with clear task 

instructions while also allowing some task flexibility to develop learner 

autonomy; 3) help establish and nurture a sense of community; 4) monitor group 

activities, intervening and providing feedback as needed; 5) make learning 

relevant (e.g., by allowing learners to pursue their interests and providing 

authentic activities); 6) include tasks that benefit from working with a group; and 

7) allow enough time (Brindley et al., 2009). 

In another study, An, Kim, and Kim (2008) examined in-service teachers' 

perceptions of factors that facilitated online group work in an online graduate 

program in education and found five factors to be important when analyzing 
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open-ended questions: "individual accountability, affective team support, the 

presence of a positive group leader, consensus building skills, and clear 

instructions" (p. 65). We have thus seen that some literature exists regarding how 

to facilitate online group work, although more research is needed. 

Instructors’ Perceptions of Their Role in Online Teaching 

The topics and literature discussed in this review show that the instructor 

plays a key role in an online course and in facilitating learning through 

instructional activities (e.g., assignments, online discussions, and group project 

work). Richardson et al. (2015) noted that many online courses are taught by 

instructors who did not design them and thus reexamined the Community of 

Inquiry framework’s teaching presence, which includes design and organization 

as one of the main aspects. Richardson et al. (2015) thus proposed the concept of 

instructor presence, which includes aspects of teaching and social presence from 

the Community of Inquiry framework. Richardson et al. (2016) explored 

instructor presence in online classes from the perspectives of instructors in one 

Master's program at a public university in the US using an explanatory multiple-

case study approach and found that they viewed their presence in the course to be 

important for various reasons; they described strategies that instructors shared 

along with their rationale and how they think they influenced their students. The 

current research also addresses the need for more research in this area by 

examining instructors' perspectives of their role in an online language teacher 

education course and in the group project in an online course they taught and 
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includes perspectives of instructors who did not design the course as well as the 

one who re-designed the course to include a group project and taught the pilot. 

Goals of the current study were to gain insight into teacher perspectives of their 

role in an online course and a group project that was recently implemented into 

the program to gain understanding and see if any suggestions could be made for 

this program and to contribute to the literature for others interested in this topic. 

Research Question 

The research question for the current study is: What is the role of the 

instructor in an online TESOL course and in an online group project within that 

course? This question will be answered by examining what instructors say about 

their role in the course and online group project and by observations of 

asynchronous computer-mediated communication archived on the course 

management system. 

Methods 

The current study used a qualitative case study approach in order to gain 

in depth understanding of one program in a naturalistic setting (Yin, 2014). 

Context 

The program examined in this case study prepares people to teach English 

to speakers of other languages (TESOL). This online TESOL program is offered 

by a center that teaches English as a Second Language (ESL) to international 

students on campus at a large, public university in the United States. The online 

TESOL program consists of a basic and an advanced TESOL course, each of 
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which is deemed to take about fifty hours of work and lasts two months each. 

Requirements for being accepted into the program include having had at least two 

years of college and proven English proficiency at the B2 level or higher on the 

Common European Framework of Reference for languages, since course 

materials are all in English and are for people who are going to be teaching the 

English language. When these courses were offered non-credit, they were on a 

pass/no pass basis, not for a letter grade. 

The course content of all the courses had the same format. The content 

was the same for all of the iterations of the basic courses during the time the data 

was gathered. The format and assignments for the advanced course were similar, 

but covered different topics in the weekly modules and included more advanced 

tasks. All of the courses had a welcome message on News orienting students to 

the course and the course management system, D2L. Each instructor had freedom 

of what and how often to post announcements on D2L and/or by email.  

Recruiting 

All five of the teachers of the TESOL basic course from fall 17 2014 to fall 

1 2015 were invited and agreed to participate in the current study. Participants 

were invited by email, which contained a link to the electronic IRB-approved 

consent form on Qualtrics, an online software for surveys. The researcher 
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scheduled an interview with teachers individually after the end of teaching their 

course.  

Participants 

The current study included five instructors who taught one of the courses 

in the online TESOL from fall 1 2014 to fall 1 2015. Four of the instructors taught 

the basic TESOL course and one taught the advanced course. One of these 

instructors, Adel8, was the teacher training coordinator who redesigned the 

curriculum that was implemented starting in fall 1 2014, when she taught the pilot 

course with the new curriculum that included the group project. Four of these five 

instructors also taught ESL courses in the same center that offered the online 

TESOL courses. All of these instructors have extensive experience teaching 

English as a second and/or foreign language ranging from five to twenty years. 

The author of the current research was also one of these instructors and thus has 

an emic perspective. Since the researcher knew the program and people prior to 

the research and had taught in the program, the researcher’s interpretations cannot 

be totally objective; however, that is not the goal of qualitative research as this 

tradition holds that there is no single truth, but instead different interpretations 

and multiple realities (Glesne, 2015). Triangulation was used to increase the 

trustworthiness of the data. The researcher wrote answers to the interview 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
8 This and other names used in this article are pseudonyms. 
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questions after the course was completed to make the data gathering similar to the 

other instructor participants. The transcripts were analyzed along with the other 

interviews, but the researcher conscientiously focused on data from other sources 

gathered. Details about the teacher participants are shown in Table 1.  

Table 2 

Instructor Information 

Instructor 

Pseudonym 

Course taught for 

this study 

Previous 

online teaching 

experience? 

Previous experience 

teaching this course? 

# students 

enrolled in 

course 

Adel TESOL Basic yes yes 16 

Emile TESOL Basic yes yes 7 

Mary TESOL Basic yes yes 10 

Ida TESOL Advanced yes no 9 

Rochelle TESOL Basic yes yes 15 

 

Data collection instruments 

Data collection for the current study included a semi-structured interview 

with each individual instructor using questions developed by the researcher and 

document analysis. Interview questions that are relevant to the current research 

asked instructors about their teaching background, role in the program, and role in 

the group project. Each interview lasted about one hour and was audio-recorded 

and transcribed verbatim. One instructor opted to answer the questions in writing 

by typing responses on a Word document sent by email. Document analysis 

included the Teacher Training Program Instructor Handbook, asynchronous 

computer-mediated communication archives in the online courses, and some 

emails from instructors who provided them. 
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The Teacher Training Program Instructor Handbook, hereafter referred to as the 

Instructor Handbook, was written by the Teacher Training Coordinator to provide 

information for all new teachers in the face-to-face and online Teacher Training 

programs offered by this center. The following note at the beginning of it explains 

its purpose: 

New teachers in the Teacher Training program require some additional 

assistance to be prepared to teach. This handbook provides new teachers 

with an overview of the programs, and it is constantly updated to ensure 

that the information found here is up-to-date and representative of current 

policy in the program. 

There are many differences between the 50-hour online basic and advanced 

TESOL courses that are offered several times a year and the 100-hour face-to-face 

TESOL certificate program offered over one intensive month in the summer. The 

Instructor Handbook provides clear guidelines for each of these programs. For the 

current study, only the guidelines for the online TESOL basic and advanced 

programs are relevant and will be discussed in this article. 

Data Analysis 

The current research focuses on instructors’ responses addressing the role 

of the teacher in the online course and in the group project. Transcripts were 

uploaded to ATLAS.ti, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software. 

Thematic analysis was used to identify the main themes in the data (Braun & 
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Clarke, 2006) by reading and re-reading the data, doing initial coding, merging 

similar codes, then using network view to group codes to find emerging themes.  

Results and Discussion 

Six main themes of the role of the instructor emerged from analysis of the 

interview transcripts and the Instructor Handbook: instructor as preparer, 

designer, subject matter expect, facilitator, respondent, and checker. A unit of text 

was sometimes assigned more than one code and included in more than one 

theme. Although instructors were asked separate questions about their role in the 

online course and in the group project, the themes in their responses did not seem 

different. Thus, answers to these questions are discussed together using the 

themes. The six main roles and codes within each theme are shown in figure 1 and 

then described. The roles in figure 1 are arranged such that the themes on left, 

preparer and designer, occur chronologically before the course starts or more at 

the beginning of the course, although most of the roles occur throughout, as each 

week has a new module and instructors new to teaching a course tend to create 

and post the module video and email weekly throughout the course.  
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Figure 1. Main themes of instructor role from thematic analysis. 

Preparer 

The first theme is preparer, as the instructors need to take specific actions 

to prepare the online course and themselves to provide an ideal environment for 

learning to occur. In this online teacher training program, all of the required 

materials are already created and on the course management system. However, 

instructors need to prepare by familiarizing themselves with all of the content and 

guidelines and prepare the course by adjusting dates and providing personal 

information. The Instructor Handbook explains what each instructor needs to do 

to prepare. Instructors did not specifically mention their role as preparer in the 

interview, but it can be assumed, as all instructors have to do some preparations 

before the beginning of a course. Thus, this theme of preparer is based on its 
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presence in the Instructor Handbook, which specifies that before the course starts, 

instructors need to familiarize themselves with the curriculum and learning 

outcomes, review the Instructor Handbook, know how to perform basic functions 

on the course management system, set the dates on the course management 

system for assignments to open and close according to the schedule, update 

contact information, and write a personal introduction. The Instructor Handbook 

also states that the instructor should survey students to find a good time for the 

online office hour(s), with Wednesday being suggested. Each week, the instructor 

needs to review the materials for the upcoming module and create a short video 

(recommended length of 5-7 minutes) that highlights main points and 

contextualizes the content of the module for students. The handbook states that 

the video or podcast should be posted under the course content by Friday night of 

each week before the module starts and that it can be emailed to students, too.  

The Instructor Handbook does not mention instructor emails specifically, 

but the Teacher Training Coordinator emails students the first day that they have 

access to the course to tell them how to log on and lets them know that the 

instructor will contact them with more information and expectations. Thus, the 

researcher suggests adding to the handbook about the instructor’s responsibility to 

email students to welcome them and let them know what they need to do to get 

started on the course including how to access the syllabus and calendar with 

assignment deadlines. The researchers also suggests that instructors regularly 

update students by emailing them with reminders and posting announcements on 
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the News so that key information is visible and easily accessible. It is also 

suggested to tell instructors that the beginning of the course is a critical time for 

learners, especially those new to online learning; therefore, it is important to 

provide a welcoming environment, set expectations, and model desired behaviors 

to create a sense of community. 

Designer 

A second theme depicts the instructor as a designer of learning 

experiences and included three sub-themes: grouping students, deciding the 

context for the group project, and offering suggestions for revising course 

materials. Each of these sub-themes will be discussed in turn, starting with 

grouping students. 

Grouping students. Grouping students is a topic that a couple of 

instructors mentioned as being very important. One teacher explained that she had 

had experience working in groups during an online Master’s program, which is 

why she suggested that this TESOL program include a group project. She 

explained that she learned a lot from group members who had experience working 

in the field and thus found it to be very important for each group to include a mix 

of those with and without prior experience teaching. She explained how she read 

peoples’ introductions and carefully constructed groups to make sure that at least 

one person in each group already had teaching experience. She said, "I really felt 

that it’s important for the students to be able to learn from each other. So of 



 

 

 

 

239

course I think one of the most important things we do is grouping appropriately” 

(Mary, interview). 

The teacher training coordinator also used information from the 

introduction on the discussion board to analyze students’ backgrounds, 

experience, and interests and tried to put people into groups with others of “like-

mind in some kind of way.” She mentioned that a couple of groups got along 

really well, especially one group that had people who had business backgrounds 

and to whom she assigned a business English context. She explained that they 

seemed to particularly enjoy that because it was “really applicable…and relevant 

to their lives.”  

On the other hand, one teacher created the groups randomly and said that 

there were no problems and that everybody seemed to get along. The Instructor 

Handbook only makes a brief note that instructors in the online basic and 

advanced courses need to assign students to groups because they include group 

work. How instructors created the groups was up to them. 

Deciding context for group project. All five instructors in the present 

study assigned students to groups and gave each group a specific teaching 

context, which included a location, age group, and skill (e.g., a writing class at a 

high school in China). One instructor, Emile, explained trying to “create scenarios 

that would be believable ones that they would be teaching in with parameters that 

[they] would be, where they could actually do work towards it.” He noted that 

there was a flaw in assigning contexts, which was that the parameters should have 
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mentioned more details such as how many students are in the class and how often 

they met. Context assignments in the other courses did not include those details 

either. It is in uncertain how others dealt with that lack of information, but in the 

researcher’s class, students did not seem to notice that that information was 

missing. Students did not include those details on their syllabus, but that was not 

addressed in feedback, since it was not discussed before. 

In an interview with one instructor, the researcher proposed the idea of 

allowing students to create their own context in order to increase motivation. The 

instructor who participated in that interview agreed that it would be a good idea to 

allow students to choose their own context, but not their own group members 

because she wanted to make sure that each group included people with different 

levels of experience so that they would be able to accomplish the task. 

Offering suggestions to revise curriculum. The third sub-theme within 

the designer role is offering suggestions to revise the curriculum. This topic arose 

briefly with several instructors. As was mentioned before, it was one of 

instructors who suggested that the online course include a group project, since she 

had experienced working in groups in an online Master’s program and found it to 

be very helpful to learn from each other, despite its challenges. When asked in the 

interview, several teachers mentioned that they were not specifically asked for 

feedback about the course, although one added that she was sure that it would be 

welcome if she had any. The Instructor Handbook mentions that any 

recommendations for course improvement are welcome. At the end of teaching 
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each session, instructors are required to fill out a self-reflection, which invites 

suggestions. However, several supervisors read that reflection and some 

instructors may feel shy to openly critique the program in writing, as it seems 

formal. Furthermore, instructors may not know the exact purpose of the reflection. 

It is believed that it may be considered in employee evaluation; therefore, teachers 

may not feel comfortable writing critical comments on that written self-reflection 

form. 

Subject Matter Expert 

The theme of the instructor as a subject matter expert included providing 

content knowledge and supplementary materials. Instructors’ replies do not 

always neatly fall under one of these themes and sometimes go into both sub-

themes. For example, one instructor shows that she saw herself as a facilitator and 

content matter expert as illustrated in the following quote: 

I see myself as a facilitator of learning. I provide students with the content 

knowledge they need to get tasks and projects done and succeed in my 

class. My job is to provide them with opportunities to gain and apply the 

knowledge they’ll need out in the real ESL/EFL world. (Rochelle, 

interview) 

Another instructor, Mary, explained how she provided students with 

additional information to help them learn how to write objectives, which was a 

task in one of the modules in the basic class and something that she said is 

challenging for all new teachers. Her supplementary materials addressed, for 
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example, Bloom’s taxonomy, what verbs to use, and that objectives need to be 

measurable. She explained how she used to have students work on objectives 

when the program had a synchronous class and found it very useful for them to 

have the hands-on practice making the objectives together. Since the synchronous 

meeting is no longer part of the curriculum, she created a video based on her 

materials. Mary also added that she was glad to see that the teacher training 

coordinator added those supplementary materials to the course because otherwise 

that content was missing and students really needed it to learn how do write 

objectives.   

Facilitator 

Another main theme is the role as a facilitator or a guide. Within the 

theme of facilitator, several sub-themes emerged, which were not mutually 

exclusive; these included guiding or facilitating learning, creating a weekly video, 

fostering a sense of community, and encouraging students. Regarding the group 

project, the Instructor Handbook states that the instructor should regularly remind 

students of their group work responsibilities so that they do not get behind. 

However, instructors have a lot of leeway on how they do that. They have 

different teaching styles and personalities, which influence how they facilitate 

online learning. Each of the sub-themes is described next. 

