
Volume 21,  Issue 3	 Distance Learning	  61

Humanizing Online 
Learning
Critical Reflections on 
Classroom Practices that 
Make a Difference for Diverse 
Learners

Kwonzi Woodley and Xeturah Woodley

Keywords: Online Student and Instructor Perspectives, Diverse Learner Needs, Online 
Practice

Beginning in March 2020, many higher ed-
ucation institutions made the difficult and 
necessary decision to move all of their 

courses to emergency online delivery (Hodges 
et al., 2020; Milman, 2020) to meet the needs of 
students as the pandemic spread across the world. 
The American Association of Colleges for Teacher 
Education found that with “the onset of the coro-

navirus (COVID-19), school districts, institutions 
of higher education, and educators are finding 
themselves in unchartered territory” (AACTE, 
2020, para.1). As institutions began transitioning 
their courses to emergency remote teaching and 
learning (Hodges et al., 2020; Milman, 2020), 
many instructors, including those teaching cultur-
ally responsive courses, were unprepared to teach 
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courses online. Many instructors lacked sufficient 
experience with classroom technology and had 
limited expertise in incorporating online learning 
(Cutri et al., 2022).

Before and during the pandemic, much of the 
professional development support for instructors 
focused on learning technology rather than on 
ways instructors could humanize the experience 
for students in the online environment. Since the 
pandemic, there has been a concerted effort by 
many online instructors to institute practices that 
more readily humanize the online experience for 
students. “‘Humanizing’ is a pedagogical strategy 
that seeks to improve equity gaps by acknowl-
edging the fact that learning environments are not 
neutral; rather, they often operate to reinforce a 
worldview that disadvantages some students” (Pa-
cansky-Brock et al., 2020, p.2). By acknowledging 
and identifying the pedagogical gaps in humaniz-
ing the online environment, instructors can better 
meet the needs of online students in general and 
diverse student populations in particular.

In this article, two African American scholars, 
one student and one professor, reflect on their ex-
periences with online learning during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Using autoethnographic 
reflections (Roy & Uekusa, 2020; Trahar, 2013), 
the authors discuss ways instructors designed on-
line environments and used instructional practices 
that contributed to a more humanized experience 
for students and instructors during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The first set of reflections 
is from an African American male undergraduate 
who shares his experience entering college during 
the pandemic and the course activities he identified 
that humanized the online course for him as a di-
verse learner. The second set of reflections focuses 
on the experiences of an African American woman 
professor and the instructional practices she used 
to humanize her online course for her predomi-
nantly Latinx and Indigenous students during the 
pandemic. The reflections provided here may as-
sist faculty in finding practical ways to humanize 
the online learning experience for diverse learners.

Humanizing Online Learning: A 
Student’s Reflections

During the spring of 2020, I (Kwonzi) was one of 
the students across the country who experienced 
the transition from traditional classes to emergen-

cy remote online teaching and learning (Hodges et 
al., 2020; Milman, 2020) as I prepared to graduate 
from high school. In May of that year I graduat-
ed with an online ceremony, the first ever in the 
high school’s history, and I entered college where 
classes were offered in a hybrid format. I found 
it challenging to stay motivated and interested in 
the online courses. My online courses severely 
lacked that interactive aspect of my learning and 
feeling of being in a classroom . When my pro-
fessors used discussion boards with prompts about 
culture and individual experiences that could be 
discussed with peers, contributed to my motiva-
tion and learning about the course content online. 
The discussion boards worked as a question that 
the instructor put up, and then students were re-
quired to answer the question while responding 
to other students’ answers. This was important for 
my online learning experience because it allowed 
me to converse with other students and hear their 
thoughts on my answers. It also allowed me to see 
different points of view from students and helped 
me view each topic differently.

