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ABSTRACT  
A multitude of factors influence interpersonal interaction between students and instructors in an online 
course. This study examines perceptions of six experienced online instructors to determine factors they 
believe increase interaction among their students and between the students and instructor of online 
courses. The end result is an inventory of strategies that can be used by novice and experienced online 
instructors alike to impact interpersonal interaction in online courses. Factors include group work, course 
environment, model use, community, discussion question type and assessment, feedback type and 
medium, immediacy behaviors, discourse guidelines, and instructor participation. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
This article explores factors that influence interpersonal interaction (learner-learner and learner-instructor) 
in online courses through a phenomenological study comprising interviews of six experienced online 
instructors. A comparison between interview findings and literature is also included. The end result is an 
inventory of strategies that can be used by novice and experienced online instructors alike to impact 
interpersonal interaction in online courses.  

A. Background 
Interaction is a critical factor that impacts student learning and motivation to learn in online courses [1-3]. 
The US Distance Learning Association refers specifically to “learning activities within a K-12, higher 
education, or professional continuing education environment where interaction is an integral component” 
(Holden & Westfall, cited in [4]). But what components influence interaction in online learning?  
The question of interactions has a long history, demonstrating not only the importance of the topic but 
also the elusiveness of precise answers. For example, a panel was convened in 1989 by the Divisions of 
Independent Study and Educational Telecommunications of the National University Continuing 
Education Association at its annual meeting. The panel was titled "Interaction: That perplexing 
component of distance education" and debated such questions as: What level of interaction is essential for 
effective learning? What is good interaction? How can we achieve it? [5]. Today we ask these same 
questions as online learning continues to advance and proliferate.   
Research has shown that online courses that lack substantive and meaningful interaction coupled with a 
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sense of presence (feeling of belonging) contribute to a sense of isolation, unsatisfying learning 
experiences, and high dropout rates [6-9]. Experienced online instructors believe there are certain 
components that increase interpersonal interaction in online courses. Some of these components can be 
influenced by the instructor through instructional strategies used to achieve them, and some have 
previously been reported in the literature [10-15]. Some components, such as a student’s prior experience, 
can have an effect on interaction, but the instructor has little if any control over them.  
If online instructors better understood the factors that influence interpersonal interaction, they would be 
able to better anticipate and prepare their online instructional approaches which could, in turn, lead to 
improved interaction in online courses. There are most certainly additional factors that influence 
interpersonal interaction in online courses that have not yet been identified or reported in the literature.  
This paper seeks to answer the question, “What factors influence interpersonal interactions in online 
courses?,” by presenting the perceptions of six experienced online instructors. By influencing 
interpersonal interaction within an online course, instructors can affect student attitudes and performance 
[10, 13, 16].   

1. Interaction in Online Learning 
Instructional interaction is meaningful communication that challenges learners’ thinking, shapes the 
acquisition of knowledge in meaningful ways, and changes learners, moving them toward achieving their 
goals. Effective interaction is not necessarily more interaction; rather, it is interaction resulting in learners 
thinking in new and more profound ways. While literature and research confirm the importance of 
interaction in the learning process [17-20], instructors need to be encouraged to support interpersonal 
interaction in their online courses [11, 12, 21, 22].  
There are several interaction typologies discussed in the literature. Perhaps the most common is Moore’s 
[5] “Three Types of Interactions” which includes learner-learner, learner-instructor, and learner-content 
interactions and stems from the field of communications [13]. A recent meta-analysis [23] supports the 
importance of the three types of interactions and that the strength of the interactions is found to be 
associated with increasing achievement outcomes [23]. This typology has since been expanded to include 
learner-interface [24] and learner-self [16]. There are also typologies that stem from a particular 
participant perspective such as the instructor [25], the learning environment [13], and tools [26].  
Similarly, much work has been done with the Community of Inquiry framework (CoI) that examines 
interaction from a different lens, a more holistic approach that represents a process of creating a deep and 
meaningful (collaborative-constructivist) learning experience [27]. The focus of this paper is on the two 
interpersonal types of interaction that are most commonly discussed across the typologies: learner-learner 
and learner-instructor.  