Guiding/facilitating learning. Mary explained that she thought it was 

important to “demonstrate effective teaching by using groups,” which she did in 

the synchronous class in the previous curriculum when it was required for 
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students to attend. She explained that she modeled using groups in the 

synchronous class because they need to learn how to use groups to promote 

student-centered learning when they teach English in their own classes. She said: 

I felt like it was an opportunity for me to model what that looks like 

because so many of the students come to us never having taught at all, and 

if they are older, they have not even experienced a classroom like my face-

to-face classroom where it is totally student-driven. (Mary, interview) 

Rochelle also explained how she saw her role as a guide to support 

student-centered learning: 

Since the class is canned and largely done solely by the student, I guide 

them to resources and things in the D2L site. I can meet with them in the 

office hour or chat by email to clarify concepts that are difficult or answer 

any logistical questions about the class, but for the most part, it’s a very 

student-led class. 

Her quote shows how she saw her role as a guide and how she was willing to 

meet with them to clarify any questions, but that on the whole, the class was 

student-centered. 

When asked about her role in the group project, Rochelle also clearly 

explained her role as a guide when stating: 

Within the group project, my role was to (1) tell students exactly what was 

expected of the group, (2) teach them how to use online tools available to 

them such as recording meetings in Adobe Connect if a teammate couldn’t 
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make it, etc. and (3) to follow up and make sure things were going well 

within groups on occasion. Again, my role was more of a logistical guide 

than anything. 

Setting clear expectations with students is something she noted, which is 

also mentioned as being important in the literature. For example, Conrad and 

Donaldson (2011) and Parra (2013) noted that it is important to teach students 

how to use tools to communicate. Furthermore, Rochelle mentioned following up 

with students to check how things were going. Around halfway through the 

course, she sent an email to each student to ask how things were going. This 

showed students that she was concerned about them, which is another factor that 

encourages a sense of trust and community building (Palloff & Pratt, 2007).  

Creating weekly video. All but one of the instructors mentioned that they 

had created weekly videos to provide an overview of the content. The Instructor 

Handbook explains that instructors should create a video or podcast each week to 

provide an overview of the topic and highlight the main points. It also noted not to 

use YouTube if there are students in the class living in China, since they may not 

be able to access it. To make their videos throughout the course, each instructor 
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chose to use one of the following tools: Vimeo, Screencast-O-Matic, Panopto, or 

Video Note9.  

 One teacher thought that it was better to have a synchronous class each 

week like it was in the past instead of the instructor creating a video, since the 

online content already has other videos that students are assigned to view each 

week of a recorded ESL class and an interview with that instructor explaining 

their teaching techniques. She explained that it was clear that some students did 

not watch her videos because in one module in particular, students did not follow 

the valuable guidance she provided on how to write objectives.  

Encouraging students. Several instructors mentioned their role of 

encouraging students. Emile, explained the role to "encourage everybody and do 

this kind of, ‘Hey, you can do it.’” Mary explained that she had one student who 

came to her office hours in the first week and said he thought he needed to drop 

the class because he did not understand. She explained how they talked through it 

and how she encouraged him to “hang in there.” She added that he did have 

problems along the way, but she was glad to say that he actively worked with his 

group and made it through the course and passed. 

Fostering a sense of community. When asked about any concerns before 

teaching the online course, Rochelle mentioned that her only concern was how "to 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
9 Panopto and Video Note are tools within the course management system. 
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foster a sense of community in an online class.” Emile explained seeing his role 

as “lowering affective filters” and “trying to build a community and trying to 

bring people into a community in using another method of communication.” He 

explained, “That’s always at the center of everything I’m trying to do, is that 

connectedness of people, that language doesn’t exist at all except for that and we 

forget that.” Emile emphasized that language is used for communication between 

people and that having students work in groups in language learning is ideal 

because the process of communicating with others and negotiating meaning is 

useful for language development. In the online group project in this class, 

however, the emphasis was not on the process, but on the product of what each 

group submitted. A question is how to foster a sense of community in an online 

class and online group project. He suggested having the instructor meet with each 

group to help clarify expectations and answer questions. He also explained that he 

saw his role as trying to bring a "human voice” online because “if we don’t have 

that, there’s no reason to speak to each other.” 

Emile also provided an insightful analogy about teaching online:  

It’s like playing live music and making a record. It’s so completely 

different. They have nothing related to each other, except they both, 

you’re sort of using music, but it’s a completely different endeavor. And 

so the idea that we can somehow make this seem like that or vice versa, 

it’s really it’s own thing, and we need to see what value it has in 

itself.  Live music has it’s own…It’s with the people, it’s whatever, 
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mistakes or whatever and the genius happens there, but in the studio, 

you’re making this thing that you can do a thousand times and you can 

really polish it. So if you just go in and make a lot of noise then forever 

there’s the mistake. But if you go over here and play like robots then 

there’s nothing. So, it’s just a different medium and I don’t know that we 

really know how best to use it.        

This quote offers great insight into how teaching online and face-to-face is 

so different and highlights how live teaching in face-to-face classes involves 

spontaneous interactions while teaching online, like recording music, offers a 

chance to “polish” a product before publishing it online. It should also be noted 

that synchronous meetings are possible in online classes, but that the interactions 

are different than in a face-to-face classroom, especially if they are recorded and 

viewed asynchronously. Furthermore, it is challenging to have synchronous 

meetings in a class like this one that includes learners in many time zones around 

the world. In the previous curriculum, a weekly teacher-led synchronous meeting 

with the whole class was required; for those who were unable to attend, they had 

an alternative assignment to post on another discussion question. The online class 

no longer requires students to attend synchronous meetings though. Perhaps it 

should be offered, be optional, and be recorded for those who cannot attend. 

Thus we have seen that several instructors explicitly noted their role as 

facilitator or guide, which is a theme also commonly advised in the literature on 

online teaching. For example, Stone and Chapman (2006) noted this important 
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“role of facilitator and encouraging a collaborative classroom environment” (p. 

1371.) In addition, Conrad and Donaldson (2011) explained in their Phases of 

Engagement that at the beginning of the course, the main role is a guide that sets 

the tone of the course and facilitates interaction and engagement; they note that 

those new to online teaching may want to rush to the content, but “the rest of the 

course will go much more smoothly if care is taken to promote the appropriate 

frame of mind in Phase 1 of the engagement process” (Conrad & Donaldson, 

2011, p. 8). In a student-centered environment, whether teaching online or face-

to-face, the instructor often takes on the role as a facilitator or guide of learning. 

Respondent 

Another main theme was the role as respondent. Most instructors 

mentioned that they needed to answer students’ questions throughout the 

course. All of the teachers offered an online office hour each week, which was 

accessible through the course management system (e.g., using Collaborate in the 

first semester and Adobe Connect after that). Several instructors mentioned that 

they had some students who would ask them questions during the online office 

hour, which was held weekly, as specified in the Instructor Handbook. Rochelle 

explained that the optional office hours were helpful for some students; some 

attended regularly and she said she could tell they found them useful. She 

explained, "I always had the predictable 3 or 4 who came by every week, with a 

sprinkling of others as well. I could tell they really appreciated being able to 

clarify things with me." 
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Mary said that one of her students “popped in” almost every week and that 

one or two others just dropped in to meet her online, but otherwise, students 

emailed her with questions. She mentioned that a member from one group would 

sometimes attend the office hour to ask the group’s question. She added that in 

the online Master’s program she completed before teaching in this online TESOL 

program, each group met online with the instructor and suggested that perhaps 

that is something that should be included in this program.  

The teacher training coordinator said that one or two of her students 

attended office hours each week, usually to ask about how to get Collaborate to 

work, which is the web conferencing tool on the course management system, or to 

say, “I have a group member who’s not doing what they’re supposed to be doing,” 

but that they rarely asked questions about the content. 

In a couple of classes, some students met with the instructor at their office 

on campus to discuss course matters occasionally. In one class, students often 

posted questions on the discussion board area for administrative questions and the 

instructor responded there. In one class only two questions were posted and 

answered there, while in the other classes, nobody posted in that area. 

The Instructor Handbook also mentioned that instructors should monitor 

the discussion board and “respond as necessary.” One instructor mentioned being 

unsure how much she should participate on the discussion board, but talked with 

somebody at the university office for instruction and got some helpful tips, such 
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as to take notes when reading discussion board replies and to post a wrap-up 

message referring to some of students’ posts. 

Checker 

The final theme highlights the role as checker and feedback-giver. The 

Instructor Handbook states the instructor’s responsibility to “provide feedback on 

all graded assignments in a timely manner” and that grades should be entered into 

the online grade book within one week after each module closes. Rubrics were 

provided for grading the postings on the discussion board including the discussion 

questions, application activities, and response to at least one classmate. All of the 

instructors mentioned their role of checker in some way—checking to make sure 

that groups filled in and submitted the group project planning and progress forms, 

checking to see if students had questions that needed responses (e.g., by email and 

on the discussion board), and checking students’ work and giving feedback.  

Emile explained the role of checker as going through to see if students did 

assignments, submitted them on time, and if not, telling them, “Hey, you forgot to 

turn it in." The idea that students “forgot” to post as opposed to them purposefully 

neglecting to do so follows along with a quality that Bain (2004) says is common 

of great teachers, which is trusting students and assuming good things about them 

until proven otherwise. 

Some instructors participated actively on discussion boards by responding 

to students’ posts on the discussion questions and application activities while 

others did not. At least a couple of instructors mentioned using track changes on 
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Microsoft Word to give feedback on documents that students submitted. One 

instructor uploaded those documents with feedback on the application activities as 

an attachment to the discussion board but without the grade. This enabled all 

students in the class to see the instructor’s comments if they wanted, while also 

keeping the numerical assessment private, as it was provided to students in 

another place (e.g., on the online grade book). 

Whether feedback should be provided privately to each student and/or 

group or for the whole class to see on the discussion board is debatable. 

Instructors have differing opinions about which is better. Some would not feel 

comfortable doing so, as one mentioned, while others find that the feedback can 

benefit the whole class. Thus, this is something that instructors should consider to 

determine which is more appropriate for their context. However, it is clear that 

instructor feedback can help learning. When Murray (2013) analyzed case reports 

from 18 online TESOL programs, she stated that all of them "indicate[d] the 

importance of providing timely, constructive feedback to students" (p. 91). Other 

experts in online teaching also highlight the value of instructor feedback. 

Collison, Elbaum, Haavind, & Tinker (2000) pointed out that although convincing 

evidence exists that students learn most effectively by actively constructing 

knowledge, instructors play a critical role in guiding learners and providing them 

with key information to help them advance.  
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Observations of the online course archives 

In order to triangulate the data and answer the research question regarding 

the role of the instructor, observations from asynchronous computer-mediated 

communication on the course management system, D2L, from the five courses 

will be described. Instructors showed their presence in different ways on D2L. A 

couple of teachers posted several announcements on News; two also included a 

link to a welcome video with a personal introduction from the instructor. One 

instructor posted extensively on News with weekly updates that were also emailed 

to students as well as supplementary materials and short video introductions to the 

week. One teacher used Panopto to post videos with PowerPoints for each 

module. Some other teachers made videos addressing course materials and 

provided those to students by email.  

Each instructor also sent emails to their students to provide them with 

information, but those were not accessible through the course management 

system. However, emails were accessible for two teachers: one who is the 

researcher who taught this course once and one other teacher provided emails sent 

to students. Emails from both instructors showed how they updated their students 

often throughout the course to provide information, remind them of assignments 

and office hours, and invite students to ask questions if they had any. 

The discussion board for these courses included a prompt for introductions 

at the beginning followed by two prompts for each of the six modules (i.e., one 

discussion question prompt and one application activity prompt each week). 
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Students were supposed to respond to each discussion board prompt by Thursday 

night and reply to at least one classmate by Saturday night each week. For the 

application activity prompt, for most weeks, each student needed to do a specific 

task individually, which was usually part of the project and post it on the 

discussion board by Friday night; but in weeks 3 and 5, students worked with 

their group on a portion of the group project. Students also needed to respond to 

one other person or group by Saturday each week. Weekly quizzes were due by 

Sunday. 

As for the introduction posts on the discussion board, all of the instructors 

replied to each student after their post in which they answered the questions and 

presented themselves. In the other six weeks of discussion board posts, a couple 

of teachers responded to the original post of every student who posted on time, 

some teachers responded to several students, one teacher also sometimes included 

a wrap-up message after the end of most weeks’ discussion, and some teachers 

rarely responded on the discussion boards. On the application activities, one 

teacher responded to nearly all of the students or group’s original message, a 

couple of teachers replied to some of the posts, one of which also included 

feedback as an attached Word document on the assignment for the whole class to 

see that included comments, but not grading, as previously mentioned. Other 

teachers provided feedback directly to groups and so was not visible on the course 

management system. Two of the teachers did not reply publicly on the application 

activity. Posts from the teachers responding to the discussion questions and 
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application activities often provided positive feedback and sometimes provided 

additional information or asked follow-up questions. Sometimes students 

responded to those questions, while other times they did not. All of the teachers 

also provided grades online for each individual student to see. 

Here is an example of how the teacher first says something nice to the 

student and reacts to what they wrote and then points out areas for improvement. 

Note how the teacher softens the corrective feedback with a smiley: 

Hey [student’s name], thanks for sharing about your language learning 

experiences. It sounds like you've been subject to a myriad of teaching 

methods! In your future posts, could you give me a little more detail on 

how exactly you think the papers you reference relate to your thoughts? 

Also, be careful of typos! :) - Rochelle (Discussion board) 

In this module, the focus was on classroom management. To answer the 

discussion question, learners watched a 30-minute video recording of an ESL 

class with a short interview with the instructor afterwards and were assigned to 

post one thing that they learned about classroom management that they learned 

and to explain what ideas about classroom management they agreed or disagreed 

with from the ESL teacher’s video. Although students’ posts were in response to a 

prompt after they watched a video-recorded lesson and an interview with the ESL 

teacher in that lesson about his classroom management techniques, these points 

about the importance of what the teacher does to facilitate learning are insightful. 

The recorded class was in a classroom, but many of the comments are relevant for 
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the role of the online teacher as well. Below, several of a teacher’s replies on the 

discussion board are included. 

A reply from a teacher that highlights a student-centered approach and 

challenges with group work:  

Good job, [student’s name].  Group work is sometimes difficult in a 

diverse cultural classroom.  Some students come from cultures in which 

education is very serious and teacher-centered.  It is sometimes difficult 

for these students to understand that group work does work and that 

learning does occur.  The transition to a student-centered classroom can be 

difficult for these students.  However, with patience and empathy the 

teacher can persuade these students to participate.  In sixteen years, I've 

only ever had one student that I was unable to "win over" to the benefits of 

a student-centered classroom. (Mary, discussion board)  

This shows how some students are used to traditional teacher-centered learning. 

When instructors use a learner-centered style, they need to let learners know why 

they are using this approach and its benefits, especially when teaching future 

language teachers and those who may be unfamiliar with a student-centered style. 

