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ABSTRACT 

Online learning has become an integral part of higher education, and while its adoption was 

accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, it will continue to be an important mode of learning in 

higher education. However, research indicates that accounting students are experiencing the 

online learning component as a significantly bigger challenge than the face-to-face learning 

component. Providing a responsive online accounting learning environment requires an effective 

framework to assist with the design of the teaching and learning environment, facilitating optimal 

online learning. This article reports on a systematic literature review to determine the nature of the 

Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework within the context of online undergraduate accounting 
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education. Utilising scholarly databases (Scopus, Web of Science, African Journals and 

EbscoHost), a literature search was conducted for the period 2012–2022, resulting in the 

identification of 35 articles for full-text review. The results of this review highlighted that all three 

presences of the CoI (social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence) were present. 

Most of the articles reported on group cohesion and affective/personal connections within social 

presence, and instructional design within teaching presence. Sub-themes such as triggering 

events within cognitive presence and direct instruction within teaching presence received the least 

coverage in the sampled articles. The insufficient inclusion of certain sub-themes in the presences 

indicated the need for further application to create a responsive online learning environment in 

accounting education.  

Keywords: Community of Inquiry, online learning, undergraduate accounting education, higher 

education 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Since the introduction of the Internet and World Wide Web in the 1990s, online learning and 

blended learning (a mix of face-to-face and online classes) have been implemented to reach a 

larger student population (Palvia et al. 2018, 233). As early as the year 2000, online learning 

became a standard mode of learning at many Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) (Love and 

Fry 2006, 152) and has gained further significance in higher education in recent years 

(D’Aquila, Wang, and Mattia 2019, 63). For example, Ebaid (2020, 238) argues that online 

learning makes education accessible to more students, overcoming social and equality 

challenges (Irshad  Ali, Narayan, and Sharma 2020, 8). Palvia et al. (2018, 233) already 

predicted in 2018, before the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, that online learning would globally 

become the mainstream mode of learning by 2025. For this study, “online learning” refers to 

the delivery of a learning experience by means of digital or computer technology with 

synchronous or asynchronous learning interaction between students, lecturers, and digital 

learning resources. 

The COVID-19 pandemic wreaked havoc globally and challenged the stability of 

political, economic, and social environments. Consequently, HEIs worldwide had to swiftly 

transition from traditional face-to-face (physical) academic classes to remote online teaching 

and learning (virtual classes) to limit the spread of the virus (Lazim, Ismail, and Tazilah 2021, 

13; W. Ali 2020, 16). The adoption of online learning also became an urgent technological 

measure to ensure the continuation of the academic year (Ebaid 2020, 245). 

Both students and academics, unprepared for this sudden shift to a fully online setting, 

experienced it as a drastic adjustment, which generated uncertainty, negativity, and resistance 

to change among them (Ebaid 2020, 240). Furthermore, HEIs encountered time constraints in 



Fouché, Marx, Heymans, Pool                   Exploring the nature of communities of inquiry in undergraduate accounting education 

115  

transitioning to quality teaching and learning within this online-only environment (Malan 

2020, 321). Regardless of these challenges, it remained crucial for the online learning 

environment to deliver a constructive learning experience with positive results (Halabi et al. 

2014, 165).  

Providing a responsive online accounting learning environment requires an effective 

framework to assist with the design of the teaching and learning environment, facilitating 

optimal online learning. From the various models that aim to enhance the success of online 

and blended learning (Akyol, Garrison, and Ozden 2009, 65), the Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

framework developed by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer in 2000 stands out as the most 

prominent, garnering the highest level of interest. The CoI framework enables lecturers to 

design, assess, and facilitate effective online learning environments, while offering a 

structured and cooperative student community with the aim to analyse, generate, and validate 

valuable knowledge (Garrison and Vaughan 2008, 9).  

The establishment and maintenance of a CoI are guided by three presences: social 

presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence (D.R. Garrison and Arbaugh 2007, 158). 

Social presence pertains to the capacity to establish personal connections with fellow learners 

within a community. Cognitive presence involves collaboratively constructing meaning 

through the process of inquiry, while teaching presence constitutes the guiding force that 

organises and facilitates the educational process in a constructive, collaborative, and continuous 

manner. The convergence of these elements forms the essence of the CoI, enabling 

collaborative and constructivist educational experiences to be attained (D.R. Garrison 2006, 

26). Research furthermore suggests that implementing CoI design principles enhances student 

satisfaction (Yandra et al. 2021, 2). 

In the realm of high-demand qualifications, such as the chartered accountancy (CA) 

certification, it is imperative that the quality of online learning match that of traditional face-

to-face education (Myring, Bott, and Edwards 2014, 67). Even in favourable conditions, the CA 

qualification is widely regarded as challenging (Wilmot and Jonker 2020). Olivier (2020, 75-

76) concurs, highlighting that the extensive content covered by the CA qualification 

necessitates innovative teaching methods. Moreover, the accounting profession now 

emphasises the need for graduates to possess not only technical expertise, but also effective 

communication and soft skills (Matt 2021, ix). Nevertheless, current accounting education often 

overlooks the development of these crucial soft skills (Matt 2021, ix). Irshad  Ali, Narayan, and 

Sharma (2020, 2) observe that, in many online accounting courses, student engagement tools 

remain underutilised, which, in turn, hinders the cultivation of essential skills. 

