
Have you wondered if different grouping sizes and methods will affect group dynamics and 

student satisfaction in online classes? How many students should you place in groups in 

asynchronous online classes? 2? 4? or more…….?

Contradicting Studies

Some studies (e.g., Akcaoglu & Lee, 2016; 

Erdmann et al., 2017; Kim, 2013; Bristol & 

Kyarsgaard, 2012; Lowry et al, 2006) 

believed that smaller and / or stable 

discussion groups have positive impact on 

social presence. They claim smaller groups 

can augment quality interactivity and help 

students “dig deeper” into the content being 

explored” (Bristol & Kyarsgaard, 2012, p. 2)

Other studies (e.g., Al Mulhim & Eldokhny, 

2020; Hew & Cheung, 2011) claimed that 

larger group yield more quality discussions 

therefore improving social presence. Or “both 

grouping and non grouping strategies have 

their pros and cons” (Sun, Wang, and Guo, 

2018, p. 5). Lowenthal (2020) concluded that 

“one size does not fit all” (p.506).

Theoretical Framework of This Study: Community of Inquiry 

(Garrison, Anderson, and Archer, 2000)
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The framework used for this study is Garrison, Anderson, and Archer’s 

(2000) Community of Inquiry (COI) theory. Developed to investigate 

communication modes in text-based environments, COI posits that 

three “presences” exist in effective online communication and learning: 

social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence. Cognitive 

presence is the foundation element of these three; a high cognitive 

presence is necessary for learning to occur. Social presence is the 

ability of learners to construct themselves as real people within the 

online environment. As seen in the figure, all presences interact with 

each other, as well as with interventions from the instructor, to create 

an education experience. 



The end of the interview is a chance to leave a lasting impression. 
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Method

• This study was conducted with four 8-week asynchronous online classes at WVU in 2021. 24 

students in each class. Two treatment classes were grouped as Permanent Small Groups (4-

6) while the other two classes were grouped as Variably-Sized Groups (2, 6, and 24) for 

different discussion topics.   

• 41 students (16 treatment and 25 control) completed a survey given at the end of the class; 

the survey had 22 5 point Likert scale questions and 2 open-ended questions. 

• Descriptive statistics and qualitative methods were adopted in this study.

Results

• No statistically significant difference was noted in the mean scores of the Permanent Small 

Group and Variably-Sized Group in terms of social presence and student satisfaction. 

• However, the discussion posts of the Permanent Small Group were 1.6 times more than the 

Variably-Sized Group. The Permanent Small Group has yielded more in-depth discussion 

posts when the class approached to the end.

Conclusion

• Online asynchronous classes may need a warm-up process of building a community that is 

longer than the face-to-face classes.

• Students did not regard online classes as good platforms for communication, but they still 

showed high satisfaction toward the course and the instructors.

• The pandemic and greater online learning experience may have changed students’ attitudes 

and their evaluation metrics of satisfaction on online learning. Different grouping methods, 

even social presence itself, became more complicated than before.
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