
Empathetic Educators, Volume 2, Issue I 
 

Empathetic Educators: 
Interdisciplinary Narratives 

 
 

 
 



 

Empathetic Educators: Interdisciplinary Narratives 
Volume 2, Issue 1 (2022) 

ISSN#: 2690-0602 Online  
EmpatheticEducators.org 

 

Empathetic Educators, Volume 2, Issue I 
  

 

Empathetic Educators: 
Interdisciplinary Narratives 

 
Team/Board Members: Fay Brown, Ph.D.; Gladys Labas, Ph.D.; Isalena Gilzene, MSW; Cynthia Savo, 
MA; Kayla Luciano, LMSW; Dawn Fitzpatrick, Ed.D.; Rebecca Nazario; Christine Emmons, Ph.D.; 
Jaime Bissonnette, LCSW; Tony Cianchetti, LCSW; Carla LeMay, MA; Lenore Butler, MA; Deborah 
Goodman-Forish, BMH, MS, CSP; Todd Rofuth, Ph.D.; Lori Luciano, SYC  
 
Editor-in-Chief: Carmela Fusciello Smith, Ed.D., LCSW 
 
Guest Editor: Jemel P. Aguilar, Ph.D., LCSW 
 
Guest Assistant Copy Editor: Natalie R. Schriefer 
 
Current Issue Cover Artist: Anonymous, Sophomore, Middlesex County, CT 
 
 

Published by: Southern Connecticut State University, Social Work Department 

Publishing Partners: School Social Worker Steering Committee, NASW-CT 

ISSN - X2690-0602 Online. Published April 30, 2022. EmpatheticEducators.org 

The content, opinions expressed, and use of language in each article appearing in Empathetic Educators 
reflect the views of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Editors, Publishing 
Partners, or Southern Connecticut State University.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Issue Dedication: To all losses during Covid-19 



 

Empathetic Educators: Interdisciplinary Narratives 
Volume 2, Issue 1 (2022) 

ISSN#: 2690-0602 Online  
EmpatheticEducators.org 

 

Empathetic Educators, Volume 2, Issue I 
  

 

Empathetic Educators: 
Interdisciplinary Narratives 

 

 
 
Articles/Essays 
 
1-3  We haven’t come as far as people would like to believe 

Carmela Fusciello Smith & Jemel P. Aguilar 
 
4-10 Creating a caring community of learners in higher education 
 Jeanne Galbraith 
 
11-16 Improving student engagement in virtual and face-to-face classrooms 
 Thilagha Jagaiah  
 
17-21 Teaching more flexibility than ever before: A pedagogy of support 
 Karla I. Loya 
 
22-25 Getting the word out about empathy in a multitude of ways 
 Darla Shaw 
 
26-35 Providing a more compassionate and equitable world language education to learners of 

color during and after the pandemic: An example from an early collage program 
 Hsuan-Ying Liu 
 
36-41 Social-emotional learning in higher education: Through the lens of culture, identity, and 

community concepts on teaching and learning. 
Isalena Gilzene 

 
Artwork 

Cover Artwork: Anonymous, School Administrator, New Haven County, CT 
 
 

 



Empathetic Educators, Volume 2, Issue 1 1 

 

 

Empathetic Educators: Interdisciplinary Narratives 
Volume 2, Issue 1 (2022), pp. 1-3 

ISSN#: 2690-0602 Online  
EmpatheticEducators.org 

 
We haven’t come as far as people would like to 

believe 
 

Carmela Fusciello Smith 
Jemel P. Aguilar 

 
Our cover artwork was submitted anonymously. The picture was drawn as a 
visual representation of the artist’s experience of sexism in the various places 
of employment over the years. She has given permission for us to share the 
following story, which was modified to protect her privacy. 
 

 
 
I drew this picture after I was informed, I did not get a promotion to an 
assistant superintendent position in a K-12 setting. I began working with a 
male superintendent about two years before the position became available. 
After my first year, the superintendent stated I was doing an outstanding job 
and that I would be perfect for a higher-level leadership role. Many others 
noted my work having gone above and beyond to make needed changes. 
Members of the Board of Education, students, parents, and community 
members commented positively on the work I had done. The superintendent 
gave me additional work so that I gained experience with higher level 
responsibilities. As we worked closer together, he would freely make 
comments that began to reveal his true character. He made degrading 
comments about people from marginalized groups. I was shocked. I stated it 
was not appropriate. He would continue to make comments even in meetings 
that I had been invited to. It seems that others are familiar with his style.  In 
one meeting I spoke up and called him out, professionally, to let him know his 
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comments were not appropriate. The more I did this, the more he began to 
push back and say, “I need an assistant superintendent that I can trust” and 
“I need someone that isn’t too sensitive and knows me well.” When the 
assistant superintendent position was posted. I applied. I interviewed. I did 
very well. I did not get the job. He triumphantly shared with me that everyone 
on the search committee felt I was the most qualified, but that he made the 
final decision to go with someone else. He then said, “You should have been 
better able to deal with things I say that I really don’t mean.” Basically, I 
should just role with sexist, racist, homophobic remarks, because, after all, 
he doesn’t intend offense. I drew that picture because people in power make 
great statements of equity, they create spaces to share concerns, write goals 
and objectives to ensure there’s a culture of respect and social justice…yet, 
they don’t follow it one bit. In my experiences, men hold out their hand to 
help, but we remain under their feet. My voice, as a woman, is not equally 
welcomed or respected. Men in power do not want equity. They do not want 
people from marginalized groups to really have a voice. They do not want to 
share their privilege and power. 
 
I asked this artist if she know of Sarah Grimké’s quote, “I ask no favor 
for my sex. All I ask of our brethren is that they take their feet off our 
necks.” She stated was not aware of this quote. As a woman this struck 
me to my core to think how Sarah Grimké was born in 1792, and here 
we are 230 years after her birth, experiencing the same feelings of 
oppression based on gender. The artists drew this picture in 2022 which 
is symbolic of the very quote from Sarah Grimké in the 1700s. 
 
After she drew this picture, she thought about transferring it onto a canvas. 
But decided against it. It was too painful to continue to work on it. She didn’t 
want to clean it up or make it neat. Nothing about her experience was neat. It 
was all very messy.  
 
One of the goals of our journal, Empathetic Educators, is to amplify others. 
We use various modalities to do so. We thank this female administrator to 
courageously tell her story and create a visual representation to share her 
experience of oppression.  
 
At the time this call went out, we would have never imagined having to talk 
about oppression while sitting miles away from children entering foreign 
schools while fleeing genocide. Never would we have guessed that miles 
away the existence of LGBTQ+ students would be erased from Florida 
education culture. Never would we have imagined that members of congress 
would harass a survivor from the Parkland shooting.  
 
There is no easy way to summarize what his happening now. We therefore 
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leave you to read the entries in this addition.  
 
We acknowledge those that made our publication possible again during 
these times. 
 
A special thank you again to our guest co-editor, Dr. Jemel P. Aguilar. His 
countless hours spending time reading and providing feedback to the 
submissions and reviews is greatly appreciated. 
 
Please consider making a donation to Empathetic Educators. All donations 
are generous, a person’s $25 dollars is another person’s $125. We equally 
appreciate all donations. Thank You. 
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Creating a caring community of learners in higher 

education  
 

Jeanne Galbraith 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Creating a caring community of learners should be at the heart of all 
teaching, yet caring and community-building are not a primary focus 
of higher education. Due to generational differences, there is a 
disconnect between higher education faculty and their students. 
However, it is essential to understand these generational differences 
and build a caring community of learners in college classrooms. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, caring and community-building 
became central to all educators’ practices, including higher education. 
Recommendations include an emphasis on building a caring 
community of learners in higher education now and beyond the 
pandemic. Specific recommendations focus on belongingness, 
relationships, classroom environments (in-person and online), and 
mental health. 
  
