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Abstract 

Understanding how adults perceive learning experiences online can help institutions, 

administrators, instructional designers, and teachers to develop, design, and deliver programs 

that support, motivate, engage, and retain learners.  Researchers have shown that motivational 

factors, including the learner’s self-concept, play a significant role in learning.  Using multiple 

qualitative methods, including discourse analysis and interviews, this research will explore adult 

learners’ experiences of mattering and vulnerability in online learning through the Community of 

Inquiry (CoI) Model which focusses on teaching, cognitive, and social presence.  The main focus 

of this research centres on learners’ experiences, but considers a variety of perspectives, 

including a small group of adult online learners, instructional designers and teachers.  

Phenomenology has been used as the primary theoretical resource in developing both method 

and analysis, since it is the body of communication thought that is especially sensitive to the 

study of experience.  

Keywords:  communication, online learning, adult learning, mattering, vulnerability, community 

of inquiry  
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Introduction 

Over the past two decades, online learning has grown exponentially (Haughey, 2013, 

para. 9; Lepi, 2013, para 1; Park & Choi, 2009, p. 207).  Online learning enrolment has reached 

approximately 384,000 learners in 2012 across Canada (Online university, 2012, p. 10).  Further, 

several institutions, including Athabasca and Royal Roads universities, focus primarily on online 

instruction (p. 10).  It is therefore important that institutions pay attention to the potentials and 

pitfalls of online learning and develop programs and support services that meet online learners’ 

needs.  Adult learners specifically come to online learning from diverse backgrounds (e.g., race, 

gender, socioeconomic status), have different needs from younger learners (e.g., work and family 

time commitments requiring 24-hour accessibility), and may prefer online learning to traditional 

face-to-face instruction for the opportunity to interact more with other learners (Harasim, 2000, 

p. 58).  Furthermore, there may be a perception that adults who seek out online post-graduate 

learning already have their basic psychosocial needs met and therefore those needs require less 

attention and support than other learners.  However, this research will show that despite the state 

in which learners arrive at online learning, mattering and vulnerability still play a significant role 

in the learning experience through the physical and online environment, instructional design and 

facilitation choices. 

Statement of the Problem 

Online programs have been criticized for being less engaging and have experienced 

higher dropout rates than traditional face-to-face classrooms, facts which have significant 

implications for institutions (Parry, 2009, para. 1; Parry, 2010, para. 2; Rovai, 2002, p. 1).  Some 

of the reasons posited for both disengagement and high dropout rates include external factors 
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such as lack of time, financial pressure, inadequate outside encouragement, work or family 

responsibilities, uncongenial academic environment, isolation, unmet learning preferences, 

technology problems, lack of course management, and poor design and instruction; other internal 

reasons include a lack of motivation, goals and commitment, inability to integrate academic, 

study and time management skills into their lives, a paucity of social interaction and integration 

(e.g., sense of belonging), and problems with health and well-being (Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 

487; Bolliger, Supanakorn and Boggs, 2010, pp. 1, 2; Frankola, 2001, para. 5; Kember, 1989, pp. 

280, 293, 294; Parry, 2009, para. 6; Parry, 2010, para. 6; Rayle & Chung, 2007, pp. 22-3; Rovai, 

2002 p. 1; Rovai, 2003, pp. 7, 11, 14; Tinto, 1993, as cited in Yorke, 2004, p.22; Tinto, 2001, pp. 

1-3).  Understanding how these factors affect adult learners specifically can help develop 

appropriate solutions for this category of students to improve the learning experience and 

successfully complete their programs. 

Humans are social by nature; this simple truth also translates to the online learning 

experience.  Some of our most basic needs involve connecting with others; this is a connection 

which reciprocally shapes our well-being through a sense of belonging and self-esteem that 

influences all aspects of life (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 252; France & Finney, 2009, p. 105; 

Maslow, 1987/1954, pp. 20-22; Rayle & Myers, 2004, para. 6; Rosenberg, 1985, p. 213; 

Schlossberg, 1989, p. 7).  Deci and Ryan (2000) argued that an ideal learning environment is one 

that creates a social context that allows for these needs to be met (pp. 252, 261-2).  In meeting 

such needs, a learner enhances their intrinsic motivation, internalizes and integrates extrinsic 

motivation, and supports their learning goals.   
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The theoretical constructs of mattering and vulnerability, to be defined below, are of 

great value in thinking about learner satisfaction within the online classroom.  These constructs 

are both elements of an individual’s self-concept that help shape a learner’s sense of self (Brown 

2012, p. 64; Rosenberg, 1985, p. 205; Schlossberg, 1989, p. 3).  These concepts have been at the 

focus of research in the past and have recently resurfaced in contemporary studies in psychology, 

counselling and education.  Since little research on mattering and vulnerability exists in concert 

with each other, nor within the fields of online education and communication, examining these 

concepts within these disciplines has become the focal point of the thesis.   

The first concept, “mattering,” is defined as an individual’s experience of being the 

object of another person’s concern or attention through their life’s activities and interpersonal 

relationships.  This concept included four key themes of attention, importance, ego-extension, 

and dependence (Amundson, 1993, p. 146; Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, p. 164-5).  Later, 

the theme of appreciation was added by Schlossberg (1989), who identified that mattering played 

a role in adult learners’ success in transitions, motivation and engagement in learning, 

relationships, having satisfying educational experiences and persisting in their learning goals (p. 

4).  The second of the two major concepts on which this thesis depends is “vulnerability,” which 

is defined as openness to “uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure” (Brown, 2012, p. 2).  

Brown further described vulnerability as “the core of all feelings and emotions” which is 

required for meaningful human experiences and sits at the epicentre of all emotions (p. 33).  

Vulnerability is also a key requirement for the feedback process, and integrating feedback is at 

the heart of learning and personal transformation; yet, one of the biggest mistakes that people 

make is shielding themselves from it (Brown, 2012, p. 201).   



MATTERING AND VULNERABILITY          4 
 

Both mattering and vulnerability are clearly affective; they play a key role in the learning 

experience, link to cognition, provide motivation, and have the ability to trigger behavioural 

responses (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, p.163).  Further, this research suggests that they are 

reciprocal in that both teachers and learners need to allow themselves to be vulnerable—to be 

truly and authentically “seen”—in order to matter to one another and to be open to 

transformational learning.  That said, how mattering and vulnerability manifest for adult learners 

online is worthy of research given commonly-held beliefs that online learning is cold, 

impersonal, and disembodied; each of these beliefs is erroneous and mythical and will be refuted 

throughout the literature review and research results.  This will be done by exploring these 

phenomena through the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model. 

The CoI Model, which will be discussed at greater length in the literature review, 

focusses on three elements of presence:  teaching, cognitive and social presence.  This model 

represents the space where interaction occurs online between learners, teachers and the learning 

material (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001, p. 88).   

The primary research question in this project was the following:  How do adult learners 

experience mattering and vulnerability in online learning?  Secondary but important research 

questions include the following:  what happens to the learners’ sense of self as they experience 

these phenomena through mediated communication in this specific learning context?  Why is it 

important to matter and be vulnerable online?  How does our experience of mattering and 

vulnerability shape our approach to learning once, beyond the immediate online experience, we 

extend these themes to lifelong learning?  If we do not sense that we matter to others and are not 

able to expose ourselves vulnerably to others, how do we do what is to be human—to connect?   
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Such questions animate this phenomenological research.  This project will speak to those 

same themes and will be conducted within an epistemological research context of interpretation.  

This project will also use qualitative discourse analysis to explore interactions in an online 

course through content, and use interviews to provide reflection and descriptive anecdotes that 

illustrate how mattering and vulnerability are experienced through the members and structure of 

the Community of Inquiry. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine how adult learners experienced mattering and 

vulnerability in an online learning environment.  Specifically, the intent of this research was to 

explore the role that mattering played in these adult learners’ experiences and what themes were 

unique to online learning.  This research also set out to explore how a sense of mattering 

supports elements of vulnerability such as normalizing fear, uncertainty and emotional exposure, 

as well as promoting risk-taking, as these elements are required for deeper learning.  Further, this 

research sought to examine the effect of these elements in the online educational experience to 

see what is unique to this learning site.   

Research Objectives 

The research objectives were twofold.  First, the goal was to examine the content of an 

online course through discourse analysis to explore what specific online processes created the 

space for mattering and vulnerability to occur.  Additional questions about how these processes 

were structured, manifested, and interpreted uniquely online versus the traditional classroom, as 

well as how online interactions fostered affective responses, were all the focus of this study.  

Second, this study sought to explore mattering and vulnerability within the online environment 
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through interviews with learners, instructional designers, and teachers to learn about how they 

respectively experience, plan for, facilitate, and observe these two elements.   

More specifically, this study sought to explore how learners described their online 

experience of mattering and vulnerability, and examine how these elements play into learners’ 

well-being; the depth and breadth of interaction online; learner receptivity to sharing ideas, 

perspectives, and feedback; goal pursuit; as well as continued motivation, engagement, and 

learning in the online learning environment.  The overarching objective was to offer descriptive 

experiential examples of mattering and vulnerability to highlight the significance of these 

concepts to the online learning environment, and to understand how they may be experienced 

differently from face-to-face classrooms.  Most importantly, the goal of this research was to 

demonstrate how mediated experiences reintegrate with embodied life offline, namely how they 

these experiences are contextualized by learners in their lived world.  The CoI Model provided 

an appropriate online learning framework for examining these themes. 

The findings from this research will hopefully provide useful insight to institutions of 

higher learning.  The feedback from learner interviews offer rich descriptions of their perceived 

experiences of mattering and vulnerability online which may help administrators, instructional 

designers, and teachers design, develop and deliver optimal learning conditions and experiences. 

Literature Review 

 This literature review will include four sections.  The first section will focus on the online 

learning context and explore the CoI Model’s elements of teaching presence, cognitive presence 

and social presence.  This model was chosen for this research for two reasons.  First, it helps to 

provide structure for examining the themes of mattering and vulnerability.  Second, the 
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Community of Inquiry depicts how these three forms of presence formulate the interactive 

learning experience and demonstrates the important role presence plays in the online learning 

environment.  In addition to the online learning context and model, the literature review contains 

two additional sections which will define and contextualize mattering and vulnerability 

respectively.  A final section focussing on phenomenology will provide a rationale for this 

theoretical approach and research method. 

Online Learning 

 In order to understand the adult learning experience online, it is helpful to first 

understand its contextual roots and how it has evolved.  Distance learning emerged as early as 

1728 when the first correspondence courses were offered.  By the mid-20th century, distance 

education began to incorporate technology tools such as radio and television to deliver content.  

However, distance education was revolutionized by the Internet and the launching of learning 

software in the 1990s.  From 2002 to 2008, the number of online classes in the United States 

increased by 187% (Lepi, 2013, para. 2).  As of 2013, nearly 7 million people and 32% of all 

learners were accessing some sort of online class in the United States (Allen & Seaman, 2013, p. 

4).  In Australia, one in four students now engages in distance learning as of 2013 (Lepi, 2013, 

para 3).  However, this trend is decidedly higher than in Canada. 

Distance education in Canada emerged to address the need of rural learners who were 

unable to attend a traditional face-to-face classroom (Haughey, 2013, para. 2).  By 2005, one-

quarter of the population went online for educational purposes, with distance education being 

more prolific in remote and smaller communities.  Today, Canadians learn through distance 

education for more than reasons of location; these other reasons include disability, illness, work 
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and other life commitments that require learning at a flexible time and space (Haughey, 2013, 

para. 8).  Some of the core issues currently mobilizing policy makers concerned with the 

development of online learning in Canada are characterized in various ways by the theme of 

deficiency.  There is a lack of institutional focus on online learning; a paucity of engagement due 

to instructional design; a dearth of government and institutional funding in design; an inadequate 

amount of professional development and infrastructure; insufficient broadband technologies 

(high-speed data transmission) in Northern Canada and remote Aboriginal communities; 

inadequate digital knowledge among teachers and learners; and poor transferability of courses 

between institutions (Broadband, 2013; McKeown & Underhill, 2005, para 2; Online learning, 

2013, p. 16).  Despite these issues, online learning has tremendous potential for meeting the 

needs of learners.   