Here is another example from the same instructor about the important role 

the teacher plays in forming groups for group work: 

Good job, [student’s name].  You recognized some very important things 

from the video.  You are definitely correct about cultural differences in a 

diverse classroom.  It can create, not only learning style differences, but 
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differences in opinions and ideas.  Another thing you noted was in regards 

to grouping.  I have always felt that careful grouping is one of the most 

important things I do, and grouping can be done in several different ways, 

including proficiency levels the same (with different proficiency levels 

being given alternative assignments), high and low proficiency levels in 

the same group (enabling higher level students to help lower level 

students), and same language groups (when an assignment is more 

challenging and there are a variety of levels within the same 

language).  Other factors involved in group decisions may be background 

experiences, age, and personality. (Mary, discussion board) 

This instructor also highlighted a student’s observation about the teacher’s 

responsibility to engage students by creating meaningful lessons and providing 

positive feedback: “Good job, [student’s first name].  You make some good 

observations about the importance of teacher's making sure lesson content is 

relevant and interesting to the learners, and the importance of positive feedback 

while students are engaged in the lesson” (Mary, discussion board). 

Creating a community of learners and doing what you can to help students 

be successful are other key aspects of the teacher’s role that this teacher 

highlighted. Below are excerpts from two different replies to individual students. 

Good job, [student’s name].  You make some good points in your 

observation. …  It is also important, as you note, for all students to 

participate.  One of my prime concerns has always been to establish a 
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community of learners in which they feel we (including me) are all in this 

adventure of learning together.  And, yes, I also agree with the fact that 

students must be responsible for their own learning. (Mary, discussion 

board) 

She later added: “…You raise the point at the end of your writing of the 

importance of dealing with students as individuals and doing everything you can 

to help them achieve success” (discussion board). Both of these quotes show how 

she views the important role of the instructor as a facilitator of learning to support 

a community of learners. 

One student10 wrote a long response that had some interesting points, but 

was not always clear or grammatically accurate. The teacher’s response started by 

complementing the student by name and then provided additional information 

expanding the discussion: 

Good job, [student]. Not only is classroom management [something] that 

needs daily attention, but it is also [something] one learns by experience. 

Although, I do think that classroom management is more challenging at 

the elementary and middle school grades, it can at times be a challenge 

with adult learners.  I feel it is also important in terms of student 

engagement and classroom management to be "in tune" with what is 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
10 This student received the lowest grade in the course and did not pass. 
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actually happening during the class, and hopefully to be able to anticipate 

problems before they actually happen.  Lack of classroom management 

will have an impact on student learning, so although it may [be] something 

some people do not think about, it is certainly important. (Mary, 

discussion board) 

The recorded class was teaching ESL in a face-to-face classroom, but 

many of the principles are applicable in teaching other subjects and in another 

medium (e.g., online). In this case, the instructor points out the importance of the 

teacher being “in tune” with students by paying attention daily to what is 

happening. She highlights the value of anticipating problems, since this helps in 

being prepared to try to prevent and then deal with them if they arise. 

If an instructor responds to every message students post on the discussion 

board, it becomes a conversation between the student and the instructor; it may 

prevent students from responding to each other and create the expectation that the 

teacher will continue to respond to each message they post throughout the course. 

In a face-to-face class, when students are working in groups, the teacher often 

circulates to check on students and address questions. This can be done in online 

discussions, too, but may need more deliberate actions. In a face-to-face 

environment, conversations are synchronous and ephemeral, whereas many 

conversations in an online class are asynchronous and saved as written transcripts. 

So the teacher needs to use strategies to “listen in” while not participating too 

much. Teachers who try to respond to all students can easily become 
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overwhelmed and can inadvertently stifle interaction between students. Thus, 

experienced online teachers know that it is not necessary or optimal to respond to 

every student posting on a discussion board. Instead, instructors who believe in 

student-centered pedagogy should read messages and try to find a good time to 

participate on the discussion board (Koritzin, 2002). 

Another instructor shared her approach to managing class discussions in 

face-to-face classes and also explained her rationale for the way she participates 

in online discussions with learners. She wrote: 

Hey [student’s name], lots of great thoughts here. I completely agree that 

teachers should stay out of student discussion until the end so that they 

have an opportunity to work through the language points or content 

themselves first before interfacing with the instructor. I've noticed over the 

years that staying out of discussions until the very end (when we talk 

whole-group) seems to give students a sense of security. Their answers 

within their group discussion don't have to be "correct" because the 

teacher isn't a part of them. Of course, you should still circulate and listen 

in a bit, but from a distance. This is why I tend to "distance myself" in the 

D2L discussion posts. It's harder to create that student space when 

teaching online, but it's do-able if you let students say their piece(s) first 

and then chime in at the end. (Rochelle, discussion board) 

This shows her rationale for “distancing” herself in online discussions, while still 

“listen[ing] in a bit” as she would normally do circulating in class in order to give 
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students a chance to discuss their ideas together and feel safe without being 

interrupted by the teacher. 

Another response by this instructor expressed agreement with a student 

discussion board post and provided additional information about how teachers can 

provide students with support. She wrote: 

I agree that it's important for students to know that you're willing to work 

with them for their success. It should be noted that this doesn't mean grade 

negotiation (which happens a lot with certain cultural groups), but 

providing extra work or strategies or office hour meeting time. (Rochelle, 

discussion board) 

When an instructor replies to an individual by name and provides positive 

feedback about certain things they did, this helps students feel like the teacher is 

present and it validates their learning. The timing of an instructor’s reply in an 

online course is also important. If the teacher posts a reply on the discussion 

board to students too quickly, it could decrease participation from other students. 

On the other hand, if teachers take too long to react to students’ messages, they 

may question the value of participating on the discussion board. Students 

sometimes say that they do not care much about what other students in the class 

say, but that they want to hear from the teacher who is the expert. Students often 

like to know what the teacher thinks of their work and like to hear specific details.  

Quality Matters’ (“Quality Matters Higher Ed program rubric,” n.d.) 

rubric for higher education for online courses recommend that the teacher include 
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their communication policy on the syllabus, which includes their response time 

for emails (e.g., within 24 or 48 hours) and when feedback will be provided (e.g., 

within one week). In the program examined in this study, teachers were told to 

grade work within one week after the submission deadline, but students were not 

aware of that, unless the teachers told them explicitly. 

Connecting Results to the Community of Inquiry Framework 

According to Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, and Archer's (2001) original 

explanation of teaching presence, it starts before the beginning of the course as 

the instructor plans, prepares, and designs the course and it continues throughout 

the course as the instructor facilitates discourse and offers direct instruction when 

necessary; they explained three key roles of the instructor, the first of which is 

designing and organizing the learning experience, which occurs before the course 

starts and continues throughout the course. This planning and preparation they 

described matches the themes of preparer and designer found in the current study. 

The second role they describe includes the instructors' responsibility to implement 

and monitor activities that encourage communication and interaction between the 

learners, the content, and with the instructor. This is represented in the current 

research's themes of facilitator, respondent, and checker. The third and final role 

they explained was the instructor's role to provide direct instruction through 

sharing their knowledge and relevant experience. This role was found in the 

current study in the theme subject matter expert, which included the sub-themes 

of providing content knowledge and supplementary materials. 
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Suggestions for Facilitating Online Group Work 

Based on insights gained from reviewing the literature on facilitating 

online group work (e.g., Brindley et al., 2009; Morrison, 2014; Scherling, 2011; 

Williams et al., 2012; Williams, Cameron, Morgan, & Wade, 2012), analyzing the 

data in the current research, and having taught the online class with the group 

project, some specific suggestions for facilitating online group work are provided 

below. 

1. Communicate the purpose of the task and the collaboration with students. 

Provide clear guidelines with a clear purpose.  

2. Allow students some freedom to choose a context or areas of particular 

interest. This is key, as it fosters intrinsic motivation.  

3. Decide how teams will be formed. Will the teacher choose groups or will 

students be allowed to choose their own groups? In a fully online class, 

time zones need to be considered. Groups of 3-4 seem to be optimal for 

online group. Having more than that per group makes communication and 

coordination more difficult and makes it easier for some to be less active.  

4. Whichever way groups are formed, get groups started early on so they 

have more time to work together. 

5. Be available to answer student questions. If a group has problems or 

misunderstandings, it may be helpful for the teacher to schedule a 

synchronous videoconference with them (e.g., Skype or Google Hangout 
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or if there is a built in tool on the course management system with support 

such as Adobe Connect). 

6. Recommend tools for students to communicate and provide guidelines on 

how to use them. 

Online teaching is quite different than teaching in a face-to-face setting 

and requires different skills. Some people prefer one or the other. Thus, ideally 

only those who want to teach online should be asked to do so. When applying for 

teaching positions, many employers ask candidates about their philosophy or 

approach to teaching. When selecting online teachers, employers should adapt this 

question to ask candidates to explain their approach to teaching online. 

Limitations 

A limitation of the current study is that all of the participants were in one 

program. Since this is a case study of a particular program, the results are not 

generalizable. Another limitation is that the current research does not examine 

how the role of the instructor influences student satisfaction or learning. Because 

teachers were asked to explain their role in the class and the group project at the 

end of the course, it was based on their recollections and how they chose to tell 

their story; people usually do not want to point out their weaknesses, especially 

regarding their work to a colleague for research. To help address this limitation, 

the interview data was combined with observations of the course, which provided 

triangulation. 
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Conclusion 

As the number of online classes increases and more instructors are needed 

to teach in this medium, it is important for educational employers to provide 

support for instructors so that they can be prepared to teach online, which is very 

different than face-to-face. Due to the high need for online teachers, many 

instructors teach online without prior experience. In order to effectively facilitate 

learning in a digital environment, instructors need to have additional skills and 

take on different roles. This is true for teachers of any subject, including language 

teacher educators, who are experiencing an increasing need to offer partially or 

fully online classes. 

As this article has shown, instructors need to develop additional skills and 

take on new roles in online teaching in order to support student success. Without 

awareness of these roles and adequate training, new online instructors (and their 

students) will struggle. Educational institutions are recognizing that instructors 

need training and are offering more pedagogical training than just training on the 

course management system, which may have been common in the past. In 

addition, there are many useful guides available now with tips on online teaching. 

One of their main points is that we should focus on creating a sense of community 

by planning meaningful interactions between the student and instructor, students 

and the content, and last but not least, between/among students because 

interaction is at the heart of learning (Conrad & Donaldson, 2011; Parra, 2013). 

People learn by doing and by engaging in meaningful interactions, which foster 
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deeper and more relevant learning, when it is guided by an instructor who pays 

attention to learners needs and helps them cultivate their learning. 

Online collaborative learning and group work have great potential, but it is 

difficult to successfully implement; it involves careful planning to provide clear 

guidelines and effective facilitation throughout the course—the Goldilocks 

principle: not too much, not too little. There are many possibilities on how to do 

it, some surely better than others, but in the end, it is up to instructors to decide 

how to run our own classes. It seems that most students are open to various ways 

of learning as long as they find them valuable, relevant, and fair. Course materials 

on an online course should be available on the course management system before 

the course officially starts to enable learners to familiarize themselves with the 

online environment and start getting familiar with course requirements. It is 

important to explain to students the value of working in a group to complete a 

project in the course. It is also recommended to allow students the possibility to 

work by themselves if they really want to with the understanding that they would 

have more work to do and would miss out on the unique opportunity to 

collaborate with and gain insights from working with others. If somebody really 

objects to this teaching approach, they can drop the class. It is our responsibility 

as educators to prepare and facilitate effective learning to help students reach the 

goals that are set out on our syllabus and student learning outcomes. 

Teachers and learners in fully online classes need to use different 

strategies to be effective. An additional benefit of taking an online class is having 
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the experience as an online learner. Many of those who are learning to be teachers 

now will likely teach some classes that are partially or fully online in the future. 

In addition, knowing how to effectively use technology for communication and 

information in increasingly important in today’s society. The literature on 

information and communication technology and computer-assisted language 

learning shows that teachers’ roles are evolving to adapt to the demands of the 

21st century with its increasing amount of digital communication and texts 

(Corbel, 2007). Language learners increasingly use language in technology-

mediated contexts, so having the experience of being a learner in an online class 

helps prepare (prospective) language teachers by providing valuable first-hand 

experience of how learning and teaching occurs in such contexts (Hall & Knox, 

2009). 

Many people who go into teaching do so because they enjoy working with 

people and seeing students learn. When teaching online, instructors still interact 

with students, but the interaction is mediated by the computer and often 

asynchronous. The spontaneous interactions between humans are often missing. 

Thus, it is not surprising that online TESOL teacher educators have expressed 

feeling that their interactions with online students are less satisfying than in face-

to-face teaching (Hall & Knox, 2009). Teaching online is very different than face-

to-face education for students and instructors. With effective course design, it can 

overcome isolation and provide opportunities for meaningful interaction, 

collaboration, and deep learning. The ability to collaborate online is an important 
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21st century skill. Collaboration is "Collaboration is seen as an essential aspect of 

cognitive development since cognition cannot be separated from social context" 

(Garrison et al., 2000, p. 92). However, collaboration does not happen 

automatically by just putting people together.  Thus, although it is challenging to 

make collaboration happen online, it is possible with good design and instructor 

support. 

Experts on facilitating online learning such as Palloff and Pratt (2007) and 

Bates (2015) emphasize the importance of creating engagement through a 

community of learners. Bates (2015) believes that convincing evidence exists that 

“collaborative learning can be done just as well online” and “the necessary 

conditions for success in teaching this way are now well known, even though they 

are not always universally applied” (chapter 4.4). However, research and personal 

experience show that despite the possibilities and expertise that some have in 

online teaching, there is often room for improvement in the brave new world of 

online education. As Emile, the instructor from this group of participants with the 

most experience teaching said, “it’s just a different medium, and I don’t know that 

we really know how best to use it.” The researcher believes that some do know 

how to effectively create a community of learners online and facilitate learning, 

while many do not. Thus, despite the research and guidebooks, online teaching 

still often remains the “Wild West.” 
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Further Research 

While it is fairly common for instructors to be asked about their 

philosophy of teaching as it influences how they teach, teaching online involves 

different tasks than teaching face-to-face and necessitates more deliberate 

planning. Therefore, it would be insightful to explore the teaching philosophies of 

effective online instructors to provide insights for others who want to improve 

their online teaching. It has been said that teaching is an art and a science, so such 

insights should also mention the caveat that there is not one just one correct 

answer or approach. In developing a philosophy to teaching online, teachers needs 

to consider how people learn, what they want students to be able to do by the end 

of the course, and how they can facilitate engagement. While it is helpful to be 

aware of learning theories and current approaches, it is also important to consider 

the needs of students in context. Teachers combine this knowledge with their own 

personalities, experience, and subject matter expertise to develop their own 

approach to teaching. Student perceptions of the instructor’s presence in an online 

learning environment should also be further explored.  

Additional research could analyze the content of instructors’ posts on the 

online discussion board as well as the instructor’s interactions with groups and 

how their participation influences students. For example, how much and when 

should teachers participate in online discussions to facilitate learning but not 

quash student participation? Should teachers provide constructive feedback for 

only the individual or group to see or for the whole class to benefit? Such analysis 
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could provide insights to help instructors learn how to better support learning in 

online discussions.  
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APPENDIX C: LEARNER DIVERSITY AND EVALUATIONS OF 

THE COMMUNITY OF INQUIRY PRESENCES IN AN ONLINE 

LANGUAGE TEACHER EDUCATION COURSE 

 
Abstract 

Following the trend of an increasing number of online courses, language teacher 

education is also becoming more common. Instructors need to be aware of the 

their students’ diverse needs and goals, which often vary more than those in a 

traditional face-to-face class. Analyzing students’ evaluations can also provide 

valuable insights. In order to address a gap in the literature on online language 

teacher education highlighted by Murray (2013), the current research examines 

the students’ profiles in an online language teacher education course and their 

perceptions of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) in the course. Using mixed 

methods including an entrance survey, discussion board introductions, results 

from the CoI survey as well as course and program evaluations completed by 

students at the end of the course, data for this case study was collected from an 

online course that provided preparation to teach English to speakers of other 

languages (TESOL) in a two-month course in fall 2015 as part of an accredited 

program offered by a center for ESL at a large public research university in the 

United States. The purpose of this research is to gain insights into the 

backgrounds of students in an online TESOL course as well as their perceptions 

of the CoI presences. The data analysis provides insights into the diversity of 

students as well as the areas in which the CoI presences were well addressed and 

those areas that may need more attention. Insights and suggestions will be shared, 
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which should be useful for those who want to better understand and improve 

learners’ online educational experience. 

