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Teaching practices and rationales of experienced online so-
cial studies teachers at one fully online high school in the 
southeastern United States were aligned with the Community 
of Inquiry theoretical framework using the descriptive case 
study method. The practices and beliefs of three male teach-
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INTRODUCTION

 K-12 online enrollments have grown rapidly over the past two decades, 
but has recently leveled off to a slower, more-consistent growth rate for ful-
ly-online school programs. Over 300,000 full-time online K-12 students and 
over 400,000 additional students in supplemental programs are served by 
thousands of online teachers in the United States (Digital Learning Collab-
orative, 2019).  Understanding characteristics and practices of online teach-
ers will help us to better prepare future online teachers who serve this estab-
lished student population. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Online Teachers and Their Work 
Research has shown that the online teacher population reflects the demo-

graphics of traditional K-12 teachers in race, age, and ethnicity; however, 
they tend to have more advanced degrees and/or additional teaching creden-
tials (Archambault & Crippen, 2009). These online teachers choose to teach 
online because they appreciate the flexibility afforded by their jobs. Addi-
tionally, they are more likely to remain online when they have an affective 
commitment to their school and an active professional community (Larkin, 
Brantley-Dias, & Lokey-Vega, 2016).  

When we evaluate the practice of online teachers, there are a number of 
commonalities between face-to-face and online teacher practice. First, both 
face-to-face teachers and online teachers use strategies to foster a positive, 
safe classroom environment and facilitate positive classroom management 
(Capella, Aber & Kim, 2015; DiPietro, Ferdig, Black, & Preston, 2008; 
Emmer & Stough, 2001; Ferdig, Cavanaugh, DiPietro, Black, & Dawson, 
2009). Second, both face-to-face teachers and online teachers emotionally 
support students to promote classroom engagement (Baker, 2006; DiPietro 
et al., 2008; Ferdig et al., 2009; Pianta & Hamre, 2009); and third, both 
face-to-face teachers and online teachers demonstrate extensive pedagogical 
and content knowledge (DiPietro et al., 2008; Ferdig et al., 2009; Mishra & 
Koehler, 2006). 

However, there are key differences between the teaching practices of 
K-12 online teachers and face-to-face teachers. One difference is the in-
creased need for online educators to monitor, facilitate, and troubleshoot 
student technology-use (DiPietro et al., 2008; Ferdig et al., 2009). While 
these skills may be beneficial for face-to-face teachers, they are essential for 
online teachers as students receive their instruction entirely through techni-
cal modes. Another difference is face-to-face teachers deviate from lesson 
plans when a lesson is not going well while research has not identified such 
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responsive action as an effective practice in online classes (Borup & Stim-
son, 2019). A third difference is the need for online teachers to consciously 
stay in touch and communicate with their students using technology accord-
ing to clear time tables and using an established framework (DiPietro et al., 
2008; Ferdig et al., 2009; Weiner, 2003). Finally, a fourth difference be-
tween online teaching practices and face-to-face teaching practices is online 
educators have an increased responsibility to model, promote, and enforce 
online communication etiquette (DiPietro et al, 2008; Ferdig et al., 2009). 
These established practices of K-12 online teachers provide us with broad 
strokes in understanding best practice in the work of a K-12 online teacher. 
However, when it comes to examining the pedagogy of experienced and ef-
fective online teachers, the research remains limited. After interviewing 16 
virtual school teachers, DiPietro, Ferdig, Black and Preston (2008) identi-
fied 23 different pedagogical strategies across six topic areas including as-
sessment, technology, student engagement, meaningful content, support, 
and community. However, this individual study only looked at teachers of 
English, science, and mathematics. No research exists on the practices of 
experienced K-12 online high school social studies teachers. Moreover, lit-
tle research exists exploring the applicability of the Community of Inquiry 
theoretical framework to the K-12 setting. This lack of research supports the 
claims that a research gap remains in the field of K-12 online learning re-
garding K-12 online learning theoretical frameworks and teaching practices 
(Barbour, 2012; Barbour, 2015; Rice, 2006; Zweig & Stafford, 2018).  

Community of Inquiry
To better understand the work experiences and practices of K-12 online 

social studies teachers, we look to related fields for theories that may inform 
our investigation. It is the task of researchers to identify and investigate in-
stances of success in order to test well-supported distance learning theory 
in the K-12 context (Lokey-Vega, et. al, 2018). One of the most referenced 
theories in online education is the Community of Inquiry framework (Gar-
rison & Akyol, 2013). Community of Inquiry was developed within the con-
text of postsecondary distance education (Garrison & Akyol, 2013). Garri-
son and Akyol (2013) define a community of inquiry as “a group of individ-
uals who collaboratively engage in purposeful critical discourse and reflec-
tion to construct personal meaning and confirm mutual understanding” (p. 
106). According to the Community of Inquiry theoretical framework there 
are three key categories of teachers’ practices which are effective in the on-
line postsecondary classroom. The categories are social presence, cognitive 
presence, and teaching presence. A key barrier in postsecondary online in-
struction is lack of nonverbal cues (Oyarzun et al., 2017). Many of the strat-
egies and characteristics of the three presences help overcome the lack of 
nonverbal cues in the online environment. However, the three elements of 
teacher presence are interrelated and should not be viewed as discrete cat-
egories.
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Teacher presence is “the design and facilitation of cognitive and social 
processes for the purpose of realizing intended outcomes” (Oyarzun, Conk-
lin, & Barreto, 2017, p. 107). There are three elements of teacher presence. 
They are design and organization, facilitating discourse, and direct instruc-
tion (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Oyarzun et al., 2017). 
Benefits of teacher presence include increased student perception of learn-
ing and the development of a community in the online classroom (Akyol, 
Garrison, & Ozden, 2008; Brook & Oliver, 2007; Swan & Shih, 2005).