Given the challenges faced by accounting students in online learning environments, it is 
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imperative to explore how the social, cognitive, and teaching elements of the CoI framework 

can inform the formulation of tailored guidelines that address the distinct needs of these 

students. This article delves into the nature of the CoI framework, offering practical insights 

into responsive online learning environments structured specifically for undergraduate 

accounting education. The contribution of the study lies in its aim to enhance the quality of 

teaching and learning within the field of accounting. In doing so, the research responds to the 

call for more focused investigations in teaching and learning within accounting education, 

thereby enriching the existing body of knowledge in this domain. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
To answer the research question and limit bias, a systematic literature review (SLR) was 

conducted. This entailed the collection, critical evaluation, and synthesis of existing literature 

(Leonidou et al. 2020, 246). With the assistance of a faculty information specialist, predefined 

search criteria were followed to source and select pertinent literature (Kitchenham 2004, 2). 

 

The research question and objective of the review 
To determine the nature of CoI within undergraduate online accounting education, (Booth 

2006) SPICE framework (Setting, Perspective, phenomenon of Interest/Intervention, 

Comparison, Evaluation) was used in developing the research question that guided the SLR, 

namely: What is the nature of CoI within online learning in undergraduate accounting 

education? 

 

The review process 
The SLR was conducted in three phases: planning the review, conducting the review, and 

reporting the findings from the review (Kitchenham 2004, 3). To mitigate researcher bias, the 

researcher, in collaboration with an expert in the field of SLR, determined the necessity of the 

review and developed the review procedure (Kitchenham 2004, 10).  

In Phase 1 a search strategy was formulated for the identification of primary studies. This 

strategy included pre-determined, research-specific keywords, search strings, databases, 

selection criteria, as well as methods for data extraction and synthesis (Kitchenham 2004, 7). 

To ensure rigour, the review procedure was scrutinised by three experienced researchers in the 

accounting and educational fields. 

Phase 2 consisted of identifying and selecting applicable literature across several 

institutional databases using the review procedure outlined in Phase 1. An electronic search 

was conducted across institutional databases for the period 2012–2022 to cover research that 
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has been conducted over the last 10 years. Institutional databases of the North-West University 

(NWU) such as Scopus, Web of Science, African Journals and EbscoHost were utilised and in 

EbscoHost the following suitable databases were selected: Academic Search Complete, 

Africa-Wide Information, Business Source Complete, EconLit with Full Text, E-Journals, 

ERIC, MasterFILE Premier, SocINDEX with Full Text, and Teacher Reference Center. 

Google Scholar was excluded as a database as all relevant records were expected to be included 

in the selected databases. 

To retrieve specific, relevant results pertaining to the nature of CoI within online learning 

in undergraduate accounting education, the following keywords and search strings (derived 

from the research question) were used: “online learning” OR “web-based learning” OR “e-

learning” OR “virtual learning” OR “digital learning” OR “distance learning” OR “remote 

learning” OR “online teaching” OR “web-based teaching” OR “e-teaching” OR “virtual 

teaching” OR “digital teaching” OR “distance teaching” OR “remote teaching” OR “online 

education” OR “web-based education” OR “e-education” OR “virtual education” OR “digital 

education” OR “distance education” OR “remote education” OR  “web-based instruction” OR 

“online instruction” OR “virtual instruction” OR “digital instruction” OR “remote instruction” 

OR “distance instruction”; “accounting” OR “accountancy”; “community of inquiry” OR 

“CoI”. 

English, full-text, scholarly, and peer-reviewed articles from accredited journals and 

conference proceedings were selected using the above keywords. The initial search yielded 261 

potentially relevant articles. After removing secondary documents, foreign language records, 

and duplications, 127 articles remained. The screening of abstracts followed, and after 

excluding those that did not contain at least two of the keywords, 86 articles remained for a 

subsequent round of scrutiny. Kitchenham (2004, 10) emphasises the importance of evaluating 

records and applying quality assessment to the study design of primary studies, as per the 

hierarchy of evidence. For instance, in evaluating individual primary records, systematic 

reviews are excluded due to their status as a secondary hierarchy of evidence (Kitchenham 

2004, 13). Thus, after eliminating articles with a secondary hierarchy of evidence, 69 records 

remained.  

