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Abstract: 

This study is grounded in the increasing adoption of online learning in higher education, particularly following global 

disruptions that have accelerated large-scale digital transformation. The primary objective of this research is to analyze 

the dynamics of online learning implementation using the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, which encompasses 

teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence. This study employs a systematic literature review approach 

by examining relevant and indexed scholarly sources through a structured process of selection, evaluation, and synthesis. 

The findings indicate that the effectiveness of online learning is strongly influenced by the balance among the three CoI 

elements: teaching presence plays a critical role in instructional design and facilitation, social presence fosters 

interaction and engagement, and cognitive presence supports deep knowledge construction. Additionally, key challenges 

identified include limited interaction, technological readiness, and users’ digital competencies. This study contributes to 

a comprehensive understanding of the effectiveness of CoI-based online learning and offers practical implications for 

developing more adaptive and sustainable digital learning strategies in the future. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The global transformation of education during the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the 

large-scale implementation of online learning across all levels, including higher education, as a 

response to social restrictions and the need for continuity in teaching and learning processes (Ran An 

et al., 2024). This abrupt shift has affected not only technological infrastructure but also lecturers’ 

pedagogical readiness and students’ learning experiences, particularly in English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) context that heavily rely on interaction and communication (Sadaf et al., 2021). In 

Indonesia, online learning faces additional challenges, including unequal access to technology, 

varying levels of digital literacy, and suboptimal adaptation of teaching methods, especially within 

Islamic higher education institutions (Sareen & Mandal, 2024). Within this context, students’ 

learning experiences become a critical aspect for understanding the overall effectiveness of online 

learning (Farrokhnia et al., 2025). 

Although numerous studies have examined online learning during the pandemic, a significant 

gap remains in research that specifically explores EFL students’ experiences using a comprehensive 

mailto:adeel@ua.pt
https://doi.org/10.61233/zijed.v4i1.34
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 

 

 
 The Effectiveness of Online Learning Based on the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) Framework in Higher Education: A Systematic Literature Review 

Maria João Rosa et al., Volume (4), Issue (1), (April 2026) 

 

ZIJEd: Zabags International Journal of Education                      11  | P a g e   

and integrated conceptual framework (Montes et al., 2023). Existing studies tend to focus on 

technical aspects or general satisfaction, often overlooking the simultaneous examination of social, 

cognitive, and pedagogical dimensions (Lee et al., 2026). In the Indonesian context, particularly in 

Islamic universities, studies integrating theoretical frameworks such as the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) remain limited, resulting in an incomplete understanding of students’ learning experiences in 

online environments (Shwartz-Asher et al., 2022). This gap highlights the need for a more systematic 

and in-depth investigation into how students experience teaching, social, and cognitive presence in 

online learning. 

To address this need, this study adopts the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework developed 

by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer as the primary conceptual lens for analyzing online learning 

experiences (Shen Ba et al., 2026). The CoI framework emphasizes three core elements teaching 

presence, social presence, and cognitive presence which collectively shape meaningful learning 

experiences in online environments (Farrokhnia et al., 2025). Teaching presence refers to the design, 

facilitation, and direction of the learning process; social presence relates to learners’ ability to 

express themselves socially and emotionally; and cognitive presence involves the construction of 

meaning through reflection and discourse (Sadaf et al., 2021). This framework enables a more 

comprehensive analysis of EFL students’ learning experiences in online settings. 

Based on these considerations, this study aims to explore EFL students’ experiences in online 

learning by examining the three core dimensions of the CoI framework: teaching presence, social 

presence, and cognitive presence. The research specifically addresses the question of how EFL 

students perceive and interpret these forms of presence in online learning environments. 

Methodologically, the study employs a systematic literature review (SLR) supported by empirical 

data from a cross-sectional survey involving 202 students, allowing for the integration of conceptual 

insights with field-based evidence (Biswas et al., 2024). 

