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1

Communication instructors have always been interested in the dynamics 
and innerworkings of the classroom as it relates to course content and the 
teaching-learning process. This interest is fueled by the inherent nature of the 
field. Communication, as a discipline, is broad and consists of, but not limited 
to, various subareas such as computer-mediated or digital communication, 
group/team communication, health communication, intercultural communi-
cation, interpersonal communication, mass communication, organizational 
communication, political communication, and speech communication, to 
name a few. Within each of the subareas, different contexts exist that involve 
communication dynamics related to the characteristics of each individual 
involved in the interaction, the roles the individuals play in the communi-
cation exchange, and the goals or outcomes of those interactions that were 
influenced by communication dynamics involving personality traits, verbal, 
and nonverbal messages. As a result, communication instructors have studied 
their instructional spaces from a variety of perspectives that involve mes-
sages, course content, and/or communication processes and behaviors that 
occur in an instructional space and that can influence the effectiveness of 
that space. The disciplinary breadth and diversity of the field has contrib-
uted to two general frameworks that define and guide how a teacher might 
investigate an instructional space: communication education and instructional 
communication.

While these two areas are related in that they both involve the topic of 
communication, they are distinctly different. According to McCroskey and 
McCroskey (2016), communication education “centers on the study of teach-
ing the disciplines of speech and/or communication” (34). However, instruc-
tional communication “centers on the role of communication processes in 
teaching and training contexts in K–12, college, and other organizational 

Chapter 1

Introduction
Renee Robinson
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2 Renee Robinson

environments” (33). While communication education and instructional 
communication are different, they each have classroom applications and rel-
evancy. Consequently, communication instructors may contemplate or inves-
tigate their classrooms from a communication curriculum or pedagogical 
perspective or a communication process-relationship-effects/outcome per-
spective. However, communication education is discipline specific and linked 
to how an instructor might teach communication content while instructional 
communication applies to any classroom or training space across disciplines 
and organizational contexts and how communication behaviors and processes 
impact those spaces. Therefore, it is not confined to educational institutions 
or the teaching of communication specifically.

Examples of communication education topics published in journals such as 
Communication Education illustrate studies in instructional preparedness and 
remote learning (Westwick and Morreale 2021), instructional flexibility dur-
ing a global pandemic (Tatum and Frey 2021), organizational communication 
and the basic course (Pace and Ross 1983) and have focused on internships 
in the discipline (Downs et al. 1976), among many other areas of communi-
cation teaching emphasis. Over the decades, communication instructors and 
scholars have frequently asked research questions about instructional spaces 
and pursued studies related to communication curriculum and pedagogical 
ideas, interests, or noted problems of the time.

When considering areas explored by communication instructors and schol-
ars in instructional communication, teacher nonverbal immediacy, use of 
instructor humor, teacher misbehavior, and instructor communication behav-
iors as they influence student affective and cognitive learning or motivation to 
learn are common topics of study. A comprehensive reference for the history 
and origins of instructional communication and the topics, approaches, and 
methods affiliated with this aspect of communication studies is the Handbook 
of Instructional Communication: Rhetorical and Relational Perspectives 
(Mottet et  al. 2016). An understanding of the differences and similarities 
concerning communication education and instructional education is helpful 
in comprehending the content and purpose of this book.

TEXT CONCEPTUALIZATION

In keeping with the questions that communication instructors and schol-
ars pose of the discipline, I began contemplating the instructional state of 
the field from a communication education perspective and an instructional 
communication perspective. However, my thoughts were further honed dur-
ing my first semester (2019) as department chair of a large unit comprised 
of  eight undergraduate and two graduate programs offering approximately 
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3Introduction

200 sections of various courses primarily focused on some aspect of commu-
nication (e.g.​,digi​tal/i​nterp​erson​al/or​ganiz​ation​al/rh​etori​cal communication, 
journalism, mass/media studies and production, public relations, visual and 
performing arts) each semester. Additional factors heightening my interest 
involved diversity in delivery systems (face-to-face, online, and hybrid) and 
the myriad of communication processes presented. The department, program, 
college and broader university meetings, I attended or facilitated, focused on 
the classroom, instruction, and student demographics regarding challenges 
and opportunities as they intersected with course and programmatic assess-
ment, delivery systems, faculty development, student engagement, and the 
organizational implications of each topic being discussed by campus faculty 
and administrator colleagues. These campus conversations reflected national 
and regional conversations at the discipline’s conferences and conventions. 
They were also topics explored in publications such as The New York Times, 
US News and World Report, and Wall Street Journal.

