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Building Rapport and Creating a Sense 
of Community: Are Relationships 
Important in the Online Classroom?
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Abstract

Enrollments in online higher education programs and courses have 
increased and more instructors are now teaching online. Research-
ers have identified the best practices for creating a learning envi-
ronment that meets the needs of post-secondary students enrolled 
in online courses. This paper examines the factors associated with 
the instructor–student relationships and student–student relation-
ships that promote student satisfaction, motivation, and learning 
in online contexts. Researchers have identified several instructor 
characteristics that aid in building relationships and help facilitate 
learning. Practical strategies for building rapport and creating a 
sense of community illustrate how these concepts apply to online 
classrooms.

Keywords: online education, rapport building, sense of commu-
nity, student motivation, instructor–student relationship, student–
student relationship

Crear una buena relación y un sentido de comunidad: 
¿Son importantes las relaciones en el aula en línea?

Resumen

Las inscripciones en programas y cursos de educación superior en 
línea han aumentado y más instructores ahora están enseñando 
en línea. Los investigadores han identificado las mejores prácticas 
para crear un entorno de aprendizaje que satisfaga las necesida-
des de los estudiantes de educación superior inscritos en cursos 
en línea. Este documento examina los factores asociados con las 
relaciones instructor-alumno y las relaciones alumno-alumno que 
promueven la satisfacción, la motivación y el aprendizaje de los 
alumnos en contextos en línea. Los investigadores han identificado 
varias características del instructor que ayudan a construir relacio-
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nes y ayudan a facilitar el aprendizaje. Las estrategias prácticas para 
crear una buena relación y crear un sentido de comunidad ilustran 
cómo estos conceptos se aplican a las aulas en línea.

Palabras clave: educación en línea, desarrollo de relaciones, sen-
tido de comunidad, motivación del estudiante, relación instruc-
tor-estudiante, relación estudiante-estudiante

建立融洽关系和营造社区意识：网络课堂中人际关
系重要吗？

摘要

在线高等教育项目和课程的注册人数有所增加，现在有更多
的教师在网上教学。研究人员为创造能够满足在线课程注册
的高等教育学生需求的学习环境确定了最佳实践方案。本文
探讨了网络环境下师生关系和同学关系促进学生满意度和学
习动机的相关因素。研究人员已经确定了几种有助于建立人
际关系和促进学习的教师特征。建立融洽关系和社区意识的
实践战略说明了这些概念是如何应用于网络教室的。

关键词：网络教育，融洽关系建设，社区意识，学生动机，
师生关系，同学关系

Access to a college education 
has been more readily avail-
able with the development of 

online educational courses and pro-
grams. According to the National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics (2016), 14% 
(n=2,824,334) of students enrolled 
in post-secondary institutions in the 
United States are exclusively taking 
distance education courses and 28.5% 
(n=5,750,417) are participating in some 
distance education course(s). There are 

typically two types of online courses: 
those that (a) have no face-to-face in-
teraction with the instructor and class-
mates; or (b) operate in a hybrid format 
with both online and face-to-face inter-
action. For the purpose of this discus-
sion, the online classroom is defined as 
one in which interactions with the in-
structor and classmates exclusively oc-
cur virtually, or online.

Some of the most notable benefits 
of online education are the convenience 
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and flexibility it provides, particularly 
for students who are in areas without 
physical access to a university or need 
a flexible schedule to accommodate 
work and family obligations. As online 
education has gained popularity and 
provided increased access, researchers 
have explored the quality of online ed-
ucation and which specific factors play 
a role in achievement, motivation, and 
persistence in this unique environment. 
Similar to face-to-face courses, instruc-
tors who help create a sense of commu-
nity and establish rapport with students 
can positively affect student motivation, 
persistence, and achievement (Joyner, 
Fuller, Holzweiss, Henderson, & Young, 
2014; Malott, Hall, Sheely-Moore, 
Krell, & Cardaciotto, 2014; Pascarella 
& Terenzini, 2005). Online instructors 
play a critical role in creating an ef-
fective learning environment through 
social interaction, teaching presence, 
fostering a sense of community by en-
couraging student connections, and 
demonstrating various characteristics 
associated with rapport-building, such 
as warmth, caring, support, enthusi-
asm, and creativity. The most effective 
online instructors place an emphasis on 
relationship building efforts and do not 
ignore the human interaction and so-
cial factors in the learning process (Al-
len, Whitt, & Wheeless, 2006; Lowman, 
1996; Meyers, 2000; Sitzman & Leners, 
2006; Wilson, 2006).

