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Mike Mutschelknaus 
	  
	   It is the first day of the semester. After a 
morning of teaching in the classroom, I go to my 
office in the afternoon to check on my online 
students. I open my course web site. No surprise, the 
younger students in the class have already replied to 
the first getting-to-know-each-other discussion post 
and are writing to each other. They have formed 
loose coalitions, depending upon which high schools 
they recently graduated from. They know each other 
and how to converse online with each other. There 
are also discussion posts from the newcomer and 
refugee students. Stiff with formality and precision, 
these students address their posts directly to me, the 
teacher. None of the younger students has replied to 
these immigrants’ posts yet. There are a few first 
messages from nontraditional students as well, an 
unemployed worker on a job retraining grant, and a 
grandma who is extremely nervous about her first 
online class. I open my work email to find out that 
two students don’t have the book yet, and one student 
can’t log in to the course. Checking my voice mail, I 
find out that another student will be online next 
week, after she gets her paycheck so she can cover 
her Internet bill. Not a bad start for a first day in an 
online course. 
 So, how do we, as teachers, help these 
students connect in our online classroom so that they 
can learn together as a shared community of writers? 
As good community college online teachers, we will 
certainly devise inclusive discussion posts, shared 
group work, and multiple methods of feedback and 
content delivery. Creating an inclusive course 
architecture, however, does not necessarily solve the 
underlying gaps that separate us from our students 
and our students from each other. There is a 
generation gap between us middle-aged teachers and 
our younger students, a gap between those students in 
the course who have learning disabilities and those 
who don’t and a cultural gap between those who 
grew up in the United States and those who have 
considerable life experiences elsewhere.   
 I believe that building rapport with our 
online students is the answer to bridging these gaps. 
However, I also know that connecting with our online 
students it doesn’t just happen. We, as teachers, can 

get better at it. For example, when Murphy and 
Rodriguez-Manzanares (167), from Canada’s  
 
 
 
 
Memorial University, conducted a qualitative 
research study based on interviews with 42 high 
school distance education teachers, they discovered 
six different skills that online teachers can use in 
order to make better connections with their students: 
 
• Recognizing the student as a unique individual 
• Supporting and monitoring in order to provide 

effective feedback 
• Being available and responding quickly to 

student needs 
• Interacting in non text-based interactions so that 

the teacher and student can hear or see each 
other, or be together face-to-face 

• Using appropriate tone in interactions to show 
friendliness, respect, and courtesy 

• Engaging in non-academic conversations 
 
Our goal as online composition teachers should be to 
move students from being extrinsically motivated to 
write and respond because of grades or course 
requirements to being intrinsically motivated to write 
because they feel they have something to important 
to say to an audience that respects their ideas. That is 
why teacher-student rapport building is so important 
in the online composition classroom. Patrick 
Sullivan, in a recent issue of Teaching English in the 
Two-Year College, describes this as moving students 
away from writing aversion towards curiosity, and 
even enthusiasm about exploring ideas (120-124). 
We can’t expect students to do this on their own. 
Using rapport-building techniques is a way that we 
can guide them on that journey. Garrison, Anderson, 
and Archer, in their productive “communities of 
inquiry” model for online instruction also reiterate 
the importance of strong teacher student rapport in 
the online classroom (87-105). According to them, 
there are three types of presence that are needed in an 
online learning environment: 
 
• Social presence: Students must be able to interact 

with each other and be allowed to show their 
personalities. 

Using Rapport to Motivate Students in Online 
Composition Courses 
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• Cognitive presence: Students must interact with 
thoughtful course material that is appropriately 
challenging for them.  

• Teaching presence: Anderson et al. define this as 
“ the design, facilitation, and direction of 
cognitive and social processes for the purpose of 
realizing personally meaningful and 
educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” 
(5). 

 
By using rapport-building techniques, it is my belief 
that instructors can improve the teaching presence in 
their online classrooms. An improved online teaching 
presence will help students from different 
generations, different cultures, and different learning 
abilities develop their own motivations for writing.  
 