Keywords: Caring, Relationships, Higher Education, Mental Health 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

I am a former early childhood educator and teacher of children with 
disabilities. Caring and building relationships have always been at the heart 
of my teaching practice. Care is an essential part of teaching, whether it was 
changing diapers as an infant-toddler specialist, providing hugs from falls on 
the sidewalk, or giving feedback for something a child just did that they could 
not do previously. Murray (2021) stated, "Care is education" (p. 21) and 
advocates for care to be a central focus of all educators. While care is central 
to early childhood education, she emphasizes that some see care as separate 
or less important than "real learning." There is work to be done to make more 
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significant connections between care and education in early childhood. 
However, now that I am in higher education, many have separated the two or 
have at least made little intentional connections between the importance of 
care and education (Miller & Mills, 2019; O'Brien, 2010; Walker & Gleaves, 
2016). However, care and relationships should be an essential part of higher 
education, and they both matter (Sparks, 2019).  
 

COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

The global pandemic is one of the only worldwide events that everyone shared 
and made caring for each other a primary focus worldwide. No longer were 
we just professors and students, doctors and patients, parents and children. In 
many cases, faculty afforded students more time, flexibility, and patience. In 
turn, students and families provided teachers and professors with flexibility, 
patience, and a greater understanding of the roles and responsibilities of 
teachers. This flexibility, patience, and greater understanding between 
students and teachers were unprecedented in many ways.  

 
However, the pandemic also illuminated the inequities in our many systems, 
most notably education and health. Sadly, patience has worn thin as time has 
passed, and society is pressuring teachers and schools to return to "normal" 
despite the pandemic continuing across our nation and the world. The 
pandemic highlighted the many needs of students; however, these inequities 
and students' needs existed before the pandemic and will continue to exist 
afterward.   
 

GENERATION Z/ “I-GEN” and STEREOTYPES 

Before the pandemic, there was a lot of emphasis on the current students in 
higher education, Generation Z or “I-Gen” (Twenge, 2017). The popular press 
focused on the disconnect between Generation Z and higher education 
(Kovinsky, 2017; Povah & Vaukins, 2017). Stereotypes about Generation Z 
are prominent, with most connected to negative images of their attachment to 
technological devices and their unreadiness for adulthood (Comfield et al., 
2020). However, stereotypes limit our understanding of this generation and 
further divide faculty and students. Twenge (2017) shared important data 
about “I-Gen,” essential information for anyone interacting with this current 
generation to know and understand through an extensive review of multiple 
databases. She shares insights about how and why they use technology, 
anxiety and mental health needs, and decreased feelings of connectivity. 
 
Relatedly, Comfield et al. (2020) argued that “critical empathy” is needed to 
make connections between faculty and students to “build an academic 
community beyond stereotypes” (p. 130). They found that the stereotypes of 
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“being tethered to devices” and being “protected and privileged” are typical 
for Generation Z. However, they found that students in this generation also 
are bound to “hidden narratives” of “perfect is possible” and “I am unsafe.” 
Together, Comfield et al. (2020) argued that these narratives challenge 
Generation Z students’ resilience. 

 
When discussing this current generation, Dweck (2007) popularized the 
notion of a growth mindset versus a fixed mindset. According to Zweck, many 
in Generation Z have a fixed mindset, limiting their growth and resilience. 
However, Dewitt (2015) argued that when we emphasize that students 
develop a growth mindset, this focuses solely on the students and what they 
should do to grow. He argues that when faculty, due to stereotypes, have a 
fixed mindset about this current generation of students, this also limits 
students from developing and growing. We must focus on what we can do 
and control as faculty members to support students. 
 

BUILDING CLASSROOM COMMUNITY  
IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 
I argue that we must continue to use the lessons learned during the pandemic, 
focusing on caring and empathy for college students and faculty. All of us 
undoubtedly needed caring and compassion during the pandemic. However, 
we will all continue to require caring and compassion moving forward. 
College students needed care and empathy even before the pandemic. This 
care and compassion must be rooted in an understanding of our college 
students as individuals and not in stereotypes of Generation Z students. Caring 
is culturally situated and constructed, and we need to consider different 
perspectives of caring and empathy.  
 
As a previous early childhood educator and current Early Childhood Teacher 
Education, I believe that “creating a caring, equitable community of learners” 
is at the heart of a teacher’s practice (NAEYC, 2020, p. 15). A caring 
community of equitable learners should be at the heart of higher education. 
Here are recommendations for creating a caring community of learners in 
higher education classrooms using a lens of critical empathy (Comfield et al., 
2020) to understand their needs and perspectives. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

Belongingness – To create a caring community of learners, our students need 
to feel that, as an individual, they belong. Students need to know that you 
know them to feel belongingness in your classroom. Conducting a pre-survey 
at the beginning or before a class starts is helpful. Include questions about 
their interests, such as music, shows, movies, and games. Ask them if they 
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know anyone in the class. Find out if they are a transfer student. With the 
pandemic, ask about their experience with online courses and if they have had 
any in-person college classes yet. I ask my students if they feel comfortable 
in the School of Education and on our campus. Asking about their comfort 
helps give me a sense of whether the student has made connections here or 
not. Ask their preferred name (it may be different from your roster); learn 
their names, learn their pronouns, and pronounce their names accurately. Our 
names and the correct pronunciation of our names matter and are essential to 
our identity. 
 
Relationships – Relationships matter, yet faculty and students feel 
disconnected. Relationships need to focus on connections between faculty and 
students and between students to students. Communication is at the heart of 
building any relationship. As faculty, communicate through multiple means. 
Be prompt with your communication (email back as soon as possible). Allow 
the students to get to know you as an individual. Share stories about yourself. 
Make connections between your experiences in the field and what they are 
learning. Share information about yourself as a college student. Be genuine 
and honest. Share times that you failed, made mistakes, or took a different 
path. This sharing helps the students get to know you, but it also normalizes 
failure and change and helps students see these as opportunities for growth. 
 
Students need to build relationships with each other, and your classroom can 
be an excellent place for this to happen while the students are learning the 
course content. It is well-known that collaborative and cooperative learning 
supports students' academic content knowledge. Be sure that students know 
each other's names. I use back and front tent cards with preferred names to 
learn student names, and the students can learn each other’s names too. Share 
common interests from your pre-survey; for example, I have shared word 
clouds of favorite bands/singers. Mix-up groups, both in-person and online, 
so students interact with a range of students. Allow students to have 
opportunities to self-select groups, especially as they develop relationships 
together. Take a short amount of time to allow students to share what is 
happening on campus to learn things to do and connect with common 
interests. Students participated in a small group online learning community 
during the pandemic during my asynchronous course. These were self-
selected (I had had all of the students before), and they could choose topics 
connected to the class to discuss and share. The students shared that these 
groups were helpful to both learning the course content and keeping 
connected with their peers during remote learning. 
 
Classroom Environment (In-person and online) – The municipal preschools 
of Reggio Emilia, Italy, hold a concept of the "environment as the third 
teacher." This concept means that children can and should learn from a 



Empathetic Educators, Volume 2, Issue 1 8 

carefully constructed, aesthetically pleasing environment with open-ended 
and accessible materials. I believe in higher education, and especially now, 
given the significant shift to online learning, we need to consider our 
classroom environments more intentionally as learning environments, both 
in-person and online environments. For in-person, if there are opportunities 
to control the design or lighting, consider having dimmer lights for a more 
calming environment. If possible, move or modify the furniture to support 
interactions and activities. For online environments, view your online space, 
whether your class is fully online or you use a learning management system 
to supplement your in-person course, as an essential part of your classroom 
environment. Be sure the content is communicated clearly, with clarity and 
purpose. Find opportunities to create interactive communities and build 
relationships online. 
 
