Faith Presence:
Creating Online
Environments That
Nurture Faith

he integration of faith with
learning is central to Christian education.1 In the online learning environment,
successful implementation
of this principle can pose a great
challenge to educators. The geographic distance that separates
teachers and students makes relationships less personal and hence
more difficult to cultivate. Creating
an online environment that nurtures
faith depends on good relationships
between teachers and students. As
students gain more control of their
own learning, they still need teachers to provide support and advice.
As a result, teachers take on the
role of “guide on the side,” providing help when necessary, but ultimately allowing students to discover on their own. While this type
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of relationship works well within
the online environment as students
learn independently, more intentionality is needed to nurture a
strong faith presence in the online
classroom so class designers must
plan how to include learning experiences that support faith integration
within each course.
Many teachers of online courses,
in an attempt to create Christian
learning environments, use the
same integration of faith and learning (IFL) strategies commonly
found in face-to-face classroom settings, such as beginning classes
with devotionals, including Bible
texts in lecture outlines and notes,
and sharing spiritual beliefs with
students in online discussions. Others go a step further and develop
creative online chapels. Yet, even
with these approaches, many online
teachers wonder about the impact
of their efforts on students. They
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ask questions such as these:
• How can I be sure that my students prayed before they began the
course module?
• Did my students read the opening prayer or devotional message
and meditate on the Bible text I
posted?
• Did the students observe, understand, and experience principles
of Adventist education in my
course?
• Will they be inspired to live a
Christian life after exploring the
lesson content?
• Were they inspired to engage
in mission as a result of my class?
• In short, did they experience
faith in their online class?
Given the unique nature of online learning, there is indeed uncertainty regarding the impact of
faith integration attempts in this
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modality. Using traditional IFL
strategies does not guarantee attaining faith presence in an online
class. Specific adaptations are
needed to achieve this goal in the
electronic setting.
Faith Presence Defined
Faith presence, as a construct,
was first conceived as an enhancement of the Community of Inquiry
(CoI) approach2 to online education to enable CoI to address the
faith integration needs of Christian
education. The CoI model emerged
out of a framework developed by
D. Randy Garrison, Terry Anderson, and Walter Archer during a
1997-2001 Canadian Social Sciences and Humanities research
project that studied the characteristics and qualities of learning with
computer conferencing. Since that
time, more than 2,500 publications, dissertations, research projects, and citations have solidified
the framework as a model for the
types of learning that take place in
an online environment. The model
posits that an educational experience consists of three key elements: cognitive presence, social
presence, and teaching presence.3
The CoI model was adapted to include faith presence, and renamed
the Integrated Community of Inquiry (ICoI) model.4 The ICoI
model serves as the framework for
online course design and planning
at the Adventist Institute of Advanced Studies (AIIAS) in Silang,
Cavite, Philippines.
Cognitive presence is the engagement of learners in higher-order
thinking and learning. Social presence is the creation of a learning
community that fosters relationship
and interaction among its members.
Teaching presence is the “design, facilitation and direction of cognitive
and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes.”5
Faith presence, on the other
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hand, goes beyond mere alignment
in terminology with the other three
types of presence. It shares the
model’s foundational belief that
quality online learning happens
within a critical community of
learners where both personal
meaning-making and social interaction are facilitated in the educational transaction.
The CoI model describes a quality educational experience in an environment where the computer is
used as a conferencing tool as the
“dynamic integration of content
and context created and facilitated
by a discipline expert and pedagogically competent teacher.”6 Similarly,
creating faith presence calls for the
same level of personal engagement
and meaning-making, even as we
respond to the promptings of the
Holy Spirit in creating a dynamic,
nurturing community for learners.

In Christian education, the concept of community, the connection
of content and context, and the important role of the teacher are, likewise, emphasized, but from the
perspective and belief that God designed human beings to be “relational, communicative, cultural,
moral, expressive, meaning-makers
such that to deprive them of a relationship is to de-humanize” them.7
The biblical foundation of this belief comes from Genesis 2:18
(NKJV),8 which says, “It is not
good that man should be alone”
and the apostle Paul’s description
of the early Christian believers as
the “body of Christ” (1 Corinthians
12:27) in referring to the interrelationship among them.
Christians believe that the relational nature of humanity was
marred when Adam and Eve sinned,
leading to “alienation, fragmenta-