Awareness of Student Needs

Before considering instructor in-
fluence in online classrooms, it 
is important to consider needs 

of students who are enrolled in online 
courses. Instructors who understand 
and meet students’ individual needs 
help to increase student satisfaction, 
motivation, and persistence. When in-
structors are not attuned to students’ 
needs, it may lead to frustration and 
dissatisfaction, which may also result in 
withdrawing from the course.

Technology Challenges

A mismatch between instructor expec-
tations and failure to recognize student 
needs can lead to assumptions and mis-
understandings. For example, instruc-
tors may assume that students taking 
online courses are well-versed in tech-
nology and how to use the Learning 
Management System (LMS). Mupinga, 
Nora, and Yaw (2006) found that 93% 
of students participating in their study 
needed technical assistance, which in-
cluded navigating the LMS. Not recog-
nizing this trend may lead to students 
having ongoing difficulties and possibly 
withdrawing from the course. Instruc-
tors should serve as both the content 
expert in the subject area and needed 
resource in helping learners navigate 
the virtual classroom. Thus, embrac-
ing both roles is essential in the on-
line classroom. Students taking online 
courses may also experience anxiety 
associated with technology and this can 
have a negative influence on their per-
formance and satisfaction (Sun, Tsai, 
Finger, Chen, & Yeh, 2008). Being aware 
of these particular needs is important to 
provide the level of support necessary. 
This may be particularly true of those 
students who will be taking an online 
course for the first time.
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Individual Circumstances

Another factor that online instructors 
may need to consider is that students 
have circumstances that led them to 
take courses at a distance. Students may 
be limited to this mode of education for 
various reasons. For example, they may 
live in a rural area and lack proximity to 
a post-secondary institution. Or, they 
may be military members who endure 
frequent deployments and relocations. 
Students may be working fulltime jobs 
and online courses are more accommo-
dating for their work schedule. Learn-
ers may have family obligations, such as 
taking care of young children or aging 
parents. In some cases, students may 
have their own health issues that pre-
vent attendance in a brick and mortar 
classroom.

Keeping these possible scenarios 
in mind, students persevering through 
various personal challenges are better 
attended to when instructors allow for 
some flexibility without compromising 
the quality of the learning experience. 
Asynchronous online learning environ-
ments inherently provide flexibility as 
attendance is not limited to a specific 
meeting day or time. Instructors can 
provide expanded flexibility by accept-
ing assignments past the due date with-
out late penalties. Being knowledgeable 
about organizational offerings (e.g., 
writing centers, library resources, men-
tal health support systems, etc.) equips 
instructors to more efficiently direct 
students to receive appropriate assis-
tance. Getting to know each student’s 
story and his or her particular needs 
assists in providing the necessary sup-

port, while better situating the student 
for academic success.

Need for Belonging

In addition to considering students’ in-
dividual stories and technology skills, 
Milheim (2012) discussed the need for 
acceptance and belonging within the 
online classroom community. Beyond 
building a positive instructor–student  
relationship, students also need a sense 
of community and connection with 
classmates. This learning community  
helps prevent a sense of isolation 
among students (Komarraju, Musulkin, 
& Bhattacharya, 2010; Perera-Diltz & 
Monaghan, 2014), which can be a com-
mon problem in distance education. 
Specific instructor behaviors and char-
acteristics have the potential to create 
a learning community fostering both 
meaningful instructor–student and stu-
dent–student relationships, which have 
been associated with better learning 
outcomes, increased motivation, and 
persistence in the course or program.

