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Abstract

This self-study examines how caring practices are understood, enacted, and experienced within a synchronous
online graduate teacher-education environment. Although online programs have expanded substantially,
limited research addresses how relational approaches translate into mediated instructional spaces. Guided by
Noddings’s ethics of care, this inquiry integrates reflective self-study with participant interviews to explore
how technological structures, instructor practices, and real-time interactions shape students’ experiences of
care. Findings reveal a multidimensional model consisting of (a) technological or structural care,
characterized by course organization, predictability, and flexibility, and (b) humanistic care, expressed
through relational presence, acknowledgment, responsiveness, and emergent dialogue in synchronous
sessions. Together, these dimensions demonstrate that caring in virtual learning is both possible and
necessary, though it requires intentional design and attentiveness to adult learners’ lived contexts. The study
contributes conceptual and practical insights for teacher-education programs seeking to cultivate relational
andragogy in increasingly digital environments.
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Introduction

Online teacher education has expanded substantially, yet questions remain regarding how relational
pedagogies, particularly the ethic of care, are enacted in virtual environments. Digital platforms offer
structured pathways for content delivery; however, relational dimensions of teaching often receive less explicit
attention (Berry, 2019; Robinson et al., 2020). Existing literature on online learning frequently emphasizes
organization, navigation, and instructional clarity, but comparatively little is known about how instructors
cultivate attentiveness, responsiveness, and relational presence through mediated interactions (Rabin, 2021).
This gap is particularly relevant in graduate teacher education, where adult learners balance professional,
familial, and personal responsibilities while engaging in advanced academic work. Guided by Noddings’s
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(2013) ethics of care, this study examines how caring practices may be understood and operationalized in
synchronous online teacher education. This study seeks to contribute to conceptual and practical clarity
regarding the role of care in digital professional learning environments.

This self-study contributes to the literature by offering a two-dimensional model of online care encompassing
(a) structural or technological care and (b) humanistic or relational care. While existing research
acknowledges the importance of care in digital environments, few studies articulate how these dimensions
interact in synchronous teacher education contexts. Rather than presenting postulated solutions, this paper
seeks to present further questions to hone conceptual, empirical, and practical ideas.

Background

The transition to fully online synchronous instruction during and after the COVID-19 pandemic reshaped
expectations for both faculty and graduate students in teacher education. Like many institutions, the
university shifted rapidly to video-conferencing platforms and digital learning management systems, creating
new demands on instructors’ technological fluency and students’ ability to balance coursework with
professional and family responsibilities. Graduate students entering online teacher education programs often
do so while working full-time, managing caregiving responsibilities, or navigating career transitions, which
heightens the importance of instructional approaches that recognize and respond to these contextual realities.
The sudden movement to digital learning environments also magnified questions about how relational
dimensions of teaching, particularly caring interactions, could be sustained when learning occurs entirely
through mediated, screen-based settings. This broader organizational and educational landscape informed the
need to examine how care is experienced and enacted in synchronous online graduate education.

The educational and programmatic context in which this graduate program operates must be explicit to
situate this inquiry. As a regional university in the state of Oklahoma, our program exists within a statewide
shifting educational landscape marked by declining enrollment, reduced funding, and increasing uncertainty
regarding teacher preparation pathways. During the 2020—2021 academic year, only 75% of teachers
completed a traditional, comprehensive teacher preparation program (Heubeck, 2022). Concurrently,
emergency certifications that require a bachelor’s degree in any field increased by nearly 200% totaling more
than 2,500 teachers. More recent data from the Oklahoma State School Boards Association (n.d.) reported
2,069 emergency-certified teachers and 1,019 teaching vacancies at the start of the 2023-2024 school year. In
response, the state implemented an 18-credit hour requirement for alternatively certified teachers to obtain
standard certification.

Our institution’s Master’s in Curriculum and Instruction emerged within this context. The program was
designed to provide accessible pathways for working adults to allow them to complete the required 18 credit
hours while offering the option to extend their studies to a full graduate degree. Given the geographical and
professional constraints facing many of these students, the program was structured as a synchronous online
model utilizing Zoom and a learning management system to maximize accessibility across the state. For many
participants, enrollment in an online program was not a temporary adjustment but a necessary and deliberate
choice shaped by work commitments, family responsibilities, and career changes. As Sitzman and Watson
(2017) note, learners often enter digital educational spaces to balance professional obligations with personal
and developmental needs. The online environment functions not merely as a technological platform but as a
space in which adult learners navigate complex and personal realities. It is within this ecosystem that
questions of care become relevant.

The university in which this study is situated is a regional public institution in Oklahoma serving
approximately 14,000 students. The student population reflects notable demographic diversity, with nearly
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half identifying as students of color and a predominantly female enrollment. While a significant number of
students are of traditional college age, the institution also serves a wide range of adult learners. Within the
graduate teacher education program, many students reflect this broader institutional profile. The strong
regional focus of enrollment further highlights the importance of students navigating statewide teacher
certification complexities while residing in geographically dispersed areas.

