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Abstract  
Online synchronous learning presents unique challenges when teaching creative fields such as design and 

copywriting. Creative education characteristically involves individual expression, informal group 

collaboration, and praxis-driven experiential learning. However, the online environment dehumanises the 

experience, reducing opportunities for essential social interaction and community development, which 

impacts on engagement and the learning experience. This paper aims to build on previous research in the 

humanising of online education, by examining strategies for enhancing social presence in the classroom, 

specifically in fields of creative education. Observations on student engagement were made by the 

author of this paper, as one of the instructors delivering an online short course in copywriting at a 

private institute of higher education in South Africa. A reflection of the course experience revealed 

that students were remarkably eager to share ideas, opinions and answers during online synchronous 

sessions. Despite the class numbers exceeding 300 students per session, a high level of engagement 

was experienced throughout the course. A quality assessment questionnaire reported positive 

feedback from the students who found the course to be rewarding and engaging, with notable value 

found in the practical examples shared. Based on the theoretical framework of community of inquiry, 

a positive social presence was created that established a sense of belonging and trust. This 

environment effectively encouraged collaboration between participants to actively construct 

individual meaning. This paper reflects on the approach utilised by the instructors to help humanise 

the virtual learning environment. This case study critically reflects on the success of this copywriting 

course by observing the dimensions of social presence in the online learning space, specifically in fields 

of creative study such as design and copywriting. The paper contributes to theory on humanising 

pedagogy and confirms the pivotal role of the online instructor in enhancing engagement, by 

acknowledging the student as a whole human, with consideration of emotional dimensions, and lived 

experiences. The humanising role of the instructor when teaching through technology makes a 

significant contribution to the student learning experience. 

Keywords: Creative education; online learning; social presence; humanising pedagogy, student 

engagement 

Introduction 
The nature of the online learning environment is characterised by limitations in social connection and 

student engagement (Roddy et al. 2017; Al Okla et al. 2023). More specific challenges are presented when 

teaching creative fields such as design and copywriting online (Burke 2020). The experience of the creative 

student is further compromised in this space considering the unique demands of creative education (Baker 
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et al. 2016), such as increased risk-taking and a focus on praxis-based learning through doing (Patterson 

2010). The essential informal social interaction typically experienced in a face-to-face creative studio is 

limited in the online classroom, resulting in feelings of isolation and disengagement (Carlson 2022). 

However, the online instructor can play a critical role in humanising the virtual learning environment 

to develop social presence in the online classroom (Volschenk et al. 2020; Strijdom & De Klerk 2021). 

When students experience a sense of belonging and community, they are more willing to engage and 

become more connected to the learning experience (Roddy 2017). Considering the increasing 

relevance of online education, this research contributes to the development of optimum online 

teaching approaches with a specific focus on creative education. 

Literature review 

Challenges of online teaching 

A classroom is by nature a social environment where people communicate and build relationships. 

However, teaching through technology alters the way in which instructors and students interact 

(Roddy et al. 2017). There is a level of dehumanisation in the online classroom that impacts the 

learning experience (Strijdom & De Klerk 2021; Balkanska 2023). A significant feature of the face-to-

face classroom is the natural rapport experienced between students and instructors. Non-verbal social 

cues such as facial expressions and body language are restricted in synchronous online sessions 

(Volschenk et al. 2021). It becomes more difficult to establish a dynamic class community as students 

experience feelings of alienation and isolation (Greenan 2021). Considering the basic human need for 

interaction, the online teaching environment therefore presents significant challenges for instructors 

to maintain engagement (Carlson 2022; Al Okla et al. 2023). 

Challenges of teaching creativity online 

The challenges of student engagement in the online classroom are exacerbated when teaching 

creative fields of study, demanding additional imagination in the instructor approach (Burke 2020). 

Some educators believe that teaching creative courses online involves elements of compromise as 

there is dissonance between the online learning environment and the core essence of the arts (Baker 

et al. 2016). The fundamental humanity associated with fields of art, design, and writing relies on 

interpersonal interactions that are difficult to replicate in virtual settings. The informal collaboration 

that takes place within a creative ‘studio’ is missing in this context, a setting that typically facilitates 

participation, discussion, and constructive feedback (Patterson 2010; Askland et al. 2011). An integral 

aspect of these discussions involves an understanding of the processes as well as the resolved output 

to develop fundamental skills in creative problem solving (Eisner 2008; Burke, Baker & Hobdell 2023). 