The online learning environment is markedly different from the face-to-face 

environment.  The traditional classroom offers more aural and visual information through 

lectures, activities and discussions, so learners have the added benefit of non-verbal cues; facial 

expressions, tone of voice, and body language receive 93% of learner attention in a face-to-face 

encounter, while words are given only 7% (Ragan & White, 2001, p. 400).  Online learning can 

be accessed anytime, anywhere and is predominantly text-based; therefore body language and 

non-verbal cues are absent.  This places extraordinary pressure on written communication and 

highlights the importance of crafting thoughtfully written messages that create presence, foster 

equal learner engagement and motivate learners (Ragan & White, 2001, p. 400).  Online 

facilitation does more than just passively provide access to or transmit information from teacher 

to student; it provides interactive experiences where teacher and learners negotiate and construct 
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meaning through technology and media (Garrison, 2011, p. 4).  Online learning involves content 

and context, collaboration and autonomy, and social cohesion for transformation (Garrison, 

2011, pp. 4-5).  Together, these examples establish that online learning is not a complete 

replication of the traditional classroom, but is its own singular educational milieu with particular 

strengths and weaknesses that need to be planned for and managed.  The first of these strengths 

(and weaknesses) are synchronous and asynchronous facilitation and interaction.   

 Facilitation and interaction can be both synchronous (at the same time) and 

asynchronous (accessed at different times), primarily through an online learning platform, and 

help facilitate learning (Haughey, 2013, para. 1; Holyoke, 2011, para. 1).  Synchronous methods 

include live audio/video lectures or conferences, chat rooms, or Internet phone calls where 

content is delivered and interacted with at the same time (Haughey, 2013, para. 1; Holyoke, 

2011, para. 1; Moore & Kearsley, 2011, p. 312).  Asynchronous methods include print, online 

text, announcement boards, interactive activities, discussion forums, pre-recorded podcasts/video 

lectures or conferences, blogs, wikis, and electronic messaging (Haughey, 2013, para. 1; 

Holyoke, 2011, para. 1; Moore & Kearsley, 2011, p. 312).  The CoI Model will illustrate key 

concepts that frame the online learning experience, including teaching presence, cognitive, and 

social presence as well as the online learning climate and isolation factors. 

Community of Inquiry. 

 The CoI Model (see Figure 1) has been developed over the past 13 years as trends and 

best practices in online learning emerged.  This model consists of three overlapping themes of 

teaching presence, cognitive presence and social presence (Garrison et al, 2001, p. 88).  Teaching 

presence involves planning for attending to the learners’ cognitive and social presence needs 
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Teaching presence. 

Teaching presence (as does social presence) begins with the instructional design phase, a 

systematic process of applying learning principles to course layout, online instructional 

materials, information resources, forms of inquiry, and evaluation tied to specific learning 

objectives (Moore & Kearsley, 2011, p. 99; Smith & Ragan, 1999, p. 11).  Direct instruction 

occurs through technology online so both the instructional technologies and media used to 

convey these messages need to be factored at the design stage.  The importance of technology to 

the online learning environment can be made clearer using the work of communication theorist 

Marshall McLuhan.  McLuhan (1964) famously noted that “the medium is the message” (p. 1), a 

paradoxical suggestion that the content of the culture—be it meaning, values, institutions, or 

even human subjectivity itself—is significantly derived from the features of the medium 

dominant in a given historical period.   

To illustrate his point about how the properties of media impose themselves on human 

consciousness and culture, McLuhan (1964) offered the dichotomy that is “hot” and “cool” 

media.  The hot/cool distinction expressed the degree to which a given medium engaged in a 

person's single sense, such as sight or hearing, with greater or lesser intensity (p. 36).  Hot media 

engages a given sense or multiple senses (e.g. sight, sound) at a high level of intensity, resolution 

and definition; the more intense the medium, the greater the density of the information present 

there, and the less it invites audience participation in completing the meaning of the message.  

The medium's content, in this sense, arrives complete and intact in the user's consciousness.  A 

film is a classic example of a hot medium, as the sharp images leave the viewer with very little to 

add by way of interpreting the whole and completing the picture. 
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Cool media engages a given sense at a low level of intensity; the less intense a medium, 

the more limited its definition or resolution and the more it invites the audience to participate and 

attribute meaning to its message.  An example of a cool medium which contrasts well with film 

is television; television, at least before HD format and wall-sized screens, addressed the viewer 

with a grainier image, a smaller screen, and the task of bringing more of him or herself into 

completing the whole picture.   

McLuhan's theory of media ecology is simultaneously a theory of historical change, one 

arguing that the shape of history borrows much from the particular capacities of dominant media 

and their power to imprint themselves on a wide range of human phenomena.  Within a given 

era, a dominant medium imprints its attributes on the ontology and epistemology, the institutions 

and social practices, and the historical structure and cultural texture, of a given society.  If 

applied to the context of online learning, each technology tool (e.g., a video, a podcast, a 

discussion forum) can be seen to have different media capabilities with different consequences; 

these tools thus act to transform how communication is conducted, how information is given 

shape, and how learners experience learning online (Moore & Kearsley, 2011, p. 91).   

Khurana and Boling (2012) noted the need to first consider the context of online learning, 

apply the appropriate pedagogical principles to these learners, and then select the media and 

activities to support the desired learning outcomes (p. 1815).  They further considered how 

multimedia could enhance social presence and move audiences from a passive to an interactive 

role through multimedia choices (p. 1815).  They specifically noted how a multimedia approach 

increases social presence.  Examples included how introductory digital storytelling established 

presence, Twitter enhanced social connections between learners, screencasts stood out as 
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effective instructor communication tools, and audio feedback provided tone and increased 

perceptions of caring instructors (pp. 1815-7). 

Relating this back to McLuhan, in the online learning environment an instructor video or 

audio podcast could be considered a “hot” medium requiring less participation from the learner, 

while a video conference or telephone call could be considered a “cool” medium requiring a 

learner to fill in the gaps and interpret data; therefore, each modality can create a different 

learning experience even when content might otherwise be the same.  However, researchers have 

also found that the medium’s capabilities are not as important as perceptions of presence and 

experience, as learners interpret messages from their own personal context and create richness 

through communication (Moore & Kearsley, 2011, p. 9-11; Swan & Shea, 2005, p. 20).  While 

the medium is important, the exchange of ideas and information is the most critical to the 

experience.  Interaction online helps learners identify, confirm or refute an ideological 

assumption or personal bias, and provides a venue for alternative perspectives and experiences to 

be shared that learners might not otherwise have considered.   

In addition to course design, teaching presence includes the component of direct 

instruction and discourse facilitation.  Direct instruction refers to learning experiences that are 

structured and delivered by teachers; these include providing instructions, offering activities in a 

specific sequence, clarifying difficult concepts, and presenting lectures and demonstrations 

(Direct Instruction, 2013, para. 1, 3).  Online, this is done through a course shell’s layout, 

syllabus, reading links, podcasts, videos, screencasts or other materials.  Facilitating discourse, 

on the other hand, involves the role a teacher plays in guiding and promoting interactive 

discussion within forums, videoconferencing, and other interactive multimedia to enhance 
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learning outcomes.  Even though learners can also play a role in direct instruction and facilitating 

discourse, the primary responsibility for these tasks and outcomes lies with the teacher.   

Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, and Archer (200l) stated that direct instruction requires that 

teachers have adequate subject matter expertise to be able to provide suitable resources, 

appropriately assess learner misunderstandings, direct discourse and learning toward appropriate 

goals, and build upon learning experiences (pp. 3, 9).  Facilitating discourse involves guiding the 

conversations toward learning outcomes; choosing the sequence of discussion topics; reviewing 

and commenting on learners’ online posts; providing intellectual leadership by raising questions, 

discovering misconceptions, drawing missed connections, and shaping discussions; summarizing 

key discussion themes; motivating inactive participants to join the dialogue; and promoting 

discourse amongst all learners equally to build a positive culture and maintain engagement 

(Anderson et al, 200l, p. 7; Cirillo, 2013, p. 1). 

While motivation and engagement are ideally intrinsically driven, the role of teaching 

presence is to ensure that the optimal conditions exist for these behaviours to occur.  Researchers 

have posited that teacher immediacy behaviours, which are strategies that minimize the 

psychological distance between teachers and learners through dialog, course structure and learner 

autonomy, have a positive relationship with motivation, affective learning and cognitive learning 

(Swan & Shea, 2005, p. 7; Rovai, 2002, para. 11).  Three kinds of immediacy responses include 

affective responses (teacher expresses personal emotion, feeling, beliefs, values); cohesive 

responses (builds commitment within group); and interactive responses (demonstrates attention) 

(Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & Archer, 2001, para. 22, 27, 29).  Most importantly, research has 

revealed a relationship between teaching presence, including expressing immediacy behaviours, 
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and perceptions of learning and satisfaction (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005, p. 136).  Rovai 

(2002) also noted that teaching style, stage of learning, social fairness, transactional distance, the 

size of a community of inquiry, and collaborative activities all add to a sense of community 

through teaching presence (para. 18).  To build a sense of community and reduce learner 

isolation, Ragan and White (2001) recommended quality over quantity in facilitating discourse, 

highlighting value in brief and focussed messages, the use of specificity and clarity, the use of 

the active voice versus passive, and the use of more informal language (p. 404).  Such 

immediacy behaviours align well with the concepts of mattering and vulnerability and their role 

in the learning experience that will be explored in a subsequent section. 

Cognitive presence. 

Each element of teaching presence helps to facilitate cognitive presence, which is defined 

as the degree to which learners are able to “construct meaning through sustained 

communication” (Garrison et al, 2000, p. 89).  Consistent with McLuhan, Garrison et al (2000) 

also noted that the degree of cognitive presence is partially contingent upon the medium and how 

communication is either restricted or encouraged (p. 93).  Deep learning requires cognitive 

engagement which comes through purposeful, structured, qualitative discourse and role 

leadership (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005, p. 136).  An example includes discussion forums 

with clearly structured threads and guided discussion through levels of cognitive inquiry 

(Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005, p. 137).  Phases of cognitive presence begin with a 

triggering event, move to the exploration stage, become integrated ideas, and are then resolved 

(Garrison et al, 2001, p. 9).  Cognitive engagement is not always visible online, especially in 

reflective phases where ideas are explored and synthesized in the learner’s private thoughts, 
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which makes assessment of cognitive learning online more challenging (p. 13).  Observers may 

only see a subset of cognitive presence based on what is presented to the learner’s fellow online 

students, versus what they keep private, as online sharing can be influenced by psychological, 

educational, and social factors as well as technical and access issues (p. 13).  Therefore, when 

conducting research, even though a course transcript is an accurate textual record, observation is 

a subjective assessment that may not be based on the entire picture (p. 12).  Cognitive presence 

then “is partly dependent upon how communication is restricted or encouraged by [its] medium” 

(p. 93).  More obvious than cognitive presence is the concept of social presence in online 

learning. 

Social presence. 

Social presence refers to the interactive expressions between teachers and learners as well 

as among learners themselves that build community.  Extensive literature exists on the concept 

of social presence with researchers seeing its importance and effect in online learning through 

learner interactions.  Garrison (2009) described social presence as the ability of individuals to 

identify with others, develop authentic and trusting relationships, and communicate with purpose 

through the Community of Inquiry (p. 352).  Similarly, Ke, Chávez, Causarino and Causarino 

(2011) believed that learners perceive and present their identities through the textual expression 

of their self, and that to encourage social presence, both learners and the teacher need to project 

their identities into the text alongside relevant knowledge sharing (p. 364).  They further 

contended that the better both teacher and learner identities are articulated in the online milieu, 

the more that trust and relationships are fostered (p. 364).   
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Technology allows for distance learners to connect with others across time and space in 

ways that are seen as both personal and humanizing (Bolliger et al, 2010 p. 1).  A number of 

different studies have emphasized that using tools that include audio and visual cues, otherwise 

absent in text-based exchanges, as well as tools that demonstrate interest, help make learners and 

teachers seem more real, improve social presence, and influence student motivation; some 

examples include podcasts, audio files, videos, text messaging, introductory student 

questionnaire, instructor bios, and pictures (Bolliger et al, 2010, p. 1; Borup, West, & Graham, 

2012, p. 195; Dunlap & Lowenthall, in press, p. 3; DuVall, Powell, Hodge, & Ellis, 2007, p. 27; 

Ragan & White, 2001, p. 405).  Despite the separation of these three constructs of teaching 

presence, cognitive presence and social presence, Xin (2012) argued that online discussion is 

complex, multifunctional, and that the three categories of the CoI Model are intertwined more 

than separate (para. 14).  In this model, teaching presence and social presence overlap in setting 

the climate for learning. 

Setting climate for the online learning environment. 