Keywords: online learning, diversity, needs analysis, student perceptions, 

Community of Inquiry, evaluation 
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Learner Diversity and Evaluations of the Community of Inquiry Presences in an 

Online Language Teacher Education Course 

Online learning continues to become more common with no signs of 

turning back. Over the last ten years, annual reports from the Online Learning 

Consortium (formerly known as the Sloan Consortium) have shown that the 

numbers of students in online classes in U.S. higher education has continued to 

increase (Allen & Seaman, 2016). As anybody who has taken or taught an online 

class has quickly realized, learners’ and instructors’ experiences in online learning 

and teaching differ significantly from a face-to-face classroom.  

Distance and online learning options have historically been popular for 

teacher education (England, 2012); this is especially true for language teachers 

who need flexible professional development options, as employers are 

increasingly requiring higher qualifications (Hall & Knox, 2009). Online learning 

is especially helpful to English language teachers since they are mobile and often 

cannot quit their jobs to study full-time and take face-to-face classes (Copland & 

Garton, 2012; Hall & Knox, 2009). The need for well-trained English language 

teachers around the world will likely continue for many years (England & Hall, 

2012). Although there is a clear need for online options to provide professional 

development for language teachers, the quality of these programs varies (Murray, 

2013). Online programs in higher education need to be evaluated (Kozan & 

Richardson, 2014) to ascertain the quality and make improvements where 

necessary. Especially when changes are made to curriculum and students have 
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diverse profiles, it is important to examine their needs and the degree to which the 

course helps them reach learning goals.  

Students who enroll in online classes are no longer limited by the ability to 

attend at a certain time on campus. In the past, the typical college student lived on 

campus or nearby and studied full time; however, currently many students take 

classes while also working and managing other responsibilities. Online learning 

can enable these students access to education, although they may experience 

additional challenges including time management and the sense of isolation. 

Adults returning to school are often more aware of the investment in time and 

money they are spending by enrolling in a course and have more specific 

motivations than traditional undergraduates fresh out of high school. Educators 

need to be aware of the diverse needs of their students in order to help them learn. 

The increasing diversity of students is also true for online language 

teacher education courses. Online TESOL programs in the 21st century have 

students with a much wider range of expectations, needs, and plans than in the 

past (England & Hall, 2012). In a book-length treatment addressing online 

programs that prepare teachers of English to speakers of other languages 

(TESOL), England (2012) expressed the need to know more about those who 

enroll in these programs and their professional educational goals. People often 

teach the way they were taught, so it is important to provide teacher trainees not 

only with an effective learning environment, but also to model effective teaching 

practices using technology, as how they learn will likely influence how they 
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teach. Since many language teachers in this day and age may be expected to be 

able to teach online at some point in their careers, teacher trainees’ online learning 

experiences will likely influence their future teaching (England & Hall, 2012).  

Teaching online requires additional skills beyond those in the traditional 

classroom including recognizing and addressing the needs of more diverse 

participants. Online TESOL programs “additionally require that instructors 

address the intersection among pedagogy, technology and learner needs" 

(England & Hall, 2012, p. 191). Since online classes offer flexibility in time and 

space and trained English language teachers are increasingly needed around the 

world, the backgrounds and needs of learners in these online classes are 

increasingly diverse, which makes the educator’s job more challenging. 

Instructors in online TESOL programs are tasked with addressing the pedagogical 

and technological needs of individuals who are much more diverse. A key step in 

helping online TESOL teachers be prepared for this challenging role is to get to 

know the needs of their students. While each group of students is unique, doing a 

needs analysis can help instructors gain a better understanding of their students. 

Formative and summative evaluations also help the instructor and program gain 

insights into how learners’ needs are being addressed. When curriculum is 

revised, it should be evaluated to examine its effectiveness and make continual 

improvement as needed in an iterative cycle, as is common in design-based 

research (McKenney & Reeves, 2012) in education and engineering. To address 

this gap highlighted in the literature on online language teacher education by 
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Murray (2013) and by others in more general online education literature (e..g., 

Bates, 2015; Jung & Gunawardena, 2014), the present research provides a case 

study of one online TESOL course and examines the profiles of learners in the 

course as well as their perceptions of the Community of Inquiry to gain detailed 

insights into one class to provide deeper understanding, a description, and 

suggestions for good practice. This course was chosen because it was recently 

revised to make it more student-centered, which involved implementing a group 

project and having learners submit application activities on the course discussion 

board, in addition to other traditional online assignments such as discussion 

questions, readings, and quizzes. The needs analysis and evaluation are part of the 

iterative steps in the well-known instructional design model called ADDIE, which 

is an acronym for analyze, design, develop, implement, and evaluate. The current 

study examines learners’ needs and evaluates the effectiveness of the 

implementation by analyzing students’ perceptions of the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) presences using the CoI survey, which is described in the literature review 

and methods. 

Literature Review 

In the past, formal education was limited to those who could attend classes 

in person. Thanks to improvements in technology and increasing knowledge of 

how to use it effectively to promote learning, more people around the world can 

access education and participate in communities of learners online. In the 

September 2016 edition of the International Review of Research in Open and 
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Distributed Learning, Conrad (2016) highlighted advances in higher education 

around the world that use technological affordances such as online courses, 

MOOCs, and open educational resources. For example, Queiros and de Villiers 

(2016) analyzed the perceptions of online learners in higher education in 

developing countries and their contexts considering their technical skills in order 

to provide suggestions to support online learning and teaching. Oh and Kim 

(2016) conducted research on audio-based asynchronous discussions using 

VoiceThread and found that they can promote cognitive engagement. Their 

research addresses a gap in the literature on audio-based asynchronous 

discussions, which may be more engaging for some learners than the typical text-

based asynchronous discussion boards that are ubiquitous in online learning. In 

another study, synchronous online professional skills workshops were found to be 

beneficial to graduate students because participants reported feeling a "sense of 

community" as they learned valuable skills not addressed in their graduate 

programs (Gauvreau, Hurst, Cleveland-innes, & Hawranik, 2016). Furthermore, 

Brooks and Young (2016) explored students' perceptions of how approachable 

instructors were for out of class communication by asking students to respond to 

questions about their experiences communicating with one instructor from an 

online, hybrid, or face-to-face class they took. These studies show the importance 

of considering participants’ needs and assessment of online learning in order to 

continually make improvements. An important point to consider is that learners’ 

needs are often influenced by their previous experiences, learning contexts, 
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motivation for taking the course, and resources available to them. This literature 

review will summarize key points regarding the needs of online learners, the 

Community of Inquiry framework, and how students’ perceptions of the CoI are 

related to other aspects such as learning and satisfaction with an online course. 

Needs of Today’s Online Learners 

Many students in college today grew up using technology and being 

always connected. So, it is not surprising that they have different expectations for 

learning. Whereas in the past, students may have depended on teachers or books 

at the library to find information, today a seemingly infinite amount of 

information is available at our fingertips through the Internet. The challenge, 

though, is having critical digital literacy skills in order to find trustworthy 

information. Furthermore, not all information is Googleable; people are often 

better than computers at answering some specific questions, thinking critically, 

solving problems considering contextual factors. Educators have recognized that 

students today need different skills in order to successfully navigate the demands 

of modern-day life. These have been called 21st century skills and include critical 

thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity as well as information, 

media, and technology skills (“Framework for 21st century learning,” 2007). 

Educators today need to be aware that students who grew up using 

technology may learn differently. Students who have grown up with the Internet 

and using technology want to be able to learn online in an environment that 

supports interaction and participation (West & West, 2009). Queiros and de 
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Villiers (2016) stress the importance of understanding the perceptions and 

challenges that students face in online learning, which is especially difficult for 

educators like themselves who are teaching in developing countries with limited 

access to technology and a majority of learners who have never taken an online 

class before.  

Online learners can face other challenges, too. Research has shown that 

online learners can experience a higher level of anxiety (e.g., Bharuthram & Kies, 

2013) because they cannot see others and feedback is rarely instantaneous, unless 

they are using learning tutorials through the computer or engaged in synchronous 

interactions. Especially for those who are new to online learning, several 

challenges include problems accessing materials online, not knowing how to be a 

successful online student, and spending a lot of time working on a computer 

(Lund & Volet, 1998). Lund and Volet (1998) recommended that universities 

consider students’ perceptions of online learning and their challenges; they found 

that students who have better technology skills are better able to cope with 

learning online. Along those same lines, Wang, Shannon, and Ross (2013) found 

that students who have taken online classes before developed effective strategies 

for learning online and had more motivation for subsequent online classes after 

they were able to succeed in the first one. Previous successful experience in 

online classes leads to a feeling of self-efficacy with technology, satisfaction, and 

higher grades (Queiros & de Villiers, 2016). 
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Since many educators acknowledge the importance of getting to know 

their students, they have developed different techniques whether in a face-to-face 

or online environment. For example, Conrad and Donaldson (2011) provide 

examples of activities to break the ice and engage online learners. It is common 

for online instructors to ask students to introduce themselves on the first 

discussion board, answer certain questions about themselves, sometimes post a 

picture, and reply to at least one classmate. It is also helpful for instructors to 

introduce themselves at the beginning of the course to share information similar to 

the common practice in face-to-face classes; however, online this needs to be 

more deliberate as it is often a typed message and/or a short video recording 

presenting oneself and introducing the course. Even when instructors teach a class 

that was designed by somebody else, it is recommended that teachers personalize 

the course and let students know that a real person is teaching the course, reading 

their assignments, and responding to their work and questions. These are some of 

the ways that an instructor can let students know that they are present in the 

online course. 

Students come to online classes with different expectations. Those who 

are new to online learning often underestimate the amount of self-discipline, 

motivation, and time-management skills they will need to be a successful online 

learner. Just as teaching styles in face-to-face classes can vary greatly, online 

classes can also be taught in different ways. Many educational institutions have 

experienced a paradigm shift from a traditional teacher-centered to a student-
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centered approach. This is true in many online classes, too, with a more learner-

centered approach where students co-construct learning with scaffolding and 

guidance from the instructor. Bates (2015) explained that students from some 

cultures may not be familiar with constructivist approaches to online learning. 

Bates (2015) also mentioned how online classes often have learners that are more 

diverse in many ways. He highlights, "[t]here are often major cultural differences 

in students with regard to participating in discussion-based collaborative 

learning that in the end reflect deep differences with regard to traditions of 

learning and teaching" (Bates, 2015). He later adds: 

Online environments then can present real challenges to students when a 

constructivist approach to the design of online learning activities is 

adopted. This may mean taking specific steps to help students who are 

unfamiliar with a constructivist approach to learning (Bates, 2015). 

Therefore, teachers may need to provide a rationale for using a student-centered 

approach and provide scaffolding, as some students may be experiencing it for the 

first time. 

Learners in an online class often have more diverse needs and 

expectations than those in face-to-face classes. Thus, instructors should be 

sensitive to the diversity of learners in order to provide an inclusive online 

learning environment (Gunawardena, 2014). Jung and Gunawardena (2014) 

highlight the important role that online teachers play “in supporting interaction 

and knowledge construction among diverse learners” (p. 82). Others have also 
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pointed out the importance of understanding various aspects of learners’ 

individual characteristics in online learning. For example, Vonderwell and Turner 

(2005) noted, “Understanding learner expectations and motivations, and the 

personas learners may take during online learning can help support active 

learning,” and that “instructors' understanding or recognition of their capabilities 

and limitations” is also important (Vonderwell & Turner, 2005, p. 82); they also 

found that the roles of students and instructors need to be reconstructed in online 

environments, since students need to be more autonomous and active to learn 

effectively online.  

Diverse Students 

Learners in an online class often have more diverse needs and 

expectations than students in face-to-face classes. For example, learners in an 

online class may represent a wider range of ages, backgrounds, expectations, and 

experience (Gunawardena, 2014). Instructors need to be sensitive to the diversity 

of learners in order to provide an inclusive online learning environment. 

Furthermore, online learners may feel isolated due to  

different types of distance that need to be bridged to support the learner, 

such as the distance between (a) the learner and teacher or tutor, (b) the 

learner and other learners, (c) the learner and access to technology, and (d) 

the learner and the institution. (Gunawardena, 2014, p. 79)    

Having a diverse group of students can be a benefit and challenge for educators. 
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Williams, Cameron, and Morgan (2012) suggested that instructors and learners be 

aware of the greater variety of age in online classes than in face-to-face classes, 

especially in group work because "different generations often have different 

learning styles and values that impact roles and approaches to social tasks" (p. 17). 

Diversity should be celebrated, and educators need to be aware of the differences 

in their students to that they can address their needs and plan accordingly. 

Murray (2013) reviewed literature and gathered case study reports of 

programs offering online language teacher education in TESOL and found that 

despite the growth of these programs, there is a lack of research on why people 

enroll in online language teacher education programs, how they should be 

organized, and how successful they are; she thus highlighted the need for further 

research in several areas in online language teacher education including exploring 

the experiences and attitudes of students and instructors as well as instructor-

student and peer-peer interactions. Murray (2013) expressed the need for further 

research in several areas in online language teacher education including exploring 

who is taking these classes, for whom these classes are appropriate, as well as the 

experiences and attitudes of instructors and students. 

Now that the importance of considering learners’ needs based on their 

previous experience and goals has been established, we need to examine what 

students think about the quality of their online learning experience. This can be 

achieved by looking at how they respond to the Community of Inquiry survey, 

which is based on the CoI framework, both of which will be described next. 
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The Community of Inquiry Framework 

The Community of Inquiry framework is the most commonly used model 

by practitioners and researchers to guide the design and facilitation of online and 

hybrid courses (Kineshanko, 2016). According to the CoI framework, which is 

based on a socio-constructivist and collaborative approach to learning, three 

overlapping components are necessary to successfully support learning in higher 

education: cognitive, social, and teaching presence (Garrison, Anderson, & 

Archer, 2000). The seminal article published by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer 

in 2000 was one of the first that described processes and aspects in asynchronous, 

text-based, constructivist, many-to many online learning environments and has 

continually grown in popularity among researchers, scholars in education, and 

practitioners since then (Kineshanko, 2016). Garrison et al. (2000) defined each of 

these three presences, which they derived from analyzing asynchronous 

discussion board transcripts. Cognitive presence, the most basic element for 

success in higher education, is explained as "the extent to which the participants 

in any particular configuration of a community of inquiry are able to construct 

meaning through sustained communication" and is "a vital element in critical 

thinking, a process and outcome that is frequently presented as the ostensible goal 

of all higher education" (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89). Social presence, defined as 

"the ability of participants in the Community of Inquiry to project their personal 

characteristics into the community, thereby presenting themselves to the others as 

'real people,'” plays a key role in supporting cognitive presence (Garrison et al., 
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2000, p. 89). Teaching presence is characterized as “the design, facilitation and 

direction of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally 

meaningful and educationally worthwhile outcomes” (Garrison, 2000, p. 90). The 

aim of teaching presence is to support and improve cognitive and social presence 

to reach educational outcomes (Garrison et al., 2000). Teaching presence involves 

design and organization, facilitation, and direct instruction (Anderson, Rourke, 

Garrison, & Archer, 2001).  