Case study 
 During the fall 2011 semester, I had a 
wonderful freshman composition class of 27 very 
diverse students. They were a mixture of ages, 
cultures, and learning styles. As a class, they worked 
well together and had engaging discussions. This 
does not always happen in my online courses, I must 
confess. I therefore decided to apply Murphy and 
Rodriguez-Manzanares’s framework of rapport-
building techniques in order to see which techniques 
worked best with which groups of students and which 
techniques I might apply to greater effect the next 
time I teach the course. Each of the students quoted 
in this section has given his or her permission to be in 
the article and has reviewed the article as well. This 
is consistent with McKee and Porter’s (711-712) 
emphasis that instructors need to be sure to use 
student writing ethically when doing research.  
 
Bridging the Generation Gap 
 The first gap that I, as an online 45-year-old 
teacher, face is that I have a generation gap between 
me and my younger students. Let’s face it, I do not 
know the websites, cultural references, or 
technologies my students are familiar with. Nor, quite 
honestly, do I want to invest time to learn about the 
latest viral sensation. My younger students are digital 
natives. I am a digital immigrant. In Prensky’s 
ground-breaking analysis of digital literacy, digital 
natives are younger generations who have been 
immersed in technology since their births. Digital 
immigrants are older people who have had to learn 
digital literacy because we come from a time before 
the Internet (Prensky 3-4). As Prensky points out, “A 
language learned later in life, scientists tell us, goes 
into a different part of the brain” (3). In essence, I, as 
an older person, have the same struggles learning 

digital literacies that ESL students have learning 
English. Digital literacy is not intuitive for older 
people in the way it is for the younger students who 
have grown up with the Internet constantly 
accessible. Therefore, there is a gap in the classroom 
between digital natives and digital immigrants that 
teachers need to help overcome even if, as is my 
case, the teacher is a digital immigrant as well.  
 Three of Murphy and Rodriguez-
Manzanares’s skills for online teachers can help 
bridge this generation gap: recognizing students as 
individuals, responding quickly to demonstrate 
availability to students, and cultivating a friendly and 
respectful tone in interactions with students. These 
skills are important in order to show younger students 
that an older teacher can respond effectively online to 
their learning needs, to show older students that they 
are not lost in the online classroom, and to show both 
generations that a real person behind the course 
actually cares about them. I used these categories to 
explore the generational gap in my own fall 2011 
freshman composition classroom.   
 
Recognizing younger students as individuals 
 I have to admit that the younger generation 
does share their personalities and emotions with each 
other online far more than I do. I find myself 
sometimes being a bit too reserved, too task-centered, 
and too focused on course content. I do not recognize 
each student’s unique personality in the class, nor do 
I always give them enough opportunities to display 
their personalities, or to reveal mine. The following 
dyad, is a classic example of how to depersonalize an 
online conversation. I include my original discussion 
prompt, the student’s reply, and my response to that 
student. The student, Angie, is 21 years old. I am 45, 
by the way. 
 
• Original discussion prompt: Write two well-

developed paragraphs exploring the similarities 
and differences between the "Moving 
Mountains" (91) article and the "Black Mesa" 
(117) article. Be sure to use MLA or APA style 
for your in-text citations. Next, find a passage in 
Van Jones's "License" (53) that you could use to 
examine issues in "Moving Mountains" and 
"Black Mesa". Explain what Van Jones would 
probably think about those two articles.  

 
• Angie’s second paragraph: “Moving Mountains” 

by Erik Reece and “Black Mesa Syndrome” by 
Judith Nies are about coal mining and the 
devastations they cause. The locations where the 
articles take place maybe different but they have 
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the same effect on the environment. Coal mining 
causes devastation to the environment by 
destroying forests, water supply, and 
animals. Coal mining not only causes the 
environment damage, it also hurts the people 
who live around the coal mining. The people 
who live around there have contaminated water, 
a constant settlement of dust, and their children 
have numerous health problems. A grandfather 
was called into pick up his granddaughter 
because she was sick. Reece writes “Wiley 
started flipping through the sign-out book and 
found that fifteen to twenty students went home 
sick every day because of asthma problems, 
severe headaches, blisters in their mouths, 
constant runny noses and nausea” (98).  

