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Abstract  Institutional research and innovation are important and 
necessary factors of the higher educational landscape and this is even 
more so in Caribbean community colleges. This article provides an 
overview of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework and proposes 
it be utilized 
theory, based in traditional teaching and learning theories, is well 
suited to understanding the educational experiences of students, 
faculty and institutional stakeholders from the social, cognitive and 
teaching perspectives and provides an opportunity for faculty to get 
back to the roots of research and innovation. This would fill significant 
research gaps in Caribbean community college research and points to 
the use of the Community of Inquiry framework as useful theory for 
future studies on both physical, blended learning and online learning.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 Higher education research, amongst Caribbean community colleges, 
lags far behind those of our counterparts in the developed nations like the 
United States (US). This deficiency may be due, in part, to a lack of 
motivation by those in community colleges who often do not have interests 
or incentives to pursue research. Added to this, in conversations with my 
colleagues over the years, there was a reluctance on the part of academics to 
invest their time and effort as they were often not provided time to pursue 
research like their counterparts at the university level. Many also do not see 
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the importance of research as they feel it would not contribute to changes in 
the system(s).  Lewis and Simmons (2010) support these ideas and contend 
that the research culture in the Caribbean is in need of change which can only 

-life of 
faculty, by adopting tenure as a basic value, by a collaborative ethic, by 
narrowing distinctions between research and teaching, and by being in the 
vanguard of i
the roots of inquiry and discovery that leads to innovative ideas and theories 
which are inherently characteristic of the Caribbean higher educational 
system.   
 In this review, the Community of Inquiry framework is put forward as 
a theory well suited to injecting researchers with much needed boost to 
examine the experiences of students, faculty and institutional stakeholders 
from the social, cognitive and teaching perspectives, while providing an 
opportunity for faculty and staff to get back to the roots of research and 
innovation. This renewed focus would fill significant research gaps in 
Caribbean community college research and introduce a different theoretical 
perspective for Caribbean educational researchers on learning in a physical, 
blended or online platform. 
 
COMMUNITY OF INQUIRY (COI) FRAMEWORK  

 The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, first advanced by 
Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000), is modelled based on inquiry that is 
not only useful but allows the researcher to construct logical links between 
ideas through critical thinking. Garrison et al. (2000) propose that learning 
takes place through three types of interactions: social presence, cognitive 
presence, and teaching presence. These interactions happen in a community 
of inquiry that is comprised of both students and teachers. This framework is 
one that was developed as the authors saw a need for new ways in which to 
study online behaviours and experiences. However, as the theory is based in 
traditional models of teaching and learning, it lends itself to studying 
pedagogy in traditional classrooms.

OVERVIEW OF THE COI MODEL 

 The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework was a theoretical 
framework developed by Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000) designed to 
examine both teaching and learning online. This is especially useful in 

Cavanaugh, & Sessums, 2011, p.127). The framework utilizes a threefold 
approach to understanding how teaching and learning occur in the online 
setting, be it fully online or through blended courses with the core of the 
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model highlighting the educational experience. Figure 1.1 below is an 
illustration of the Community of Inquiry model as presented on the official 
CoI blog of Garrison et al. (2017). 

 

 
Figure 1-1. Community of Inquiry Model 

 
THE COI PRESENCES 

 The three presences offered at the heart of the framework function 
together to create the educational experience with the student taking 
responsibility for their learning as education and learning are social activities 
as suggested by Dewey (1959).  Each of the presences offers a different aspect 
of the learning experience that leads to the core educational experience. 
 Teaching presence. Teaching presence is described by Anderson, 
Rourke, Archer, and Garrison (2001) as the planning, facilitation and 
directing of intellectual and social activities that lead to realizing learning that 
is not only educational but personally significant and enriching. The authors 
describe this presence as comprising three functions: the design and 
organization of instruction, the facilitation of discussion, and guiding 
instruction. The first function, designing and organizing instruction, is mainly 
concerned with how a course is set up to allow students to learn and 
communicate. The second function, facilitating discussion, refers to the ways 