Mental Health - Students’ mental health needs are increasing on college 
campuses (Kitzrow, 2003; Twenge, 2017). There are general 
recommendations to expand counseling services (Kitzrow, 2003), but 
counseling centers are understaffed/unable to meet demand and over-
burdened (Kafka, 2019). Jackson (2019) advocated that mental health is a 
priority of whole-campus. As an individual faculty member, you may feel 
limited in your abilities in this area. However, there are things you can do. 
Jackson (2019) recommended asking students what they need. Faculty can do 
this in a pre-survey and periodic check-ins during the semester. Faculty 
should include mental health resources on their syllabi. Importantly, I believe 
you need to discuss and share these services explicitly. Normalizing mental 
health needs is vital to reduce stigma. Given the lack of mental health services 
on most campuses, students may turn to a trusted faculty or staff member. If 
you share your belief in the importance of mental health, the students are more 
likely to see you as someone they may reach out to for help if needed.  

 
Generation Z expresses feelings of “heightened anxiety” (Miller & Mills, 
2019). As faculty members, we might contribute to students’ anxiety. I often 
feel that we are always rushing. We must meet this standard, this assignment, 
and get ready for student teaching! Education majors tend to be very 
prescriptive to meet the mandated accreditation and state education 
requirements. However, we need to consider how our anxiety about meeting 
expectations may contribute to our students’ anxiety and fuel an unnecessary 
cycle.   

 
Some students are going to need more support. It is essential to reach out to 
students who are not completing assignments, not attending class, or not 
responding to your communication. More likely than not, there is a reason 
when a student is not responding. Sometimes faculty might think, “Oh, they 
just don’t care,” but I have found that there is usually something going on 
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when a student is not completing work, not attending class, or not 
communicating. If the students are not responsive, connect with an 
appropriate person in your organization, such as the Dean of Students. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Building a caring community of learners is essential in any classroom, 
including higher education. As teachers, focusing on developing a sense of 
belongingness, building relationships with your students and between 
students, carefully reflecting on your classroom environment in-person and 
online, and focusing on students’ mental health will go a long way to building 
this community. In turn, it should address our current generation of students’ 
needs for connection, resilience, and mental health support. 
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Improving student engagement in virtual and face-

to-face classrooms 
 

Thilagha Jagaiah 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Recognizing student engagement as a fundamental factor for student success 
in college, an instructor describes her challenges in actively engaging her 
students in a virtual classroom. Her students felt comfortable being silent and 
remained inactive because they were separated by a computer screen, and 
that left the instructor to second guess if the students were engaged in 
learning. To turn things around, she strategically created activities to 
significantly improve student engagement that are applicable to both the 
virtual and face-to-face classrooms.  
  
Keywords: student engagement, focused activity, community building, 
ownership of learning 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Each academic year brings its own set of challenges and pedagogical lessons 
to learn, and this was more so during the COVID-19 pandemic. One major 
pedagogical and persistent challenge in the wake of the pandemic in the 
higher education setting was student engagement. In fact, in any learning 
environment, student engagement is fundamental for academic success and 
teaching excellence (Fredin et al., 2015). During the pre-pandemic period, it 
was feasible to provide hands-on activities that stimulated students’ curiosity 
and creativity. Students could optimize their learning experience by 
seamlessly interacting with the instructor. However, this was not the case 
when instruction shifted to a virtual classroom during the pandemic. 
Instructors were now faced with a critical challenge to develop ways to foster 
real human connections in the virtual classroom. It appears that student 
engagement needed a makeover.  
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

Student engagement can be measured through observable behaviors such as 
attendance rate, classroom participation, academic achievement, and student 
behavior in the learning environment (Bond & Bedenlier, 2019). Essentially, 
these observable behaviors should also be evident in the virtual classroom. 
One lesson I learned this year as an instructor to pre-service teachers is not to 
expect student engagement to be a near clone of its predecessor. In face-to-
face classrooms, there is an inherent setup for student engagement because 
students are in proximity and have round tables, movable chairs, and tableside 
whiteboards to interact with each other (Cotner et al., 2013). Students 
naturally showed interdependence and bonded with each other when given 
collaborative tasks. Moreover, the instructor could easily facilitate group 
activities by physically circulating and monitoring each group, and also 
paying attention to students’ body language and eye contact as indicators of 
student engagement, all in one space.  
 
In my virtual classroom, I realized student engagement had shifted to a whole 
other level. I could not tell if my students were cognitively and socially 
engaged. Despite communicating my expectations clearly regarding student 
participation, there was a pin-drop silence whenever I posed questions to 
check for understanding. I thought I had connectivity issues and asked follow-
up questions like, “Can you hear me?” or “Are we connected?” Occasionally, 
I would get a response in the chat box. Over time, I learned that it was the 
same few students who volunteered their answers, asked questions, and 
contributed to the discussions. Lack of student engagement led me to believe 
that I was not setting up my students for success. I noted there was also a lack 
of community building because my students did not interact with one another 
in group activities in the breakout rooms. I received feedback via email from 
my students that they did not enjoy being placed randomly in breakout rooms 
because their peers did not participate in any of the discussions. Most times, 
the students worked independently without interacting with each other. 
 
To turn things around, I incorporated some creative techniques into my 
lessons to promote more effective student engagement. I am aware that not 
all students participate the same way or at the same rate, but I have learned 
that creating an equitable environment in which all students have a fair 
opportunity to explore ideas and issues is crucial to optimize student 
experience and learning. I needed to engage every student in my virtual 
classroom and make them accountable for their learning. Ownership of 
learning is important to get students to be invested, motivated, self-directed, 
and engaged throughout each lesson.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

I used the following strategies in my virtual classroom, which could also be 
applied in a face-to-face classroom.  
 
Community Building 
 
In a virtual or face-to-face classroom, allow at least five minutes of interaction 
time with the instructor and peers at the beginning of the class using a focused 
activity to make sure everyone is on the same page. Focused activities allow 
the instructor to check-in with students on their well-being and mental health. 
In the virtual classroom, I activated the whiteboard on blackboard collaborate 
and wrote one or two academic or non-academic questions that encouraged 
students to share their thoughts. For example, I used questions like, “What is 
one miracle you are hoping for right now?” or “What is one thing you learned 
in your fieldwork placement this week?” Both generated discussion and 
encouraged students to compare ideas. In some instances, students shared the 
difficulties they had experienced that week in their fieldwork placement, and, 
very quickly, other students shared their experiences or provided suggestions 
as well to support their peers.  
 
Another method I used to enhance community building was to provide an 
enlarged picture of classroom scenarios and asked students, “What is going 
on here?” to spark conversations when students logged in to class. Having a 
focused activity at the start of each lesson enables interaction between 
students and naturally creates a bond between them. 
 
Ownership of Learning 
 
To encourage quiet or reflective students to share their thoughts and ideas, I 
assigned reading tasks together with several broad discussion questions in 
advance. I allowed my students to select the questions they would respond to 
in class discussions. Giving the questions ahead of time provided the students 
an opportunity to learn at their own pace and to have more control over the 
information they would like to share with their peers. I found an increased 
level of engagement from my students later in the semester, even when 
questions were not assigned to them. Assigning meaningful choices for each 
class not only builds students’ confidence but also gets them to take 
ownership of their own learning.  
 
Google Docs 
 
For group discussions, I created a more defined breakout session using 
Google Docs. The document contained a scenario, a problem-solving 
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question, or resources such as websites, pictures, and videos for students to 
source the information. Each student was assigned a role (e.g., group 
discussion manager, note-taker, fact checker, presenter) to hold them 
accountable and to make sure their success is also dependent on other 
members in the group. As I circulated virtually from one group to another, I 
noticed my students participated actively to complete the task. I received 
feedback from my students that the assigned roles and Google Docs made 
them feel responsible and important in the virtual learning process. One 
indirect outcome using Google Docs was that students were more invested in 
their learning and read their weekly assigned materials to actively participate 
in the classroom. 
 