It is argued this is of particular importance when teaching the field of copywriting, as compelling 

audience-centred conceptual communication is achieved by following stages in the design thinking 

process. The role of prototyping and practical application is essential to this process, which is 

challenging to achieve in the online learning environment (Cutcher & Cook 2016). Creative learning is 

characterised by a first-hand experience where conceptual understanding and meaningful learning is 

centred on praxis and achieved through doing. There is a sense of ‘experiential knowing’ that is 

fundamental to the somatic experience in creative education, which involves an embodied awareness 

within the communication between role players (Burke 2020, p. 5). 
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The role of engagement 

The correlation between student engagement and educational outcomes has been extensively 

explored and is considered a critical factor in the learning experience, even described as ‘the holy grail 

of learning’ (Sinatra et al. 2015, p. 1). But what is learner engagement? Despite extensive research in 

the field of student engagement, there is limited consistency in the definitions of engagement, 

particularly in technology-mediated learning (Roddy et al. 2017). However, there is general consensus 

that active student participation in the learning experience increases levels of academic achievement. 

When higher levels of emotional and cognitive energy are given to accomplishing a task, the student 

also experiences increased satisfaction with the learning outcome (Halverson & Graham 2019). The 

emotional dimension of engagement therefore plays an essential role in creating a sense of belonging 

within the confines of an online learning environment (Al Okla et al. 2023). 

Strategies to boost student engagement are typically categorised through three levels of interaction 

– student-to-content, student-to-instructor, and student-to-student (DeVito 2016, Martin & Bolliger 

2018). In the context of online learning, another important form of engagement is found in the 

relationship between humanity and technology, with ‘different mixtures of human and technical 

interaction’ inherent in the online learning experience (Al Okla et al. 2023, p. 160). The Learn 

Management Systems (LMS) utilised in distance learning hold potential to extend beyond a tool for 

managing information (Boyd 2016) and become a virtual ‘multifaceted ecosystem’ that reshapes 

identities and structures relationships (Strydom et al. 2021, p. 140). 

Role of the instructor in humanising the online classroom 

A core role player in the creative virtual classroom is the online instructor, who in the absence of face-

to-face contact, becomes a critical ‘ingredient’ in facilitating deeper student engagement (Roddy 2017 

p. 30). The online instructor is therefore expected to possess a wider range of competencies to fulfil 

this multi-dimensional responsibility (Bawane & Specter 2009). The barriers to online human 

connection could be mitigated if the instructor is able to establish a sense of social presence in the 

classroom (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 2000). As the only personalised point of contact in the 

learning experience, the online instructor becomes more than a deliverer of content, but an essential 

emotional facilitator (Richardson et al. 2015). This supports the theory of humanising pedagogy, in 

which the role of the instructor extends beyond transmitting information to promoting the overall 

well-being and individual development of students, through a sense of ‘becoming’. Humanising 

pedagogy recognises students as whole humans, influenced by their individual identities and lived 

experiences (Del Carmen Salazar 2013). The background experiences of students are of particular 

relevance in the context of online learning in South Africa. In addition to the challenges of unreliable 

digital connection, many novice students with lower levels of digital literacy experience increased 

anxiety in an online classroom, exacerbating feelings of social division (Queiros & de Villiers 2018). 

The instructor-student relationship therefore plays a core role in humanising pedagogy, ‘serving as 

the connective tissue between students, engagement, and rigour’ (Pacansky-Brock et al. 2020, p. 2). 

By fostering a sense of community and presence, the instructor facilitates connection on a more 

relatable, human level. Understandably, there are limitations in unveiling individual stories for every 

student, when faced with greater levels of anonymity and fewer opportunities for personalised 

connection. However, the online instructor has potential to become a ‘learning catalyst’ by 

encouraging interaction, asking questions, and allowing students to discover their own patterns of 

learning (Volery & Lord 2000, p. 223). 
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This approach is of particular relevance in fields of creative education, considering the individuality of 

expression and unique ideation methods adopted by designers and writers. Humanising the online 

learning experience is therefore a valuable teaching strategy, which impacts student satisfaction and 

academic outcomes, as students become ‘co-creators of knowledge’ (Balkanska 2023, p. 20). 