Social presence is “the degree of salience or awareness between two or 
more communicators through a communication medium” (Oyarzun et al., 
2017, p. 114). Garrison and Akyol (2013), echoing Garrison’s earlier re-
search, provide a more detailed definition of social presence as 

the ability of participants to identify with the group or course 
of study, communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, 
and develop personal and affective relationships progressively 
by way of projecting their individual personalities. (p. 107) 

According to Akyol, Garrison, and Ozden (2009), there are three aspects to 
social presence: affective expression, open communication, and group co-
hesion. Day, Bogle, Swan, Matthews, and Boles, (2013) define affective 
expression as “participants’ abilities to express their personalities in virtual 
environments” (p. 397). Open communication is “a climate wherein which 
students feel free to express themselves” (Day et al., 2013, p. 397). Finally, 
group cohesion is “a sense of group commitment, a feeling that the class is 
a community in which participants interact around shared intellectual activi-
ties and tasks” (Day et al., 2013, p. 397). According to the Community of 
Inquiry theoretical framework, postsecondary online educators use a num-
ber of strategies to facilitate affective expression, open communication, and 
group cohesion (Akyol et al., 2009; Clark & Mayer, 2016; Day et al., 2013).

Day et al. define cognitive presence as “the extent to which learners are 
able to construct and confirm meaning through course activities, sustained 
reflection, and discourse” (2013, p. 399). According to the Community of 
Inquiry framework there are four phases involved in cognitive presence 
(Arbaugh, 2007; Day et al., 2013; Garrison et al., 2001). The four phases 
comprise the Practical Inquiry Model and include the following: a trigger-
ing event, exploration, integration, and resolution.  

The purpose of this case study was to understand online high school 
social study teacher practice, and to explore the relationship between the 
Community of Inquiry framework and those practices. Accordingly, this 
case study employed three research questions. The questions are:
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1.  What are the practices of experienced online social studies teachers?
2.   Why are experienced online social studies teachers using these prac-

tices? 
3.   In what ways, if any, do the practices of online social studies teachers 

align with the Community of Inquiry framework?
The data collected and its resulting themes were consequently aligned with 
the Community of Inquiry framework in order to ascertain the applicability 
of the Community of Inquiry framework to the K-12 online learning setting. 

METHOD

 This study used the descriptive case study method (Merriam, 1998), 
and focused on the teaching practices of online social studies teachers in 
one full-time online high school in the southeastern United States. Thusly, 
the case is bounded by its focus on only social studies teachers in a single 
virtual school. The school, hereafter entitled Southeastern Virtual School, 
was established in 2007 and has a full-time enrollment of over 13,000 stu-
dents. The school was chosen for this case study because of its large staff 
of approximately 131 teachers, which allowed the inclusion of an adequate 
number of participants in this investigation. The school is authorized by a 
State Charter Schools Commission. Southeastern Virtual School regularly 
uses both synchronous and asynchronous methods to deliver content. At the 
beginning of the year, teachers are given a course framework and teachers 
must create their own course within the framework. They also work to man-
age the learning management system. Teachers are given a large amount of 
flexibility regarding how their courses are delivered. They create their own 
lessons and lesson plans. The lessons must align with the state standards 
and school goals. Teachers, coaches, and supervisors meet biweekly to en-
sure lessons and plans are properly aligned with the school mission, school 
goals, and state standards. Teachers are required to communicate with stu-
dents who are identified as needing intervention. Moreover, each depart-
ment sets stakeholder communication goals that are defined within their de-
partment meetings and their biweekly data meetings. Approximately 69% 
of students qualified for free and reduced lunch in the 2015-2016 academic 
year. The average class size is large with classes averaging 50 students per 
class. All teachers are certified by the state licensing agency. 

 Observations took place at participants’ workspaces and in their vir-
tual classrooms. Participants used computers and the internet to connect 
with colleagues, stakeholders, and students. The school model implemented 
both synchronous and asynchronous learning opportunities. Synchronous 
small group and whole class meetings were conducted daily. Attendance to 
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synchronous meetings was mandatory for students performing at or below 
grade level and optional for students performing above grade level. The ma-
jority of students were required to attend synchronous sessions. Researchers 
observed participants as they taught synchronously, updated and managed 
asynchronous courses, communicated with stakeholders, planned instruc-
tion, and met with colleagues. 