In my own classroom, I began observing differences in students, at both 
the undergraduate and graduate levels, concerning student communication 
behaviors and practices, demographics, learning and messaging preferences, 
and other needs as they impacted my own communication behaviors and ped-
agogical responses. As a result, research questions concerning generational 
characteristics intersecting with access to education, communication curricu-
lum, delivery systems, student engagement strategies, technology tools, and 
instructor-student communication behaviors and practices emerged. Given 
my role as department chair, I was wondering about how these topics would 
impact the institution of higher education, instructional spaces, students, and 
the broader world. These observations led to the exploration of generational 
literature as it relates to our newest cohort of students in the classroom and 
those soon to enter the workplace, Generation Z, and how these learners dif-
fered from Millennial students.

Generation Z: An Overview

As noted by Seemiller et  al. (2021) “studies on Generation Z college stu-
dents and learning are sparse” (1). Consequently, two key sources were 
consulted when learning more about Generation Z: Seemiller and Grace’s 
(2016) Generation Z Goes to College and the research conducted by the Pew 
Research Center (2019). Pew generates a host of research focused on US 
populations, technology use, and related variables. What follows is a brief 
summary of cohort characteristics and considerations when thinking about 
Generation Z in US classrooms, future workplaces, and/or broader societies.

Populations and people can be studied from a variety of perspectives. 
However, the Pew Research Center notes that,
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generational cohorts give researchers a tool to analyze changes in views over 
time. They can provide a way to understand how different formative experi-
ences (such as world events and technological, economic and social shifts) 
interact with the life-cycle and aging process to shape people’s views of the 
world (2019).

Pew has conducted generational research on Baby Boomers (1946–1964), 
Generation X (1965–1980), and Millennials (1981–1996). Until recently, the 
focus has been on Millennials and the implications for educational, social, 
and political environments. Millennials, who are now approaching 40, have a 
population size of approximately 72 million. They are the largest US genera-
tion to date and like other generations, were significantly influenced by some 
key life experiences: the terrorist attacks (9/11), US warfare, an economic 
recession, and substantial technology advancement and use (Pew Research 
Center). This generation has also been referred to as the Me Generation or 
Generation Y (Seemiller and Grace 2016). Because this generation was the 
first to be born at the onset of a new century, the term Millennial is most often 
used when referencing individuals born at or around that time. However, in 
2018, the Pew Research Center established a timeline to demarcate a new 
generational cohort, Generation Z.

When examining the literature on Generation Z, early research referred 
to them as Homelanders (Howe and Strauss 2014, as cited in Psychology 
Today), Net Generation or iGeneration (Seemiller and Grace 2016), and Post-
Millennials (Pew Research Center 2019). The most commonly used term is 
Gen Z. This book utilizes the term Generation or Gen Z when discussing 
our newest generation and applies the Pew Research Center’s definition of 
Generation Z as individuals born between 1997 and 2012.

Seemiller and Grace’s (2016) text, Generation Z Goes to College, is also a 
valuable source of information when thinking about the variables that shaped 
this population and the attitudes, beliefs, and values present. Their work pro-
vides a detailed analysis of Generation Z drawing upon various studies and 
research focused on this population. Seemiller and Grace (2016), coupled 
with the Pew Research Center (2019) present compelling data that can help 
instructors better understand their instructional environments when consider-
ing the various student identifiers that emerge based on attitudes, beliefs, and 
values as they intersect with biological, cultural, political, psychological, 
social, and technological structures and systems. These points of intersection 
have shaped Generation Z in interesting ways.