2. Interpersonal Interaction in Online Learning 
Interpersonal interaction (learner-learner and learner-instructor) refers to the learners’ and instructor’s 
engagement (reciprocal relationships) in the learning and teaching process. It also refers to dialogue 
between and/or among different participants in online learning environments [28, 29]. Interpersonal 
interactions are considered essential components by many educators and learners [27, 28]. These types of 
interaction can help ensure learners and instructors develop a feeling of community and connectedness to 
the course [8, 27, 30, 31]. 
Much research has been conducted in the past 20 years on the importance of interactions, specifically 
those that involve the “person” or “human” as learner-learner and learner-instructor interactions do. These 
two realms of interaction research are directly related to the research in the area of social presence. Social 
presence is defined as “the degree to which participants in online courses feel affectively connected to one 
another” [32] and has been shown to be a factor in students’ success and satisfaction with the learning 
experience [32, 33, 34, 35]. Some have even purported that social presence is the most important factor in 
improving instructional effectiveness [15]. Others, such as those using the Community of Inquiry (CoI) 
Framework as their lens for teaching and research, believe that social presence is one of the three essential 



Interpersonal Interaction in Online Learning:  
Experienced Online Instructors’ Perceptions of Influencing Factors 

Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, Volume 16: Issue 4                                               85 

constructs or presences, the other two being teaching and cognitive presence [8, 27, 32, 36, 37, 38 39]. 
However, in both literature bases few research studies specifically discuss factors [15, 40, 41, 42] that 
influence or impact interaction online, while others only suggest instructional strategies [2, 30, 43, 44] 
that can influence interaction. This paper will focus on factors with which the instructor has some control.  

II. METHODS 
A qualitative phenomenological research design, utilizing semi-structured interviews [45] of experienced 
online instructors was used. Phenomenology originated as a method of philosophy based on the 
investigation of phenomena in the 20th century by the German philosopher Edmund Husserl [46]. Husserl 
believed researchers could examine essential components of human experiences in order to understand 
and describe the structure of the phenomena under study. The following research question was the focus 
of this study, “What factors influence interpersonal interaction in an online course?” 

A.  Participants and Sampling Method 
A purposeful sampling technique was used to create a list of potential participants who had at least five 
years of experience teaching online, were currently active in the field of online learning, and were 
considered experienced online instructors by their peers. The literature on online learning was examined 
in order to generate a list of “practitioner researchers” that were prevalent in the literature on online 
learning and teaching. The concept of purposeful sampling means that “the inquirer selects individuals 
and sites for study because they can purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and 
central phenomenon in the study” [47, p. 125].  After creating the list of potential participants, persons 
who met the inclusion criteria were emailed requesting participation (n=16). Once participation was 
accepted, a demographic survey was emailed to participants. Six practitioners responded as willing to 
participate: Zane Berge, Curt Bonk, Phil Ice, Rena Palloff, Anthony Picciano, and Karen Swan (see Table 
1). There were four male participants and two female participants with an average of twelve years 
experience with online teaching. All six participants were currently working in higher education and two 
of the six additionally led consulting groups. Permission was requested and granted to use participants’ 
names in scholarly works in order to lend weight to the results.  
 

Participant 
Years of Experience 

Teaching Online Highest Degree 
Instructional Delivery 

Formats Used 
Berge 13 Ph.D. Face-to-Face, Online, Blended 

Bonk 10+ Ph.D. Face-to-Face, Online, Blended 
Computer-based, Self-instructional 
Videoconferencing, Television 

Ice 5 Ed.D. Face-to-Face, Online, Blended 

Palloff 16 Ph.D. Face-to-Face, Online, Blended 
Computer-based, Self-instructional 

Picciano 12 Ph.D. Face-to-Face, Online, Blended 

Swan 12 Ed.D. Face-to-Face, Online, Blended 
Computer-based, Self-instructional 

Table 1. Participant Demographics 

B.  Data Collection 
Interviews were conducted over a three-week period. Interviews took place via telephone conferences, at 
a time convenient to participants. An email was sent to participants to prepare them for the interview:  

During our conversation, I’d like you to tell me a story about an online course you created and/or 
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instructed in which you intentionally attempted to increase interaction (learner-learner or learner-
instructor). If you don’t have a story, we can just talk about interaction in online learning in 
general. The ultimate goal is to identify some of the strategies you use in your online practice to 
intentionally increase interaction.  