Encouraging open dialogue is an essential component in creative learning but it cannot be assumed 

that students will engage in discussions or interact voluntarily. The instructor is therefore critical in 

consciously structuring interaction opportunities into the delivery of content (Coomey & Stephenson 

2018; Martin & Bolliger 2018). Constructive collaboration and group work that is fundamental to 

effective creative learning also requires more deliberate facilitation by the instructor (Volschenk et al. 

2020). 

The community of inquiry (COI) 

The Community of Inquiry provides a valuable theoretical framework for examining the dynamics 

involved in humanising the online teaching environment. The sense of ‘community’ in this context 

extends beyond a group of individuals in a specific social unit and focuses on how students participate, 

collaborate and explore meaning through purposeful communication (Garrison 2009). The essence of 

the ‘inquiry’ occurs in the overlap between three dimensions – social presence, cognitive presence, 

and teaching presence. Cognitive presence allows for the critical thinking associated with the 

construction of meaning and understanding of content. Teaching presence plays a crucial role in 

providing the appropriate facilitation of content and technology to realise the outcomes of the study 

(Garrison, Anderson & Archer 1999). In the online classroom, an example of teaching presence can be 

found in the chat forums, where the instructor’s constructive facilitation of discourse ensures the 

discussion remains focused and learners stay engaged (Garrison 2009). 

Social presence 

The third element of social presence from the CoI model is of most significance in this discussion on 

humanising the online learning experience for creative education. The concept is rooted in social 

psychology and explores how communication facilitates emotional connection and interpersonal 

relationships (Sherblom 2010). Social presence examines how different individuals in a group express 

their personal characteristics and make purposeful connections in a trusted environment, or 

‘community’. If students feel safe and socially recognised, they are more likely to engage in critical 

thinking and achieve deeper learning (Greenan 2021). In the context of computer-mediated 

communication where typical non-verbal social cues are limited, it becomes even more important for 

students and instructors to present themselves as ‘real people’ (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 1999, 

p. 4). 

The three indicators of social presence are all of particular relevance in fields of creative education: 

emotional expression, open communication, and group cohesion. In this context the collaborative 

‘studio’ environment plays a critical role in collaboration, ideation, and experimentation. The quality 

of discourse and engagement is enhanced when students feel as part of a group rather than an 

individual, and authentic communication then extends beyond interaction into an ‘act of shared 

creation and discovery’ (Schrage 1995, p. 4; Garrison, Anderson & Archer 1999). The openness and 

approachability of the instructor help to compensate for the reduced social cues in the online space 

(Ghamdi, Samarji & Watt 2016; Song, Kim & Park 2019). Beyond the delivery of academic material, 

instructors might enhance engagement by utilising elements of immediacy behaviour in their teaching 

approach, such as self-disclosure, emotional expression, and humour (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 

1999; Pacanski-Brock et al. 2020) 
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Indicators contributing to social presence 

Self-disclosure 

Self-disclosure represents a sharing of feelings, attitudes, and personal information outside of the 

classroom context, such as private interests and experiences. This communication approach helps to 

build familiarity and intimacy and encourages reciprocation from other participants (Greenan 2021). 

In the online classroom, students have limited cues or information about the instructor, particularly if 

cameras are not turned on, which impacts the development of meaningful relationships in the 

classroom. The instructor might apply simple behaviours to compensate, such as using first names and 

discussing common interests (Song, Kim & Park 2019; Ghamdi, Samarji & Watt 2016). 

In the context of creative education this becomes of particular importance, as developing skills in 

creative ideation often takes place through constructive dialogue and interpretation of feedback. By 

establishing a trusted community, students feel more open to taking risks and proposing innovative 

ideas without fear of negative judgment. Students feel more connected to instructors who disclose 

some personal information and facilitate open dialogue (Song, Kim & Park 2019). The humanity of the 

interaction is vital for creative students as they experience the person behind the instructor, allowing 

for more open ideation (Dupin-Bryant 2004). If online students are granted a safe space to chat openly, 

their experience of social isolation in the online environment is removed (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 

2019). 