Online Polls  
 
Using poll questions in the virtual classroom turned out to be a real lifesaver. 
For my students, the poll questions helped them to clarify their thinking and 
to process the information they learned in class. As the instructor, I used the 
poll questions to formatively assess my students’ understanding on the 
content that was taught. Additionally, the poll questions broke the monotony 
of my lessons. The change in pace provided my students a mind break, a 
crucial feature in a virtual classroom. I was able to draw my students’ 
attention again via polls, and that increased student engagement. Moreover, I 
found my students to be highly motivated to respond to poll questions because 
the focus was on what was said rather than who said it, and there was no risk 
due to anonymity. This would also work well in a face-to-face classroom 
because students would feel comfortable responding to anonymous questions.  
 
Online Interactive Activities  
 
Incorporating fun online interactive activities in the lessons was another 
attention grabber that encouraged student engagement. In the interactive 
activities, students were expected to provide answers, and they received a 
score on how well they performed. Students felt incentivized because their 
scores were anonymous, and they were able to correct their errors by 
repeating the activity until they got them right. The students claimed that these 
activities helped them to better understand the content and remember the 
information.  
 
Another interactive collaborative activity I used was SpatialChat. Using 
SpatialChat, students could mingle freely in the virtual classroom and talk to 
a few students as they moved from one virtual table to another to gather 
information. Similar to the rotation station group activity in the face-to-face 
classroom, each student would have an assigned question to discuss or 
information to share. The student then interacted with other students at a 
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virtual table by sharing their ideas or asking for opinions before breaking 
away and moving to another virtual table. Once students returned to the whole 
class discussion, they shared their views and had a larger discussion on the 
topic.  
 
Emailing Passive Students 
 
Putting students in charge of learning is the best way to get them engaged in 
the classroom. However, it is common to have a few students who remain 
passive despite the numerous attempts the instructor makes to create an 
inclusive environment. If the students remain passive, one effective method 
is to approach them via email. In the email communication, I explained to my 
students that being attentive in class is a good quality, but it was also 
important that they shared their ideas and perspectives with their peers to 
construct knowledge. I also informed the students that I would provide the 
support they needed to engage effectively in the classroom. My students 
responded positively and acknowledged that they should contribute to class 
discussions. The email exchange approach worked well in my class because 
students who otherwise never spoke up before felt very comfortable 
afterwards engaging in discussions and responding to questions during class.  
 

CONCLUSION  
 
During this unprecedented period of transformation and disruption, it cannot 
be overstated that students needed a higher and more strategically focused 
level of support and guidance to be engaged in the classroom. The biggest 
takeaway from my experiences during the pandemic is that students can be 
actively engaged in the classroom when provided with appropriate activities, 
tools, and motivation. Redefining my instructional practices to meet students’ 
needs during the pandemic has transformed how I will view student 
engagement in all the future courses I teach.   
 

References 
 
Bond, M., & Bedenlier, S. (2019). Facilitating student engagement through 

educational technology: Towards a conceptual framework. Journal of 
Interactive Media in Education, 2019(1). https://doi-
org.exproxy.lib.uconn.edu/10.5334/jime.528 

Cotner, S., Loper, J., Walker, J. & Brooks, D. (2013). Research and teaching: “It’s 
not you, it’s the room”: Are the high‐tech, active learning classrooms 
worth it? Journal of College Science Teaching, 42(6), 82‐88. 

Fredin, A., Fuchsteiner, P., & Portz, K. (2014). Working toward more engaged and 
successful accounting students: A balanced scorecard approach. American 
Journal of Business Education, 8(1), 49-62. https: 
://doi.org/10.19030/ajbe.v8i1.9016 



Empathetic Educators, Volume 2, Issue 1 16 

 
 

About the Author:  
 
Dr. Thilagha Jagaiah is an Assistant Professor at the University of Hartford, 
teaching courses in the teacher preparation and advanced special education 
graduate program. Her scholarship focuses on the relationship between varied 
and complex sentence structures and writing quality to improve the writing 
process at elementary, middle, and high schools, and how improved postural 
support for children with cerebral palsy facilitates student engagement. She 
can be reached at jagaiah@hartford.edu. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Empathetic Educators, Volume 2, Issue 1 17 

 

 

Empathetic Educators: Interdisciplinary Narratives 
Volume 2, Issue 1 (2022), pp. pp. 17-21 

ISSN#: 2690-0602 Online  
EmpatheticEducators.org 

 
 

Teaching more flexibly than ever before: A 
pedagogy of support 

 
Karla I. Loya 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
A university professor reflects on her pedagogical approach as she aims to 
create more supportive environments during times of upheaval. Emphasis in 
three specific areas comprise this pedagogy of support: learners’ sense of 
community and belonging, students’ engagement and learning, and diverse 
forms of learning. Because of the high flexibility required to engage in 
pedagogies of support, the resulting inclusive environments foster a sense of 
belonging and success. 
 
Keywords: Pedagogy, inclusive college teaching, flexible instruction, 
reflective teaching 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
In the time since most educators across the globe began making continuous 
adjustments in response to the upheaval created by the global coronavirus 
pandemic, silver lining best practices for remote, online, hybrid, and in-person 
teaching and learning have surfaced. One of the biggest lessons I have learned 
while teaching during the pandemic is the need to scaffold not only student 
learning and engagement, but also promote an inclusive and supportive 
environment. In my ongoing work towards inclusive teaching, I try to adopt 
instructional practices that are flexible, deliberate, and caring (Loya, 
forthcoming; 2020; 2021). 
 
Specific learning goals vary by course, but the development of writing, 
critical thinking, and intercultural competence skills are part of all my 
courses. Additionally, my instructional goals across all my courses include 
(1) promoting inclusive environments where everyone participates in the 
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shared learning and production of knowledge, (2) creating affirming spaces 
that foster engagement and sense of belonging, and (3) supporting student 
success. To achieve these learning and instructional goals, I employ a variety 
of instructional techniques and assessments. Emphasis on three specific areas 
has become part of what I call a pedagogy of support: supporting community 
building, supporting student engagement and learning, and supporting diverse 
forms of learning and demonstrating it. In this paper, I describe the specific 
ways in which these three areas of support can happen in our classrooms, 
whether virtual or in-person. I have been teaching exclusively remotely (in 
synchronous virtual format) since March 2020, but these practices can easily 
be adapted to in-person, hybrid, or online delivery formats. 
   

SUPPORTING COMMUNITY BUILDING AND A SENSE OF 
BELONGING 

 
At the beginning of class, spaces for community building are essential to help 
students arrive to a mindset conducive to learning. This is even more 
important for those students who are in home environments while attending 
class, so they can “enter” the academic classroom. I call this space check-in 
time, and I ask my students to briefly share anything they feel comfortable 
sharing, personal or professional, from the previous or current week. At the 
beginning of the semester, most students would often merely say their week 
was fine. Over time, they increasingly feel comfortable sharing the types of 
anecdotes that are shared in a physical classroom.  I usually share last. Check-
ins are spaces for support and celebration: We have collectively applauded 
when someone receives a vaccine, and cried when someone is affected by 
COVID-19. As a bonus, starting class this way ensures everyone is punctual, 
as no one wants to miss anything. Pedagogically, check-ins help me decenter 
my instructional power and voice, ensure everyone’s participation in 
community building, create group cohesiveness, and provide a sense of 
support and belonging, all key in student engagement and success (Loya, 
2020). When possible, I also hold individual consultation times with my 
students (using breakout rooms in remote learning) to maintain faculty student 
interactions, one of the most influential factors in student success (Bain, 
2004). 