Building Rapport

Rapport building helps establish 
a positive instructor–student 
relationship. Instructors teach-

ing completely online typically operate 
in an asynchronous manner and may 
have limited opportunities to interact 
at the same time with their students. 
Although advances in technology have 
provided several options for online syn-
chronous interaction, it is not always 
possible when navigating different time 
zones and student preferences. It is also 
important to note that some students 
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who choose online education may not 
be interested in meeting face to face 
or in real time, whereas others might 
welcome the opportunity. Despite not 
having face-to-face interaction, rapport 
can still be developed in online settings. 
Having an understanding of student 
circumstances and needs, gaining in-
sight into their interests and personal-
ities, and maintaining regular commu-
nication can help an instructor develop 
rapport even when interaction is limit-
ed to the online classroom.

Ways to Build Rapport

Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares 
(2012) identified several ways to build 
rapport in online educational envi-
ronments. Recognizing the person/
individual involves gathering some 
personal information, which is often 
the goal of an introduction posting in 
the course’s discussion area, or forum, 
where instructors and students share 
more about themselves and help estab-
lish some connections during the first 
week of the course. One strategy I use 
to help build rapport involves pointing 
out commonalities, strengths, and goals 
among students’ introduction forum 
postings. This biographical informa-
tion is also helpful when providing tai-
lored feedback specific to each student. 
Timely, quality feedback is mentioned 
throughout the body of literature as 
an important factor in building the 
instructor–student relationship (Her-
bert, 2006; Murphy & Rodriguez-Man-
zanares, 2012). In addition to providing 
constructive criticism, providing praise, 
encouragement, and support help to 
build a positive connection with stu-

dents. Sharing resources, such as insti-
tutional-provided tutoring, assistance 
from librarians on call, or referrals for 
emotional support are additional ways 
to build rapport by meeting individual 
student needs.

Availability, accessibility, and re-
sponsiveness include timely responses 
to emails, substantive feedback, and 
having times available for individu-
al conferencing. In addition to being 
available, instructors need to be ap-
proachable or students may not take 
advantage of office hours or individ-
ual conferencing opportunities. Even 
though the nature of online courses is 
asynchronous, there are occasions when 
non text-based interactions are import-
ant to structure. Hearing or seeing one 
another may promote clarity and deep-
er connectedness. I have found verbal 
communication, especially, to be an ef-
fective method for building instructor–
student rapport.

Messages that convey a friend-
ly, positive, and respectful tone aid in 
building a positive working relationship 
(Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 
2012). For example, I have used digital 
storytelling, verbal narration in Power-
Point presentations, and recorded we-
binars across courses. Screencasting is 
another popular tool instructors use to 
connect with students in online class-
rooms. This tool allows for recording 
verbal assignment feedback, reviewing 
expectations outlined in the syllabus, 
delving deeper into a concept students 
are struggling to learn, demonstrating 
a how to on using specific functions in 
the classroom, conferencing with indi-
vidual students, and helping build com-
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munity (Luongo, 2015). When commu-
nicating with students, it is often not 
the words said, but how they are con-
veyed that makes a difference. Commu-
nicating empathy and understanding 
when a student is experiencing person-
al, professional, or academic difficulties 
improves the instructor–student re-
lationship. Lastly, non-academic con-
versation/interactions such as showing 
caring and concern or engaging in so-
cial conversations can foster rapport 
(Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 
2012).

Instructor Characteristics

Rapport building and developing a pos-
itive working relationship with students 
are essential components of building a 
classroom climate conducive to learn-
ing (Malott et al., 2014) and students 
want to have relationships with instruc-
tors who know them (Exter, Korkmaz, 
Harlin, & Bichelmeyer, 2009). Building 
rapport has been associated with spe-
cific instructor characteristics that in-
crease student motivation and academic 
achievement. Students report increased 
motivation when instructors are caring 
(Meyers, 2000; Sitzman & Leners, 2006; 
Wilson, 2006), supportive, enthusiastic, 
humorous, creative (Lowman, 1996), 
interactive (Capra, 2011), responsive, 
respectful, and warm (Allen et al., 
2006). Additionally, Rugutt and Che-
mosit (2005) found instructor–student 
interactions, such as providing emo-
tional support, encouragement, respect, 
and guidance on professional goals, are 
associated with academic achievement. 
All of these characteristics contribute to 
a positive instructor–student relation-

ship and help set the stage for successful 
learning. Demonstrating these instruc-
tor characteristics in online classrooms 
can be a challenge, but not impossible. 
Instructors may display these traits in 
creative ways even without interacting 
with students face to face.

