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Abstract

Faculty in a virtual online university benefited from employing elements of the community of care,
community of inquiry, and social determinants of health frameworks to strengthen a sense of connection and
to develop a community of care in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. This article presents an overview
of practices at one university related to the design, implementation, and benefits accruing from employing
strategies anchored in these frameworks. During 2022, two years after the height of the COVID-19 pandemic,
university leaders approached a team of faculty members to facilitate a dialogue series to enhance
relationships among faculty, given the knowledge gap regarding such practices. This faculty-led initiative
aimed to reconnect faculty through a three-phase dialogue series. The virtual series focused on distinct
objectives: establishing trust and faculty connections, fostering collaboration around social change, and
addressing barriers to social change in higher education. Based on informal data collected from participating
faculty, perceived outcomes included greater faculty morale, teambuilding, a reinforced sense of belonging
among faculty, and mutual support. The success of the series underscored the potential of intentional social
interactions in virtual academic settings to improve collegiality and resilience among higher education faculty.
This model offers a replicable approach to promoting sustainable faculty well-being and community in online
institutions.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic presented unprecedented challenges across all sectors, affecting not only global
health but also social dynamics, mental well-being, and workplace structures. Higher education saw
transformative shifts, as institutions adapted to online formats and faculty members grappled with new forms
of professional and social isolation. This change was compounded at one online university, where faculty
members faced additional stresses due to a transition in institutional ownership, the cancellation of in-person
events, and the departure of experienced faculty and administrators. Such circumstances fostered feelings of
disconnection and increased anxiety among faculty, illuminating the need for enhanced support and
engagement within academic communities (see Brandau et al., 2022; Hebert et al., 2024; Velez-Cruz &
Holstun, 2022).

In 2022, amid this backdrop of social and professional upheaval, university leaders recruited a team of faculty
to develop and implement an innovative approach to reconnect faculty and improve their sense of belonging
and wellness. The university faculty team crafted a creative initiative for faculty at a college of education and
human sciences; it resulted in the development of a three-phase dialogue series that was implemented in
2023-2024. The initiative was designed to foster community, encourage collaboration, and support mental
health and well-being of doctoral faculty within this specific college. Making use of three conceptual
frameworks—community of care, community of inquiry (see Archambault et al., 2022; Garrison et al., 1999;
Sen Akbulut et al., 2022), and social determinants of health (see Rose, 1985; Virchow, 1848/2006)—the
faculty team sought to counteract the isolating effects of remote work by designing this unique series of
sessions to cultivate trust, social support, and meaningful dialogue among colleagues. Drawing on the selected
conceptual frameworks, which were designed by their various authors to promote engagement and
community, the faculty design team considered how to create synchronous sessions aimed at enhancing
faculty well-being, facilitating teamwork, and ultimately fostering a supportive, inquiry-driven academic
culture, in an era when such qualities are vital to sustaining educational excellence and institutional stability
(see Archambault et al., 2022; Garrison et al., 1999; Rose, 1985; Sen Akbulut et al., 2022; Virchow,
1848/2006). The conceptual frameworks established the springboard for the design of the dialogue series.

The COVID-19 pandemic adversely affected the mental health of millions of people around the globe,
including higher education faculty. Brandau et al. (2022) found that for many faculty, the decrease in physical
activity and the increase in computer screen time contributed to significant increases in anxiety, depression,
and isolation. Isolation, before the pandemic, had already been identified as an inherent issue for online
faculty (Toner et al., 2022), but the fear and anxiety that accompanied the pandemic served to increase the
isolation felt by instructors (Paudel, 2021), and their self-care needs were magnified as faculty were forced
into isolation (Brandau et al., 2022). Benito et al. (2021) found that when university leaders took the time to
develop and implement best practices, including communities of practice and inquiry, there was a positive
influence on their faculty’s mental health and preparedness to teach online.
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Purpose

The professional practice dialogue series was developed to assist a college of education within an online
university to build a stronger community during a transitional time. The purpose of each of the three faculty
dialogue sessions was to build deeper connections among colleagues, to develop a collaborative community,
and to apply our learning to our work with doctoral students and social change.