A semi-structured interview protocol was created and followed. Information was obtained from each 
participant in the form of personal accounts about online courses he/she had taught. Interviews were used 
to elicit factors that influence interaction in online courses using participants’ own words. Data were 
collected via interview questions such as: What strategies do you use in your online courses to increase 
interpersonal interaction? What advice would you give to the instructor of an online course who wants to 
increase interpersonal interaction? What is your greatest challenge when trying to influence interaction in 
an online course? What factors do you believe increase interaction in online learning? This provided a 
conversational approach to the interview allowing the participants to be comfortable when talking. Each 
interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes.  

C. Data Analysis 
Data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s [48] and Moustakas’s [49] seven steps. Audiotapes were transcribed 
by two researchers, including one of the authors, in 2007. Thus, audiotapes were listened to and the 
transcripts read a number of times (first in 2007 and again through the writing of this article) in order to 
obtain an overall feeling for the interviews. Significant statements related to factors that influence 
interpersonal interaction in online courses were identified in the transcripts. These were highlighted and 
extracted. An overarching “factor influencing interaction” was assigned each statement. The researchers 
then compared the factors elicited from the participants with those found in the literature. From the 
practitioner interviews and the literature review, the factors that influence interaction in online courses 
were combined into three tables (see Appendix) comprising the three categories: course structure, 
feedback, and discourse techniques and facilitation. Practitioner interview references are bolded in the 
table. During this process, the transcripts were re-read in order to clarify some factors listed in the tables. 
Modifications were then made to increase the accuracy of the tables. Member checking was also used for 
clarification and validation purposes. The findings were presented to all six participating practitioners in 
order to verify results.   

III. INTERVIEW FINDINGS 
Three themes emerged from the interviews relating to the impact of interpersonal interaction: course 
structure factors, feedback factors, and facilitating discourse factors. These themes captured the essence 
of interpersonal interaction in online courses as perceived by the six individuals interviewed. Within these 
three themes are multiple factors participants believed influenced interaction online. The interview 
findings for each theme are then discussed within the context of the literature.  

A.  Course Structure Factors 
Factors that relate to course structure that might influence interaction that emerged from the interviews 
included: teamwork/group work, environment, models/guidelines, activities, and community. 
Teamwork/group work strategies included both required and optional work depending on the participant 
being interviewed. For example, Ice requires his students to do group work and provides them their own 
discussion board only they can see, whereas Berge and Picciano both make group work optional in their 
online courses.  
The environments discussed by different participants were both constructivist and project/problem-based. 
In addition, Palloff said she does not name course elements in a conventional manner. Instead she said, “I 
try to come up with some interesting names for some of the discussion forums with some context for 
them.” Swan stated that the online interface should have transparent navigation. As an example, she 
discussed a time when her students didn’t know how to expand a discussion thread and thus could not 
interact in the discussion.  



Interpersonal Interaction in Online Learning:  
Experienced Online Instructors’ Perceptions of Influencing Factors 

Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, Volume 16: Issue 4                                               87 

Models/guidelines include providing students with prior student examples and testimonials as well as 
with instructor expectations. Bonk discussed how he posts students’ prior work examples and picks the 
best in order to raise the bar each semester. If he doesn’t have prior examples to post, he will have 
students provide peer feedback on drafts in order to improve the project. Palloff said she sends out an 
initial welcome letter to her online students that details her expectations of students for interaction, as 
well as other expectations for the course. 
Activities should be both high in number and provide variety. Swan has her students doing three to four 
things a week, and Bonk likes to consider different aspects when he determines activities such as: what 
can we do to involve international colleagues, how will this be better than face-to-face, and trying to 
foster interaction in relation to how much more time it is going to take.   
Creating a sense of community online includes icebreakers, introductions/biographies, a social space, and 
having a safe environment. Swan sees herself as a coach on the discussion board and tries to comment in 
encouraging ways. Ice tries to share personal stories with his students and develop personal relationships 
with them. Bonk asks his students, at the beginning of a course, to post what they believe they are going 
to get out of that course, as well as eight nouns that describe them. He said that doing this allows other 
students to relate to them and shows what traits students have in common. Finally, Paloff explains her 
technique for creating community via a social space: 

I always, always, always include a social space in the course. And I’ve named that Rena’s Road 
House and I have a whole description about what the Road House is, and how the entire 
community gathers there to drink coffee and swap lies, and I invite them in to have a cup of 
coffee with me and who knows, there may be some weekly specials that show up in the Road 
House. 

