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Starting off the semester with the goal of building community in mind sets 
the stage for the level of interaction you will have with your students. (Davis 2020) 

 

Why is Community Important? 
 

from the Western University Centre for Teaching and Learning (CTL), Ontario, Canada 
 

“The learning experience of every student  
and the effectiveness of every teacher is  

influenced by what goes on among and between  
the people who populate the classroom.” 

(Ehrman & Dornyei 1998) 
 

A sense of community and positive classroom climate are related to student learning, persistence, and satisfaction. 
 

Student Learning 
- A significant relationship has been identified between classroom community and perceived cognitive 

learning, learning engagement, and learning outcomes (Liu, Magjuka, Bonk & Lee, 2007; J. P. 
McKinney, McKinney, Franiuk, & Schweitzer, 2006; Rovai, 2002). 
 

- Student involvement and courtesy are positively related to affective learning and perceived cognitive 
learning (Myers et al., 2015). 
 

- Student-instructor and student-student connectedness in the classroom are linked to out-of-class 
communication and peer learning (Sidelinger, Bolen, McMullan & Nyeste, 2014). 

 

Student Persistence/Retention 
- Students who feel alienated and alone tend to withdraw, while connectedness is related to 

persistence (Tinto, 1975, 1993). 
 

Student Satisfaction 
- A positive relationship has been found between a sense of community and course quality satisfaction 

(Liu et al., 2007). 
 

 

 

--- Best Practices for Building Sustainable Online Learning Communities --- 
 
 

Reach Out (Communicate) Early and Often  
 

The instructor is a key part of the community. We need to model good communication & be the glue that holds it all together. 
 

Send a welcome email to introduce yourself to students.  
 

- Begin the process of building relationships with your students.  
- Establish a tone of warmth and rapport early on. ß ‘Set the Tone’ is really its own action item. 
- Share some personal information about yourself. 
- Describe expectations for the first class/week. 

 

Many ‘online’ teachers emphasize the importance of maintaining regular connection with distance 
learners over the course of the semester.  (‘This is the time to over-communicate…’ on the next page) 
 

Email + Announcement at least 1x/week to: 
 

- Recap of the prior or current week’s activities (depending on timing). 
- Summarize upcoming deliverables/expectations (include links?). 
- Some communications should just be ‘check-ins’ – soliciting feedback/questions, or  

sharing a personal anecdote or favorite photo/quote/hike/book recommendation. 
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Above & Beyond: If/when possible, send emails to specific students to check in more personally.  
Maybe you can divide up the students – email half of them one week and  
email the other half during the following week (to split up your workload).  

 

A common message from online instructors:  
Now is the time to over-communicate—to stay aligned, informed, and socially connected. 
 

- Distance learners might need stronger reminders when it comes to deadlines. Put everything 
important in writing. Use email and other communication platforms to keep students informed. 

 

- Engage in discussion forums with students. Some ideas include private/closed pages on Facebook 
or the aforementioned Slack application or the discussion boards on your LMS. 

 

- Offer online office hours so you can have real-time conversations and stay connected with students. 
 

- Conduct check-ins at the beginning of each online class, so that you might have more 
transparency into students’ state of mind and wellness. In-person classrooms provide windows into 
student moods that remote learning may not make accessible, so you may need to be more direct 
when seeking access to this information. (More on this later.) 

 

- Enable subtitles in videoconferencing platforms to increase accessibility for students. 
 
However we choose to do it, establishing good communication at the beginning of the semester and 
maintaining that communication with weekly messages is generally seen as a great way to create 
and strengthen connections with students and to keep them motivated and engaged. 
 
Heads-up: Some instructors find that they receive more email from students in their online courses.  
 

 
Be Personable & Encouraging.  
 

Let your students know you’re human. This is even more important for online community-building. 
- Share an introduction (include a personal photo or photos, if you feel comfortable).   
- Chat with your students before/during/after class.   
- Use language and a course structure that shows your students you care. Maintain a warm, 

accessible tone by using words/phrases like ‘appreciate’, ‘looking forward to’. 
 
Use student names. Learn your students’ names as quickly as possible (ask for their preferred name and 
pronunciation) and use them regularly. Even for large classes – try to learn a few names each class! 
 
Let students know how they can (should) contact you.  
 
Be responsive. Share your expected response time to emails, and stick to the expectations you set.  
 
Accept questions. Seek feedback from your students throughout the term… Make space for students to 
ask questions, and take action to respond to these questions. Discussion forums and surveys are helpful. 
 
It is especially important to emphasize encouragement in an online environment. You may have to 
reinforce this in multiple ways—not just through feedback on assessments, but through direct messages 
or even one-on-one student conferences. 
 