Conceptual Frameworks

The dialogue series initiative addressed faculty well-being and engagement to build a collaborative community
of colleagues. In a virtual working environment, intentional and conscious connections must be orchestrated.
Three conceptual frameworks were used to create the dialogue series. The first was the community of care
theory, as the series focused on helping faculty improve physical and mental health (see Almhdawi et al.,
2021). A community of care framework places emphasis on the relational connections of the community
members (Burke & Larmar, 2021; Buss & Wolf, 2021). Relational care is paramount in a community of care
and is foundational for the community to grow and expand (Noddings, 2005, 2007). The second framework
employed was community of inquiry, which illustrates how collaborative practice with a focus on faculty
presence serves to improve engagement (see Archambault et al., 2022; Garrison et al., 1999; Sen Akbulut et
al., 2022). The third framework was the social determinants of health. The faculty’s health and well-being
were influenced by the pandemic, as well as by transitions within the university (see Chen et al., 2025;
Cordaro et al., 2024; Ramluggun et al., 2022). These three conceptual frameworks provided the rationale for
the design and objectives of the three-phase dialogue practice.

Literature Review
Community of Care

According to the community of care model, belonging to a community has a positive effect on a person’s
mental health and well-being. Mentorships and participation in peer-support networks have proved beneficial
to faculty members during the pandemic and beyond in navigating performance expectations and anxiety over
job security, both of which could create negative effects on mental health (Nicholls et al., 2022). Combatting
the isolated experience of online university instruction and the seclusion resulting from the pandemic was a
matter of importance for all stakeholders, including faculty and higher education leaders. When higher
education institution stakeholders took into consideration the mental health and well-being of their faculty
members during the pandemic and created and implemented best practices for supporting a community of
care, faculty members experienced a reduced negative effect on their mental and physical well-being
(Almhdawi et al., 2021). Teamwork and faculty connections can be more easily established through
intentional small-group activities. Kotera et al. (2020) found that through participation in huddles, even in an
online learning environment, faculty members experienced a sense of community, compassion, and
connection, thereby resulting in an improved mental health outlook and decreased feelings of loneliness.
Consciously designed activities whose purpose is to build teamwork and collaboration have been effectively
used to strengthen community. Kucirka and Baumberger-Henry (2021) found that when instructors
collaborated in meaningful ways, they reported a sense of meaning and connection, reduced loneliness, and a
greater sense of self-efficacy as online instructors. Cairns et al. (2020) also showed that synchronous
connections, even when limited to online interactions, foster the human connections and sense of community
essential for supporting the mental health and well-being of higher education instructors. Similarly, the
intentional collaboration avenues created through the three-phase dialogue series examined here resulted in
the emergence of a community of care.
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Community of Inquiry

The second framework underpinning the three-phase dialogue series was community of inquiry, which was
instrumental in developing specific lesson designs used in the series. The community of inquiry framework
developed by Garrison et al. (1999) offers a working model to apply when orchestrating learning and
instruction in online environments. These authors suggested that the educational experiences in online
settings are influenced through the use of three underlying principles of human presence: cognitive presence,
social presence, and teaching presence. In advancing the community of inquiry framework, Garrison et al.
emphasized the importance of collaborative, reflective, and meaningful learning within a community, where
participants engage in critical thinking, discourse, and problem-solving (Garrison, 2022; Garrison et al.,
1999). These authors anticipated that for university faculty engaged in distance learning, investing in the
community of inquiry framework could significantly enhance both their interactions with students and their
collaboration with one another. In employing this framework as designers of the three-phase dialogue series,
we intended to promote each of the three presences so that online faculty participants might develop deeper
connections with one another and cultivate their resiliency in the face of the adverse social health factors with
which they were faced. Researchers have established that when the community of inquiry framework is
applied effectively, a likely result is improved satisfaction, retention, and engagement among faculty
(Archambault et al., 2022; Sen Akbulut et al., 2022).