Participants and Participant Selection

 This study used a criterion purposeful sampling strategy to select par-
ticipants (Merriam, 1998; Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, & 
Hoagwood, 2015). Criterion purposeful sampling is when the researcher 
identifies and selects all the cases that meet pre-determined selection cri-
teria, in this case the sample needed to represent instances of successful 
online social studies teachers. The task of defining successful instances is 
fraught with debate and consensus is unlikely; however, following the ex-
ample of DiPietro (2008), this investigation used experience and certifica-
tion status to define successful instances and identify sample participants. 
Certification status is an important predictor of teacher effectiveness (Dar-
ling-Hammond, 2000). Likewise, teacher inexperience – defined as less 
than three years of teaching experience, is another predictor of teacher inef-
fectiveness. (Cappella, Aber, & Kim, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2000). DiP-
ietro (2008) explains the rationale for sampling in this manner: 

Prior teaching experience and certification status served as the 
primary criteria used for sampling participants to identify suc-
cessful K-12 virtual school teachers. Experience was defined 
by 3 years of virtual school teaching and was closely tied to 
certification status, the second criteria. The time period of 3 
years was selected based on the requirements outlined by Title 
XI of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act for highly-quali-
fied instructors. (p. 50) 

However, this study deviates from DiPietro’s (2008) original sampling 
method because the participants had to be certified social studies teach-
ers who had taught social studies online for at least three years. Given the 
parameters of participant qualification, 12 teachers qualified and only four 
teachers consented to participate in this investigation. Of the four partici-
pants, only one was female, all were White, and they ranged in age from 30-
50 years old. These four participants were assigned aliases including Peter, 
Mary, Mike, and Tommy.
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Data Collection and Analysis

 Following the suggestions of Merriam (1998), this investigation used 
interviews, observations, and document analysis as data, which was col-
lected in a recursive manner, meaning data was transcribed, analyzed, and 
coded while data collection continued to take place. 

Interviews
 Participants engaged in two rounds of semi-structured interviews: pre-

observation interviews and post-observation interviews. Participants an-
swered seven questions during the pre-observation interviews and answered 
six questions in the post-observation interviews. The questions are located 
in the appendix. 

Observations
 Observations took place at participants’ residences and synchronous 

online classrooms. The researcher completed 27 hours of observations while 
teachers worked through a typical workday. The researcher observed teach-
ers as they taught online from their homes. These observations were intend-
ed to provide a view into a typical day for online social studies teachers and 
to reveal practices as they synchronously taught students. In addition, the 
researcher sought to observe participants as they communicated with stu-
dents and stakeholders, as they started their day, taught their virtual classes, 
and completed a number of tasks that impacted their pedagogical practice. 

Document analysis
Documents, or any written message, were collected and analyzed as data. 

Documents collected included “living documents,” which are documents 
that are updated on a regular basis and consequently change. These living 
documents were captured at a specific point in time and were not followed 
throughout their iterations. Before, during, and after observations, docu-
ments were collected in order to provide triangulation for research findings. 
Seventeen documents including teacher schedules, school directives, plan-
ning documents, and guides were collected and analyzed using Merriam’s 
(1998) guidelines of questioning in order to establish trustworthiness. Mer-
riam’s questions were used to initially analyze the documents. Additional 
questions included:

• What roles does the document assign teachers? 
•  What pedagogical practices does the document mandate or suggest for 

teachers? 
•  What justification does the document provide for using certain peda-

gogical practices? 
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By asking these questions of the documents, researchers gained valuable in-
formation regarding the teaching practices of online social studies teachers. 

Following the suggestions of Decuir-Gumby, Marshall, and Mculloch 
(2011), this study used open coding to code data at the “level of meaning” 
(p. 145). This method of coding allows text to be analyzed on a number of 
levels, including line, sentence, or paragraph levels. “From this perspective, 
the ‘lumping’ and ‘splitting’ of text could occur at different locations, en-
abling a code to be made up of a line, sentence, or paragraph, as long as 
the essence is the same” (Decuir-Gumby et al., 2011, p. 10). By “essence” 
we mean the intrinsic quality of having a meaning regarding teacher peda-
gogy in the online classroom. Decuir-Gunby et al. (2011) refer to this meth-
od of developing codes as data-driven codes. In this process, the researcher 
codes the data in “every way possible” and asks the following questions of 
the data: “‘What is this data a study of?’, ‘What category does this inci-
dent indicate?’, ‘What is actually happening in the data?’, ‘What is the main 
concern being faced by the participants?’, and ‘What accounts for the con-
tinual resolving of this concern?’” (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007, p. 275). For 
example, during observations, we observed the following: “Mary creates a 
private room just in case someone has something private they need to dis-
cuss. A student has a private question.” Using open coding, we assigned this 
data a code number, 1003, and a code definition: “Practice – one on one 
instruction.” A definition and example of the code was also provided in the 
codebook (Sanders, 2019). By using level of meaning open coding, the re-
searcher retains their focus as they engage with the data. 