 
• My reply to Angie:  Hello Angie. Thanks for 

your post. You really hit your stride in your 
second paragraph because you used transition 
sentences to move effectively from one source to 
another. You also used creative links to explain 
the differences between the two articles. I liked 
your point that both articles deal with the 
deleterious effects of coal mining, even though 
they are in different parts of the country. --Mike 

 
Two things are immediately apparent. First of all, I, 
as a teacher, wrote a discussion topic that didn’t 
allow students to interject any of their own 
personality into the writing so that I could recognize 
them as individuals. The second thing is that I created 
a boring reply that did not in any way acknowledge 
this student as a real person. I focused entirely on the 
technical content of her writing, and did not display 
any of my own personality either. This type of 
response, all too common in my own courses, is 
definitely an example of how not to recognize a 
student as an individual and how to increase the 
distance between an older teacher, like me, and 
younger students.    
 
Responding quickly to younger students 
 One thing I have noticed with younger 
students is that they expect very quick responses to 
their questions. I do not think this is because they are 
impatient or rude, however. I think these students 
have a different assumption about online course 
interactions than I do as a middle-aged teacher. They 
assume that my reply to their queries should be as 
quick and immediate as, say, commenting on a 
Facebook post that I get on my cell phone. I assume 
that my reply is like an email reply that can happen 
any time within the next 24 hours. The following 
exchange with a younger student demonstrates this 

gap. This exchange occurred in the questions area of 
our discussion board, so there is no prompt.  
 
• Melanie’s question to me (September 4th): Can 

you tell me how I can quote someone else in the 
story who's not the author? 

 
• My reply to Melanie (September 7th): Sure, 

Mallory. The basic trick is to mention one author 
in the author tag and the other author in the 
parenthetical citation. Here's an example: Smith 
claims that "pizza is good" (Jones 43). In this 
example, you would look up Jones in the works 
cited page. I assume you are writing in MLA 
style. If you are writing in APA style, let me 
know. I hope this helps. --Mike-- 

 
• Melanie’s reply back to me (also on September 

7th): Thanks, Mike. I think I understand now.  
 

Notice the timing of Melanie’s response. Melanie 
replies to me immediately, but I took three days to 
answer her initial question. In this case, she was far 
more accessible to me than I was to her. She was 
modeling the behavior that she wanted me to adopt. 
Of course, as a teacher I do recognize that we have 
far more students to reply to than Mallory does as a 
student. We aren’t just camped out on our cell 
phones. Even so, if we want to stay available for our 
younger students, we need to do so quickly for them 
in order to lessen the distance of the generational gap. 
One way is to record voice files instead of 
laboriously typing out response after response. 
Alternatively, we can inform students that we will 
reply to their questions at a specific time of the day, 
such as during our office hours.   
 
Creating an engaged tone with younger students 
 According to Murphy and Rodriguez-
Manzanares (177), tone in online discussions is the 
emotional attitude towards the student that a teacher 
displays in his or her discussion replies. For example, 
teachers can be humorous, or not, respectful, or not, 
engaged, or disengaged. In examining the tone of my 
discussion replies with younger students, I discovered 
that my tone was typically respectful, yet disengaged. 
The following dyad shows this pattern. Kaya was 
also responding to my discussion prompt comparing 
coal mining articles.  
 
• Kaya’s response to discussion prompt: ‘We 

survived starvation and Hitler and starvation and 
Stalin, and now you tell us something invisible 
will kill us?’ These are the words of one old 
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women living in the alienation zone in the 
country of Belarus (82).  Hope Burwell took a 
trip to Belarus (the country most contaminated 
by Chernobyl) in 2000 expecting to see barren 
land.  She was a little surprised to see that it was 
a little closer to home.  “Certainly I didn’t 
imagine that the most radioactive landscape on 
Earth would make me homesick,” Burwell 
describes her experience (79).  You cannot 
physically see the radioactivity that has 
overtaken the country of Belarus, but the effects 
of the Chernobyl on the people of this country is 
definitely real.   