For the purposes of this text, a summary of some Pew Research Center 
(2019) findings relating to Gen Z is included in this introduction as it is espe-
cially important to current learning environments. Additional details about 
Generation Z are also presented in each chapter as they relate to the topic of 
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exploration. As a primer to thinking about Generation Z, demographically 
speaking, Gen Z consists of approximately 67 million people between the 
ages of 9 and 24 currently.

This generation is more ethnically and racially diverse than any other gen-
eration (for instance, 1 in 4 are Hispanic, 14% Black, 6% Asian, 5% other 
race or 2 or more races, Pew Research 2019). Familywise, Gen Z is also more 
likely to have a two parent, married home (66%) with at least one parent 
possessing a bachelor’s degree or higher. When it comes to mental health, 
Gen Z is more likely than other generation to report mental health as fair or 
poor (Buthane 2019). Politically speaking, they prefer governments to solve 
problems as opposed to businesses or people. In Gen Z social connections 
and networks, they are more likely to know someone who prefers gender-
neutral pronouns (35%). Regarding technology, it is the first generation born 
in a fully digital age. Consequently, they have no recollection of a pre-cable/
streaming device world which may be why they generally believe that inter-
net access is a human right.

A potential advantage of Gen Z’s constant access to and use of technology 
involves their increased awareness of cultures, others, and regions. However, 
they have also been negatively impacted by their constant mediated commu-
nication, digital device use, and screen time, which appears to have affected 
their in-person communication skills, nondigital life experiences, and physi-
cal health due to inactivity. A lack of experience coupled with mental health 
concerns and needs for soft skill development demands special attention to 
communication in learning spaces. However, Seemiller and Grace’s (2016) 
research also describes Gen Z as open-minded and thoughtful, loyal and 
responsible, compassionate and determined.

Procedures

The findings of Pew (2019) and Seemiller and Grace (2016) present interest-
ing communication questions, opportunities, and challenges for the study 
of communication education and instructional communication. This body 
of research combined with my communication administrator and instructor 
experiences and observations, informed the following preliminary research 
question, what are college/university instructors doing, researching or think-
ing about in relation to the communication discipline, communication educa-
tion, and instructional communication as it intersects with Generation Z. This 
seemed to be an important question to pose given research or lack thereof on 
Generation Z in learning spaces (Seemiller et al. 2021).

To probe this preliminary research question, I posted a call for chapter 
proposals related to Generation Z and the college classroom on the National 
Communication Association CommNotes site in spring 2020 (pre-pandemic). 
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6 Renee Robinson

The call resulted in this text which contains original research on teacher-
student communication processes and behaviors, communication frameworks 
for thinking about course delivery, and communication education topics that 
reflect the diverse thinking of US faculty in relation to their classrooms and 
Generation Z and how instructors are working to express student care and 
invoke engagement practices leading to effective teaching and learning reli-
ant upon communication processes and practices in instructional spaces.

These topics reflect the work associated with communication educa-
tion and instructional communication and are for colleagues who currently 
instruct, or plan to instruct, in communication classrooms or learning spaces 
in educational institutions or outside the academy to which communication 
impacts learning outcomes and organizational goals of a younger generation 
of citizens, students, and future professionals. The topic probes the com-
munication processes required to connect and understand Gen Z as well as 
activities that advance their learning, develop their skills, and enhance their 
personal growth.

It is important to note that at the onset of this book’s formation, we entered 
a global pandemic with COVID-19 (March 2020). This worldwide threat 
significantly impacted countries, people’s daily lives at the most basic level, 
economic systems, health organizations, and travel to name a few. Higher 
education was not immune to the pandemic or the institutional and structural 
disruptions it caused. Educational systems were forced to go remote, rely on 
digital devices, applications, and tools to facilitate instructional and opera-
tional practices while striving to educate and support students. Faculty, staff, 
and school/college/university life as people knew it no longer existed. To 
complicate matters, a few weeks later, the US experienced significant social 
unrest and challenges to organizational, political, and societal structures con-
cerning the treatment of people and how institutional and political organiza-
tions govern or protect their citizens and constituencies regardless of color, 
ethnicity, or race.