Social Determinants of Health

The third framework used to construct the dialogue series was the social determinants of health (Figure 1), a
model that reflects an emerging appreciation that the health of individuals reflects factors involving their
surrounding communities, not just genetics, human biology, or personal lifestyles (Rose, 1985; Virchow,
1848/2006). The COVID-19 pandemic greatly influenced human behavior, observed as widespread changes in
social behaviors, particularly through increased isolation, the expanded use of social media, and a shift toward
remote work (Rabago-Barajas et al., 2024). Pandemics are “more of a social problem than a healthcare
problem” (Singu et al., 2020, p. 10). The domains on which the social determinants of health model is based
are health and health care, social and community context, neighborhood and environment, education, and
economic stability (Singu et al., 2020). The behavioral changes individuals engaged in had profound and
prolonged adverse effects on the mental and physical well-being of people from all walks of life; in turn, these
severe lifestyle changes varied based on the individual social determinants of health for a community and for
individuals (Cogburn, 2019; Gehrman, 2022). The physical and mental health of university faculty continues
to be placed at greater risk by the stress, compassion fatigue, and burnout associated with serving students
whose own mental health significantly worsened in the post-COVID era (Chen et al., 2025; Cordaro et al.,
2024; Ramluggun et al., 2022). In choosing to use the social determinants of health model as a building block
for the dialogue series, the working group assumed that members of the university faculty would have been
affected by the COVID pandemic, their remote work status, and consequent mental health issues experienced
by the university students they served (see Hammoudi Halat et al., 2023; see Tucker & Waller, 2024).
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Figure 1. Components of the Social Determinants of Health
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Professional Practice Three—Phase Dialogue Series

The professional practice dialogue series was developed to assist a college of education within an online
university to build a stronger community during a transitional time. The purpose of each of the faculty
dialogue sessions was to build deeper connections among colleagues, to develop a collaborative community,
and to apply our learning to our work with doctoral student and social change. Trust is central to how
relationships form and to reducing uncertainty and complexity in society (Luhmann, 1979; Morgner, 2018).
This series of online sessions was designed to use dialogue as a tool to build trust and connection among
colleagues (see Jensen & Bennett, 2016). The design of each dialogue session was intentional. Session 1’s topic
was a little-known facts activity. Session 2’s topic was three questions on social change, and Session 3’s topic
was three barriers to social change and social determinants of health. Barbetta (2023) proposed that when
actively participating in a learning situation, faculty can facilitate further skills and understanding.

The participants, full- and part-time faculty from one college of education from an online university, were
invited to a regularly scheduled faculty development session. The three online sessions were structured to
afford participants the opportunity to use dialogue techniques in breakout rooms with smaller groups of
approximately five to seven individuals and one facilitator. The breakout rooms were organized so that the
size of the group would be appropriate for a meaningful conversation in the allotted 15-minute time period.
Breakout room facilitators were recruited and assigned to strengthen teambuilding and dialogue capacity. The
authors and session facilitators coplanned the dialogue series, creating lesson designs and prompts that would
cultivate dialogue in the online breakout rooms. Approximately 9o faculty members attended each online
session.
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Session 1, entitled Little-Known Fact (LKF), was designed to focus on the self. The goal for Session 1 was to
build trust and connections among the college faculty in attendance. In Session 1, the team-building activity
included sharing a LKF about oneself, one’s career, or one’s students. This session was designed to be
meaningful and to allow participants to get to know one another at a deeper level, developing rapport through
shared experiences and building dialogue skills to cultivate trusting relationships with colleagues. The activity
logistics and overarching goals were shared with the large group and then the faculty members were assigned
to breakout rooms with a facilitator who also acted as a participating faculty member. In the breakout rooms,
each facilitator established ground rules for the group, in order to establish a respect for sharing among
colleagues. Faculty were invited to contribute LKFs and then took part in dialogue about the unique and
surprising facts that had been shared. Upon returning to the larger group, breakout groups shared their
learning from the LKFs in their groups. This same sharing format was used for all three sessions, and as
faculty participated in subsequent sessions, they understood the familiar format, and participation and
dialogue increased. Brix and Lauridsen (2014) demonstrated how such teambuilding activities can help
facilitate cohesion and job satisfaction.