 
• My response to Kaya: Hi Kaya. I thought that 

you did an excellent job writing this entry. Your 
first paragraph is written in very effective MLA 
style. Your works cited list is also correct. I also 
thought that your connection to Sauer's 
"Reinhabiting" and Agent Orange was very 
astute. You are right. We are harming the 
environment, and thus ourselves, in ways that are 
irreversible. This is tragic. --Mike 

 
If I were to categorize the tone of my response, I 
would find it respectful, yet disengaged. This tone is 
fairly typical for me. The less I have in common with 
students, especially younger ones, the more I focus 
on surface features of their writing rather than 
content. My tone shows, in essence, that I read their 
work but that I do not engage emotionally with it. To 
be effective with my younger students online, I need 
to have an engaged tone when I write to them. All I 
did in my response was to tell her what she did right. 
I didn’t encourage her to think deeply about the topic 
by asking her any probing questions about the subject 
itself.   
 
Connecting Offline with Older Students  
 I have discovered a strange phenomenon. In 
my face-to-face classes, I connect better with 
traditional age college students. I still find the 
presence of middle-aged people in my face to face 
classes slightly disconcerting. They are my equals in 
so many life experiences, so there are power-sharing 
issues. I always fear that they will find my group 
work and peer review exercises a little bit lame 
because the exercises seem to work best with 
younger students. In my online classes, however, the 
converse is true. I have more difficulties connecting 
with younger students, and I have more difficulties 
keeping younger students motivated. With older 
students online, however, our shared commonalities 
allow me to interact easily with them. Also, I have 
many more phone calls, office visits, and other non-

text based interactions with older students. These are 
indicators of rapport building according to Murphy 
and Rodriguez-Manzanares (177).  
 For example, I had two nontraditional 
students that visited me frequently in my office 
during the online class: Holly and Anne. Holly is a 
mother of five who works full-time. She would 
actually take time off of work or come over during 
her lunch hour to work on online assignments with 
me. As a non-traditional student, she was initially 
quite nervous about doing well in the course, and the 
office visits helped calm her down so she could do 
the writing assignments. Anne, as well, was a parent 
who took time off work to come talk to me about her 
writing assignments. During our time together, I 
learned quite about both students’ lives outside of the 
classroom, much like I do talking with my classroom 
students before and after traditional classes. I have 
noticed this trend in my other online courses as well. 
Older students make the effort to interact with me 
outside of the course web site, but many younger 
students do not. In order to improve my teaching, 
therefore, I need to find ways to connect online with 
my older students, perhaps through the use of Skype 
or other face-to-face technologies such as Eyejot, a 
video email system.  
 
Bridging the Cultural Gap 
 Students from many different cultures take 
my online class, just like they do regular courses. In 
the fall 2011 online course, I had a non-traditional 
student from Somalia, an international student from 
Korea, and a woman from Ethiopia. All of these 
students were excellent cross-cultural ambassadors. I 
chose to interview these students because I realized 
that up until this point in my online teaching career I 
had not acknowledged how cultural differences might 
affect the way online students communicate with 
each other and with me, the instructor.  One of these 
students emphasized four key elements of Murphy 
and Rodriguez-Manzanares’s rapport building 
techniques for online teachers: availability, tone, 
recognition and monitoring. At the time of our class, 
she had been living in the USA for 9.5 years. This 
was her first online course. Her interview responses 
are a primer for being an effective cross-cultural 
online teacher. I have condensed her responses for 
the sake of brevity, but she talked at length on each 
issue. The interview was open-ended. In other words, 
I didn’t ask her specifically about any particular 
issue. Rather, I just let her tell me her thoughts about 
the course.   
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Being available for cross-cultural students 
 The student made a contrast between 
effective online teachers, who urge students to ask 
questions, and ineffective teachers who are aloof. 
Availability is important. Also, she pointed that I, the 
teacher, answered questions promptly. She valued 
this responsiveness.   
 