Emotional expression – humour 

Humour is a significant element of immediacy behaviour and plays a critical role in online learning 

(Wanzer, Frymier & Irwin 2010). By creating a relaxed and non-intimidating classroom environment 

through light-hearted banter, and even the use of emoticons, the instructor is able to reduce the 

psychological distance prevalent in the online space (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 2019; Song, Kim & 

Park 2019). Humour is an effective ‘educational lubricant’ that helps to humanise online teaching, 

creating a positive, open relationship between the instructor and student, and amongst peers (Shatz 

& Coil 2008, p. 106; McCabe, Sprute & Underdown 2017). The role of humour in teaching creative 

fields is even more pertinent considering the nature of the learning content. For example, copywriters 

are learning how to create communication for brands that entertains audiences, and humour is a 

powerful tool in establishing captivating and memorable consumer connection. When students are 

taught these skills with a relatable and enjoyable approach, they become more willing to participate 

in activities and develop a deeper understanding of the principles through enthusiastic engagement 

(Erdoğdu & Çakıroğlu 2021). 

Methodology 
The core focus of this reflective case study is based on observations of student engagement made by 

the author of this paper, who was also one of the instructors on an online short course in copywriting. 

The course was offered at a private institute of higher education in South Africa as a complementary 

upskilling opportunity across the institution. The course received an extremely positive response with 

602 enrolments and class numbers averaging approximately 250 students in two separate 

synchronous sessions over six weeks. 

The students’ demographic details were not identified but they complete their studies in English and 

demonstrated first-language levels of competency and nuance. The class comprised students in 

different stages in their academic journey, from higher certificate (NQF5) to honour’s level (NQF7). 
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The students were completing a wide range of different qualifications, including communication and 

experience design, strategic brand communications, and general bachelor’s degrees in arts and 

commerce. The level of proficiency in creative education was therefore varied and most students were 

unfamiliar with the principles or skills associated with the field of copywriting. Beyond the more typical 

barriers of online teaching, the class was therefore presented with additional layers of uncertainty as 

students were expected to engage in a field outside their area of specialisation. 

The observation methodology was based on the degree of engagement in the chat facility on 

Blackboard, the chosen learn management system for the course. The students were all familiar with 

this platform and had access to an appropriate digital connection to attend the synchronous sessions. 

The students were invited to use the chat facility to comment on the content, share opinions, answer 

and ask questions. Due to the large numbers in each session, students were not able to use the 

microphone or speak back to the instructor, restricting two-way conversation typically experienced in 

face-to-face settings. Additional data was gathered through analysis of an anonymous questionnaire 

submitted for the purposes of quality assessment after completion of the course. The questionnaire 

featured 10 questions relating to different aspects of the course content, delivery approach, and 

general impressions of their learning experience. The survey questionnaire received 112 responses, 

which represent approximately 35% of the certificated students and 18% of the enrolments. 

Discussion 
A critical analysis of learner engagement in this copywriting course suggests a positive classroom 

culture was achieved by effectively humanising the online teaching experience. Despite the large 

number of students and diversity of knowledge, a notably high level of student engagement was 

experienced. Throughout the two-hour synchronous classes, students maintained a constant flow of 

comments to each other and to the instructors in the chat forum on Blackboard. The students 

demonstrated an openness to shared discovery in a creative field outside of their comfort zone. They 

were willing to share opinions, respond to points made by the instructors, and ask questions by typing 

in the chat.  Examples of comments support this analysis, “You made us feel very comfortable and it 

felt like a judge free and safe learning environment”. “It felt okay get things wrong”. Considering the 

large class numbers, it was not possible to assess the number of students who were not engaged or 

might have responded negatively to the instructor approach. However, the positive tone of the 

comments and consistency of attendance in the sessions over the six-week course suggest broader 

appreciation and enjoyment. 

