PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR

INCLUSIVE ONLINE
INSTRUCTION
IN

HIGHER EDUCATION
DURING COVID-19

With the unplanned shift to
remote teaching in the winter
of 2020, university and
CEGEP students suddenly
lost their usual rhythms,
routines, and learning
communities. Many students
have experienced difficulties
adjusting, and some are still
struggling. Meanwhile,
faculty and staff in higher
education are working harder
than ever to try to provide
inclusive and equitable
learning experiences for all.

In providing tools to help design better and
more accessible online learning
environments, we should keep in mind that
the principles of effective instructional
design still apply – no matter the
environment. The online aspect just adds
one more variable. Previously, we all
brought our differences into the class in
person; now we are “differently different”
(as expressed by Dave Cormier, online
learning strategist).

The following suggestions are
based on the science of how
learning works – rather than how
we wish it would work. They are
intended as an accessible, brief
resource of evidenced-based
activities and strategies.

BUILD AN INCLUSIVE, COLLABORATIVE
LEARNING COMMUNITY
WHY? Each online course presents a new
social setting. As such, learners will be
expending mental energy on monitoring
the course environment for social threats.
They are asking themselves many
questions, often subconsciously. Am I safe
here? Do I fit in? Is there anyone else here like
me? Will I be supported if I need
accommodations? Can I succeed? What does
success even look like?

The sooner we can put these concerns to
rest, the sooner we will have engaged
learners who are not distracted by negative
emotions. Learning does not happen in
individual silos, even when everyone is
working alone at their screen.
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HOW?
Be intentional about being welcoming and making all learners feel that they
belong when designing the course outline and writing the syllabus.
Consider creating a video to introduce yourself.
Include information about where on campus to access mental health support, and
possibly a basic needs security statement (for students who may have difficulty
securing adequate food or housing). This information helps normalize the need
(“you are not alone”) and sensitize students (“these times are definitely not normal;
you or your classmates may be facing extra-tough challenges right now”).
Increase your presence in class through regular feedback and announcements. Be
approachable and encouraging; respond to student emails as quickly as possible.
Give students tools for collaborating online and be explicit in their use (tutorials
in how to use them, as well as guidance when and for what they should be used).
Make sure online tools include accessibility features as needed (e.g. closedcaptioning, text-to-speech); ensure that any assistive technologies used by
learners integrate with course technology.
Help students understand how to be productive in groups (taking turns; ensuring
that everyone’s voice is heard; assigning and rotating specific roles like facilitator,
manager, recorder, presenter, encourager, or skeptic).
Encourage students to voice their needs and opinions about the online process in
your class; be open to adjusting course delivery to better respond to their
learning needs.
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SUPPORT ACTIVE LEARNING
WHY? Research has made it clear that active learning is
the best learning - not only for academic success, but also
for long-term retention. In contrast, the absence of active
learning leads to lower motivation, and higher failure
and dropout rates. Learning activities that are authentic,
meaningful, and relevant spark curiosity and interest.

HOW?
Use pre-class assessments, “muddiest point” activity, or minute papers (e.g.,
“what was the most important thing you learned today?”) to monitor
understanding. Depending on technology and course design, these can be
submitted anonymously, for grades, in the chat for further discussion, etc.
Think-pair-share can be done in breakout rooms (synchronous class), or as
discussion questions (asynchronous lecture) that require pairing up, discussing,
and submitting a joint response.
Google Docs and Google Slides can allow all members of a group to work on a
group assignment simultaneously. Provide guidelines and structure.
Engage and be present to guide online discussions (like you would in a
classroom); foster critical thinking with provocative open-ended questions;
promote discussions that help learners connect course ideas to their lives; ask
students to post where they have learned about an idea or concept.
Organize a class debate (two groups collaborate on researching and presenting
opposite viewpoints) if your topic allows.
Encourage participation but acknowledge the anxiety some students may feel;
offer opportunities to participate anonymously when relevant; use clickers,
polling, and online quizzes. Posted anonymous responses allow students to
check their understanding without being singled out for incorrect answers, and
to see that others may share similar misconceptions.
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RETHINK ASSESSMENT

HOW?

WHY? Good assessment is the foundation of any learning environment.
The online setting poses additional challenges in maintaining the integrity
of the course, while providing equitable opportunities for all learners to
demonstrate their mastery.

Ensure that learners understand the educational goals of their work: they are
more likely to “buy in”, and less likely to engage in academic dishonesty.
Emphasize clarity in learning objectives: what is it, exactly, that we want our
learners to master? Once that has been determined, think creatively about the
different ways that learners could go about demonstrating their mastery.
Think about where you can offer learners choice in assessments; provide many
options throughout the course. UDL guidelines (the focus of the last handout
in this series) can provide a useful framework.
Remember that learning accumulates gradually, and learners need multiple
opportunities to practice and demonstrate their knowledge.
Consider offering credit for a mix of interactive discussions, written
assignments, low-stakes quizzes, and projects of various types (this is a great
opportunity to be flexible and offer choices in deliverable – perhaps learners
want to make a video, create a game, make a meme, or write a song about the
material), as well as online exams that include open-response or essay questions.
Maximize formative assessment and opportunities for feedback; “catch” learners
doing great work by dropping in on discussions, forums, and assignments in
progress.
Minimize temptation (and the perceived need) to cheat by offering multiple
low-stakes assessments rather than a few high-stakes exams. By distributing
points across many course components, you also get to know your students
better. Stronger connections to faculty and classmates support inclusion,
motivation, engagement, and learner success.
Compiled with material from Dr. Julia Phelan and Dr. Maren Gube
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