The Problem

In a brief but thoughtful reflection, Briggs (2024) reminds us that a more humanizing approach to online
education is essential for fostering and nurturing student success. This perspective aligns with broader
understanding of adult learners, many of whom pursue online education to balance personal and professional
responsibilities. Although online learning environments are often designed with efficiency and content
delivery in mind, such priorities may inadvertently overshadow the relational dimensions of teaching. A
disconnect emerges between the structural formats of online instruction and the need to sustain attentiveness
to the human conditions that shape student participation.

Research mirrors this disconnect. Frangieh et al. (2024) found that intentional caring on the part of the
teachers improves student outcomes. Despite caring as a central pillar, research on care ethics in online
education remains limited (Rabin, 2021). Robinson et al. (2020) would concur that there is a need for an
operational framework of caring, as the research in the area remains scant as well as raising concerns over its
lack of focus on the affective or emotional aspects of the online learning experience. At our institution, faculty
and students were thrust unexpectedly into online teaching during the pandemic with little training and
immense pressure. The technological transition happened quickly; the human transition did not.

Perhaps, even more importantly, I have never learned in a formalized digital environment. Reflection on the
program revealed that graduate students enrolled in this new model brought a unique set of experiences not
typically present among undergraduates in traditional teacher preparation programs. They were career
changers who had minor classroom teaching experience and minimal pedagogical knowledge. Given the
background and emerging questions, I was compelled to examine my own teaching practice, as I knew I had
some skills to make online teaching and learning work but lacked a great many other skills that I found easier
to render in an in-person classroom setting.

Literature Review

The expansion of online teacher education has heightened the need to understand how relational andragogy,
particularly the ethics of care, translates into digital environments. While care is foundational in many
educational theories, scholarship directly addressing how care is enacted in online teacher education remains
limited. Most empirical and conceptual work in this area either acknowledges the challenge or notes its
importance without offering clear guidance for practice. This review synthesizes (a) conceptual literature on
care in online learning, (b) technological and humanistic considerations in digital environments, and (c)
contributions from online learning and care ethics scholarship to articulate how care may be understood and
operationalized in online teacher education.

Conceptualizing Care in Digital Learning Environments

Noddings’s (2013) ethics of care emphasizes relationality, attentiveness, and the moral obligation of educators
to respond to learners’ expressed needs. However, this framework originally emerged within face-to-face
educational contexts, where immediacy, embodied presence, and fluid interaction are assumed. Online
environments complicate these conditions by mediating communication through digital platforms,
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fragmenting interaction and reshaping how relational presence is experienced.

Scholars examining care in digital contexts highlight these complexities in complementary ways. Rabin (2021)
argued that care in online environments must be experienced through instructional structures and
interactions rather than assumed through instructor intention alone, noting that formalized communication
norms can constrain relational expression. Similarly, Kim and Schallert (2011) emphasized the difficulty of
sustaining moment-to-moment attentiveness within mediated interactions, where dialogue is often
segmented or delayed. Extending this perspective, Trout (2018) suggested that instructors must engage in acts
of vulnerability to cultivate authentic relational presence, even in the absence of physical co-presence.
Synthesizing this literature, these perspectives illustrate that translating care into online environments
requires more than adaptation; it demands a reconceptualization of how relationality is enacted within
technologically mediated spaces.

Technological Care: Structure, Organization, and Cognitive Support

Empirical studies in online learning environments suggest that care can be embedded within the structural
and organizational dimensions of course design. Mastel-Smith et al. (2015) found that well-organized,
predictable, and clearly structured courses reduce student anxiety, particularly for learners new to online
environments. When students encounter intuitive interfaces, coherent sequencing, and consistent navigation
patterns, cognitive load is minimized, allowing them to focus more fully on learning rather than procedural
uncertainty. Complementing this perspective, Robinson et al. (2020) highlight flexibility in deadlines and
assignment structures as a form of contextual responsiveness, particularly for adult learners balancing
professional and familial responsibilities. Such flexibility reflects an attentiveness to students’ lived
conditions, aligning with Noddings’s (2013) emphasis on responding to expressed needs.

These studies suggest that technological care is not limited to course functionality but encompasses design
choices that communicate support, reduce barriers, and acknowledge the realities of adult learners’ lives.
While these structural elements may not constitute a fully relational ethics of care, they establish the
conditions under which students can engage more meaningfully and persist in their learning. From a
theoretical perspective, these findings extend Noddings’s (2013) notion of attentiveness by illustrating how
care can be embedded within the design of learning environments rather than solely through interpersonal
interaction. Technological structures function as an anticipatory form of care, responding to students’ needs
before they are explicitly voiced.