The Community of Inquiry Survey 

A survey instrument to measure the presences of the Community of 

Inquiry framework in an online course was developed and validated by Arbaugh, 

Cleveland-Innes, Diaz, Garrison, Ice, Richardson, and Swan (2008). This CoI 

survey consists of 34-Likert scale items. It is valuable because it provided 

"additional support for the validity of the CoI as a framework for constructing 

effective online learning environments" (Arbaugh et al., 2008, p. 133), and it 

provided a quantitative tool to quickly measure students’ perceptions of each of 

the three presences.  

More recently, Kozan and Richardson (2014) performed an exploratory 

and confirmatory factor analysis on the CoI survey and found that all items totally 

aligned with the Community of Inquiry theoretical framework and no substantial 

changes needed to be made to survey items. Based on empirical evidence of a 

large-scale exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis of the Community of 

Inquiry survey, research results have suggested that it can provide "formative and 
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summative feedback about the effectiveness of online courses and programs" 

(Bangert, 2009, p. 104). Thus, the CoI survey can provide valuable insights into 

how students perceive the three presences in an online course, which is useful to 

see which areas were well addressed and which areas need more attention. 

The Community of Inquiry, Perceived Learning, and Satisfaction 

Now that it has been established that the Community of Inquiry includes 

aspects of cognitive, social, and teaching presence that have been shown to 

promote learning online and whose aspects can be quantitatively measured with 

the CoI survey, we will look at how these presences are related to other factors in 

the online learning experience from students’ perspectives: perceived learning and 

satisfaction. Learning in a community of inquiry has been shown to be satisfying 

and to lead to higher level of perceived learning (Garrison, 2011). An increasing 

amount of evidence shows the key role that teaching presence plays in perceived 

learning and satisfaction (Garrison, 2011). In Garrison’s (2016) recent book on 

collaborative thinking, he explained, “The key for sustained motivation and 

emotional satisfaction is for participants to identify with the purpose of the 

learning community and experience a climate where they feel they are valued 

participants” (p. 61). Research has shown that teaching presence plays a critical 

role in success and satisfaction in a formal educational community of inquiry 

(Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). Social presence has also been shown to be 

associated with perceived learning and persistence (Eom & Arbaugh, 2011). This 

is not surprising because a high level of social presence indicates that students 
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feel comfortable communicating with others in the class, and meaningful 

communication can engage students, encourage them to continue in the course; 

these interactions can make them feel like they are learning because they usually 

are learning by doing and sharing about what they are learning or asking when 

they have questions and getting answers. 

Akyol and Garrison (2008) conducted research on a fully online graduate 

course at the University of Calgary with asynchronous and synchronous 

components, which used the CoI framework as the organizational structure and 

was on the topic of blended learning. They administered the 34-item CoI survey at 

the end of the course and added items inquiring about how much students learned 

and their satisfaction with the course, also using a 5-point Likert scale as with the 

other CoI survey items. Their results showed that students had high perceptions of 

all three presences and agreed with statements about learning much and course 

satisfaction. Akyol and Garrison (2008) found that satisfaction was positively 

correlated with all three presences, while perceived learning was only correlated 

with teaching and cognitive presence, indicating that students who perceived 

higher teaching and cognitive presence thought they learned more. These findings 

were partially similar to previous research in which correlations were found 

between each of the three presences and students' perceived learning and 

satisfaction (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Rovai, 2002). Akyol and Garrison’s 

(2008) findings corresponded with previous researchers who also found that 

teaching presence plays a critical role in the community of inquiry (Garrison & 
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Arbaugh, 2007; Shea, Li, & Pickett, 2006; Shea, Pickett, & Pelz, 2003). On the 

other hand, while previous research found that social presence correlated 

significantly to perceived learning and satisfaction (Swan & Shih, 2005), Akyol 

and Garrison (2008) found that social presence correlated with satisfaction but not 

perceived learning. 

Sense of Community in the Community of Inquiry 

While online social communities such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn 

have experienced massive popularity as people are attracted by common interests 

and the social connections, in educational communities, structure, leadership, and 

learner connectedness need to be intentionally planned to develop a sense of 

community (Lambert & Fisher, 2013). Research has shown that a sense of 

community tends to improve learning (Garrison et al., 2000; Palloff & Pratt, 

2007; Rovai, 2002). According to Garrison and Arbaugh (2007), community is 

necessary for higher order learning, and is effectively promoted by a community 

of learning in which the teacher and learners are actively engage in critical 

thinking. In a mixed method study examining the level of the CoI's three elements 

in an online graduate educational technology course, Lambert and Fisher (2013) 

used a demographic questionnaire completed by students and found that although 

students expressed a preference for a sense of community, they did not like 

collaborative activities, which are necessary to promote community building. 

According to Palloff and Pratt (2007), a critical aspect of effective online 

learning is “the formation of a learning community through which knowledge is 
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imparted and meaning is co-created” (p. 4), which can be developed through 

interactions among students, between faculty and students and “the collaboration 

in learning that results from these interactions” (p. 4). In other words, meaningful 

interactions are a critical aspect of an effective online learning environment. But 

interaction is not enough, as Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2005) stated. In order 

to lead a group to meet educational goals, an online learning environment needs 

guidance, scaffolding, and feedback from the instructor. 

Research has shown that the instructor plays a key role in helping learners 

reach higher levels of inquiry and cognitive presence (Garrison & Arbaugh, 

2007). The role of the instructor can be observed directly and can also be gauged 

indirectly by seeing how students respond to questions on the CoI survey on 

teaching presence. Teaching presence plays a significant role in student 

satisfaction, perceived amount learned, and sense of community (Garrison and 

Arbaugh, 2007). A high level of active teacher presence has been found to be 

related to students’ perception of learning and sense of community (Shea, Li, & 

Pickett, 2006). In sum, the three areas of the Community of Inquiry are necessary 

to support effective online educational experiences, and these presences have also 

been found to be related to students’ perceived learning and satisfaction. 

The Importance of Social Presence for Online Learners 

Social presence is an important aspect of the Community of Inquiry that 

needs special attention because it must be more intentionally created in an online 

learning environment; without it, learners may feel isolated and be less likely to 
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be actively engaged and complete the course. Based on a socio-constructivist 

approach to learning, since a high level of social presence promotes interaction 

and open communication, it can lead to higher levels of cognitive presence, 

especially when teaching presence guides learning and provides effective 

feedback. The creators of the CoI framework, Garrison et al. (2000), explained 

that social presence has been found to play a key role in supporting cognitive 

presence and "indirectly facilitating the process of critical thinking carried on by 

the community of learners” (p. 89). Others added that “Students who perceived 

high social presence in the online discussions also believed they learned more 

from it than did students who perceived low social presence” (Swan & Shih, 

2005, p. 127). More recently, Zhan and Mei (2013) conducted research with over 

250 undergraduates enrolled in online and face-to-face versions of the same 

course and found that online students needed a higher level of social presence 

more than face-to-face students, as it had a greater influence on their perceptions 

of learning achievement and satisfaction; they thus suggested providing more 

support for social interaction for online students. 

It is clear that active engagement and connections with others provides 

support for learning and can encourage many online learners to complete 

assignments. Brindley, Walti, and Blaschke (2009) pointed out the importance of 

collaborative learning, which "appears to increase a sense of community, which 

has been shown to be closely linked to learner satisfaction and retention" (pp. 15-

16). Although it is challenging to get students to collaborate in online classes, it is 
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worth planning and supporting it, since it has been shown to benefit learners when 

well implemented and supported. 

Rationale for the Current Research 

Successful development of a community of learners is highly dependent 

on the course design and how the teacher incorporates the three presences in the 

CoI (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). Results from the CoI survey can be used to 

determine areas in which students perceive a high level of all three presences, and 

lower scores can be used to draw attention to possible areas for improvement and 

consideration of reasons for those results (e.g., Lambert & Fisher, 2013). The CoI 

survey is a valuable tool that can be used to provide formative and/or summative 

feedback that can be used to gain awareness of the perceived levels of presences 

to highlight areas that are well supported as well as those that may have room for 

improvement. 

The Community of Inquiry survey has been used in many kinds of 

courses, as it has been established as a helpful tool. Researchers have suggested 

continuing to apply it in various contexts to investigate if it is useful at various 

levels of education and for content areas (Akyol & Garrison, 2008; Lambert & 

Fisher, 2013). Chen (2012) used the Community of Inquiry framework to 

examine cognitive, social, and teaching presence in an online TESOL course and 

concluded: "Further work is required to establish the community of inquiry 

framework as a viable tool for assessing online education that also provides 

practical and pedagogical implications for administrators, instructors, faculty, 
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students, and course developers" (p. 128). Thus, the current study will examine 

one course in detail with a focus on the learner profiles and the CoI survey results. 

This research will address a gap in the literature that Murray (2013) highlighted 

regarding the need to know about the profiles of learners enrolled in online 

language teacher education courses and the appropriate audience for these courses 

as well as the course quality from students’ perspectives. Thus, learner profiles 

from one online TESOL class and results of the CoI survey will be used in the 

current research to address this need for more research. 

Research Questions 

Partially inspired by previous research from Lambert and Fisher (2013) 

who examined student demographic information and the CoI survey results of one 

class and Akyol & Garrison (2008) who used the CoI survey along with questions 

about perceived learning and satisfaction, the current research explores the 

following questions: 

1. What do learners’ backgrounds and plans at the beginning of a course reveal 

about their needs in an online language teacher education course? 

2. What levels of teaching, social, and cognitive presence do learners in an online 

language teacher education course perceive according to the Community of 

Inquiry survey? Is there a significant correlation between the three aspects of the 

Community of Inquiry (cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching 

presence) in this online TESOL course? If so, what is the correlation? 
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3. How do learners in an online language teacher education course evaluate the 

course according to other factors (e.g., course satisfaction, perceived amount of 

learning, and whether online learning environment is successful for them)? 

Methods 

The current study employed a mixed-method approach to examine profiles 

of students via an entrance survey and perceptions of the three elements of the 

Community of Inquiry. A descriptive, exploratory case study was used because 

the purpose is to provide detailed insights and better understanding of one class in 

an online program in which a revised curriculum was recently implemented. The 

pilot course and several iterations had already been taught so minor changes that 

were found to be necessary should have already been implemented in the course 

materials. Although the instructors in this program have experience and expertise 

in teaching ESL and language teacher education courses, people are often very 

busy and do not have time to analyze and reflect on their courses and instruction 

in detail. Thus, a researcher who has reviewed the literature on areas of online 

course design and implementation and who has taught the advanced course in the 

program can provide insights by analyzing areas that need more attention. The 

research context, participants, instruments, procedures, and data analysis are 

described next. 

Research Context 

The present study examines a course in an online language teacher 

education program that provides preparation to teach English to speakers of other 
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languages (TESOL). The program actually called itself  a TEFL certificate, which 

means teaching English as a foreign language, since it focuses more on preparing 

people to teach abroad, although some people are interested in teaching English as 

a second language, too. The more inclusive term TESOL will be used in the 

current study. This TESOL certificate is offered through a language center that is 

part of a large public research university in the United States and includes a 50-

hour basic course and an advanced course. Each of these courses lasts two months 

and is offered several times a year online. The current study focuses on one basic 

TESOL course that took place in fall 2015. This course was chosen as the focus 

for the current study because the revised curriculum to make the course more 

student-centered was implemented one year prior, in fall 2014. Some data was 

collected from previous courses with the revised curriculum, but the current study 

was the first class since the implementation of the revised curriculum in which a 

majority of the students agreed to participate. In addition, this course in the first 

half of the fall semester usually has the highest enrollment of the online TESOL 

basic class offered by this program. Furthermore, since this class had been taught 

several times with the revised curriculum, possible issues with the new curriculum 

should have been already resolved. A case study of this online TESOL basic class 

from the first half of fall 2015 thus provides the most representative sample of 

students possible to date. Finally, the instructor of this course had taught it earlier 

that year with the same curriculum and was confident and interested in the 

research and thus encouraged her students to participate. She had high ratings 
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from students on the course and teacher evaluations and previous research 

suggests examining the practices of effective teachers (e.g., Rodríguez, 2016). 

Participants 

Instructor. The instructor of this course had a Bachelor’s, Master’s, and 

was completing a PhD. All of these degrees were relevant to second language 

teaching and learning. She had six years of ESL teaching experience including 

three years at the center for ESL where the current research took place. She had 

also already been teaching in the teacher education program for two years during 

which time she had taught several modules in the face-to-face class as well as this 

online TESOL basic course once before earlier in the same year she taught the 

online TESOL basic class analyzed in present research.    

Students. In this article, the people enrolled in the teacher training course 

are called students for simplification. Some research literature refers to this 

population as teacher trainees, and some research focuses on professional 

development for pre-service or in-service teachers. This course has people with a 

range of experience teaching from none to many years. . This online TESOL 

program is offered through a center for ESL that is part of a large public state 

university and is marketed on campus as well as online. Some of the students 

enrolled in this class have taken or are taking other classes at this university.  

All students enrolled in this class were asked by the teacher training 

coordinator to fill out an electronic entrance survey which asked multiple 

questions about their background, for example previous teaching experience, 
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reasons for taking this course, and previous experience with online learning. This 

survey was implemented in order to provide instructors and the program with 

more information about their students to help better understand and serve their 

needs. In the face-to-face teacher training program at this institution, students fill 

out a similar form, and this needed to be implemented in the online courses as 

well. Furthermore, some instructors may choose to use this information when 

considering how to assign students into groups. Responses to the entrance survey 

are provided in the results section. 

A majority of the students enrolled in this class agreed to participate in 

this study: twelve out of sixteen. Eleven of those twelve students who agreed to 

participate in this research responded to the entrance survey; however, two of 

those students did not complete the course. There were only four students enrolled 

in the course that did not agree to participate in this study. Their data was thus not 

examined or included in this article. Of the twelve student participants from this 

class, ten were female and two male. This is not surprising since teachers are 

mostly women in the field of English language in the United States.  Basic 

demographic information about the student participants in this study is included in 

Table 1.
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Table 1  

Student Participants' Demographic Information 

Pseudonym Age Country 

of origin 

Primary 

language 

Highest 

education 

completed 

Taught 

before? 

Teaching 

experience 

besides 

English? 

Years 

taught 

English 

or other 

language 

Sam 
 

26-35 
 

U.S. 
 