From the interview analyses 28 codes emerged. The observations re-
sulted in 17 codes, and the document analysis revealed 10 codes. The ini-
tial open coding resulted in 55 codes which were defined in a codebook. 
The resulting codes were analyzed to form core categories. Categories and 
codes were then analyzed using the constant comparative method (Bryant 
& Charmaz, 2007; DiPietro et al., 2008; Ruona, 2005). During the constant 
comparative process, the researcher used the codebook to review the initial 
open coding, relabeling or reassigning codes where appropriate. 

In the second cycle of coding, the researchers took the initial codes and 
collapsed them. During the collapsing process, the researchers looked for 
patterns among the codes and grouped similarly coded data into new codes 
(Larkin, 2015). This led to several initial codes being collapsed. First, the 44 
initial practices codes were collapsed to 31. Next, the 11 justification codes 
were collapsed to seven. Finally, the new codes were analyzed in order to 
group them into three categories and three themes. Data from two themes 
answered the research questions in this investigation. The final theme was 
beyond the scope of this article. 
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RESULTS

Results of this investigation demonstrated the applicability of the Com-
munity of Inquiry framework to many of the practices participants imple-
mented in their online classrooms. Many participant practices mirror the 
practices of postsecondary teachers (Sanders, 2019). Garrison and Akyol 
(2013) define a community of inquiry as “a group of individuals who col-
laboratively engage in purposeful critical discourse and reflection to con-
struct personal meaning and confirm mutual understanding” (p. 106). For 
example, humanization was a practice participants in this study often used 
to bridge the distance between learner and teacher to humanize and present 
a personality to the students. To this end, participants would often include 
pictures and video of themselves in both the asynchronous and synchronous 
sections of their courses. Participants were friendly and used a conversa-
tional style of voice during communications with students and stakeholders. 
Moreover, participants avoided sarcasm and were meticulously polite when 
providing feedback to learners. Participants believed that these humaniza-
tion strategies helped to foster social presence. 

 Along with humanization principles, participants in this study used a 
number of strategies to promote social presence in their courses. One strat-
egy teachers used to promote social presence was practices that fostered af-
fective expression. Affective expression is “participants’ abilities to express 
their personalities in virtual environments” (Day et al., 2013, p. 397). Par-
ticipants addressed affective presence by allowing students to express them-
selves using the whiteboard, microphone, chat box, or small groups. More-
over, participants worked to ensure learners safely expressed themselves 
by teaching students proper ways of interacting with one another and by 
monitoring student activity during synchronous sessions and asynchronous 
discussions. In addition, participants often provided ways for students to ex-
press their personality through extension activities.

 Participants also promoted open communication in order to facilitate 
social presence in the classroom. Participants facilitated open communica-
tion and social presence by using small groups and one-on-one groups in 
order to promote communication between learners and the teacher. In addi-
tion, participants used a number of strategies to consistently and frequent-
ly communicate with stakeholders – especially with students and learning 
coaches. 

 The teachers in this study also promoted group cohesion in their cours-
es. Group cohesion is “a sense of group commitment, a feeling that the class 
is a community in which participants interact around shared intellectual ac-
tivities and tasks” (Day et al., 2013, p. 397). One aspect of participants’ ped-
agogy which promoted group cohesion was the use of small groups which 
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allow learners to interact with shared intellectual activities and tasks. An-
other way participants fostered group cohesion was by allowing students to 
teach their peers in one-on-one, small-group, and whole-group settings. This 
was achieved by using synchronous break-out rooms for students to teach 
peers. Fostering group cohesion is an important element of promoting social 
presence. 

 Teacher practices also promoted teacher presence. Teacher presence 
is “what the participants (usually the instructor) do to create a purposeful 
and productive community of inquiry” (Garrison & Akyol, 2013, p. 110). 
There are many elements online teachers use to foster teacher presence. 
First, teachers must make and model classroom norms and expectations so 
students can understand and conform to them. All participants implemented 
this practice by modelling the use of netiquette and ensuring students con-
form to netiquette by monitoring student communications. Another practice 
participants used to promote teacher presence was to plan a full course of 
instruction for students and frequently and regularly inform their students 
about the plan of instruction. Teachers would often communicate to students 
where they should be in the course and where they were going in the course. 
For example, participants would address student pacing during one-on-one 
learning sessions. 

