
“G
etting to K

now
 O

ur O
nline Students Through Their Com

puter Screens.”

After teaching several face to face courses and then
m

aking
the

transition
to

online
only

teaching,Inoticed
som

ething
different

betw
een

the
studentand

professorrelationship
w

e
had

once
had.Eom

and Arbaugh
(2011) discuss that students’ feeling of disconnection and 

the possibility of poor educational experience m
akes online education 

challenging. It can also m
ake it difficult for the instructors as w

ell, and to 
try and figure out how

 to m
end that disconnection. This m

end is 
im

portant, as Dupin-Bryant found that it’s im
portant if the teacher is not 

around that students to feel that they are interacting w
ith a real hum

an 
being to experience “personhood” w

ith their teacher in online class 
(2004).”

The research results from
 Song, Kim

, and
Park,  (2019) indicated that 

even basic inform
ation about their teacher such as sex, ethnicity, and 

physical appearance is rarely shared w
ith students.” The finding that one 

out of five students searched inform
ation about their teacher im

plies 
that students have a desire to w

ant to know
 about their teacher. Show

n 
in figure 2 below

 from
 Song, Kim

, and Park,  (2019), self disclosure can 
lead to that relationship satisfaction betw

een teachers and online 
students and have a positive im

pact on the perceived know
ledge that 

the students gain. Sw
an and Shih (2005) discuss that w

hen professors 
address  students by nam

e, share personal experiences, and use a 
personal tone, they are

im
portant factors for enhancing social presence. 

W
hen professors com

bine self-disclosure w
ith a social presence in the 

online classroom
, there can be a positive im

pact for all. 
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Song et al. (2016) discovered that teacher self disclosure w
as positively 

associated w
ith teacher–student relationship satisfaction. This finding 

by Song et al. could be the key to providing students w
ith that 

“personhood” experience. In online education, often there is a narrow
 

am
ount of inform

ation about the instructor that is provided to students. 
Green, Derlega, and M

athew
s explained that teacher self-disclosure 

becom
es im

portant since
lim

ited
teacherinform

ation
isgiven,

asthey
define

self-disclosure “as an interactive process through w
hich one 

reveals personal inform
ation to others (2006).”

In
the

w
orld

of
education

w
e

are
taughtto

keep
conversationsand

discussions
academ

ic
oriented. The

idea
ofteacher self-disclosure terrifies som

e 
teachers or instructors. Rasm

ussen and M
ishna understood self-

disclosure  as “conscious and deliberate disclosures about one’s self, 
aspects of one’s professional practice, w

orld or personal view
s, personal 

history, and responses to ongoing classroom
 events (2008).”
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How
 do w

e go about instructor self disclosure in the online classroom
? 

I w
ill provide you an exam

ple I use in m
y classroom

s. 

In m
y Introduction to Sociology courses (face to face or online), w

e 
com

plete an activity called “Guess w
ho this is?” I list 10 things about 

m
yself that do not distinctly describe m

y dem
ographics, generally 

things I’ve done or places I’ve travelled in m
y life, item

s that can not 
define m

y gender, race, sexuality, religion etc. I use the pronoun they 
to assist w

ith this activity. 

Students then m
ust select w

hich categories that they believe best
describe

the
individual, only know

ing the 10 facts I’ve provided them
. I 

generally place it in a quiz in Canvas that is ungraded, but it does show
 

them
 w

hat the correct answ
ers are. I don’t require a grade for this 

activity, but students are very interested in gaining bonus points for 
just com

pleting the activity, w
hether they are w

rong or right. 

Exam
ple:

To earn 8 bonus points participate in this activity!
To introduce you all to a crucial part of Sociology, I w

ant you to 
participate in taking this survey, of guessing w

ho this person is and 
their dem

ographics based on the 10 things about them
 that I provide 

you.
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As students go through the quiz and answ
er w

hat they believe 
categorizes the individuals based on the 10 facts, they can learn about 
concepts that m

ay or m
ay not be fam

iliar to them
. N

otice the Race 
category, as this leads to further discussion of race and ethnicity and 
w

hich is w
hich, and I can reference this activity throughout the course. 

This is also true for the Religion category w
ith Catholic and Christian.

Since I am
 a Sociology and Hum

an Services instructor, it is m
ost 

im
portant to cover the differences betw

een these basic dem
ographics 

because the students w
ill encounter them

 in their personal and 
professional life and w

ith potential clients. The com
m

on answ
ers I 

receive (even though I post a picture of m
yself on the course 

hom
epage) are M

iddle Age, W
hite, Catholic, Straight, M

ale, Grew
 up in 

suburbs, U
pper/M

iddle Class, Em
ployed 40 hours a w

eek.

This activity allow
s students to get to know

 m
yself through personal 

facts, and dem
ographics, but also som

e controversial inform
ation that 

not all instructors provide to their students, such as m
y sexual 

orientation or m
artial status, or incom

e. Thus providing the self 
disclosure that Song, Kim

 and Park, (2019) explain is im
portant to 

creating the connection w
ith students. O

nce the answ
ers are revealed, 

m
any of them

 are shocked to find out that w
ho I am

 describing is m
e. 

Revealing personal inform
ation such as thisallow

sstudentsto
know

w
ho

Iam
sociologically. This activity also allow

s students to  gain a sm
all 

introduction to topics that w
e w

ill be discussing about throughout the 
term

.  I also do this activity to build a personal connection through self-
disclosure, but so they can feel com

fortable w
ith m

e as an authority 
figure and as one of their peers w

ho has been in their shoes before. 

W
hile this m

ay seem
 sim

ple for an instructor of such disciplines such as 
m

ine to incorporate this into m
y course and curriculum

, this can be 
related to any discipline as an introduction discussion board, a quiz, or it 
can be incorporated into an assignm

ent or lesson. For nursing, you m
ay 

w
ork w

ith patients or co w
orkers of these different dem

ographics, how
 

w
ould they identify them

 based on just facts on the patient's charts and 
reveal to them

 that the health inform
ation is yours. For m

ath or 
statistics instructors, create form

ulas or story problem
s that include 

yourself and your inform
ation in the problem

, or ask students to include 
their ow

n inform
ation.It’snotjustaboutdoing

the
self-disclosure

but
also

keeping that social presence w
ith students throughout. 

I’ve had students state that they greatly appreciate how
 I interact w

ith 
them

 through em
ails or Canvas discussions. I’ve been told by students 

that they w
ay I speak to them

, w
hile personal, but also professional, 

that I don’t m
ake them

 feel like just another student on m
y roster. 
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They have driven a 3-w
heeler or have crashed a 3-w

heeler into a tree
They have m

et the late Pope John Paul II
They have ziplined through the Costa Rican rainforest
They once threw

 a goat over a fence
They m

et Jeff Saturday (form
ally of the Indianapolis Colts)

They have been to 5 countries
They w

ere in a fashion show
They used to play soccer
They used to w

atch W
W

E w
restling w

eekly as a kid
They love to cook
They have m

et the band Taking Back Sunday
They have a pet nam

ed by M
iranda Lam

bert (country singer)

This is the list of dem
ographic choices that students m

ust select w
hom

 the 
individual is. 