As part of quality assurance, two experts, one in the field of CoI (an acclaimed publisher 

in academic journals on CoI in an educational context) and the other in the field of accounting 

education (a professor and researcher in accounting education) reviewed the list of articles, and 

no records were added. After a final search, the researcher added two articles, resulting in 71 

articles for full-text screening. In the full-text screening, the researcher scrutinised the articles, 

removing articles that did not speak to the three presences of CoI in accounting education. 
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Ultimately, 35 articles remained for analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the SLR screening process. 
 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Representation of systematic review screening process 

 

Data extraction through qualitative content analysis 
The 35 articles were thematically analysed using ATLAS.ti 9, a qualitative data analysis 

software. Applying the structured methodology suggested by Jones et al. (2020, 38), the 

researcher familiarised herself with the data by reading through it, seeking to gain an 

understanding of its content. Using both a deductive and inductive approach, the researcher 

linked the data to codes and the codes to themes (the three presences) and sub-themes (their 

components) relevant to the research question (Terry et al. 2017, 19). Co-coding was applied, 

and inter-rater reliability in the research was assured by means of Cohen’s Kappa (Geisler and 

Databases: Scopus, Web of Science, African Journals and EbscoHost 
 

Title search: 
Number of records identified through a systematic search (n=261) 

Number of records after secondary records, duplicates in a specific database, duplicates 
across databases, and foreign languages were removed (n=127) 

Systematic screening of the abstracts: 
Number of records after non-relevant and abstracts with only one keyword were removed 

(n=86) 
 

Quality assessment of studies: 
Number of records after lower-evidence hierarchy records were removed (n=69) 

71 studies screened for the three presences of CoI (social, cognitive, and teaching presence) 
in accounting education 

Other searches: 
Author searches resulted in another two records (n=71) 

Recommendations by experts resulted in no new records (n=71) 

35 studies – final sample 
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Swarts 2019, 162). The researcher shared the developed codes with two independent coders 

(the promotor and co-promoter of this study). The coding of eight articles was compared with 

a Kappa statistic of 0.94, indicating a high level of coding agreement. 

Phase 3, the last phase of the review process, entails reporting the findings of the SLR 

(Kitchenham 2004, 3), which is the purpose of the following section.  

 

FINDINGS 

Table 1 provides an analysis of the 35 articles, outlining the presences and their components 

within the CoI framework addressed in each article. All components are indicated with a “√”, 

while an “X” indicates the absence of a specific component in the article. A detailed analysis 

of the findings is available on request. 

 
Table 1: Summary of findings  
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Abdel-Rahim (2021) X X √ X √ √ X √ X X 

Ali, Narayan, Sharma (2021)  X √ √ X X X X X X X 

Ali, Narayan, Gedera (2022) X X X X X X √ √ X X 

Al-Nimer & Alsheikh (2022) X √ √ X X X X X X X 

Wentzel & De Hart (2020) X X X X X X X √ X √ 

Ellingson & Notbohm (2012) X √ √ X X X √ √ √ X 

Grabinski, Kedzior, Krasodomska, 

Herdan (2020) 
X X X X X X X √ X X 

Gqokonqana, Jurie, Madubedub, 

Mlawu (2022) 
X X X X X X X √ √ X 

Halabi, Essop, Carmichael, Steyn 

(2014) 
X X X X X X X √ √ X 

Herrador-Alcaide & Hernández-

Solís (2017)  
X X X X X X X √ √ X 

Herrador-Alcaide, Hernández-Solís 

Sanguino Galván (2019) 
X X X X X X X X X X 

Herrador-Alcaide, Hernández-Solís, 

Hontoria (2020) 
X 

X 
√ X X √ √ √ X X 

Januszewski & Grzeszczak (2021) √ X X X √ X X X X X 
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Presences Social presence Cognitive presence Teaching presence 
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Kashora, Van der Poll, Van der Poll 

(2016) 
X X X X X X X √ X X 

Lam, Chan, Yan (2012) X X X X X X X √ X X 

Lento (2018) X √ X X X X X X √ X 

Lizarda, Monica, Lorena (2020) X √ √ X X √ X √ X X 

Gavira & Omoteso (2013) X √ X X X X X X X X 

Makhlouf & Alani (2021) X X X X X X X √ X X 

Megeid (2014)  √ X X X X X X √ √ X 

Musleh Al-Sartawi (2020) X X X X X X X √ X X 

Ontong & Mbonambi (2021) X √ √ X √ X X √ √ X 

Parte & Herrador‐Alcaide (2021) X √ X X X X X X X X 

Rachman, Rachmawati, Dianita, 

Sinaga, Saudi (2021) 
X 

X 
X X X √ X √ X √ 

Reshetnikova (2020 X X X X X √ X X X X 

Reyneke & Shuttleworth (2018) X √ √ √ √ √ √ √ X X 

Shuttleworth & Reyneke (2017) X √ X X √ √ X X X X 

Tate, Reinstein, Churyk (2017) X X √ X X X √ √ X X 

Van Rooyen & Wessels (2015) √ √ √ X X X X X √ X 

Wagner & Křehnáčová (2021) X √ X X X X X √ X X 

Wong, Li, Wong, Lau (2017) X √ X √ X X X √ X X 

Wong, Li, Wong, Lau (2019) X √ X X √ X X √ X X 

Wong (2012) X √ √ X X X X √ X X 

Yanto, Hidayah, Hajawiyah,  

Baroroh, Wibowo (2021) 
X 

√ 
X X X X X √ X X 

Yinghui & Lin (2021) X √ √ X X √ X √ X X 

 

Key(s): √: The article includes reference to the applicable presence. 