 The participating teachers also worked to facilitate discourse in their 
courses. Discourse is written or spoken communication. Discourse took 
place among participants in a number of ways. For instance, teachers used 
hooks like educational videos to hook student attention in the course con-
tent. Hooking student interest, which acts as a triggering event, is a key ele-
ment of the practical inquiry model (Day et al., 2013). The hook promotes 
cognitive presence. Another example was when a participant connected 
learning to the real world by illustrating the effects of urbanization on his 
home town. Teachers also modelled and monitored appropriate interac-
tions between students in the course. Facilitating discourse by hooking and 
maintaining student interest in the content was a major priority for the par-
ticipants in this study. In addition, teachers and students used small groups 
and one-on-one sessions to communicate. Furthermore, students completed 
written assignments that were turned into the teacher and were graded by 
the teacher. The teacher then provided feedback to these assignments. More-
over, teachers and students used technology tools to promote discourse. 
Tools such as Kahoot, Quizlet, polling, and Blackboard Learning allowed 
students and teachers to communicate with one another. Finally, students 
used a variety of technological means to communicate with one another 
and with the teacher. The technology students used included: slide shows, 
word documents, audio recordings, video recordings, memes, and Kahoots 
to communicate with the community of inquiry. 
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 Another method participants used to foster teacher presence was direct 
instruction. For Anderson et al. (2001), direct instruction is the strategies 
teachers use to “provide intellectual and scholarly leadership and share their 
subject matter knowledge with students” (p. 8). Direct instruction is an im-
portant element of promoting teaching presence in an online course (Ander-
son et al., 2001; Oyarzun et al., 2017). Participants in this study used direct 
instruction in a number of ways. First, they modelled how to do processes 
like studying for assessments and finding information using maps. Sec-
ond, teachers provided comments at appropriate moments in order to scaf-
fold student instruction. For example, when one student in Peter’s class was 
struggling to find information on a map, Peter directed the student to use the 
map key. This was a way for Peter to foster teacher presence. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of teacher presence is timely and 
regular feedback. Regular and timely feedback is one of the most effective 
practices educators use to promote learning (Hattie, 2009). All participants 
self-reported that they provided timely and regular feedback to their stu-
dents. In addition, we observed participants provide timely and regular feed-
back to student. Indeed, according to internal documents of the school, all 
teachers at Southeastern Virtual were required to provide timely and regular 
feedback to students. Participants in this study provided feedback through 
written comments on assignments, through emails, through one-on-one ses-
sions with students, through phone conversations, through the Desire2Learn 
platform, and through text messages. 

  In addition, teachers used a number of practices to promote cognitive 
presence. Cognitive presence is “the extent to which learners are able to 
construct and confirm meaning through course activities, sustained reflec-
tion, and discourse” (Day et al., 2013, p. 399). According to the Community 
of Inquiry framework there are four phases involved in cognitive presence 
(Arbaugh, 2007; Day et al., 2013; Garrison et al., 2001). The four phases 
comprise the Practical Inquiry Model and include the following: a trigger-
ing event, exploration, integration, and resolution. 

A triggering event is “an issue, problem, or dilemma that needs a resolu-
tion” (Day et al., 2013, p. 399). Participants often used real-world exam-
ples and introductory videos to present and hook student interest through 
triggering events. The next phase in practical inquiry is exploration. Dur-
ing this phase, participants frequently used direct instruction and discussion 
to promote student understanding of the content. Participants also provided 
resources such as articles, short videos, and interactive games to guide stu-
dent knowledge construction during the exploration phase. The next phase 
is integration where students construct answers to the problem or issue. Par-
ticipants often used student re-teaching and discussion strategies to promote 
the integration phase of the practical inquiry model. The final phase is the 
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resolution phase where the problem or issue is resolved. Teachers facilitate 
integration and resolution by modeling testing and information-organizing 
behavior. Participants in this study used modeling and information-organiz-
ers such as tables to help students during the resolution phase. In addition, 
teachers often engaged in discussion with students in order to facilitate inte-
gration and resolution. It is important to note that not all participants were 
documented using all of the practices presented in this paper. However, dur-
ing member checking, we shared the major findings which emerged from 
the data analysis portion of this study to participants. We asked participants 
to comment on the findings and provide their opinions about the accuracy of 
the findings. All four participants responded to our query. All four believed 
the findings accurately reflect the practices, beliefs, and roles of experienced 
online social studies teachers. Table 1 provides a list of teacher practices 
from this study that aligned with the Community of Inquiry framework. 

Table 1
Alignment of Participants’ Practices with Community of Inquiry Framework

Presence Types Participants’ Practice (with sample data)
Cognitive Presence •  Small groups (“We have breakout rooms where we can set up mini-classrooms inside the 

classroom. So that’s useful because you can set up individual activities and gear those 
activities for a specific group”).

•  Student-led instruction (“Also small groups helps with like student-facilitated learning 
because then I can set up activities in a break out room and sort of help guide them towards 
sort of running their own room. Sort of set of instructions: this is what you need to do. And 
I’ve done that and they do quite well with it”).

•  Discussion (For Peter, synchronous discussion is better than brick-and-mortar discussion: 
“We can talk about the China one-child policy and sort of have a Socratic seminar and hav-
ing the tools Blackboard provides definitely makes it easier”).

•  Real-world examples (“So when I teach I try to bring in a lot of real-life examples. So that 
you bring it down to earth so somebody can relate to. So, what I think the challenge is 
whatever the concepts you’re teaching always try to relate it to something in that person’s 
environment so they can connect with it instantly”).