While this book set out to understand how instructors were communicating 
with, engaging, instructing, and researching Generation Z in learning spaces 
in normal times, it didn’t initially account for the implications of a pandemic 
or US unrest concerning race and fair treatment. However, it was a natural 
progression that this project would begin to raise questions about how the 
pandemic and the practices of social structures as they intersect with class, 
privilege, race, and sex would impact Generation Z further as well as com-
munication instruction. As a result, this book presents communication educa-
tion and instructional communication original research and classroom-tested 
practices currently at work in the Gen Z college classroom.

It is my hope that the beginning work of this text is carried forward by 
other researchers interested in how to effectively instruct and collaborate 
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with Generation Z to improve our overall world through the differences each 
of our generations can potentially make and to explore the communication 
competencies needed by instructors and students alike.
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9

INTRODUCTION

Engagement is vital in academic learning (Turner et al. 1998) as it expresses 
the behavioral intensity of students’ active involvement in learning. It is 
through engagement that students’ motivational processes contribute to their 
learning and development (Connell and Wellborn 1990), including their skill 
development and their overall performance in the course (Finn and Rock 
1997). In contrast, disengaged students are passive, give up easily when faced 
with difficulty, express frustration, display negative emotions, struggle with 
concentration and generally withdraw from the class (Skinner and Belmont 
1993). When students are actively engaged in the classroom, there is always 
something to be said about a teacher’s behavior in the classroom. To bet-
ter understand this, researchers have investigated socio-contextual factors 
(Skinner et al. 2008), such as the teacher’s instructional style, interpersonal 
communication and classroom management, and their subsequent impact 
on students’ academic engagement and motivation. Several motivational 
theories, such as the Self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan and Deci 2002), 
provide insight on how teacher’s instructional styles affect students’ engage-
ment and motivation (Ames and Archer 1988). This chapter will specifically 
address two such engagement-promoting features of teachers’ instructional 
styles: autonomy supportive (versus controlling) and structure (versus 
chaos). According to SDT, autonomy supportive teachers facilitate students’ 
personal autonomy by integrating their needs, interests, and goals to guide 
learning and activity which ultimately enhances their engagement level in the 
classroom. Such teachers are able to provide optimal challenges to students, 

Chapter 2

Motivation and Learning

Need-Supportive Teaching 
Style to Engage Gen Z

Sadia E. Cheema and Jie Zhang
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10 Sadia E. Cheema and Jie Zhang

use interesting and enriching learning activities, and highlight meaningful 
learning goals to the students (Assor et  al. 2002; Reeve and Jang 2006). 
Furthermore, teachers who provide structure, that is, clarity on performance 
expectations, are also able to successfully engage students in the classroom.

However, it is important to consider how teachers’ instructional styles 
interact with a new generation of students, Generation Z, born between 
the mid-1990s and 2012 (Twenge 2017). This new generation of learners 
includes a unique set of attributes, beliefs, social norms, and experiences that 
profoundly shape their worldview, and also impact educational approaches 
used to motivate and engage them in classrooms. Hence, previous pedagogi-
cal strategies to engage these learners are likely doomed if the characteristics 
of this generation of learners is not matched with teaching styles and instruc-
tional approaches that can successfully motivate and engage them in class-
rooms. The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the teacher’s instructional 
styles most critical to engage Generation Z students, and identify their impli-
cation on their motivation, and engagement. Additionally, recommendations 
on instructional strategies aligning with autonomy supportive teaching style 
best suited for engaging Generation Z students will be discussed.