Some courses, in particular, gave freedom to re-
spond from a personal perspective. Taking this ap-
proach allowed me to express a well-thought-out 
answer based on my experience while also allow-
ing me to hear the perspectives of my peers, which 
helped me learn more about various cultures apart 
from my own. Kumi-Yeboah et al. (2020) showed 
that internationalizing online content can enhance 
individual-level participation and promote partici-
pation within small groups, mainly when the con-
tent is culturally relevant to students’ backgrounds. 
Conversely, the study also showed how a lack of 
social-cultural content caused frustration for stu-
dents of different cultures, who could not portray 
their perspectives. Regarding my experience, as-
signments relating to social-cultural content en-
hanced my participation in the assigned online 
course by allowing me to add my own experience 
in the course subject and discuss it with peers with 
their own perspectives. Overall, this highlights the 
importance of online discussion boards and some 
ways they can facilitate student engagement and 
improve students’ critical thinking. Instructors 
should aim to facilitate discussions so students can 
effectively portray their answers, especially from a 
personal and cultural perspective.

With online learning, there was a different form 
of communication with my instructors that I was 
not accustomed to. Each instructor had different 
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ways of running the online classes, and at times, 
I felt that I didn’t even know who I was learning 
from. It seemed as if I was marking off a checklist 
of assignments and not really learning. This was 
typically from instructors who had limited-to-no 
options for meeting times and rarely interacted 
with students outside of assignment feedback. I 
value that connectedness with instructors so I can 
better learn the course material and get feedback 
to improve my academic performance for each 
of my courses. Studies show how student-faculty 
engagement is directly linked with higher perfor-
mance on exams and homework, with targeted 
instructor feedback leading to meaningful student 
achievement (Carrell & Kurlaender, 2023).

One way that helped me connect and get in-
structor feedback was through individual meeting 
options. This option was offered by some of my 
online instructors. Having that option allowed me 
to set up meeting times with them that worked for 
our schedules to get feedback and talk about course 
assignments. I found it especially helpful when 
instructors started off the course with individual 
meetings. Typically, it was a way to get to know 
the professor and get questions answered that I, as 
a student may have at the start of the course. This 
helped in terms of getting comfortable with the 
course at the beginning and answering any ques-
tions to get familiar with the course. During the 
semester, the individual meeting options allowed 
for personalized improvement based on the areas 
I struggled with in the course. These personalized 
meetings made me feel valued and improved my 
learning.

Beasley (2021) found that instructors maintain-
ing frequent contact with Black students at a pre-
dominantly white institution and cultural congruity 
were related to higher student satisfaction, which 
helped improve the students’ learning experience. 
This highlights the importance of establishing a 
sense of connectedness and providing personal-
ized support. Instructors can enhance student en-
gagement, satisfaction, and academic performance 
in online courses. It can be done through individu-
al online meetings and personalizing feedback on 
assignments.

Humanizing Online Learning: A 
Professor’s Reflections

Since the beginning of the pandemic, I (Xeturah) 
have chosen to teach all of my classes online. Be-
fore the pandemic, I offered traditional face-to-
face, hybrid, and online courses. However, I have 
always believed that online courses allowed me to 
have increased engagement with each student in 
my classes in ways I could not in traditional cam-
pus-based courses. In particular, online courses al-
low for increased critical engagement with diverse 
student populations in ways that time restrictions 
in face-to-face courses cannot (Woodley et al., 
2017).

I taught in the American Southwest at a univer-
sity and a community college at the pandemic’s 
start. Both institutions were classified as Hispan-
ic-serving and Minority-serving institutions. Most 
of my graduate students at the university were 
Latinx and international students. While the com-
munity college students were majority Latinx with 
a large population of Indigenous/Native Ameri-
can students. Each institution’s mandate to move 
courses to online delivery during the COVID-19 
pandemic allowed me to provide culturally respon-
sive courses that included humanizing elements 
that better meet the needs of diverse learners. As 
I reflect on my teaching practices, I can point to 
three culturally responsive instructional practices 
that I have used to humanize the online learning 
environment, thus better meeting the needs of di-
verse students in my online courses.

Culturally Responsive 
Instructional Practice 1: Create 
Culturally Caring Environments

Students bring cultural capital into the online en-
vironment. Pacansky-Brock and colleagues (2020) 
argued that “humanizing recognizes that engage-
ment and achievement are social constructs de-
veloped through the background and experiences 
students bring to college and the educational en-
vironment provided for them” (p.2). Thus, online 
courses that provide students with opportunities 
to share that capital are better for diverse learners. 
By normalizing sharing from cultural contexts and 
demonstrating to students how to respect one an-
other’s differences, instructors encourage students 
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to create culturally caring environments in online 
courses.