ng about and building upon the 

Arbaugh, 2007, p. 164). The last function of guiding or directing instruction 
ng 

their learning. 
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 Social presence. Social presence is described as how the student 
identifies with members of their learning community and has an awareness 

of study), interact intentionally and consciously in a trusted environment, and 
establish social relationships by way of sharing their individual selves (i.e. 
personalities) is how social presence is established.  
 Cognitive presence. Cognitive presence is described as the degree to 
which learners construct and build knowledge through active discussions or 
individual reflections. Eventually students are mentally stimulated and 
challenged when the intellectual elements are triggered. During this process, 
the lecturer acts as a facilitator and guide so that learners can succeed through 
meaningful learning experiences (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001) 

RESEARCH USING COI 

 Since its conception, research utilizing the CoI framework has been 

Critical Inquiry in a Text-Based Environment: Computer 
Conferencing in Higher Education
been c

& Archer, 2000, para. 4). Much of the research employing the CoI framework 
has shown the strength of the theory and its applicability in both quantitative 
and qualitative research.  
 A breakdown of the research, offered by the official Community of 
Inquiry website (2018), shows that studies at times have concentrated on one 
or the other aspect of the three areas of the framework: cognitive, teaching, 
and social presence. Additionally, the website points to several studies on 
methodological variations of the CoI over the past fifteen years, as well as 
articles and papers critiquing the theory. However, notwithstanding the use 
of the CoI in research on blended environments, (Akyol & Garrison, & 
Ozden, 2009; Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, et al., 2010; Traver, Volchok, 
Bidjerano, & Shea, 2014;), a preponderance of CoI studies have focused 
primarily on varying concepts dealing with online, computer/technology 
mediated, or other distance delivery courses (Garrison et al., 2000; Garrison, 
Anderson, & Archer, 2001; Garrison et al., 2010; Rourke, Anderson, 
Garrison, & Archer, 1999; Shea et. al., 2012; Shea & Bidjerano, 2010; Shea 
et. al., 2010). 
 Studies on cognitive presence using the CoI 
often concentrated on online discussions and student behaviors, perceptions 
and abilities to analyse, evaluate, and think critically (Breivik, 2016; 
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2003; Meyer, 2004; Morueta et. al, 2016; Sadaf & Olesovab, 2017; Shea & 
Bidjerano, 2010; Shea et al., 2012). Pool, Reitsma and van den Berg (2017), 
referencing studies on learner presence (Shea & Bidjerano, 2010; Shea et al., 
2012), suggest that there has not been enough attention given to students in 
online learning environments in terms of their roles, participation, and 

-regulation skills in online and 
blended modalities where students self-directed learning plays a crucial role. 
 Akyol and Garrison (2011) concluded, in their study on learning tasks 
of a higher order, using online and blended modalities, that it was essential 

modality. However, Armellini and de Stefani (2016) argued, based on 
identified patterns in their research, that there needs to be an adjustment to 
the CoI as social presence is greater than teaching and cognitive presence. 

have become an essential component in the educational experience, to the 

This presents an interesting argument for studying how technology shifts are 
changing learner and learning patterns and warrants further investigation.  

 
CRITICISM OF COI 

 Researchers (Annand, 2011; Jézégou, 2010; Rourke and Kanuka, 
2009; Shea et al., 2012) of the CoI generally agree that it is a valuable theory 
in the study of e-Learning and other technology-mediated learning, but 
propose that it has several weaknesses that need to be addressed. Annand 
(2011) suggests that the weight of social presence within the COI framework 
has been exaggerated and might not truly mirror online educational practices. 
Annand further contends that there is a need for more regulated studies to 