Caring. Caring is one of the predom-
inant characteristics associated with 
building rapport. Behaviors associated 
with caring include (a) effective and 
timely communication, (b) supportive 
guidance (Allen et al., 2006; Meyers, 
2009), (c) personal connection and em-
pathy, (d) availability, and (e) instructor 
commitment to learning (Sitzman & 
Leners, 2006). Holzweiss, Joyner, Full-
er, Henderson, and Young (2014) found 
that graduate students specifically ex-
pect prompt responses to emails and 
assignment feedback, so there may be 
slight differences in expectations based 
on educational level. Herbert (2006) 
found responsiveness to be the most im-
portant characteristic of caring instruc-
tors. Instructors, who provide clear, 
concise directions, respond promptly 
to email and discussions within 48–72 
hours, and are available for phone con-
ferences, communicate that they care 
about meeting student needs (Sitzman, 
2010). When communication and re-
sponsiveness are lacking, students per-
ceive the instructor as disengaged and 
proceed to disengage from the course 
(Armstrong, 2011). On the other hand, 
students who perceived high level of in-
teraction and communication with in-
structors felt they learned more (Swan, 
2006; Trolian, Jach, Hanson, & Pas-
carella, 2016) and reported increased 
confidence and motivation (Komarraju 
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et al., 2010). Regular interaction and 
timely responses communicate the in-
structor cares and remains invested in 
students’ learning experiences. Engag-
ing with students through accurate, 
timely, and effective communication 
appears to be a necessary component of 
building rapport and setting the stage 
for academic success.

Genuine concern. In addition to re-
sponsiveness, Wilson (2006) found that 
communicating genuine concern as the 
most significant predictor of motiva-
tion, academic achievement, and sat-
isfaction in the course. Demonstrating 
caring and genuine concern could be 
intentionally reaching out to students 
when they lack engagement in forum 
discussions or miss an assignment due 
date. Sending an encouraging person-
al message and asking if assistance is 
needed communicates that the instruc-
tor cares about the student’s engage-
ment in the course and that his or her 
participation is valued. For example, an 
instructor might write, I noticed your 
initial post in the forum discussion is 
missing this week and wanted to check in 
and see if everything is okay. If you are 
having any difficulty with the topic or 
need assistance of any type, please let me 
know. I look forward to seeing your re-
sponse to the question this week. Follow-
ing this approach for the past 7 years, 
I have noticed responses from students 
have been overwhelmingly positive. Of-
ten, students will reveal an obstacle they 
are facing, which gives more insight to 
the barrier preventing them from par-
ticipating in the course discussion area.

When students submit assign-
ments late, flexibility may be needed. 

Adhering to inflexible expectations, 
such as not grading any late work re-
gardless of circumstance, negatively 
affects the instructor–student relation-
ship, fosters disengagement, and de-
creases motivation. Students reported 
respecting instructors who were flexible 
and understanding, particularly related 
to assignment deadlines when students 
were overwhelmed by navigating multi-
ple roles and responsibilities (Mupinga 
et al., 2006).

Supportive guidance. Supportive 
guidance is another way to demon-
strate caring and is defined by the abil-
ity to relate to students’ challenges in 
online classrooms; helping to trouble-
shoot those challenges; offering sup-
port directly to students; providing 
specific assignment feedback; and giv-
ing encouragement to increase student 
self-efficacy (Allen et al., 2006; Mey-
ers, 2009). Being relatable also helps 
students to see the instructor as ap-
proachable and understanding. So this 
may open the lines of communication 
when students are having difficulties in 
courses, including obstacles that dis-
tract them from participating fully.