MOTIVATION AND EDUCATION:  
A SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY PERSPECTIVE

For students, interactions with their teachers are central to learning. These 
student teacher interactions also intersect with students’ motivation and 
engagement in classrooms. One theoretical framework that connects this 
student-teacher interaction and provides insight on how teacher’s motivat-
ing styles affect students’ engagement (Ames and Archer 1988) is self-
determination theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan 2000). The basic premise of 
the theory is that social contexts of interactions can either be supportive or 
thwart students’ motivation and engagement. In this context, need support 
becomes a crucial concept. Within SDT, the satisfaction of three psycho-
logical needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness, positively affect 
motivation and engagement (Ryan and Deci 2000). In the context of educa-
tion, autonomy involves students’ being given more choice with regards to 
using instructional materials for assignments. Competence refers to recog-
nizing students’ need to understand their coursework. Lastly, Relatedness 
refers to recognizing students’ need for personal support and need for 
belonging in their school relationships. Classroom environments and teach-
ing styles can either facilitate or thwart these needs (Deci and Ryan 1985). 
Accordingly, the theory postulates that students’ engagement in activities 
in the classroom is dependent on the satisfaction of these psychological 
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needs (Stefanou et al. 2004). Consequently, it becomes critical for teachers 
to formulate pedagogical approaches that satisfy these needs in a class-
room, that is, need supportive teaching. Within SDT, three dimensions 
of need supportive teaching are discussed: autonomy support, structure, 
and involvement. These dimensions of need support originate from the 
three psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness, and 
complement each other in terms of their effect on students’ experiences of 
satisfaction of such needs (Connell and Wellborn 1990).

The first dimension is autonomy support, that is, an inherent desire for stu-
dents to experience learning as a self-chosen act reflective of their values and 
needs. According to SDT, teachers’ motivating styles range from controlling 
to autonomy supportive (Deci et al. 1981). Specifically, in controlling style, 
teachers define how students should think, feel, and work on tasks which 
ultimately interferes with students’ inner motivations to actively engage 
in classroom activities. In contrast, autonomy-supportive teachers create 
classroom opportunities to facilitate the needs, interests, and preferences of 
students that guide their learning and engagement in activities (Reeve et al. 
2004). Additionally, this teaching style encourages teachers to show respect 
(Belmont et al. 1992), allow criticism (Assor and Kaplan 2001), and use infor-
mational language to pressurize students to accomplish tasks. Particularly in 
academic settings, researchers have found that students of autonomy-sup-
portive teachers compared to controlling teachers exhibit greater conceptual 
understanding (Grolnick and Ryan 1987), and higher academic performance 
(Boggiano et  al. 1993). In other words, autonomy-supportive teachers can 
facilitate positive educational outcomes and are better at engaging students 
and enhancing their intrinsic motivation during classroom instruction (Hardre 
and Reeve 2003).

The second dimension is structure which is associated with the satisfaction 
of need for competency. This dimension argues that students’ level of com-
petency is enhanced if they feel they have more control over their educational 
outcomes. Previous researchers have theorized this dimension into four com-
ponents (Jang et al. 2010). First, teachers can provide structure by focusing 
on clarity that is, giving clear and detailed instructions. Second, teachers can 
provide guidance by offering help or support on on-going activities. Third, 
teachers can offer support and encouragement by communicating positive 
expectations from coursework (Belmont et al. 1992). Fourth, they can offer 
informational feedback to students that ultimately lets them experience con-
trol over their valued educational outcomes.

The third dimension of involvement is associated with need for related-
ness which is an inherent desire of students to develop and maintain strong 
interpersonal relationships (Baumeister and Leary 1995). Within the context 
of education, teacher-student relationships do not satisfy the students’ needs 
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for interpersonal relatedness which have a strong correlation with students’ 
emotions, motivational beliefs and achievement (Ahmed et al. 2010). In other 
words, students feel respected and cared for when teachers express involve-
ment in their lives. Teachers can express involvement by showing affection, 
attunement, dedicating resources (e.g., time), and supportive behaviors.

