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Social, Nonacademic Interaction in the Online Learning Environment 
 

 
Abstract: Students in online learning environments experience physical distance between 

themselves and their peers and instructor.  In many cases, the student does not live in the same city 

and may not even live in the same state or country as the university.  Therefore, these students are 

separated from the on-campus faculty, peers, and offices that could provide resources, services, 

programs, and interactions, and this decrease in opportunities for academic and social integration, 

which are known for increasing student success and retention, can result in lower retention rates 

(Bejerano, 2008). With higher education institutions struggling to retain students in an increasingly 

online world, research is needed to identify reliable sources of nonacademic supports appropriate 

for the online learner. 

 

 

What are Nonacademic Supports and Why are they Important? 

 
"Nonacademic student supports are activities and programs that are designed to encourage academic 

success but that do not deal directly with academic content" and can include formally structured programs, such as 

student one-on-one services (i.e. career and financial aid advising) or supports provided in academic contexts 

through activities such as required study groups, mandatory meetings with professors, and faculty/staff interactions 

(Karp & Stacy, 2013, p. 1).  

Nonacademic supports are important to all students, regardless of course delivery style.  Although the 

academic challenges of higher education can be difficult for students to overcome, students both in the face-to-face 

and online classrooms face challenges unrelated to academic content.  For example, students may face obvious 

challenges such as financial issues or insufficient childcare, while other barriers may be more subtle, such as first 

generation college students having difficulties navigating the higher education process, and full time employees 

struggling to manage their time between work and course work (Karp, & Stacy, 2013).  These challenges may go 

completely unnoticed and unaddressed in a solely online course, and for students enrolled in completely online 

programs, their issues may persist throughout their degree-seeking journey, or may result in poor performance 

and/or withdrawal from the university.  Online students who are physically separated from the university do not 

have access to on-campus support programs, and even if there are online or distance student services available, 

online instructors may not identify challenges in order to offer supports or referrals to services because of the 

isolated nature of online courses.  To combat the isolation that online students may experience as a result of the 

physical distance between themselves and their university, research is needed to identify appropriate nonacademic 

support services to meet the unique needs of the online learner.  In addition, nonacademic support services have 

been shown to increase retention and assist students who experience nonacademic barriers to degree attainment, but 

could they affect online students' satisfaction?   

 

 

Can Engagement in Academically-Related Activities Result in Social Interaction?  

 
Although research at the university level is needed to examine support services for online students, another 

type of nonacademic support could be fostered through the online courses themselves. Peer interactions and 

relationships can serve as nonacademic supports for higher education students, and these interactions can be 

facilitated and encouraged through an online course, making research into the effects of this type of support 

necessary to examine the implications of social interaction and relationships on student satisfaction.  "Students who 

have strong relationships with peers and instructors are more likely to feel that they belong in higher education, and 

they are more likely to have access to information and resources that can help them succeed" (Karp, & Stacy, 2013, 

p. 2).  Course activities can promote sustained and meaningful interactions between students and instructors so that 

students can develop strong relationships with each other and with faculty (Karp, & Stacy, 2013).  Lim, Morris, and 

Kupritz (2007) found in their study that students perceived group/individual projects as the most important learning 

activity followed by class discussions.  Both group projects and class discussions involve applying learning and 

facilitating interaction among those in the course in the pursuit of learning, and these researchers concluded that 



designing online instruction to include collaboration activities can enhance learners’ emotional engagement with 

peers and the instructor and increase learning outcomes (Lim, Morris, & Kupritz, 2007).   

These interactions within the online environment can be unrelated to academic content and can serve as 

catalysts for creating social interactions outside of the learning platform (i.e. Blackboard).  For example, students 

who are assigned a discussion board assignment may begin the discussion on the assigned course topic, but as 

discussion continues, the conversation may evolve into a more social interaction, which could lead to the building of 

peer relationships.  Also, students who engage with each other in course-required activities such as discussions or 

peer reviews, may form relationships that carry over into other contexts like social media; these students may begin 

as classmates and end up forming a friendship.  Online students who may not have strong ties to the university 

because of their location may find a greater connection to their university through peer relationships.  This can be 

especially important with online programs that are asynchronous and do not have student cohort groups.  

 

 

Social Interaction and Learning Outcomes 

 
Although recent research has begun to focus on the affective domain within the online learning setting, 

many higher education stakeholders still remain focused on the cognitive domain, seeing positive affective effects as 

useful only in terms of how these are related to concrete learning outcomes, for example course performance 

measured by final grades.  Therefore, as research is certainly needed to explore the variables affecting satisfaction in 

online courses, to truly make research both relevant and practical for faculty and course designers’ use, the cognitive 

domain must be included.  More specifically, higher education institutions could benefit from more research on the 

relationship between social factors, like social interactions, and cognitive learning outcomes, like course grades.  