You have to work a little harder to communicate effectively in videoconferences. Subtleties are often 
missed over video--maybe someone is talking over you in a group discussion or there may be issues with 
the internet connection. Make very clear your encouragement with simple acts like shout-outs, and keep 
in mind your facial expressions and body language as they appear on screen.  
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Reduce ‘Lecture’ Time  +   Increase Discussion/Interactive Time  
 

Cultivating community also depends on the instructor facilitating interaction between peers. 
 

Promote peer interaction in the online classes by reducing the time spent on lecture and increasing 
the time dedicated to discussion and other forms of peer-to-peer interaction.  
 
 
 

- An overreliance on lecture can be particularly unproductive in an online environment.  
- Give your students an opportunity to have a voice and an opinion. 
- Some version of a flipped classroom model is adopted by most effective online instructors. In 

these models, students are encouraged to review course content independently and are expected 
to “come to class” ready to apply what they learned through discussion and other small group 
activities. Encourage conversation between students. 

- Flipped-classroom models allow the instructor to act more as a facilitator than as a lecturer and 
free up class time for student-led discussion.  

 

Most instructors find that frequent dialogue is central to promoting a sense of community online.  
 
On a related note… 
 

Build ‘Interactivity’ into Class Time (& Assessments?) 
 

Build interactivity into learning activities.  
 

Working collaboratively not only keeps students engaged, but also allows them to learn more deeply, 
provide one another with feedback, & challenge one another.  

- For an online class, explore the many interactive technology tools available to reach specific 
learning outcomes.  

- For a large class, have students explain a solution to their partner prior to sharing a solution 
yourself.  

 

Build interactivity into assessments.  
 

Would your students benefit from providing one another with feedback? Collaborating on a group 
presentation? Tapping one another’s experiences? Create opportunities for students to work together. 

 
Set Expectations for Videoconferencing & Other Online 
Interactions 
 

Most students are used to interacting online, but they may not know how to interact effectively in an 
online class. Let students know the behavior and level of discourse you expect in online interactions.  
 
 

Provide netiquette guidelines and step in when students fail to follow them.   

- You may set these expectations yourself and distribute them to the students.  
I’ve provided an example of Zoom (videoconference) Best Practices on the final page of this document. 

- You may articulate these expectations with your students. Creating the norms for behavior in 
video classrooms and on discussion boards could be an early collaborative activity in your course. 
The students would presumably be happy about having some choice and they might have some 
great ideas that you’d never think of on your own.  

- And there’s always the hybrid model: you could create a skeleton of best practices/norms and 
then facilitate an activity in which the students weigh in and help revise the final document. 
 

If students need to collaborate on projects, remind them of the tools available for collaboration—
from text based tools like email, Box, and Google Docs to synchronous tools like Zoom and the 
telephone—and urge them to find a tool that works for everyone in their group. 
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Use the Technical Features of the Virtual Classroom to Encourage 
Discussion  
 

Common Canvas Features: 
 

- Chat (standalone or in Zoom)  
- Zoom Breakout Rooms 
- Discussion Board 
- Comments on Course Announcements 

 
The Chat in Zoom (or even the Chat area in Canvas/myCourses) can be a great way to engage 
students and to broaden participation in the course discussions. 
 

- Chats serve to invite students who are less likely to speak up to participate in the conversation.  
 

- Many instructors acknowledge the democratizing effect that chats have on course discussions.  
 

- We’ve all observed the quieter and less confident students bail out from almost commenting in 
discussion because another (louder, more confident) student jumped in. Using chat allows the 
quieter student to share their comment, even if they keep getting cut off by dominant voices. 
 

- People who never felt part of a classroom community (perhaps due to shyness) may finally feel a 
sense of community in this online environment. It’s good to remember the potential advantages of online! 

  
Breakout Rooms are a nice way to help students have deeper interactions with smaller peer groups.  
 

- Through the breakout function in Zoom, you can place students in small groups for discussions.  
 

- Groups with anywhere from 2 to 6 students are ideal (but this clearly depends on the objectives). 
 

- Breakout discussions (followed by report-outs to the rest of the class) can be a great way to  
build community and confidence by allowing students to speak up as representatives of a group 
(as opposed to standing alone). 
 

- Breakout rooms are also seen by instructors as a tool for encouraging relationship-building 
between peers in the online environment. Students have an opportunity to work with peers 
they would never have worked with in a face-to-face environment (out of habit or proximity).  
 

- Breakout groups often produce interactions that are both academic and social in nature. By 
providing a space for students to work collaboratively while also having fun and learning about 
peers, instructors’ use of breakout rooms can help to strengthen students’ sense of community. 