              X: The article does not include reference to the applicable presence. 

 

DISCUSSION  
The aim of the discussion below is to determine the nature of CoI within online learning in 

undergraduate accounting education. Specific attention will be paid to the three presences, 
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proposed in the CoI framework as essential elements for the design and facilitation of 

successful online learning (Chiroma, Meda, and Waghid 2021).  

 
Nature of CoI in online accounting education 

The SLR showed that a substantial body of knowledge reports on the positive correlation 

between the CoI framework and student satisfaction within an online learning environment. 

This affirms that, if the presences are purposefully designed and successfully implemented in 

the online learning environment, it would lead to meaningful and rewarding online learning 

experiences (Choy and Quek 2016, 14; Sidiropoulou and Mavroidis 2019, 9; AlShamsi 2021, 

3; Purwandari, Junus, and Santoso 2022; Pellas and Kazanidis 2014, 21; Chiroma, Meda, and 

Waghid 2021, 2, 12; Goh 2020, 4). 

The SLR further revealed that, although studies on online learning in accounting seldom 

mention CoI explicitly, accounting lecturers are incorporating the three presences into their 

teaching methods without labelling them as CoI practices. Below, we explore the application 

of the three presences found in the literature. 

 

Theme 1: Social presence  
Social presence in online learning refers to students’ ability to project their personal 

characteristics while collaborating and communicating in their online community (D.R. 

Garrison, Anderson, and Archer 2000). Multiple studies highlight the importance of social 

presence in enhancing student engagement, which is crucial for successful online teaching and 

learning (Lawrence-Benedict, Pfahlb, and Smith 2019, 6). The components of social presence 

include open communication, group cohesion, and affective expression (Garrison and Arbaugh 

2007), which will be discussed below. 

 

Sub-theme 1: Open communication 
Open communication refers to the importance of safe communication, group work, emotional 

expression, social interactions, comfort in discussions, effective interactions, positive self-

identity, and reciprocal feedback in online learning. These factors enhance participation, 

satisfaction, engagement, knowledge sharing, collaboration, and overall learning experience 

in online environments (Stenbom, Jansson, and Hulkko 2016; AlShamsi 2021; Chiroma, 

Meda, and Waghid 2021; Lee et al. 2021; Daspit, Mims, and Zavattaro 2015; Purwandari, 

Junus, and Santoso 2022; Su Kyoung and Sangmi 2017). 

The SLR underscores the significance of fostering social presence and encouraging open 

communication. It indicates that integrating interactive technology into blended learning not 
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only enhances effectiveness, but also strengthens communication skills and deepens accounting 

understanding (Megeid 2014, 35). Students value relaxed conversations and a stress-free 

learning environment – again emphasising the importance of open communication in 

establishing social presence (Van Rooyen and Wessels 2015; Januszewski and Grzeszczak 

2021). Immediate two-way communication, such as SMS or mobile technologies, was found to 

be crucial in successful didactic conversations, improving throughput and retention rates, while 

effective social interactions and emotional expression were deemed important within open 

communication (Van Rooyen and Wessels 2015). 

 

Sub-theme 2: Group cohesion (cohesive responses) 
Group cohesion aims to foster a feeling of unity among students and lecturers and to promote 

a supportive environment (Stenbom, Jansson, and Hulkko 2016; Daspit, Mims, and Zavattaro 

2015; Waddington and Porter 2021). To enhance group cohesion, lecturers should focus on 

inclusivity, value diverse perspectives, and set respectful classroom norms (AlShamsi 2021; 

Chiroma, Meda, and Waghid 2021). During discussions, group cohesion can be improved 

through thought-provoking questions and group work (Chiroma, Meda, and Waghid 2021). 

Ellingson and Notbohm (2012, 5) investigated interactive opportunities with regard to 

both peers and the lecturer in online accounting education and found that collaboration holds 

significant value in education. Thus, active engagement and interaction should be prioritised 

over passive content consumption, as indicated by L. Wong (2012, 12). Lento (2018, 14) agrees 

that students excel when exposed to dynamic learning resources, surpassing the benefits offered 

by static materials. Furthermore, Lizarda, Monica, and Lorena (2020, 5) asserted that engaging 

in discussions enhances deep learning. 

Limited exposure to group work case studies was identified as a hindrance to peer learning 

in accounting education (Shuttleworth and Reyneke 2017, 6). While acknowledging the 

challenges of conducting group case studies online (Reyneke and Shuttleworth 2018, 8‒9), it is 

crucial to recognise that the depth and quality of student engagement are paramount for 

enhancing operational accounting competencies (Yanto et al. 2021, 15). 

In preventing student isolation, the crux of the matter lies in the essential role of group 

cohesion (Irshad  Ali, Narayan, and Sharma 2020, 7‒8; Parte and Herrador-Alcaide 2021, 19). 