Humanistic Care: Presence, Dialogue, and Relational Ethos

Beyond structural considerations, the literature emphasizes the importance of humanistic expressions of care
grounded in relational presence, dialogue, and interpersonal connection. Rabin (2021) identifies a persistent
tension between the formality of online discourse and the relational warmth typically associated with caring
teaching approaches, noting that structured communication norms may inadvertently limit spontaneity and
authentic engagement. Kim and Schallert (2011) highlighted the importance of organic, emergent dialogue,
with which learners can articulate ideas as they develop rather than produce highly curated or performance-
oriented responses. Extending these perspectives, Trout (2018) emphasized the role of vulnerability,
suggesting that instructors who model openness, acknowledge uncertainty, and engage relationally create
conditions for trust and mutual recognition.

These perspectives suggest that humanistic care in online environments is not merely a matter of
communication frequency. Rather, it is composed of relational quality, how presence is conveyed, how
dialogue is facilitated, and how authenticity is enacted within interactions. From a theoretical standpoint,
these practices align with Noddings’s (2013) conception of care as relational and responsive, requiring
attentiveness not only to what students produce but how they experience and participate in the learning
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environment. Humanistic care emerges through the intentional cultivation of relational spaces that allow for
dialogue, recognition, and shared meaning-making.

Toward a Conceptualization of Care in Online Teacher Education

Care within online teacher education is acknowledged but conceptually underdeveloped. While existing
scholarship recognizes the importance of relational presence, attentiveness, and responsiveness in digital
learning environments, these elements are often discussed in broad or abstract terms without clear
articulation of how they are enacted in practice (Rabin, 2021; Robinson et al., 2020). Nel Noddings (2013)
provided a foundational framework for understanding relationality in education; however, its application to
online environments requires further elaboration, particularly in contexts where interactions are mediated
through digital platforms.

The literature suggests that online environments reconfigure how relationality is experienced, developed, and
sustained. As Rabin (2021) argued, care in online settings must be experienced through teaching and learning
interactions rather than assumed through intention alone. Similarly, Kim and Schallert (2011) highlighted the
challenges of maintaining moment-to-moment relational awareness within digitally mediated interactions,
while Trout (2018) emphasizes vulnerability and relational openness as mechanisms for fostering authentic
connection in online spaces. Across both conceptual and empirical scholarship, a consistent tension emerges
between the structural demands of online learning and the relational dynamics of teaching that rely on
dialogue, responsiveness, and interaction (Berry, 2019; Robinson et al., 2020). Although these dynamics are
often treated as separate, the literature points toward the need for a more integrated understanding of care
that encompasses both technological and humanistic dimensions. This study responds to that need by
exploring how care is understood and practiced within a synchronous online graduate program, offering a
conceptual framing that integrates technological design and humanistic relational pedagogy.

Theoretical Framework

Nel Noddings’s (2013) ethics of care provides the theoretical foundation for this inquiry, framing care as a
relational and context-dependent process rather than a fixed set of behaviors. Within this perspective, care
emerges through interactions characterized by attentiveness, responsiveness, and mutual recognition. Central
to Noddings’s framework is the relational dynamic between the one-caring and the cared-for, in which the
one-caring attends to the needs of the other and the cared-for receives and responds to that care. This
reciprocal relationship positions care as an experiential and relational phenomenon, emphasizing that caring
actions hold meaning only when they are recognized and experienced by the cared-for. In the context of online
learning, this framework offers a critical lens for examining how such relational dynamics are enacted within
technologically mediated environments.

Guided by this theoretical orientation, the present study conceptualizes care as a relational and contextual
process that emerges through responsiveness to the unique circumstances of each student. Attention to
context underscores the importance of recognizing the varied personal, professional, and social conditions
that shape how students engage in online learning. Care extends beyond visible or procedural acts to include
emotional presence, attentiveness, and an internalized regard for the well-being of others. Such expressions of
care reflect a deeper commitment to understanding students not only as learners but as individuals navigating
complex lived realities. Within this framework, the actions of the one-caring are meaningful only insofar as
they are experienced by the cared-for, reinforcing the importance of examining how students perceive and
interpret caring practices.

Care is further understood as a practice enacted through dialogue, sustained interaction, and the modeling of
ethical engagement. Ongoing communication between instructor and students provides opportunities for care
to be expressed, interpreted, and reciprocated over time. Through these interactions, the one-caring
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demonstrates attentiveness and responsiveness, while the cared-for participates in the relational dynamic by
recognizing and engaging with those efforts. In online environments, these processes are mediated through
digital tools, requiring intentional efforts to foster meaningful dialogue and relational presence. Such
practices highlight the importance of creating spaces where care can be experienced through both structured
and emergent interactions.