Moore and Kearsley (2011) posited a systems model for online learning, which they 

defined as being composed of the following elements in this order:  knowledge sources, design, 

delivery, interactions, and the learning environment (pp. 10, 22).  A systems approach was 

significant because such a model considered how each element of distance education was 

interrelated, had an influence on other subsystems, and ultimately influenced the climate of the 

learning environment (p. 5).  They also described the learning environment as the physical space 

where learners engage in their learning and included examples of the workplace, home, 

classroom or learning centre as possible sites for learning (p. 17).  However, the learning 
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environment extends beyond the physical environment and can also be seen as the atmospheric 

or affective space a learner enters socially, cognitively and psychologically to interact and 

engage with people and content through media and technology. 

Drawing from a counselling environment, Amundson (1993) argued that a sense of 

mattering begins with leadership, and that a top-down systems approach to ensuring employees 

feel that they matter at all levels will have an impact on the individuals they serve (pp. 149-150).  

Amundson further offered concrete ways of creating a positive atmosphere.  His suggestions for 

face-to-face environments included creating physical spaces that were welcoming, warm and 

inviting through the seating arrangements, reading materials and easy access to tools (p. 147).  

He further emphasized the importance of an organized and efficient space with clear signage and 

queues to help clients navigate the space (p. 147).  Other suggestions to demonstrate mattering 

and create effective interactions included smiling, acknowledging and greeting clients by name 

upon arrival, demonstrating interest in their well-being through unsolicited follow-up, and 

creating opportunities for clients to help others to enhance self-esteem (p. 148).  While the online 

environment should not seek to replicate all elements of a traditional classroom, transferring 

ideas that create a climate conducive to mattering and vulnerability from the face-to-face 

environment can certainly be applied to an online context.   

Each of these examples above from the “real world” is replicable online.  A welcoming, 

warm and inviting space can be created through a teacher’s biography and picture, the initial 

email or letter, or a welcome video.  Creating (and using) social spaces such as a digital café and 

online chat room, using people’s names in interactions, and acknowledging early online 

interactions can all aid in creating a warm environment.  As people interact online, they bring 
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their own personal context to the space; when they return to their off-line lives, they take back 

with them experiences from the “virtual world” to their embodied selves.  These interactions can 

be seen through the Community of Inquiry framework. 

In the CoI Model, the term “setting climate” overlaps teaching presence and social 

presence; it represents the conditions that influence learning through interactions between the 

learner and teacher (Garrison, 2011, p. 37).  Adult learners seek an environment where they feel 

accepted, respected, and supported (Garland, 1994, para. 11, 32; Knowles, Holton & Swanson, 

2011, p. 92) and online learning environments that support learner needs in a way that is both 

satisfying and provide a sense of control can help learners increase their chances of program 

completion (Garland, 1994, para 11; Levy, 2007, pp. 188-9; Yorke, 2004, p. 24).   

Five specific needs of online learners were identified in setting a positive learning 

environment.  These include a need for clarity through institutional policies and procedures; self-

esteem which can be built through orientation and in-course work; a sense of identity with and 

commitment to the institution; social integration with peers, faculty and staff; and access to 

support services (Workman & Stenard, 1996, as cited in Rovai, 2003, pp. 10-11).  Given that 

learners are located remotely from the teacher and the teacher has no control over the physical 

space of learners, the teachers’ only locus of control is the online learning environment.  

However, any online experience could potentially influence the learner wherever they are 

physically situated at whatever time they choose; their affective response to interactions will 

move from the online environment to their physical one.  While learners may be physically 

separate from all others in an online space, it the psychological gap between people—through 

lack of support, connection or misinterpretation—that contributes to a sense of isolation.  
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Isolation in online learning. 

 A significant issue in the online learning climate online is a sense of isolation.  Online 

learners are typically physically and geographically isolated from other learners and their 

teacher.  Communication also tends to be more asynchronous with fewer opportunities for live 

connection with others than within a traditional face-to-face environment.  While it is precisely 

this flexibility of anytime and anywhere learning that can be a draw for this educational format, 

the isolated environment adds to the complexity of building relationships and to the potential for 

social, cognitive and teaching disconnection.  An intentional effort to create a sense of 

community online is particularly critical given the isolation factor that learners experience, and 

dropout rates would likely be lessened with an increased sense of community (Bolliger et al, 

2010, p. 1; Moller, 1998, p. 5; Richardson & Swan, 2003, p. 81).  Richardson and Swan (2003) 

also noted that the learner’s experience of social presence was an indicator of perceived learning 

and satisfaction (p. 81). 

Mattering 

 In 1890, William James suggested that to go through life unnoticed by others was a great 

tragedy (as cited in Tucker, Dixon & Griddine, 2010, para. 2).  Similarly, as early as 1934, T. S. 

Eliot noted that our life’s purpose is to matter to others (Amundson, 1993, p. 146; Tucker et al, 

2010, para. 2).  Despite this history of acknowledging the importance of “mattering,” a 

theoretical approach to this theme didn’t emerge until the 1980’s.  Early research acknowledged 

that mattering contained elements of both an individual’s self-concept and elements of 

experience that contribute to the self-concept (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, pp. 164-5).  It is 
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now considered a basic human need akin to belonging and self-esteem and one that ranks only 

behind safety and physiological need. 

Five prominent themes relating to mattering include attention, importance, ego-extension, 

dependence, and appreciation.  Attention refers to the idea that a person is able to gain the 

interest of or is noticed by other people; importance describes the notion that others, including 

groups of people and institutions, care about our thoughts, feelings and fate; the concept of ego-

extension relates the idea that our successes and failures extend to others; dependence denotes 

both our dependence on others and their dependence on us; and appreciation is defined as a form 

of gratitude or thanks (Amundson, 1993, p. 147; Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, pp. 164-5; 

Schlossberg, 1989, p. 4).   

After the foundational work on mattering, the concept was not highly researched until 

after 2001 when it gained new attention as a psychosocial construct (Rayle & Myers, 2004, para. 

3; Tucker et al, 2010, para 4.).  Over the past decade, there has been new interest from 

researchers and their students in evaluating mattering both quantitatively through various 

psychometric instruments (France & Finney, 2010, p. 53; Marshall, 2001, p. 477; Rayle & 

Myers, 2004, para. 6; Tovar, Simon & Lee, 2009, p. 159) and qualitatively through discourse 

analysis (Klug, 2008, p. 46; Schieferecke, 2009, p. 1).  The renewed interest suggests that this 

concept deserves exploration in greater depth and in new areas such as online learning.  The 

following are examples of how mental health, life roles, and transitions all alter one’s sense of 

mattering and therefore may enlighten the learning experience. 
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Mental health. 

Interpersonal mattering has become seen as important and reciprocally influencing one’s 

psychological well-being in an educational context (Noddings, 2002, p. 3; Rosenberg, 1985, p. 

205).  Studies have indicated that learners who perceive that they matter to others have less 

academic stress, more motivation, and higher self-esteem; are more likely to care for and about 

others; and have overall better health and well-being (Rayle, 2005, p. 753; Rayle & Chung, 2007, 

p. 23; Rayle & Myers, 2004, para. 3; Marshall, 2001, p. 487; Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, p. 

180; Schieman & Taylor, 2001, p. 472).  As a result, the absence of mattering is said to lead to 

low self-esteem; feelings of anxiety, inferiority, anger, and weakness; risk for delinquency; and 

depression which could lead to thoughts of suicide (Rayle, 2006, p. 485; Elliott, Colangelo & 

Gelles 2005, p. 224; Maslow, 1998/1954, p. 176; Rosenberg, 1985, p. 206; Rosenberg & 

McCullough, 1981, p. 180; Tucker et al, 2010, para. 4).  Other research reflected that negative 

relationships impeded interaction; for example, a learner might not ask a professor for help 

because of the risk to their self-esteem in acknowledging their lack of understanding of some 

point.  Positive relationship status and social support systems, however, were found to enhance 

one’s sense of mattering (Elliott, Kao & Grant, 2004, p. 341; France & Finney, 2009, p. 105; 

Schieman & Taylor, 2001, p. 478).   

These research results are important to this project because it is not always easy to 

ascertain an individual’s well-being online unless it is expressed or solicited through social, 

cognitive or teacher presence.  Further, a learner’s well-being may not be obvious in an online 

learning context and careful attention must be paid to learner presence and the online learning 
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climate conditions.  These mental health implications can also be seen through work and life 

roles. 

Life roles. 

The type and quality of life roles can shape an individual’s sense of mattering.  Several 

researchers found that when adult life roles involve people feeling that others need them or their 

roles have a degree of responsibility, it increased their sense of mattering.  They found that when 

people took care of others, such as their parents or children, they perceived significance in their 

life roles (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, p. 179, Schieman & Taylor, 2001, p. 472).  Work 

roles also were found to offer opportunities for relationships that increase mattering (Schieman 

& Taylor, 2001, p. 469), whereas the loss of a work role was characterized as an “emotional 

roller coaster” which create “a truly ‘non-mattering’ experience” (Amundson, 1993, p. 147).  

However, while commitments to multiple roles were seen to contribute positively to people’s 

sense of mattering through added responsibility and purpose, relationship conflict and role 

strains were found to add stress and negatively affect one’s mental health, role functioning and 

sense of mattering (Schieman & Taylor, 2001, p. 472).  Garland (1994) also noted that adult 

learners may experience contradictory emotions and other paradoxes that come from being in the 

role of both a student and an adult (para. 1).  Schlossberg (1987) emphasized how mattering 

shapes the learning experience through several narratives (p. 9).  One such narrative spoke of a 

professor who returned to school as an adult learner to pursue her Master of Social Work; she 

said that she often felt like a “bag lady” carrying books around unnoticed, wishing to be invited 

into a professor’s office, and that her academic needs (e.g., course transfer) were left unattended 

(p. 9).  These examples highlight the importance of understanding how life roles factor into the 
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adult learning experience, including a shift in worker/learner roles, the external factors that 

support and put pressure on the learning experience, and the need for flexibility.  Together, they 

further illustrate a need to examine the role of mattering and vulnerability in relation to life roles.  

Transitions. 

Schlossberg’s (1989) research focussed on the role transitions played in the affective 

response to transitioning to college (p. 5).  She found that changes in life roles, such as when 

first-year college students start a program or course at an educational institution, can create 

feelings of uncertainty, and therefore marginalize learners even if temporarily (p. 3).  She also 

noted that rituals, ceremonies and rites of passage communicate mattering-related cultural 

assumptions about transitions and one’s sense of identity to another (e.g., adults returning to or 

graduating from school) (p. 6).  The “entry and exit of social roles” was also highlighted by 

Schieman & Taylor (2001) as an area for future research which they felt may reveal age and 

role-related patterns relevant to mattering (p. 480).   

Similarly, Amundson (1993) found that adults in career transition need to feel they matter 

to their career counsellor, as transitions such as unemployment can diminish one’s sense of 

mattering and self-esteem (p. 146-7).  The career counsellor relationship can be likened to that of 

a teacher in many ways as they design activities, instruct and inform, and facilitate discussion 

with their “learners.”  Further, career transitions are akin to the transition back to school in that 

they share the hallmarks of uncertainty.  

Amundson (2002) also argued for establishing a mattering climate by showing people 

they matter through actions and words (p. 29).  This was further echoed by Marcia (2002) who 

shared examples of the “disequilibrating life events that necessitate identity re-formulation,” 
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including changes in life roles and relationships such as the loss of a parent or change in marital 

status (p. 18).  Yorke (2004) found the quality of materials and interactions between teachers and 

learners to be correlated with retention, persistence and success at the college level (p. 27).  Tinto 

(1987) also discovered that students’ persistence in their studies was determined within the first 

six weeks of school (p. 49).  Adult learners may experience a unique transition to higher 

education in an online environment differently than others.  They may be less familiar with some 

of the technical tools associated with the online environment; yet, they may seek this 

environment due to external pressures requiring flexible time and space access.  In addition, the 

transition back to school for some may not be positive; they may have withdrawn from an 

educational sphere for negative reasons only to find that they need to return for employment.  

Together, these examples highlight the importance of examining transitions and focussing on 

establishing mattering at the initial stages of a transition to help alleviate anxieties.  Establishing 

a mattering environment, into initial stages of a learning transition (and maintaining it), builds 

the trust necessary for learners to be vulnerable. 

Vulnerability 

One dictionary definition of “vulnerable” is to be capable of, or even disposed to, “being 

physically or emotionally wounded or hurt” (Vulnerable, n.d.).  Rosenberg (1985) described 

vulnerability as one’s sensitivity to responses that they deem negative and that which is contrary 

to global self-esteem (p. 228).  He added that someone who is highly vulnerable could be 

considered oversensitive, easily upset, unable to cope with criticism, typically more anxious than 

others, and liable to depression (p. 229).  His research with adolescents indicated that younger 
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adolescents were more vulnerable than older counterparts and females displayed the most 

hypersensitivity (p. 231).   