To foster this cohesion, various approaches have been suggested, including podcasts, SMS 

messages, educational blogs, and online discussion forums (Van Rooyen and Wessels 2015, 

10; Reyneke and Shuttleworth 2018, 8‒9). These methods contribute significantly towards 

creating a sense of community among students. Active participation, interactive techniques, and 

humour have also been identified as effective tools for enhancing engagement in online 
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accounting education (Yinghui and Lin 2021, 4). Al-Nimer and Alsheikh (2021, 843) concur, 

stating that robust engagement strategies positively influence online learning and the 

development of essential accounting professional skills. 

 

Sub-theme 3: Affective/personal connections 
Affective or personal connections constitute the initial stage of the development of social 

presence in a learning community (Garrison and Arbaugh 2007, 160). According to Brown 

(2001, 24), close relationships and companionship will be established after strong associations 

have been formed with group members, creating true social presence in an educational 

establishment. 

Hamid et al. (2015) demonstrated that promoting collaboration among students through 

online tools enhances peer interaction, which, in turn, improves learning experiences and leads 

to mastery of course content. Sidiropoulou and Mavroidis (2019) found that the establishment 

of a secure and supportive atmosphere is crucial, as it strengthens interpersonal connections and 

contributes to the general benefit of students. In a study by Junus et al. (2019), learners 

responded positively to online classroom interactions when they felt comfortable engaging with 

their peers and participating in discussions. Such an environment not only seems to enhance 

collaboration, but to also enrich the overall online learning experience. 

The SLR revealed the vital role of personal connections in online accounting education. 

For example, Ellingson and Notbohm (2012, 5) investigated the value of live web-conferencing 

and group work for active student engagement, while Lizarda, Monica, and Lorena (2020, 5) 

reiterated the value of interactive online environments and feedback activities for enhanced 

learning. Active participation was found to be crucial for acquiring knowledge and reaching 

higher-level outcomes (Irshad  Ali, Narayan, and Sharma 2020, 7‒8) as well as for fostering 

community akin to the notion of group cohesion in the CoI framework. L. Wong (2012, 12) 

stressed the effectiveness of face-to-face sessions over recorded tutorials, emphasising the 

impact of interaction. Especially regular interaction with lecturers was shown to provide a sense 

of care (Van Rooyen and Wessels 2015, 10‒11).  

Other challenges, according to the literature, include online students often feeling isolated 

due to minimal interaction (Reyneke and Shuttleworth 2018, 8) and struggling to stay motivated 

in the absence of empathetic friends (Ontong and Mbonambi 2021, 266). Technological issues 

and the need for personal connections also hinder engagement (Irshad  Ali, Narayan, and 

Sharma 2020, 7‒8), whereas faculty interaction and asynchronous tasks limit building 

professional relationships (Tate, Reinstein, and Churyk 2017, 3).  

With regard to fostering positive relationships, the SLR showed that lecturers must 
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encourage active student roles (Yinghui and Lin 2021, 4) and establish transactional presence 

(Herrador-Alcaide, Hernández-Solís, and Hontoria 2020, 17). Van Rooyen and Wessels (2015, 

10‒11) found that consistent module-related information makes online students feel valued, 

whereas immediate feedback is crucial for student satisfaction (Abdel-Rahim 2021, 9). The 

literature unmistakably showed that engaging online learning significantly improves accounting 

competencies (Al-Nimer and Alsheikh 2021, 844). This reinforces the vital role that personal 

connections play in online accounting education. 

 

Theme 2: Cognitive presence  
Cognitive presence, as outlined by (Garrison and Arbaugh (2007), involves the construction 

and confirmation of meaning through reflection and discourse while engaging with learning 

materials. It forms the core of the CoI framework and represents the actual learning process 

(Krzyszkowska and Mavrommati 2020, 463). Hence, a robust cognitive element is essential 

for students to find satisfaction and excel in online assignments and blended courses (Choy 

and Quek 2016, 14). Goh (2020, 3) also acknowledges the role of cognitive presence in 

knowledge building.  

Garrison (2016, 26) proposed four stages of cognitive presence: triggering event, 

exploration, integration, and resolution. These stages constitute the process through which 

meaningful learning occurs. 

 

Sub-theme 1: Triggering event 
In online learning, a triggering event signifies the identification, conceptualisation, and 

formulation of a problem or issue (Pecka, Kotcherlakota, and Berger 2014; Stenbom, Jansson, 

and Hulkko 2016). Indicators like student engagement rates and video downloads are examples 

of triggering events that stimulate cognitive learning experiences (Chiroma, Meda, and 

Waghid (2021). This prompts the student to further explore the event based on the confusion 

or curiosity it generated (Pecka, Kotcherlakota, and Berger 2014). This leads to subsequent 

stage of exploration (AlShamsi 2021).  

