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Proposed Topic of Research: 
The proposed topic of research is the effect of web conferencing backchannel text chat interactions on learners’ feelings of immediacy and social presence in the distance learning classroom. The proposed focus is the text based backchannel communication that occurs as parallel communication with live main channel instructional presentation. 
Significance of Topic: 
Most current distance learning web conferencing interfaces include options for voice, audio, and text based interactions. While voice and audio interactions tend to facilitate the main channel instructional presentation in the web conferencing environment, the text chat feature often supports spontaneous and unfacilitated backchannel (sidebar or side-talk) exchanges among participants. As discussed below, little has been studied about these unfacilitated conversations and exchanges which occur as parallel communication during the instructional presentation. 
The lack of research leaves nagging unanswered questions for distance learning practitioners. Overall, what effect does this parallel communication channel have on the learners within the learning environment? Does the backchannel interaction make the learners feel more or less connected to what is occurring in the main communication channel? Do the conversations tend to be “on point” and supportive of what is occurring in the main channel? If not, should an instructor consider an unstructured and unfacilitated backchannel conversation a disruptive virtual note passing distraction that should be discouraged? Or, from different vantage point, should the backchannel, whether on topic with the main channel or not, be used as a tool to gauge and foster the learners’ presence with the main channel communication? 
Brief Review of Literature:
A preliminary review of literature indicates a large body of research to draw from relating to live and computer-mediated communication (DeSanctis & Monge, 1998; Havard, Jianxia, & Olinzock, 2005, Moore, Burton, & Myers, 2004), interaction (Moreno & Mayer, 2007), and social presence (Gunawardena, 1995; Pelowski, Frissel, Cabral, & Yu, 2005; Rourke & Anderson, 2002; Rovai, 2007) in the distance learning classroom. However, all reviewed distance learning studies focus exclusively on main channel primary instructional presentation and communication. Further, while a growing body of distance learning research focuses on synchronous communication, the historical concentration has been on asynchronous communication, including the content analysis of threaded discussions within the learning management system (Fahy, 2001; Paulus, 2007; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001). 
Outside of distance learning research, numerous studies focus on the reciprocal nature of communication (between sender and receiver) and the effect of the listener responses, such as project markers, listener response signals, and acknowledgement tokens, on reciprocal dialogue (Bangerter & Clark, 2003; Bavales, Coates, & Johnson, 2000; Clark & Krych, 2004). Further, a number of limited studies of backchannel interactions during professional conferences (Cogdill, Fanderclai, Kilborn, & Williams, 2001) and of laptop use in the face-to-face classroom (Barak, Lipson & Lerman, 2006; Fried, 2008) have been published which touch upon various effects of backchannel interactions, including distraction or engagement, resulting from parallel communication channels. However, what appear to be lacking are any studies which tie these threads of research together to address the specific research topic and questions noted above for learners in the live web conference distance learning environment (Yardi, 2006).
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