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Introduction
In the preceding issue of this publication, Gary Mersham (2009) asserted 
views drawn from communication theory to offer alternative perspectives 
on understanding, describing, and scrutinising online communication. In 
doing so, he challenged educators to consider the effects of technology 
on the processes of online communication and interaction, which are 
key components of certain types of technology-enhanced learning (TEL). 
His case presented a number of confronting issues with the design, 
implementation and conduct of TEL. Clearly, there is merit in examining the 
use of technology in order to raise awareness of these points as TEL moves 
increasingly into the mainstream. Moreover, including a communication 
theory perspective inevitably enriches our understandings of communication 
in the context of distance education. 

Nevertheless, aspects of Mersham’s (2009) case undermine its effectiveness 
and may promote misunderstanding. In particular, Mersham focuses on 
the challenges of computer-mediated communication (CMC) and various 
problems with the conduct of online learning, citing (a) the need to develop 
particular communication skills and the relative ignorance of these needs 
on the part of learning designers and managers; (b) the diffi culties caused 
by an “absence of presence” and absence of physical proximity; (c) missing 
codes of communication in CMC; (d) questions of integrity, reality, and 
authenticity in online communication; (e) problems arising from a lack of 
communicative context, including the particular “autobiographical and 
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sociocultural circumstances” (p. 59) of the communicators; and (f) potentially 
dehumanising effects of mediating technologies. However, while the context 
for the discussion is clearly distance education in general and technology-
enhanced distance education in particular, Mersham excludes important work 
from the fi eld of distance education, including research on communication 
theory in the context of distance education. The result is an incomplete or 
limited view of the issues in question and little, if any, acknowledgment of 
potential solutions to the problems highlighted in the article.

Thus, there is an opportunity to respond to Mersham (2009) with reference 
to literature from distance education and related fi elds to answer Mersham’s 
critical assertions about online communication and to clarify the 
relationships between communicative problems in TEL and good practice 
by e-educators. The case below identifi es an approach to these issues via 
participant experiences with technology-mediated communication and 
interaction. It responds to Mersham’s assertions regarding direct versus 
mediated experience, relational communication in CMC, online learners’ 
experiences of the reality and authenticity of online communication, the 
creation of communicative context, the operation of social presence, support 
for ‘the human moment’ in interactive processes, and the development of 
learners’ communications skills for use in CMC. The article concludes with 
implications for practice in TEL situations involving CMC.

Approach
Central to this discussion is the mediating role of technology. After canvassing 
a number of issues related to the effects of mediation, Mersham concludes with 
the question: “How does the process of mediation shape our lived teaching and 
learning experiences?” (2009, p.70). This question provides a focal point for my 
response. This article seeks to move conversations about online communication 
beyond identifying potential communication diffi culties to a point that 
includes contemporary understandings of CMC that address communicative 
problems and inform good practice with CMC in education.

Specifi cally, this article refers to users’ experiences with presence, social 
presence, and the social dynamics of technology-mediated environments to 
respond to issues raised by Mersham (2009), including (a) the alleged primacy 
of face-to-face communication; (b) “real” and “authentic” communication in 
the context of TEL; (c) the establishment of communicative context in CMC, 
and (d) the development of participants’ communication skills, including 
ways of interpreting online communication. 
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In addressing these issues, the case draws extensively from research that 
is situated in participant experiences of CMC in authentic contexts. The 
rationale for this approach is two-fold: First, the focus on participant 
experience and activity foregrounds a view of human agency over technology 
and mitigates views that technology determines human behaviour. Given the 
focus on learner activity, learner-centeredness, and agency in contemporary 
TEL, this point is especially signifi cant. Second, as outlined by Walther (1992; 
1995), there is a clear difference between experimental studies of mediated 
communication and those drawn from fi eldwork. The implications of this 
point are that communication in authentic (open, real world) situations is 
different from communication in laboratory (controlled, closed) situations 
and that there is an important role for subjectivity and human agency in 
communicative processes. If we consider only theoretical perspectives and 
those drawn from controlled research situations, then we ignore the role of 
human agency and the richness of “the human moment” (Mersham, 2009, 
p. 57) that results from the meeting of two human subjects. The combined 
focus on human agency, human experience, and authentic activity supports 
conclusions that are highly relevant to the practice of TEL.