Participants in each session were asked to comment on what they valued about the LKF activity in the written
online chat. Sharing was encouraged and voluntary. The chat comments were captured and analyzed. Speiser
et al. (2022) suggested purposeful interactions can support the social and emotional needs of participants.
Similarly, Watson-Held et al. (2024) suggested that inclusive dialogue offers a sense of belongingness that
fosters trust in relationships. In addition, van Dyk et al. (2021) emphasized the importance of building trust in
relationships for faculty and nursing students.

The objective for Session 2, Three Questions on Social Change, was to build further collaboration among the
community of colleagues. This session focused on building community by discussing practical strategies for
building social change. Session 2’s activity was watching a segment of Stacey Abrams’ TED Talk (2018)
entitled “3 Questions to Ask Yourself About Everything You Do,” in which Abrams posed the following
questions: (a) What do I want? (b) Why do I want it? and (c) How do I get it done? After watching the video,
participants were moved to breakout rooms in groups of approximately five or six, where they offered answers
to these fundamental questions about change. Because this online university’s mission and vision are based
on positive social change, using Abrams’ questions as a springboard for meaningful dialogue was a natural
successive step in the three-phase dialogue series. As Follmer et al. (2024) proposed, deeper learning assists
with interpersonal skills in communication and collaboration.

In the second session, breakout groups discussed creating change in their lives and the barriers to creating
change. The questions posed by the facilitator spurred conversation on how change was navigated at the
personal or professional level. Participants were asked to apply these three questions to working with
colleagues on research projects or serving on student committees and to consider how these questions could
be used to stimulate work with students related to their master’s or doctoral degrees. Syno et al. (2023)
argued that collaboration among faculty and staff can enhance student learning. The breakout groups
discussed the three questions in terms of faculty members’ desire to change, what motivates them, and the
actions necessary to make social change. Once the breakout groups concluded, a sample of participants
reported back to the larger group.

Session 3’s title was Three Barriers to Social Change and Social Determinants of Health. Its purpose was to
deepen the community and foster collaboration. The activity involved watching more of Stacey Abrams’ TED
Talk introduced in Session 2, this time the segment on potential barriers to change. The faculty were moved
into breakout rooms with five to six colleagues to discuss three barriers to social change: finances, fear, and
fatigue. Participants addressed the barriers of resources, fear, and fatigue related to change on either a
personal or professional level (see Abrams, 2018). The facilitators used the following questions to initiate the
dialogue: (a) Which of the three barriers gets in your way sometimes? (b) How might you overcome the

Journal of Educational Research & Practice 6



Walker et al., 2026

barriers? (¢) How might these three barriers be used to work with students around their master’s or doctoral
goals? A person from each breakout session was asked to provide a summary of their group’s discussion after
the return to the larger group.

We used a brief three-item survey at the end of the final session as an informal assessment tool. The first
question asked participants (INV = 90) to address why social change was important. Given several choices, the
overwhelming majority (85%) of participants chose “all of the above,” indicating that social change serves
multiple purposes. It is a college goal, a community goal, doctoral students’ goal, and a personal legacy. The
next question prompted a report on the faculty’s experience of social isolation during COVID. Most
participants (92%) once again responded by selecting “all of the above,” regarding choices that included, “I felt
isolated from: family, friends, and colleagues.” The final polling question asked the faculty about their
experiences during the university transitions. The highest response rate (87%) was again “all of the above.”
The items included: “I felt uneasy about my college and university,” “I felt uneasy about my current position at
the university,” and “I felt uneasy about my career.”

Outcomes

Dialogue is a tool that supports more than two-way communication and creates mutual understanding among
individuals (Jones et al., 2020; Noddings, 2007). By engaging in authentic dialogue, participants were
provided opportunities to demonstrate that they respect and value one another, as well as opportunities to
encourage one another, thereby enhancing communication among colleagues and building the culture of the
organization. Providing occasions for shared experiences among individuals who work together in an
organization builds a shared collective experience and mutual culture. As Jensen and Bennett (2016) argued,
dialogue and listening can strengthen relationships.

