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Radical Empathy for Students: Pedagogical Overview
● During the second semester of my DFF program, we pivoted to fully online teaching 

due to the pandemic.
● Challenges: supporting students who are tech-averse or have less access to 

technology; relaying/ simulating complex discussions about writing via videos; 
replicating the “classroom bonding” experience on the discussion board; modifying 
grading requirements to uphold rigor but reinforce flexibility.

● Systemic challenges: combating fear/ uncertainty; reaching out to colleagues and 
mentors in the DFF program to use specific language that would support, encourage 
and otherwise push students to complete the course.



Specific Pedagogical Practices/ Praxes that Model Empathy
STRATEGY 1

● Reach out to experienced faculty, the Academy and mentors to (re)design 
Blackboard course shells.

● Use visual signposting/ memes in course shells (a practice that I modeled based on 
Dr. Judi Nitsch’s course shells on Blackboard).

● Use fully captioned lecture videos with visuals and transcripts.
● Two examples follow.



An example of my use of memes to make an 
important announcement and draw student 
engagement and attention. (I consistently receive 
feedback from students that supports this practice).



An example 
of a typical 
lecture 
video, along 
with 
accessible 
captions and 
a transcript.



(Specific Pedagogical Practices…continued)
STRATEGY 2: THE THREE-SURVEY APPROACH

● Use an entry survey that allows students the opportunity to disclose (to the extent 
they are comfortable) any commitments they have that may conflict with or impact 
their asynchronous attendance (childcare/ caregiving, etc).

● Use an accessibility survey question in the entry survey in the beginning of the 
semester (Fall 2020- ongoing) to gauge what support students need.

● Gauge ongoing student needs via a midterm survey.
● Use an exit survey to map success and areas that require improvement.
● Examples follow.



Entry Survey questions pertaining to accessibility and scheduling.



Midterm 
Survey: two 
questions to 

gauge further 
needs.



End-semester survey: gauging success 
and inviting responses for improvement.



Aiming for a culture of “belonging”
● Last week, I attended the DREAM ATD 2022 virtual conference with Harper 

colleagues.
● The book Pedagogy of Real Talk: Engaging, Teaching, and Connecting with Students 

at Risk by Paul Hernandez was referenced and discussed in the keynote and 
elsewhere.

● Hernandez’ book and Ted Talk both focus on “how to connect with students in order 
to create powerful relationships” that fuel learning and honor the full identity of our 
students as whole humans.

● My DFF experience has helped me adapt as a full-time faculty member: I am 
committed to reinforcing the idea of Harper and my course as a community, and not 
just a space where learning is a one-way street/ process.

http://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/the-pedagogy-of-real-talk/book276586
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IH9AruhN4X4


THANK YOU! 
I am grateful for the experience to serve our students and present some of my 
experiences as a former Diverse Faculty Fellow. I continue to do my best to serve our 
students as a tenure-track instructor.

- Ranjani Murali
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