Terminology
Like Mersham (2009), I am critical of the term e-learning, which is too often 
a catch-all. In this article, I prefer to use the term technology-enhanced 
learning (TEL), which implies a favourable view of technology. In doing so, 
I risk springing the trap of casually exchanging education for learning, as 
highlighted by Mersham. This is a calculated risk, based on a view of TEL 
that emphasises learning activity as central to the questions of meditated 
experience highlighted by Mersham and echoed in this response. Also, in 
using the term TEL, I acknowledge the existence of a wide variety of TEL 
contexts, including those that do not involve dynamic human–human 
communication, as in the use of CD- and DVD-based materials. Therefore, my 
discussion of issues of communication in TEL refers particularly to a subset 
of TEL that includes online communication and interaction. This subset has 
historically been referred to as ‘online learning’, but has expanded to include 
variants such as networked learning, combinations of online and offl ine 
learning, and a myriad of forms under the banner of blended learning. The 
key feature in question is the use of CMC to support and facilitate learning.

This article refers to a growing body of evidence that identifi es benefi ts of 
the ‘technology-enhanced’ view of education. Aided by hard-won experience, 
continuing research, and the increasing ubiquity of CMC, educators have 
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laboured to realise the potentials of TEL by continually improving their 
practice. The focus on the future of TEL has clearly shifted from defending the 
viability of technology in education to acknowledging the potential afforded 
by the technology. Research illustrates continued efforts to identify good 
practice in the design (e.g. Bruckman, 2004; Ganesan, Edmonds, & Spector, 
2002; Gunawardena, 1998; Jona, 2000; Jones & Asensio, 2002; Ravenscroft 
& McAlister, 2006; Sims, 2006), development (Barab, MaKinster, & Scheckler, 
2004; de Laat & Lally, 2004; Schlager & Fusco, 2004; Steeples, Jones, & 
Goodyear, 2002; Wiley & Gurrell, 2009) and implementation of online learning 
(e.g., overviews by Coomey & Stephenson, 2001; Garrison & Anderson, 2003; 
Mayes & de Freitas, 2004). As TEL has matured, it has become clear that 
using technology has not changed the nature of learning. Rather, what has 
changed is how educators facilitate and support learning with technology as 
an enhancement (Spector, 2002). So, although the choice of the term TEL is 
value-laden, it provides an entree to discussions that include both theoretical 
and practical considerations in the use of technology in support of education. 

A paradox
Critics suggest that technology-mediated education is diffi cult, impersonal, 
and even dehumanising. As highlighted by Mersham (2009), participants are 
physically removed from one another. They experience other participants 
only indirectly, as mediated by the available technologies. Channels of 
communication are restricted, and communicative cues present in face-
to-face communication are fi ltered out by the mediating technology. 
Mersham alludes to these problems in identifying missing aspects of online 
communication, diffi culties with communicative codes in CMC, and questions 
of real and authentic communication online. These claims are neither new 
nor original. Media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Daft, Lengel, & 
Trevino, 1987) and early social presence theory (Short, Williams, & Christie, 
1976) both premised assumptions about interpersonal communication on a 
‘cues fi ltered out’ view of media. 

Despite this view, which emphasises the limiting qualities of various media, 
a signifi cant portion of users of text-based communication, including early 
online user communities (Rheingold, 1993), interest groups (Baym, 1998), 
and online learners (Kehrwald, 2008; in press) report overwhelmingly 
positive experiences with online communication. They refer to interpersonal 
connection, richness of interactions, and productive qualities of their online 
relationships as indications of the power of networked media and their ability 
to connect people. 
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This paradox suggests that CMC and interaction can be a rich, rewarding 
experience that is highly engaging and even ‘addictive’. How is this possible 
given the apparent limitations of the medium? 