The participants reported an appreciation for the first session’s dialogue, as seen within the results from the
polls and chat. The LKF activity helped participants to get to know colleagues at a deeper level. Faculty viewed
the activity as supporting the development of trust and demonstrating the act of being present with one
another. Enhancing communication nurtures teambuilding, and a primary purpose of cultivating teams is to
enhance communication (Dessler, 2017; Fox, 2022). Furthermore, teambuilding enhances employee
engagement and morale, resulting in increased productivity (Everitt, 2020). Supporting events, inside and
outside of work, can promote shared experiences where employees can celebrate successes, which in turn
promotes team bonding and morale (Dessler, 2017; Fox, 2022).

Participants indicated in the second session that they valued the discussion activity and felt a sense of
collegiality with their teammates. As a central outcome of this session, participants reported feeling free to
share their thoughts and ideas with others. In the breakout rooms, trust and authentic sharing of participants’
experiences of problems and roadblocks directed the communication to a deeper level that highlighted
creative thinking and problem-solving (see Jones et al., 2020). The participants’ feedback from the first
session to the second session highlighted the value of repeating a shared dialogue session and reflected how
dialogue deepens one’s experience in an organization and engenders a collaborative culture (see Kucirka &
Baumberger-Henry, 2021).

Participants reported that the third session was beneficial in identifying opportunities for change, inviting
new ideas for change considerations, engaging in teambuilding, enhancing collegiality, developing a sense of
community, collaborating with colleagues, creating a community of inquiry, and sharing freely (see Garrison,
2016; Garrison et al., 2010; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Jensen & Bennett, 2016), As an extension of the
dialogue, participants were encouraged to apply the thinking and dialogue content to the social determinants
of health, a theory that drives the positive social change mission for the university at which participants are
employed. This extension activity expanded into critical thinking by allowing participant to generalize their
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sharing to other contexts. The three-phase dialogue series thus represented an evolution of sharing, in which
dialogue evolved in each session to advance the community of care through relationship-building and team-
building experiences.

Conclusion

By integrating the three conceptual frameworks—community of care, community of inquiry, and social
determinants of health—the three-part dialogue series created an environment where faculty could engage in
intentional dialogue that supported both interpersonal and institutional connections. The initial session
established a foundation of trust and rapport, encouraging personal sharing that transcended professional
roles. The dialogue and small-group and large-group sharing practice reinforced the importance of
authenticity, building a sense of presence and camaraderie among faculty. Researchers have shown that such
personal connections are essential for developing effective and resilient academic teams (Dessler, 2017;
Jensen & Bennett, 2016).

The outcomes of this dialogue series affirmed the importance of prioritizing faculty well-being and
engagement. Participants reported strengthened relationships, increased trust, and a renewed sense of
belonging, all of which are vital to creating a cohesive and motivated academic community. Developing new
ideas that were aligned with the university’s mission facilitated collaboration (see Bond & Blevins, 2020). The
interactive nature of the sessions, from breakout discussions to large-group reflections, demonstrated that
even virtual exchanges could foster a supportive and resilient academic environment. Moreover, the series
underscored the necessity of addressing social and cognitive engagement as part of faculty support, as
highlighted in research-backed frameworks such as the community of inquiry model (see Archambault et al.,
2022; Sen Akbulut et al., 2022).

These results cohesively emphasize the significance of the conceptual frameworks that were used to guide the
creation of the dialogue series. The informal feedback from faculty highlights how intentional dialogue and
research-based practices effectively addressed faculty isolation and promoted engagement, in addition to
initiating and strengthening the university’s culture of care. The integration of the community of inquiry and
the community of care models, along with the social determinants of health framework, provided a holistic
approach, aligning with the project’s goal of building a collaborative community of colleagues. The outcomes
confirm the transformative potential of such initiatives and offer a forward-looking perspective on sustaining
faculty well-being. These elements collectively reinforce the effort’s scholarly rigor and practical effect.

In summary, the dialogue series exemplified how structured, research-informed practices could transform
faculty experiences. The series offers a replicable model for fostering collegiality, promoting mental and
physical well-being, and advancing social change initiatives. As higher education continues to evolve,
especially online education, this series could serve as a precedent for future efforts, demonstrating the
essential role of intentional dialogue in creating thriving, interconnected academic communities.
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