However, while these definitions speak to the state of vulnerability, they do not fully 

resonate with the meaning of the experience of vulnerability.  In contrast, Brown (2012) did not 

see vulnerability as a weakness at all, but rather found that weakness could stem from a lack of 

vulnerability (p. 39).  Other researchers, including Brown, found that vulnerability can be 

defined in myriad positive ways, such as openness to ambiguity, risk, invention, imagination, 

possibility, relinquishing of control, emotional exposure and trust as well as a personal choice of 

engagement related to one’s courage and purpose (Brown, 2012, pp. 2, 35, 46, 64; Dale & Frye, 

2009, p. 123).   

Whether vulnerability is defined in negative or positive terms, several researchers have 

suggested that we are our own worst enemies when it comes to this ambiguous state of being.  

Rosenberg pointed out that “in Meadian terminology, the ‘I’ poses a constant threat to the ‘me’” 

(1985, p. 229).  Foucault (1997, p. 225) argued that both knowing yourself (gnothi seauton) and 

taking care of yourself (epimeleia heautou) were necessary for personal transformation “in order 

to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (as cited in 

Vintges, 2011, p. 102).  Self-care then requires a commitment to vulnerability and receptiveness 

to feedback that is necessary for growth.  Taking care of oneself in the face of a perceived threat 

can result in a “fight or flight” response, requiring strong self-regulation and mental control to 

both protect the self and press onward in the pursuit of one’s goals (Morf & Mischel, 2012, p. 

31).   
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Vulnerability in online learning can be interpreted using the “fight or flight” dichotomy.  

“Flight” can be evident through their physical or emotional withdrawal in online interaction and 

“fight” can be evident in the way they behave online.  Regardless of the state in which learners 

arrive, establishing conditions that foster vulnerability can not only change their affective 

response, but in turn change their sense of self through that experience.  However, the online 

context also allows learners to shift time and space so that immediate responses are not always 

required or even possible.  This allows people to pause and reflect before posting, but it also can 

create a vacuum of interaction if the time and space between interactions is left too long.  This 

latter lack of immediacy can contribute to a learner’s negative affective response, as they may sit 

with unresolved feedback which could limit their openness to vulnerability.   

Amundson’s (1993) research with clients in career transition equally articulated that 

many factors, including past experiences, physical health, and their personal expectations, all 

subjectively influenced their perceptions and thus demonstrated a need to examine how 

interaction is being interpreted (p. 150).  Brown (2012) described the pervasive Western culture 

as one of “scarcity” and of never being “enough” as expressed through negative self-talk, notably 

through themes of shame, comparison, and disengagement (pp. 25, 71).  Both Brown (2012) and 

Rosenberg (1985) noted that their research suggested direct connections between concepts of 

fear, shame, grief, sadness, guilt, self-worth and resilience with vulnerability (pp. 72-76; p. 229).  

Brown (2012) noted that people expressed a wide variety and variability of their vulnerabilities; 

for example, actions that put one person into a state of depression have little effect on others (p. 

73).  All of these examples help to illustrate the importance of being vulnerable, but also 

illustrate the need to examine it specifically in the context of the online learning experience.  
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Understanding what personal circumstances have brought learners to the online environment, as 

well as understanding these learners’ unique needs, potential triggers, and cultural context 

(including a culture of scarcity)—and how they manifest differently online—can help 

instructional designers and teachers to design and deliver more effective programs.  

 There is little to no research that focusses directly on the experience of vulnerability in 

the online learning environment.  Psychology and education researchers argued that vulnerability 

is a fundamental requirement for emotion and must be present for deep connection and 

relationships (e.g., through teaching and social presence); that is because being vulnerable 

exposes us to the risk of both pain and joy, and helps us live life more fully (Brown, 2012, pp. 

71, 124-6; Kelchtermans, 2005, p. 1004).  Brown (2012) provided an example of her own 

professor normalizing the feedback process by sitting with her, sharing an assignment’s 

strengths, suggesting ideas for improvement and offering to help her learn what changes needed 

to be made (p. 203).  In his work with clients, Amundson (2006) observed that creativity and 

innovation are critical in helping people actively engage in personal growth, and found that using 

visualization techniques, metaphors and physical activity helped create those conditions (e.g., 

walking while considering their problem) (p. 86).  Yet Brown (2012) noted that in her experience 

one of the biggest barriers to creativity and innovation is fear:  fear of ridicule, failure and being 

wrong—of being seen as vulnerable (p. 186).   

However, the success of an educational institution depends on the attainment of 

creativity, innovation, and learning through what Brown (2012) calls “disruptive engagement” 

(pp. 64-5, 184-5).  Sir Ken Robinson (2001) is one of the biggest proponents of creativity and 

innovation in a learning environment, and noted that learners “have values and feelings, 
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perceptions, opinions, motivations, and biographies” that need to be recognized (as cited in 

Brown, 2012, p. 188).  In a learning context, vulnerability is reciprocally grounded in “mutuality 

and requires boundaries and trust,” and trust requires time, effort, attention and engagement 

(Brown, 2012, p. 45).  Similarly, Rovai (2002) identified four dimensions that comprise a sense 

of community, three of which are spirit (similar to mattering), interaction, and shared learning 

expectations (para. 11-13).  The final element, trust, is described as credibility and kindness, 

suggesting that a sense of community fosters the ability to trust one’s word and a genuine interest 

in one another’s welfare and success, which is also an important aspect of mattering (Doney & 

Cannon, 1997, as cited in Rovai, 2002, para. 12).  Amundson (2006) also found in his work with 

clients that opportunities for appropriate self-disclosure can help build trust and relationships (p. 

87).  These concepts are all important to this research because without this trust and other 

elements related to vulnerability, adult learners may be less willing to inject their true selves into 

an online community.   

Barab, Thomas and Merrill (2001) found that vulnerability was an emergent theme in 

educational research with the potential to stimulate deep learning and cognitive presence; this 

makes it a worthy element to explore in this research (p. 105).  Kelchtermans (2005) also 

contended that vulnerability in the classroom is an unavoidable condition for both learners and 

teachers that is “to be endured, but also to be acknowledged, cherished, and embraced” 

(emphasis original, p. 999). Those willing to embrace vulnerability expose the possibilities of 

risk-taking, belief in self-worth, and openness to constructive feedback that are all required for 

engagement, learning and growth (Brown, 2012, p. 64).  Kelchtermans (2005) also argued that 

vulnerability is more than an emotion or mood, insofar as it also needs to be acknowledged as a 
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“structural condition” that changes teachers and learners (p. 998).  He noted that the relationships 

in a community of inquiry cannot be fully controlled, as there are structural elements (e.g., 

institutional, financial, and political) that also shape the learning experience (p. 998).  Teachers 

and instructional designers, who shape the learning environment, make design and facilitation 

choices based on these structural conditions, which then affect learner mattering and 

vulnerability. 

There is evidence to support that demonstrations of risk-taking in learning can have a 

“snowball effect” and create a climate of vulnerability (Brown, 2012, p. 54).  In essence, the 

social presence of people taking risks and being supported for their courage through teaching 

presence will create a climate for cognitive presence and the expression of risk-taking.  One of 

the ways that teachers can foster this climate is to display vulnerability themselves; they can do 

so by physically and emotionally positioning themselves also as co-learners and personally 

disclosing appropriate information to build trust with learners (Brown, 2012, p. 54; Garrison, 

2011, p. 40; Perry & Edwards, 2005).   

Based on this research, it is perhaps even more critical to develop a climate online that is 

conducive to mattering and vulnerability in the absence of face-to-face encounters so that 

learners feel connected to their teacher and to each other.  The link between these two themes 

can be seen most easily through the element of trust.  Without a sense of mattering, learners are 

less likely to trust others.  Without trust, vulnerability in learners is less likely which can limit 

their openness to uncertainty, risk-taking, and engagement.  Learners need to be able to interact 

with one another through these trusting relationships for the most transformative learning 

experiences.  
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A Phenomenological Connection 

Since the Community of Inquiry Model has been outlined, and the concepts of mattering 

and vulnerability have been defined, literature on phenomenology and existentialism will be 

explored next as a theoretical framework appropriate to this study.  This tradition of thought has 

been highly influential in philosophy, education and communication theory and therefore 

provides a strong foundation for such value-laden concepts as mattering and vulnerability.  Some 

of the most notable contributors to phenomenology include Edmund Husserl, Jean-Paul Sartre, 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Martin Heidegger.  The most notable communication scholars with 

an interest in phenomenology include interpersonal communication specialists Carl Rogers and 

Martin Buber, organizational communication theorist Stanley Deetz, and media theorist Marshall 

McLuhan.   

Each of these theorists has contributed the philosophical discipline of phenomenology 

which is concerned with the study of objects and events in our everyday world as they are 

(noumena) versus how they appear (phenomena) through our sensory perception and experience 

of these objects and events; this discipline also examines the limits and possibilities of this 

sensory contact with the objective world (Kant, 1964, as cited by Van Manen, 1990, p.183).  The 

word phenomenon is described as an observable “fact, occurrence, or circumstance” and is 

derived from the Greek word “phainomenon” meaning “that which appears or is seen” 

(Phenomenon, n.d.).   

To venture further into this complex subject matter, we can explore one of 

phenomenology’s founders, the controversial scholar Martin Heidegger.  Heidegger (1996) 

described existential phenomena as being that which “shows itself, the self-showing, the 
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manifest” (p. 25).  It is necessary to carefully examine that which appears in the 

phenomenological experience to find what is consistent and shared in people’s sensory and 

conscious lives.  By finding such common threads within the online learning experience, which 

include mediated experiences, we can get a sense of the noumenal. 

Heidegger (1962, p. 58) also observed that “being-in-the-world . . . gets its ontological 

understanding of itself in the first instance from those entities which it itself is not but which it 

encounters ‘within’ its world, and from the Being which they possess” (as cited in Glendinning, 

2002, p. 48).  He further used the term “Mitda-sein” to describe existence as more appropriately 

being about co-existence, as we come to know ourselves and experience our world by “being-

with-others” (Heidegger, 1996, p. 118).  His work demonstrates the highly relational experience 

of existence, and this demonstrates the importance of examining the role of mattering and 

vulnerability as existential subject matter.  Since being-with-others online is spatially and 

temporally different from face-to-face learning, exploring what it means to simply “be” online is 

also worthy of exploration.   

In addition to Heidegger, Husserl highlighted intentionality as a key factor in 

phenomenology.  Intentionality for Husserl consisted of three main ideas, including intentional 

acts, intentional objects, and intentional contents (as cited in Spear, n.d., para. 4).  An example in 

online learning can help depict what these terms mean to this study:  a learner’s perception 

(intentional act) of a teacher’s presence (intentional object) is likely influenced by a particular 

individual’s perspective (intentional content).  He further defined the quality of an intentional act 

as “noesis” and the matter or ideal meaning of an intentional act as the “noema” (para. 32).  

Merleau-Ponty (1962) further contributed the role that perception plays in experience; he 
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suggested that “radical reflection” can change our pre-objective perception and bring an 

objective view to light (p. 219). 

For this research, phenomenology and its related discipline of existentialism were chosen 

to bring to light how mattering and vulnerability are experienced online.  This method is 

appropriate for this body of research as it focusses on how things appear, on describing 

experience, and seeks meaning from multiple perspectives (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58), and this 

research seeks to do the same thing by interviewing people from different perspectives and 

positions within the Community of Inquiry and seeks to elucidate the common threads of 

experiences.  Further, from both an educational and communication theory perspective, 

phenomenology was appropriate for this research to guide methods and analysis because 

mattering and vulnerability are themes rooted in identity and experiential in nature.  These 

concepts inform interaction, reform the sense of self through feedback, and reorient behaviour. 

Phenomenology provides the researcher with the necessary tools to explore the non-

rational human experience along with the language and structure to speak to these elements; 

these include the emotion, value and affect of an object or event.  More specifically, 

phenomenology allows the researcher to examine how space, time, body and the lived human 

relation affect that experience (Van Manen, 1990, p. 184).  This is appropriate for this study, 

since each of these themes is experienced differently online than they are face-to-face (e.g., 

occupation of online space, time zones/asynchronous communication, disembodiment, and 

online connections). 