Figure 1. Integrated Community of Inquiry Model.
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tion, a sense of ‘homelessness’ and
the decline of community.”9 The goal
of education is, therefore, “To restore
in men and women the image of
their Maker.”10 In other words, the
goal of education is “to restore connectedness and wholeness.”11
In the context of the ICoI framework, faith presence is the exercise
of faith within a community of
learners as a result of “true integration” in an online environment.
Faith presence goes beyond an implementation of IFL methods or
strategies; it is, instead, the outcome of true integration. Taylor describes true integration as an approach that applies “a unified
Christian perspective” to learning:
“It is where faith and learning meet
and merge. Whenever learning
takes place, faith is being exercised
in an endeavor to see the fullness
of life from God’s perspective.”12
Indicators of Faith Presence
The existence of faith presence in
an online class cannot be readily
observed by just looking at the
course Webpages, considering all
the challenges to online education
cited earlier. To fully understand
how faith is nurtured in this modality requires input from actual participants. Twenty-one students in three
fully online graduate-level classes in
an Adventist higher education institution were asked, through in-depth
structured interviews, to describe
their experiences in terms of faith
presence in their classes. The interviewers sought to discover the indicators of faith presence as experienced firsthand by the students.
Since the students were located in
13 countries around the world, the
interviews were conducted through
e-mail. The use of open-ended questions enabled the students to openly
share their experiences.
Out of the 17 students who responded to the interviews, all of
whom were Christians, 16 said
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pproaching class
lessons from an

Adventist worldview
was cited by 8 of the
16 students to have
had the greatest impact on their spiritual
lives. One student said,

The atmosphere shows
a real spiritual effect.
Even the course material is screened and
suitable to uplift God
yet showing real scientific evidence.

that their online classes had made
an impact in their spiritual lives.
Themes emerged from their responses, which were then categorized to find the indicators of faith
presence. The students’ answers
revealed the following as indicators of faith presence, in descending order, with the first being the
most-frequently expressed indicator and the last being the leastexperienced:
1. worldview,
2. worship,
3. community,
4. lifestyle, and
5. discipleship.
Approaching class lessons from
an Adventist worldview was cited
by 8 of the 16 students to have had
the greatest impact on their spiritual lives. One student said, The atmosphere shows a real spiritual effect. Even the course material is
screened and suitable to uplift God
yet showing real scientific evidence
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(Interviewee No. 2). Another one
said, I appreciate that we are being
encouraged to stand firm on the
fundamental principles of the Seventh-day Adventist Church especially as it relates [sic] to research.
Dr. [Professor’s Name] in particular
is a man of principle and makes it
clear that we must stand by Adventist methods of interpretation (Interviewee No. 8).
The next indicator that emerged
from 7 of the 16 responses was
worship. This refers to the Godfocused activity of the class such
as devotionals, online chapel, and
online week of prayer. One student
said, I really appreciated the devotionals for our Hebrew class. Getting deeper into the meaning of the
language and the spiritual significance found therein was refreshing
for me (Interviewee No. 8). In addition, several students shared
their testimonies on the value of
the online week of prayer.
Both community and discipleship emerged in third place as each
was cited by four students. Community refers to the bonding by class
members. Citing the impact of online relationships, one student said,
I think they are very effective[;]
even non-Christians meet a lot and
learn about Jesus. I have friends
whom I still interact with on other
private platforms whom I met online during classes. These friends
share a lot of encouragement
and strengthening my faith in God
and we share a lot when we chat
(Interviewee No. 2).
Discipleship is created when the
class provides students with an opportunity to engage in outreach
and other ministries of the church.
One student testified, I feel encouraged more and strengthen [sic] my
faith in God each day with a desire
to be in God’s service to spread the
good news (Interviewee No. 17).
Others mentioned specific research
papers or class projects that
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opened their eyes to how they
could better serve God in the mission field (Interviewees Nos. 4 and
7). (The term mission is used in
this article to refer to students’ reported activities such as outreach,
volunteer service, and other
church-related ministries.)
Lifestyle was the fifth indicator of
faith presence in the students’ responses. Lifestyle refers to experiences that call for the students to
practice Christian values and their
willingness to express their faith. An
example of a response for this indicator was I find that the courses at
[Name of School] allow for the expression and integration of my religious beliefs into the coursework.
This is my first experience as a student in an Adventist institution and
I appreciate being able to freely express my faith in the “classroom”

(Interviewee No. 4).
When the interviewers asked
which course features had had the
greatest impact on students’ spiritual
lives, their top choices paralleled the
indicators of faith presence (see Figure 2). The course content can reflect an Adventist worldview. The
discussion forums can build learning
community, clarify a Christian approach to the course topics, and motivate students to live an Adventist
lifestyle and engage in mission experiences such as outreach, volunteer
service, and other church-related activities. Worship, as an indicator of
faith presence, was also confirmed,
with the choice of online week of
prayer and class devotionals in second and third place, respectively.
One student was a bit critical of
the spiritual atmosphere of her
classes, as shown in her comment,