Using an appropriate tone with cross-cultural 
students 
 The tone of our teacher/student interactions 
was perhaps the most crucial element of rapport 
building for the cross-cultural student I interviewed. 
She found my supportive and encouraging comments 
to be just as important, if not more so, than my 
content comments in our discussion board and 
constructive criticism comments on her essays.  She 
was unsure of herself (this was her first college 
writing class ever) until she got her grading 
comments back on her third essay about seven weeks 
into the course. She liked both regular comments on 
her essays, which she would print off and look at, as 
well as voice file comments on her essays, which she 
would listen to over and over again. She also liked 
voice file comments on her essays because she could 
hear the tone in my voice. She also appreciated it 
when I would make video comments to the entire 
class because she could hear my voice and see my 
facial expressions.  
 When she read an “I’m so pleased with you” 
comment I made in one of her essay grades, she had 
an epiphany that she was a good college writer. 
Another breakthrough moment was on her 
explanatory synthesis when I wrote “Please 
remember how you wrote this essay. You can write 
like this for college and graduate school.” She said 
that at that moment she realized she could use the 
same writing process over and over again. 
Furthermore, she could see improvement in her 
essays because I, as the teacher, gradually moved 
from error corrections to supportive comments as the 
essays progressed over the course of the semester.  
 Appropriate recognition of individual 
students was also important for this cross-cultural 
student. For example, she would read all of my 
teacher reply comments to other students in our class 
discussion posts. When she found a reply where I 
was really impressed (the “wow” posts), she would 
then read those students’ posts. She also developed 
favorite students that she followed in the course and 
read their posts. She paid more attention to those 
students than others in the class.  She also sometimes 
felt too recognized in the course. She said, “Because 
of my name, I could feel I was the only foreigner. At 
first, I was singling myself out from the course.” She 

was talking about a video post I had made 
encouraging the class that they had all done a good 
job. She felt that the video post didn’t apply to her, 
that I was just too polite to say in a video to the entire 
class that she wasn’t doing a good job. As the class 
went on, however, she began to feel like she was an 
actual participant of the course.  
 
Monitoring cross-cultural students 
 When I interviewed this student, she said 
that she was very unsure of her English writing skills 
when she started the course. She liked her essay 
feedback on the first two essays, which she did very 
well on, but she didn’t quite believe it. She 
commented that in other courses, she had received 
perfect scores on assignments, but with no feedback 
as to why she got those scores, thus making those 
perfect scores useless for her. It therefore took her a 
while to begin to believe in the monitoring that I was 
providing her in my essay comments.   
 
Bridging the Learning Disability Gap 
One student in my class had a short-term memory 
learning disability. Examining our teacher/student 
interactions over the course of the semester shows a 
narrative arc, driven for the most part by the student, 
in which we developed mechanisms for recognizing 
each other as individuals, built in support systems, 
synched our tone of interactions, established ways to 
be available to each other and discovered each other 
through non-academic interactions. These 
interactions worked because the student was 
proactive and sought out the necessary pedagogic 
support from me, as her teacher. In reflection, I 
wonder how many students with learning disabilities 
I have let fall through the cracks over the years 
because I have not been proactive and reached out to 
them. Next time, I will take these valuable lessons 
that the student taught me and be proactive with 
students with learning disabilities, instead of waiting 
for them to come to me.  
 
Recognition of students with learning disabilities 
 Susan always replied to any post I wrote her, 
sometimes in depth, sometimes with just a few 
words, to show that she read my post. Here is a 
typical discussion thread between us in response to 
Kristof and WuDunn’s excellent book Half the Sky: 
 
• Susan’s initial post: In the book “Half the Sky” I 

was appalled with what was happening. I found 
that respect for females in other countries was 
nonexistent. Young girls were forced into 
prostitution. If these young ladies did not comply 
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they would be beaten or drugged. I had heard 
stories or watched movies dealing with such 
matters like sex trafficking. But it was a mere 
fiction in my eye. I had no idea that there was 
truth to things like that.  

 
• My reply to Susan: Hello Susan. Thanks so 

much for your post. First of all, I can tell from 
your very detailed synopsis that you read and 
thought about these stories a lot. That always 
makes me happy as a teacher. I liked the stories 
about the women that you related in the second 
paragraph. Perhaps you can use some of that 
stuff in your next essay. Finally, I liked your 
main point in your third essay. The stuff that 
Kristof and WuDunn wrote about is horrific.  