Application of Noddings’s (2013) framework to synchronous online education requires attention to how the
relationship between the one-caring and the cared-for is shaped by technological conditions. Digital
environments influence how presence, attentiveness, and responsiveness are communicated, potentially
altering how care is enacted and perceived. As a result, the relational processes that define care must be
reconsidered within the affordances and constraints of online interaction, where immediacy and embodied
presence are limited. This perspective supports an examination of how care operates across both structural
and relational dimensions of online teaching. The use of Noddings’s (2013) ethics of care as a guiding
framework enables an exploration of care as both a philosophical construct and a practical orientation.
Emphasis on the reciprocal relationship between the one-caring and the cared-for allows for a deeper
understanding of how relational engagement, attentiveness, and responsiveness are cultivated within
synchronous online environments. This approach contributes to a more nuanced conceptualization of
relational andragogy and emotional presence in virtual learning contexts.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

Rather than presenting postulated solutions, this paper seeks to present and further questions to hone conceptual,
empirical, and practical ideas. With the preceding ideas in mind, the following questions guided this inquiry:
1. What is the role of caring in a virtual synchronous environment?
2. How may care and the online environment be reimagined as to coexist?
3. Inwhat ways can we carve spaces in a virtual synchronous environment to foster care as relationally
infused with visible acts, practice, dialogue, and modeling?

Methods

I drew from two different methodological approaches. The first approach was a reflective self-study approach
to improve my online teaching practice. The self-study component follows Whitehead’s (2000) assertion that
practitioner inquiry must be rooted in an epistemology of practice, with “I” at the center of reflection. This
approach to practice prompts such questions as “What do I know about my practice and how may I improve
it?” Whitehead also offers that practices of reflexivity involve both internal and external components.

The second methodological approach drew from qualitative inquiry, specifically through semi-structured
interviews conducted with former program students. While the self-study component centered on reflective
examination of my own teaching practice, the inclusion of participant interviews extended this inquiry by
incorporating the perspectives of those who directly experienced the course and program. As such, the
interviews served not only as a source of data but also as a means of triangulating and deepening my
understanding of how care was enacted and perceived within the online environment. This study received
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval prior to data collection, and all participants provided informed
consent. To protect confidentiality, participants were assigned pseudonyms.

Researcher Positionality

This inquiry is informed by positionality as both instructor and researcher within the program under
investigation. As Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted, qualitative research positions the researcher as the
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primary instrument of data collection and interpretation. My role as a practitioner—researcher provided direct
access to the instructional environment while also shaping how care was observed, interpreted, and reflected
upon. Ongoing reflexivity guided the analytic process, ensuring that interpretations remained attentive to
both lived experience and systematic inquiry.

Participants

Graduate students (n=24) in their final semester of their Master’s in Curriculum and Instruction were invited
to participate in the study. Respondents consisted of three females and one male who identified as either an
early childhood or elementary educator. One female participant identified as Latinx. All participants were part
of a cohort of learners seeking teacher certification:

e Samantha: Early Childhood Educator

e Macy: Early Childhood Educator

e Hope: Elementary Teacher

¢ Ronald: College prep for 8th—12th grade students

Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to capture participants’ perceptions of care within the program.
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) emphasize that qualitative interviews are well-suited for understanding how
individuals interpret and make meaning of their experiences. The semi-structured format allowed for
consistency across participants while also providing flexibility to explore emergent themes. This inclusion of
participant voice serves to complement and extend insights generated through self-study.

Data included participant interviews, reflexive memos, teaching artifacts, and observations from synchronous
online sessions. Participants were invited to a 30-minute interview conducted over Zoom. Interview questions
were designed with principles of Noddings’s ethics of care in mind:

a. What does it look like when a teacher/peer is “paying attention” to you in class?
b. How do you recognize when someone is not being attentive to your experiences or concerns?
c. What kinds of responses make you feel valued or heard?
d. Inyour view, what does a caring relationship between teacher and student look like?
e. In what ways are you able to show care for your teacher and peers?
f. How does the online setting affect your ability to show and receive care?
g. How do digital tools shape your experiences of care?
h. Ifyou could design an ideal caring educational environment, what would it look like?
Data Analysis

Data analysis followed an iterative qualitative process. Interview transcripts and reflexive memos were
initially coded using concepts drawn from Noddings’s ethics of care, including relationality, attentiveness,
responsiveness, and dialogue. These codes guided early analysis while remaining open to emergent patterns
within the data. Codes were refined and grouped into broader thematic categories through repeated review.
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Results

For the self-study, I imagined the internal elements composing my assumptions: my knowledge of andragogy
and the humanistic, organic part of teaching. I framed the external elements as actions, assignments, and the
content that are rendered through technology via online learning. Triangulation occurred among reflexive
analysis, participant interviews, and relevant empirical studies.