Student motivation improves 
when instructors are viewed as ap-
proachable (Komarraju et al., 2010). 
Sending an introduction message be-
fore a course begins and sharing brief, 
specific expectations can communicate 
that an instructor is approachable, re-
latable, available, and enthusiastic. In-
structors may use self-disclosure in 
their course welcome messages the first 
week of class by sharing both profes-
sional and personal interests. They may 
also relate to student difficulties, such 
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as by communicating, I know APA style 
may be challenging and to be honest, I 
keep my copy of the style guide on my 
desk to double check my own work at 
times. Sharing this type of informa-
tion with students communicates the 
instructor relates to the student ex-
perience and is attempting to foster a 
genuine connection. Another benefit 
of being relatable and approachable 
includes prompting connections with 
students beyond the classroom setting. 
It may lead to opportunities to work 
with students on additional projects, 
such as collaborating on research, pre-
senting at a professional conference, 
or participating in a related university 
student organization.

There are several ways instruc-
tors might grant supportive guidance 
and encouragement through feedback. 
One technique is sharing two strengths 
for every listed area of improvement. 
Focusing only on areas of improvement 
without pointing out student strengths 
may give the impression that an in-
structor is only focused on pointing out 
the negatives, which may damage the 
instructor–student relationship. When 
students receive information about 
their strengths along with constructive 
criticism, this fosters a positive relation-
ship and increases student confidence.

Similar to face-to-face communi-
cation, the tone in which an instructor 
communicates is important in online 
settings. Setting a positive tone com-
municates support and encouragement. 
For example, an instructor may provide 
the following feedback: Good analysis 
of the case study and following the con-
sultation model provided in this week’s 

lesson. I noticed you provided some ref-
erences from popular news sources and 
although the information was relevant 
and timely, your paper’s credibility is 
improved when you use peer-reviewed 
journal articles and sources grounded in 
research. If you are having difficulty find-
ing peer-reviewed sources, here are some 
links and contacts in the library that can 
be helpful. Feel free to contact me if you 
have any questions or need additional 
assistance. Online instructors who use 
video feedback have the ability to com-
municate through tone of voice and 
body language. There is an opportunity 
to review the video and adjust any unin-
tended body language or negative tone 
prior to sharing it with one or more 
students. Imparting constructive criti-
cism is an art and pairing that criticism 
with acknowledged student strengths 
may communicate the instructor is ap-
proachable and supportive.

Availability. Instructors also show that 
they care by offering one on one con-
ferences to review feedback, grades, 
or progress in the course. Conferences 
allow for sharing additional resourc-
es and supporting students having 
difficulty navigating the classroom or 
course content. For students perform-
ing well, conferences may be used to 
suggest collaborating on publishing, 
presenting, or other related activities. 
Giving students the option to meet in 
the online chat room, meet on a confer-
ence call, or exchange emails communi-
cates respect for the students and their 
preferred modes of communication.
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Building Sense of Community

In addition to instructors building 
rapport with individual students, 
some of the same instructor char-

acteristics are helpful when foster-
ing a sense of community in online 
classrooms. According to Joyner et al. 
(2014), effective learning environments 
are those in which students feel valued 
and a sense of belonging. Online cours-
es may be perceived as impersonal and 
static; however, instructors who build 
connections with students and devel-
op a sense of community contribute to 
their retention and academic success 
(Pascarella & Terezini, 2005). Similar-
ly, students’ interactions with the in-
structor and other students have been 
associated with increased sense of com-
munity and a supportive learning envi-
ronment, where students are engaged in 
their own learning and in helping others 
(Young & Bruce, 2011). Rovai (2002a) 
identified spirit, trust, interaction, and 
learning as the characteristics neces-
sary for creating a sense of community. 
Spirit is defined as belonging, cohesion, 
and developing a group identity and 
friendships. Learning refers to student 
perceptions and interactions within the 
classroom and to what extent interac-
tions support shared educational goals 
and expectations (Rovai, 2002b). Build-
ing upon research by Rovai and Luck-
ing (2000), Wilson, Ludwig-Hardman, 
Thornam, and Dunlap (2004) identified 
the following characteristics associated 
with creating a sense of community: (a) 
shared goals; (b) a safe/supportive envi-
ronment (e.g., comfortable with sharing 
thoughts and ideas); (c) group identity 