Despite its significance, the notion of triggering events is under-researched within online 

accounting learning environments. One study, by Reyneke and Shuttleworth (2018), suggested 

that case studies be integrated into accounting modules to ground theory in practice and provide 

concrete issues for discussion. B.T.-M. Wong et al. (2017) also recommended early posting of 

learning materials to encourage pre-review, emphasising their role in stimulating class 

discussions. However, further research is needed to explore the applicability of triggering 

events in accounting education. 
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Sub-theme 2: Exploration 
Exploration involves students delving into a problem or issue (Anderson et al. 2001). In this 

phase, students review prior knowledge, brainstorm in discussions, and seek information 

collectively (Stenbom, Jansson, and Hulkko 2016; Pecka, Kotcherlakota, and Berger 2014). 

While students are adept at acquiring information, lecturers must guide them to move beyond 

the mere processing of information to the critical application of their knowledge – nurturing 

their critical thinking abilities in this way (Chiroma, Meda, and Waghid 2021). 

The literature showed that, in advanced accounting courses, a strong foundation in 

accounting principles enables students to search for relevant information (Abdel-Rahim 2021). 

Practical exercises and homework assignments were also found to be preferred resources for 

information gathering (Abdel-Rahim 2021). Integrating real-life group case studies and multi-

step projects was found to foster active learning, analytical skills, critical thinking, as well as 

peer learning (Januszewski and Grzeszczak 2021; Shuttleworth and Reyneke 2017; Reyneke 

and Shuttleworth 2018). Interestingly, B.T.-M. Wong et al. (2019) claimed that, to effectively 

engage the tech-savvy generation, online learning should emphasise in-depth exploration 

supported by technology, whereas Ontong and Mbonambi (2021, 267) argued for physical 

textbooks due to their note-taking convenience. To conclude, the literature seemed to show that 

exploration in online accounting education can be enhanced by employing different 

instructional methods based on student preferences.  

 

Sub-theme 3: Integration 
Integration involves the utilisation of ideas derived during the exploration stage to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of concepts. Students critically reflect on the ideas they have 

explored and assess their coherence with other information sources (Pecka, Kotcherlakota, and 

Berger 2014). In essence, ideas are amalgamated to make them practical, such as incorporating 

mathematical calculations within the inquiry process.  

Findings from the SLR referred to students receiving assignments and projects in online 

learning environments. In these cases, they accessed, gathered, and assimilated information 

from various sources (AlShamsi 2021), highlighting the efficacy of employing suitable 

strategies to integrate different solutions when solving a problem. Connecting this information 

to task fulfilment, students were advised to undertake activities such as completing, reading, 

investigating, linking, and generating the final product (AlShamsi 2021). According to 

Sidiropoulou and Mavroidis (2019), achieving successful integration is often more challenging 

than the preceding phases. 
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In online accounting education, the emphasis on integration is highlighted through 

practical questions and active learning. As indicated by Herrador-Alcaide, Hernández-Solís, 

and Hontoria (2020, 16‒17), positive accounting perception links to an understanding of both 

numerical and logical processes. Active teaching was also found to enhance students’ skills, 

serving as a vital link for integrating, applying, and mastering theoretical knowledge and 

helping to avoid passivity (Reshetnikova 2020, 450). For instance, advanced accounting 

demands assignments and weekly quizzes to integrate core principles and evaluate student 

comprehension (Abdel-Rahim 2021, 65; Rachman et al. 2021, 480).  

In effective online accounting education, the evaluation of practical competencies plays a 

crucial role in developing pervasive skills and fostering critical thinking. This process 

emphasises the necessity of integrating knowledge, particularly during the exploration phase 

when seeking solutions (Shuttleworth and Reyneke 2017, 7). The integration of theory and 

practice is further facilitated by online platforms, which offer opportunities for self-generated 

activities (Lizarda, Monica, and Lorena 2020, 6). 

A key element in this educational approach is the use of case studies, which not only 

contribute to the enhancement of critical skills but also promote reflection and decision-

making, ultimately preparing students for real-world challenges (Reyneke and Shuttleworth 

2018, 8‒9). As students progress in their academic journey, there is a deliberate shift in focus. 

Third-year students are tasked with the integration of knowledge, while postgraduates are 

encouraged to cultivate innovative thinking (Reyneke and Shuttleworth 2018, 8). 

In essence, the narrative of effective online accounting education revolves around the 

intrinsic value of integration. Whether through assessing practical competencies, leveraging 

online platforms, or incorporating case studies, the consistent emphasis on seamlessly blending 

theoretical understanding with practical application remains a linchpin in preparing students for 

the dynamic demands of the accounting profession. 

 

Sub-theme 4: Resolution 
During the resolution stage, solutions generated in the integration stage are tested and 

supported (Pecka, Kotcherlakota, and Berger 2014; Stenbom, Jansson, and Hulkko 2016). 

Resolution refers to the initial problem being resolved by testing and implementing solutions 

(Swan, Garrison, and Richardson 2009, 47‒48).  

The literature revealed that questions should be designed based on group assignments, 

case studies or scenarios (Reyneke and Shuttleworth 2018, 9‒10). This requires students to 

demonstrate the application of the skills they have learned in accounting education (Irshad Ali, 

Narayan, and Gedera 2022, 9‒10). It is important that students apply their newly integrated 
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knowledge to solve a problem, and in this regard the lecturer plays a pivotal role in cultivating 

self-directed learning in students (Herrador-Alcaide, Hernández-Solís, and Hontoria 2020, 18). 