This chapter focuses on the engagement-promoting aspect of teaching 
style, that is, autonomy supportive (vs. being controlling), and structure that 
make important contributions to support students’ classroom engagement. 
Previous literature has found the relationship between autonomy-supportive 
and structure as antagonistic (Daniels and Bizar 1998), curvilinear (deCharms 
1984), independent (Skinner and Belmont 1993), and complementary (Jang 
et al. 2010). The relationship is antagonistic when the provision of one inter-
feres with the provision of another, for example, structure (i.e., rules and 
detailed guidelines) will diminish teachers’ autonomy-supportive (i.e., provi-
sion of choice) behavior to guide learning. On similar lines, it is curvilinear 

Figure 2.1  Need-Supportive Instructional Strategies to Engage Generation Z. Source: 
Cheema and Zhang 2021.
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13Motivation and Learning

when teachers with moderate levels of structure have a high level of auton-
omy support that yields optimal classroom engagement (deCharms 1984). 
When this relationship is independent, the assumption is that structure and 
autonomy- support uniquely contribute to students’ motivation and engage-
ment. However, it can become complementary when structure is provided in 
an autonomy supportive way (Jang et al. 2010).

In this chapter, a complementary relationship between autonomy-support 
and structure is suggested to yield an optimal level of student classroom 
engagement for Generation Zers who are heavily influenced by technology 
and social media, have a low attention span, are constantly multitasking, strug-
gle with under-developed interpersonal skills, have increased risk of mental 
health issues, and desire convenience and immediacy in learning (See fig. 2.1).

In the following section, various autonomy-supportive and structural 
teaching-learning design strategies are discussed to optimally motivate and 
engage Generation Zers in the classrooms.

INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN STRATEGIES 
TO SUPPORT GENERATION Z

Generation Z, born between 1997 and 2012 (Livingston and Barroso 2019), 
are identified as digital natives as they grew up with the rapid development 
of the World Wide Web, smartphones (Parker and Igielnik 2020), internet, 
and social media (technology, Generation Z use t Dimock 2019). As such, 
they desire learning that is technologically advanced. Additionally, compared 
to other generational cohorts before them (e.g., Millennials, Generation X), 
Generation Z students are more racially, ethically, and culturally diverse 
student population (Chicca and Shellenbarger 2018) who desire learning 
approaches that correlate with their social, political, and economical experi-
ences. As this generation infiltrates colleges, they bring these unique char-
acteristics, interests, preferences to learning environments as well, making 
it challenging for teachers to keep them engaged in classrooms. Hence, it is 
urgent for faculty to consider Gen Z’s learning styles and communication 
preferences when selecting the instructional strategies to optimally motivate 
and engage them.

Technology for Digital Natives

Growing up with technology, Generation Z use technological tools frequently 
and are accustomed to the digital world (Chicca and Shellenbarger 2018). 
Anderson and Jiang (2018) reports that 95% of American teens have access to 
smartphones while Shatto and Erwin (2016) report that on average, Generation 
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Z spend nine hours on cell phones every day. Eighty-nine percent of American 
teens reported being online “almost constantly” or at least “several times a day,” 
and their most favorite online platforms are YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat 
(Anderson and Jiang 2018). Emotional attachment to the internet and electronic 
devices is also reported. The Generation Z teenagers between 13 and 17 years 
of age reported that they would get more upset when being taken away access 
to the internet or connections with friends through cell phone or texting than 
prevention from allowance money or new video games (Palley 2012). To Gen 
Zers, internet and technology have become an essential part of their life and 
digital intelligence has emerged into Gardner’s multiple intelligences theoreti-
cal framework (Adams 2004).

Accordingly, teachers need to consider ways to harness technology to sup-
plement educational activities. This generation has been exposed to electronic 
books, video lessons, digital media, and visual teaching materials through 
their K–12 educational experience. Hence, relying on text-based materials 
and traditional lecture-based classrooms will be unappealing, and reduce 
their motivation and engagement in learning activities. Other, more techno-
logically advanced learning tools, such as e-learning instructional materials, 
software, internet-guided learning, digital storytelling, social media, educa-
tional badges (Abramovich et al. 2013), and infographic syllabus can be used 
as multi-dimensional instructional approaches to ensure an optimal learning 
environment for this generation (Mocek 2017).