Self-disclosure 

The instructors enhanced social presence in the online sessions by instinctively practising elements of 

self-disclosure and immediacy behaviour. They chose to keep their cameras on for the entire session 

and introduced themselves with first names to personalise the instruction. An enthusiastic exchange 

of comments occurred when the instructor’s cat was heard purring through the microphone during 

the session and became a topic of conversation at the start of each session. The instructors also shared 

their personal passion and enthusiasm for the field of copywriting, which was appreciated by the 

students and mentioned in the course feedback. 

Humour 

The sessions were characterised by a light-hearted tone and humorous exchanges. When one 

instructor joked in a self-deprecating manner about being a mild hoarder, students responded eagerly 

with a flow of comments about their own personal hoarding tendencies. It is important to note, 
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however, that the use of humour did not involve joke-telling but rather the sharing of relatable 

anecdotes to create a sense of community in the learning experience. The use of emoticons in the 

chat forum also facilitated easy and entertaining engagement. The adverts that were presented as 

examples during the sessions also triggered humorous responses and lightened the tone of the 

classroom. 

Practical examples 

The instructors shared numerous examples of inspiring and entertaining award-winning brand 

campaigns to explain specific points. The use of examples provides an invaluable tangible illustration 

of abstract concepts in teaching creative thinking. This approach utilises elements of praxis-based 

learning to bring the theory to life. The examples also offered a form of entertainment and shifted the 

one-way flow of communication from the tutor to alternative sources of stimulation. 

Creative education 

To compensate for the challenges of the online environment, the instructors on this course provided 

students with positive and supportive feedback to any comments or views in the chat. This approach 

plays a vital role in teaching creative thinking and helps to remove any fear of inadequacy in the 

context of learning unfamiliar concepts. A flipped classroom teaching style was also used with open-

ended questions integrated throughout the delivery of content to encourage students to think 

critically and share personal opinions on relevant topics. 

Feedback 

A quality assessment questionnaire reported a positive tone of feedback from the students with 

consistent comments on the ‘safe’ culture of the online sessions. A BCom student commented, “Our 

facilitators made the classes very enjoyable and comfortable to participate in”. A strategic 

communication student responded, “This course was a pleasure to join even at 20:00 at night as the 

facilitators did not force us to engage which created a safe space where we could openly engage and 

collaborate with them, making the learning process even more valuable”. Students also appreciated 

the high level of interaction, and the learning they gained from their peers. “Although the class was 

online a large amount of us interacted which was super cool because we got to see everyone’s 

interpretations and ideas” – Communications certificate student. 

Conclusion and future research 
There is an increasing need to support online teaching strategies as student numbers in the distance 

campus of this private education institution continue to grow. Extensive research has been conducted 

on the challenges of online teaching, characterised by the lack of face-to-face communication and 

social connection. However, there remains further opportunity to explore teaching creative fields in 

the online environment. Future research could examine the unique challenges of different creative 

specialisations, such as design, creative writing, and copywriting. Potential strategies to replicate 

informal learning in the creative collaborative ‘studio’ environment also present opportunities for 

further discussion. 

Limitations in the Community of Inquiry framework could be investigated, questioning the expectation 

that all engagement is socially constructed, and cognitive presence is developed through social 

presence. This theory makes an assumption that deep and meaningful learning can only take place 

with the practice of sustained two-way communication (Annand 2019). However, the associated 

collaborative constructive worldview might underestimate potential individual factors that also 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    47 

impact the learning experience, including personal preferences and circumstances that limit social 

interaction in online learning (Cooper & Scriven 2017). These factors might be of particular relevance 

in the context of South African education, considering the diversity in digital competency. 

Ironically, the use of technology in humanising teaching leads to fascinating future exploration within 

the computer-mediated teaching environment. With advances in learn management systems, 

instructional design, and artificial intelligence, a plethora of exciting tools and technologies are being 

designed to enhance the levels of student engagement, which inspires further exploration. 

Considering the core objective of this paper is to humanise the online teaching environment, it would 

also, of course, always be wise to reconsider the fundamental aspects of successful personal 

connection in any context: a smile, a laugh, empathy, kindness, and basic mutual respect. 
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