A growing body of literature on TEL suggests that a response to this paradox 
lies in understanding the role of human agency in the use of technology. 
More specifi cally, social presence operates as a form of human agency in 
which users of CMC use existing communication skills, adapt to new or 
unfamiliar conditions, expand their communicative repertoire to overcome 
the perceived limitations of CMC, and achieve successful communication 
(Kehrwald, 2010). 

A response to Mersham
Mersham (2009) posits a key question regarding CMC in his examination 
of the potential of online interaction: “Is interpersonal communication, for 
so long held up as the ideal type of dialogic, synchronous communication, 
really the philosophical benchmark we have made it out to be?” (p. 56). He 
goes on to construct a case against technologies that fi lter out social and 
contextual cues. While the points about differences between face-to-face 
and technology-mediated communication are well taken, they ignore current 
understandings of the nature, role and function of social presence and the 
important role of human agency and adaptation in mediated communication. 
In particular, contemporary understandings of the nature, role, and function 
of social presence address a number of Mersham’s criticisms of online 
communication.

The illusion of direct experience
Presence refers to the extent to which mediated experiences seem unmediated 
(Kumar & Benbasat, 2002; Selverian & Hwang, 2003). Presence theory is 
concerned with the effects of mediation on experience “especially as our 
awareness of the mediation oscillates, fl ickers and sometimes fades” (Biocca, 
Burgoon, Harms, & Stoner, 2001, p. 1). In other words, presence creates 
the illusion of direct experience (sometimes called ‘reality’) in mediated 
situations. There are three particular types of presence: telepresence, which 
refers to the experience of a technology-mediated place or situation as 
though the experience were not mediated; co-presence, which refers to the 
notion of being there together; and social presence, which extends co-
presence to specify the presence of another salient social actor—thus creating 
an opportunity for meaningful interaction and related social activity (Nowak 
& Biocca, 2001).
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Identifying and relating to communicative partners in CMC 
Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) defi ned social presence as “the degree 
of salience of the other person in a mediated interaction and the consequent 
salience of the interpersonal interaction” (p. 65). Notably, this defi nition 
predates widespread use of CMC. Over the last 30 years, defi nitions of social 
presence have increasingly emphasised relational aspects of communication, 
including a sense of individuals’ abilities to (a) perceive others (Collins & 
Murphy, 1997); (b) gauge the tangibility and proximity of others (McLeod, 
Baron, & Marti, 1997) and (c) project themselves into an online social 
unit (Caspi & Blau, 2008; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001) by 
signalling their willingness and availability for communicative exchanges 
(Kehrwald, 2008). More recently, research into online learners’ experiences 
has identifi ed two key aspects of social presence: fi rst, that there is an ‘other’ 
party present in the environment as evidenced by their contributions; second, 
that the ‘other’ exists and is identifi able as a real person—a human being, 
with all the characteristics thereof, including personality, emotion, personal 
history, and context (Kehrwald, 2008).

Real and authentic communication 
Questions of the reality and authenticity of CMC that are premised on a 
cues-fi ltered-out view, including those raised by Mersham (2009), are at odds 
with the relational view of social presence described above. Research shows 
that while various media affect the way communication is experienced, 
individuals are adept at overcoming the perceived limitations of a particular 
communicative situation and making themselves understood (Slagter van 
Tyron & Bishop, 2009; Walther, 1992, 1995). Despite assertions of a cues-
fi ltered-out view of online communication, users of CMC not only experience 
one another through online communication, but they perceive one another 
as real, human actors and viable partners for interaction (Caspi & Blau, 2008; 
Kehrwald, 2008; Swan & Shih, 2005). Notably, this determination of other 
participants as real was seen to be a foregone conclusion by experienced 
online learners (Kehrwald, 2008). Furthermore, online learners are seen to 
experience one another in ways that lead to rich, engaging, and productive 
interaction (Thorpe & Godwin, 2006; Tu & McIsaac, 2002; Wallace, 2003). 