 
SUPPORTING STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND LEARNING 

 
Student- and learner-centered pedagogies are important in any classroom to 
foster student engagement and learning, and during the pandemic this has 
become critical. Using a variety of approaches and techniques during class 
time that allow individual, small group, and whole-class work provides the 
flexibility and intentionality needed to support student engagement and 
learning. A well-known technique to promote participation is “think-pair-
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share,” where students are asked to first spend a few minutes alone thinking 
about a given prompt, question, case, or project. They are then paired up with 
a peer (breakout rooms allow this step in virtual learning formats) to discuss 
their own answers, listen, and respond to their peer’s answers. Lastly, they are 
all called back to share with the whole class. Because even timid, introverted, 
reluctant, or differently abled learners have had opportunities to think about 
their own ideas or answers before being asked to share with everyone, 
engagement is bolstered in ways that produce less anxiety. A key element of 
this technique is to allow learners the time to share without the instructor 
interrupting or dominating the conversation. Given the space to engage, most 
students will respond positively. Another technique I use to promote student 
engagement and learning is small group discussions, again using breakout 
rooms, for learners to share their work, discuss readings, answer questions, or 
work on case studies. I vary group composition and size. When I visit the 
rooms, I mainly listen. When we reconvene, groups report out and we 
continue whole-class conversations. Pedagogically, the revised think-pair-
share and small groups allow me to build learner-centered classrooms 
(Weimer, 2013), and because everyone has time to speak, our space includes 
multiple voices and perspectives, and fosters (and expects) full responsibility 
in the shared peer-teaching and learning. I become a More-Knowledgeable-
Other (Vygotsky, 1997) among learners.  
 

SUPPORTING DIVERSE WAYS OF LEARNING AND 
DEMONSTRATING IT 

 
Inclusive teaching (Loya, 2020) seeks to create environments where everyone 
shares in the reception and production of knowledge (that is, not only who 
can learn, but who can participate in shared learning; see Alcoff, 2001). 
Inclusive teaching recognizes diverse ways of learning and of demonstrating 
it. Adding multiple, flexible activities and assignments helps support diverse 
learners. Including multiple assignments bolsters students as they gain, 
develop, or master desired skills and outcomes. Student presentations, 
whether individually or in small groups, help them select and deliver content, 
give them a voice in class, and require them to be responsible for our shared 
learning. Multiple smaller assignments also reduce student anxiety, foster 
intellectual development, integrate formative feedback, and support student 
success (Bain, 2004). Students receive timely feedback and resubmit 
improved assignments, usually with improved writing skills. When 
appropriate, I include peer-review, exposing learners to different 
perspectives. In some of my classes I also add a self-evaluation, to give 
learners the opportunity to explain adverse circumstances that affected their 
performance, if needed (particularly as we are still learning in a pandemic). 
Flexible due dates for draft submissions allow students to complete required 
work and focus on skills and outcomes rather than grades.   
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CONCLUSION 

 
Individually, none of the elements I now include in my instructional practice 
are new. Collectively, they have helped me create spaces where students feel 
supported and motivated to learn (as they have shared in anonymous feedback 
and end-of-class course evaluations). If learners have a strong sense of 
belonging, and multiple opportunities to engage, learn, and demonstrate it, 
more voices and perspectives are part of the shared teaching and learning. 
When expectations for participation are paired with opportunities for it to 
occur, active engagement supports all learners’ success. 
 
A pedagogy of support suggests the need for a reflective, intentional 
philosophy of teaching that guides practice (Loya, 2021). A first step is to 
(re)consider one’s own values and beliefs about who are we fully including 
in the teaching and learning processes we guide; what are the roles, 
responsibilities, and opportunities we give to each student, and what role do 
we assign to ourselves? Next, we must think about the roles and functions of 
content, pedagogy, and assessments: what we include and exclude when we 
select course content, whose ideas are represented and whose are ignored, 
how we choose to present material, how engaging it is, and how we gauge 
learning and assign value to it. Finally, we should consider the ways in which 
power enters our classrooms, whether virtual or in-person; who is allowed 
and who is encouraged to speak, what language we use, how we interact with 
one another, how we empower or disempower each student to develop their 
own ideas. After gaining clarity on the values and beliefs that should guide 
our instructional practices, we are then ready to revise our practice, including 
activities, techniques, assessments, but most importantly, an inclusive 
perspective that permeates our instructional decisions. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In addition to the year of the pandemic, 2020 was the 100th anniversary of the 
suffragists getting the right to vote. As a professor of women’s studies, I was 
scheduled to give nine months more of presentations on the suffragists for 
schools, historical societies, libraries, and women’s groups when everything 
shut down.  
 

The Suffragists and Other Local Women of Note 
 
Being eighty-three years old I was not a technologically savvy person and 
thought all my suffragist projects would be lost. Instead, I reached out to all 
the agencies that I was scheduled to work with for help. I asked them to assist 
me in any way that they could, technologically, as the actual presentations 
were no problem. Since everyone was desperate for programming at the time, 
not one group did not help.  
 
During the pandemic I was able to Zoom, video, or YouTube presentations 
on over sixty different women for six historical societies, four libraries, five 
women groups, and ten schools. It was not always easy, but it was so well 
worth it as I now have a complete library of graphic and auditory resources 
on key women in our area. These women have all been well researched, are 
noteworthy, can serve as mentors and role models, and can be used for 
assignments. Along with each presentation I also included a summary of the 
presentation, additional resources, and possible field trips.  
 

Women’s Portrait Project with Individual Artists and Interviewers 
 
One of my favorite Suffragist’s Celebratory Projects, however, was one 
involving Women Employees at the Ridgefield, CT Town Hall. This project 
could be done with practically any group and could also be assigned to 
various students as a possible research project. 
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Women of the Ridgefield Town Hall is a multi-artist instillation 
commemorating each woman through an individual portrait and bio regarding 
her position for the town and her education, family, awards, travels, hobbies, 
and interests. Twenty-two female town employees were matched up with a 
different woman artist in town. Then, a copy of the finished portrait was given 
to each woman while the original was put into a grid that now hangs in the 
hallway of the Ridgefield Town Hall.  
 
Along with the grid of portraits of the twenty-two women was a booklet about 
each of the women. I oversaw finding individual women journalists to write 
these biographies. 
 
Prior to hanging the portraits on the wall, a virtual program was developed 
for each woman along with her portrait and information on her background. 
Once everyone is available to meet in person, there will also be a formal 
presentation made of the portrait and bio project with the artist, town 
employee, and interviewer standing side by side, responding to questions. A 
total of 66 outstanding women in town were involved in this one project. 
 
Now that the Women of the Ridgefield Town Hall Portrait project has been 
completed, the town will move onto the men of the town hall, and then to 
other important areas and related people in town. There will also be a website 
where all this easy-access information is stored and where people can learn 
more about their town employees. 
 
Virtual Storytelling in the Schools for Spooky Reading Night and Read 

Across America 
 
In the elementary schools, there are two big events to share the joy of reading 
with students: Spooky Reading Night, prior to Halloween, and Read Across 
America, which centers around the birthday of Dr. Seuss. In the fall of 2020 
and in the spring of 2021, both events had to go virtual. 
 
In order to share my multicultural stories for these two events, I had to learn 
how to access YouTube and that was not always easy; however, I persevered 
and succeeded. Again, after this experience, I now have a library of 
multicultural YouTube stories that can be used at any time. This means, next 
year, I can go in-person to the school again, but if there is a snow day, or a 
substitute is not available at any time, one of my stories (with an extensive 
study guide) can be used with a class 
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Virtual Local History Series for the Schools 
 

My fourth virtual program came about due to the success of my virtual 
multicultural storytelling series for the area elementary schools. Teachers 
knew that I had worked with the historical societies and libraries on my 
suffragist project and now wanted a virtual, six-part series on local history for 
their third and fourth graders.  
 
For this project I divided up the virtual/historical series as follows: Native 
Americans of our town, early colonists and their lifestyle, industries coming 
to our town, problems that the town has had to overcome, famous landmarks 
and points of interest around town and their story, and famous people in town 
and their contributions. Again I worked with the historical societies, and they 
took care of the tech work. The societies were happy to apply the 
technological help, as the historical materials could not only be used by the 
schools, but also by the general public. 
 