• Susan’s response to me: Dr. Mike,  Thanks for 
your comments. I appreciate the feedback both 
good and bad.  

 
I am not sure what Susan meant by “good and bad.” 
Perhaps she was letting me know that I had been too 
critical of her in previous discussion post responses. 
In my courses, perhaps because of the way I set up 
my discussions, students do not normally respond to 
me once I critique them. By responding as she did, 
Susan was showing me that she recognized I was an 
actual person behind those discussion posts. She 
wanted me to recognize her as a real person too.  
 
Support systems for students with learning 
disabilities 
 Students with learning disabilities need 
strong support systems in their courses in order to 
succeed. With Susan, I was able to support her 
through focused feedback on her essays and intensive 
office visits. I did not do a good job of providing her 
with support systems other than me. Our college does 
offer online tutoring, a writing center, and a 
plagiarism-checking web site. I did not teach Susan 
how to become self-sufficient in the use of those 
resources. I should have made her more aware of 
these resources so that she developed more self-
sufficiency. Instead, we learned a lot about writing 
and about each other during our office visits that 
focused on revising her papers. I could not have done 
that type of one-on-one help with every student, 
though, because I would not have had enough time to 
do so. 
 
Interactive tone for students with learning 
disabilities 
 Susan continually made efforts to interact 
with me personally, and I continually pulled back and 

talked about boring stuff, like punctuation and author 
tags. I often did not reply to the personal level of her 
content, or the intellectual matter of her content. The 
following exchange about maternal mortality, once 
again from Half the Sky, is a typical exchange 
between us: 
 
• Susan’s post:  Maternal mortality is when a 

woman passes away either during or after giving 
birth to a child. A classic example of maternal 
mortality would be that of a young woman by 
the name of Prudence Lemokouno. Prudence’s 
story began in in a hospital in the southeastern 
part of Cameroon, Africa. “She went into labor 
at full term, assisted by a traditional birth 
attendant who had had no training. But her 
cervix was blocked, and the baby couldn’t come 
out” (Kristof and WuDunn 109). According to 
the authors Prudence’s uterus had ruptured 
which was caused by the birth assistant while 
jumping up and down on the woman’s stomach, 
in belief that this would help her child be born 
(Kristof and Wu Dunn 109). Prudence died three 
days later (113). 

 
• My reply: Hello Susan. Thanks for your post. In 

your first paragraph, you write well. You have a 
clear topic sentence that you then support by 
narrating Prudence's grim story. In that 
paragraph, you have a quote with no author tag. 
You always need some kind of author tag with 
your quotes.  

 
In gathering the data for this article, I have to admit 
that I was shocked at the rather didactic tone I 
adopted with Susan, and with other students too, 
when talking and writing about the very moving 
moments in Half the Sky. Quite often, I disregarded 
the emotional content of students’ writing in order to 
focus solely on issues of correctness. In the example 
above, Susan is clearly moved by the tragedy that 
happened to young Prudence. My response has no 
warmth whatsoever. I should have acknowledged the 
emotional content of her answer, instead of just 
correcting her errors.  
 During the second half of the semester, I 
began using voice recordings to respond to students 
because it was a change from typing all the time and 
because I hoped it would provide a more personal 
tone for the students.  Upon listening to my 
comments, though, I discovered that I often, once 
again, just talked about correct usage and grammar, 
ignoring student content and ideas.  
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 To be sure, issues of correctness are 
important in writing. After all, this course was 
freshman composition. There is a difference, though, 
between face-to-face courses and online courses. In a 
classroom setting, for example, I can talk with a 
student about the content and ideas of her paper 
directly, so she knows that I read it and reacted to her 
ideas. In an online course, I, as a teacher, neglect that 
part of teaching and focus too much on surface 
features. Why is that? I think it is because it is easy to 
write and comment on surface features, and fast. 
Plus, it makes me feel like I am doing my job—what 
a writing teacher is supposed to do. In my next 
iteration of the course, though, I have to build a more 
interactive tone with my students in their discussion 
posts. Susan and I, however, did have a good 
interactive tone, but this was due mainly to her 
frequent office visits, not because of my pedantic 
discussion posts.  
 