One of the most straightforward course ad-
justments that encourages sharing is creating dis-
cussion board assignments that allow students to 
share what they like about themselves without 
fear of attack (Woodley, 2018). Instructors can do 
this by using writing prompts for discussion board 
postings that ask students to share their specific 
and unique cultural experiences. By creating these 
safe, culturally caring spaces, students can engage 
with one another in responsive and respectful 
ways.

Culturally Responsive 
Instructional Practice 2: 
Increase instructor presence in 
online courses.
It is crucial that students feel that they are not alone 
in the online environment (Parker et al., 2021). 
One of the easiest ways to humanize an online 
course is by increasing instructor presence in the 
online environment (McCarty, 2020). In my online 
classes, I have increased my instructor presence 
by using the announcement tool to share a weekly 
video announcement every Monday that explains 
the upcoming weekly assignments and reflects on 
lessons learned from the previous week’s assign-
ments. During the week, I will also send out writ-
ten announcements whenever I have posted grades 
or changed the course assignments or syllabus. 
This practice keeps the students informed and lets 
them know that their instructor is also engaged in 
the course activity.

Another way of increasing presence has been 
by providing audio feedback to all graded assign-
ments by using the audio notes options within the 
Brightspace and Canvas grade books. I use their 
names and give each student personalized feed-
back on their assignments. This has helped hu-
manize the course for the students and allows me 
to address student successes or even areas of per-
sonal concern with students. While it has increased 
the time needed for grading, it is one of the things 
that students respond positively to on my course 
evaluations.

Culturally Responsive 
Instructional Practice 3: 
Adaptive teaching using a high 
touch learning experience.
Culturally responsive online course design and 
teaching can increase student engagement and 
overall course satisfaction. Practicing adaptive 
teaching and using high touch, student-centered, 
and multimodal learning opportunities (Pacan-
sky-Brock et al., 2020) can assist students in 
meeting their course goals. Here is how I have in-
creased the number of high touch opportunities in 
my online courses.

First, I provide students options for meeting 
course requirements, including submitting video 
or audio files instead of written responses on the 
discussion boards. For years, I required written 
responses only on the discussion boards. I had to 
convince myself that it was the only way to ensure 
they could write. However, as the purpose of the 
discussion boards shifted from evaluating the abil-
ity to write in English and instead became a place 
for student-student interaction, it became less im-
portant that their responses were in writing.

Secondly, I created storytelling assignments, 
allowing students to share their experiences. Sto-
rytelling allowed students to share personal expe-
riences while creating more personalized experi-
ences during the courses. Interactive storytelling 
opportunities in the online classroom encourage 
students to “construct knowledge in an immersive 
fashion” (Baldwin & Ching, 2017, p. 185). Diverse 
student populations can use these storytelling op-
portunities to share cultural norms and mores that 
center them as subject matter experts.

Conclusion

As evidenced by the student experience in this 
article, online learning environments can allow 
diverse students to express themselves and their 
culture through interactive assignments, like those 
on discussion boards. Providing opportunities for 
individualized meetings may also aid in creating 
more humanizing experiences for online students. 
Humanizing practices can become the basis for 
culturally responsive engagement in online cours-
es. Humanizing practices can become the basis for 
culturally responsive engagement in online cours-
es. To better meet the needs of diverse students, 

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​dlea/​article-pdf/​21/​3/​61/​11104639/​dl-10-2024-0013en.​pdf by guest on 29 September 2026



Volume 21,  Issue 3	 Distance Learning	  65

online instructional design and teaching must be 
about more than just transferring readings and 
handouts to learning management systems. It re-
quires instructors to design curricula and course 
activities that respect and value diverse student 
populations’ experiences and perspectives in the 
online environment (Gilpin & Rollag Yoon, 2022; 
Woodley & Rice, 2022).