In particular, Gen Zers are reported as frequent users of social media, so 
instructors could incorporate such platforms in teaching to encourage peer 
interactions, promote self-reflection, support long-term retention of content, 
and contribute to deeper learning (Samuels-Peretza et  al. 2017). Studies 
report the effectiveness of using social media, including blogs (Yang and 
Chang 2012), wikis, Facebook (Hemmi et al. 2009), twitter (Junco 2013), 
Google docs (George et  al. 2013), and many more. Technology plat-
forms, such as Skype, Facetime, Google Hangout, WhatsApp, Facebook 
Messenger, and Zoom, allow instructors and students to meet virtually 
online, share resources, exchange ideas, collaborate on joint projects, and 
keep connected anytime and anywhere (Zhang and Pearlman 2018), espe-
cially in a COVID-19 world when remote teaching and social distancing 
become the new normal. Such approaches will also make the learning envi-
ronment autonomy-supportive, providing an optimal level of structure in the 
classroom to enhance the motivation and engagement of Generation Zers.

Multidimensional Learning

Constantly surrounded by various technological tools and ways to access 
information, Generation Z tend to engage in multitasking and pay continuous 
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partial attention rather than being fully engaged in and focusing on one task 
(Firat 2013). They are reported to have a shorter attention span of eight sec-
onds, compared to the Millennials’ twelve seconds (Shatto and Erwin 2016). 
Internet and powerful web search engines allow Gen Z to find answers or 
get connected quickly, resulting in their inclination toward convenience and 
immediacy, or instant gratification (Chicca and Shellenbarger 2018). Instead 
of checking the accuracy and reliability of the information, they show a 
tendency to believe and use the first source they found. They may get easily 
frustrated when immediate answers are not available. These characteristics 
lead to a less efficient and higher stressful working process, impatience, and 
expectations of prompt feedback (Firat 2013). As such, virtual connectivity 
will probably be the best solution to immerse these multitaskers into a learn-
ing activity. This can be achieved by envisioning ways to incorporate the 
use of technology in- and outside- of the classroom. For example, holding 
virtual office hours can be substituted for face-to-face meetings, and using 
social media for course announcements and reminders instead of solely rely-
ing on emails. Use of such familiar and preferred technologies will motivate 
students and keep them engaged.

Additionally, transitioning between learning modalities, such as lecture, 
discussion, audio-visual content, demonstrations, and peer learning low 
stakes activities will provide short bursts of teaching and support this genera-
tion to stay attentive. This strategy can also be supplemented with finding 
course materials that seem relevant to this generation and integrating them 
into the curriculum. For example, issues pertaining to activism, and equal 
rights are of special interest to generation Z as they are more racially and 
ethnically diverse than previous generations (Pew Research Center 2020). 
Additionally, the use of active-learning techniques, such as concept map-
ping, flipped classroom, case studies, low stakes assignments with short-term 
learning objectives, problem-based learning, and gamification tools such as 
Jeopardy, Kahoot, and Quizizz will reduce their constant desire for imme-
diacy and convenience by giving them response and feedback in real time. 
This can help students to find answers using multiple learning techniques that 
also help them meaningfully engage with the material presented. By creating 
the above-mentioned opportunities, teachers are being autonomy-supportive, 
providing a moderate level of structure to enhance the inner motivations of 
students so they are optimally engaged in the classroom.

Service Learning, Collaborative Learning, 
and Diversity and Global Learning

The National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) Center for 
Career Development and Talent Acquisition (2018) identifies eight career 
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readiness competencies, including professionalism and work ethic, oral and 
written communication, teamwork and collaboration, critical thinking and 
problem solving, global and intercultural fluency, leadership, digital technol-
ogy, and career management. Furthermore, the NACE Center (2018) reports 
lower proficiency rates from the employers in all eight areas than the students’ 
self-ratings, and universities need to do more to better prepare their students for 
careers. Comparably, the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) recognizes ten high-impact practices (HIPs) being effective in 
improving student retention, learning, engagement, and career preparation in 
a new global century (Kuh 2008). Among those ten HIPs, service learning, 
collaborative learning, and diversity and global learning are three practices that 
specifically support Gen Zers’ learning needs and career readiness.