Availability for students with learning disabilities 
 Nothing upsets online students more than 
instructors who are not available, who don’t reply to 
their emails or discussion posts in a timely fashion, 
who aren’t in their offices or available by phone 
during their scheduled office hours. I have always 
prided myself on being as available for my online 
students as I am for my classroom students. It was a 
bit of a shock for me, therefore, to discover that I, 
too, was occasionally unavailable to my online 
students. What follows below is a discussion post 
from Susan comparing two articles about the 
environmental impact of coal mining. The goal of the 
assignment was to get students to use two different 
academic sources in order to make a valid, grounded 
point about an issue. Here is part of Susan’s post:  

 
In Lopez’s “The Future of Nature” the author 
incorporates articles from different authors who have 
similar interest in our eco system. Authors “Erik 
Reece and Judith Nies” both have articles with 
similar views on the mining industry. Erik Reece 
wrote “Moving Mountains (91)” Reece describes the 
torment that protesters endured for the sake of 
fighting against mine stripping in the Appalachian 
Mountains. In the moving mountains, “Reece” 
speaks of an activist, Sarah Shapero, who, in an act 
to save the environment, chained herself to a vehicle. 
According to Reece, ”they then towed the vehicle 
while Shapero was chained to it, causing her to 
become bruised”(92).   Reece implies “Only from the 
air, can you fully grasp the magnitude of the 
devastation” (93).  “Black Sea Mesa Syndrome.” 
Author Judith Nies (117). This article is a great 
example of why they tend to go as they call it 

“Postal”. Black Mesa according to the author is land 
in Northern Arizona. This land was believed to be the 
“largest coal deposit in the United States (117). The 
land belonged to the Navajos and Hopi tribes. In the 
words of Judith Nies “ Black Mesa has suffered 
human rights abuses and ecological devastation; the 
Hopi water supply is drying up; thousands of 
archeological sites have been destroyed; and 
unbeknownst to most Americans, twelve thousand 
Navajos  have been removed from their lands 
_______the largest removal of Indians in the United 
states since the 1880’s” (117). 
 
Susan’s response is thoughtful, handles sources well, 
contains original critical thinking, and does make a 
point. It has a few MLA errors, but they could have 
been corrected easily. The discussion post deserved a 
thoughtful comment from me. What did she get for 
her hard work? Absolutely nothing.  I gave her full 
credit for the post in the grades section of the course, 
but I didn’t write one word of commentary.  
 This breach of availability, of trust, really, 
happened early in the semester. I was unaware of it, 
but through Susan’s continual efforts to connect with 
me online and in person afterwards, I think she gave 
me a second chance to repair that breach of trust. In 
essence, she forgave me for my lack of civility.    
 What would have happened, though, if 
Susan had not been so generous of spirit? She could 
just as well have written me off, stopped putting 
effort into her assignments, and not done so well in 
the course. And if she had, I would have just assumed 
that she was yet another of those unmotivated 
students who, semester after semester, quit, drop, or 
fail my online courses. I would have blamed her for a 
lack of motivation rather than realizing that it was I 
who had not been available.  
 I think it is much easier to repair trust in 
traditional face-to-face classrooms. A student comes 
to me and points out a mistake that I made. I 
apologize, correct the error, and all is well. It takes 
about two minutes. The same transaction online, 
however, can involve three or four messages, each of 
which the student can read over and over again, 
arriving at a variety of misinterpretations. As online 
instructors, we need to be sure that we have trust-
repair mechanisms built into our courses as well.  In 
our course syllabi, for example, we might specify 
how long it takes us to reply to questions or explain 
our procedures for resolving mistakes. 
 
Non—academic interactions with students with 
learning disabilities 
 When we think about our favorite 
professors, I can almost guarantee that we are not 
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remembering the particular eloquence with which 
they espoused literary criticism or carefully 
delineated calculus for us. Rather, we remember the 
times they shared something personal with us. With 
Susan, near the end of the semester, we shared our 
views on parenting, the fire in her house, her new job, 
etc. All of this was done in the context of office 
visits, though, not online. In reviewing our 
coursework together, I also discovered that I did 
interact with her in a bit more personal way when I 
used sound files rather than typing. Almost all of my 
typed discussion replies with her, though, were 
pedantic, didactic, and downright boring. Once again, 
Susan overcame my reticence with her own 
willingness to come forward and share first.  
 