Questions of authenticity of online communication appear to be based 
on the likelihood that participants represent themselves accurately as 
genuine communicative partners. In TEL, this point is addressed though 
appreciation of TEL as a purposeful endeavour. It is important to note that 
in many (though not all) TEL situations, learners have made conscious 
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decisions to study in a technology-enhanced mode or have chosen to do so 
because of perceived advantages of such systems. Such conscious choices 
defi ne TEL situations as a particular type of goal-directed activity. Because 
participants in these situations have a shared goal of learning, the instances 
of negative behaviours, including assertions of false identities or “playful 
and performative assertions” (Mersham, 2009, p. 55) are greatly diminished. 
Rather, participants in TEL situations are more likely to be united by shared 
purposes that are related to learning in particular courses, or to performing 
specifi c tasks (Kehrwald, 2008). 

Creating communicative context
The relational view of social presence is supported by communication theory, 
which suggests that there are two dimensions of communicative messages: 
fi rst, the topical content, which includes the subject under discussion and, 
second, the relational content, which defi nes the nature of the relationship 
between the sender and receiver of the message (Walther, 1992). In face-to-
face encounters, relational information is conveyed by a variety of verbal 
and non-verbal cues including voice, facial expressions, gestures, and other 
body language. By indicating the nature of the relationship between parties, 
the relational aspects of communication provide contextual information that 
allows messages to be situated and inevitably infl uences the interpretation 
of messages (Burgoon & La Poire, 1999). Relational information includes 
communicators’ “autobiographical and sociocultural circumstances”, 
identifi ed by Mersham (2009, p. 59) as critical to the development of 
communicative context, as well as skills, abilities, beliefs, levels of 
experience, indications of willingness for ongoing interaction, signs of 
personality and demeanour, and regular demonstrations of attendance in the 
online environment. Messages without relational information are more likely 
to be misinterpreted due to a limited amount of communicative context. 

These effects are particularly signifi cant in text-based CMC because of 
the limits of text-only communication. Owing to a lack of non-verbal 
cues, textual messages must convey both topical and relational aspects of 
messages via text (Riva, 2002). Social presence cues provide the mechanism 
for CMC participants to enhance the meaning of their messages and 
improve the likelihood of successful communication. Such cues include 
instances of personal disclosure, which provide contextual information 
about the communicator; affective statements, which establish the humanity 
of the communicator, support his or her salience as a potential partner 
for interaction, and provide information about his or her willingness to 
communicate; interactive statements which invite further communication; 
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cohesive statements which indicate the state of the relations between 
communicators; and other contextual information that may be specifi c to the 
communicative situation (see Kehrwald, 2008; Rourke et al., 2001; Swan & 
Shih, 2005). 

The operation of social presence
Social presence cues are part of a complex system of social information 
processing that allows individuals to receive and interpret information related 
to social situations and to respond accordingly (Slagter van Tyron & Bishop, 
2009). This processing is achieved through a combination of the projection 
of social presence by communicators and the interpretation of messages 
by recipients. This interpretation involves not only reading available social 
presence cues but also adapting existing communication skills to overcome 
diffi cult or unfamiliar communicative conditions. 

First, social presence is projected by communicators through a variety 
of communicative cues. Although the channels of communication are 
diminished and non-verbal cues, for example, may not be present in CMC, 
other cues such as emoticons (i.e., ‘smileys’), forms of address, acronyms, 
and other specifi c written conventions are available to signal participants’ 
intentions, dispositions, and understanding. 