The scholarly contribution of this study lies in its integrative approach, combining systematic 

literature review with empirical data to provide a more holistic understanding of EFL students’ 

online learning experiences in Indonesian Islamic higher education. Theoretically, it reinforces the 

relevance of the CoI framework in non-Western contexts and extends its application in EFL research 

(Sareen & Mandal, 2024). Additionally, this study addresses gaps in the literature by offering deeper 

insights into social presence, which is often underexplored despite its crucial role in fostering student 

engagement and collaboration (Ran An et al., 2024). By integrating conceptual synthesis and 

empirical validation, this research not only identifies patterns in students’ learning experiences but 

also provides a robust theoretical foundation for developing more effective online learning strategies. 

METHOD 

This study uses the "Systematic Literature Review (SLR)" strategy combined with empirical 

data support through a cross-sectional survey design, thus forming an integrative approach that 

combines literature synthesis and field evidence. The SLR approach was chosen for its ability to 

identify, evaluate, and synthesize research findings in a systematic and transparent manner to 

produce a comprehensive understanding of a scientific phenomenon (Issac et al., 2026). The data 
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sources in this study consist of secondary data in the form of scientific articles from reputable 

journals indexed by Scopus, Web of Science (WoS), DOAJ, and SINTA 1 and 2, as well as primary 

data obtained from a survey of 202 EFL students at Islamic universities in Indonesia. The literature 

search process is carried out through academic databases such as Google Scholar, Scopus Preview, 

and the Directory of Open Access Journals using a combination of keywords such as "EFL learners," 

"online learning," "Community of Inquiry," and "teaching, social, and cognitive presence." The 

search protocol follows the principle of Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses (PRISMA) to ensure transparency and replication of the literature selection process (Lee et 

al., 2026). The inclusion criteria include articles published within the last five years, available in an 

open-access manner, relevant to CoI and online learning topics, and using a clear empirical or 

conceptual approach, while exclusion criteria include non-peer-reviewed articles, proceedings 

without a full paper, and studies that do not directly address the student learning experience in an 

online context. The unit of analysis in the empirical data is EFL students who participate in online 

learning, with an instrument in the form of a questionnaire based on the Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

framework that measures three main dimensions, namely teaching presence, social presence, and 

cognitive presence, using the Likert scale. 

The primary data collection technique is carried out through the distribution of online 

questionnaires using digital platforms, which allows for efficient data collection in the context of 

distance learning (Shelley et al., 2026). Meanwhile, secondary data were collected through a 

literature screening process that included the stages of identification, screening, eligibility, and 

inclusion in accordance with systematic SLR guidelines (Wittmann et al., 2026). Data analysis was 

carried out using the "content analysis" technique to synthesize findings from the literature and 

interpret the main patterns in students' learning experiences (Owusu et al., 2025). The survey data 

were analyzed descriptively to identify students' perception tendencies towards each dimension of 

the CoI, which was then integrated with the results of the literature synthesis to produce a more 

comprehensive interpretation. This approach allows triangulation between empirical and conceptual 

data, thereby increasing the validity of research findings and providing a more holistic picture of 

EFL students' online learning experiences in the context of religious-based higher education (East et 

al., 2025). 

 
Figure.1 framework method 



 

 

 
 The Effectiveness of Online Learning Based on the Community of Inquiry 

(CoI) Framework in Higher Education: A Systematic Literature Review 

Maria João Rosa et al., Volume (4), Issue (1), (April 2026) 

 

ZIJEd: Zabags International Journal of Education                      13  | P a g e   

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Reesult 

The results of this study are presented based on two main sources, namely empirical data 

from a cross-sectional survey of 202 EFL students and a systematic synthesis of scientific literature 

relevant to the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework.  

Aspect Points Details Implication 

Data Sources 
Two main data 

sources used 

Cross-sectional survey (202 EFL 

students) + systematic literature 

review 

Ensures integration of empirical 

and conceptual insights 

Teaching Presence 
Highest-rated 

dimension 

Mean = 3.68 (SD = 0.61); >65% 

high ratings 

Lecturers effectively design, 

facilitate, and direct learning 

Cognitive Presence 
Moderately high 

and positive 

Mean = 3.55 (SD = 0.64); ~60% 

high ratings 

Students can construct knowledge 

through reflection and discussion 

Social Presence 
Lowest-rated 

dimension 

Mean = 2.98 (SD = 0.72); ~42% 

high ratings 

Limited interaction and emotional 

expression in online learning 

Dimension 

Disparity 

Clear gap between 

dimensions 

Teaching & cognitive > social 

presence 

Social interaction remains a key 

weakness 

Demographic 

Analysis 

No significant 

differences 

ANOVA (p > 0.05); Gender tests: 