Raelin (2007) argues that self-study is less about gaining new knowledge and more about adapting existing
knowledge to new contexts. This framing guided my transition from an epistemology of practice to an
epistemology of teaching, wherein meaning emerges through critical reflection on instructional actions within
specific relational and technological contexts. I collected interview data to seek a better understanding of my
own self-study. Initial analyses are meant to improve my own instruction in the online environment and
eventually lead to inquiry in further depth and breadth.

Self-Study Analysis

Initial reflection on the transition to online instruction revealed the pervasive influence of technology in
reshaping the structure and experience of the program. The rapid integration of digital platforms altered not
only how courses were delivered, but also how teaching and learning were conceptualized within the program.
At the same time, these structural shifts brought into sharper focus the human dimensions of the classroom,
the lived experiences of students, their personal and professional responsibilities, and the organic nature of
interaction that continued to emerge despite technological mediation. These observations prompted deeper
consideration of how care operates within online environments, particularly in relation to both the structural
conditions shaping the course and the relational dynamics experienced by students.

Small, often unplanned moments illustrated this reality: a child entering the frame, a pet interrupting a
discussion, or a student briefly stepping away to attend to family needs. Rather than functioning as
disruptions, these moments revealed the persistence of human experience within digital space and
highlighted the relational complexity of online learning environments. These interactions prompted a
reconsideration of what it means to be present and attentive in a virtual classroom, suggesting that care may
be expressed not only through structured instructional practices but also through recognition and
responsiveness to the lived realities students bring into the learning environment.

Participant-Interview Analysis

Core principles from Noddings’s ethics of care provided the framework for initial coding of participant
interviews. These principles include care as a relational and contextual process, care beyond visible acts, the
dynamic between the one-caring and the cared-for, and care enacted through practice, dialogue, and
modeling. Participant responses revolved around three major distinctions: 1) virtual care, i.e., caring
through/with technology and tools; 2) acknowledgement as a form of care; and 3) an organic, humanistic
form of care that emulated real-world human connection but rendered in a virtual environment.

Virtual Care
Noddings (2013) reminds us that caring relationships are not static; they shift and take on different forms
across time and context. Care in an online environment is no exception, though it is a form whose importance

I had, at times, taken for granted. Mastel-Smith et al. (2015) emphasized the significance of course structure,
pointing to the need for an organized design that allows students to navigate the platform with clarity and
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ease. Within such environments, students benefit from clearly accessible weekly content, transparent
timelines for assignments, and consistent communication through course announcements.

Robinson et al. (2020) extended this understanding by drawing attention to flexibility in deadlines and
assignment submission. This flexibility reflects the lived realities of students who pursue online learning while
managing competing personal and professional demands. Through my own self-reflection, however, what
emerged less predictably was the extent to which instructor readiness to teach online shaped how care was
experienced. Care was not only conveyed through intention but through the ability to anticipate and respond
within the structure of the digital environment.

Some aspects of care appear uniquely tied to the online context. These are not solely interpersonal gestures,
but technological enactments of care embedded within the design of the course itself. Macy offered a
particularly telling example when reflecting on class start times:

We’ve had a couple of professors that allowed us to start . . . just a few . . . like 15 minutes later. The
official start time was 15 minutes later than normal. Those 15 minutes helped . . . like really helped. I
didn’t have to rush . . . I could get home and get my kids a little situated. Otherwise . . . I'd Zoom from
my classroom because I couldn’t make it home in time . . . and I don’t want to be in my classroom
until 9 o’clock at night . . .

In this account, a seemingly minor adjustment becomes an act of care that acknowledges the complexity of
students’ lives. Hope described a similar experience, this time grounded in course organization:

. . . the course was opened early so we could see everything before class started. The syllabus. The
assignments . . . it was all easy . . . it was a relief because I did not know what the class was going to be
about.

Here, care is experienced through clarity and access, where reducing uncertainty creates space for
engagement. In contrast, Samantha’s account reveals how the absence of such structures can be experienced
as a lack of care:

They just said, oh, well, I'll just give you . . . you'll just figure it out. We'll just . . . it'll work itself out,
instead of actually, like, doing something for us. Because there's nothing worse than a professor
saying, oh, well, we're all in this together, but not actually helping us get to the other point. Instead,
we were all stressed out to the max.

Holistically, these accounts suggest that students encounter care not only through interpersonal interaction,
but through the structural conditions of the learning environment. Organizational clarity, accessibility of
materials, and flexibility in scheduling operate as tangible forms of attentiveness that support student
engagement. When these structures are absent, uncertainty increases and stress becomes more difficult to
manage. These findings connect with scholarship that emphasizes the role of course design in reducing
cognitive and emotional burden (Mastel-Smith et al., 2015; Robinson et al., 2020). At the same time, they
extend Noddings’s (2013) conceptualization of care by illustrating how responsiveness can be embedded
within the design of the learning environment itself. Technological structures do not merely support care; they
enact it by anticipating and responding to the needs of adult learners as they navigate the intersecting
demands of their lives.