Figure 2. Course Features Rated as Having the Greatest
Impact on Students’ Spiritual Lives.
Which feature(s) of the online courses had an impact on your spiritual life?
Course content
Forum discussions
Personal readings
Online week of prayer
Class devotionals
Personal interaction with classmates
Online chapel
Research papers
Personal interactions with teachers
Fieldwork
Support services
Video conferences
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As it is online class, everyone can be
hypocritical as you don’t know if in
reality they practice what they
preach. . . . (Interviewee No. 5). She
admitted, however, that I have baseline spirituality even prior to my
studies. But when asked which
course features made an impact on
her spiritual life, she readily cited
the online chapel, online week of
prayer, and personal interactions
with classmates. It appears that special worship events and relationships appeal even to students who
do not consider themselves to be
highly spiritual.
Faith Presence in an Online Classroom
To include all the indicators of
faith presence in each class will not
be easy to accomplish without both
the intentionality of IFL on the part
of the teachers and the active involvement of the students. This
should be reflected in the desired
course outcomes, which form the
basis for choosing appropriate content presentation, learning activities, and assessments. Below are
some ideas on how to accomplish
this in an online classroom.
The Online Devotional
Many teachers who teach online
classes at Adventist universities
normally begin their classes with a
devotional that they post on the
Web. However, there is no guarantee that students will read these
devotions; much less understand
them. To encourage engagement
with the devotional, teachers can
prepare accompanying discussion
questions or activities that will require the students to interact with
the message and with one another.
Further, teachers must strive to
make the devotional one of the
most exciting sections in each lesson so that students will engage
with it without feeling forced to do
so. (Read the article “Creative Online Devotionals” on page 35 of
this issue.)

The Journal of Adventist Education • January-March 2018

19

Faith Presence in the Course Content
The vast amount of information
available on the Web, as well as
the wealth of electronic books, resources, and software, makes presentation of course content online
easier than in the past. However,
since many of these materials are
not written by Adventist authors, it
can be a challenge to use these
materials to present a worldview
that supports principles of Adventist education when creating the
curriculum. When students read
the lessons on their own, they may
not easily understand the topics
within the context of Adventist beliefs and principles.
For this reason, teachers may
opt to prepare their own lecture
videos to be sure class topics contain the right perspective, but
these should be short because
lengthy videos are not only difficult to access but also unlikely to
hold the students’ attention.
Teachers can also include, as a
primary resource, a contents page
that presents each lesson according
to an Adventist worldview, to
which other sources can be linked
as needed. In doing so, teachers
can help students understand
course content within the context
of Christian principles that are
hallmarks of Adventist education,
like the Great Controversy theme,
God’s workings in the physical
universe and human history, as
well as values such as truth, honesty, caring, and love. Whether
students are studying mathematics
or chemistry, literature or history,
religion or health, when reading
the lessons on their own, they can
reflect on these principles and
apply them to their own lives.
Faith Presence in Learning Activities
Learning activities in an online
class are generally organized as

forum discussions, assignments,
and major projects. The forum discussion, which can be considered
the hub of online activities, brings
the class to life. This is where
learning communities are created,
and where faith communities can
be formed.13 Through proper facilitation, students can interact with
content (thereby gaining an Adventist worldview), with teachers and
classmates (strengthening relationships), with self (reflecting on personal applications), with the environment (caring for other people
and nature), and, most importantly,
with God during devotional forums.
The many purposes of the forum
underscore the importance of careful preparation of discussion questions and active facilitation by the
teacher.
Assignments and projects, on the
other hand, may be designed to
provide opportunities for students
to apply what they have learned in
service to the church and to reflect,
through journals or research papers, on the lesson’s impact on
their lifestyle, values, and spiritual
life. As Ellen G. White emphasized,
“Knowledge is power, but it is
power for good only when united
with true piety. It must be vitalized
by the Spirit of God in order to
serve the noblest purposes.”14 Such
assignments and projects help
strengthen faith presence in the online classroom.
Faith Presence in the Classroom
Environment
The greatest attraction of online
education is that it enables students to access the online classroom at the time and place most
convenient for them. Unfortunately, this strength also contributes to a lack of connectedness
and challenges regarding personal
discipline and time management.
(See the article by Anthony
Williams et al. on page 22 of this
issue.) There is a fine line between
flexibility and discipline. But every
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student must experience godly interactions and dealings from their
teachers while they are developing
the skills associated with online
learning as they seek to reach
God’s ideal for them. Every online
teacher must understand that the
student is the focus of every learning activity—not the instructor, the
content, the project, or the class
regulations.
Conclusion
Faith development is primarily
the work of the Holy Spirit.15 Educators merely create an environment in which the Holy Spirit
works and where faith can be exercised. To accomplish this goal,
teachers and course designers
must focus their effort on planning online learning experiences
more than they do with their
course Webpages.
When preparing class lectures,
teachers should emphasize
thought processes and the worldview from which the topics are
presented. When designing learning activities, they need to focus
on creating an atmosphere where
relationships and the faith community are nourished, Adventist
lifestyle is promoted, and engagement in missions is encouraged.
Equally important, they must
ensure that a devotional activity
that calls for active worship is
present in every class. These approaches to creating faith presence will help “. . . furnish knowledge as enduring as eternity”16 by
nurturing faith development and
helping students retain what is
most important and of permanent
value. ✐
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