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ABSTRACT

This chapter takes the perspective of the teacher as the leader of a blended K-12 classroom, working to 
create a community of inquiry. There is an inherent tension between the teacher/class leader encourag-
ing social presence, while simultaneously maximizing cognitive presence and higher order thinking for 
students. Teachers differentiate among students in order to maximize learning for students of different 
ability levels, which can create either intentional or accidental groups that develop a sense of identity 
and hold different perceptions of the class and the teacher. The reduces social presence within the class 
by encouraging inter-group differentiation, which impedes the free and open inquiry needed for high 
levels of cognitive presence for all students. The use of social media to enhance the relationships and 
trust among all students, as well as the use of alternative groupings, are potential solutions that enhance 
class-level social presence and contribute to higher levels of learning for all.

INTRODUCTION

i2Flex (or isquareFlex) is an innovative learning methodology pioneered by the American Community 
School of Athens (ACS Athens) for K-12 learning. It utilizes technology to provide a unique blend of 
web-based with face-to-face teaching and learning in order to provide students with 21st century skills 
through learning experiences that are flexible with respect to time, place and technology (Avgerinou, 
Gialamas, & Tsoukia, 2014). Also important to the methodology is Morfosis, an ethos-specific and har-
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monious educational experience, for which i2Flex serves as a vehicle, as well as educational leadership 
grounded in partnerships with teachers (Gialamas & Avgerinou, 2015).

One of the most important perspectives on understanding technology-supported learning, such as 
i2Flex, is the Community of Inquiry model (Rourke & Kanuka, 2009). The core of this model holds that:

Deep and meaningful learning… takes place in a community of inquiry composed of instructors and 
learners as the key participants in the educational process. The model assumes that in this community, 
learning occurs through the interaction of three core components: cognitive presence, teaching presence, 
and social presence. (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001, pp. 2-3)

Teaching presence is the extent to which the course instructor designs learning experiences, guides and 
directs student work, and facilitates interaction to support deep learning (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison & 
Archer, 2001; Arbaugh & Hwang, 2006; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Shea, Pickett & Pelz 2004; Rovai, 
2007). Akyol and Garrison (2011) referred to it as the provision of “leadership through the course of 
study” (p. 235). This concept has expanded from its original focus on the design and support of discourse 
in asynchronous discussions to include the design of all learning activities and the provision of feedback 
(Arbaugh & Hwang, 2006; Kupczynski, Ice, Weisenmayer & McClusky, 2010).

Social presence refers to the sense of emotional connection and group identity that students perceive; 
it includes the three components of open communication with others in the course, cohesion and iden-
tification with the group, and affective expression (Akyol & Garrison, 2010; Rourke, et al., 2001). This 
construct has evolved over the past fourteen years, moving from an emphasis on immediacy, projecting 
a sense of “self” into the digital space, and developing emotional connection and open communication 
(Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Rourke, et al., 2001; Swan, 2002) to focus more on educational goals 
and behaviors. It is now believed that social presence may evolve over time, and the components are 
framed to include both emotional and learning-focused behaviors; the three components are now labeled 
identifying with the community, communicating in a trusting environment, and developing interpersonal 
relationships (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).

Cognitive presence has been defined as “the extent to which the participants in… a community of 
inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained communication” (Garrison, Anderson & Ar-
cher, 2001, p. 11). It reflects Dewey’s practical inquiry model of learning, which involves four stages: 
a triggering event or problem; exploration of the concepts and issues; integration of information and 
consideration of solutions; and resolution through testing the validity of solutions and considering further 
applications (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2001). This involves deep engagement with concepts through 
discourse among members of a group, and processing ideas so as to produce shared understanding, 
reflection, critical thinking, and application (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Kanuka, Rourke & LaFlamme, 
2007; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009).

The three elements of the model, cognitive, social and teaching presence, interact with one another 
to create high-quality online learning (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010). There is a growing body of 
evidence that teaching presence precedes, and causes, social presence and cognitive presence (Garrison, 
Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010; Joo, Lim & Kim, 2011; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Shea, Li, Swan, & 
Pickett, 2005).

While originally the Community of Inquiry was focused primarily on asynchronous discussions 
(Anderson, Rourke, Garrison & Archer, 2001; Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2000; Rourke, Anderson, 
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