This research could have implications for measuring overall course success and affect the development and design 

of online courses.   

In their study, Kim, Kwon, and Cho (2011) hypothesize that the level of interactivity is positively related to 

the level of social presence and to learning satisfaction in the online setting.  They define social presence as being 

similar to immediacy, which is defined as the degree of closeness with others which relates to communicative 

behaviors to improve nonlinguistic interaction (Mehrabian 1969); they further add that this concept has been 

frequently examined in relation to students’ learning outcomes in the traditional classroom setting (Kim, Kwon, & 

Cho, 2011).  Furthermore, previous researchers have found that teacher immediacy in the face-to-face setting is 

positively related to not only students’ cognitive learning (Gorham, 1988; Kelly & Gorham, 1988; Richmond, 

Gorham, & McCrosky, 1987), but also to their affective learning (Chesebro, 2003; McCrosky, Fayer, Richmond, 

Sallinen, & Barracloug, 1996; Richmond et al., 1987).  So, although it can be inferred that social presence is also 

related to satisfaction in the online setting, more research is needed to target the area of social 

interaction/interactivity and its impact on satisfaction and cognitive outcomes.   

Kim, Kwon, and Cho’s (2011) study found that social presence and learning satisfaction were both affected 

by media integration and quality instruction and that the more students participated in class activities, the more they 

felt socially present and acknowledged by others in the learning setting.  Because this type of participation through 

media integrated class activities (i.e. online discussions) includes Moore’s (1989) student-student interaction type 

and has implications for the effectiveness of purely social interaction in the academic setting, research into students’ 

perceived satisfaction as related to their social, student-student and student-instructor interactions is justified, 

particularly if connected to correlations to cognitive learning outcomes.  However, it should be noted that Kim, 

Kwon, and Cho (2011) also conclude that a critical mass exists for social interactivity, and they argue that it is 

important to accumulate social presence enough to reach that critical mass in order to have a direct effect on the 

learning experience. Not reaching that level of critical mass might result in students simply participating in social 

interactions that exert no influence on their eventual learning and affective outcomes.  Even though the end results 

of their study found that interactivity was directly related to social presence but not satisfaction, they posit that their 

focus may have been limited to the social interactions and did not take constructive discussions and academic-based 

interactions into account sufficiently.  Because social integration ensures that students collaborate to pursue 

learning, Wise, Chang, Duffy, and del Valle (2004) argue that social activities should be integrated into the course 

context rather than pursued purely for socializing. Course designers must understand which activities, whether 

socially-based or academically-based, students perceive as socially interactive and how those interactions affect 

satisfaction and learning outcomes.   

If faculty and/or course designers understand variables, such as class activities and the use of online media 

tools, impact on learner satisfaction and cognitive outcomes, utilization of tools and activities developed to facilitate 



interactions may have positive influence on the cognitive and affective domains.  In addition, because retention of 

online students has proven to be challenging (Allen & Seaman, 2015), online course tools and activities can be 

designed and effectively used as nonacademic student supports to increase cognitive and affective outcomes and 

impact student persistence.  Creating a learning environment in which students recognize the usefulness of 

interactivity is powerful in combating the isolation and loneliness distance students often experience (Stacy, 2002).   

 

 

The Use of Social Media Tools in the Online Learning Environment 

 
Bernard, Borokhovski, Tamim, and Bethel (2009) conducted a meta-analysis to examine the level of 

interactivity in online courses on Moore’s (1989) three levels and found that all levels were critical for collaboration 

and mastering content presented online.  Brownson (2014) argues that course design and delivery reform is 

necessary to incorporate social learning to allow students to form academic discourse through written and oral forms 

interactively. Brownson (2014) further posits that to achieve these higher levels of social interactivity and student 

satisfaction with students who are in effect a “wired generation who use the Internet and their smart phones in place 

of direct conversations as a natural form of communicating and discourse,” social media tools must be embedded 

into online courses (p. 113).   In his study, he argues for the inclusion of professional-level meeting tools, Facebook, 

Edmodo, and Twitter to both engage students in the social types of communication they are accustomed to as well 

as, in the case of some of the meeting tools, mimicking the live classroom with virtual face-to-face interactions.   

