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Abstract

The graduate journey can be both isolating and difficult for both online and face-to-face doctoral
students. Online doctoral students, specifically enrolled in an Ed.D. program, experience feelings of
isolation and non-belonging due to their geographic distance from a brick and mortar campus and their
part-time student status (Gardner and Gopaul, 2012). For students hailing from professional careers,
academia and higher education require the development of a new vocabulary, sensemaking of hierarchy
within such a setting, and the adjustment to norms within a new culture. Culture shock and impostor
syndrome (Clance & Imes, 1978) register themselves as participants within the acculturation process for
doctoral students, critically accelerated by their status as online learners. The most critical aspect to
dissipating these academic roadblocks is the ensuring that students feel they are part of a community of
learners (Ehrenberg & Kuh 2009; Lander, 2005) working towards a collective intelligence group working
to build empathy amongst graduate students. Developing levels of empathy in the infancy of doctoral
studies fosters a communal learning environment that will carry through the doctoral experience. 

Our curiosities and program needs sparked a desire to explore the following research questions: 
• How can graduate programs encourage the development of empathy?
• How can technological tools encourage the development of a community of learners in order to
promote empathy? 

For Ed.D. students, constructing a vibrant learning community from a distance presents a distinct
challenge. In response to feelings of isolation and a desire to mimic authentic conversation, the online
Ed.D. searched to find an online video discussion tool which facilitated dialogue between new online
doctoral students in a relaxed setting. A search for a collaborative video discussion platform led to
FlipGrid, a free online video discussion tool mobilized to encourage student-to-student and faculty-to-
student interactions and positively impact social and emotional learning. Skeptical of the fit a free web-
based tool might provide, program administrators undertook a large-scale beta test to determine the
scope of the tool. 

Pleasantly surprised, program faculty and staff determined that FlipGrid was capable of meeting all
needs desired from an online collaboration tool. The training required was minimal, the platform was free
of charge and easy to use, and the final videos were engaging and informal. Therefore, we immediately
embedded this tool in our learning management system (LMS) to share video responses in a low-stakes,
high engagement environment. Taking the discourse from two-dimensional discussion posts to three-
dimensional engaged conversations opened the door for empathy to infiltrate the online learning
community. While only in the infancy of its integration, our new cohort has already cited increased
feelings of empathy and connectedness unfelt by cohorts from the past as a result of this technological
tool. 
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