References

AACTE. (2020). Special education equity in the era of 
COVID-19. https://aacte.org/2020/04/special-educa-
tion-equity-in-the-era-of-COVID-19/

Baldwin, S., & Ching, Y. H. (2017). Interactive sto-
rytelling: Opportunities for online course design. 
TechTrends, 61, 179–186. DOI 10.1007/s11528-016-
0136-2

Beasley, S. T. (2021). Student-faculty interactions and 
psychosociocultural influences as predictors of en-
gagement among Black college students. Journal 
of Diversity in Higher Education, 14(2), 240–251. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000169

Carrell, S. E., & Kurlaender, M. (2023). My professor 
cares: Experimental evidence on the role of faculty 
engagement. American Economic Journal: Econom-
ic Policy, 15(4), 113–141. 10.1257/pol.20210699

Cutri, R. M., Alsuwaida, N., & Woodley, X. M. (2022). 
Interest convergence: A CRT interrogation of the 
intersection of higher education & online learning 
during a pandemic. In X. M. Woodley & M. Rice 
(Eds.), Designing intersectional online Education: 
critical teaching and learning practices (1st ed., pp. 
43–62). Routledge.

Gilpin, S., & Rollag Yoon, S. (2022). New moves for 
building community online: Humanization through 
relational small group discussions. American Edu-
cational Research Association’s Annual Meeting.

Hodges, C., Moore, S., Lockee, B., Trust, T., & Bond, A. 
(2020). The difference between emergency remote 
teaching and online learning. EDUCAUSE Review. 
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/the-differ-

ence-between-emergency-remote-teaching-and-on-
line-learning

Kumi-Yeboah, A., Sallar, A. W., Kiramba, L. K., & Kim, 
Y. (2020). Exploring the use of digital technologies 
from the perspective of diverse learners in online 
learning environments. Online Learning, 24(4), 
42–63.

McCarty, J. R. (2020). Humanizing online learning: A 
phenomenological investigation of teaching pres-
ence. [Doctoral dissertation]. Frostburg State Uni-
versity. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global.

Milman, N. B. (2020). This is emergency remote teach-
ing, not just online teaching. Education Week. https://
www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/03/30/this-is-
emergency-remote-teaching-not-just.html

Pacansky-Brock, M., Smedshammer, M., & Vin-
cent-Layton, K. (2020). Humanizing online teaching 
to equitize higher education. Current Issues in Ed-
ucation, 21(2), 1–21. https://cie.asu.edu/ojs/index.
php/cieatasu/article/view/1905

Parker, N., Mahler, B. P., & Edwards, M. (2021). Hu-
manizing online learning experience. Journal of Ed-
ucators Online, 18(2), 119–129.

Roy, R., & Uekusa, S. (2020). Collaborative autoeth-
nography: “Self-reflection” as a timely alternative 
research approach during the global pandemic. Qual-
itative Research Journal, 20(4), 383–392. 

Trahar, S. (2013). Autoethnographic journeys in learn-
ing and teaching in higher education. European Ed-
ucational Research Journal, 12(3), 367–375. https://
doi.org/10.2304/eerj.2013.12.3.367

Woodley, X. M. (2018). Authentic dialogue in online 
classrooms. Academic Exchange Quarterly, 22(4), 
38–43. http://www.rapidintellect.com/AEQweb/ 
5898-how-to.pdf

Woodley, X. M., Hernandez, C., Parra, J., & Negash, B. 
(2017). Designing counter-narratives: Constructing 
culturally responsive curriculum online. Internation-
al Journal of Pedagogy and Course Design, 7(1), 
43–56. https://doi.org/10.4018/IJOPCD.2017010104

Woodley, X. M., & Rice, M. (Eds.). (2022). Designing 
intersectional online education: Critical teaching 
and learning practices. Routledge, Taylor & Francis 
Group.

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​dlea/​article-pdf/​21/​3/​61/​11104639/​dl-10-2024-0013en.​pdf by guest on 29 September 2026


	Humanizing Online Learning
	Humanizing Online Learning: A Student’s Reflections
	Humanizing Online Learning: A Professor’s Reflections
	Culturally Responsive Instructional Practice 1: Create Culturally Caring Environments
	Culturally Responsive Instructional Practice 2: Increase instructor presence in online courses.
	Culturally Responsive Instructional Practice 3: Adaptive teaching using a high touch learning experience.
	Conclusion
	References