McLuhan (1964) aptly pointed out that “existentialism offers a philosophy of structures, 

rather than categories, and of total social involvement instead of the bourgeois spirit of 
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individual separateness or points of view” (p. 47).  He further noted that our experiences are 

more influential on our behaviours than our cognitive understanding (p. 277).  It is precisely this 

social involvement via online interactions found through structures such as social presence, 

cognitive presence and teaching presence that was explored to see how mattering and 

vulnerability were experienced in mediated space. 

In addition to the early literature on phenomenology, more recent literature speaks to 

mediated communication and the mediated self through online learning.  Vieta and Ralon (2013) 

shared a view consistent with Heidegger’s on phenomenology, positing that our daily 

experiences and interactions “in, with, and through the world,” including a technologically 

mediated one, are how we derive knowledge about ourselves (p. 38).  They also recognized that 

written exchanges “extend thought and memory temporally and spatially,” which is relevant to 

online learning given the permanent, text-based nature of much of the online interactivity (p. 43).  

Additionally, they suggested that we begin each interaction with a sense of self.  For them, it 

should be a sense of self that is transformed through each lived-body experience, notably as we 

integrate new knowledge of ourselves through “communicational intentionality” toward objects 

we deem worthy of our attention (pp. 38-39). 

Early research on the emergence of mediated communication suggested a dualism of a 

disembodied online self and embodied offline self.  However, more contemporary 

phenomenological research has characterized our online/offline identity in less dualistic terms, 

with a focus on the return to embodiment and recognition of the connection between online 

behaviours and our offline actions and sense of self (Ess, 2010, pp. 106, 109).  Further, Stuart 

(2008) noted that the mind cannot be separated from the world; rather that “it is embodied 
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practice rather than cognitive deliberation that marks the agent’s engagement in the world” (p. 

256).  Therefore it is important to recognize that mediated “beings” in online learning are 

connected to embodied selves.  This has implications for how the lived experiences of online 

learners shape their personal and educational transformation; the technological tools and 

mediated messages that constitute this constant reshaping are worthy of examination.   

Vygotsky (2012) noted the phenomenological role that emotion plays in learning, 

suggesting that emotion and cognition are interdependent: 

Thought is not begotten by thought; it is engendered by motivation, i.e., our desires and 

needs, our interests and emotions. Behind every thought there is an affective-volitional 

tendency which holds the answer to the last “why” in the analysis of thinking. A true and 

full understanding of another’s thought is possible only when we understand its volitional 

basis. (p. 267)   

Considering the interconnectedness of thoughts and feelings, it is therefore critical that we 

understand how our phenomenological experiences generate feelings which shape our thinking.  

Our sense of self, along with our less rational internal monologues, together influence how we 

integrate and interpret mediated external dialogue with our embodied self.  In a learning context, 

how learners feel shapes what they think about both the learning process and themselves, which 

can deny them or lead to personal transformation.  Therefore such online social practices require 

attention, because as Gee (2004) pointed out, they create spaces of inclusion or exclusion, and 

have the potential to establish mattering or marginalize others based on our “socially situated 

identities” through structures of solidarity, status, and power, whether self- or externally imposed 

(p. 38).  
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Ong (1982) suggested that we are moving toward a “secondary orality” or a cultural shift 

that signals the return of group-mindedness and self-consciousness through reflective discourse 

(p. 10).  He also noted that this “secondary orality” allows people to connect more globally 

through forms of technology which are dependent upon literacy (pp. 2, 10).  Ess (2010) further 

argued that we are moving away from the classic modern self toward hybrid modern and 

relational selves which focus on communication to build community, and which are defined by 

relationships with others including family, friends, and the larger community (pp. 110-111, 116).  

He stated: “As our embodied experience and interactions with embodied Others constantly 

remind us of and anchor our singular body, such experiences and interactions may reinforce our 

sense of identity” (p. 114).  This further supports how the role of both the embodied self and 

embodied Others within an online learning community act as reciprocally powerful forces, and 

likewise validates the importance of exploring how adult learners experience mattering and 

vulnerability in this space. 

Research Design & Theoretical Frameworks 

To explore how adult learners experience mattering and vulnerability in an online 

learning environment, qualitative research using discourse analysis was conducted as a research 

method.  The affective experience of mattering and vulnerability dominated this research.  

Experiential themes of mattering include attention, importance, ego-extension, dependence, and 

appreciation (Amundson, 1993, p. 146; Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, p. 164-5; Schlossberg, 

1989, p. 4).  In addition, experiential themes of vulnerability include acting with courage, taking 

chances, living with ambiguity, engaging in authentic discourse and disclosure, and establishing 
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trust, which are mutually necessary to fully experience mattering and engage in learning and life 

(Brown, 2012, pp. 2, 46, 64). 

Phenomenology acted as the primary source of communication theory to understand how 

adults experienced the themes of mattering and vulnerability in the online learning environment.  

Smith and Ragan (1999) iterated that knowledge is actively constructed collaboratively through 

learners’ experiences, beliefs and values, and through multiple perspectives (p. 15).  For this 

reason, this research looked at how the social interactions between learners and their teachers, 

and how the structures (e.g., virtual classroom, communication tools) shaped their experiences of 

mattering and vulnerability along with their learning.  The CoI framework (see Figure 1) 

provided a valuable online learning model to focus on the themes of mattering and vulnerability 

through the categories of teaching presence, cognitive presence, and social presence (Garrison et 

al, 2000, p. 88; Swan et al, 2009).  It also provided a helpful tool to give shape to the findings of 

this research. 

Adult education theory also served as a quiet backdrop to this research.  Knowles (1980) 

coined the term andragogy to mean “the art and science of helping adults learn” (p. 43).  His 

theoretical framework for adult learning encompassed a number of critical factors that he 

claimed were different for adults relative to the assumed needs of younger learners (Knowles et 

al, 2011, p. 3).  Andragogy includes six adult learning principles that are important elements in 

the educational experience: “(1) the learner’s need to know, (2) self-concept of the learner, (3) 

prior experience of the learner, (4) readiness to learn, (5) orientation to learning, and (6) 

motivation to learn” (p. 3).  While Knowles’ work has been the subject of significant debate over 

the years, it remains popular in theory and in shaping practice (p. 3).  Today, andragogy and 
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pedagogy are now seen as on a continuum with varying degrees of dependence and motivation, 

with andragogy being the most learner-centric approach (Merriam, 2001, p. 6).  Knowles’ 

principles of adult learning are just as relevant to the online learning context as they are to face-

to-face environments. 

Data Gathering & Analysis 

A multiple methods approach was used to gather data.  Transcripts of interaction from a 

specific graduate level online course at Royal Roads University, a public university in Victoria, 

British Columbia, Canada, provided the initial basis for discourse analysis.  Subsequent 

interviews provided data to examine these themes through the CoI Model.  The course selected 

was chosen because the instructor had a proven record of creating a positive climate for learners 

and for its suitability with this study’s research timeline.  Additional teachers, instructional 

designers, and learners were also interviewed.   

The first approach involved collecting data from the written learner/learner and 

learner/professor interactions from the first four weeks of a nine-week online graduate level 

course; this was done so as to observe examples of how both the teacher and learners participated 

in creating a mattering environment and demonstrated vulnerability.  The teacher and 

participants were invited to participate in the research project after the first four weeks of the 

course were complete.  As such, six learners provided consent based on what they had already 

posted and were aware of what would be reviewed.  After obtaining consent, the teacher 

provided the written discourse from public forum posts of willing participants and instructor 

forum posts and announcements.  This further minimized the researcher’s influence on shaping 
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the online learning experience and allowed participants to behave as they normally would 

without external influence in the online learning environment.   

 After reviewing transcriptions of online course interaction, separate semi-structured, 

qualitative, phenomenological interviews were conducted with learners, teachers and 

instructional designers to obtain their perspectives and voice (see Appendix A).  First, the teacher 

and willing learners from the course’s community of inquiry were interviewed.  To ensure 

reliability, two additional second-year students were interviewed in early 2014 to explore 

different learner perspectives in the cohort experience.  In addition, four instructional designers 

and five additional teachers from three different post-secondary institutions, and unrelated to the 

particular course in question, were interviewed to explore how their design and facilitation 

choices both influence and are influenced by the learners' experiences of mattering and 

vulnerability online.  Together, this data was gathered to provide a multi-dimensional, multi-

voice approach to the results, determine the most prevalent experiential themes of mattering and 

vulnerability online, and increase the reliability of these findings. 

Each interview followed the guidelines and processes set out by Creswell (2007) and 

took approximately 60 minutes (pp. 164-177).  Each interview was audio-recorded and 

transcribed word-for-word, and then the audio recordings were deleted.  During the interview, 

participants were provided with a definition of the terms “mattering” and “vulnerability,” 

answered questions, and shared stories related to these themes.  Following Moustakas’ (1994) 

approach to phenomenological research, the primary question that guided the semi-structured 

interview explored what the participant experienced in terms of mattering and vulnerability in 

online learning.  Interview questions (see Appendix A) were open-ended based on the themes of 
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mattering and vulnerability (e.g., attention, dependence, importance, ego-extension, appreciation, 

risk-taking, fear, trust).  As appropriate, when a phenomenological experience was shared, the 

context or situations that affected the experience of mattering and vulnerability in online learning 

were more deeply explored.   

A phenomenological approach to discourse analysis was used to connect the dots 

between practice and experience through what is seen and what is felt.  While what was seen in 

the discourse did not directly correspond with how learners felt at the time of the interview, it 

provided a solid basis for how to demonstrate intentions of mattering and vulnerability.  Based 

on Schreier’s (2012) comparison of discourse and content analysis, discourse analysis was most 

suitable because this research focussed on the processes and meanings associated with the 

interactions that construct the online climate, the analysis of both what is and isn’t there in online 

interactions, and how these interactions shape social reality for learners (p. 47).  However, the 

majority of data analysis presented in the results came from interviews as they provided more 

meaningful and compelling expressions of how mattering and vulnerability were felt, which was 

the priority of this research.   

In looking for the “what” and “how” in discourse online, course content was reviewed 

first to identify the themes of mattering and vulnerability.  Analysis focussed on identifying 

examples of where the professor or learner created a mattering or risk-taking environment.  

Then, interview transcripts were examined to uncover common themes of these phenomena and 

their significance to online learning, and what implications this has for the community of inquiry.  

The research provided rich metaphors, anecdotes and stories that help show the importance of 

mattering and vulnerability to the online learning experience. This interpretation was guided by 
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Gee’s (1999) list of eighteen questions for analyzing content, which are based on the following 

themes:  semiotic building; world building; activity building; socioculturally-situated identity 

and relationship building; political building; and connection building.  The results of the study 

were also verified with participants in order to establish credibility for this study by sending an 

executive summary to research participants. 

Ethical Challenges & Limitations 

 The primary ethical concern with this research was that it may reveal a participant’s 

identity or their contributions may cast them in a light that did not meet their approval.  For this 

reason, findings were confirmed with participants as co-constructors of the research.  Given the 

central themes of this study and the focus on the learning experience, learners have been given 

pseudonyms and any identifiable markers have been removed to provide confidentiality; 

otherwise, all of the data and citations represent their authentic experiences.  This posed a 

mitigated risk in that some of the key findings may not have been what participants or the 

organization wished to see in the final research.   

 A key limitation in this research was the disjointed nature of reviewing the transcripts of 

course postings out of context and outside of the experience.  The interviews provided much 

richer data than the published discourse for understanding the experience of mattering and 

vulnerability.  Interviews further revealed that what was viewable in the online data was not 

representative of how learners felt about their experience.  As a result, focus shifted from text-

based course discourse to predominantly an analysis of interview discourse.  Despite this 

limitation, rich examples of mattering and vulnerability emerged from interview data that 

provide ideas for creating a positive learning climate.  The sample size for this research was also 
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small and focussed primarily on one learner cohort and a small group of instructional designers 

and teachers.  Given the small size of this research, meaningful data on demographic differences 

were not central to the research.   

Findings 

The phenomenological experiences of learners, along with the insight from teachers and 

instructional designers, provided rich examples of how mattering and vulnerability play out in 

online learning.  The most telling stories are shared in the following sections through the CoI 

Model’s categories of setting climate along with social, teaching, and cognitive presence.  These 

anecdotes are accompanied by interpretive comments and draw attention to elements that likely 

contribute to the most desirable online learning outcomes.   

Setting the climate for the online learning environment. 

