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Why does 
this matter? － Our learners: fully online, in employment, 

funded IT conversion course 
－ Unique challenges: balancing work, life and 

study
－ Feelings of isolation and imposter syndrome 
－ Dialogue is essential for motivation and 

retention (Garrison et al., 2000; Kahu, 2013).
• Garrison et al: role of social presence in 

meaningful online learning
• Kahu: why engagement drives motivation 

and persistence
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Community 
of Inquiry 
Framework
supported by

Life Coaching 
principles

－ Garrison et al., 2000
－ Meaningful online learning = social, 

cognitive and teaching presence
－ Focus: Social presence
－ Build trust, connection, belonging
－ Supported by Life Coaching principles
－ Active listening, emotional 

intelligence, goal setting
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The problem we wanted to address: 

Feeling isolated is known to be a large 
factor in retention rates. 
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Working in SETU since 
1993

Degree in Computing 
part-time (7 years by 
night)

Worked as HR/Office 
Manager for software 
company for 2 years 
(during career break)

Qualified life and 
business coach

Online Engagement 
Advisor since Jan 2020

Introduction of an Online Engagement Advisor



Introduction 
of an Online 
Engagement 
Advisor

Two year fully online ICT conversion programme
• Annual intake approx: 60 learners
• Retention: 60%+ (2019: 38%  2020: 69%)

Slack (communication platform)
Created virtual public sphere via Slack channel
“Life etc”

Grounded in:
• Community of Inquiry: social presence
• Life coaching principles: active listening, goal-setting

Intentional design (and open chat) setu.ie 6
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Virtual Public Sphere

Characteristics



Virtual Public Sphere – Social

Algorithm driven

One way 
communication
(echo chamber)



Dialogue driven

Two way 
communication

Virtual Public Sphere – Educational



Our Virtual 
Public 
Sphere 
Palette

Continuous ideation



Our Virtual Public Sphere Palette:
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－ Meet them where they are:
Dedicated channel on Slack (life-etc)
Dedicated space on Tutors (learning platform)
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Coaching
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－ Meet them where they are:
Dedicated channel on Slack (life-etc)
Dedicated space on Tutors (learning platform)

－ “Life etc” sessions at on-sites
－ Virtual meetups 
－ Study groups
－ Podcasts and video interviews with students and staff
－ Coaching
－ Emoji communications

Our Virtual Public Sphere Palette:
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Emoji
surveys



Trivial?
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How effective can emoji surveys really be in 
addressing these issues?



Emoji surveys
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Emoji surveys   (same group later in programme)

setu.ie 22



setu.ie 23



Heart – emotional connection

setu.ie 24

－ Emotional connection
－ Feeling of being “seen”
－ Express how they feel
－ Help normalize vulnerability “I feel stupid”
－ Emotional solidarity “we are in it together”

Learner quote: “Nice to know I’m not the only one struggling”



Mind – reflection and awareness
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－ Prompts internal reflection
－ Fosters self awareness
－ Often leads to a moment of mindfulness
－ Can stop unhealthy thought patterns
－ Encourages growth-oriented thinking

Learner quote: “Feels like we are all in this together”



Slack – dedicated, intentional space for  
  dialogue 
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－ Allows for asynchronous communication
－ One stop shop
－ No pressure to explain in words
－ Comfortable environment
－ Group validation

Learner quote: “There are days when the chat and support in Slack has kept me going”



Emoji surveys
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Enable the heart (emotional 
connection) and mind 
(reflection and awareness) to 
be expressed in a shared and 
intentional space Slack



Why it 
works

－ Dedicated space and resource
－ Informal space is less 

intimidating than LMS (Learning 
Management Systems) forums

－ Life coaching supports autonomy 
and self regulation

－ CoI framework is designed for 
social presence not just content

－ Intentional design
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Student 
voice

Over 60% of students find the Online Engagement 
Advisor’s role on the course essential with a further 
20% finding the role useful.  
“The online engagement advisor helped greatly in 
bringing students together online to create a well- 
connected online community.” 
“Just to say your input was much appreciated. In a 
previous existence as a student such wrap around 
services were not so readily available. It's wonderful to 
know that such support is available and when your 
support is needed I will most definitely call on you. I did 
look at the videos on time management and making a 
schedule on the WIT website before starting the course. 
A gem of a reminder of what needs to be done to keep 
the show on the road. Thank you.” 
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Virtual spaces can’t fully replace 
in person contact but 

intentional design and coaching can 
build real connection and resilience
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Student 
voice

"My Time Management Experience: I was at point in my 
course work where I was struggling, to find the 
balancing act of work, life, college and Covid 
restrictions. I had no motivation and was contemplating 
the possibility of deferring as a solution. Laura’s timing 
was perfect, her introduction to time management was 
super. I made an appointment to zoom with her to 
discuss how could I get through it. We spent time 
working on my schedule. By the end of our session we 
had created a very doable schedule. I went away happy 
and keen to have structured timetable to follow. It 
worked, all my projects were handed in on time.”
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Steps being 
taken to 
expand these 
supports to 
reach more 
learners

－ Development of Tutors “Life etc” 
website to circulate to more 
students in SETU

－ Beginning to work with undergrads 
in the Department of Computing and 
Maths

－ Interested in connecting with people 
doing similar work J  

laura.mcgibney@setu.ie
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Thank you:

Dr Laura Widger
Mr Eamonn de Leastar

laura.mcgibney@setu.ie