     
One instructor interviewed for a study on building community online shared this advice: 

   

We are big on small group discussions and projects. In the small group interactions, I do think that you get sort 
of a friendship that comes from people sharing things. One of the things I did when I put the students into small 
groups is I turned off my own camera. When I went into the breakout rooms, they didn’t know I was there; just 
to see what was going on. And I’ll see the students sharing some personal experiences and personal stories. What 
they are talking about is not always related to the assignment, but it is great to see them connecting.  

 
Discussion Boards, like Chats, can provide similar opportunities for inclusion and to broaden 
participation in course discussions. But unlike Chats and Breakout Rooms, Discussion Boards allow  
for even deeper reflection due to their utility as asynchronous, interactive forums for discussion. 
 
Allow Comments on Course Announcements.  You can select this option (for any given 
announcement). I’ve started using this in my online summer course, and it’s been a great way for students 
to publicly ask for clarifications the announcements (and they can reply to one another). It allows for 
quick/casual conversations & important clarifications. 
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Use Class Time to Share Personal and Professional Updates  
 
 

Many faculty with experience teaching online believe it is important for students to see the online 
classroom as a social and interactive space, one where academic content is prioritized but personal 
sharing is also encouraged. 
 
 

About half of the faculty interviewed for a study on building community online were intentional 
about allowing more informal, personal, and social discussion to take place in the online class.  

 

- Carving out small pieces of your online class to make space for non-academic conversation is a 
simple way to respond to students’ need for social interaction, especially when they are isolated. 
 

- Allowing/encouraging students to take a few minutes to catch up at the start of a Zoom ‘class’ 
may somewhat replicate this kind of interaction that is typical in the face-to-face environment. 
 

- Sure, students are inherently thrilled to learn about toe-clipping as a method for marking 
individual salamanders! … but they also really want to see their friends. This might be a small 
sacrifice (of time) to keep them exciting about coming to class (for the community). 
 

- We might even encourage some non-academic conversation at the start (or end) of a class 
session using a poll question or a free-writing prompt, followed by a mini-discussion? You 
could even start this 5 minutes before the official class start time, and students who are early to 
class can start when they arrive.  
 

These polls/free-writes could be about: 
 

§ academic needs/concerns (e.g., time management)? 
§ professional needs/questions (especially for seniors)? 

§ sharing topical or just fun news stories? 
     

- Another strategy for facilitating social engagement in the online classroom is to use the first few 
minutes of class sessions to allow students to share personal updates. This may be more or less 
appropriate depending on the level (400- v. 700- v. 900-level courses) and subject of a course. 
     

Examples of ‘Personal Updates’: 
 

§ At the start of the semester, the ‘personal update’ could be introductions. 
§ Throughout the semester, ‘personal updates’ could be framed as 

personal and professional ‘celebrations.’ (This was very effective in my 
face-to-face seminar on career development for Wildlife sophomores.) 
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20 Mar 2020   | By Théo Pavlich  |  https://www.turnitin.com/blog/best-practices-for-video-classrooms-during-covid-19 
 

 

1. Find a quiet place to work. Conducting video conferences from a noisy coffee shop or public space 
can be a distraction to everyone – both those on the call and those in the space with you. Whenever 
possible, find a quiet place to log on to help cut out the background distractions. 
   

2. Use a headset, when possible. This will provide the best audio quality for you and for everyone on 
the call. It will prevent echoes and any errant notifications from your system from plaguing the call. 
Also, if you happen to be in a space with others–if you have a partner or roommates also working 
from home or kids not in school–this will save them from having to listen to your whole class. 
 

3. Mute yourself when not speaking. Even if you're in a quiet place with no distractions, use the mute 
function liberally. The fewer audio sources feeding into the conference call, the fewer chances of 
distracting or interrupting the class. This is especially true when using a platform that has a spotlight 
function that switches to whichever video feed is making noise. If you aren’t speaking, mute yourself! 
   

4. Avoid windows or distracting backdrops. A bright window can throw your screen into a brutal white 
balance, even with closed blinds, leaving you a mere silhouette like something out of a 20/20 exposé. 
Meanwhile, a busy backdrop can be distracting–whether there’s a lot of movement or just a full 
bookshelf of things to examine. Try to find a blank wall to put your back to during the conference call 
if possible. If there isn’t a clear space, try to find the least distracting option. 
 

5. Keep on-screen movement at a minimum. Try not to fidget, move the camera around, or otherwise 
make too many unnecessary movements; it can be distracting for some. If you need to move around, 
turn your video off for a moment to avoid distracting everyone else. (That said, try not to switch your 
camera on and off frequently either, for the same reason).  
 

