
A
fter several years of teaching
in traditional brick-and-mor-
tar environments, I now
teach exclusively online at
the undergraduate level. I

miss the impromptu meetings with
students in the hallway and the way
people respond to positive feedback
face to face. However, teaching online
does not mean that traditional teach-
able moments disappear; they simply
change place, time, and modality. Fur-
thermore, the relationships so crucial
to the professional, social, and spiri-
tual development of students are not
only possible, but also capable of
thriving online. However, these essen-
tial elements to online student devel-
opment do not result from random
happenstance; they require intentional-
ity and commitment—just as they do
in traditional learning environments. 

E-mail has proved to be my most
powerful tool for building relationships
and furthering my ministry with online
students. Although students see my
video likeness and hear my voice regu-
larly throughout the course in intro-
ductory videos and video lectures, this
is not as personal as my being able to
meet them face to face. But when
videos are combined with the intimacy
of personalized e-mail text, this pro-
vides a humanizing element that helps
to conquer the digital divide. 

After trying several different ap-
proaches to connect with students and
attempting to create the nurturing faith
community Adventist education aims
to provide, I have found 10 e-mail
practices that have proved effective. I
like to think of these as building on
one another in sequence, not only for
the purpose of providing students with
a positive online experience, but also
with the goal of building a relationship
for witnessing. 

1. Regularly e-mail online students.
I try to e-mail my students person-

alized messages at least once every
week. Because students are not forced
to enter a physical classroom during
their daily schedule, many of them
need frequent reminders about the ex-
istence of their instructor and the
course. It can be easy for them to ig-
nore or forget what only exists in the
digital world, especially those students
who are new to online learning or the
digital environment in general. 

Additionally, e-mails may be one of
the very few contacts students receive
from the institution. This is a chance
to engage students not only in the con-
text of the course, but also with the in-
stitution. 

Connecting with students through
e-mail also documents the student-
instructor relationship. This can be
useful for situations as diverse as in-
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forming the university’s academic sup-
port office of students’ struggles with a
course, recording problems with tech-
nology that can be passed to the ap-
propriate IT professionals for correc-
tion, or—as unfortunate as it may
be—documenting violations such as
plagiarism for possible disciplinary ac-
tion.1

2. Respond promptly to students’ com -
munications. 

In today’s constantly connected so-
ciety, people have come to expect in-
stant gratification, contributing to
short attention spans. Customer serv-
ice is not something at which tenured
professors or academic institutions
often excel, yet we should. Students in
today’s world are customers who have
many options—if displeased with
some aspect of a program, they can
and will go elsewhere for a quality ed-
ucation, even a quality Adventist edu-
cation. This is especially true in online
learning, where the costs are often
lower than traditional schooling, and
physical location has little to no im-
port.2 Students can easily leave an on-
line class and institution for another
online alternative. 

Furthermore, if students have a
question or problem, how else are they
supposed to deal with these issues?
For all they know, their instructor is
their only advocate at the institution.
They rely on online professors to be re-
liable and productive in their commu-
nication. Although addressing stu-
dents’ e-mails within 24 hours of
receiving them can be a challenge, it
has been my experience that students
regularly state their appreciation for
prompt responses. If the schedule is
heavily structured and does not allow
a response within 24 hours, I let stu-
dents know that e-mails will be an-
swered at specific times of the day or
days of the week, which will allow
them to better anticipate a response.3

3. Follow through on e-mails. 
Often, student e-mails sent to me

are really intended for someone else,
or contain questions or issues I cannot

address. Sometimes, students fail to
communicate effectively, leaving me
guessing about what they are trying
to convey. However, I try to follow
through with each student inquiry,
whether it’s my domain or not. I will
call them if necessary or give them the
e-mail address or phone number of
someone who can help them. I keep a
record of items I referred so I can fol-
low up to ask the student via e-mail if
his or her issue was resolved. Students
in undergraduate online courses are
often young and inexperienced, per-
haps distracted by a life crisis, and
commonly have to work several jobs
to make ends meet. Older students
often struggle with maintaining a fam-
ily, work, and life balance in addition
to taking courses online. Whatever the
issue, students may need help navigat-
ing the online education experience.
The professor’s willingness to be their
advocate can make the difference be-

tween an enjoyable semester or quar-
ter and a disappointing one. Every en-
counter matters—whether online or
face to face.