(e.g., sense of belonging); (d) collabora-
tion (e.g., student–student interaction); 
(e) respectful inclusion (e.g., differenc-
es respected); (f) progressive discourse 
(e.g., questions and discussions facil-
itate learning); and (g) mutual appro-
priation (e.g., reliance on each other to 
learn). Shu-Fang and Aust (2008) found 
sense of community and interactions 
with peers were significant predictors 
of satisfaction in the course and per-
ceived learning. Lack of a collabora-
tive, supportive environment (Murphy 
& Cifuentes, 2006; Rovai, 2002) and 
limited interactions with instructors 
and other students (Johnson, Aragon, 
& Shaik, 2000; Rovai & Downey, 2010) 
were identified as some of the reasons 
for being dissatisfied with distance edu-
cation programs. In order to develop a 
sense of belonging and identify shared 
goals, instructors may begin a course by 
modeling an introduction that includes 
self-disclosure about interests, hobbies, 
and current/future goals (Murphy & 
Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2012; Oliphant 
& Branch-Mueller, 2016). When the in-
structor and students share such details, 
common interests and experiences sur-
face and they have the opportunity to 
relate to one another. Discovering com-
monalities with others can aid in devel-
oping sense of classroom community.

Ways to Build Community 
Connections

One of the most important elements of 
building a sense of community involves 
fostering connections among students 
and instructors. Before delving into 
course content, relationship building is 
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worth time and effort. Instructors and 
students make their first impressions in 
the first forum discussion area, which is 
typically reserved for introductions and 
sharing biographical information. Cre-
ating introduction postings that are en-
gaging and fun helps classmates connect 
and more readily relate to each another. 
As they connect in this way, students 
feel safer to express their thoughts and 
ideas (Wilson et al., 2004). The more 
students are familiar with each other 
and feel comfortable in the classroom, 
the better the learning environment.

 For example, I created a cultural 
collage introduction forum for a grad-
uate level school counseling diversity 
course I teach. I share my own collage 
introduction using photos and words 
(see Figure 1) that tells my cultural sto-
ry along with a written summary that 
highlights various aspects of my iden-
tity. This provides a model for students 
who then in turn completed their own 
cultural collage introduction to share 
with the class. Such activities serve mul-
tiple purposes as they: (a) foster person-
al connections; (b) model K-12 school 
approaches; (c) connect to and highlight 
course objectives; and (d) offer an im-
mediate concrete connection to course 
content. Sharing cultural backgrounds 
leads to clearer understandings about 
perspectives and more honest conver-
sations in the forums throughout the 
course. I often receive personal feedback 
from former students who share that the 
cultural collage forum helped them feel 
as if they knew me personally and ulti-
mately more connected to their class-
mates as compared to other courses.

Murphy and Rodgriguez-Man-
zanares (2012) recommend finding 
ways to express personality and this 
can be done through creative forum 
prompts. For example, creating a digital 
photo story with personal photographs 
and voice narration helps convey a per-
sonality more than through a written 
introduction. Students can post within 
forums in a similar manner and possi-
bly share more about their personalities. 
I often give students options that attend 
to various comfort levels. Understand-
ing that some students will be more 
comfortable with technology than oth-
ers, instructors should provide various 
options for creative formats that allow 
for expression of personality. Options 
such as sharing a collage, presentation, 
digital story, or other creative format 
the students are familiar with may in-
crease their confidence in completing 
the task.

Interactions in Forums

According to Tello (2007), student per-
sistence is influenced by frequency of 
interaction with instructors. As inter-
actions between the instructor and stu-
dents increased, so did student-to-stu-
dent interactions. This indicates that 
instructors’ increased engagement with 
students and subsequent potential to 
increase students’ interactions may lead 
to building group identity and mutual 
appreciation. Creating a space condu-
cive for those connections and interac-
tions may result in decreasing attrition 
rates.