-
-

categories of teaching and social presence need to be overhauled, allowing 
researchers to modify their analysis considering the different activities that 
specifically support individual and group activities.  
 While acknowledging the potential and importance of the CoI 
framework in studying online learning, Shea et al. (2012) agree that while it 

real world dynamics that shape and constrain much of online learning in 
(p. 93). The authors propose that the framework does not account 

for the fact that neither instructor nor learner engages in the same role, and 
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therefore each participates in different ways to succeed, thus creating what 

 Continuing this idea of the potential of CoI to contribute to e-Learning 
research, Jézégou (2010), responded to an article by Rourke and Kanuka 
(2009) for greater research on the CoI construct. The researcher offered a 
critical analysis of the theory, stating that the CoI, which echoes and 
incorporates areas of research stemming from pragmatist and socio-
constructivist viewpoints, can be seen as a refreshing exploration of e-

 of 
the foundations of their framework is inadequate and difficult to understand 
and needs clarification of the major tenets of the theory. On a somewhat 
positive note, Jézégou (2010) notes that the work of other researchers helps 
in expanding the reach of the framework in the scientific community, based 
on the explanations of those who have appropriated it for their own studies, 
and this bodes well for expanding and furthering the theory. 
 Morueta et. al. (2016), referencing studies by Marton and Säljö (1976) 
and Marton (1988), suggest that the process of learning and the results that 

task in defining the learning process, it is necessary to conduct studies that 
consider it as a c
123). This they report is not as well-represented by studies utilizing the CoI, 

et. al., 2016, p. 123). Pool, Reitsma 

-regulation seems to serve as a basis for a new form 
se criticisms, 

the overwhelming take-away is the potential of the CoI to inform practice and 
decision-making regarding learning experiences and for program 
development. An examination of the grounded background of the theory 
provides a better scope for understanding the potential in using it to research 
both online and physical modality research.

COI VS. TRADITIONAL LEARNING THEORIES 

 The CoI comes from a social constructivist viewpoint and, much like 
many traditional models of learning, it provides insight into approaches used 
in the study of student learning. This worldview focusses on looking at how 
the social, cognitive, and teaching aspects of learning affect student 
outcomes, the tools they use in learning, and even how they approach learning 
itself. However, the CoI takes this further to look at how students are learning 
in a new world where technology has become a new force for learning. While 
traditional models and theories of learning explain aspects of learning with 
several overlaps that can explain online learning, I believe the CoI is 
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inherently suited to study both traditional and online learning. It incorporates 
the basic concepts of traditional learning theories to provide a model that 
works when examining e-learning modalities as well as traditional 
modalities. This duality is also what creates the best model to study blended 
learning in this or any research designed to expand understanding of this 
mode of learning. A brief examination of the foundations of the theory from 
the pioneers in education shows how their ideas have influenced the CoI 
framework. 
 Dewey. John Dewey is considered the pioneer of experiential learning 
and his work is the foundation upon which the CoI framework was built. He 
saw learning and education as a way for students to use their life experiences 
to connect with and create meaning from the world around them from their 
life experiences. The students could then decide how those experiences 
helped them connect to the curriculum. Therefore, simply put, their life 
experiences shape how they learn.  

educative. Experience and education cannot be directly equated to each other. 
For some 

be effective, you need to have interaction and continuity. Learners should be 
helped by their teachers to learn from their experiences by providing the 
necessary resources and support to allow learning to occur. Dewey felt 
instructors should guide students through the learning process utilizing a 
student-centred approach that included reflection and analysis of how they 
(the students) learn and how they approach their own learning. The goal is to 
connect the student with subject matter in a community where students can 
take real world problems and use the curriculum to find solutions. 
 Kolb. earning theory is founded on 

is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from 
th
theorized that learning occurred in a cycle and happened in four stages. In 

or encounters a new situation. In S
the learner reflects on this new experience. Stage 3 is where the learner begins 
to come up with new ideas or modifies existing ones and is known as 

stage, known 

leads to personal growth. 
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engage

a base for the design of learning experiences. The quality of learning is 
dependent, not on subject matter, but on the learner. By providing educational 
environments that support learning and collaborative experiences, the learner 
is fully involved and draws on their experiences. 
 Knowles. American scholar Malcolm S. Knowles popularized the term 

s (1978), who presented six dimensions or 
characteristics that motivate adult learners, theorized that these assumptions 