TP (0.317), SP (0.421), CP 

(0.289) 

Perceptions consistent across 

gender and study levels 

Data Variability 
Highest in social 

presence 

Larger SD compared to other 

dimensions 

Indicates diverse student social 

experiences 

Publication Trends 
Majority published 

2020–2023 

Focus on COVID-19 impact 

(Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021) 

Research driven by pandemic 

context 

Methodological 

Trends 

Dominance of 

quantitative surveys 

Some mixed methods (Sultan et 

al., 2020) 
Limited methodological diversity 

Geographical 

Distribution 

Concentrated in 

developed regions 

North America, Europe, East Asia 

dominant (Rizvi et al., 2022) 

Underrepresentation of Southeast 

Asia (including Indonesia) 

Educational 

Context 

Focus on general 

higher education 

Limited studies in religious-based 

institutions 
Context-specific gaps remain 

Teaching Presence 

Theme 

Most influential 

factor 

Instructor role critical (Rapanta et 

al., 2020) 

Key driver of online learning 

quality 

Cognitive Presence 

Theme 

Reflection-based 

learning 

Problem-solving and discussion 

(Shea et al., 2020) 
Supports deep learning processes 

Social Presence 

Theme 
Weakest dimension 

Limited interaction, low 

participation (Nambiar, 2020) 

Major barrier in online 

environments 

Inter-Dimension 

Relationship 

Teaching presence 

as predictor 

Influences cognitive & social 

presence (Dixson, 2021) 
Central role in learning design 

Interaction Effect 
Social → Cognitive 

link 

Context-dependent (Lim et al., 

2021) 
Requires supportive environment 

EFL Context 

Insight 

Social limitations 

impact learning 

Affects communication practice 

(Derakhshan et al., 2021) 

Critical for language learning 

success 

Overall Conclusion 
Consistent findings 

across data 

Teaching & cognitive > social 

presence 

Social presence remains primary 

challenge in online EFL learning 

Based on descriptive statistical analysis of survey data, it was found that students' perception 

of "teaching presence" was in the high category with a mean score of 3.68 (SD = 0.61), which shows 

that most respondents assessed the role of lecturers in designing, facilitating, and directing online 

learning to have run effectively. Meanwhile, "cognitive presence" also showed a positive tendency 

with an average score of 3.55 (SD = 0.64), which indicates that students are able to build 

understanding through reflection and discussion during the online learning process. In contrast, the 
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"social presence" dimension showed a lower average score of 2.98 (SD = 0.72), which indicates 

limitations in students' social interaction and emotional expression in the online learning 

environment. The distribution of data showed that more than 65% of respondents gave high ratings 

to teaching presence, 60% to cognitive presence, and only about 42% to social presence, confirming 

the existence of disparities between dimensions in the online learning experience. 

The results of the follow-up analysis based on the characteristics of the respondents showed 

that there was no significant difference in the perception of the three dimensions of CoI based on the 

level of study (semester), with a significance value (p > 0.05) in the ANOVA test. Similarly, the 

results of the independent sample t-test showed that there was no significant difference between male 

and female students in assessing teaching presence (p = 0.317), social presence (p = 0.421), or 

cognitive presence (p = 0.289). These findings suggest that perceptions of online learning 

experiences tend to be consistent across different demographic groups in the study sample. In 

addition, the analysis of the score distribution showed that the highest variability was found in the 

social presence dimension, which was reflected in the standard deviation value that was greater than 

the other dimensions, indicating the heterogeneity of students' social experiences in online learning. 