With each of the six historical segments, I included an online study guide with 
an overview, a summary of what I talked about in print and for different 
reading levels, a skeleton outline for outlining, a vocabulary development 
sheet, discussion questions, possible projects, field trips, and other resources 
including a reader’s theater script and a plan for a living museum. 
 
I have been teaching full time for 63 years, and in all my years of teaching, I 
would have never created such an interesting or immense virtual library of 
gender and multicultural resources if it were not for the pandemic. Of course, 
I wish the pandemic had never occurred, but since it did, I tried to be as 
resourceful as possible and make the best use of the most physically inactive 
period in my life.  
 
With the pandemic and people drastically networking for projects, I was 
probably busier than ever with storytelling, in a way that I had never 
perceived. As I saw firsthand, when one door closes, another one opens. In 
this case the door closed for a year and a half, and the only way to get out was 
through a computer screen. Gladly, now, both the door and screen will be 
open, allowing new audiences to access both gender and multicultural issues. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
This article describes how a world language educator learned to create a 
more compassionate and equitable curriculum for students from low-income 
and historically underrepresented communities in her early college during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Resources and ideas are shared in the hope of 
fueling continuous endeavors in world language education, especially for 
those from minority ethnic and racial groups.  
  
Keywords: Social and emotional learning, compassion, equity, world 
language education, students of color  

 
 

INTRODUCTION  
 

The global COVID-19 pandemic exposed inequities and challenges in 
education that demand a different response than in the past. In response to 
making college more accessible to at-risk and underrepresented populations, 
an early college that received Title I funds was founded in 2019 to serve 
economically disadvantaged student populations – 93% black, 5% 
Hispanic/Latino, and 2% multiple races (the 2020-21 school profile). The 
mission of my early college institution is “to improve the transition from high 
school to college and increase access and success in higher education. We do 
this by offering high school-age students, particularly those from low-income 
and historically underrepresented communities, a tuition-free college 
program of study in the liberal arts and sciences, and by working to influence 
and lead a national movement for early college education focused on quality 
and equity” (School website). The 2020-21 academic year was the most 
challenging year to address the school mission, as we were not only fighting 
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the challenges that already existed before the pandemic, but also learning to 
acquire a new set of skills to overcome the challenges created by the 
pandemic. Due to COVID-19, many students expressed their frustrations and 
suffered discomfort in remote learning in the spring 2020 semester, such as 
limited internet access in attending and completing their assignments, lack of 
social-emotional and academic support, etc. These issues related to systematic 
educational injustice continue to impact and are more likely to be exacerbated 
among students of color, which calls for institutional and curricular change 
(Mize & Glover, 2021). As a newly hired founding faculty in Chinese 
language and culture from the World Language Department at this early 
college in fall 2020, I was expected to continue carrying out the school 
mission by providing a rigorous course of study that emphasizes critical 
thinking through wring, discussion and inquiry during the pandemic when 
implementing the world language curriculum. Working with my school 
district, school leadership team, and colleagues, I, as a world language 
educator, planned to provide a more compassionate and equitable world 
language education to my students while maintaining a rigorous college-level 
curriculum during the pandemic in the 2020-21 academic year.  
   

PROVIDING A MORE COMPASSIONATE WORLD LANGUAGE 
EDUCATION 

 
Social and emotional learning (SEL) has steadily gained popularity in 
educational settings (Durlak, Domitrovich, Weissberg, & Gullotta, 2015) for 
creating a more “compassionate” environment, which was especially needed 
during the pandemic as we, representing a great variety of racial and 
economic backgrounds, learned to cope with various situations in our lives. 
In my school, all the faculty and students were part of this new SEL 
curriculum (CASEL, 2020) to enhance interpersonal, intrapersonal, and 
cognitive competence through five core SEL skills – self-awareness, social 
awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making skills (McClure, 2019). Specifically, all the faculty attended SEL 
trainings hosted by the school district and leadership weekly on Wednesdays 
for an hour. With a ratio of two faculty members to 10 students, a safe and 
private space was created for us to build a trusted relationship. The faculty 
ran a 30-minute advisory course where SEL classes were offered to students 
every Monday and Friday, and provided individual help on Wednesday. 
Noting the fact that faculty have their expertise in certain fields and students 
have their own specific needs, our SEL curriculum, as opposed to the 
traditional SEL curriculum, has the freedom to tailor and accommodate 
diverse voices. As a world language educator, I took this opportunity to 
discuss topics associated with current news, such as Black Lives Matter 
during the fall 2020 semester and Asian hate and Asian crimes during the 
spring 2021 semester, where “compassion” was emphasized. This reflection 
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process encouraged both teachers and students to actively examine the 
privilege and biases within ourselves in relation to our social environments. I 
then took it one step further to discuss why learning a different language and 
culture is essential as global citizens in the 21st century, living in an 
interconnected world (ACTFL, 2014). Please refer to Table 1 and Table 2 for 
an example.  
 

Table 1.  
The SEL Curriculum (adapted from McClure, 2019, p. 88) 

Self-Management 
SEL Prompt 1.12 

Jose was pushing Martin in the pool and splashing him. Martin asked Jose 
to stop, but Jose didn’t stop. The lifeguard made the boys sit out of the 
pool for ten minutes. 
 
Question 1: How do you think Martin feels? Why? 
Question 2: Why did Jose keep pushing and splashing Martin after Martin 
asked him to stop? 
Question 3: Why did the lifeguard make the boys get out of the pool?  

 
Table 2.  
Providing a more compassionate world language education  
The author and the co-teacher asked the students:  
1. Do you think that it is fair when the lifeguard made “Martin” get out 

of the pool & why or why not? 
2. Divided students into two groups – one group that answered “yes” 

and another that answered “no.” Do you think that people in your 
community (e.g., Asian, African American, Caucasian, Mexican, etc.) 
would have the same answer as yours & Why or why not? 

3. Please keep “Martin’s case” in mind when reflecting on the recent 
news “Asian hate or Asian crime.”  

a. Why do people discuss “Asian hate or Asian crime?” 
b. Do you think that world language education at your school 

would foster your understanding among different ethnic 
groups and prepare you as a global citizen & Why or why 
not? Please share 1-2 examples.  

c. What could you do to respond to the racism against Asian 
people in your community? Please share 1-2 examples.   

 
More importantly, knowing the critique of traditional SEL programs is that 
dominant white culture and school-expected performers are reinforced 
(Dauphinais, 2021), our SEL curriculum was built based on the student-led 
discussion model—we are here to listen to our students’ voices—which is a 
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much-needed educational change for compassion, especially for our most 
marginalized students.    

 
PROVIDING A MORE EQUITABLE WORLD LANGUAGE 

EDUCATION 
 
Unfortunately, only 20 percent of K-12 students are learning a foreign 
language, and even fewer students have the opportunity to learn less 
commonly taught languages (Mitchell, 2017). Our early college aims to make 
world language education, including both common and less commonly taught 
languages, more “equitable” to our students, who are from “low-income and 
historically underrepresented communities” (School website). I, as a founding 
faculty in Chinese language and culture, joined the World Language 
Department at this early college in fall 2020 to continue carrying out the 
school mission toward educational equity for all during the pandemic. By 
doing so, our school hosted workshops to guide us in reflecting on how we 
can change our school systems for equity (Lee, 2017). I then adopted the 
“equity as an approach” that I learned from the workshops and integrated the 
“Equity Code of Conduct” (Table 3) from the early college network into my 
world language classroom to bridge students’ learning gaps into goals.  

 
Table 3.  
Equity code of conduct (adapted from the early college network) 
In our commitment towards proactive inclusion, we actively strive to: 
1. Be aware of the discomfort that occurs in a learning environment. 
2. Attend to the needs and perspectives of marginalized groups in our 

initiatives and assignments whether they be directly or indirectly 
related to equity. 