6. Turn off notifications on your phone and computer. Hearing the ping of a new text message, even 
if the source is unknown, is a great distraction. Turn off the ringer on your phone and mute 
notifications on your laptop, especially if you’re going to be sharing your screen. No one needs to see 
the text from your mom asking if you remembered to call grandma for her birthday. 

 

7. Avoid the urge to multitask. With the freedom to turn off audio and video, it can be tempting to let 
the class play out in the background while you work on other things. So tempting. I don’t think I need 
to point out all the reasons this isn’t a great idea. Close out or minimize other windows, put your 
phone away, and stay focused on the task at hand. 
 

8. If you wouldn't do it in the classroom, don’t do it in the video conference. With the exception of 
wearing headphones and using a laptop, a pretty good barometer for whether something is 
appropriate to do on your call is to ask yourself if you would do it in the classroom. Texting, eating 
loud food, scrolling through social media, or watching Netflix are all bad ideas. Just because you’re 
muted doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be engaged. Treat the digital classroom the same as you would a 
physical one, and you should be safe. 
 

9. Prepare in advance. Make sure everything is ready to go before it's time to start class. Technical 
difficulties happen, but can often be avoided with preparation. Make sure your headset is connected 
and working, your computer is charged, your WiFi is functional, and everyone in your environment 
knows you will be unavailable for the duration of your class. 
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I excerpted this information from Stanford’s Teaching Commons website (retrieved on July 18, 2020: 
https://teachingcommons.stanford.edu/explore-teaching-guides/class-activities/build-community).  
I tried to remove references that don’t apply to UNH’s version of Zoom, but may have missed a few. -JLP 
 

 
 
 

Building Community 
 

 

This guide walks you through building class community at every stage: 
 

• Before Class Begins 
• During Your First Online Meeting 
• Ongoing Classroom Culture-Building 

 

 

Be intentional about fostering relationships in 
online classrooms  
 

 

For many students, the only time they interact with other students outside of their immediate 
friend group is during online classes. This makes synchronous classes a powerful time 
for building classroom community and helping students connect with one another. Online 
classes can feel colder and more distant than in-person instruction, with fewer opportunities for 
chatting with peers or instructors; deliberately fostering a sense of community will help students 
feel seen and valued.  
 

Instructors can build community through many means, including techniques to show warmth 
during live Zoom calls, providing an online casual social space (a Canvas discussion or a text 
chat) just for socializing, using breakout rooms both for quick social check-ins and ice-breakers 
and for more substantive discussions, and even assigning collaborative projects to give students 
an excuse to work together and get to know each other.  
 
   

 

 
Ways to make Zoom ‘warmer’ 

 

• Play music while waiting for class to begin. Establish a positive tone, and spark 
non-class conversation.  

• Start Zoom sessions 10 minutes early, just to talk. Casually greet and chat with 
students as they come in. As additional students join, draw them consciously into 
the conversation.  

• Share some hobbies and interests. One of the best ways to get to know your 
students better is to open up, perhaps a little even more than you usually would, 
about yourself and your personality. Even something as simple as showing a 
special object on your desk to the class can really help students warm up to you.  
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Ways to use breakout rooms in Zoom 
 

Pedagogic techniques for successful breakout rooms in Zoom 
 

• Assign a clear task for students to accomplish, such as brainstorming, coming to a 
position on a set of questions, etc. 

• Match the amount of time and # of students to the task. Depending on the activity, 
create groups of 3 to 8 people. The time for a breakout depends on the activity. Try 
different lengths and get feedback from students to find the optimal length of time. 

• Have students take notes collaboratively. A shared Google doc is a great way to 
have students collaboratively take notes that they can easily share. 

• Don't change group composition too often. Some students have reported not 
enjoying breakout rooms because they are not able to get to know their classmates 
when instructors randomly assign new groups each time. Consider the frequency of 
class sessions, course size, goals and objectives when setting or mixing up groups. 

• Consider if you will monitor group discussions. As host, you can move freely 
between breakout rooms, but can only be in one room at a time. Circulate through 
the rooms checking in with the students. Or you may prefer to be hands off. 

• Get very familiar with the Zoom breakout room options. Practice with breakout 
rooms and get comfortable with all the settings before going live with your students.  

• Pre-assign breakout room members. A host can set up specific groups in advance. 
This feature is generally not needed for small classes or most common use cases. 
 

Supporting students in breakout rooms 
 

• Share instructions for the breakout activity where students can see them.  
Copy instructions into the Zoom chat or in a shared document, as students  
won't see the shared screen in the main room while in a breakout room. 

• Assign roles to students. Assigning roles will help students start the conversation 
and support equitable participation. Possible roles include first-to-speak, note-
taker, reporter, timekeeper, equity monitor, or questioner/devil's advocate. 