Acknowledgement
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As an instructor, I found myself returning to the idea that care can and should extend beyond technological
design. Briggs (2024) calls for a more humanizing approach to digital and online education, one that
foregrounds relational presence as central to student success. Within a virtual classroom, this humanistic
orientation does not disappear. Instead, it takes on new forms that remain deeply relational in nature. Across
participant accounts, one of the most consistent expressions of care was the experience of being acknowledged
by the instructor. For Samantha, acknowledgement was closely tied to instructor responsiveness:

For me, it was really just about being acknowledged . . . that they had something to say, whether they
said it verbally or through chat. It always felt good knowing that they were heard and understood, at
least some of what I was talking about. Because, you know, with the online setting, it’s a completely
new world for a lot of us.

Acknowledgement in this account functions not simply as recognition, but as confirmation that one’s presence
and contributions have been received and taken up within the interaction. Macy expressed a similar need for
acknowledgement, though she located it in the timing and accessibility of communication outside of class:

Just acknowledging that we have questions. We do our work at odd hours. I know we had a professor
that started our own GroupMe . . . so it was our cohort plus him, and so then we could ask questions
through that, and that was nice, because it felt a little more quicker than an email. So that just felt
like, oh, okay, like, he . . . is saying one thing, and he's following through with that, right? Same with,
like, when you . . . when professors say, like, oh yeah, email if you have questions . . . responding in a
reasonable time shows care, too.

Here, acknowledgement is experienced through immediacy and follow-through, where responsiveness
becomes a tangible indicator that student needs are recognized and prioritized. For Hope, acknowledgement
emerged through the instructor’s attentiveness during presentations:

... okay, so anytime I've had a presentation, and professors are really good at giving us feedback, it's
the things that you would have never expected them to pull out, but they're giving you a feedback that
isn't like, oh, good job, this was well, that was well. They're telling you, like, hey, you pointed this out,
and that's an interesting point. And you might not have been, like, that might not have been
somewhere you were gearing towards.

In this case, acknowledgement takes shape through specificity. Feedback that engages directly with a student’s
ideas signals a deeper level of attention, one that moves beyond general affirmation toward meaningful
engagement. Across the participants’ insights, acknowledgement emerges as a multifaceted practice shaped by
immediacy, attentiveness, and sustained engagement with student contributions. Students experience care
not only through what instructors say, but through how and when they respond. Acknowledgement operates
as a mechanism through which relational connection is made visible within the virtual classroom. These
findings resonate with Noddings’s (2013) conception of care as inherently relational and responsive,
particularly within the dynamic between the one-caring and the cared-for. Within this framework,
acknowledgement becomes an enactment of attentiveness that affirms students’ presence, ideas, and
experiences. The immediacy and specificity of these interactions appear to soften the perceived distance of the
online environment, fostering connection even in the absence of physical co-presence.

Humanistic Care

Watson (2012) reminds us that individuals often pursue online learning as a way to balance fundamental
aspects of their lives, including work, family, and other ongoing responsibilities. This context matters.
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Students in online degree programs do not enter the virtual classroom as isolated learners; they arrive
situated within the demands of their daily lives. Caring beyond visible acts, then, involves recognizing these
motivations and responding in ways that account for the realities students navigate outside of the course.
Samantha expressed appreciation for instructors who acknowledged these realities in ways that felt both
natural and affirming:

... alot of times, professors will say, “we understand.” If our kids come into screen, commenting, like,
hi, or including them, that happened in our last class . . .

In this moment, care is not formalized or planned. It emerges through a willingness to recognize the presence
of students’ lives within the learning space. Macy described a similar experience, when instructors moved
beyond acknowledgment and actively included students’ families in the interaction:

We had a lot of kids on screen, and then professors were asking them questions and getting them
involved. And then they felt really proud and obviously, as a parent, that feels good too . . .

Here, care becomes participatory. What might otherwise be treated as a disruption is reframed as an
opportunity for connection, allowing students to experience a sense of pride and belonging that extends
beyond the individual. These moments suggest that care operates not only through structured instructional
practices but through the ways instructors respond to the unexpected. Seemingly small interactions carry
weight, often holding as much significance as formal academic insights (Watson, 2012). In home-based
learning environments, where quiet and separation are not always possible, attentiveness to these realities
becomes a meaningful expression of care. Ronald pointed to another form this attentiveness can take through
brief but intentional check-ins at the start of class:

We would start each class with just a little quick check-in. For whoever wanted to speak up about their
day ... so being able to do that, to connect with students on a more personal level, being attentive . . .

Hope echoed this experience, emphasizing the consistency of these moments across her program:

... asking how their day is going . . . I really appreciated throughout this program, all the professors . .
. took the first few minutes just to kind of check in and . . . just have a quick little conversation.