4. Carefully monitor the tone of e-mails.4

I always start my e-mails with
“Dear [Student’s Name].” With the
busy pace of life in the digital age and
the desensitization that can accom-
pany social media’s blunt and brisk
nature, civility can easily slip away,
rendering us no longer as courteous as
we once were in educational settings.
Furthermore, cross-cultural communi-
cation can prove difficult in any
medium, as expectations vary greatly
and in ways of which we aren’t even
aware.5 Sensitivity through the tone of
our communication can help overcome
some of the cultural distance and
smooth over any social faux pas that
may occur. When we’re sensitive to
students and demonstrate our interest
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through language and tone, students
know we care about them.

Remember, because of the digital
divide, we are dealing with substan-
tially less information than we would
have in face-to-face relationships, and
the potential for miscommunication
using e-mail is high.6 Lacking body
language and tonal cues, it can be easy
to misinterpret students’ messages,
and for them to misunderstand ours. 

In e-mail correspondence, when a
student complains about something, or
is upset, perhaps even furious about
an issue, it is appropriate to demon-
strate empathy and concern. If the
complaint is specific to the course and
it is confirmed that the instructor is at
fault, an apology is appropriate. In-
structors should be careful, however,
to avoid apologizing on behalf of any-
one else or the institution, since this
could be interpreted as admission of
responsibility and expose the individ-
ual or institution to financial liability
should the complaint result in litiga-
tion. Faculty and staff may not be
aware of all aspects of an issue, and
may only hear the student’s perspec-
tive. An apology, therefore, should
only be rendered by the person in-
volved in a dispute, and only if wrong-
doing has been found. 

While offering an “I’m sorry” and
expressing concern about an issue is
not always easy, it can make a world
of difference for a person who is strug-
gling with a personal issue of which
the instructor may be unaware. This
does not imply always letting students
have their way. It is quite possible to
affirm while simultaneously being
firm. Doing so in a way that that is
empathetic and honest can bring clo-
sure to an issue quickly and simply. 

5. Be specific. 
I try to avoid saying, “great job” or

“you did great work” about an assign-
ment unless I follow these words with
a detailed, descriptive response that

communicates what did or did not
work well on an assignment. This
builds students’ confidence in their
abilities and shows them ways to im-
prove. Without meaningful feedback,
students will have no way of knowing
whether they are on the right track or
how to improve their work.7

6. Showcase great work.8

I e-mail outstanding classwork to
the entire class. This gives the class a
benchmark for higher-level work, and
offers positive reinforcement to high
performers. It is important for teachers
to model how to respond to shared
work and to provide students with
guidelines for responding to the same.
This can be particularly valuable when
contrasting opinions or findings are
demonstrated, which can translate di-
rectly to teachable moments. For ex-
ample, when the topic of Islam and
women comes up in my history
classes, emotions typically run high,
and people usually want to share their
often strong and contrary perspectives.
In this delicate environment, I always
ask permission to share student work

with the class before doing so, and
would strongly recommend this as
good practice. Not asking permission
can result in a breach of trust with a
student, and potentially lead to stu-
dents submitting complaints to the
school’s administration.

7. Ask questions of students.
Asking students about themselves

and what they think about a particu-
lar topic is essential to building
strong student-instructor relation-
ships. People like being recognized as
unique, and they appreciate those
who reach out and attempt to build
constructive relationships. This is an
important part of the digital environ-
ment, which by its very nature can be
dehumanizing. Also, it can be diffi-
cult to remember that there is a per-
son on the other end of an e-mail or
computer screen. Asking students
questions that nurture rather than de-
humanize not only helps them feel
appreciated, but it also reminds the
instructor of their uniqueness.9

8. Move the public to the private.
Discussion board interaction is re-

quired in my classes. However, moving
students to a private discussion can be
productive because it helps build the
relationships that I enjoy and they de-
serve. I often find something with
which I either agree or disagree in a
student’s work, and e-mail him or her
about it. Students appreciate their
ideas being taken seriously, and pri-
vate messages reassure them that I
support and care about their personal
and educational journey. Long e-mail
threads often result from such ex-
changes, and relationships are built in
this manner. 