Recruiters at public accounting companies have stated that online learning is well suited for 

grasping both writing skills and technical accounting standards (Tate, Reinstein, and Churyk 

2017, 2) in order to solve an accounting problem by applying the accounting standards. 

Likewise, Ellingson and Notbohm (2012, 5) found that students quickly adapt to web-

conferencing software, gaining valuable exposure to tools that are relevant to solve problems 

in their field of study. 

 

Theme 3: Teaching presence  
Anderson et al. (2001, 5) describe teaching presence as “the design, facilitation, and direction 

of cognitive and social presences for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and 

educationally worthwhile learning outcomes.” Teaching presence explains how the lecturer 

plans and organises the learning process for students (Sidiropoulou and Mavroidis 2019, 3). It 

has three sub-themes: instructional design and organisation, facilitation of discourse, and direct 

instruction (Garrison 2016, 28). 

 

Sub-theme 1: Instructional design 
Instructional design refers to the design and organisation of a course, enabling lecturers to 

develop and structure course materials to ease student navigation (Stenbom, Jansson, and 

Hulkko 2016). The SLR indicated that lecturers have the responsibility to not only create 

courses that promote cognitive and social presence (Garrison and Arbaugh 2007), but to also 

recognise pertinent knowledge and design course activities to support student learning (Pecka, 

Kotcherlakota, and Berger 2014). Instructional design can be adjusted for online learning, 

effectively utilising an online platform and incorporating group-based teaching methods 

(AlShamsi 2021). Thus, the lecturer should strive to foster the development of self-efficacy 

and instil hope within a CoI by establishing clear goals and delivering effective instruction 

through well-designed tools (Daspit, Mims, and Zavattaro 2015). 

According to the literature, best practices include clearly structured and engaging learning 

experiences, easy navigation, timely updates, progress tracking, and effective assessments 

(Lam, Chan, and Yan 2012; Lizarda, Monica, and Lorena 2020; B.T.-M. Wong et al. 2019; 

Irshad Ali, Narayan, and Gedera 2022; Grabinski et al. 2020; Makhlouf and Alani 2021). In 

aligning with the dynamics of the accounting profession, essential components include face-to-

face interactions, practical applications, and proficiency in industry-specific software 

(Makhlouf and Alani 2021; B.T.-M. Wong et al. 2019). Efficient online learning environments 
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leverage a diverse array of tools such as pre-recorded lectures, videos, case studies, and practice 

quizzes to replicate these crucial aspects (Reyneke and Shuttleworth 2018; Ellingson and 

Notbohm 2012; Abdel-Rahim 2021; Herrador-Alcaide and Hernández-Solís 2017; Kashora, 

Van der Poll, and Van der Poll 2016; Halabi et al. 2014; Rachman et al. 2021). 

Recognising the preferences of students, asynchronous methods for collaborative learning 

are often favoured, underscoring the importance of content that is mobile-friendly and 

incorporates video resources (Yanto et al. 2021; Herrador-Alcaide, Hernández-Solís, and 

Hontoria 2020; Lam, Chan, and Yan 2012). Nevertheless, challenges arise for some students 

who find online learning time-consuming and yearn for more group work opportunities (Ontong 

and Mbonambi 2021; Tate, Reinstein, and Churyk 2017). 

A solution to these challenges lies in blended approaches that amalgamate recorded 

tutorials with synchronous classes, leading to enhanced student performance and understanding 

(Wagner and Aneta 2021; B.T.-M. Wong et al. 2017; Megeid 2014). Notably, the impact of 

videos and computer applications on accounting education is substantial, exhibiting a positive 

correlation with student performance (Musleh Al-Sartawi 2020; Kashora, Van der Poll, and 

Van der Poll 2016). In this context, online learning emerges as a potent force in advancing the 

effectiveness of accounting education (Herrador-Alcaide and Hernández-Solís 2017). 

 

Sub-theme 2: Facilitation of discourse 
The second sub-theme of the teaching presence involves the lecturer directing and enabling 

students’ learning (Garrison 2006), which includes monitoring performance and providing 

support to encourage cognitive progression (Stenbom, Jansson, and Hulkko (2016). To 

accomplish this, the lecturer should ensure understanding among the students through patient 

explanation and repetition, reiterating information as needed. Sustaining attention on the topic, 

fostering active involvement, and promoting the use of interactive tasks are also integral 

aspects of this approach (AlShamsi 2021). Responsibilities such as facilitation and formative 

feedback are linked to the study process, understood as “the process of actively searching for 

personal meaning and shared understanding” (Garrison 2016, 24).  

For reviewing online learning in accounting education, Ellingson and Notbohm (2012, 6) 

proposed that the online course site facilitate individual or small group sessions, as this has 

proven to be beneficial for learning. Challenges in this context may arise when a lecturer adopts 

a pace that is too rapid during a class (Gqokonqana et al. 2022, 10). In addition, due to the 

limited visibility in online learning, lecturers might not be aware of students’ lack of 

understanding (Ontong and Mbonambi 2021, 265). 

