Creating Safe Spaces in a Virtual Community

How to Develop Online Classroom Norms

From Nancy Steineke, author of Classroom Management: Strategies
for Achievement, Cooperation, and Engagement.
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NOW THAT SOME OF US ARE HEADING BACK INTO
THE VIRTUAL CLASSROOM WORLD, we have the chance to build

upon the previous spring’s distance learning experiences. Many teachers found that getting a class
discussion off the ground was harder online than in person, or that students were less likely to share
ideas in a virtual classroom. One of the things to consider as we return to (or face the possibility
of returning to) online learning is class norms. Co-created, relevant classroom norms establish a
safe space for students. If those norms were interrupted during the sudden transition to distance
learning, it’s no wonder that students, particularly those in middle and high school, might be
reluctant to share ideas or even join a virtual classroom. Therefore, at the top of our online teaching
list, there needs to be an explicit and ongoing discussion of how to create a safe virtual classroom.
Before school starts, determine what tools you will be using for student interaction and consider
how to gradually increase the opportunity for interaction as community is built. When you introduce
a new mode of communication, such as a class chat or videoconference, first ask your students:
What would you need from others in order to feel comfortable participating in this online forum?
Then share these ideas with the class.
Then with their comments in mind, try having a technology run through with students on the
platform. As you meet, help students become familiar with the platform: what will they see on
the screen as they join a meeting or are moved into a breakout group, how to enable audio and
video, actions to take if a connection is dropped. Then, ask students how their comments might be
condensed into two or three negotiated rules that are always reviewed prior to chatting, meeting, or
sharing in order to make others feel safe to join in. For example, in the case of a video meeting:
• Focus on whoever is speaking using positive body language.
• Take turns speaking and speak one at a time.
• Enjoy visiting “live” while abstaining from taking screen shots.
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After each meeting, ask students: How did it feel? What would make the next meeting better? It’s
important that we work with our students to continually improve our interactions on these digital
platforms, ever mindful of creating the same respectful safe spaces in a virtual community that we
previously aimed for in the physical classroom.
All my best,

Nancy

Learn more about Classroom Management at Heinemann.com.
Connect with Nancy on Twitter @nsteineke.
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