• Randomly assign roles or select students with an equitable prompt. This may have 
the added benefit of acting as an icebreaker. Examples include assigning or 
selecting the person: whose first name is closest to the end of the alphabet, whose 
birthday is coming up the soonest, whose hometown is closest to campus, etc. 

• Let students know how to ask for help after they join their breakout rooms. Tell 
students about the “Ask for Help” button at the bottom of their breakout room 
windows. This will notify the Zoom host that someone is requesting help and the 
host can join or send a TA to the breakout room. Alternatively, tell students to send 
a representative back to the main room for help. Just be sure to select “Allow 
participants to return to the main session at any time” when creating the rooms.  

• Teach students how to share their screens and use the whiteboard feature. Assign a 
student within the breakout room to share their screen. Once sharing a screen they 
might use the annotation tool or save an image of the whiteboard. 

• Give students the option to opt-out of breakout rooms. Zoom fatigue can make 
online group work very unproductive and sometimes stressful for some students. 
Perhaps instruct students to send you a private chat message if they need a break. 
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Before Class Begins 
Use the week before classes start to allow students to introduce themselves to one 
another and to you. This time can be crucial for building relationships and ensuring 
students know you are thinking critically about how to organize an online class.  
 

Reach out to students via email prior to the first class. 

Introduce yourself and your background. Consider talking about how you and your family are 
coping with the COVID-19 outbreak.  

Openness on your part early on will help students feel like the classroom is inviting.  

• Address concerns you have about the online format and make it clear that you want to work 
with the students to mitigate these.  

• Send out Zoom links, and upload these to Canvas and encourage students to populate their 
calendar with the links.  

• Populate Canvas with assignment due dates. 
 

Create a way for you or the TA to get to know students prior to the first class. 

You might want to survey students to give them an opportunity to let you know their 
backgrounds, where they are in the world, potential internet problems they may have or their 
concerns about online learning. Ask if there is anything students would like you to know about 
their home environments. Many students are living in crowded homes with families or their own 
children and may be concerned about interruptions during class. Knowing that you are aware 
and accepting of these will put them at ease. 

 

Encourage students to get to know one another prior to the first class. 

• Start a Canvas Discussion Board – have students introduce themselves and provide a 
brief bio, answer questions, and respond to classmates 

• Cultural Basket – Students take a photo of an object/artifact that has significant meaning 
to them. Post with an explanation.  

• Small Group Intros – Group students into 2-3 and encourage them to reach out and get 
to know one another prior to class. 
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During Your First Online Meeting 
The first class is key for setting norms, making expectations clear, and building classroom culture. 
Use this time to clearly outline your expectations for respectful, active participation, and to allow 
students to begin getting to know one another and make connections.   

Set Norms during the First Class 

Set norms regarding what is okay in terms of appearance – Can students appear in comfortable 
clothing or messy backgrounds? Is it okay to have videos off if needed for privacy and/or Internet 
connectivity reasons? Explain protocol for when interruptions or technical challenges arise. 

Describe your expectations for how and when students should participate verbally and 
nonverbally, when breaks will be given, and provide guidelines for how students should 
handle  interruptions. Consider using chat and "Participant" features (reactions) such as thumbs 
up/down or the coffee cup. Also discuss expectations for other technology during class, and set 
norms for all types of activities you will do in class, such as discussion, small groups, etc. 
 

Build Classroom Culture 

Start class, perhaps using PollEverywhere, to ask for students to share about themselves or to 
set norms as a community. Share results via ‘Screen Share’. Bring up concerns you have about 
online classes and ask students to give suggestions.  

Have students submit recommendations for how they can (non-verbally) acknowledge other 
classmate’s points, or how they would like participation to flow. Ask students to keep the chat 
open during class time and be explicit about the purpose of the chat during class, whether it’s for 
questions, share outs, etc.  

Share your own cultural basket or a story about yourself. Allow students to ask questions. 

 

Build Relationships with One Another 

• Teach Something (to peers) – Ask students to come in ready to teach a classmate a 1-
minute skill or mini lesson. At the start of class, put students into pairs and have them 
teach one another. Then, share out to class.  
 

• Small or Whole Group Discussions – Students are put into small groups to talk about 
questions that were sent out prior to class. These can be on the course (why did you take 
this class) or more personal (what was your favorite academic experience?). 
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Ongoing Classroom Culture-Building 
Building culture and relationships is an ongoing activity throughout the semester.  
 

Structuring classes to maximize learning and to foster relationships is key to ensuring students 
and teachers get as much as possible out of this class.   
 