The participant comments demonstrate that care is enacted through both spontaneous and intentional
relational practices. Informal conversations, shared moments, and brief check-ins create space for students to
be recognized beyond their academic roles. These interactions foster a sense of belonging and mutual
recognition within the virtual classroom, where the boundaries between personal and academic life are often
more visible. Rabin (2021) similarly found that such practices can ease student anxiety in online synchronous
environments. Even simple prompts that invite students to share how they are doing can shift the tone of the
classroom, making space for openness and connection. Without these moments, online interactions can
become rigid and high stakes, often centering only on performance rather than presence.

From a theoretical perspective, these experiences reflect Noddings’s (2013) view of care as relational and
responsive, grounded in attentiveness to the other. Within this framework, care is not confined to planned
instructional strategies. It emerges through everyday interactions that acknowledge the ongoing negotiation
between student learning and student lives. In this sense, humanistic care becomes visible not through grand
gestures but through the consistent recognition of students as whole individuals situated within complex and
overlapping contexts.
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Discussion

Findings from the self-study analysis and participant interviews provided a basis for addressing the guiding
research questions. The following discussion synthesizes these findings in relation to the role, adaptation, and
enactment of care within a virtual synchronous learning environment.

What Is the Role of Caring in a Virtual Synchronous Environment?

Care functions as a central component of teaching and learning within a virtual synchronous environment,
carrying a level of importance comparable to that of traditional face-to-face settings. Although Nel Noddings
(2013) conceptualized care through the relationship between the one-caring (typically the teacher) and the
cared-for (typically the student), this relational framework extends to adult learners within higher education
contexts. Research by Chen and Shih (2025) reinforced this perspective, emphasizing that attentiveness and
responsiveness to the needs of others remain foundational to caring relationships regardless of setting.

Findings from this study suggest that core elements of care, including relational engagement, attentiveness
beyond visible acts, and care enacted through dialogue and modeling, remain essential in online
environments. These elements contribute to student engagement and persistence while also supporting the
development of relational connections among participants. In addition to instructor—student relationships,
graduate students demonstrated the capacity to cultivate peer-based networks of care, further reinforcing the
idea that care operates as a shared and relational process within synchronous online learning environments.

How May Care and the Online Environment Be Reimagined to Coexist?

Care within online environments does not diminish in importance but instead requires reconceptualization in
response to the affordances and constraints of digital learning spaces. Findings indicate that care is enacted
through both structural and relational dimensions, reflecting a shift from traditional face-to-face expressions
toward practices that are mediated through technology. Chen and Shih (2025) suggested that care should be
understood as a cultural and relational atmosphere rather than a series of isolated acts, a perspective that is
particularly relevant in online contexts.

Evidence from participant experiences demonstrates that care is communicated through intentional course
design, including organized learning management systems, flexible structures, and opportunities for
interaction. At the same time, relational practices such as responsiveness, acknowledgement, and
opportunities for dialogue contribute to students’ perceptions of being heard and valued (Mastel-Smith et al.,
2015; Rabin, 2021). These findings suggest that the coexistence of care and online learning depends on the
integration of technological structures with humanistic relational practices rather than the prioritization of
one over the other.

In What Ways Can Spaces Be Cultivated in a Virtual Synchronous Environment to
Foster Relational Care?

The cultivation of care within virtual synchronous environments requires intentional design and pedagogical
decision making that prioritizes relational engagement. Findings from this study indicate that opportunities
for care emerge through both structured and spontaneous interactions, including routine check-ins, informal
dialogue, and responsiveness to students’ lived experiences. These practices create conditions for relational
presence, allowing students to experience recognition and connection despite the mediated nature of the
environment.
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Instructional approaches that support relational care must also account for the contextual and cultural
variability of students’ experiences. Chen and Shih (2025) emphasized that care is not universally defined,
suggesting that instructors must remain attentive to the diverse ways in which care is expressed and received.
As a result, fostering care in online environments requires ongoing reflection and adaptation, ensuring that
pedagogical practices remain responsive to the needs and realities of learners.

Synthesis

Findings from this study demonstrate that caring in synchronous online teacher education is inherently
multidimensional, encompassing both technological and humanistic dimensions. Technological structures
establish the conditions under which care can be experienced, while humanistic practices animate relational
meaning within those structures. Clear organization, accessibility, and flexibility reduce barriers to
participation, enabling students to engage more fully in the learning process. At the same time, relational
practices such as acknowledgement, dialogue, and responsiveness foster trust, connection, and a sense of
belonging among participants.

The interdependence of these dimensions suggests that care in online environments cannot be reduced to
either structural design or interpersonal interaction alone. Instead, meaningful care emerges through the
integration of both, reflecting an attentiveness to the lived complexities of adult learners. Findings further
indicate that virtual environments do not inherently limit opportunities for care; rather, they require
instructors to enact new forms of attentiveness that respond to the mediated nature of interaction and the
diverse circumstances shaping student participation.

