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How do we design online learning that keeps human 
connection at the center, especially now, as AI 
disrupts how we teach and how students learn?



2025 EDUCAUSE AI Landscape Study 

Fear that AI will 
Depersonalize 

Learning

Optimism for 
Enhanced

Personalization

• 73% are concerned to “a great extent” or 
“somewhat concerned” less personalized work 
and learning

• 66% are concerned to “a great extent” or 
“somewhat concerned” marginalizing 
individuality

• 59% are concerned to “a great extent” or 
“somewhat concerned” diminishing personal 
relationships in learning environments

• AI may support personalized and self-guided 
learning

• AI may improve accessibility for students, 
faculty, and staff with disabilities

• Many institutions are attempting to improve 
students’ learning experiences and outcomes 
through AI-related strategic planning. 

Reveals a tension in higher education:



Humanizing online 
learning is the intentional 
design of online 
education that centers 
the shared humanity of 
all participants by 
fostering connection, 
dialogue, care, critical 
thought, and diverse 
perspectives
(Dias & Boulder, 2023).

(Fredricks et al. 2004)
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Fostering Connection in Online Classes



Challenges in Fostering Connection

Large Enrollment Class
• FOS2001 Man’s Food (450-550)

• Student anonymity

• Limited interaction

• Limited personalized feedback

Small Enrollment Class
• FOS4731 Food Regulations (20-40)

• Silence

• Over-dependence of instructor

• Fewer perspectives



Strategies for Engagement

Small Class 
• Real-life case 

examples
• Open-ended 

discussions
• Personalized 

feedback

Food adulteraton in lecture

Find real food adulteration cases

Discuss the cases and connect it 
with the specific clauses in the act



Strategies for Engagement

Large Class
• Virtual field trips
• Experiential 

assignments
• Collaborative 

learning with light 
facilitation
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Strategies for Engagement

Both classes
• Weekly 

announcements
• Self-reflections
• Instructor presence 

in lecture 
recordings

• Frequent, low-
stakes assessments



Student Feedback & Future Plans

• Exploring more AI-powered 
feedback tools

• Incorporating more 
interactive tools

I felt more connected to 
my peers in this class 

than in any other online 
course!!

I really enjoyed the 
international cuisine 

assignment. Great 
way to learn while 

I’m in an online 
class!



Final Takeaway

• Intentional design 
fosters connection – 
regardless of class 
size or format
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“Relationships are central 
to a successful college 
experience. They are the 
necessary precondition, the 
daily motivator, and the 
most valuable outcome... 
Relationships are important 
because they raise or 
suppress the motivation to 
learn; a good college fosters 
the relationships that lead 
to motivation.” 

Danial Chambliss and Christopher Takacs 
(From Relationship-Rich Education)
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AI AND EXPERTISE
A.I. is already promising that we won’t need institutions or expertise. It 
does not just speed up the process of writing a peer review of research; it 
also removes the requirement that one has read or understood the 
research it is reviewing. A.I.’s ultimate goal, according to boosters like 
Cuban, is to upskill workers — make them more productive — while 
delegitimizing degrees. Another way to put that is that A.I. wants workers 
who make decisions based on expertise without an institution that 
creates and certifies that expertise. Expertise without experts.

Tressie Cotton McMillan
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“'The Grok integration with X has 
made everyone jealous...Especially 
how people create viral tweets by 
getting it to say something stupid.'”

-Anonymous AI Engineer
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Contact Information
Soohyoun Ahn - sahn82@ufl.edu
Jason Frank - jason.frank@sfcollege.edu
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