Structure Class to Build Rapport and Maximize Learning 
 

Expect students to complete work outside of class, reserving video conferencing for richer 
discussions, Q&A and active learning. Limit video conferencing time to ensure maximum 
attention.  

Before any class, post the agenda ahead of time, along with any links that students may need 
during the class. Post slides and materials in advance so students can follow along and/or return 
to materials during lecture and discussion. 

Throughout video conferencing time, build in multiple avenues for small-group discussion, such 
as a regular check-in and icebreaker at the start, small group discussions in the middle, and a 
wrap-up discussion to allow students to stay online and work as long as they want.   

During class breaks, send students to breakout rooms to allow them to chat with one another as 
they might during a coffee break in regular class.  

Use outside of class time, such as written journals or discussion boards with regular 
participation, to allow students to be in written dialogue with one another and you. 
 

Build in Regular Community-Building Activities 
 

Build in avenues for students to have discussion with you outside of class, through 1:1 meetings 
in office hours, pre-set places for students to submit questions on material, or interactive Canvas 
Discussion Boards with both you and other students responding.   

Actively encourage students to schedule appointments to meet you for Office Hours, and use 
this time both to get to know the student and to provide feedback and support.  Use interactive 
ways to give feedback or present material, such as recording assignment feedback on your 
computer, or Screencastify which also allows you to record lectures. 

Encourage Students to Get to Know Another Outside of Class  
 

Encourage students to get to know one another outside of class. Assign small group work that 
encourages them to work on class assignments together, and also encourage them to create an 
all-class Whatsapp or Slack group. Encourage them to have virtual Happy Hours or discussion 
groups to continue getting to know one another.  
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Building Community & Managing the Classroom (yale.edu) 
Retrieved on July 17, 2020 from: https://academiccontinuity.yale.edu/building-community-managing-classrooms 
 

 

 

Building Community 
 

Research has shown that “social presence”—the degree to which students feel connected to 
each other and to the instructor—is crucial to the success of online learning and to students’ 
sense of satisfaction with their learning experience. To reduce the sense of isolation that online 
learning can create, we encourage instructors to work to make the digital space more like the 
space of trust and belonging that characterizes the face-to-face classroom. In remote teaching, 
consider using teaching strategies that encourage students’ sense of connectedness.  
 
 
 
 

Some strategies are social: 
• Welcome students into the online space 
• Allow time for students to connect with each other 
• Be open about your own challenges hosting class remotely, to normalize student 

concerns 
• Take an interest in student concerns 

 
 

Other strategies are structural: 
• Establish protocols for synchronous chatting, Zoom hand raising, and muted mics to help 

more introverted students feel confident in the remote environment 
• Use pair or group work (during synchronous and asynchronous learning) 
• Invite students to connect their lived experience with the subject of study 
• Create frequent opportunities for students to give you feedback, and incorporate 

feedback as relevant and appropriate to your course  
 
It is also helpful to remember that asynchronous assignments—independent group work, chat 
discussions, and email communications—can do as much as synchronous work to create a sense 
of social presence in your class.  
 

Ultimately, students will thrive and follow your own model for good communication: 
• Being explicit about (new) expectations in the course 
• Being clear about how students can reach you 
• Checking in with students individually  

 
 

Communicate with students about course organization 
 

• Consider how you will welcome students to the class. You might send a welcome 
message by email, via a Canvas Announcement , or by recording a welcome video via 
Zoom. You can share the recording link with your students via email or Canvas. 
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• Share your pedagogical goals for your course with students and ask them to respond to 
those goals or personalize them. For instance, you may share that one of your goals is to 
maintain a high level of student participation in the course and ask students to identify 
benefits and challenges to participation in the new format.  
  

• Share important details about the course’s format (e.g., the lecture recording will be 
shared via Canvas within 24 hours, student weekly response papers should be posted to 
the discussion board by Friday at noon, etc.). Being clear about instructions and 
expectations will help alleviate stress as new norms are established. 
  

• Create a discussion board or invite emails where students can share concerns or 
questions about their learning experience in the remote context. 
  

• Ask students to outline or create a concept map organizing for what they’ve learned so 
far this semester. Your students might post images of these on Canvas and comment 
upon each other’s reflections. 
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Managing Inappropriate Comments Remotely 
Learning in a virtual classroom can significantly alter the dynamics of in-person dialogue to which 
students are accustomed. Within the context of new and ongoing anxieties, the remote setting 
may give rise to actions that are – or seem – offensive. This guide is intended to help instructors 
avoid and/or mitigate these scenarios in class. 
 
Regularly remind students about expectations for discussion. 
 