The literature has discussed course structure as a factor that can influence interpersonal interaction [42, 
50]. Course structure can be considered as the different components the instructor has created and 
implemented into the course. For example, structure can consist of the type of discussion question, 
required assignments, variety of assignments, the value or grade placed on various components such as 
the discussions, as well as planned interaction such as assigning group work and roles and having peer 
reviews. In their study on teaching presence related to students’ sense of a learning community, Shea et 
al. [50] determined that students feel more connected when the instructor shows an active teaching 
presence in the course. This can be in the form of actively guiding the discussions, providing good 
instructional design for the course, and being well organized. 
In a theoretical framework for designing interaction in online courses provided by Northrup [51], course 
structure appeared as a factor that influences interaction. Northrup discussed activity components of 
course structure that can influence interaction such as demonstrations, debates, role playing, and 
discussions, group size, and group roles. She also discussed the facilitation of group discussions and the 
utilization of peer, as well as instructor, feedback as factors that can influence interaction. Similarly, in 
Vrasidas and McIsaac’s [42] study, as part of its structure, the course they examined had required 
activities such as peer editing of papers, online discussions, and learner-instructor discussions of paper 
outlines; all of which led to interaction among participants. 
In an examination of an online course discussion between ten adult students, Smith and Winking-Diaz 
[41] determined that incorporating relevant and challenging assignments and instructional strategies that 
support learner interaction lead to increased interaction. For example, instructors must provide sufficient 
time for students to reflect on and post responses to readings and assignments. Instructors also need to 
prompt students with challenging questions and present assignments that force students to reach higher 
levels of thinking (analysis, synthesis, evaluation).  
From our interviews and the literature we can conclude that that course structure, whether pre-planned for 
courses or implemented along the way, is a factor that can impact interpersonal interaction in an online 
course. 
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B. Feedback Factors 
Factors related to feedback that emerged from the interviews included variety of feedback and assessing 
discussion questions. Variety of feedback could include instructor, peer, and practitioner feedback as well 
as the medium used to provide that feedback (e.g., audio, written). Swan discussed weekly journaling she 
participates in with her students. This involves students conducting a private conversation with her each 
week in which they discussed what was happening with them in the course. This allows for personal 
reflection as well as providing some emotional presence in the online course.  
Assessing discussion questions could include providing a rubric that details how participation will be 
assessed, providing no rubric, allowing students to self-assess based on a rubric, and the importance of the 
value placed on the discussion postings. Participants disagreed on the use of a rubric for assessing 
discussions. Ice felt he would rather send the non-participating student an email reiterating his 
expectations than give a letter grade for discussion participation. Palloff does use a participation rubric 
and at times allows students to look at the rubric and self assess, and then she send an email explaining 
where she feels they are falling on the discussion rubric. Swan discussed the importance of the value 
placed on the discussion postings. Swan stated, “We found that the greater percentage of grade that was 
given to discussion, the more satisfied the students were and the more they felt they were learning.” Swan 
also discussed how students’ personal characteristics affected how much they participated in discussions 
and whether they valued the postings of other students. Some students appreciated that they could 
articulate their point-of-view but did not think other students’ points-of-view were helpful at all.  
The literature in this area is consistent with our experienced online instructors; timely, relevant, and 
adequate feedback can influence a learner’s perception of interaction [10, 16, 40-42]. Feedback was 
suggested by Hirumi [16] and Smith and Winking-Diaz [41] as part of a framework posited for increasing 
interaction. Feedback was also suggested by Muirhead [40] in an examination of the attitudes of 93 
graduate students enrolled in online courses. Muirhead’s students expressed the need for timely and 
relevant feedback on their discussions, as well as a need for both instructors and students to participate in 
online discussions. This indicates that feedback is another factor that leads to interaction in an online 
course.  
Dennen et al. [10] conducted a study of 19 instructor actions in terms of perceived importance to both 
instructors and students. Thirty-two instructors and 170 students from two universities rated the 
importance of the actions. While the instructors perceived actions related to course content and providing 
information to learners about their performance (associated with feedback) as most important to student 
satisfaction, students indicated that communication needs and being treated as individuals (both 
associated with interpersonal interactions) are most important to their satisfaction.  
The type of media used by the instructor and/or students when providing feedback can also influence 
interpersonal interaction [30, 52, 53]. Using a case study approach, Ice et al. [30] examined the use of 
asynchronous audio instructor feedback instead of text-based feedback in an asynchronous online course. 
Using data from surveys, interviews, and unsolicited feedback from one online course consisting of 34 
students, the authors found that students preferred the audio feedback because it allowed them to 
understand nuance in the feedback and decreased perceived distance between instructor and student. 
However, Oomen-Early et al. [53] found that 85% of their student participants in online courses preferred 
a combination of both audio and written feedback. Either way, alone or in combination with textual 
feedback, it can be inferred that the feedback medium utilized is another factor that can influence 
interpersonal interaction in online courses. Morgan and Toledo [52] examined student perceptions related 
to handwritten versus typewritten feedback. They determined students felt more connected to instructors 
when the instructor used handwritten feedback. In addition, the instructor also felt more connected to the 
students when she used handwritten feedback versus typed feedback.  