Second, recipients of messages identify and interpret the cues present 
in online communication to evaluate social situations, and respond 
accordingly. If the information provided is incomplete or insuffi cient to 
provide communicative context, the recipients exercise subjective agency in 
interpreting the messages. One way they may do this is by adapting existing 
communication skills from other contexts. In this situation, “participants…
attempt to adapt to the new social environment and proceed in processing 
any social information available even if that information is in the absence 
of many of the social cues participants are accustomed to” (Slagter van 
Tyron & Bishop, 2009, p. 292). They do this through both ‘projecting’ 
particular characteristics into the unknown situation, and fi xing the meaning 
of messages by relating them to previously experienced communicative 
situations (Kehrwald, 2010). Recipients also learn to make sense of incomplete 
messages by studying the communication modelled by more experienced 
peers to extend their communicative repertoire. In most online learning 
environments there is a space for discussions amongst the group of learners. 
This space provides an important venue for modelling effective online 
communication and norming communicative behaviour. 
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While certain cues may be fi ltered out in CMC, the negative effects of this 
fi ltering are mitigated by the combination of (a) textual cues that replace the 
missing cues and (b) communicators’ ability to effectively ‘read between the 
lines’ through subjective interpretation to fi ll communicative gaps. A higher 
incidence of social presence cues and greater communicator skill in both 
projecting and reading social presence both result in richer communication.

From absence to presence and the “the human moment”
Social presence is not an either/or proposition involving the ‘presence’ or 
‘absence’ of other communicators. There is a continuum of presence, which 
includes various states of presence—from ‘absence’ to the establishment 
of presence and mutual relations and on to more involved levels of 
psychological and behavioural involvement (see Figure 1) (see also Biocca, 
Burgoon et al., 2001; Biocca, Harms, & Gregg, 2001; Kehrwald, 2010). 

Increasing operation of social presence

Absence

Telepresence
Co-presence

Co-location

Potential for
feedback

Projection into
      a group

Access to another
         mind

Development of
  relationships

Intersubjectivity

Interdependence

MUTUALITY PSYCHOLOGICAL INVOLVEMENT BEHAVIOURAL INVOLVEMENT

Figure 1 Continuum of social presence (adapted from Kehrwald, 2010)

At the left side of the continuum is ‘absence’, an extreme lack of social 
presence. At the right is ‘interdependence’, a complex relational state involving 
strong interpersonal connections that affect individuals’ behaviours as part 
of collaborative activity. In between (left to right) are states of increasing 
connection and involvement related to the operation of social presence.

The continuum of presence foreshadows a myriad of possibilities for the 
development of authentic online communication that includes not only 
basic communication, but also interpersonal interaction, social connection, 
networks of interpersonal relations, and the development of complex social 
structures. Participants’ social presence, including indications of their 
willingness and availability for interpersonal transactions, is an important 
consideration in CMC. The issues of others’ attendance in the online 
environment, attention to online communication, and awareness of other 
individuals as potential communicative partners, all promote a sense of 
immediacy that supports successful online communication.
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Mersham (2009) argues that “the human moment”, based on authentic 
psychological encounter involving “engagement through emotional and 
intellectual attention” (p. 56) is a feature of high-quality learning experiences. 
I agree. The point of difference between Mersham’s view and my own relates 
to the assertion that “physical presence is a necessary condition for teaching 
and learning” (p. 56). 

At the heart of the human moment is the ability for two (or more) individuals 
to realise interpersonal connections that are suffi ciently rich to (at the very 
least) include psychological involvement and affect changes in one another’s 
attitudes, beliefs, skills, or knowledge. Some have suggested that this the very 
defi nition of learning (see Spector, 2002).