Although instructors may have addressed discussion expectations for remote classes on the first 
day (e.g. using the chat screen, raising hands, muting mics), students will benefit from regular 
reminders or a written document for reference. These reminders can include standard protocols 
and emphasize the need for additional patience. Students who experience anxiety and a heavy 
cognitive load may especially benefit from reminders about expectations for dialogue. These 
reminders can go a long way toward limiting careless comments. 
 
Reduce anonymity.  
 

Students will be more likely to behave respectfully when the anonymity typical of internet 
commenting is reduced. Instructors might ask students to state their name (“this is ____”) 
before commenting, require real names for Zoom identities, and use student names regularly as 
they conduct class. Use of names will help students feel more welcome and responsible for 
maintaining the integrity of the learning community.    
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When a seemingly rude remark is made, quickly assess it. 
  

A seemingly rude remark may represent several things: misunderstanding caused by a poor web 
connection, an accidental tone poorly translated through Zoom, stress or anxiety in a student’s 
life, or actual rudeness. Identifying whether or not a remark is accidental in tone can diffuse a 
situation and invite the student to reframe their comment. If a tone is accidental, give the 
student a chance to reframe and move on. 
 
If a comment seems rude or offensive, swiftly address it for the entire class: 
 

If a student shares a comment that can be interpreted as rude or disrespectful, the following 
approaches may work depending on the situation: 
 

• Comment that a) the remote setting can make it harder for conversants to empathize 
with each other, and that b) tone can be easily misconstrued online. This approach 
recognizes tone without calling out a potentially angry conversant. 

• Remind all students about the benefits of calm, rational debate. 
• If the tone is more obvious, comment on the frustrations of remote learning and invite 

the student to reframe their comment in a more diplomatic way that contributes 
positively to the conversation. 

• Pause discussion (if the comment is particularly concerning) and ask students to write 
quietly about their thoughts or the topic at hand for one minute, as a way to diffuse 
excess emotion and prevent escalation. Alternatively, the instructor might set up a brief 
debate on the issue, wherein students take turns defending all sides of an issue. Then, 
consider using an approach listed above. 

• If appropriate or helpful, consider following up with the party or parties who issued the 
uncivil remark to remind them about class policies and ensure they feel supported in 
their learning. 

• Consider verbally “setting aside” the issue for the moment, remarking that a comment or 
concern is not aligned with course policies but requires more thought before addressing. 

 
If a comment comes off as far more aggressive, disrupts class, or targets a student or group of 
students: 
 

Immediate in-class action may be necessary for comments or behavior that seem more 
aggressive or heated. In extreme circumstances (aggression, repeated disruption), a student’s 
mic can be muted or they can be removed from the Zoom room.  
 
 
Additional Resources 
“Vision 2020: Managing Difficult Classroom Dialogues.” Poorvu Center, Yale University 
“Inclusive Classroom Climate.” Poorvu Center, Yale University 
“Address Problematic Student Behavior.” Eberly Center, Carnegie Mellon University. 
“Addressing Students’ Needs: Dealing With Disruptive Behavior in the Classroom.” Center for Teaching, 
Vanderbilt University 
“Start Talking.” Ed. Kay Landis. University of Alaska Anchorage, 2008. 
“Strategies for Preventing Disruption and Disrespect.” Center for Research on Learning and Teaching, 
University of Michigan 



 A synthesis of all the advice & research I could absorb and curate, re: community-building online, in advance of Fall 2020 
– J. Purrenhage 

 

 
 

Best Practices for Building & Sustaining Community Online (for Hybrid/Flex/Remote Learning)  |  Page 16 

In	ONLINE	EDUCATION	

Five	Ways	to	Build	Community	in	Online	Classrooms	
	July	11,	2018		|		Melissa	Wehler,	PhD	

	

	
	

“I’m	sorry	to	bother	you,	but…”	was	the	opening	line	of	every	email	I	received	in	the	first	
week	of	this	semester.	This	line	was	usually	followed	by	nothing	that	would	actually	bother	
me:	a	question	about	the	week’s	materials,	a	link	to	an	interesting	resource,	a	discussion	
about	a	potential	research	topic,	and	the	like.	This	was	all	despite	my	many	attempts	to	
ensure	that	students	did	not	feel	like	they	were	imposing	whenever	they	contacted	me:	a	
pre-semester	introductory	email,	a	video	welcoming	them	to	the	course,	my	biography	and	
teaching	philosophy,	virtual	office	hours,	and	multiple	reminders	about	my	contact	
information.		
	
Yet,	with	all	of	my	entreaties	to	reach	out,	I	was	still	dealing	with	the	real	issues	of	isolation,	
fear,	and	frustration	that	results	in	students	leaving	their	online	courses.	To	combat	these	
feelings,	professors—myself	included—have	to	deliberately,	consistently,	and	relentlessly	
work	to	build	student-faculty	and	student-student	relationships	in	online	courses.	
	