•  Access student’s prior knowledge (Researcher: “You say you’re trying to connect eco-
nomics to their prior experience?” Mike: “To their prior experience, to their understanding, to 
their day-to-day life, their everyday realities you know? To bring it (subject matter) down to 
earth and put it into words that the average person can connect with”).

•  Hooking strategies (Mary explains each lesson has a hook and a YouTube video).
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Presence Types Participants’ Practice (with sample data)
Teaching Presence •  One-on-one instruction (In an interview Mary said, “Teachers are required to provide eight to 

twelve hours of learner conference and these are one-to-one sessions with students that we 
feel need the most help”).

•  Frequent, timely feedback (“Well, you need to make sure that you’re giving detailed but not 
burdensome, brief detailed, feedback to all their efforts”).

•  Data-driven instruction (“You have to be a self-starter to do the research of okay, this is how 
these kids did on this assessment, this is where they’re still lacking, what do I need to go back 
and do to fill in the gaps?”).

•  Formative Assessment (During one observation, Mike had his students use the chat box 
feature or white board feature in Blackboard to respond to the question: “In which kind of 
economy are prices determined by supply and demand and government input?” Mike was able 
to use the responses of students to quickly assess student learning).

•  Summative Assessment (All teachers at Southeastern are required to plan summative as-
sessments for the full semester and list them in a form before the semester begins).

•  Curating and providing supplemental resources (“Within my lessons, I use Edpuzzle, 
Quizziz, Kahoot, Nearpod, Google geography app (not sure what is called), Google tours, 
Google maps, and more”).

•  Time management (“Being a really good manager of your time is important, knowing how to 
make a schedule and stick to it”).

•  Chunking material (“I’m doing a lot more of that and I call it chunking, there’s a lot more 
chunking in economics. You get into bite-sized pieces, topic-specific, very focused and you 
want to focus on that little piece”).

•  Differentiation (“I think the main goal is to just try to differentiate the instruction, to you know, 
as a teacher I think you understand that not all students are the same”).

•  Direct instruction (“I have to have 15 hours of live teaching availability per week. Six of those 
hours are live session actually teaching content”).

•  Modeling (During one observation of Mike, he compared and contrasted market, traditional, 
command, and mixed market economies using a table as an instructional aid).

•  Incentives (Peter: So for example, if every once and while when I’m doing Kahoot games, I’ll 
actually offer a prize for the winner).

•  Poll students (Peter used the polling tool to find out how students felt about their preparation 
for a major upcoming summative assessment).

•  Course management (one school-level directive called for teachers to “Lock all modules for 
11:59 pm” and “summer school classes setup by 6/2”).

•  Flipping the classroom (The teacher provided a module on the material in the Desire2Learn 
platform. The material is again presented in a YouTube video, a video of a Southeastern 
Virtual teacher teaching the material, and external practice is provided through a website).

•  Planning instruction (Mary worked on a PowerPoint for her synchronous session for an hour 
and a half).

•  Teach pacing (Peter reviewed what students should have already done and what they should 
be doing. He projected a calendar on the whiteboard so students could see it as he discussed 
their work. He reminded students they needed to stay on task).

•  Standards-based instruction (At Southeastern Virtual teachers are required to focus on 
at least one standard for each lesson and all of the teachers who participated in this study 
complied with this directive. This was evident in both their lesson plans and in their actual 
teaching). 

Table 1, Continued
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Presence Types Participants’ Practice (with sample data)
Social Presence •  Teacher communication (“Communication is key, and I do communicate with my students 

often over the telephone, through email, through Blackboard connect, texts, and through the 
Desire2Learn announcements”).

•  Humanization (Researcher: “Why do you choose to build those relationships?” Peter: 
“Because it makes it makes it more enjoyable for me. I enjoy knowing them and knowing 
personal things about their lives and their back story and why they’re here”).

•  Building personal relationships (“Kids are smart. They pick up on whether the teacher 
wants to be there or not and they pick up on whether you respect them or not”).

•  Fostering positive learning environment (“So this brings us to another value which is the 
role of the instructor as the protector of the class”).

•  Classroom management (“In smaller groups it’s easier and I tend to open the microphone 
in smaller groups more. In larger groups students have to raise their hand and then I’ll open 
up the microphone for them”).

A New Theme 

 There are a number of participant practices, which occupied a large 
amount of participants’ vocational time, that are not addressed by the Com-
munity of Inquiry framework. Accordingly, based off the empirical data in 
this case study, we modified the Community of Inquiry framework to match 
the K-12 learning environment. The modified framework is called the K-12 
Community of Inquiry framework and it adds another presence – collegial 
presence. The additional element of the framework incorporates the par-
ticipant practices that did not conform to the constructs in the postsecond-
ary Community of Inquiry framework. The key difference between the two 
frameworks is the setting for which they are designed. Community of In-
quiry is a theoretical framework for the postsecondary setting while K-12 
Community of Inquiry is designed for the K-12 online environment. More-
over, much of the activity, but not all, that takes place under the construct 
“collegial presence” happens outside of the online course materials and 
classroom. The post-secondary Community of Inquiry framework argues 
that “an educational experience intended to achieve higher-order learning 
outcomes is best embedded in a community of inquiry composed of stu-
dents and teachers” (Garrison & Akyol, 2013, p. 105). However, the modi-
fied K-12 Community of Inquiry framework requires that an educational ex-
perience intended to achieve positive learning outcomes is best embedded 
in a community of inquiry composed of students, teachers, and colleagues. 
The emphasis on colleagues is an important distinction between the two 
frameworks and the distinction is derived from the unique conditions that 
differ between the two environments of post-secondary and K-12 online 
schools. 