Notably, Mersham allows that the detrimental effects of a cues-fi ltered-out 
view can be addressed if “communicators are able to compensate for such 
losses” (p. 57). I assert that social presence provides such compensation and 
humanises TEL by promoting interpersonal interaction, the development of 
relations between individuals, and the social and psychological involvement 
that underpins ‘the human moment’. Social presence and the related 
development of interpersonal relations that promote collaboration represent 
online participants’ efforts to humanise their learning experiences and realise 
the potential of online learning as an active, social process that leverages 
the technological connectivity, but overcomes the limits of the mediating 
technologies, to create productive social connectivity (Kehrwald, in press). 

The development of e-learners’ communication skills
Given a relational view of social presence and the continuum of presence 
described above, there are key questions about the development of e-learners’ 
abilities to establish, cultivate, and use social presence in CMC.

The participant–dependent nature of social presence means that it can 
be learned by individuals or cultivated amongst a group of users. Recent 
research has shown that although novice online learners do not come to TEL 
with the skills of experienced online learners, they can apply the social skills 
they have derived from face-to-face communication, adapt those skills to 
fi t new communicative situations (Slagter van Tyron & Bishop, 2009), and 
develop new communication skills based on the extent and quality of their 
experience with online communication (Kehrwald, 2008). 

These communication skills can be grouped into two broad types. The fi rst 
type includes those skills that involve conveying social presence. Online 
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learners must learn to project themselves as viable communicative partners 
with identities that include relevant personal characteristics. Considerations 
in the cultivation of an online social presence include the contexts in which 
the communications occur and the type of communicative task (Conrad, 
2002; Rourke et al., 2001; Yoo & Alavi, 2001), as well as the particular 
traits of the individuals involved including communication skills (Kehrwald, 
2008; Tu & McIsaac, 2002), cultural dispositions toward particular types of 
communication (Gunawardena, 1998; Tu, 2001), or particular skills such as 
literacy or keyboarding skills (Tu, 2002; Tu & McIsaac, 2002).

The second type of skill includes the abilities to read and interpret social 
presence cues—recognising familiar social cues, learning about new types 
of cues, reading available information in a nuanced way, and fi lling in 
information gaps through various forms of subjective interpretation including 
projection and ‘seeing as’, in which readers of social presence interpret 
available information and fi x the meaning of ambiguous or unclear messages 
(Kehrwald, 2010).

Cultivating these skills should be viewed as a developmental process. Novice 
online learners bring existing communication skills to CMC situations and 
learn through ongoing interaction and experience. Good communication is 
modelled by online teachers and more experienced learners. Novice online 
communicators expand their communicative repertories with the benefi t of 
guidelines in study materials, the modelling of online facilitators and more 
experienced learners, and the benefi t of increasing experience of online 
communication.

Implications for practice
The case above is signifi cant insofar as it extends the conversation begun 
by Mersham (2009) to inform online teaching and learning practice. At 
the outset, I referred to Mersham’s key question: How does the process of 
mediation shape our lived teaching and learning experiences? While the 
pursuit of best practice in TEL is ongoing, the ideas above provide guidance 
for a range of TEL practitioners including online learners, online teachers, 
course designers, and staff who support both teaching and learning in 
technology-mediated situations. 

First, we consider learners. Learners who are new to CMC need help to develop 
online communication skills. These skills relate not only to establishing 
and maintaining a social presence, but also to reading and making sense of 
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the social presence of others. Given the dynamic nature of online learning 
environments and the nature of the interactive processes that constitute 
learning activity in these environments, the ability to skilfully read and 
send social presence cues is likely to have a considerable effect on learners’ 
experiences of TEL, when online communication and interaction are integral 
to the learning process. As I have argued elsewhere, online learners must have 
the ability, opportunity and motivation to communicate and interact online 
(Kehrwald, 2008). Regrettably, most novice adult online learners do not come 
to online learning environments with the skills to establish and cultivate an 
online social presence. Therefore, TEL programmes that use CMC and online 
interaction should include a developmental approach to ‘learning to learn 
online’. Activities should be structured to (a) provide models of good practice 
in online communication, including the cultivation of social presence; (b) 
motivate learners to establish and cultivate a positive social presence; (c) create 
explicit opportunities for all participants to establish an online social presence; 
(d) generate interpersonal interaction that supports ongoing demonstrations 
of presence and the development of relations between individuals; and (e) 
structure relatively low-risk experiences from which learners can learn to both 
convey an ongoing social presence and read the presence of others.