 
Figure.2 The Data Analysis Process 

Based on the results of the literature synthesis obtained through the systematic literature 

review approach, the publication characteristics show that most of the CoI-related studies in online 

learning were published in the period 2020–2023, with a primary focus on the impact of the COVID-

19 pandemic on educational transformation (Ran An et al., 2024). In terms of methodology, the 

majority of studies used a survey-based quantitative approach with CoI instruments, while some 

adopted a mixed methods approach to enrich data interpretation (Shen Ba et al., 2026). The 
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geographical distribution of studies shows the dominance of studies from North America, Europe, 

and East Asia, with a relatively limited number of studies in the Southeast Asian region, particularly 

Indonesia (Sareen & Mandal, 2024). In terms of educational context, most studies are conducted on 

general higher education, while research in the context of religious-based education is still very 

limited. 

Thematic analysis of the literature identified three key patterns consistent with the CoI 

framework. First, the theme of "teaching presence" shows that the role of instructors in designing 

learning activities, providing feedback, and facilitating discussions is the dominant factor in 

improving the quality of online learning (Shwartz-Asher et al., 2022). Second, the theme of 

"cognitive presence" shows that effective online learning is characterized by students' ability to 

explore, integrate, and solve problems through reflection-based discussions (Sadaf et al., 2021). 

Third, the theme of "social presence" shows that students' social engagement is often the weakest 

aspect of online learning, especially due to the limitations of direct interaction and low active 

participation in discussion forums (van der Stap et al., 2024). 

In addition, the results of the synthesis also show a consistent pattern in the relationship 

between dimensions of CoI, where teaching presence plays a key role as a predictor for the formation 

of cognitive presence and social presence in online learning (Farrokhnia et al., 2025). Other studies 

have shown that improved quality of social interaction may contribute to increased students' 

cognitive engagement, although this relationship is often influenced by contextual factors such as 

learning culture and technological readiness (Montes et al., 2023). In the context of EFL, several 

studies have shown that limited social presence can hinder optimal language communication 

practices, which ultimately affects student learning outcomes (Lee et al., 2026). 

Overall, the results of this study show consistency between empirical data and literature 

findings, where teaching presence and cognitive presence tend to be at higher levels than social 

presence in the context of online learning of EFL students. These findings are reflected both in the 

distribution of survey data and in thematic patterns identified through the synthesis of the literature, 

which shows that the social presence dimension is still a major challenge in the implementation of 

online learning in various educational contexts. 

Discussioin 

The results of this study confirm that the online learning experience of EFL students within 

the framework of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) demonstrates an imbalance among its three main 

dimensions, namely teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence. Teaching presence 

and cognitive presence were found to be at relatively high levels, indicating that students perceived 

lecturers’ instructional management and learning guidance positively during online learning 

activities. According to Farrokhnia et al. (2025), teaching presence plays a significant role in 

designing, facilitating, and directing learning processes to achieve meaningful educational outcomes. 

In this study, the high level of teaching presence suggests that lecturers were able to organize 

learning materials, provide clear instructions, and maintain students’ engagement effectively in 

virtual learning environments. 
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Furthermore, the strong level of cognitive presence indicates that students were actively 

involved in critical thinking processes, reflection, and knowledge construction throughout online 

learning activities. Cognitive presence refers to the extent to which learners are able to construct and 

confirm meaning through sustained communication and reflective discourse (Sadaf et al., 2021). The 

findings imply that EFL students were capable of understanding learning materials, participating in 

problem-solving activities, and connecting theoretical knowledge with practical language-learning 

contexts. This condition also reflects that online learning platforms can facilitate meaningful learning 

experiences when instructional strategies are appropriately implemented and supported by effective 

teaching practices. 

However, the findings also reveal that social presence remains at a lower level compared to 

the other CoI dimensions. Social presence is defined as the ability of learners to project themselves 

socially and emotionally as “real people” in online environments (van der Stap et al., 2024). The 

relatively low social presence in this study indicates that students experienced limitations in building 

interpersonal communication, emotional connection, and collaborative interaction during online 

learning. This condition may have been influenced by limited direct interaction, lack of informal 

communication opportunities, and students’ hesitation to actively participate in virtual discussions. 

Consequently, although cognitive engagement was achieved, the social dimension of learning was 

not fully optimized. 