Setting the climate for learning underpins all forms of presence and gives shape to the 

online “world” that learners inhabit.  The optimal environment is necessary for both social and 

teaching presence to occur, and a toxic environment can be distracting and antithetical to 

presence in all forms.  Instructional designers, teachers, and learners all play a part in setting the 

tone and upholding the online learning environment.  The anecdotal experiences described 

regarding the on-campus experience, learning platform, offline environment and informal 

learning spaces collectively demonstrate the extent to which the environment plays a pivotal role 

in online learning.   

All learners universally recognized that the on-campus experience helped establish the 

relationships necessary for mattering and vulnerability in the online space.  Tim, Erin and Jen 

emphasized that a tiny picture, name and text-based communication online didn’t provide 
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enough of the persona to establish a relationship.  However, once people felt real, their 

interactions and engagement shifted.  Such an acknowledgement highlights the importance of the 

sensory elements of experience and how our subjective understanding of Others can change as 

they become the object of our consciousness in a new way; this is in line with Husserl’s view on 

how our perception can change toward intentional objects (as cited in Spear, n.d., para. 4).   

Everyone noted that their first teams provided the earliest opportunity to bond.  Linda, 

Erin and Maureen felt that the on-campus experience made them feel that they were “in this 

together,” reflecting a sense of belonging.  Tim, Jen and Anna all stayed off campus but made 

efforts to connect with their on-campus team members.  Other learners chose residence for 

pragmatic or connectivity reasons and felt that sharing living quarters added a level of intimacy 

and connection that intensified the experience.  Maureen and Erin noted that they got to know 

people more intimately over social interactions such as breakfast and midnight bathroom runs in 

their pajamas.  Several people shared how their perceptions of learners and teachers also changed 

after meeting them face-to-face, influencing how they engaged.  Teachers also acknowledged the 

value of the on-campus experience for building relationships, particularly with the cohort model, 

and have seen that this face-to-face time uniquely and importantly allowed for the establishment 

of trust, safety, and familiarity that would later be fundamental in online interactions.  The 

experience of connection and belonging, as outlined by these research participants, were 

reflected in the literature on both mattering and vulnerability.  Connection can only happen 

through relationships which result from being the object of another’s attention, one of Rosenberg 

and McCullough’s (1981) central tenets of mattering (p. 164-5).  Brown (2012) also observed 

that connection occurs between people when they feel “seen, heard, and valued,” that belonging 
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only occurs when we can authentically present our less-than-perfect selves to others, and that 

connection and belonging contribute to our sense of self-worth (p. 145).   

Just as the on-campus experience created the right conditions for online engagement, 

superior course design on the learning platform also proved to be an important factor; interviews 

revealed some of the challenges of e-learning.  Different course layouts caused issues for 

learners.  For some, it was a minor irritation, but for others significant differences between 

courses disrupted the learning environment; these instances shifted their attention away from the 

learning experience and brought relational concerns to the foreground.  Teachers and 

instructional designers echoed this and further shared that broken links, missing files, or posting 

reading lists in different places created challenges for learners.  Instructional designers advocated 

for consistent course shells to ease transitions and recommended using other tools for variety 

outside of the shell that didn’t draw attention away from finding course materials.  In addition to 

format, the formality along with the permanent, archived nature of the space also had an effect 

on how learners interacted online.  One teacher pointed out that “small problems cause big 

battles” online.  Together, these examples reveal how human error in a mediated context can 

cause anxiety and that there is value in predictable, reliable structures to minimize anxiety.  

Specifically, consistent structures help learners identify problems as being with the format and 

not with themselves.  These experiences are reflective of the literature on mattering, as problems 

with technology can be perceived as a lack of attention to learners and their needs on the part of 

design and teaching, whereas managing technology problems quickly and efficiently can 

demonstrate to learners that their needs are important and significant.   
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In an effort to mitigate some of the shortfalls of the formal learning platform, instructors 

and cohorts made use of informal social spaces (e.g., digital cafés, Facebook support groups) in 

support of their respective objectives.  Melanie shared that her cohort uses Facebook quite 

differently from the learning platform and that they share inside humour, vent, request help, and 

ask questions that are too intimidating to post in the online platform.  One learner shared that 

someone created and posted a meme of an unpopular textbook on fire on their cohort’s Facebook 

page, providing both inside humour and a sense of relief for those who disliked the dense 

academic text.  Anna and Linda both noted that they also use the site’s chat feature.  Erin, who is 

typically quite private on and offline, wondered if the closed nature of her cohort’s Facebook 

group created a false sense of trust; she used Facebook to seek clarity and consensus on key 

issues with her cohort and watched “anti-Facebook” learners join to stay connected and up-to-

date on course issues.  Jen, a self-professed lurker, observed that using Facebook for course 

questions might be less productive than using the online learning platform as it excludes the 

teachers.  Similarly, one teacher teased that he thought it might be a place to mock professors 

and that learners might be better served if they addressed concerns directly with him.  However, 

another teacher pointed out that cohorts needed a learner-driven space where they don’t feel like 

“Mommy’s watching” and noted this is unique to cohorts, as non-cohort learners rarely bond 

enough to create their own spaces.  These stories depict the value of informal learning spaces for 

cohorts as they add enjoyment to learning, facilitate social presence, create a sense of belonging, 

and help build the trust necessary for online interaction and vulnerability in learning.  These 

findings are in keeping with Schlossberg’s (1989) research which showed that creating 

community inside and outside of the classroom plays a role in learner mattering (p. 1). 
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The learner’s chosen physical environment, for both formal and informal learning, also 

plays an important role in establishing climate.  All interviewees shared different environments 

where they had accessed the online learning space; these spaces included the work/home office, 

dining room table, family room sofa, back deck, beach, and bedroom.  Both teachers and learners 

saw this as an attractive feature of online learning.  However, the physical location clearly adds 

to the complexity of the learning experience as teachers and learners inhabit both online and 

offline spaces simultaneously.  Maureen described how she called a cohort member on Skype 

from her bedroom crying while finishing off an assignment.  Anna shared a similar story of lying 

in bed next to her partner, opening an assignment with a disappointing mark, and breaking into 

tears beside him.  Erin further shared how the boundaries between work, home and academia 

became blurry as she had the learning platform as an icon on her work desktop and at home.  

One unpleasant online interaction took away from her daily relaxation time of walking the dog 

with a friend and the feeling endured throughout the week.  A teacher also shared how his 

partner often didn’t know if he was playing or working online when he was on his laptop on the 

sofa at home.  Many teachers also shared that they give out their home phone number to online 

learners so that they are accessible.  These examples reflect the contemporary literature on 

phenomenology that highlighted how mediated “beings” are indeed connected to embodied 

selves (Ess, 2010, pp. 106, 109; Stuart, 2008, p. 256).  These anecdotes demonstrate that our 

online interactions can have very real and immediate repercussions for our offline selves.   

When learners, teachers and instructional designers work together to create an optimized 

learning climate, one which leverages the benefits of the on-campus experience, constructs a 

well-designed learning platform and informal environments and acknowledges the importance of 
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the physical, virtual and emotional learning environment, the end result ensures that social and 

teaching presence can occur. 

Social Presence 

Social presence—where trusting interactions between teachers and learners occur—is a 

critical component in establishing a positive learning environment (Garrison, 2009, p. 352).  

Social presence is central to this study’s findings because, without it, learners do not benefit from 

the experience and feedback from others.  The cohort model (acknowledged by learners as a 

mechanism to establish long-term professional relationships), combined with the on-campus 

experience, establishes meaningful social presence that ideally will be transferred to and 

sustained within the online space.  A supportive, online learning environment that exhibits 

attentiveness, openness and trust from teachers and fellow learners is a necessary prerequisite to 

learners experiencing a sense of mattering and exposing their vulnerability.  This research 

indicates that the learners experienced varying degrees of mattering and vulnerability based on 

their personal expectations, understanding of the nuances of online learning, and underlying 

resilience.  These issues will be examined through examples of collaborative work, technology 

and fear.   

Collaborative work, including team projects, played a role in establishing social presence 

which created mattering and vulnerable learning experiences.  When there was no overall social 

presence, posting online became task-oriented (e.g., achieving participation marks) and resulted 

in “blurting” or “shouting” a point of view, rather than authentic engagement.  Even though the 

majority of learners described themselves as independent with “Type A” personalities, 

meaningful and challenging assignments created interdependence between cohort members 
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which resonated after individual and collaborative projects were complete.  Learners relied on 

each other to varying extents for idea sharing, project leadership, editing, APA review, and 

emotional support.  Several learners shared that when they lacked the teaching presence they felt 

they needed, they turned to their cohort for support which brought them closer together.  Even 

though the value of their cohort increased when their sense of mattering with the teacher 

diminished, they still regretted the loss of teaching presence.   

Social presence was also shaped by technology tools.  Negative technology experiences 

reduced learners’ sense of mattering and willingness to be vulnerable if they did not have the 

sufficient skills or support to use the tools or find success in using them.  However, even 

negative experiences fostered community for two reasons; first, learners worked together to 

problem solve, and second, the outcome of using specific technology tools enhanced connection 

through hearing each other’s voices and connecting visually.  Further, through sorting out these 

technology problems, they were able to see the issue more clearly.  These results are also in line 

with the literature on phenomenology (e.g. Van Manen, 1990, p.183).  Through these 

connections, they were able to shift their perceptions of non-mattering and see the issue as it 

truly was—merely a technology problem.  Further, both teachers and designers highlighted that 

what is a technology problem for some learners do not present as issues for others, based on their 

comfort level, skillset, and their sensitivity to the efficacy and importance of these tools.  Such 

findings are representative of Husserl’s view that such perspectives or intentional content (e.g., 

approach to technology tools) can shape the learning experience (as cited in Spear, n.d., para 4).   

Learners, teachers and instructional designers all advocated for technology tools that 

enhanced social presence, improved online community, and provided variety in learning.  
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Learners highlighted that social media platforms have features that indicate materials were 

reviewed which provide a greater sense of presence (e.g., a “like” button, tagging, “read” 

feature).  They wished such tools existed in their online platform to see who had interacted with 

their posts even if they didn’t comment.  Learners liked synchronous webinars, asynchronous 

videos, and podcasts because they injected personality, provided tone, and made the space feel 

real.  Teachers and instructional designers also advocated for these along with the use of 

collaborative and brainstorming tools such as wikis, video applications, games, web quests and 

visual boards.  Designers also noted that given their limited time and resources, they focus their 

energy to “work with the willing” (teachers) to develop enriching online activities, by offering 

ongoing professional development, concentrating on teacher passion, and creating mock-ups to 

minimize teachers’ fears.  They also recognized that tools needed to support learning outcomes 

and not overshadow or undermine them. 

In addition to tools, fear played a significant role in learner willingness to be present and 

vulnerable.  In addition to being in the literature on vulnerability, the literature on 

phenomenology also speaks to the role that emotion plays in experience and can taint a noematic 

perception, as fear can inhibit our ability to effectively interpret the meaning of an intentional 

act.  Craig, Anna, Linda, Maureen, and Melanie added that their earliest written, photo, and 

video posts, along with live webinar attendance, felt like they were taking a risk.  However, 

social presence became more comfortable with early successes and face-to-face interactions.  

Initially, Tim, Linda, Melanie, and Maureen identified that they initially found professors and 

cohort members intimidating due to their earliest posts, knowledge and experience, along with 

some of their profile pictures.  Maureen, a second-year learner, noticed a gradual shift in her 
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confidence once she “found her groove” and became more efficient at online learning.  However, 

when learners perceived little to no attention from their teacher, instead of concentrating solely 

on learning, issues with relationships caught their attention.  Craig noted that he was not a 

“support group type of person” and rarely looked for help.  However, in the online learning 

environment, early on he encountered fears he had not otherwise experienced in his successful, 

professional life through a lack of online responses from others:  

I think that . . . the fear that you might be irrelevant to a discussion . . . Is that fear due to 

your lack of being able to add anything to the discussion or is the fear that your ideas are 

not novel enough or intelligent enough to brook a response?  You start thinking and soon 

it plays into that paranoia. What is it about what I’m saying that is making it fall, you 

know, like the parable of like falling on dry soil?  Why is nothing taking root with the 

cohort and is there a problem with me?  Is there a problem with what I’m saying here?  

Do I not get it or do they not get it?   

Craig’s comments signify how a lack of presence induced anxiety, as he felt this created a 

perhaps unfounded fear, wondering if his posts were too complete, too obvious, or too abrasive.  