According to Herrador-Alcaide and Hernández-Solís (2017, 10), the use of short videos, 
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forums, and online self-evaluation and self-test tools is beneficial in the online learning 

environment, which, again, emphasises the importance of monitoring performance. Halabi et 

al. (2014, 13) found a direct link between logged online sessions and the achievement of grades; 

therefore, lecturers should encourage student engagement during discourse. Although Megeid 

(2014, 46) agrees that assessments are integral to the learning process, Lento (2018, 14) found 

that students crammed self-study resources before a test and will only be consistent in working 

through resources when it is linked to an assessment.  

The SLR showed that students can be assisted in staying focused and positive by including 

mobile technologies in the learning process (Van Rooyen and Wessels 2015, 11). Regular and 

prompt interventions and feedback were also found to be highly useful in the quick resolution 

of learning problems and queries (Van Rooyen and Wessels 2015, 11; Megeid 2014, 50). 

Megeid (2014, 46) indicated that students were more satisfied with a blended learning 

environment due to perceived benefits such as in-time feedback and higher levels of motivation 

and self-direction in learning which stemmed from continuous access to lecturers and 

immediate support.  

 

Sub-theme 3: Direct instruction 
The last sub-theme of teaching presence refers to lecturers imparting specific subject 

knowledge to learners, often accompanied by step-by-step guidance towards problem-solving 

(Stenbom, Jansson, and Hulkko 2016). This approach offers students necessary guidelines and 

objectives for learning (Chiroma, Meda, and Waghid 2021) and can include teachers repeating 

instructions, giving prompt feedback, and providing numerous activities to ensure clarity 

(AlShamsi 2021). Lecturers provided direct instruction by providing explicit guidance on 

course requirements and objectives and ensured students remain on track (Stenbom, Jansson, 

and Hulkko 2016; Chiroma, Meda, and Waghid 2021). 

Limited literature was found with regard to direct instruction in accounting. According to 

Wentzel and de Hart (2020, 284), clear objectives should accompany each video cast, for 

example, whether to watch them before or within specific study units. Lecturers can actively 

participate in discussion forums, serving as moderators and correctors. This was found to 

increase the effectiveness of these forums, again confirming the crucial function that direct 

instruction fulfils in online education (Rachman et al. 2021, 9). 

 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 
The SLR answered the research question by providing valuable insights into the nature of CoI 

within online undergraduate accounting education. Online learning has become an integral 
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part of higher education, and even though it was accelerated due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

online learning will continue to remain an important mode of delivery in HE. To provide a 

responsive online accounting learning environment, an effective framework is necessary to 

assist with the design of the teaching and learning environment to facilitate optimal online 

learning.   

The three presences – social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence – of CoI 

were investigated in the context of accounting literature. This model was proposed as a 

framework that, when applied correctly, has the potential to establish a responsive and 

meaningful online learning environment in accounting education, achieving effectiveness 

comparable to in-class teaching. The review gave evidence that the CoI framework might 

indeed enable lecturers to design, assess, and facilitate effective online learning environments.  

The SLR further showed that accounting education articles do speak to some principles 

associated with online learning design. The majority of the reviewed articles focused on group 

cohesion, affective/personal connections in social presence, and instructional design in teaching 

presence. However, sub-themes like triggering events in cognitive presence and direct 

instruction in teaching presence received minimal attention. The limited coverage of these sub-

themes suggests a need for more application to enhance the responsiveness of online learning 

environments in accounting education. 

The review made it clear that CoI is currently not used for the purpose of designing 

responsive and effective online learning environments in accounting education. This might be 

one of the reasons why the online teaching of accounting students is perceived as challenging 

and ineffective. The literature indicated that, when teaching accounting online, the design and 

facilitation of learning within the online learning environment must be underpinned by sound 

pedagogical principles. Thus, it is proposed that the CoI framework be purposefully embedded 

in accounting education to improve the quality of online learning in accounting education and 

ensure optimal learning. To achieve this, accounting lecturers are advised to address all three 

presences of CoI, namely, social, cognitive, and teaching presences, when designing an online 

learning environment for their students. Drawing on the strengths of the CoI framework in this 

design process is expected to reduce several of the difficulties that students encounter in the 

online learning environment and have a positive impact on higher accounting education in 

South Africa. These outcomes warrant deeper investigation into the application of the CoI 

model in accounting education, paving the way for future research. 

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE REVIEW 
This study was confined to an SLR, which inherently introduces subjectivity into the search 
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process with regard to the selection of database keywords, search string, and inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. Subjectivity also came into play in coding the data into themes and sub-

themes. The study was further limited to articles published only between 2012 and 2022. The 

researcher found no articles pertaining to research on online accounting education referring 

explicitly to the CoI framework. This suggests a considerable opportunity for further research 

in this domain of teaching and learning.  
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