Recommendations 
So, if we take all of these things and put them 
together, what recommendations might there be for 
building rapport with students from different 
generations, from different cultures, or with different 
learning abilities? I will let Anne, a student in my 
class, offer the necessary advice: 
 
Personally, I think a lot of what sparked the 
interaction was the example that you set.  Granted, it 
was my first course of its kind (discussion type, not 
science book type) and first online course... but the 
other courses I have had concurrently or since, had a 
very low "bar" set by the teacher. The teacher did not 
require follow ups to posts and rarely if ever 
commented on students’ posts (much less in a time 
period that allowed for responses). Many of the 
teachers close the discussion thread on the due date, 
which doesn't allow for discussion to continue; 
particularly when students are posting at the last 
minute (I'd say 90% of students post within the last 
12 hours). In the other courses that I have taken there 
has been virtually no student-student 
interaction.  There was none required, and thus none 
happened.  Once it starts, and students get to know 
each other, it seems to snowball (at least it did in our 
class). So perhaps, in your next class, focus on time 
periods for posting an initial post, a teacher and 
fellow-student response, and an answer to the 
response.  Also, the teacher should post something 
other than "thanks" or "good thoughts".  The 
responses should not simply be affirmations ("good 
job" or "I like when you said....") but should provoke 
an answer ("what did you mean when you said....?" 
or "if what you say is true, then how does it 
affect..."). 
 

I think what Anne says is true. To some extent, 
interaction between students and between teacher and 
student must be required, at least for the first half of 
the semester, or else it won’t happen. I might also 
point that in order to do so, lots of time is necessary 
in my opinion. Four to five days to reply to an initial 
discussion post. Four to five days to reply to other 
students. Three to four days to respond to students 
who replied. Plus, teachers have to be very specific in 
how they want their students to respond.  
 
Here is an example of an effective discussion prompt 
from the course we have been examining so far:  
 
First post (due by midnight on Friday, September 
16th) Write two well-developed paragraphs 
exploring the similarities and differences between the 
"Moving Mountains" (91) article and the "Black 
Mesa" (117) article. Be sure to use MLA or APA 
style for your in-text citations. Next, find a passage in 
Van Jones's "License" (53) that you could use to 
examine issues in "Moving Mountains" and "Black 
Mesa". Explain what Van Jones would probably 
think about those two articles. This should be at least 
one paragraph.  
 
Reply (due by midnight on Wednesday, 
September 21rst) 
Evaluate the responses of three students. Reply to 
each student individually. Choose students first who 
do not have any replies yet. In order write your 
replies, do some quick Internet searching and find out 
a few facts about the recent Chilean miners rescue 
and the recent West Virginia coal mine explosion that 
happened in April 2010. In your replies combine your 
thoughts on these two tragedies with your thoughts 
on what each of the three students wrote.  
 
Responses (due by midnight on Friday, September 
23rd) 
Respond to each student that replied to your post, 
telling each student what you thought of his or her 
ideas.   

 
 As this discussion post shows, establishing 
rapport in an online course doesn’t just happen. It 
needs to be an integral, built-in part of the course. It 
takes work to build rapport with those students from 
a different generation, a different culture, or a 
different ability set. The effort is worth it, though 
because online teachers then come across as real 
people to their students. Real connections are forged, 
and deep learning takes place. For example, 
andragogy theory asserts that adult students need to 
connect their learning with real-life experiences 
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(Knowles, Swanson, and Holton 4). Online rapport 
between teachers and adult students, therefore, 
should help those adult students learn more 
efficiently. As for multicultural students and students 
with learning disabilities, by building rapport with 
them, we provide them with many opportunities to 
learn how to write in an accepting environment. Even 
the most well-designed online course will not serve 
learners if students cannot connect on a personal 
level with the instructor. We need to show our online 
students our real personalities, not just our digitized 
ones, in order to build rapport and make learning 
possible.   
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