Left unchecked, this could inhibit future engagement, mattering and vulnerability.  Further, 

concerns like this may not be obvious to the cohort or teacher given the lack of visual cues online 

and a potential reluctance to share experiential comments unrelated to course topics.  This further 

highlights the importance of recognizing and addressing lack of presence.  Such findings are 

consistent with Heidegger’s (1996) concept of “being-with-others-in-the-world,” as Others shape 

our consciousness and therefore our intentional acts towards objects and Others (p. 118).   
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 Collaborative work, effective technology tools, and mechanisms that both encourage 

engagement and eliminate fear contribute to learners’ experience of mattering and willingness to 

be vulnerable.  This is accomplished by supporting the elements that promote, sustain and 

augment social presence throughout the entire learning journey since engagement is fundamental 

to achieving the best learning outcomes.   

Teaching Presence 

While learners expressed appreciation for cohort support and interactions, they clearly 

valued teachers’ guidance most.  They generally also noticed the social presence of teachers 

more than that of their cohort, further highlighting the importance of the teaching role to 

learners.  Consistent with the phenomenology literature, noticing their teacher’s presence more 

illuminates their perception of the role of their teacher (p. 219).  Even though learners articulated 

that they appreciated their fellow learners, some indicated that they expected more from the 

teacher than their cohort, cared more about their teacher’s perception of them and their work, 

and/or equated the cost of the program with their expectations of presence.  Following are key 

examples of how the cohort’s size and composition, transitions, and quality interactions with 

teachers affected these learners. 

The make-up of the cohort influenced teaching presence.  Several teachers noted how 

class size changes their ability to interact and provide personalized attention online.  Such 

experiences are consistent with Rovai’s (2002) research on class size (para. 18).  They also 

shared that cohorts develop their own unique culture based on the unique make-up of learners.  

Even though these first-year learners described their group as a “chatty, high-touch cohort,” 

many teachers and learners believed that the cohort size exceeded an ideal online class size.  
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Teachers also identified the need to facilitate every cohort’s collective health and well-being 

through teaching presence and adapt to different learning groups’ needs through higher-touch 

tools.  While this may not appear to be different from the face-to-face classroom, all teachers 

indicated that online teaching is more time-intensive than the traditional classrooms.  They also 

noted that expectations of interaction typically exceed the time and pay allocated in their 

contracts (e.g., developing supplemental materials, interacting online).  While some teachers 

noted they weren’t focussed on that, others noted that they felt torn between doing what they felt 

was right for learners, institutions, themselves and their coworkers.  Every teacher mentioned 

that they were typically online every day, further highlighting the need for teacher boundaries in 

online learning.  Together, these examples demonstrate the successes and challenges in providing 

the presence required for optimal learning conditions.   

Transitions have been identified in prior research as key times when learners need to feel 

that they matter and that and their willingness to be vulnerable is most easily compromised 

(Rayle & Chung, 2007, p. 22; Schieman & Taylor, 2001, p. 480; Schlossberg, 1989, p. 6).  In 

keeping with this research, most teachers noted the importance of transitions, the value in 

establishing presence early on, and the role early interaction played in creating a foundation for 

mattering and vulnerability.  One teacher noted that she invests most of her time up front, 

personalizes her earliest posts and provides equitable, quality responses to the first interactions.  

Then she retreats to let cohort members play a role in teaching presence.  A few teachers also 

advocated for making personal connections at the start of a course to establish relationships.  

Many learners noted that they relied on their teachers for their expertise and guidance, but 

particularly depended on them at the beginning of a course.  Interviews revealed that the first 
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encounters online, earliest face-to-face interactions, start of a new course and semester, the move 

back online after a break, and starting back up with a new cohort were key transition times that 

required personalized attention.  Finding ways to provide meaningful interaction at key 

transitions can increase a sense of mattering, help learners engage, and embrace vulnerability 

more fully.   

In addition to transitions, the quality of interactions, including authenticity and timeliness 

of interactions, had an effect on learners.  The need for quality, authentic interactions are 

consistent with Garrison’s (2009) research on social presence (p. 352).  One learner specifically 

pointed out that lack of teacher attention (through either social or teaching presence) made her 

focus on how much the course cost, rather than focussing on course content.  Such a shift in 

attention can diminish a sense of mattering but can also create a perception of program 

shortcomings.  Maureen and Melanie observed that teachers’ social presence at key university 

events like hosted banquets and pub nights helped place teachers in a different light, made these 

learners feel significant, and enhanced their esteem of these teachers.  This feeling then 

transferred into the formal online learning environment.  Teachers and learners also stated that 

when teachers shared work and life experiences they role-modelled openness to learners and 

created willingness to be vulnerable online.  Each instance of authenticity diminished the 

antiseptic impressions they otherwise had experienced in online interactions with teachers.  

Learners also felt teaching presence enhanced their sense of mattering in the promptness and 

quality of teacher responses to online posts.  This was evident in the contrast found between the 

four weeks of course content with the experience learners and teachers described in their 

interviews.  At face value, the teacher’s message demonstrated mattering and had proven 
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successful in previous courses with learners.  However, learners’ perceptions of the high volume 

of social presence and expectations of more teaching presence influenced their sense of attention 

and importance.  This may have to do with the specific cohort interviewed, as the timing of the 

course was a key transition for learners back to the online space and the size and make-up of the 

cohort was particularly large.  However, this also provides an opportunity for institutions to 

reduce the gap between expectations and experiences by examining program marketing and 

orientation to online learning. 

Each of these examples demonstrates the importance of teaching presence in the quality 

of the learning experience.  These anecdotes specifically express the value in investing in 

teachers’ social and teaching presence, as well as the need to be cognizant of the cohort’s unique 

needs, pay the most attention at key transition times, and demonstrate mattering and vulnerability 

in order to foster these dispositions in learners. 

Cognitive Presence 

In order for maximum cognitive presence, the right balance of teaching and social 

presence is fundamental.  Without presence, there is no exchange to foster mattering and 

vulnerability within the community of inquiry.  Without mattering and vulnerability, learners 

posted their work online simply because it was a course requirement or sacrificed online 

engagement for other learning activities, which all informed their cognitive presence.  The 

experiences below depict how the social and teaching presence directly influenced these 

learners’ cognitive presence through the relevance of activities, volume of presence, and fear. 

Relevant content with flexibility and choice all demonstrated mattering to learners and 

helped maximize cognitive presence.  Instructional designers noted that they design for cognitive 
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presence by planning course content with the “big picture” in mind.  Both designers and teachers 

noted that this includes providing clear course objectives in the course shell as well as planning 

for purposeful, collaborative and individual inquiry projects that connect learning and theory to 

the real world.  One teacher raved about the excitement, engagement and high degree of 

cognitive presence in her program’s final individual inquiry project where learners developed, 

executed, and evaluated a community based project which was personally relevant and 

meaningful.  Another teacher said she creates contests and offers prizes online which are 

delivered on-campus (e.g., wine, chocolate) to act as external motivators and help learners build 

confidence, feel recognized, and stay engaged.  Similarly, Maureen and Erin shared that courses 

held their interest, despite a lack of presence and mattering, because the content was extremely 

relevant to their respective careers, such as using specific technology related to their professions 

(e.g., video, social media).  Further, several learners shared that master teachers held their 

interest with course content that they struggled with by exuding passion, engaging personally, 

and using higher-touch tools.  Learners, teachers, and instructional designers all noted that a 

higher degree of intrinsic motivation was critical for success online compared to face-to-face 

courses when they were less personally relevant, engaging, and lacked presence.  This composite 

picture illustrates that relevance and autonomy, particularly through practical application, are 

critical in online learning for cognitive presence.  These themes are consistent with the literature 

in adult learning, as relevance and autonomy address the learner’s self-concept, learning 

motivation, and flexibility to learn what they feel is germane or necessary (Knowles, 1980, p. 3; 

Merriam, 2001, p. 6).  Further, providing choice, acknowledging one’s experience, and providing 
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positive feedback have been seen to enhance intrinsic motivation while extrinsic rewards have 

been found to diminish it (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 234).   

The resounding message from first-year learners was that the volume of presence online 

was at times off-putting, despite their group’s high level of engagement.  As a result, some 

learners felt their needs weren’t initially addressed.  The first-year learners noted that the volume 

of posts and their level of interaction affected their social and cognitive presence.  Craig noted 

that academic quality captured his attention over conversational quantity, while Jen noted she 

didn’t want to impose on others “to read all this crap.”  Other learners found the exchanges 

fulfilling but overwhelming.  This suggests that too much social presence can create too much 

work which then limits the engagement required for cognitive presence.  Conversely, a lack of 

presence could diminish learners’ sense of mattering and cognitive presence.  Erin commented 

that at times it would seem like posting “to the abyss,” while Melanie shared it felt “like 

crickets” waiting for a response.  Many noted that the only way they knew someone was paying 

attention to them was if they responded directly, quoted or mentioned them in their online posts, 

often with a significant time delay from the original post.  A few teachers shared that weekly 

summaries, quoting exemplary work, and acknowledging those who received no response can 

alleviate a lack of presence.   

One teacher specifically pointed out that she created weekly summary videos which 

learners greatly appreciated.  She created them to minimize the risk of misinterpretation, inject 

her persona as “real,” and provide tone of voice when providing direct instruction.  This strategy 

is an example of how using a warmer medium can provide more clarity and leave less 

interpretation into the meaning of her message than a text-based approach might for this 
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circumstance; her tactic is also consistent with the literature on phenomenology in that she 

acknowledged the role our senses play in our perceptions of our lived world (Husserl, as cited in 

Spear, n.d., para 4; McLuhan, 1964, p. 36; Van Manen, 1990, p. 101).  She further recognized 

that conducting introductory phone calls with each student would be optimal for creating early 

connection and interaction, but noted that this was neither efficient nor cost effective for a 

teacher on contract. 

The picture that emerges from these experiences is that both too much and too little social 

and teaching presence can also shape mattering, engagement and learning. This is also reflected 

in the literature on mattering and vulnerability, as too much presence can make it difficult for an 

individual to feel significant or find attention, and a lack of connection can isolate learners and 

limit their willingness to engage, be open and vulnerable (Brown, 2012, p. 2; Rosenberg & 

McCullough, 1981, pp. 164-5).  

Many teachers shared that online learning was often a richer, more reflective and 

egalitarian space, further noting it was more difficult for students to hide online when there were 

expectations of participation.  Anna shared how her initial vision of the online space being dull 

changed as she came to see it as a stimulating learning environment:  “It’s funny, I keep thinking 

of the posts as this kind of dry place online that’s formal and not super exciting . . . but when I 

take a step back, it kind of is exciting.”  This is consistent with Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) notion of 

a “radical reflection;” Anna’s pre-objective perception of the online space changed as she 

reflected upon the depth of interactions online and what they meant to her learning experience (p. 

219).  
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Teachers shared specific ways that they guide social presence in order to maximize 

cognitive presence; these included 1) contacting learners who are missing online and invite 

participation; 2) rallying prolific posters to encourage engagement with others rather than 

dominating posts and pay less attention to their subsequent posts; 3) establishing small groups to 

limit volume; and 4) setting clear expectations of interaction.  Teachers specifically encouraged 

cognitive presence by challenging learners to think critically, offer each other more meaningful 

feedback, and “dig deeper” to interpret knowledge.  However, teachers disclosed that they were 

not able to respond to the volume of posts online, particularly with large cohorts, and instead 

strategically focussed on areas of greatest need.  Without teaching presence, learners may not 

achieve the higher order thinking teachers stated as their goal.   

Teachers also revealed how they analyzed posts for cognitive presence.  In this study’s 

examination of course content, cognitive presence was difficult to observe because it was out of 

context and outside of the experience.  Further, what was visible in the discourse was not what 

was reported experientially through interviews.  Since this study only reviewed the first four 

weeks of teacher and specific learners’ posts online, it may also be that early posts served more 

social and teaching presence functions than deep cognitive presence.  However, teacher 

interviews revealed how they used Bloom’s Taxonomy to evaluate cognitive presence online; 

this taxonomy is comprised of the cognitive, affective and psychomotor categories of learning 

and is used by educators to foster and measure higher order thinking (Bloom, 1956, p.7).  

Specifically, teachers noted that they look for the taxonomy’s building blocks of analysis, 

synthesis and evaluation to determine the quality of learners’ online activities.   
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Learners acknowledged their awareness that cognitive presence was strengthened and 

enriched by social and teaching presence.  Craig specified that he could see how online 

interactions with the teacher and fellow learners have shaped his thinking which “pays 

dividends” when he writes papers.  Others noted that cognitive presence came with sacrifice as 

indicated in Maureen’s story:  she quit the program after her first year because of workplace 

pressure, then quit her job due to their ongoing lack of support, and finally deflected significant 

personal responsibilities to family members in order to return and complete her studies.  