As	educators,	we	know	that	building	community	in	the	online	environment	increases	the	
likelihood	of	student	success.	Finding	ways	to	concretize	something	as	ephemeral	as	“a	
sense	of	belonging”	can	be	difficult;	however,	here	are	five	places	where	you	can	start:	
	
1. Make	yourself	available.	As	the	professor,	you	are	the	touchstone	of	your	online	

course	community,	which	means	you	need	to	model	citizenship	in	your	course.	Upload	a	
photo	and	provide	instructions	for	students	to	do	the	same.	Personalize	your	course	
wherever	you	are	able	by	using	original	video	announcements,	overviews,	and	lectures.	
Establish	the	tone	of	the	community	through	class	correspondence,	discussion	board	
replies,	and	assessment	feedback.	Often,	this	also	requires	you	to	give	students	some	of	
yourself	(an	anecdote	about	your	weekend	or	a	link	to	something	you	found	
interesting).	When	students	are	comfortable	with	you,	they	are	more	comfortable	
learning,	participating,	and	sharing	in	the	learning	environment.	
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2. Create	a	communication	plan.	Communication	is	essential	to	any	relationship,	and	
before	you	ask	students	to	put	themselves	out	there,	you	have	to	show	them	that	it’s	
safe	to	do	so.	Before	the	start	of	a	semester,	create	a	calendar	of	when	you	will	reach	out	
to	each	student	individually.	After	the	first	week,	reintroduce	yourself	and	let	them	
know	that	you’re	available	to	them.	Before	and	after	midterms	are	great	opportunities	
for	confidence-boasting.	And	before	finals	is	a	good	time	to	remind	them	that	your	door	
(or	inbox!)	is	always	open.	These	communications	reinforce	the	importance	of	
individual	attention	and	personalized	education.	
	

3. Encourage	interaction.	Classroom	interactions	happen	by	proximity	in	the	brick-and-
mortar	classroom,	but	in	the	online	classroom,	you	have	to	be	more	deliberate	about	
student-student	and	student-faculty	exchanges	happen.	“In”	the	classroom,	you	can	
use	synchronous	sessions,	communal	discussion	boards,	group	projects,	student	
presentations,	wikis,	and	peer	review	groups.	“Out”	of	the	classroom,	you	can	help	
create	study	groups	and	establish	crowd-sourced	notes.	Like	all	interactions,	these	
should	be	meaningful,	relevant,	and	theorized	to	avoid	confusion	or	resentment	that	
can	sometimes	result	from	group	interactions.	When	done	successfully,	however,	these	
interactions	create	not	only	a	community	of	learners	but	can	also	become	lasting	
friendships.	
	

4. Build	“outside	class”	spaces.	Unlike	the	brick-and-mortar	classroom,	online	
classrooms	can	feel	all	encompassing,	lacking	the	traditional	space	and	time	borders	
that	demarcate	the	classroom.	This	often	means	that	there	is	no	“before”	or	“after”	class	
when	much	of	community-building	often	occurs.	In	an	online	course,	you	have	to	
consciously	build	in	these	“outside”	spaces	that	are	free	from	content	delivery	and	
assessment.	Make	“water	cooler”	or	“café”	discussion	boards	where	the	class	can	talk	
about	current	events	and	common	interests.	Create	a	social	media	page	for	the	class	
where	ideas	can	be	shared.	Watch	a	virtual	event	together	and	discuss	it	afterwards.	
Deliberately	creating	social	moments	acknowledges	this	fundamental	aspect	of	
education.	
	

5. Bring	the	outside	in.	Paradoxically,	online	courses	can	also	feel	compartmentalized	
and	isolated	from	the	wider	campus	community.	In	our	courses,	we	need	to	remind	
students	that	they	are	a	part	of	large	campus	culture.	Post	announcements	about	events	
happening	on	campus.	Assign	attendance	at	webinars	and	live-streaming	events	for	
course	credit.	Encourage	them	to	take	part	in	campus	organizations	that	are	especially	
friendly	to	distance	and	continuing	education	student.	Explain	how	to	access	student	
support	and	resources.	As	possible	the	only	touchstones	to	campus,	faculty	members	
have	to	be	ambassadors	for	the	college	community.	
	
Being	deliberate,	consistent,	and	relentless,	we	can	build	communities	in	our	online	
courses	that	help	students	to	connect	with	not	only	with	the	course	materials,	but	with	
one	another.	And	by	working	to	create	these	relationships,	we	can	turn	“I’m	sorry	to	
bother	you”	emails	into	“I’m	glad	I	have	someone	to	reach	out	to.”	
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