The Callaghan Study (Callaghan & Bower, 2012) found that using social media in online courses motivated 

students to actively participate in the online course and inspired interactivity that led to deeper levels of student 

satisfaction and helped form a strong class rapport related to student-student and student-instructor interactivity 

leading to higher levels of academic discourse in the online classroom.  Brownson (2014) suggests that online 

courses that embrace standard practices risk losing students’ attention, whereas learning for millennials often 

involves a constant stream of social networks and interactions that allow them to interact with others and visualize 

the learning process in a way that is comfortable for them.  He encourages course designers by pointing out that 

many social media tools can be incorporated into courses with relative ease.  These tools can be embedded at low or 

no cost, which is an attractive alternative for most programs and institutions, and faculty need only to become 

familiar with the embedding adaptations and tool use to effectively model for students and interact with them within 

the tools to help enhance the level of student-student and student-instructor interactions.  The ultimate benefit of 

embedding social media tools is the formation of dynamic, communication-based learning environments that include 

higher levels of student-student and student-instructor interactions to provide satisfying learning experiences that 

lead to higher retention rates through increasing the social presence that improves the psychology of interactions and 

acts as a strong predictor of mastering learning outcomes (Wei, Chen, & Kinshuk, 2012).   

 

 

Conclusion 

 
The traditional face-to-face classroom is evolving, and the educational world may eventually see the online 

classroom as the new traditional classroom (Zhang, Zhao, Zhou, & Nunamaker, 2004).  The growth of online 

courses and wholly distance education programs has challenged higher education institutions in new ways.  Online 

students face unique barriers that impact their performance, experience, and persistence.  Mediating these challenges 

is crucial for providing quality educational experiences for these students as well as maintaining retention numbers 

for programs whose institutions measure effectiveness and success in part by analyzing student persistence.  Further 

research into potential solutions to support students is invaluable to the growth and success of distance education.  

 

 

References 

 

Allen, I.E., & Seaman, J. (2015). Grade level: Tracking online education in the United States. Babson Park: MA, 

 Babson Survey Research Group. Retrieved from 

 http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf  

 

Barnard, L., Paton, V., & Lan, W. (2008). Online self-regulatory learning behaviors as a  mediator in the 

http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/gradelevel.pdf


 relationship between online course perceptions with achievement. International Review of Research in 

 Open & Distance Learning, 9(2), 1-11. 

 

Bejerano, A. (2008) Face-to-face or online instruction? Face-to-face is better. Communication Currents, 3(3).  

 

Brownson, S. (2014).  Embedding social media tools into online learning courses. Journal of Research in Innovative 

 Teaching. 7(1), 112-118. 

Callaghan, N. & Bower, M. (2012). Learning through social networking sites: The critical role of  

 the teacher. Educational Media International, 49(1), 1– 17. doi:10.1080/09523987.2012.662621 

 

Chesebro, J. L. (2003). Effects of teacher clarity and nonverbal immediacy on student learning, receiver 

 apprehension, and affect. Communication Education, 52(2), 135–147. 

 

Gorham, J. (1988). The relationship between verbal teacher immediacy behaviors and student learning. 

 Communication Education, 37, 40–53. 

 

Karp, M., & Stacy, G. (September 2013). Research overview: What we know about nonacademic student supports. 

 Community College Research Center, Columbia University.  

 

Kelly, D. H., & Gorham, J. (1988). Effects of immediacy on recall of information. Communication Education, 

 37(3), 198–207. 

 

Kim, J, Kwon, Y., Cho, D. (2011).  Investigating factors that influence social presence and learning outcomes in 

 distance higher education.  Computers & Education, 57, 1512-1520. 

 

Lim, D.H., Morris, M.L. & Kupritz, V.W. (2007). Online vs. blended learning: Differences in instructional 

outcomes and learner satisfaction. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 11(2), 27-42. 

 

McCrosky, J. C., Fayer, J. M., Richmond, V. P., Sallinen, A., & Barracloug, R. A. (1996). A multi-cultural 

 examination of the relationship between nonverbal immediacy and affective learning. Communication 

 Quarterly, 44(3), 297–307. 

 

Mehrabian, A. (1969). Some referents and measures of nonverbal behavior. Behavior Research Methods and 

Instrumentations, 6(1), 203–207. 

 

Moore, M. G. (1989). Three types of interactions. The American Journal of Distance Education, 

3(2), 1-6. 

 

Richmond, V. P., Gorham, J. S., & McCrosky, J. C. (1987). The relationship between selected immediacy behaviors 

 and cognitive learning. In M. McLaughlin (Ed.), Communication yearbook, Vol. 10 (pp. 574–590). 

 Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

 

Stacey, E. (2002). Social presence online: networking learners at a distance. Education and Information 

 Technologies, 7(4), 287–294. 

 

Wei, C., Chen, N., & Kinshuk. (2012). A model for social presence in online classrooms.  Educational Technology 

 Research & Development, 60(3), 529– 545. doi:10.1007/s11423-012-9234-9 

 

Wise, A., Chang, J., Duffy, T., & del Valle, R. (2004). The effects of teacher social presence on student satisfaction, 

engagement, and learning. Journal of Educational Computing Research, 31(3), 247–271. 

Zhang, D., Zhao, J., Zhou, L., & Nunamaker, J. (2004). Can e-learning replace classroom learning?, 

 Communications of the ACM, 47(5), 75-79.  

 

 