3. Examine our own biases, recognizing that our privileges give us blind 
spots that we need to engage with rather than ignore or deny. 

4. Seek out opportunities to become more culturally fluent and support 
one another's growth towards this goal. 

5. Restore relationships when harm arises. 
6. Exercise cultural humility. 
7. Engage in proactive problem-solving when issues arise. 
8. Recognize that institutionalized biases have marginalized members of 

our communities and work to proactively correct that bias. 
9. Seek to remove barriers to inclusion. 
10. Hold ourselves accountable when confronted with how we have 

exhibited bias. 
11. Create honest and equitable community conversation between 

parents, students, and [our] faculty and staff about educational needs 
and how they could be met, and to use these conversations to adjust 
current [school] practices and/or develop new practices. 
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12. Uphold the dignity of all identities in our communities through our 
language and behavior during the school day, as well as on social 
media and with other students and faculty members in public outside 
of school. 

13. Promote and provide access to clear and consistent opportunities for 
training for all staff, faculty, and student members in our equity 
agreements. 

14. Listen to one another. 
15. Be sensitive to the needs of our community. 

 
Specifically, during the fall 2020 semester, as most of my students had little 
to no background in the Mandarin Chinese language, checking for 
understanding through in-class activities (adopted #1) was crucial for each 
procedure to ensure students and I were on the same page when I could only 
hear (not see) my students. I also presented the same learning materials in 
different ways—both daily lecture videos and written instructions were 
provided—to accommodate students’ various learning styles (adopted #13. 
see Appendix 1 for an example). The audio and video features of the e-
textbook functioned as a supplemental tool to assist students’ language 
learning after class (adopted #4. see Appendix 2 for an example). In addition, 
as suggested by school leadership, all faculty invited low-performing students 
as well as students’ parents/guardians to their office hours (adopted #2, #7, 
#9, #11 and #15) to ensure students could keep up with the schedule. During 
the spring 2020 semester, reflection assignments were designed for 1:1 
support (see Appendix 3 for an example), which not only allowed more open 
and productive conversations between students and the instructor (adopted 
#5, #7, #12, #14 and #15), aiming to de-emphasize the teacher-student 
hierarchy (adopted #3, #8 and #10), but also facilitated differentiated 
instruction (adopted #2 and #9) to make world language more equitable to 
students. Students’ reflections constantly mentioned how modeling with a 
caring attitude was key for them to build their confidence and master learning 
materials in a new, virtual learning environment. Relation building with an 
empathic attitude was also frequently highlighted in students’ reflection 
assignments, as they need an included and supported learning environment. 
During this challenging time, we all listened, learned, and walked through 
these hurdles to make a better change.        
 

NEXT STEPS 
 
As we transition to in-person instruction in the 2021-22 academic year, the 
combination of SEL and subject-specific instruction (Weissberg & Cascarino, 
2013) continues to play an essential role in our post-pandemic community. In 
doing so, working with my colleagues, the faculty from the World Languages 
Department linked local, national, and international resources in collaborative 
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efforts to support our students in the spirit of social justice and equity. At the 
local level, my school initiated the 2021 summer bridge program and invited 
all students to be part of it, where students are going to build relationships 
with their peers, teachers, and everyone in our communities, and get 
acclimated to school culture, climate, and academic expectations. For the 
world language curriculum, students are expected to sample different world 
languages during their first semester and make their decision on a world 
language during their second semester in ninth grade. Students are expected 
to continue with their chosen world language in tenth grade. Students are 
required to take two college courses in language and culture to earn their 
associated degree – Intermediate I level in Year 1 (eleventh grade) and 
Intermediate II level in Year 2 (twelfth grade). Students might be able to earn 
these credit hours through different programs and institutions. At the national 
level, promoted by our early college network, I encouraged students to 
participate in the StarTalk program (2021), funded by the National Security 
Agency, to bridge the learning gap between the local and national levels. As 
suggested by the early college network, our school might consider such an 
opportunity for students to get credit recovery over the summer with these 45 
seat hours plus asynchronous work. At the international level, recommended 
by my school counselors, I introduced the State Department’s National 
Security Language Initiative for Youth (NSLI-Y) to my students. Through 
overseas critical language study opportunities, I strive to make global 
education more equitable to my students, who are racially minoritized 
population in the study abroad context (Goldoni, 2017), as I see my students 
have the potential to achieve high levels of academic success; too often those 
students miss out on these great opportunities due to their background, social 
and economic status, and lack of connection to the program.  
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
Admittedly, adopting new teaching and learning strategies, as well as making 
these contingent changes, is not easy during normal times, much less during 
a pandemic, as we were all new to this modality. Looking forward, I hope that 
my first-year experience as founding faculty in Chinese language and culture 
from the World Languages Department at an early college will fuel 
continuous endeavors to provide a more compassionate and equitable world 
language education to students from minoritized ethnic and racial groups in 
the coming year as the pandemic continues to create hurdles in academia. 
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Appendices 
 

1. Presented the same learning materials in different ways – both daily 
lecture videos and written instructions were provided.  
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2. The audio and video features of the e-textbook functioned as a 
supplemental tool to assist students’ language learning after class.  

 

 

 
3. Reflection assignments were designed for 1:1 support which not only 

allowed more open and productive conversations between students and 
the, aiming to de-emphasize the teacher-student hierarchy, but also 
facilitated differentiated instruction.  
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Through the lens of culture, identity, and community  
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Relevant context of culture, identity, and community-based teaching and 
learning approaches are presented as critical components of social-emotional 
learning in college students. These contexts, when incorporated into 
curriculum design and teaching pedagogies, authentically engage students in 
learning. Educators are professionally obligated to promote healthy faculty-
to-student and student-to-faculty engagement through consistent teaching 
practices that include representation of students’ culture, identity, and 
community concepts in active-learning. 
 

Social-emotional learning 
 
By broad definition, social-emotional learning (SEL) involves one’s ability to 
develop self-regulatory skills that aid in the process of managing emotions 
and building healthy social relationships with others, (National Center on Safe 
Supportive Learning Environment (n.d).  In the context of higher education, 
the range of self-regulation in college students is extensive and presents in 
many forms; these forms ultimately impact how students encode, store, and 
retrieve course content. It also includes students’ ability to focus on lecture 
presentations, shift attention to new tasks and activities, regulate reactions to 
difficult topics discussed in courses, manage conflict and disagreement, 
manage time, and learn socially acceptable behaviors. While the SEL process 
of regulating oneself is a typical developmental expectation for college 
students, the reality is some struggle with developing healthy self-regulatory 
skills to successfully meet course learning outcomes and the demands of their 
degree programs. College students bring to the classroom a laundry list of 
personal dynamics that influence how they engage faculty and peers, and 
manage their own emotions. These student dynamics support the need for 
faculty to design learning environments (with purpose and explicitness) that 
promote the interconnection of students’ social-emotional learning with their 
culture and identity. 
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An Invitation 
 
A proposal is made to invite educators, curriculum designers, and department 
administrators to critically reevaluate how degree programs and curriculum 
create learning activities that incorporate students’ culture and identity as 
meaningful parts of teaching and learning. In addition, students’ self-reported 
identity and cultural experiences should be integrated with community 
approaches of teaching and learning. Examples of community teaching 
include: encouraging students to apply course content to their respective 
communities, working across the classroom in project-based assignments, 
scheduling guest speakers, soliciting students’ community service work, 
designing assessments that require students to engage with the community, 
and inviting community members to join class discussions. The integration of 
community concepts of teaching with course content is most successful when 
it includes consistent representation of students’ culture and identity. If the 
goal is to support college students’ social-emotional learning, then it is 
essential and culturally relevant that self-representation (culture and identity) 
are embedded into instructional design and teaching practices. As faculty, we 
must create learning environments that encourage students while creating 
opportunities for them to bring “the whole self” to the learning experience. 
Culturally responsive and effective educators know this to be true when 
students engage in activities, they experience to be relevant to them; they are 
likely to build self-regulatory skills as they manage social relationships and 
multiple layers of emotions that pertain to personal health, school 
responsibilities, and work-life balance. Further, the application of course 
concepts is deepened when students can relate and make sense of how the 
concepts are experienced in their world. The invitation is open for all 
educators, and higher education administration, to reevaluate and employ a 
flexible approach to dialoging with students about what represents them as 
individual learners. 
 