Table 1, Continued



K-12 Community of Inquiry 49

 The difference between the two frameworks is shown by examining 
a definition of post-secondary community of inquiry. Garrison and Akyol 
(2013) define community of inquiry as “a group of individuals who collab-
oratively engage in purposeful critical discourse and reflection to construct 
personal meaning and confirm mutual understanding. There is both indepen-
dence and interaction in a community of inquiry” (p. 105). This definition 
could equally be applied to the K-12 Community of Inquiry framework. 
However, there is one important distinction: the K-12 framework includes 
an additional group of individuals. This additional group of individuals is 
colleagues – adults who work with the instructor and the students – to help 
all members of the community of inquiry construct personal meaning and 
confirm mutual understanding.  

 In fact, scholars of Community of Inquiry have noted the framework is 
not static but should be changed based off differences in setting. Garrison 
and Akyol (2013) note:

More research is needed regarding the application of the CoI 
theoretical framework to different contexts. The development 
and progression of the CoI elements may vary according to the 
context. Some of the roles and responsibilities of the frame-
work may not be needed to the same degree, or additional 
roles and responsibilities may be required as a result of the 
particular context (p. 115).

As Garrison and Akyol suggested may be necessary, this study has led to a 
modification of the Community of Inquiry framework for this K-12 particu-
lar case setting. 

 Collegial presence is when colleagues are able to construct meaning al-
lowing them to better facilitate the social, cognitive, and teaching presences 
of a community of inquiry. Colleagues are any adult who works with course 
teachers and/or course students to support student learning. Colleagues in-
clude the following adults: learning coaches/parental guardians, teachers, 
co-teachers, administrators, support personnel, and counselors. Notice the 
learning coach is not an employee of the K-12 school and yet serves in the 
capacity of a colleague. Consider an example from this case study. A teacher 
in a virtual department meeting discusses a high-interest hook they imple-
mented with their students that motivated students to learn about “the ring 
of fire” in a geography lesson on the Pacific region of the world. The teach-
er shares the hook, a well-produced video demonstrating the real-world im-
pact of tsunamis, with her colleagues. Her colleagues in her department then 
implement the video in their classrooms in order to serve as a triggering 
event  - a hook which promotes student interest and puzzlement in the “ring 
of fire” concept. 
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Many of the practices of the participants in this investigation were used 
solely by their colleagues. For example, participants regularly met with col-
leagues to share strategies and resources. In this moment, the colleagues are 
working together to promote a community of inquiry in their separate on-
line classrooms or learning spaces. A list of practices identified in this case 
which promote collegial presence include: 

•  Collaboration with learning coach/parental guardian in order to help 
learners construct and confirm meaning.

•  Collaborating with co-workers in order to disseminate and adapt prac-
tices that foster learner cognitive presence.

•  Communication with supervisors and co-workers in order to facilitate 
understanding of students.

•  Collaboration with co-workers which facilitates the teaching presence 
of colleagues.

•  Collaboration with co-workers which facilitates the social presence of 
colleague’s communities of inquiry.

•  Meeting school-mandated expectations (such as completing learning 
maps with their colleagues for the entire course before the course be-
gins) in order to promote student cognitive presence.

•  Working with colleagues to develop educationally worthwhile learning 
outcomes for students.

•  Adapting a practice from a colleague which promotes learner knowl-
edge construction.

•  Working with colleagues in order to ensure students are able to safely 
communicate in the learning community.

An addition to the previous table, Table 2 provides the list of teacher prac-
tices that aligned with the new Collegial Presence theme for the K-12 Com-
munity of Inquiry framework. 

Table 2
Alignment of Additional Participants’ Practices Beyond the Community of Inquiry Framework

Presence Types Participants’ Practice (with sample data)
Collegial Presence •  Collaboration with parental guardians/learning coaches (“I showed her (the learning 

coach) how she can check his (the student’s) progress to see what he has done and what he 
hasn’t done and she was shocked”).

•  Collaboration with teachers (“I think team work makes the dream work is key here. I have 
a really close relationship with the other US history teachers and the other teachers on our 
team”).

•  Collaboration with supervisors (“But our assistant principal, she’s there for our data meet-
ings that I was talking about earlier. She rotates between the different content”).