English  
 

Master's 
 

Yes 
 

Taught 

Primary 

education 11 

years 

5+ 
 

Adam 18-25 US. English Bachelor's 
 

Yes Worked in 

after school 

program 

0 

Ellen11  46-60 U.S. English Bachelor's 
 

No  0 

Melinda 18-25 U.S; 

Spain 

English Bachelor's 
 

No  0 

Dana 26-35 U.S. English Master's 
 

No Facilitated 

educational 

workshops, co-

taught a 

leadership and 

a transitions 

course for 

international 

students 

0 

Charlotte 46-60 U.S. English Bachelor's Yes  2 

Maribel*  36-45 Mexico Spanish Bachelor's 

 
 

Yes  3 

Scarlet 46-60 U.S. English Master's Yes Taught 5+ 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
11 Ellen and Maribel did not complete the course or participate in the interview. 
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elementary and 

middle school 

math and 

history for 

about 10 years 

in addition to 

teaching 

English 

Brigitte 18-25 U.S. English Bachelor's No  0 

Will 18-25 U.S. English Associate's or 2 years of college 
 

Yes  1 

Peggy 61+ U.S. English Master's 
 

No  0 

 

Instruments 

Student background survey. A background survey (see Appendix A) 

was developed by the researcher in coordination with the teacher training 

coordinator of the TESOL program to help provide instructors and the program 

with information about the students. The researcher consulted other online student 

background surveys (e.g., Chen, 2012; Oh, 2011), which influenced the 

development of the used in the current program. The teacher training coordinator 

emailed course participants at the beginning of the course with a link to Qualtrics 

and asked them to complete the background survey online.  

The Community of Inquiry survey. The Community of Inquiry survey 

(Arbaugh et al., 2008) includes 34 statements and is divided into three areas 

addressing teaching presence (statements 1-13), social presence (statements 14-

22), and cognitive presence (statements 23-34). Students were asked to read each 

statement and indicate the degree to which they agree or disagree using a five-
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point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree). Example statements 

from the CoI survey include “The instructor clearly communicated important 

course topics” (teaching presence), “Getting to know other course participants 

gave me a sense of belonging in the course” (social presence), and “Learning 

activities helped me construct explanations/solutions” (cognitive presence).  

Procedures 

The Community of Inquiry Survey Instrument (CoI_survey_Draft_14b, 

n.d.) was downloaded from the Community of Inquiry website 

(https://coi.athabascau.ca/coi-model/coi-survey/) and a digital version was created 

on Qualtrics, an online survey tool. Students were emailed and asked to complete 

the anonymous online surveys near the end of the course. Results from the CoI 

survey were exported from Qualtrics and imported into SPSS to do quantitative 

analysis.  

Data analysis 

Results of the entrance survey were read, analyzed, and are described in 

the results section. As for results from the CoI survey, the researcher used SPSS 

to calculate the mean and standard deviation for each of the three presences and to 

examine the correlations among the three presences using Spearman Rank 

Correlation Coefficient. Descriptive statistics and analysis are provided in the 

results.  
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Results and Discussion 

RQ1: Learners’ backgrounds and plans 

The first research question asked what learners’ backgrounds and plans at 

the beginning of the online TESOL course revealed about their needs. A table 

describing participant demographics is in the methods section. A summary and 

results from other relevant questions the entrance survey are provided below and 

discussed. 

Participants ranged in age; the highest percentage of participants was in 

the youngest age range (i.e., 18-25) with four out of eleven participants choosing 

this option, which is just over one-third of the participants. This is not surprising 

because this program only requires two years of college as a pre-requisite. One 

participant chose 61 or older and the other participants were in between these two 

ranges. 

Nearly all of the participants indicated being from the U.S., while one 

wrote U.S. and Spain and identified as a “military brat.” and one was  from 

Mexico. Ten of the eleven participants indicated that English was their primary 

language, while the person from Mexico indicated that it was Spanish. As for the 

highest level of education completed, more than half, six of eleven indicated 

having completed a Bachelor’s degree and 4 had completed a Master’s, too. An 

analysis of the introductions of the discussion board showed that those who 

already had a Master’s degree had very specific reasons for taking this class. For 

example, two of these people’s employer was paying for them to take this course. 
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Two of these participants with Master’s degrees have degrees in education and 

teaching experience teaching K-12, but wanted or needed professional 

development to make them more confident in teaching ESL to adults. One of 

these people was preparing to move abroad and planned on using skills gained in 

this course in working in another country.  

As for teaching experience, just over half of the participants, six, indicated 

having taught before, while the other five had not. Two participants had taught 

English or another language five or more years, three others had taught one, two, 

and three years respectively. 

Half of the participants had never taught English  Several participants 

mentioned on their introduction on the online discussion board that they were 

planning on taking the 20-hour teaching practicum, which includes 17 hours of 

observations on site and three hours of teaching or assistant teaching, all of which 

take place at the ESL center on campus, not online.  

Question nine asked participants about their plans after completing the 

TESOL certificate. Of the eleven responses, nearly half of them, five, indicated 

plans to teach English abroad. Three others mentioned planning to teach English, 

one of which specified wanting to teach ESL to adults, preferably college 

students, and another person indicating plans to teach in an intensive English 

program, while the third person simply wrote “teach English.” One respondent 

indicated plans to submit the certificate to their boss and human resources 

department for their ESL program. Another person mentioned planning on 



 

 

 

 

310

continuing to grow her private tutoring practice or to apply for a job serving the 

ESL community with a social agency. A last response was more general and 

indicated plans to continue studying and to “look for better job offers.” Thus we 

can see that many participants wanted to teach abroad and several people had very 

specific plans. 

Question ten asked participants whether they planned on pursuing an 

advanced degree after completing the course. Responses are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Plans to Pursue Advanced Degree After This Course 

Answer % Count 

Yes 27.27% 3 

No 9.09% 1 

I don't know or maybe 63.64% 7 

 

As is shown in the table above, most of the participants (seven of eleven) 

indicated that they were not sure if they would continue studying for an advanced 

degree after this course. Three indicated yes, and one no. This question may have 

been unclear whether the advanced course in this program was considered an 

advanced degree. Several participants indicated in their online discussion board 

introductions that they were planning on taking the advanced TESOL course 

offered by this program after this basic course. Several participants may have 

been considering whether they would enroll in the advanced course based on their 

experiences in the basic course. These are two possible reasons that could be why 
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seven of the eleven participants indicated uncertainty on their future study plans 

to pursue an advanced degree.  

Question eleven asked participants if they had a job lined up after 

completing this course. This question may have been confusing for those who 

were already employed and would be continuing in their current job. Results are 

shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Job Lined Up After This Course 

Answer % Count 

Yes 36.36% 4 

No 63.64% 7 

I don't know or maybe 0.00% 0 

 

As the table above shows, a majority of participants (seven of eleven) indicated 

that they did not have a job lined up after the course while four indicated that they 

did. Based on introductions on the discussion board, it seems that these four 

people who indicated yes on this question are probably those who were already 

had a job and would be continuing with their current job. 

The twelfth question asked participants whether they were working when 

they were taking this course. Results are shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Working While Taking This Course 

Answer % Count 
  

Yes, full time 54.55% 6 
  

Yes, part time 45.45% 5 
  

No 0.00% 0 
  

 

As we can see in the table above, all participants indicated that they were 

working; just over half (six of eleven) were working full time, while the other five 

were working part time. This is not surprising because many people who choose 

to take online classes do so because of a need for flexibility. The previous 

question which asked about having a job lined up was likely interpreted as having 

a job related to teaching English language; this can be implied because all of the 

people replied that they were currently employed, but few of them had any 

language teaching experience. This is not surprising because TESOL is a field 

that often attracts careers changers and those looking to travel. This background 

survey neglected to ask whether participants were also taking other classes at the 

same time. That would be interesting to know because it could influence their 

schedules and time available for this online course.  

Question fourteen asked participants why they chose this institution. 

Participants could choose more than one answer. Answers are shown in Table 5.
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Table 5 

Reason for Choosing This Center 

Select all that apply. 

Answer % Count 

[This center] is a part of the University of X12 63.64% 7 

Quality of [This center]'s TESOL program 27.27% 3 

Reputation of [This center]'s TESOL program 18.18% 2 

Location in X13 city 18.18% 2 

Qualifications of [This center]'s TESOL instructors 18.18% 2 

Recommendation of a TESOL graduate 0.00% 0 

Other (please specify) 36.36% 4 

Total 100% 11 

 

As can be seen above, the most popular response, which seven participants chose, 

was because the program is part of this university. The second most popular 

response, which four participants chose, was “other;” those also mentioned the 

fact that it was online. One of those people also added “affordability” and another 

added that it was from a “reputable program and school.” 

Question fifteen asked for motives for taking this online course. 

Participants could choose more than one option. Results are shown in Table 6.

                                                 
 
 
 
 
12 The name of the university was redacted here for confidentiality. 
13 The name of the city has been removed here. These details were present on the 
survey. 
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Table 6 

Motives for Taking This Online Course  

Select all that apply. 

Answer % Count 

Flexibility of schedule 72.73% 8 

Not able to attend a face-to-face class 90.91% 10 

Ability to work from home 63.64% 7 

Enjoyment of online work 9.09% 1 

Curiosity 0.00% 0 

Other (please explain) 9.09% 1 

Total 100% 11 

 

As can be seen above, almost everybody, ten out of eleven participants, indicated 

that they could not attend a face-to-face class. Flexibility of schedule was the 

second most popular response with eight of eleven replies. Seven people chose 

the ability to work from home. Some people may have responsibilities at home or 

not be able to attend classes face-to-face for various reasons such as work or 

living far from campus. Some of the same participants may have chosen these 

popular options, but not all, as the numbers are not identical. It is also interesting 

that one person chose the option of enjoyment of online work. Another person 

indicated taking the course for work and added, “I will be teaching in our ESL 

program this fall while concurrently taking this course.”  

Question sixteen asked students about their motives for taking a TEFL 

certificate course. Again, participants could choose more than one answer here. 

Answers are shown in Table 7.
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Table 7 

Motives for Taking a TEFL Certificate Course  

Select all that apply. 

Answer % Count 

Interest in teaching English abroad 63.64% 7 

Interest in teaching English in the United States 27.27% 3 

Desire to travel 45.45% 5 

Career change 9.09% 1 

Improved job prospects for completing this course 45.45% 5 

Financial incentives, e.g. higher pay for completing this course 27.27% 3 

Course paid for by employer or scholarship 18.18% 2 

Other (please explain) 9.09% 1 

Total 100% 11 

Other: Will help me become a better private tutor. 

As can be seen above, the most popular answer with seven of eleven participants 

indicated interest in teaching English abroad. A desire to travel and improved job 

prospects were the second most popular answer with five responses each. Some of 

the same people may have chosen those options. Three people indicated interest 

in teaching English in the United States, and three people noted financial 

incentives (e.g., higher pay for completing the course). One person noted that it 

would help them become a better private tutor. 

Question seventeen asked how many online classes they had previously 

taken. Answers are shown in Table 8. 
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Table 8 

Number of Online Courses Previously Taken 

Answer % Count 

0 54.55% 6 

1 0.00% 0 

2 9.09% 1 

3+ 36.36% 4 

Total 100% 11 

 

As can be seen above, the most popular answer was 0 with six of eleven responses. 

One person indicated having taken one online class prior to this one and four 

people indicated having taken three or more online classes before. This is 

especially important for the instructor to consider because being successful in an 

online class requires different skills; for example, besides knowing how to use 

technology to access information, this class includes a group project, so students 

need to be able to use technology effectively to communicate and collaborate with 

group members. They also need time management skills and need to 

communicate clearly with group mates. In addition, students need to have more 

motivation and learner autonomy to be successful in online classes.  

The next question asked participants to rate their technology skills on a 

scale from 0 to 10. This question could have been more useful if some examples 

were given, for example describing tasks that one can do at low, medium, and 

high levels of technical proficiency, and possibly only given those three options. 

That could be a more reliable measure because this scale is highly subjective and 



 

 

 

 

317

depends on learners’ interpretations. Nonetheless, their answers to this question 

are shown in Table 9. 

Table 9 

Self-Rating of Technology Skills 

Scale from 0 (non-existent) to 10 (expert), especially in the context of an online 
course. 

Field Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation Variance Count 

Technology skills 0 10 6.1 2.81 7.89 10 

 

Ten people responded to the question about their technology skills. The mean was 

6.1, but the range was as large as possible: One person chose the highest option, 

ten, and one person chose the lowest option, 0, although it is possible that that was 

a mistake if the person did not read the instructions that they were supposed to 

drag the indicator to the appropriate number on the scale indicating their 

technological proficiency, ironically.  

The next question was a follow up for those who had previously taken an 

online class. It asked them to indicate their experience from negative/unsuccessful 

to positive/successful. Answers are shown in Table 10. 

Table 3 

Ratings of Previous Online Classes 

Field 
Minimu
m 

Maximu
m 

Mea
n 

Std 
Deviation 

Varianc
e 

Coun
t 

Online 
experience 

5 7 6.25 0.83 0.69 
4 

 

Four students responded, although five indicated a couple of questions earlier that 

they had taken an online course before. Answers ranged from five to seven, with a 
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mean of 6.25. It is interesting that nobody indicated having a bad experience with 

online learning before (i.e., they did not choose less than five).  

The next question asked students whether they had participated in any 

group work or projects in an online course before. Results are shown in Table 11. 

Table 4 

Participating in Group Work or Projects in Previous Online Course 

Answer % Count 

Yes 27.27% 3 

No 72.73% 8 

Total 100% 11 

 

As can be seen above, a majority of students indicated that they had not 

participated in an online group project or group work before, while three had. 

Recall that only five had taken an online class before, so three of five who 

indicated having participated in an online group project or group work is more 

than half of those who had previously taken an online class.  

The next question asked students to rate their previous group work 

experience from low to high. Results are shown in Table 12. 

Table 5 

Rating of Previous Group Work Experience 

Scale from 0 (negative/unsuccessful) to 10 (positive/successful). 

Field Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation Variance Count 

Confidence 4 7 6 1.41 2 3 

 

As can be seen above, only three students replied, which corresponds with the 

three who indicated in the previous question having worked in an online group 
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project or group work before. The three responses ranged from 4 to 7 with a mean 

of 6, which is a little bit better than the middle. So, that is not bad, but it could be 

better. These results are not surprising because even in face-to-face classes that 

involve group projects or group work, students often report finding it to be 

difficult, although they can learn a great deal from it, if it is well designed, 

implemented, and supported (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). 

Question 22 asked whether students had any needs, concerns, or 

considerations that the instructor should be aware of. Only one participant replied 

and that person indicated “my work schedule and sometimes the poor internet 

connection.” This does not provide details about the person’s work schedule and 

how it may influence performance or interactions in the course. Also, the 

comment on the Internet connection makes it sound like the person may be living 

in a place where a reliable Internet connection is not always possible. It is unclear 

whether that person would have regular access to reliable Internet and how that 

may influence the person’s participation in or ability to complete assignments for 

this online course.  

The last question asked students to rate their experiences with several 

administrative processes (e.g., registering, the online application, the online 

payment, and usefulness of the program website). Since those are not relevant to 

the current study, they are not reported here. However, the last question asked 

how they rated the introduction and orientation materials. A majority of the 
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participants (eight of the eleven) indicated “good” and the other three selected 

“very good.”  

As responses to the entrance survey showed, many students in this online 

TESOL class indicated interest in teaching English abroad and some wanted to 

teach in the U.S. About half had no previous experience teaching, while the other 

half had taught, and a few people had taught extensively. Students had different 

backgrounds and goals for enrolling in this class, but most chose the online class 

because they were not able to attend in person. Some people have specific plans 

about where, what levels and ages they want to teach, which they described on the 

discussion board introductions. Considering the students’ diverse backgrounds 

and goals, the course should include provide ways for them to personalize their 

learning. For example, allowing students to choose the context of their group 

project can help, as some plan on teaching abroad and some in the U.S. Another 

way to allow individualization and to help students gain insights into what it is 

like to teach in their target context would be to ask them to interview an English 

language teacher that they choose, preferably in their target context. They could 

report their findings on the discussion board to share with others. These are just a 

couple of examples of how the curriculum could be tailored to account for 

students’ diverse interests. 