While it is common practice amongst skilled online facilitators to create an 
introductory ‘getting-to-know-you’ task, the particulars of such a task are 
important. Introductory activities should be structured so that they require 
learners to provide information that is relevant to establishing a social 
presence, including identifi ers (preferred name), personal context (educational 
history, professional background), instances of personal disclosure (personal 
circumstances, interests, motivations for study), and opportunities for 
personalisation (images and other media such as an audio introduction, a 
personal profi le). The particular parameters of each introductory task should be 
tailored to elicit the information that is necessary to promote the establishment 
and cultivation of social presence. The rationale for such establishment tasks 
should be explicit so that learners can see value in completing them. Whenever 
possible, existing relationships should be identifi ed and promoted alongside the 
establishment of new ones (Kehrwald, in press).

Interaction should be initiated as soon as possible. Introductory tasks 
should include a clear reason to respond to others. This may be tied to the 
introductions, as in the case of welcoming new peers, or may be a separate 
task, as in a discussion activity on group norms or the particulars of the 
course environment. Notably, the opportunity to interact is not suffi cient. 
Learners need to see a clear benefi t from the time and effort they invest 
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in interaction. For example, foreshadowing the opportunity to self-select 
collaborative partners may motivate learners to invest in early interaction.

Next, there are important roles for online teachers and designers of TEL. Both 
should be aware of the pitfalls of online communication and interaction as 
well as the role of social presence to support more complex social activity. 
Although learning tasks frequently include collaboration, the social dynamics 
of the course are often overlooked. There is potential for a mismatch 
between the intentions of the learning task and the existence of a supportive 
social infrastructure within the course. Designers and teachers must avoid 
assumptions about participants’ abilities and willingness to establish and 
maintain an online social presence, read and understand the social presence 
of others, participate in ongoing interaction, or reach a state of productive 
collaboration. If participants do not have an established social presence or 
there is no form of ongoing interaction within which interpersonal relations 
can develop, the likelihood of productive collaboration is greatly diminished. 

In particular, online teachers must develop a repertoire of online 
communication skills, including the ability to project themselves into online 
environments and to read the nuances of textual communication from 
novice online learners. In terms of helping learners read social presence cues, 
teachers should model the establishment and maintenance of an appropriate 
social presence through their own communications and ongoing interaction. 
Moreover, they should draw on experienced online learners to lead and model 
appropriate social activity. For experienced teachers who have carefully 
honed face-to-face presentation skills and the ability to skilfully project 
themselves into physical spaces, developing an equal mastery of online 
communication can be a challenge. Institutions need to be mindful of the 
time and energy required to develop and maintain online teaching skills.

Conclusion
Online communication is at the very core of much TEL, which draws upon 
the connectivity of networked technologies to create opportunities for 
interpersonal interaction at a distance. Social presence is a critical element of 
such TEL systems for its role in supporting online communication and related 
processes of interpersonal interaction, collaboration, and the development 
of social structures such as communities. While technology and media have 
potentially detrimental effects on human communication, social presence is 
an important form of human agency that humanises participants’ experiences 
of technology-mediated social activity.
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In closing, I want to emphasise my support for Mersham’s efforts to initiate 
discussions of online communication in this publication. The issues he 
raises are relevant to both scholars and practitioners of distance education. 
The case above extends the conversation. It is my hope that readers of this 
journal will continue it further as they apply these ideas in their work, and 
that they will report back as the relationships between social presence, online 
communication, technology-mediated social activity, and users’ experiences 
of TEL are more clearly understood.
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