Culture gets a permanent seat 
 
The subject of students’ culture seems forgotten in some aspects of teaching 
in higher education — and perhaps clichéd for some educators. Culture, as a 
critical topic in the learning environment, has aged; it is even more aged in 
that educators sometimes fail to intentionally incorporate student-generated 
culture contexts as a relevant component in discussions, learning activities, 
and assessments. Even so, there is significant work done by collective 
institutions of higher education to recognize the critical nature of culture 
context in learning. For decades, institutions continue to develop best practice 
standards in efforts to promote a culturally inclusive society along with 
standards that respond to social justice needs for all. Higher education 
institutions have long provided scholarly databases that include an abundance 
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of supporting research on why cultural competence, sensitivity, and 
responsiveness are critical to the learning process for all college students. 
Degree programs at most institutions embed general education requirements, 
substantive courses, and electives, all of which allow for advance training 
where students are challenged to expand their knowledge-base and 
competence to work across cultures. Contrary to these advancement and 
practice standards, institutions and program departments have come short of 
sustaining critical focus and deliberateness on how students’ individual 
cultures are fostered in the learning environment. In order to truly support 
healthy social-emotional development in college students, educators must 
acknowledge the need to create learning environments that provide students 
with opportunities to experience learning through a cultural lens. 
 
As colleges and universities respond to the pandemic, global turbulence, and 
socio-economic levels of impact, the classroom has become increasingly 
vulnerable for learning. This shift in vulnerability generates opportunities for 
faculty to examine culture practices in teaching and learning that impact how 
students make connections and apply course content. Faculty must create 
learning environments that are socially and emotionally conducive to how 
students experience the world. In addition, students are likely to engage at a 
high level of learning when given the opportunity to embrace a true 
representation of themselves in the learning environment — bringing with 
them their own culture frames and representations. For example, the ways in 
which students discuss personal stress, trauma, and coping during the 
pandemic will uncover unique cultural references and varying degrees of self-
regulatory skills. Faculty must employ flexible approaches to how they 
engage students and include critical dialog to create culturally-responsive 
climates for learning; conscious flexibility allows students to actively use 
their own cultural references as they apply content knowledge to the real-
world — and as they experience it. We know this to be true for students who 
enter higher education with a wide range of social-emotional challenges that 
impact the learning processes and connections with faculty and peers. To this 
end, cultural representations in the learning environment are critical 
components to effectively assess and respond to students’ social-emotional 
states in learning; the collective goal is to support students towards building 
healthy, self-regulatory skills as college students. 
 

Identity and self-representation 
 
College students’ identities are inadvertently overlooked as contributing 
elements for developing healthy social and emotional learning. There is a 
tendency to view culture and identity as an interconnected whole — 
overshadowing students’ personal ‘identity’ as its own place-value in how 
educators create learning environments that build on self-representation in 
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learning. To add, students typically develop appreciation for the ‘culture’ 
aspect of their identity, yet sometimes struggle to fully embrace self-schemas 
as separate from cultural upbringing, family rituals, and customs. When 
students enter the learning environment—be it on-ground, synchronous, or 
asynchronous — they bring with them a collective-self that holds strong 
influence on how they process course content as they apply it to real-world 
contexts. The collective-self included in the learning environment supports 
students to feel validated, heard, and connected to faculty and peers. 
Furthermore, faculty who provide opportunities for students to include self-
representation in learning are likely to adopt teaching practices that include 
higher levels of empathy and awareness to students’ needs. This approach 
fosters a dynamic learning environment that engages students and faculty to 
experience teaching and learning, predicated on faculty recognition of 
students’ identity and self-representation. 
 
As faculty develop greater awareness to include students’ self-representation 
in teaching and learning activities, they are likely to incorporate culturally 
sustaining pedagogies that support students in managing social relationships 
and emotional regulation. If the goal is to support students towards 
strengthening social-emotional learning, an authentic connection with faculty 
and a well-engaged learning environment is critical. To this end, self-
representation in learning is pivotal to how faculty engage learners in 
meaningful activities that include individuality, personal representation, and 
the full integration of every student’s identity. Learning activities must be 
prudently designed — adding relevant components that provide opportunities 
for students to incorporate self-schemas as a means to apply knowledge from 
course content. In doing so, faculty foster an environment that is 
collaborative, flexible, inclusive, diverse, and representative of every student 
in the shared space. 
 
Although some faculty are deliberate in developing teaching practices that 
incorporate learners’ identity, others might unintentionally miss opportunities 
to actively engage students in discussing the importance of self-representation 
in learning. Promoting a learning environment that is safe and inclusive 
encourages students to bring ‘the whole self,’ which makes achieving learning 
outcomes more likely. So why is the context of students’ identity and self-
representation so important in teaching and learning? To teach without 
knowing is to teach in the absence of knowing. Thus, to teach without knowing 
is not teaching at all. In order to achieve authentic teaching and learning, 
students’ identity in the learning environment matters and should be embraced 
consistently by educators. Before holding faculty accountable for the delivery 
of a wholistic social-emotional learning environment, institutional outcomes, 
curriculum design, and program-level learning outcomes must show evidence 
that students’ identity and self-representation are incorporated in major core 
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requirements and formative assessments. In sum, college students’ identity — 
when fully embraced by educators — is fundamental to students’ capacity to 
build social relationships and healthy emotional regulation in learning 
environments; it is how they make connections to the real-world, as they 
navigate the experiences of learning in higher education. 
 

Community Concepts in Teaching and Learning 
 
Previously, the position is made on why students’ culture, identity, and self-
representation is critical to promote healthy social-emotional learning in 
college students. For the purposes of this blog article, community concepts in 
teaching and learning are explained as the alignment of subject relevance and 
learning activities with principles of communal teaching and learning. These 
may include: project-based learning, field agency/organization partnerships, 
and local events relevant to the course subject. Educators who use these 
concepts in teaching are likely to experience student engagement at higher 
levels than those who employ traditional teaching methods; the faculty-to-
student connection is primed and often transcends into long-term professional 
networking. Community concepts provide opportunities for students to dive 
deep and critically think about how content applies in real-time to themselves, 
peers, and in the larger community context. As college students develop self-
regulatory skills to manage multiple roles and responsibilities, agents from 
their own communities are good resources to draw from and make relevant 
connections to what they are learning; the dialog is extended beyond the 
classroom to all aspects of the students’ environment. This is best supported 
when faculty add ‘community’ value to teaching and learning. We must 
acknowledge that aligning course content with a model of community 
learning may present some challenges; however, thoughtfully designed 
learning activities (built on the principles and value of community learning) 
can reduce barriers between faculty and students, achieving learning goals 
and fostering strong faculty-to-student and student-to faculty connections. 
 
Throughout this blog post, the position is made on why students’ culture, 
identity, and community principles in teaching and learning are critical frames 
of reference to include in the learning environment. College students’ 
management of self-regulation via social-emotional learning are 
interconnected with culture, identity, and a communal learning. The pandemic 
receives credit for the heightened attention faculty must provide to college 
students’ self-regulatory skills and supports needed to achieve learning 
outcomes. Contextualizing ‘the whole student’ is pervasive to building strong 
faculty-to-student and student-to-faculty connections. Perhaps, it is a 
paradigm shift to envision students as the stake holders of learning, by 
creating learning environments that start and end with them. In the end, the 
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other side of social-emotional learning in higher education is a beautiful space 
waiting to be explored. 
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