Implications for Online Teacher Education

Implications for online teacher education extend from the integrated nature of technological and humanistic
care identified in this study. Effective online programs must move beyond content delivery models and
instead adopt approaches that intentionally embed care within both course design and instructional practice.
Intentional course design represents a foundational component of care in online environments. Programs that
prioritize clarity, predictability, and accessibility through organized learning management systems, early
access to materials, and flexible timelines create conditions that reduce student anxiety and support
persistence. These structural elements reflect attentiveness to the realities of adult learners, many of whom
balance professional, personal, and academic responsibilities. As such, technological design functions not only
as an organizational tool but also as an expression of care that anticipates and responds to student needs.

Relational practices within synchronous sessions further extend the enactment of care. Findings from this
study highlight the importance of structured opportunities for connection, including routine check-ins, verbal
acknowledgement, responsiveness through chat or discussion, and timely individualized feedback. These
practices contribute to a sense of community and mitigate the formality and perceived distance often
associated with online learning environments. Relational engagement within synchronous spaces reinforces
the idea that care is experienced through interaction, not merely conveyed through course structure.

Professional development for teacher educators also emerges as a critical implication. Many instructors
demonstrate strong content knowledge and instructional expertise, but they may lack preparation in
cultivating relational presence within digitally mediated environments. Targeted professional learning
opportunities that focus on translating care ethics into online pedagogical strategies can support instructors in
developing more intentional and coherent approaches to care. Establishing shared frameworks for integrating
technological and humanistic dimensions of care may further strengthen program-wide consistency and
enhance student experiences.
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Limitations and Future Directions

This study is not without limitations. The inquiry was conducted within a single graduate teacher education
program at a regional university, which may limit the transferability of findings to other institutional contexts.
The small number of interview participants further constrains the range of perspectives represented, as four
participants contributed to the interview data. Although the depth of qualitative insight remains valuable, the
findings should be interpreted as context-specific rather than broadly generalizable. Researcher positionality
also presents an important consideration. The dual role of instructor and researcher introduces the potential
for bias in both interpretation and representation of the data. Reflexive practices were employed throughout
the study to remain attentive to this influence; however, the insider perspective inevitably shapes how care is
observed and understood.

The focus on a synchronous online environment further situates the findings within a specific mode of digital
learning. Asynchronous and hybrid environments may offer different opportunities and constraints for
relational interaction, suggesting that the enactment of care may vary across formats. Future work should
consider how these dimensions of care translate across diverse online learning structures. Despite these
limitations, the study offers meaningful implications for practice. Findings suggest that care in online
environments must be intentionally embedded within both course design and instructional practice.
Structural elements such as organization, accessibility, and flexibility function as foundational expressions of
care, while relational practices such as acknowledgement, responsiveness, and dialogue contribute to
students’ sense of connection and belonging.

Implications for teacher education programs extend to the preparation and support of instructors.
Professional development that focuses on translating care ethics into online pedagogical strategies may better
equip educators to cultivate relational presence within mediated environments. Emphasis on both
technological and humanistic dimensions of teaching can support more cohesive and responsive approaches
to online instruction. Future research should extend this work across a broader range of institutional contexts
and program structures. Studies involving larger and more diverse participant samples would strengthen
understanding of how care is experienced across populations. Additional inquiry into asynchronous and
hybrid environments may further illuminate how relational care is enacted under varying technological
conditions. Finally, exploration of peer-to-peer care and student relational networks may provide deeper
insight into how care operates as a shared and collective process within online learning environments.

Conclusion

The findings from this study highlight the need for teacher education programs to prioritize relational
andragogy within synchronous online environments. As online learning continues to expand, care should not
be treated as an ancillary or optional component of instruction; rather, it represents a foundational dimension
of effective graduate education. The interplay among technological care, course design, flexibility, presence,
acknowledgment, and responsiveness, suggests that meaningful learning requires attention to both the
structural and relational conditions that shape student experiences.

This study offers insight into how care is experienced and enacted within synchronous online graduate teacher
education. Care in digital environments is neither diminished nor automatically reproduced; it must be
intentionally cultivated through instructional choices that integrate structure with relational presence. The
findings underscore that care is expressed not only through interpersonal exchanges but also through
thoughtful technological design that supports learners’ well-being and academic engagement.
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Ultimately, embracing an ethic of care within online teacher education requires reconceptualizing both the
technological and humanistic dimensions of teaching. By recognizing and nurturing relational moments—
whether brief, spontaneous, or mediated through screens—teacher educators can create online learning
environments that honor the complexity of adult learners’ lives while supporting meaningful professional
growth. In doing so, programs contribute to a more humane and responsive vision of teacher preparation in
an increasingly digital educational landscape.
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