•  Collaboration with support staff (Mary talked with the help desk technician to fix her email 
problem. She is concerned because her lead wants her to regularly send out messages).
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 Collegial presence appears to be an important element of the K-12 on-
line educational experience. More research is needed to understand how 
collegial presence may impact the Community of Inquiry framework in the 
K-12 online setting. Moreover, further research is needed to clarify how col-
legial presence might best be represented in the current Community of In-
quiry model. 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

 Little research has examined the applicability of postsecondary online 
education theories to the K-12 online learning environment. More specifi-
cally, few studies have examined the applicability of the Community of In-
quiry theoretical framework to the K-12 online learning setting. This inves-
tigation sought to examine the fitness of the Community of Inquiry frame-
work to the K-12 online setting. 

Limitations

This study has three limitations. The first limitation is the research de-
sign. As with all qualitative research, a limitation of this descriptive case 
study is generalizability, also known as transferability (Merriam, 1998). 
The goal of qualitative case studies is to provide a holistic description and 
analysis of a bounded phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). Accordingly, the ap-
plicability of the findings of this investigation is not generalizable to schools 
outside the bounded case of Southeastern Virtual. The generalizability and 
applicability of case study research can be judged by the reader.

 Another limitation was the participants themselves. Participation in this 
study was voluntary. Consequently, the majority of social studies teachers at 
Southeastern Virtual did not participate in this study. 

 Still another limitation of this case study was the definition of experi-
enced online teachers used in this investigation. Because there is no current 
definition regarding successful online teachers we used the limited research 
base to construct an ad-hoc definition for this study. As DiPietro writes: “it 
is important to acknowledge that this definition of successful online teach-
ers may be incorrect or lack certain aspects of successful virtual school 
teachers” (2008, p. 65). A final limitation of this investigation was the con-
tent area. Only social studies teachers participated in this case study. Re-
searchers may find additional modifications of the K-12 Community of In-
quiry theoretical framework will be necessary based on research from other 
content areas.

 There are a number of implications based on the results of this inves-
tigation. First, the Community of Inquiry theoretical framework is applica-
ble to the K-12 online setting. The purpose of theory is to explain the way 
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things work and how they work by identifying relationships across con-
structs (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017). As such researchers may find the Com-
munity of Inquiry theoretical framework a useful tool for grounding further 
investigations into practices of the K-12 online learning environment. As 
research further refines and fosters understanding of the way K-12 online 
learning works, the refined K-12 Community of Inquiry framework may 
identify important relationships that are necessary for K-12 online students 
to thrive. For example, this case study found that collegial presence was es-
sential for student success. Investigations such as this may help K-12 on-
line stakeholders understand and fulfill their roles. Such an understanding 
should benefit student learning.

Consider an example. A guardian is considering placing her ninth grader 
in a K-12 online school. What will the guardian’s role be in this new school-
ing paradigm? A modified K-12 Community of Inquiry theoretical frame-
work may help the guardian understand her essential role and may help oth-
er stakeholders communicate the guardian’s role to the guardian. 

 Second, more research is needed to verify the fitness of the K-12 Com-
munity of Inquiry framework to the K-12 online learning setting. This study 
was limited by the number of participants. Additional research is needed to 
ascertain the applicability of the K-12 Community of Inquiry to the elemen-
tary and middle K-12 online environment. Moreover, research should inves-
tigate the applicability of K-12 Community of Inquiry in additional course 
content areas. 

 The results of this investigation demonstrate the applicability of the 
K-12 Community of Inquiry framework to the K-12 online learning setting. 
The framework should be developed and modified based on future research 
conducted with various grade levels and content areas. While more research 
is needed to further establish the theory, the K-12 Community of Inquiry 
framework may aid researchers as they investigate the unique conditions 
and attributes of the K-12 online learning environment. 
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APPENDIX

The following questions served as a guide for the pre-observation inter-
views but researchers also employed probing and follow-up questioning. 

1.  What are the pedagogical practices you use to teach social studies vir-
tual school courses? 

2. Why are you using these practices?
3.  Drawing from your experience teaching different courses within your 

content area, do the pedagogical practices you use change based on the 
virtual school courses and the focus on the content included within it 
(e.g. history, economics, geography, etc.)? 

4.  If so, how do these practices differ, and why do you use different 
ones? 

5.  How do you use different technologies within the virtual school cours-
es to support your pedagogical practice? 

6.  How do you use technologies not built into your online course envi-
ronment (such as web based tools & resources) to support your peda-
gogical practices? 

7. Why do you use these technologies?



56 Sanders and Lokey-Vega

In a similar manner to the pre-observation interviews, post-observation 
interviews also used a semi-structured format that included probing and fol-
low-up questions. The post-observation interview questions included: 

1. Describe your role in the online classroom.
2.  Describe the roles an online teacher is expected to fulfill in the online 

social studies classroom.
3.  Describe the strategies you used today in your classroom.
4.  Are there any strategies you typically implement that I was not able to 

observe today?
5.  Why did you use the strategies I observed today?
6.  Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about online strategies for 

social studies teaching and learning?