RQ2: Community of Inquiry Results 

The second research question asked about students’ perceptions of the 

levels of teaching, social, and cognitive presence in the online TESOL class using 
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the Community of Inquiry survey. It also asked whether there was a correlation 

between these presences and if so, what the correlation was. Survey results are 

shown in Tables 13-16.
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Table 6 

CoI Survey Results for Teaching Presence 

 Min Max Mean 
Std. 
Error Std Dev Variance 

Teaching Presence       

Design & Organization       
1. The instructor clearly communicated important 
course topics. 

4 5 4.54 .144 .519 .269 

2. The instructor clearly communicated important 
course goals. 

4 5 4.54 .144 .519 .269 

3. The instructor provided clear instructions on 
how to participate in course learning activities. 

4 5 4.69 .133 .480 .231 

4. The instructor clearly communicated important 
due dates/time frames for learning activities. 

4 5 4.77 .122 .439 .192 

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

3 5 3.92 .239 .862 .744 

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

3 5 4.15 .222 .801 .641 

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

3 5 4.23 .201 .725 .526 

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

3 5 4.23 .201 .725 .526 

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

4 5 4.38 .140 .506 .256 

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

3 5 4.08 .193 .669 .447 

Direct Instruction       
11. The instructor helped to focus discussion on 
relevant issues in a way that helped me to learn. 

2 5 4.31 .237 .855 .731 

12. The instructor provided feedback that helped 
me understand my strengths and weaknesses. 

4 5 4.54 .144 .519 .269 

13. The instructor provided feedback in a timely 
fashion. 

4 5 4.54 .144 .519 .269 

Mean of Teaching Presence 3.54 5.00 4.3831 .13515 .48729 .237 
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The results from the Community of Inquiry survey provide useful insights. 

It seems that all of the thirteen students who completed the class took this 

anonymous online CoI survey because thirteen students completed the survey. It 

seems highly unlikely that the two students who remained in the class but who did 

not complete assignments after the first several weeks would complete the survey. 

Since the survey was anonymous and sent to all students enrolled in the course, it 

is not possible to know, although it seems highly unlikely because the range of 

scores was small (e.g., often between 3 or 4 to 5 for most items in teaching and 

cognitive presence, and between 2 and 5 for social presence.  

Results from the Community of Inquiry survey show that the mean of all 

three elements were significantly higher than a neutral score of 3, which indicates 

that they were all well addressed. Means of each of the three Community of 

Inquiry presences are shown in Table 14. 

 
Table 7 

CoI Survey Results: Means of Presences 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

Teaching Presence 4.3831 .48729 13 
Social Presence 3.9316 .91122 13 
Cognitive Presence 4.3269 .46456 13 

 

The mean scores of two of the CoI elements were almost identical: teaching 

presence (M = 4.38, SD = 0.49) and cognitive presence (M = 4.33, SD = 0.46); the 

mean for those two presences is between 4 (agree) and 5 (strongly agree). 
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However, social presence was lower (M = 3.93, SD = 0.91), but still, that is close 

to 4, indicating that on average, most students agreed that social presence was 

also exhibited. 

By examining results of the range of scores for each presence, it is 

possible to gain a more detailed view of what students perceived as effective, 

while drawing attention to areas that may need improvement. Teaching presence 

scores were impressive with results of seven of the thirteen items that ranged from 

4 to 5, five of the items ranged between 3 to 5, and only one ranged between 2 to 

5 (item 11. “The instructor helped to focus discussion on relevant issues in a way 

that helped me to learn”). The teaching presence results ranged from the lowest 

mean of 3.92 (item 5. “The instructor was helpful in identifying areas of 

agreement and disagreement on course topics that helped me learn”) to the highest 

mean of 4.77 (item 4. “The instructor clearly communicated important due 

dates/time frames for learning activities”). Results for social presence are shown 

in table 15. 

Table 8 

CoI Survey Results for Social Presence 

 
 
Social Presence 

      

Affective Expression       
14. Getting to know other course participants gave 
me a sense of belonging in the course. 

3 5 3.92 .211 .760 .577 

15. I was able to form distinct impressions of some 
course participants. 

3 5 4.31 .175 .630 .397 
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16. Online or web-based communication is an 
excellent medium for social interaction. 

2 5 3.38 .331 1.193 1.423 

Open Communication       
17. I felt comfortable conversing through the 
online medium. 

2 5 4.00 .300 1.080 1.167 

18. I felt comfortable participating in the course 
discussions. 

2 5 4.00 .340 1.225 1.500 

19. I felt comfortable interacting with other course 
participants. 

2 5 4.15 .274 .987 .974 

Group Cohesion       
20. I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course 
participants while still maintaining a sense of trust. 

2 5 3.77 .361 1.301 1.692 

21. Group cohesion-I felt that my point of view 
was acknowledged by other course participants. 

2 5 4.15 .249 .899 .808 

22. Online discussions help me to develop a sense 
of collaboration. 

2 5 3.69 .347 1.251 1.564 

Mean of Social Presence 2.56 5.00 3.9316 .25273 .91122 .830 
 
 

Although results of social presence still seemed to be adequately 

addressed, as its overall mean was 3.93, it was lower than the other presences and 

had a higher range; seven of the nine social presence items ranged from 2 to 5, 

while the other two items ranged from 3 to 5. Looking at the specific results of 

individual items in social presence, they ranged from the lowest mean of 3.38 

(item 16. “Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for social 

interaction”) to the highest mean of 4.31 (item 15. “I was able to form distinct 

impressions of some course participants.”) This item with the lowest mean 

regarding the idea that learning online is an excellent medium for interaction of 

3.38 shows that the mean was between 3 (neutral) and 4 (agree); item analysis 

revealed that nearly a third of the participants chose disagree (4 of 13), nearly a 
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quarter chose neutral (3 of 13), while nearly another quarter chose agree (3 of 13) 

and one-fourth strongly agree (3 of 13). This is an interesting finding because 

most students indicated on the entrance survey that the reason why they took this 

online class was because it was online. Since all of the participants indicated 

working part or full time, many of which may not have flexible work hours, and 

many of them live in other places not close to this campus; many chose to take the 

online class because of the flexibility it offers, as they can complete their work 

anywhere and anytime, although there were specific deadlines each week for 

assignments. However, four students disagreed with the statement that online 

learning is an excellent medium of communication, and three were neutral. This 

indicates that some students may prefer a higher level of social presence that is 

challenging to address in a class such as this. 

Results for cognitive presence are shown in Table 16. 

Table 9 

CoI Survey Results for Cognitive Presence 

 
Cognitive Presence       
Triggering Event       
23. Problems posed increased my interest in course 
issues. 

3 5 3.92 .211 .760 .577 

24. Course activities piqued my curiosity. 4 5 4.38 .140 .506 .256 
25. I felt motivated to explore content related 
questions. 

4 5 4.38 .140 .506 .256 

Exploration       
26. I utilized a variety of information sources to 
explore problems posed in this course. 

3 5 4.23 .166 .599 .359 
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27. Brainstorming and finding relevant information 
helped me resolve content related questions. 

3 5 4.31 .208 .751 .564 

28. Online discussions were valuable in helping me 
appreciate different perspectives. 

3 5 4.31 .175 .630 .397 

Integration       
29. Combining new information helped me answer 
questions raised in course activities. 

3 5 4.31 .175 .630 .397 

30. Learning activities helped me construct 
explanations/solutions. 

4 5 4.38 .140 .506 .256 

31. Reflection on course content and discussions 
helped me understand fundamental concepts in this 
class. 

3 5 4.31 .175 .630 .397 

Resolution       
32. I can describe ways to test and apply the 
knowledge created in this course. 

3 5 4.31 .208 .751 .564 

33. I have developed solutions to course problems 
that can be applied in practice. 

3 5 4.38 .213 .768 .590 

34. I can apply the knowledge created in this 
course to my work or other non-class related 
activities. 

3 5 4.69 .175 .630 .397 

Mean of Cognitive Presence 3.67 5.00 4.3269 .12884 .46456 .216 
 

The third element of the Community of Inquiry elicited from students on 

the survey is cognitive presence. Results from the twelve items regarding 

cognitive presence showed that the range was from 3 to 5 for nine items and from 

4 to 5 for the other three items. Scores in cognitive presence ranged from the 

lowest mean of 3.92 (item 23. “Problems posed increased my interest in course 

issues”) to the highest mean of 4.69 (item 34. “I can apply the knowledge created 

in this course to my work in other non-class related activities”). An explanation 

for the item with the lowest mean regarding problems posed increasing interest in 

course issues could be because learners did not view course assignments and 
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discussion board prompts much as “problems posed.” Nonetheless, with a mean 

of 3.92, that is close to 4, which means agree. It is still above a neutral score of 3. 

Thus, it is not a weakness per se, just the lowest of the three presences in this 

course. 

The item in cognitive presence with the highest mean, which was involved 

being able to apply knowledge from the course to other non-course activities, was 

likely due to the fact that the curriculum in this course required that all students 

complete a portfolio project throughout the course; enabling students to apply 

knowledge to create a product is one of the recognized benefits of project-based 

learning. Most students worked in a group, but two students chose to work alone. 

The project was broken down into steps throughout the course, and students had 

some individual and some group assignments. After submitting each of these 

application activities on the discussion board, others in the class could see them 

and were required to comment on at least one person or group’s assignment. The 

instructor also provided feedback. This scaffolded group project with peer and 

instructor feedback surely helped students be able to apply the knowledge that 

they were learning to their learning context. Thus, the intention of project-based 

learning was achieved, and students recognized that they were able to apply the 

knowledge that they were learning in the class to their work or other non-class 

related activities.  
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Correlations of the Three Presences 

Examining the Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient of the mean of 

each of the three presences in the Community of Inquiry survey results provides a 

quantitative measure of the relationships among these three variables (teaching, 

social, and cognitive presence). Table 17 shows these correlations. 

Table 10 

Correlations of the Three Presences 

 

Mean of 
Teaching 
Presence 

Mean of 
Social 
Presence 

Mean of 
Cognitive 
Presence 

Spearman's rho Mean of 
Teaching 
Presence 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

1.000 .445 .723** 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .128 .005 

N 13 13 13 

Mean of Social 
Presence 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

.445 1.000 .588* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .128 . .034 

N 13 13 13 

Mean of 
Cognitive 
Presence 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

.723** .588* 1.000 

Sig. (2-tailed) .005 .034 . 

N 13 13 13 

 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 

As can be seen in table 17, there was a significant positive correlation between 

cognitive and teaching presence (r=.72, p=.005); this is not surprising and is 

expected, since teaching presence includes guiding and supporting learning, 

which leads to critical thinking that is a key component of cognitive presence. 
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This finding is similar to previous research; for example, Akyol and Garrison 

(2008) also found a significant relationship between these two presences (r=.78, 

p=.001). The current study also found a significant positive correlation between 

cognitive and social presence (r=.59, p=.034). Akyol and Garrison (2008) did not 

find a correlation between those two. However, researchers have shown that the 

three presences influence each other. Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, and Fung (2010) 

confirmed the relationships among the three CoI presences that were hypothesized 

by the CoI framework. They examined causal relationships among the three 

presences and found that student perceptions of teaching presence had a direct and 

positive effect on perceptions of cognitive presence; that perceptions of teaching 

presence and social presence were directly related; and that social presence 

indirectly effected cognitive presence.  

RQ3: Perceived learning, satisfaction, and value of the group project  

The third research question asked: How do learners in an online language 

teacher education course evaluate the course according to other factors (e.g., 

course satisfaction, how much students think they learned, and whether online 

learning environment is successful for them)? In addition to the CoI survey, at the 

end of the semester, students were also asked to complete anonymous program 

and instructor evaluations. Akyol and Garrison (2008) included survey items on 

perceived learning and satisfaction at the end of the CoI survey and correlated 
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those with the three presences and found significant findings as described in the 

literature review. The current study also asked students about perceived learning 

and the degree to which the course met their expectation, which are similar to 

Akyol and Garrison’s (2008) items. However, in the current study, these questions 

(e.g., about course satisfaction, how much they learned, and whether online 

learning is successful for them) were part of a separate course evaluation, which 

was completed via a different link than the CoI survey; thus, they cannot be 

correlated. Descriptive statistics of these items are shown in Table 18.  

Table 18 

Student Evaluations of Perceived Learning, Satisfaction, and Value of Group 

Project 

 N Min Max Mean 
Std. 
Deviation Variance 

Perceived Learning 12 4 5 4.08 .289 .083 
The course met my 
expectations. 

12 3 5 4.33 .651 .424 

The online learning 
environment is an 
effective learning 
environment for me. 

12 3 5 4.17 .937 .879 

The group project helped 
me achieve the course 
learning outcomes. 

12 2 5 4.08 1.084 1.174 

Valid N (listwise) 12      

 

As can be seen in the table above, perceived learning was high with a mean of 

4.08 on a 5-point Likert scale. Most students agreed that the course met their 
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expectations (M = 4.33). Also, most students agreed with the statements “The 

online learning is an effective learning environment for me” (M = 4.17). Note that 

nobody disagreed with the statement that online learning is effective for me, 

surprisingly. This corresponds with the high levels of teaching presence and 

cognitive presence from the CoI survey results. 

Another question addressed the value of the group project. Most students 

agreed with the statement “The group project helped me achieve the course 

learning outcomes” (M = 4.08). Nine of the twelve respondents chose agree or 

strongly agree, none were neutral, two disagreed and one strongly disagreed. Two 

students opted to work alone instead of with a group after realizing that the group 

did not work well for them at the beginning and that the instructor would allow 

them to work alone, although it meant doing all of the assignments by themselves. 

Perhaps those two who chose disagree are those who chose to work alone. 

Apparently one other person did not find the group project valuable in helping 

achieve the course learning outcomes. Perhaps a way to help all students realize 

the value of the group project is to explain the value and rationale for working 

together. However, since adults often have strong beliefs that can influence their 

willingness to participate, the author believes it is good to give students the 

choice, as this instructor did.  
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Standard deviations were highest in social presence. None of the items in 

either cognitive or teaching presence had standard deviations above 1, but in 

social presence, five of the nine items had a standard deviation above 1. The three 

items with the highest standard deviations were: item 18. “I felt comfortable 

participating in the course discussions” (M = 4.00, SD = 1.123), item 20. “I felt 

comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still maintaining a 

sense of trust” (M = 3.77, SD = 1.30), and item 22. “Online discussions help me to 

develop a sense of collaboration” (M = 3.69, SD = 1.251). These latter two items 

are both part of group cohesion. A closer analysis of the results of these three 

items showed that nobody chose strongly disagree or neutral, and the others were 

divided between disagree (with three to four responses among the three items), 

agree (four or five responses), and strongly agree (six, five, and four responses 

respectively for items 18, 20, and 22). Lambert and Fischer (2013) also found that 

standard deviations on the CoI survey in the class in their study were the highest 

for two items in social presence; in their results, the item regarding feeling 

comfortable disagreeing with other course participants was one of the statements 

with the highest standard deviation, which was also the case in the current study. 

As Lambert and Fisher (2013) suggested, in this case, too, it may be that the 

instructor or course materials did not provide adequate guidelines to encourage 

open discussion. Some students may feel uncomfortable disagreeing, especially in 
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writing with somebody that they have never met in person. Recall from the 

entrance survey that nearly all students chose this course because it was online, 

since they could not attend a face-to-face class on campus; only one student 

indicated choosing the course due to enjoying online work. Disagreeing in 

asynchronous computer-mediated communication on a discussion board may be 

difficult and cause anxiety for some students, so they may avoid it when possible. 