& Baumgartner, 2007, p. 84). Knowles (1978) dimensions to learning  
included: self-directed learning where learners are not dependent on the 
teacher to learn but direct their own learning; experience where students use 
their own past experiences to draw from and share with others; social role is 
where learners understand the benefits of learning and do not need to be told 
what they need to learn; application is where learners link their learning with 
reality and problem or task focused learning; internal motivation is where 
learners are driven by personal goals or desires; and last reasons for learning, 
where learners need some justification for the time, money or effort put into 

learner, is very useful in understanding the online or blended student 
demographic as it incorporates many of the concepts present in this theory, 
especially in terms of self-directed learning and motivations. 

COI AND LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

 In what ways, therefore, do these traditional theories relate to the CoI? 
In looking at these seminal works, we can see where each of these ideas is 
captured in one of the three presences. According to Garrison and Vaughan 
(2008), constructivist principles are the basis of nearly all frameworks in 
educational teaching and learning. As higher educational institutions embrace 
technology and move to offer programs online and in blended environments, 
a model is needed to understand the dynamics of these environments. Seeing 
this need, Garrison et al. (2000) developed the CoI framework built on 
concepts such as those of the constructivist approaches of Dewey, Kolb and 
Knowles, and incorporating the three elements of social, cognitive and 
teaching presence to help students attain greater levels of learning. 
 I believe that this framework provides the bridge between the many 
different variables highlighted in these traditional theories, including, but not 
limited to, socialization, communication, instructor facilitation, resource 
usage, individualization, content development, course organization and 
technology growth and deployment in the classroom. As suggested by Dewey 
and others, the CoI examines the nature of how students learn, and the 
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sociological aspects of learning where students co-construct knowledge 
leading to a deeper and more satisfying learner experience. The framework 
reflects many of the ideas of these early pioneers and I propose that regardless 
of the mode of learning -  traditional, online or blended - it lends itself well 
to the broader scope of the three presences, which are open to some amount 
of flexibility and interpretation within educational contexts.  
 
SUMMARY COI 
 
 Over the past fifteen years, the CoI framework has proven to be 
invaluable in the study of online and blended learning (Garrison, Cleveland-
Innes, and Fung, 2010; Swan, 2009; Swan & Ice, 2010). It allows the 
researcher to appropriate the concepts behind the theory and expand the 
theory by examining the idea of presence among a range of other ideologies. 
Research presented demonstrates the varied and interesting aspects of the CoI 

courses. Additionally, utilizing the theory from a qualitative perspective to 

and Garrison et. al. (2010) could provide insight into how students approach 
their learning, and how different technology (e.g. social media) plays into the 

 
 Supporting these ideas, Kumar et. al. (2011) suggest that, the increase 

adds to their learning experiences and creates additional hurdles in evaluating 
the development of CoI. There is a need to study whether these ideas are 
supported equally in the learning experiences of students from less-developed 
countries such as those of the small island states of the Caribbean. 
 One caveat to be stressed is that scholarship just for the sake of 
scholarship is not an affordable practice, as it requires considerable time, and 
in some cases monetary investment. When research reveals information that 
points to further investigation, it is for institutions to encourage discourse and 
incentivize those with an inclination to go further. Caribbean scholars, like 
their first world counterparts, need funding and time to further valuable 
research that can benefit all stakeholders. Therefore, the Ministry of 
Education and Youth, the CCCJ, and community colleges should find ways 
to incentivize their faculty and staff to carry out research that can be 
beneficial in advancing their institutions and placing Caribbean nations on a 
level playing field with the rest of the world. 
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