Maureen’s story is in keeping with the mattering research relevant to life roles (Rosenberg & 

McCullough, 1981, p. 179, Schieman & Taylor, 2001, p. 472).  Her multiple roles as learner, 

working professional, wife, mother, daughter, and friend all influenced her ability to persevere in 

her studies and required significant sacrifice in other life roles at various times.  Her story, while 

it was the most dramatic, paralleled other research participants’ life role narratives and helps 

demonstrate the unique needs of adult learners.  Jen, on the other hand, didn’t value the 

interactive learning experience as much as others and acknowledged she chose to sacrifice 

interaction and marks so she could manage her work/school/life balance.  This range of findings 

was consistent with teacher and instructional designer feedback, recognizing the busy lives 

online learners lead along with the perceived value of engagement in developing cognitive 

presence. 

Learners also shared how fear acted as a barrier to cognitive presence, specifically in 

terms of evaluation.  Craig noted that he was reluctant to provide text-based constructive 

criticism of ideas that were “total bunk,” because he felt it might put relationships at risk due to 

the “fish bowl” transparency of the online space.  This example highlights how feedback is an 
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act of vulnerability not only for the receiver, but also the person giving feedback.  The receiver 

may not interpret the message in the way it was intended, and the giver may be exposed to 

constructive criticism for stating an alternative viewpoint.  Other cohort members highlighted 

that their teacher specifically commented on their need to offer each other more constructive 

feedback.  Through such exchanges of vulnerability, greater learning can occur.  Fear and 

feedback are themes found in the literature on vulnerability.  Brown (2012) aptly surmised from 

her research that people in Western culture are not comfortable handling difficult conversations; 

we are not universally adept at either providing or receiving feedback, yet we need to normalize 

uneasiness in the feedback process for growth and learning (p. 199). 

Several learners expressed concerns about how grades represented a fear of failure that 

made them hesitant to be vulnerable.  Overall, learners expressed a clear preference for open and 

genuine feedback from teachers.  Many declared they didn’t want their grades to matter, yet were 

still disappointed when they didn’t achieve them.  All teachers identified that grades could play 

an emotional role in the learner’s experience, both offline and online.  Given that learners can 

open papers anytime and anywhere without teaching presence and therefore no cues as to their 

reaction, this teacher shared how she mitigated a learner’s response to a poorly written paper:   

I remember one student and so I said: “You are going to be totally devastated by this. I 

want you to take a breath, sit down, go get a cup of coffee and then you can call me.”  

The person said that that was a lifeline. They said that they opened it up, they were so 

devastated, they couldn’t believe they had gotten it so wrong, they were so embarrassed. 

They did exactly that – they got their cup of coffee, collected their wits, and then they 

called me and we talked it all through.  I actually had them redo the assignment. There 
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was some piece that got them completely off and in the wrong direction. And they said: 

“If you hadn’t said I could call you” – I had given them my home number – “I would 

have just fallen apart.” 

In this example, the teacher demonstrated personalized care for both the learner’s academic 

needs and their well-being, and the personal interest was clearly felt by the learner.  Further, this 

learner’s experience of her care and concern is consistent with the literature on both mattering 

and vulnerability.  The teacher recognized the role that feedback could play in this learner’s 

mental health as well as the importance of a trusting teacher/learner relationship to normalize 

uncertainty, minimize fear of failure, and promote ongoing learning persistence. 

One teacher noted that students often want their grades to reflect effort, and noted that 

grades “either shatter or reinforce confidence” depending on students’ expectations and 

performance.  Another teacher shared that she separates “the work from the student” when 

offering feedback to maintain dignity and respect.  Similarly, Brown’s (2012) research showed 

that it is important to not attach “self-worth to your product” (p. 64).  Another teacher stated that 

the “sandwich method [was] doubly important” online since learning is predominantly textual.  

By surrounding constructive criticism with what worked well, her experience has been that 

learners don’t overly focus on their work being “bad.”  Each example highlights the importance 

of recognizing how learners experience feedback differently online and how that influences their 

ongoing engagement and persistence.   

Fears of being “never enough” or “too much” are themes consistent with a culture of 

scarcity and with school cultures which share the “formula of shame, comparison, and 

disengagement” (Brown, 2012, pp. 26-27).  Most learners shared that these fears were often 
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alleviated by early interactions with their teachers, through ongoing successes online and due to 

their own sense of self.  Teachers noted that they provide many self-help tools and address 

challenges they see head on.  One specific teacher shared that her program has incorporated the 

CORE model of confidentiality, openness, responsibility and engagement to help set 

expectations for occupying space online, build trust, and minimize anxiety in the online 

environment.  These findings highlight the significance of recognizing and acknowledging these 

fears early on.  Course structures that incorporate mechanisms to help learners normalize and 

overcome their fears may be beneficial to long-term engagement, cognitive presence and 

academic success.   

Conclusion 

This study set out to provide a greater understanding of the adult phenomenological 

experience of mattering and vulnerability in online learning through the Community of Inquiry 

Model.  Specifically, the results validate how these themes shaped the learning experience of a 

small group of first and second-year adult learners in an online graduate level program, 

juxtaposed with the observations of teachers and instructional designers.  The desired outcome 

was to describe these adult learning experiences in a way that would be useful to individuals and 

post-secondary institutions designing and delivering online learning programs.  By highlighting 

learner experiences related to these themes, this research has identified the importance of 

focussing time, supports, and resources to key transition times, setting the tone for the learning 

environment, and investing in overall presence.  The stories that participants shared have 

demonstrated that even though learners didn't feel a need to matter to the same degree as one 

another, nor to the same degree as other demographics, it still mattered to matter.  Without 
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mattering, learners were less willing to be vulnerable.  Without vulnerability, self-imposed limits 

of engagement interfered with learning.  With too much and too little presence, there was a 

diminished sense of both mattering and vulnerability, compromising the quality of learning and 

overall well-being.  Therefore, the most robust learning experiences may be fostered by creating 

the optimal balance of social, teaching and cognitive presence and ensuring a climate that 

nurtures mattering and promotes vulnerability.   

This research revealed several future research opportunities.  First of all, a full analysis of 

online interaction involving all participants may provide a richer research opportunity which 

could examine the role of course content, layout, photos, videos, and podcasts, to see how they 

play a complementary role in the mattering and vulnerability experience.  Another research focus 

could include the role of mattering and vulnerability within learning institutions, particularly 

between teachers, instructional designers, and administrators, since Amundson (1993, p. 149) 

noted that it’s hard for others to demonstrate mattering and vulnerability if they do not feel 

positive about their own position.  Further the role that personality plays in mattering and 

vulnerability may be worthy of study (e.g., Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 

introversion/extraversion and thinking/feeling dichotomies).  Other online demographics may 

also provide additional insight into the role these themes play with different groups, as several 

other researchers found distinct gender and race differences in how mattering is experienced 

(Rosenberg, 1985, p. 242; Schieman & Taylor, 2001, p. 481; Schlossberg, 1989, p. 1) which 

suggests these are worthy areas for further research.  A targeted longitudinal study that examines 

how learners feel at different points in an online learning program or a focussed analysis on 

specific courses and program timelines where failure or attrition occurs most prominently may 
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help identify the best kinds of design and learning supports.  Further, a study that focusses on 

learners who have not persisted (or who drop out and later return to their studies) may illuminate 

underlying structures along with experiences of mattering and vulnerability that influenced their 

persistence.  Lastly, a larger scale study with a similar scope might be worth pursuing to further 

validate these results. 
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Appendix A:  Sample Semi-structured Interview Questions 

Learner Questions: 

1. Who pays the most attention to you at the university?  How do they do it?   

2. Who makes you feel special at the university? 

3. Who listens to you at the university? 

4. How can you tell when others notice you in this online course? 

5. If you don’t post in a discussion forum for a long time, who notices? 

6. When you post in a discussion forum, who shows interest in what you have to say?  How 

do you know they are interested? 

7. Who do you find interesting at the university?  Why?  Are they equally interested in you? 

8. Does anyone make you feel you are important from your cohort?  How do they show you 

that?   

9. Who depends on you at the university?   

10. Who do you depend on at the university?   

11. What services do you depend on at the university? 

12. Who are the people outside of the university that you depend on? 

13. Who are the people outside of the university that need you? 

14. Who is proud of the work that you do in this class?  How do you know they are proud? 

15. How do others show their appreciation for your efforts in your coursework?  Can you 

give an example? 

16. What do people thank you for in this course?  How do you know when someone is 

grateful in this course? 

17. How do others show you that they appreciate what you have to contribute to the class?  
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18. Can you describe a time when you have taken a risk in this course?  How did it feel? 

19. Can you think of a time in this course when you did not take a risk?  What stopped you? 

20. Can you describe a time where you felt vulnerable in this course?  Why? 

Instructional Designer (ID) / Teacher (T) Questions 

21. ID/T: Can you describe how you plan for different media and what is a part of your 

decision making process? 

22. ID/T: How do you plan for interactivity online? (social presence, teaching presence) 

23. ID/T: What do you do at the design stage to plan for a positive learning environment? 

24. ID/T: How do you select content for your courses?  How do you factor learning 

preferences? 

25. ID/T: What motivates learners?  What specific examples can you share that support that? 

26. ID/T: Can you describe some of the ways you help learners feel less isolated online? 

27. ID/T: What specific things do you do to encourage risk-taking online through design? 

Facilitation?  What have you found to be the characteristics of the people who do take 

risks in online learning?  What are the traits of those who do not? 

28. ID/T: In what ways have you found there to be any demographic differences that affect 

the online learning environment? 

29. ID/T: How do you motivate online learners through design? Facilitation?  What do you 

do when online learners are demotivated? 

30. ID/T: Can you share an example of when you were facilitating in a negative online 

learning environment?  What steps did you take to shift the culture? 
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31. ID/T: How do you plan for and minimize transactional distance (teacher immediacy) 

online? What specific tools do you use? (e.g., emoticons? Video?) 

32. ID/T: Can you describe how you set the tone for the learning environment when you 

begin a course?  What are some of the steps you take to create a welcome classroom 

online? 

33. ID/T: Can you describe how you know that learners are actively engaged in the content?  

What is the key to that engagement in an online environment?  What do you think is “the 

magic?” 

34. ID/T: When do you decide to interact in the discussion forums and when do you stay out 

of the discussions?  What influences your decision making? 

35. ID/T: Can you describe how time has an impact on your facilitation?  What expectations 

do you have of learners and them of you when it comes to time? (e.g., immediacy) 

36. ID/T: How does institutional culture shape your course design?  Facilitation? 

37. ID/T: In what ways does do you think “mattering” has an impact on the learning 

environment? Learner satisfaction? Learner persistence? 

38. ID/T: In what ways does do you think “vulnerability” has an impact on the learning 

environment? Learner satisfaction? Learner persistence? 

39. ID/T: How do you build trust with online learners?  How do you rebuild it (design)? 

40. ID/T: Since most interactions online are text-based, what text strategies do you have to 

reduce the distance between you and the learner?  What tools do you use to facilitate 

outside the use of text? 
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41. ID/T: How do you keep learners’ discussions focussed?  What do you do to bring 

discussions back to a learning goal?   

42. F: Have you ever experienced a negative online learning environment?  What steps did 

you take to overcome it?  Was it successful?  Why or why not? 

43. F:  In what ways do you disclose personal information about yourself online? In what 

context? 

44. F: Do you interact differently when you perceive that you have vulnerable (easily 

wounded) or highly marginalized (minority) online learners?   

45. F: How can you tell online when learners have been thinking critically about a particular 

topic? (cognitive presence) 

46. F: Have you ever felt vulnerable as a teacher with your learners?  Can you describe that 

experience? 

47. F: In what ways do you pay attention to learners online?  How do they know you are 

paying attention?  How can you tell that they are paying attention online? To you?  

48. F: How do you show learners that their contributions online are important?  Can you be 

specific with examples?  How do you know when your contributions to learners were 

considered important? 

49. F: In what ways do you depend on learners?  How do they depend on you? 

50. F: Can you share an example of when you were proud of a learner’s work and how you 

communicated that to them?  Can you share a personal experience of someone being 

proud of your design/facilitation work?  
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51. F: How do you establish relationships with online learners?  What tools do you use? Can 

you think of an example? 

52. F: In what ways do you show learners that you appreciate their work?  How do others at 

the university show their appreciation to you? (learners/admin) 