C. Discourse Techniques and Facilitation Factors 
Factors related to facilitating discourse that emerged from the interviews included: immediacy behaviors, 
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discourse guidelines, discussion questions, and instructor participation. Immediacy behaviors included 
whether to accept postings such as “I agree” for points, self-disclosure, anecdotes, conversational style, 
using first names, and timing. Berge stated that he counts “I agree” posts toward participation. As Berge 
stated: 

I used to write and tell them that’s not very useful, but it actually can be.  It tends to build some 
camaraderie; I mean it makes them feel they are more in a class when they do that because you 
look around and you see somebody shaking their head or something like that, body language. It’s 
a similar thing. So I don’t tell them not to do that anymore. 

Palloff stated that “I agree” posts do not count. As Palloff says,  
I tell them what I mean by a substantive post. So, the “good job” and “I agree” posts don’t count. 
I tell them a substantive post has to either start a new topic, ask a question, take the conversation 
in a different direction, or support the on-going discussion with some additional information.  I 
expect them to give me some evidence of the use of critical thinking skills and evidence they’ve 
been reading and doing the work they are supposed to be doing. 

The timing the instructor uses to respond or interact in an online course is also important in facilitating 
discourse. For example, Palloff doesn’t respond to every discussion posting, but if she expects students to 
post two to three times a week, she does the same. Most of the participants stated that they respond to 
email inquiries within 12 to 48 hours.  
Participants had different expectations for discussion participation, but all informed their students what 
those expectations were. Swan required students to change the subject line for each post. Changing the 
subject line allowed for summarization of the post, and increased interest for other students to read the 
post.  
Most participants stated that they used open-ended discussion questions. Swan said that using somewhat 
controversial topics will also increase interaction between students. In addition, having a question/answer 
section of the discussion board for off-topic questions allows for both the instructor and other students to 
respond with answers.   
Participants felt that the instructor should model the behavior they expect on the discussion board. Some 
participants stated that they respond to every student introduction in the first week, but then post less 
frequently as the weeks go on. Interestingly, Ice stated the instructor posts should equal 10-15% of all 
posts on the discussion board. 
There appears to be consistency between the interview data and the literature that discourse is a factor that 
influences interpersonal interaction in an online course. The manner in which learners and instructors 
communicate in an online course can affect interpersonal interaction [54]. In a study on instructor 
discourse techniques in a computerized supplement to a face-to-face course, Ahern, Peck, and Laycock 
[55] randomly assigned 80 students to one of three conditions: questioning only, statement only, and 
conversational condition. Results, determined through content analysis of the discussions, stated the 
conversational condition resulted in the most complex interactions between and among students and the 
instructor. Thus, one can assume that the type of discourse the instructor utilizes is a factor that can affect 
interpersonal interaction in an online course.  
The conversational style of discourse has additionally been shown in more recent studies as being a factor 
that influences interaction. For example, when looking at social presence and the building of communities 
in asynchronous online courses, Swan [14] utilized data from two studies (one contained survey data from 
1406 students, the other contained data from 39 discussion threads from a graduate online course, 
Computing in Education). She found that among online participants, affective verbal immediacy 
behaviors influenced interaction. Affective verbal immediacy is the use of paralanguage such as 
emoticons, exaggerated spellings, and the use of capitalization for talking loud, in order to project 
personalization into online discourse through text. Swan also found that self-disclosure “seemed to evoke 
the greatest number and depth of response from other participants” [14, p. 16]. Thus, it was suggested that 
instructors reduce the gap between students and themselves with the use of personal stories or personal 
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information (self-disclosure).  
Examining 51 student perceptions of social presence in an online course, Tu and McIsaac [15] utilized 
surveys, interviews, observations, and document analysis to determine that the following factors 
contributed positively to interaction: (a) timely response, (b) casual communication style, and (c) informal 
discussion board. All three of these factors can be considered components of the overarching factor: 
discourse.  In another, albeit older, study on online learning, Gunawardena’s [56] study of 160 graduate 
students’ perceptions can still be applied today. One suggestion was to utilize discussion board etiquette 
protocols to enhance communication. Although not specifically defined in her study, etiquette protocols 
could include modifying the subject line, using first names, and including affective verbal immediacy 
behaviors [K. Swan, interview, 2007]. These, one can assume, would make discussions more 
conversational in style and, in turn, increase interpersonal interaction. 
From these four studies, we can infer that the manner in which a participant “talks” on the discussion 
board can affect interaction. If they are combative in nature towards other participants, it can affect the 
overall discussion and some participants might be afraid to post anything. Thus, affective verbal 
immediacy behaviors and self-disclosure lead to a more conversational style of discourse and that factor, 
in turn, leads to increased interpersonal interaction in an online course.  
Discussion facilitation, or mediation, can be a role played by the instructor or assigned to students. The 
facilitator helps to move the discussion along without taking sides by posing open-ended questions, 
asking for clarification, and encouraging participation [54]. Berge [43] stated that the role included 
guiding, coaching, and modeling appropriate behaviors as well as ensuring accuracy of content and 
understanding. When one considers that it includes questioning and encouraging participation, it is easy to 
see how it can be a factor that influences interpersonal interaction. Maor [57], in an attempt to create a 
community of learners in an asynchronous discussion board in an online class, promoted interpersonal 
interactions through her facilitation of the discussion board. She assigned discussion leaders each week so 
each of the 12 students played a role. From her evaluation of the course and the interpersonal interactions, 
she determined it was necessary for the instructor to scaffold student collaborative learning to teach 
students how to communicate online in a scholarly manner. From this, it can be suggested that scaffolding 
communication, as a component of discussion facilitation, is another factor that can influence interaction 
online.  