Since interactions take place 
regularly in typical forum discussions, 
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higher frequency of responses may en-
courage more dialogue among students 
(Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 
2012). Encouraging the use of critical 
thinking questions in reply postings 
establishes an expectation for students 
to pose questions to classmates, and 
should serve to propel dialogue for-
ward, resulting in more responses and 
interactions. Instructors should capi-
talize on recognized points of disagree-
ment and promote further discussion 
that considers differing points of view.

One strategy I use is what I refer 
to as linking. This process is similar to 
weaving, which highlights important 
points from students, weaves them to-
gether in a summary, and encourages 
further discussion by inviting students 
to respond to a question or challenge 
(Salmon, 2011). When I notice two stu-

dents with very different perspectives, 
I reach out to both students in the fo-
rum to encourage further dialogue and 
debate. For example, I create a forum 
discussion posting with the students’ 
names in the title (e.g., Question for 
Fred and Jane) to alert them to read that 
specific post. I synthesize aspects of 
their postings, summarize, and include 
one or more questions to foster con-
necting and learning from their unique 
perspectives. By linking the students, 
they have the opportunity to expand 
their understanding from one another’s 
point of view.

Collaborative Learning

Collaborative learning is another way 
students may build connections with 
one another and various tools are 
available to provide such opportuni-

Figure 1. Cultural collage example
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ties online. However, it is interesting to 
note that when too much of the course 
grade is based on collaborative group 
work, students perceive they learned 
less in the course (Swan, 2006). So, in 
structuring a course, it is suggested that 
instructors balance graded group and 
individual assessments. On the other 
hand, Oliphant and Branch-Mueller 
(2016) found that group assignments 
and forum discussions helped develop 
and maintain a sense of community. 
Some LMSs include chat features with-
in forums that give students a place to 
discuss projects, ask questions, work 
together on assignments, share smaller 
works with the entire class, and con-
nect about professional topics. For ex-
ample, my students prepare for a pro-
fessional licensure exam during their 
counseling program. In each course, 
they have the option to participate in 
a discussion forum thread about their 
preparation for the exam. This en-
courages working together and mak-
ing connections based on a common 
goal as they share fears, insights, and 
resources to increase the probability 
of success. Further, it develops deeper 
awareness of professional field expec-
tations and skills needed to function 
within professional learning commu-
nities (PLCs).

Acknowledging Student Strengths

Recognizing and acknowledging stu-
dent strengths, such as perseverance 
(Crosling, Heagney, & Thomas, 2009), 
and providing activities that encourage 
students and instructors to make social 
connections benefit the online class-
room climate. Instructors set the stage 

for student engagement, which has been 
identified as a significant factor in reten-
tion and persistence (Boston et al., 2010; 
Kezar & Kinzie, 2006). Creating les-
sons, assignments and forums relevant 
to students’ experiences and aligned to 
learning outcomes may influence stu-
dent engagement and encourage more 
meaningful participation. Considering 
the diverse experiences students bring 
to classrooms, recognizing and lever-
aging their strengths through collab-
orative activities is crucial. Activities 
may include completing peer review 
exercises, creating a presentation or fo-
rum response, or using problem-based 
learning to solve a scenario.

I designed a progressive case study 
to capitalize on students’ strengths and 
situate a collaborative problem-based 
learning scenario. I developed this idea 
based on the progressive dinner experi-
ence where each participant provides a 
part of a five course meal. In this case, 
everyone provides one part of the case 
study prior to working together in or-
der to help identify better solutions. A 
progressive case study forum involves 
assigning students to individually de-
velop different elements of a case study 
and then equipped with the broader 
range of others’ elements, have them 
address the concerns, issues, and solu-
tions collectively as a team.

For example, in a counselor edu-
cation progressive case study, Student 1 
gathers demographics, Student 2 con-
tributes historical and cultural data, 
Student 3 adds relevant assessment in-
formation, and Student 4 describes the 
problems. Once group members com-
plete their assigned sections, they work 
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cooperatively to choose interventions 
and apply a decision-making model. 
Each student has a specifically assigned 
role leading to the project culmination 
of problem-solving case solutions col-
laboratively. Students’ strengths may be 
considered in assigning specific indi-
vidual tasks. Students skilled at provid-
ing detailed information might develop 
the historical backgrounds of the case. 
Students experienced with assessments 
in their professional positions might be 
assigned accordingly. Instructors who 
provide such structured course activi-
ties provide opportunities for students 
to use their strengths and collaborate 
as a team to solve challenging scenarios 
similar to what they will experience in 
the field.