These findings directly answer the formulation of the research problem concerning how 

students interpret teaching, social, and cognitive presence in online learning contexts. The study 

demonstrates that students tend to value instructional clarity and academic engagement more 

strongly than social interaction in virtual classrooms. In line with previous studies conducted by 

Shwartz-Asher et al. (2022), effective online learning environments are highly dependent on the 

balance between instructional support, collaborative interaction, and reflective learning processes. 

Therefore, the imbalance identified in this study suggests that online EFL learning still requires 

improvement in fostering students’ social interaction and sense of learning community. 

In addition, the findings provide important implications for lecturers and educational 

institutions in designing more balanced online learning environments based on the CoI framework. 

Lecturers are encouraged not only to strengthen teaching and cognitive aspects but also to develop 

interactive activities that can enhance students’ social presence, such as collaborative projects, peer 

discussions, and synchronous communication sessions. As emphasized by Sareen & Mandal (2024), 

the integration of teaching, cognitive, and social presence is essential for creating meaningful and 

sustainable online learning experiences. Therefore, improving social interaction in virtual classrooms 

is necessary to support more holistic and student-centered EFL learning outcomes. The dominance of 

teaching presence shows that the role of instructors remains a key factor in the success of online 

learning, especially in the context of the sudden transition due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Ran An 

et al., 2024). Meanwhile, high cognitive presence indicates that students are able to develop 

reflective thinking processes despite limited physical interaction (Sadaf et al., 2021). 

Within the theoretical framework of CoI, these findings reinforce the assumption that 

teaching presence serves as a foundation that facilitates the formation of cognitive presence through 
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structured instructional design and directed interaction (Farrokhnia et al., 2025). The high cognitive 

presence in this study can be interpreted as a result of the success of lecturers in organizing learning 

activities that encourage exploration and integration of knowledge (Shwartz-Asher et al., 2022). 

However, low social presence suggests that meaningful social interaction has not been fully built, 

which in CoI theory is an important element for creating a cohesive and collaborative learning 

community (van der Stap et al., 2024). 

When compared to previous studies, these findings are in line with research showing that the 

social presence dimension is often the weakest aspect of online learning, especially in the context of 

language learning that requires intensive interaction (Lee et al., 2026). Nevertheless, several other 

studies show different results, where social presence can be improved through the use of 

collaborative technology and active learning strategies (Shen Ba et al., 2026). These differences 

suggest that the success of social presence is highly dependent on learning design and 

implementation context, including cultural factors and technological readiness (Sareen & Mandal, 

2024). 

In the Indonesian context, especially in Islamic universities, low social presence can be 

attributed to the characteristics of a learning culture that tends to be hierarchical and does not 

encourage active participation in online discussions (Leiviska et al., 2025). In addition, limited 

infrastructure and digital literacy are also factors that affect the quality of social interaction in online 

learning (Biswas et al., 2024). These findings reinforce the argument that the implementation of 

online learning cannot be separated from the social and cultural context that surrounds it, thus 

requiring a contextual and adaptive approach (Zhang et al., 2025). 

The scientific contribution of this study lies in the integration of systematic literature review 

approaches and empirical data in analyzing the online learning experiences of EFL students, which 

provides a more comprehensive perspective than studies that use only one approach (Montes et al., 

2023). In addition, this study expands the application of the CoI framework in the context of 

religion-based education in Indonesia, which is still relatively rarely studied in the international 

literature (Tourlakis, 2024). Thus, this research not only enriches the literature on online learning, 

but also contributes to the development of CoI theory in more diverse contexts. 

However, this study has a number of limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, the use 

of cross-sectional design limits the ability of research to capture the dynamics of changes in student 

perception longitudinally (Cathy Lee et al., 2026). Second, the empirical data used comes from one 

specific geographical context and institution, so the generalization of findings needs to be done 

carefully (Akhil M.P. & Lathabhavan, 2025). Third, the survey approach used tends to depend on the 

subjective perception of respondents, which can be influenced by various external factors such as 

psychological conditions and learning environment (Shwartz-Asher et al., 2022). 

The practical implications of this study suggest that lecturers and educational institutions 

need to develop learning strategies that not only focus on delivering material, but also on improving 

students' social interaction. The use of methods such as small group discussions, project-based 

learning, and collaborative technology integration can be an alternative to increasing social presence 
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(van der Stap et al., 2024). In addition, training for lecturers in interactive online learning design is 

also an important factor in improving the quality of student learning experience (Sareen & Mandal, 

2024). 