IV. DISCUSSION 
As shown in Tables A-1, A-2, and A-3 (see Appendix), most factors discussed in the interviews appeared 
in the literature. However, there were a few factors that emerged from interviews that were not discussed 
to a great extent in the literature. For example, the type of learning environment within course structure 
was discussed by three practitioners as an influencing factor. Bonk discussed using project- and/or 
problem-based learning environments as a way of increasing interaction, whereas Berge and Picciano 
discussed using a constructivist learning environment. In addition, using a high number of required 
activities, providing student testimonials and prior project examples, and having students self-assess 
discussions were also discussed by practitioners but were not found in the literature. Journaling with 
students, using bi/tri-level discussion questions, requiring discussion post subject lines, and not using a 
rubric for discussion questions were also factors discussed by participations that were not found in the 
literature.  
Bonk described how he makes students feel more comfortable in his online courses by providing 
testimonials and project examples from prior students. Ice described how he uses bi/tri-level discussion 
questions. As he explained, in order to get students to reach the top three levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy 
(analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) he required more elaborate responses. The idea came from a National 
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) critical thinking book, where a level one question would be one 
in which the answer is “right there” in the materials. In a level two question, students must relate the 
materials with a personally relevant answer. With level three, students connect to a broader 
historical/cultural/social context. This would mean that students have to read and comprehend a 
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considerable amount of material before answering the discussion questions. Thus, it allows for a 
connection between the discussion question and the resource materials. This type of bi/tri-level discussion 
question provided Ice with better student responses.   
Swan described how in threaded discussions, changing the subject line for every new post increased 
interaction in her courses. She attributed this to the fact that students are more apt to read a posting with a 
new subject line, than one that simply repeats the prior heading with “re:” in front of it. In addition, she 
felt that subject lines forced the students to think about what their posting was about and summarize it in a 
few words. Swan also discussed the required weekly journaling with students. This entails the student 
reflecting on what he/she has done or learned that week through private correspondence with the 
instructor. She believes this increases learner-instructor interaction, forces the students to reflect on their 
learning, and increases teaching presence. She briefly mentioned journaling in a few published articles 
[32, 58], but research on online learner-instructor journaling, specifically, was not found.  
An additional element that was not discussed within the interviews is that of class size; however in many 
cases instructors have little say on the number of students allowed within a class. Yet, given that the 
number of students in an online class can impact interpersonal interaction [42, 59, 60] we have decided to 
also touch upon this. As Paloff and Pratt explained, class or group size “relates to the ability of the 
instructor to maintain some modicum of control over the process without subjecting participants to 
information overload” [59, p. 81]. While the number of students or ideal class size varies from instructor 
to instructor, it is generally the number of students the instructor can manage for the type of class he/she 
is teaching and the associated activities. Too many students and instructors may find they cannot keep up 
with the asynchronous discussions (information overload); too few students and the discussion may lag.  
Vrasidas and McIsaac found this discussion lag in the small online class they analyzed. They noted that 
the small class size (9) negatively influenced interaction in the online discussions. The instructor of the 
course commented that, “community was never built because it was too small” [42, p. 30]. Hewitt and 
Brett [60] looked at class size and student discussion posts in 28 online courses to determine if there was 
a relationship. They found that as the class size increased, students wrote shorter discussion posts yet they 
wrote more posts. As class size increased, students also opened fewer posts, from which one can assume 
they read fewer.  
Correspondingly, a study by Oestmann and Oestmann [61] determined that larger online class sizes (>20 
students) were more optimal as compared with smaller online class sizes (<10 students) based on 
significant increases in direct and indirect learning outcome measures (e.g., final grade percentages and 
classroom discussion interactivity/number of discussion posts). Their study examined 5 “small” and 5 
“large” sections of an identical master’s level healthcare management course taught between 2004 and 
2005. The average size of the large classes was 21.6 students compared with the small classes of 7.6 
students. The average number of substantive discussion posts in the large classes was 76.3 which was 
significantly different from the average number of substantive discussion posts in the small classes at 
49.9; students were required a minimum of 48 to earn maximum discussion points. Similarly, the average 
final grade percentage in the large class cohort was 91.1% and significantly higher than the average final 
grade percentage in the small class cohort of 84.9%. 
From these studies we can only infer that class size is a factor that has an effect on interpersonal 
interaction, yet what that perfect number of students should be cannot be determined outside of course 
context and instructor comfort level.  However, when considering small or large class sizes instructors 
should be aware and prepared to deal with class size issues related to group dynamics and unequal 
participation [50]. Sometimes instructors do not have the flexibility to determine the maximum number of 
students that are allowed to enroll in their course and thus cannot control class size.  

V. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
This paper includes just the first phase of a research study on interaction in online courses. A number of 
factors were found to influence interaction in online courses, such as group work, course environment, 
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model use, community, discussion question type and assessment, feedback type and medium, immediacy 
behaviors, discourse guidelines, and instructor participation. Unfortunately, from the data collected for 
this study, it cannot be determined which of the above factors are most important for interaction or how 
context of courses plays a role in fostering interaction. Providing novice online instructors with a long list 
of factors could be overwhelming, especially without any means for prioritizing those factors.  
The results of this study suggest there are factors instructors can employ in order to increase learner-
learner and learner-instructor interaction in their online courses. A limitation to these results that should 
be considered is that the interviews took place in 2007 and with time new strategies are often put into 
place.  
This next phase will consist of a Delphi study, including a survey of experienced online instructors’ 
perceptions regarding the above compiled list of factors that influence interpersonal interaction online. 
This would supply us with a verification of the list, which could then be possibly categorized, rank-
ordered, or scaled such as by a Likert scale, by the participants. The Delphi Technique could be used as a 
method for eliciting additional experts’ feedback on the factors compiled as well as providing additional 
strategies. This would be similar to Soo and Bonk’s [62] study to determine the types of interaction 
deemed most important. However, instead of types of interaction, we would be looking for the factors 
used to increase interaction deemed most important. This could lead to a framework for increasing 
interaction as instructors become more familiar with teaching online. There are numerous factors that 
influence interaction and a framework might help a novice online instructor prioritize which factors to 
consider. The framework should then be examined for its impact on student learning.  
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VIII. APPENDIX 
Category Factor Sub-Factor Supporting Sources 
Course 
Structure 

Teamwork/Group 
work 
 

 
 

[2, 12, 15, 16, 30, 57, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67]  
Ice (interview, 2007) 

Optional group work Berge (interview, 2007); Picciano 
(interview, 2007) 

Group role definition [12, 57, 64, 68]  
Environment/ 
Structure  
 

Interface has transparent 
navigation 

Swan (interview, 2007) 

Constructivist Berge (interview, 2007); Picciano 
(interview, 2007) 