With the success of relationship
building between students and teach-
ers also comes the danger of becoming
overly familiar and crossing estab-
lished boundaries that ignore appropri-
ate student-teacher roles. No matter
how open or confident I am in my re-
lationship with a student, I never sign
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an e-mail with my first name. Also, it
is inappropriate for the teacher to di-
vulge information of a sensitive na-
ture, or that might jeopardize the stu-
dent’s success in the class or another
class he or she may take in the future.
Teachers should be careful to avoid
misunderstandings and unethical be-
havior when interacting with students.
Setting boundaries and keeping within
them should always be the norm, and
yet such restrictions need not become
detrimental to connecting with stu-
dents.10

9. Be vulnerable. 
Students notice when teachers and

professors are open with them. Being
open and vulnerable allows people
into one’s life and thoughts, and this is
a reliable way to form trusting rela-
tionships. I regularly share personal
experiences and my own philosophical
questions with my students because it
lets them know they aren’t alone in
their struggles and enables them to
better relate to me. When students
trust educators, not only do they enjoy
their learning experiences more, but
they also want to perform better.11

Every student with whom I have had a
reasonably good relationship online
has performed better in my course as a
result. 

10. Witness through e-mail. 
College students, regardless of age

or stage of maturity, often question
their faith. Perhaps no other time in a
person’s life is more crucial to his or
her faith journey. Sometimes, when
students go through a crisis of faith,
no one is aware of it.12

I have found a number of ways to
connect with students spiritually. One
is to integrate faith into the course
content as much as possible. In my
video lectures, I pose spiritual ques-
tions and ask students to pause the
video and respond to my queries. On
the discussion board, I ask questions
that are overtly religious and spiritual,
and require my students to interact
with one another in their responses. 

At times, students who are not Ad-

ventists feel unable or uncomfortable
answering these questions or fulfilling
an assignment, so I work to solve this
problem on an individual, person-to-
person level, which often means mak-
ing accommodations that benefit both
the student and the class. 

Whenever students indicate that
they might be questioning the church,
God, or their faith in general, I reach
out via e-mail. I try not to miss the op-
portunity to support students’ vertical
relationship with God when they say
they are struggling with their faith, but
I also seek to create an environment
that encourages all students to think
spiritually and to share their thoughts
and feelings. This way, even when
they aren’t openly stating their ques-
tions or thoughts, they are at least pre-
sented with opportunities to do so. 

When I respond to a student with
the intent of witnessing to him or her,
I always consider the individual’s faith
journey. I avoid assumptions about
students as much as possible, and in-
stead try to delve deeper into what

they are dealing with and then explore
why they might be dealing with that
particular issue. This can be easily
done without passing judgment, or
being dogmatic or prescriptive. 

I attempt to garner as much infor-
mation about a student’s experience
with an issue before addressing it.
When I ask students about a spiritual
issue, they will usually elaborate on
how it relates to them, but eventually
they will ask me questions about it. At
that point, when a student raises a
spiritual question with me, I generally
feel comfortable enough to respond by
sharing the Adventist message. 

If instructors and professors have
established positive relationships with
students and have demonstrated vul-
nerability and honesty with them, they
can make a huge difference in stu-
dents’ lives at this crucial time. Often,
getting students to open up about an
issue further or even to explore their
own thoughts requires greater open-
ness from me. I divulge reflections and
experiences from my own faith jour-
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ney on a regular basis to my students,
and have often been surprised by the
positive results. 

I have been in contact with some of
my students for years after their class
concluded. Online students will re-
quest recommendations for jobs and
other schools from me, but many stu-
dents will also e-mail me about issues
of faith they face years after our initial
relationship began via e-mail. Several
students continue to write, call, or visit
me for spiritual guidance years after I
had them in class. It’s these opportuni-
ties for mentorship and positive rela-
tionships that help provide the added
value of Adventist education. Everyone
needs someone he or she can trust and
connect with spiritually, and I am
happy to serve in that role anytime. 

My initial reluctance to teach online
was unfounded. It has been my experi-
ence that it is possible—and for some
students, even more effective—for
teachers to build and maintain mean-
ingful relationships with students on-
line. The fact that my online students
regularly write to me to discuss their
faith and to share their concerns and
successes validates my opinion that
Adventist education can be effective in
the online environment as in the tradi-
tional classroom. 
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