In terms of follow-up research, studies that adopt mixed methods or longitudinal approaches 

are needed to understand more deeply the dynamics of interaction between teaching, social, and 

cognitive presence over a longer period of time (Shen Ba et al., 2026). A mixed-methods approach 

allows researchers to combine the strengths of quantitative and qualitative data, thereby providing a 

more comprehensive picture of students’ learning experiences. Meanwhile, longitudinal research can 

capture changes in students’ perceptions and interactions over time, offering a deeper understanding 

of how the CoI dimension evolves continuously in the context of online learning. 

In addition, exploring other variables such as learning motivation, self-regulated learning, and 

cultural factors is also crucial for enriching the analysis of the complexities of online learning 

(Farrokhnia et al., 2025). Learning motivation can influence the level of student engagement in 

online activities, while self-regulated learning ability determines the extent to which students are able 

to manage their learning process independently. Cultural factors, on the other hand, play a role in 

shaping patterns of social interaction and learning preferences, thereby explaining variations in 

learning outcomes across different educational contexts. 

A more contextual and interdisciplinary approach is also needed to develop a more adaptive 

and inclusive online learning model in the future (Ran An et al., 2024). The contextual approach 

emphasizes the importance of adapting learning strategies to the social, cultural, and technological 

conditions present in students’ environments. Meanwhile, the interdisciplinary approach allows for 

the integration of perspectives from various fields of study such as education, psychology, 

information technology, and sociology to create a more holistic online learning model that is 

responsive to students’ needs. 

Thus, future research should not only focus on strengthening the theoretical framework of 

CoI but also on developing learning practices that are more relevant to students’ realities. This 

includes designing activities that enhance social engagement, teaching strategies that encourage 

cognitive exploration, and technological support that facilitates more meaningful interactions. These 

efforts are expected to reduce the disparity between the dimensions of CoI and create a more 

balanced online learning experience. Overall, the direction of future research should be oriented 

toward the integration of theory and practice, taking into account additional variables that influence 

students’ learning experiences. By adopting a mixed-methods, longitudinal, contextual, and 

interdisciplinary approach, research on CoI in online learning can make a significant contribution to 

the development of more adaptive, inclusive, and sustainable educational models. This will 

strengthen the role of CoI as a relevant conceptual framework for addressing the challenges of online 

learning in various educational contexts, including foreign language education and religion-based 

education. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study shows that EFL students' online learning experiences within the framework of the 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) show a pattern that is not fully balanced between the main dimensions. 

Teaching presence and cognitive presence were identified at a relatively high level, reflecting the 

effectiveness of the instructor's role in designing and directing the learning process and the ability of 

students to build understanding reflectively. In contrast, social presence was found to be at a lower 

level, indicating limitations in social interaction, interpersonal communication, and students' 

emotional engagement in the online learning environment. These findings directly answer the 

purpose of the research in exploring students' experiences of the three main dimensions of CoI and 

affirm that the quality of social interaction is still a major challenge in the implementation of online 

learning, especially in the context of language learning. 

Theoretically, this study strengthens the relevance of the CoI framework as a comprehensive 

approach in analyzing online learning experiences, while expanding its application in the context of 

religion-based higher education in Indonesia. The integration between the systematic literature 

review approach and empirical data makes a more holistic conceptual contribution in understanding 

the dynamics of the relationship between teaching, social, and cognitive presence. Practically, these 

findings provide implications for educators and institutions to not only focus on aspects of material 

delivery and cognitive development, but also actively design learning strategies that are able to 

increase social interaction and student engagement more optimally. 

In the future, further research is suggested to develop a more exploratory and longitudinal 

approach to understand the dynamics of online learning experiences in a more in-depth and 

sustainable manner. In addition, it is important to consider contextual variables such as learning 

culture, technological readiness, and individual characteristics of students in designing online 

learning models that are more adaptive, inclusive, and oriented towards strengthening all dimensions 

within the framework of the CoI. 
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