While it is difficult or perhaps impossible to require students to be critical of each 

other’s comments, the instructor could provide guidelines and models, and critical 

conversations could be encouraged while also being supportive. However, this 

task is pragmatically challenging. While some educators encourage peer critique 

and model with the sandwich method (positive, negative, positive), another 

interesting movement that has recently emerged in education is appreciative 

inquiry, which could be especially beneficial in online education, as engagement 

and retention are key issues. Appreciative inquiry focuses on positive aspects and 

encourages students to note specific aspects that they appreciated in classmates’ 

work. For more information on appreciative inquiry in online teaching and a study 

of its effectiveness, see Johnson (2014). 

Qualitative data from the anonymous instructor and course evaluation 

supported the findings that students perceived high levels of all three elements of 

the CoI in the course. For example, some students mentioned in the teacher 
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evaluation that they appreciated her quick replies to emails.  The rate at which a 

teacher replies to students’ questions and/or posts has shown to have positive 

effects on learning when prompt, and negative when too long (Gorsky & Blau, 

2009). Quality Matters (Quality Matters higher education rubric, 2014) 

recommends that instructors include a communication policy with their response 

time on the syllabus. For example, “I will reply to inquiries sent Monday-Friday 

within 24 hours. I do my best to be as responsive on the weekends.” (This 

example is from the syllabus for an online professional development course for 

educators called “Humanizing Online Learning,” which provides valuable 

information and models effective online teaching practices. For more information 

see (Pacansky-Brock, n.d.).  

In response to an open-ended question on the instructor evaluation that 

elicited any other comments students wanted to share, seven students wrote a 

comment, and they were all very positive. Two of the comments indicated that it 

was a good learning experience. One student wrote, “The course really exceeded 

my expectation. I’m looking forward to the advanced class.” Another wrote, “This 

was a good learning experience.” Two other comments emphatically mentioned 

enjoying the class. While these comments are positive, they are general and do 

not mention anything specifically. The three other comments complimented the 

instructor. One indicated that she was a great instructor. Another comment 
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provided specific details about some things she did that the student appreciated: 

“Our instructor was very approachable, easy to contact and communicate with, 

and knowledgeable of the subject matter.” While these characteristics do not 

specifically relate to items on the Community of Inquiry survey, they are clearly 

traits of an effective teacher. The CoI survey focuses on the perception of 

developing a community of inquiry and the learning community that the instructor 

fosters, not direct judgments about the qualities of the instructor, although those 

are important, too. However, this comment shows that the student perceives ways 

that the instructor facilitated learning and goes along with the community of 

inquiry framework. By being approachable and easy to communicate with, that 

supported social presence and knowledge on the subject matter is related to 

aspects of teaching presence (facilitation and direction instruction) and cognitive 

presence.  

There was also a question on the course evaluation which elicited any 

additional comments that students wanted to make about the course. All five of 

the comments were positive. Three of the five comments indicated that it was a 

good experience and/or that they enjoyed it. For example, one participant wrote, 

“At first, I really thought I was not going to enjoy this course. I am glad that I 

actually stuck with it because I did end up really enjoying it.” Another comment 

indicated that it was the student’s first time taking an online course and that it was 



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

337

a good experience. A couple of comments mentioned that the course was well 

designed, and one highlighted things the instructor did that were helpful: “[the 

instructor] was an excellent instructor who was great at responding to emails and 

giving helpful direction.” Both of these points relate to teaching presence. This 

could have been the same student who commented on the instructor evaluation 

that noted that she was approachable. Nonetheless, this is a key point and is 

similar to other findings on the CoI survey.  

Students in online classes really appreciate getting prompt responses to 

their questions and work, clear communication, and guidance. Sheridan and Kelly 

(2010) surveyed undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in several online 

classes at a university in the U.S. and found that the most important aspects of 

teaching presence according to students were making course requirements clear 

and responding to their needs. Hodges and Cowan (2012) replicated their methods 

with undergraduates and examined instructor presence in online courses from the 

perspectives of undergraduate pre-service teachers and found that the most 

common themes involved clear instructions, timely responses, instructor 

availability, and course design, which were similar findings to Sheridan and Kelly 

(2010). 

When students in the current study were asked what they wanted to see 

more of in the class in the program evaluation, the most popular answer chosen 
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with six of twelve responses was “model activities and/or assessments.” Four 

students indicated “none,” and two chose “opportunities for sharing work with 

classmates.” Two chose “other” and added comments indicating that they wanted 

“more instruction” in the videos from the instructor each week. This comment 

was also mentioned by one student on the instructor evaluation.  

In response to another question on the instructor evaluation that asked 

what students found especially helpful about the course, two of the twelve 

comments mentioned the teacher’s weekly videos in addition to readings. For 

example, one wrote, “The articles were great and the teacher clearly outlined 

ideas to be drawn from the articles, providing focus when reading.” The instructor 

posted at least one video with PowerPoint each week that provided an 

introduction to the readings, instructions on what to do, and tips on what to focus 

on in the reading; week one had two videos: one for welcoming students to the 

course and addressing module one, and another video with additional instructions 

about the course and groups. Week two had two videos as well: one on ESL 

methodology, the topic of the module, and another on making a lesson plan and 

learning objectives. Week six also included two videos: one on module six 

content (classroom management) and one with additional information on the final 

portfolio project. It is thus somewhat surprising that one or two students indicated 

wanting more lectures. When suggestions for improving the course were elicited 



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

339

on the instructor evaluation, one student indicated wanting a lecture and explained 

that the introductory videos each week “felt more like giving instructions, not 

really teaching.” It is unclear what exactly this student expected as this instructor 

provided many videos and responses to students’ posts on the discussion board. It 

seems to be a question of expectations and beliefs about what “teaching” means in 

an online environment. Those couple of comments show that two of the students 

may have preferred a more traditional approach to education with the teacher 

providing a more teacher-centered approach with a lecture presenting the material 

from the readings in more detail. Some experienced educators and researchers 

have noted that students may be resistant to a student-centered approach (Bates, 

2015; Jung & Gunawardena, 2014). Since students and teachers need to take on 

different roles in online classes, it could be helpful for online instructors to at least 

briefly explain their philosophy of teaching to students, explain what that looks 

like online, and highlight the rationale for using a student-centered approach. 

As the literature reviewed showed, online classes continue to rise in 

popularity as they provide access to education for those who may otherwise be 

unable to attend classes; and students in online classes are more diverse than 

typical face-to-face classes on campus. There are many ways that students are 

diverse. Just to name a few, learners have different background experiences, 

goals, time available, expectations about learning which may be influenced by 
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their culture and age, and learning preferences. Online learners often experience 

challenges and can feel isolated from others in the class and the instructor, which 

may lead to a lack of engagement, and eventually dropping out. Therefore, 

instructors need to get to know their students, become aware of their needs, 

encourage them to pursue areas of particular interest in their course assignments, 

provide them with relevant supplementary resources, and let them know about 

various forms of support available to them.  

Online learners need to develop certain skills and strategies to be 

successful in an online class. Programs with online classes should provide 

information for potential students about the course expectations and be willing to 

answer questions so that they can consider whether online learning is appropriate 

for them. For example, there are some online quizzes to help determine whether 

online learning could be a good option for learners (e.g., Is online learning right 

for you?). Online instructors can also provide scaffolding to help those new to 

online learning develop strategies that will help them be able to succeed in an 

online learning environment. 

Instructors and students may also want to consider learning preferences. 

For example, online classes often require a lot of reading and writing to complete 

asynchronous assignments; students who prefer listening and speaking and more 

spontaneous interactions with the instructor and classmates may prefer face-to-
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face classes (Harrington & Loffredo, 2010). However, they should not limit 

themselves as people can learn outside of their preferred style, and some online 

classes incorporate synchronous meetings with the instructor and/or class. 

Synchronous and asynchronous audio and video can be used in online classes, 

too. Course designers and instructors should try to incorporate multimedia 

materials and various types of interactions in order to engage students and appeal 

to different learning preferences. 

In addition to examining learners’ diverse characteristics to understand 

their needs, it is also helpful to use the Community of Inquiry framework as a 

guide for good practice. In the current study, the CoI was used to gain insights 

into students’ perceptions of the three presences at the end of the course. 

Analyzing results of the individual items helps inform the instructor and program 

about specific perceived strengths and weaknesses of the online implementation 

and can be used to highlight good practice and target areas that need more 

attention. The CoI survey can be a useful tool for instructors to review before 

teaching an online class so that they can be familiar with areas that have been 

determined to lead to an effective educational online community. Course design 

and delivery influences many aspects of the learners’ experience, so the CoI 

should be considered when planning how interactions and clear communication 

will be supported in the class.  
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Results from the student entrance survey showed that nearly all of them 

were taking the course online because of the flexibility it afforded. All 

participants indicated working full or part time and most did not live near campus; 

some students even lived in other states and other countries. Most of them had 

specific reasons for taking the course, such as planning to teach abroad, wanting 

to travel, and gaining additional knowledge and skills to help them with their 

current and/or future work teaching English. Only one student indicated enjoying 

online work. Most students indicated having moderate to high technical 

proficiency, although the scale did not have descriptors, so it was highly 

subjective. It is likely that some students experienced some limitations do to 

challenges with technology and their proficiency. Due to students’ diverse 

backgrounds and technical skills, it can be helpful for instructors to suggest 

strategies and tools, provide clear guidelines and support for using them. In this 

course, the instructor provided links to help students learn how to use the web-

conferencing tool imbedded within the course and some students chose to use it. 

Some ways of improving students’ impression that web-based 

communication is a good medium for social interaction could be to encourage 

them to have regular synchronous meetings with their group. The instructor did 

offer weekly online office hours, and many students regularly attended and 

indicated that they were useful in evaluations. Another way to increase social 
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presence would be for the instructor to lead regular optional synchronous 

meetings with the class. Since people in the class have different schedules, they 

could be recorded for those who could not attend.  

Another idea is for the instructor to lead a Tweet chat. That could 

encourage guided synchronous interaction with the class in an authentic way. For 

those who could not attend in person, they could view the Tweet chat afterwards 

and interact with the transcripts by liking, posting, replying, or re-tweeting. 

Participating in a Tweet chat could also help students develop a personal learning 

network that they could continue to develop after the course ended. 

Limitations 

One limitation for the current research is that it was a case study on one 

class, so results are not generalizable. Another possible limitation is that the CoI 

survey asks student perceptions of the presences based on reading 34 items. 

Although they were told that it only takes about five minutes, and results showed 

that it did not take many students much longer than that to do, it is based on what 

they were thinking at that time and involves subjective judgments. Since the CoI 

framework is dynamic and has a process-oriented focus, the relationship between 

the presences may change depending on the learning context and learner profiles 

(Kozan & Richardson, 2014). When looking at and interpreting results of the 

Community of Inquiry survey, it is therefore useful to consider other information 
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that could influence students’ perceptions, such as their profiles and the learning 

context. Despite this possible limitation, the standard deviations of the items on 

the CoI survey were generally low, and analyzing results of some of the 

individual surveys shows that participants chose different scores for items, and 

did not just quickly give all the same number just to get it done. 

Another limitation was that in the current research, it was not possible to 

correlate the results of the Community of Inquiry survey with responses regarding 

perceived learning and satisfaction because those were included on a separate 

survey. In the future, a few key questions such as those from the program 

evaluation could be included on the CoI survey, like Akyol and Garrison (2008) 

did, so that they could be correlated to provide insights. The course and instructor 

evaluations could also be re-examined to see if it is possible to streamline any 

questions that may overlap with items on the CoI survey, which has been 

validated and used in many research studies. 

Future Research 

Several students mentioned either in one of the evaluations or the 

interview that something they particularly liked about this instructor was her 

approachability. A significant number of students regularly attended her online 

office hours. Her discussions board posts and emails encouraged students to 

contact her if they had questions or wanted additional information about the topics 
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being discussed. Approachability seems to increase perceived teaching presence 

and satisfaction. Some instructors have a more welcoming persona than others. 

Since research has shown that approachability helps support online learners (e.g., 

Brooks & Young, 2016), future research could examine how instructors interact 

with online students. While it is helpful to provide adequate scaffolding, many 

online instructors are adjuncts and have busy schedules and thus provide a good 

deal of information for students to read or watch asynchronously. Thus, a question 

to be explored is how online instructors can provide appropriate support to 

learners while also encouraging them to develop learner autonomy and to seek out 

other sources of support. Future research could also explore the philosophy of 

teaching online of successful online teachers. Successful could be defined in 

different way, for example, instructors whose students indicate high levels of all 

three presences on the CoI survey. 

Future research could also analyze computer-mediated communication 

between the instructor and students using the guidelines from teaching presence 

offered by the original CoI framework or the more recently offered coding 

protocol for instructor presence (Richardson et al., 2015). Another interesting area 

for further research would be to expand upon recent research exploring how 

instructor’s present their identity in an online class (see Richardson & Alsup, 

2015). 
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Conclusion 

As Lambert and Fisher (2013) noted, most previous CoI studies have 

analyzed the text-based asynchronous discussion board transcripts, following 

guidelines from the original CoI articles. While that can be insightful, technology 

today offers many more ways of engaging and interacting in an online educational 

environment. To engage and retain online students, educators need to choose 

effective tools. Lambert and Fisher (2013) noted, “More so than text-based 

discussion forums, newer forms of web-based technologies provide innovative 

opportunities for teaching and learning, offer closer approximations or 

simulations of face-to-face learning, and provide exciting platforms for building 

community” (p. 14). Thus, educators should take advantage of the affordances of 

technology to facilitate dynamic, multi-modal interactions between the instructor 

and students, among students, and between students and the content. As newer 

technologies and techniques are being implemented, future research should 

examine practices in order to distinguish what works well and how to use tools 

effectively to engage students and promote authentic learning. Regardless of the 

tools used, it is important to remember that an effective educational community is 

highly dependent on how a course is designed and facilitated with all three 

Community of Inquiry presences (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Palloff & Pratt, 

2007). 
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When teaching a course, instructors are often so busy that they cannot 

analyze data in their courses in detail. However, by taking the time to reflect on 

one’s experiences and collaborating with other educators and researchers, data 

can be examined to see what worked, what did not work, and to propose 

suggestions for improvement. The Japanese concept of kaizen, continuous 

improvement, is useful for teachers. Design-based research is one way for 

educators to work with researchers to examine practices and implement 

improvements. In designing and teaching courses, it is important to learn from our 

successes as well as our shortcomings and strive for continual improvement. 

There is no ideal classroom or way to teach, as teaching may be more an art than a 

science, and depends to some degree on the personality and strengths of the 

teacher. It is useful to use backwards planning (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) to 

examine what you want students to be able to achieve by the end of the course, 

then decide how to determine the degree to which they are met before planning 

instructional activities and materials. As educators, especially in online classes, 

we must always remember that we are working with the people behind those 

screens. We only have a limited amount of time with our students, so we need to 

help them learn and learn how to learn by helping them develop skills and 

strategies to continue learning after the course is over. Twenty-first century skills 

such as effective communication, critical thinking, and collaboration are critical 
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because students today will face problems they have not seen before, and they 

need to be able to be creative, collaborative, and agile to deal with challenges in 

our increasingly diverse and global society. 
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