Further, collaborative learning 
fosters community. Creating a sense 
of community in online classrooms 
has been associated with positive out-
comes, such as increased student satis-
faction, motivation, and achievement 
(Joyner et al., 2014; Malott et al., 2014; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Since 
these outcomes are desired within on-
line classrooms, it is recommended that 
instructors encourage student–student 
relationships to develop a sense of com-
munity and facilitate a safe, supportive 
space for student learning. Although 
the primary means of communication 
in online courses is dependent upon 
technology and not occurring face to 
face, instructors can creatively facilitate 
respectful, encouraging, and engaging 
environments for students.

Future Recommendations

The characteristics necessary for 
building rapport and sense of 
community in online classroom 

have been identified primarily based on 
student perception data. Other stud-
ies have found associations between 
these characteristics and motivation, 
persistence, and achievement (Joyner 
et al., 2014; Malott et al., 2014; Pas-
carella & Terenzini, 2005). What has 
not been explored in depth is which 
specific methods have the most signif-
icant impact on student outcomes and 
sense of belonging. With the myriad of 
available technologies, future research 
studies should explore which strategies, 
approaches, and tools have a greater 
impact on student learning outcomes 
to guide best practices for creating ef-
fective online learning environments. 
With so many options, instructors may 
be overwhelmed with trial and error. 
The strategies presented in this paper 
have received positive responses from 
students based on my personal expe-
riences. The next recommended step 
is to build on this anecdotal evidence 
and conduct empirical research studies 
that examine the effectiveness of the ap-
proaches and strategies. For example, if 
desired instructor characteristics, such 
as caring, are expressed more effectively 
through screencasting in comparison to 
written responses, then this might in-
form how an instructor provides feed-
back to students. Conducting research 
studies that focus on how a strategy 
was implemented and can be replicated 
helps to increase the generalizability of 
findings.
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 Another recommendation is 
studying whether students’ learning 
styles or personality characteristics 
may influence the perception of effec-
tive strategies and approaches in online 
classrooms. It may be helpful to explore 
how these factors influence students’ 
sense of community, relationships with 
the instructor, and learning outcomes. 
Although online courses are typically 
designed to meet the needs of a large 
group, data about individual students 
help with adapting environments to 
both individual and collective student 
needs.

Future research exploring in-
structor–student rapport building 
and effective developing of a sense of 
community may need to include fac-
tors beyond the traditional LMS. Some 
universities provide opportunities out-
side of the classroom to foster relation-
ships with faculty members and peers 
through social media, student organi-
zations, mentoring, advising, or other 
means. Research on effective tools and 
strategies within online classrooms 
may apply to a broader context of rap-
port building and sense of community 
among the university community as a 
whole. Instead of viewing online class-
rooms as isolated spaces, it would be 

beneficial to consider a more compre-
hensive perspective of students’ experi-
ences and whether successful in-course 
strategies can be used more widely.

Conclusion

As higher education leaders, 
faculties, and staff seek ways 
to support students and their 

persistence, priority should be given to 
designing learning environments that 
attend to building rapport, connect-
edness, and sense of community. Then 
students who may otherwise feel isolat-
ed when taking courses online might 
persist and be successful. Specifically, 
instructors who demonstrate caring, re-
spect, understanding, enthusiasm, ap-
proachability, creativity, and other traits 
conducive to developing relationships 
with and among students create online 
courses that promote motivation and 
achievement. Spending time on the re-
lationship aspect of online learning is a 
worthwhile investment and an import-
ant responsibility. As online course and 
program offerings increase, research 
on optimal online learning environ-
ments to support student motivation, 
achievement, and persistence is needed 
to guide best practices.
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