Project/Problem-based Bonk (interview, 2007) 
Don’t name things 
conventionally 

Palloff (interview, 2007) 

Models/Guidelines  
 

Former student prior work 
examples, testimonials 

Bonk (interview, 2007) 

Provide students with 
instructor expectations 

Berge (interview, 2007); Palloff (interview, 
2007); Picciano (interview, 2007) 

Activities 
 

Provide variety [12, 64, 69]  
Bonk (interview, 2007); Picciano (interview, 
2007) 

High number Swan (interview, 2007) 
Create community 
 

Icebreaking first week Bonk (interview, 2007) 
Post introductions/ 
biographies 

Ice (interview, 2007); Palloff (interview, 
2007); Picciano (interview, 2007) 

Safe (encouragement, 
reduce tension/anxiety) 

[15, 65] 
Bonk (interview, 2007); Swan (interview, 
2007) 

Include a social space Palloff (interview, 2007) 
Table A-1. Course Structure Factors that Influence Interaction 
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Category Factor Sub-Factor Supporting Sources 
Feedback 
Techniques 

Variety of 
feedback 

Peer, instructor, practitioner 
feedback 

[12, 14, 16, 42, 43, 51, 57, 64, 65, 69, 71]  
Bonk (interview, 2007) 

Instructor feedback -Audio [30] 
Ice (interview, 2007) 

Instructor journaling with 
students 

Swan (interview, 2007) 

Assessing 
discussion 
questions 

Value placed on discussion 
postings 

[14, 16, 67, 68, 70, 71]  
Swan (interview, 2007) 

Provide participation rubric Palloff (interview, 2007) 
No rubric for discussion 
questions 

Ice (interview, 2007) 

Self-assess discussions based 
on rubric 

Palloff (interview, 2007) 

Table A-2. Feedback Factors that Influence Interaction 

 
Category Factor Sub-Factor Supporting Sources 
Facilitating 
Discourse 

Immediacy 
behaviors 

“I agree” posts count towards 
participation – increases 
camaraderie 

[14, 72] 
Berge (interview, 2007) 

“Good job, I agree” do not count Palloff (interview, 2007) 
Paralanguage / emoticons [14, 15, 42] 
Self-disclosure and personal 
anecdotes/humor 

[14, 15, 30, 41, 64, 69] 
Bonk (interview, 2007); Ice (interview, 2007); 
Picciano (interview, 2007); Swan (interview, 
2007) 

Conversational style [2, 12, 15, 55, 68, 73]  
Bonk (interview, 2007); Picciano (interview, 
2007); Swan (interview, 2007)  

Use first names [68]  
Ice (interview, 2007); Swan (interview, 2007) 

Timing [15, 73, 74]  
Palloff (interview, 2007); Picciano (interview, 
2007); Swan (interview, 2007) 

Guidelines Provide guidelines on how to 
interact 

Bonk (interview, 2007); Palloff (interview, 
2007) 

Require new subject lines for 
each post 

Swan (interview, 2007) 

Students should post 2-3 times a 
week, not on same day.  

Palloff (interview, 2007); Picciano (interview, 
2007) 

Students should on a weekly 
basis, respond to 2 peers. 

Palloff (interview, 2007) 

Discussion 
Questions 

Open-ended discussion 
questions 

[2, 69, 71]  
Ice (interview, 2007); Palloff (interview, 2007);  
Picciano (interview, 2007); Swan (interview, 
2007) 

Bi/Tri-level questions (Blooms 
top 3 levels) 

Ice (interview, 2007) 

Somewhat controversial topics Swan (interview, 2007) 

Include a questions area on 
discussion board 

Palloff (interview, 2007); Picciano (interview, 
2007) 

 Instructor Instructor participation in Berge (interview, 2007) 
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Discussion 
Participation 

discussions 
 Instructor involved early in 

discussions 
[15, 68, 74]  

 Instructor responds to every 
student introduction in first week 

Palloff (interview, 2007); Swan (interview, 
2007) 

 Instructor models discussion 
behavior 

[43, 64, 68]  
Palloff (interview, 2007); Swan (interview, 
2007) 

 Instructor should not respond to 
every post. 

Palloff (interview, 2007); Swan (interview, 
2007) 

 Instructor posts should equal 10-
15% of all posts. 

Ice (interview, 2007) 

Table A-3. Discourse Factors that Influence Interaction 