Compared to the previous generations, Generation Z learn more efficiently 
through observation and practice (Shatto and Erwin 2016) and prefer hands-
on activities in which they can apply knowledge and skills to real life imme-
diately (Donaghy 2014). To meet Gen Zers’ pragmatic nature, teachers need 
to incorporate hands-on activities, experiential learning, and service learning 
opportunities for students to connect college curriculum with real life practice 
and to make learning more authentic and meaningful. Such activities will 
help students demonstrate their understanding of the content knowledge and 
apply their learned knowledge and skills beyond college classrooms to the 
community, analyze and connect different ideas, evaluate to make decisions, 
and create new ideas, following the revised Bloom’s Taxonomy (Anderson 
and Krathwohl 2001).

Due to an increasing amount of time spent in a virtual environment versus 
declined time in the real world, Generation Z experience difficulty interacting 
face-to-face, which hinders the development of their social skills and rela-
tionship (Chicca and Shellenbarger 2018). Collaborative projects using tech-
nology is an effective way to counter this problem and build their teamwork 
and interpersonal skills. Moreover, when working with people from diverse 
backgrounds, students gain better understanding about themselves and others, 
and develop intra- and interpersonal skills through collaboration on a joint 
project toward a common goal. A technology enhanced Collaborative Online 
International Learning (COIL) course could be a cost-effective solution for 
universities to integrate experiential learning, collaborative learning, diver-
sity and global learning into one course. The instructors at the international 
partner universities work together to provide students global learning oppor-
tunities with collaboration and diversity competencies (Zhang and Pearlman 
2018). Technology enhanced COIL courses enable students to learn course 
content, build interpersonal competencies, develop interpersonal relation-
ships, and demonstrate their learning and growth through experiential, col-
laborative, diversity learning in a global context.
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To offer any of these service learning, collaborative learning, and diversity 
and global learning opportunities, the instructors need to carefully design 
the activities and projects, closely align them with learning objectives, atten-
tively monitor student progress, offer specific and immediate feedback and 
support, and provide ample opportunities for students to reflect throughout 
the process. All of these three HIPs provide students opportunities to support 
autonomy, increase personal and academic competency, develop interper-
sonal relationships, and get ready for career.

Culturally Responsive Teaching and 
Social-emotional Learning

Generation Z have been growing up with the impact of the financial hardships 
and stressors at home. The Great Recession nationally and globally from 
2007 to 2009 resulted in a widened income gap, shrinking middle class, and 
higher unemployment rate (Turner 2015). Now COVID-19 has led to even 
greater uncertainty socially, politically and economically. Compared to the 
other generations, a significantly higher percentage, or 50% to be specific, 
of the oldest Gen Zers with the age range from 18 to 23 reported job loss or 
pay cut either themselves or someone in the household due to the coronavi-
rus outbreak (Pew Research Center 2020). All these factors lead to concerns 
with emotional, physical, and financial safety. Because of that, Gen Zers are 
pragmatic, cautious, and at higher risk for isolation, insecurity, anxiety, and 
depression (Chicca and Shellenbarger 2018).

Being a content expert is not sufficient for today’s university faculty. To 
meet the changing needs of their student population, faculty need to find 
ways to convey care to connect with their students and to make learning more 
relevant and meaningful. Research indicates that faculty caring is one of the 
four important factors to engage Generation Z students in learning, motivate 
them to work, and increase the likelihood for them to be successful (Miller 
and Mills 2019). Thanks to technology, faculty could work on relationship 
building with their students beyond face-to-face classroom settings through 
emails and messaging tools within the Learning Management System (LMS) 
such as Blackboard Announcements. They could initiate interactions with 
students even before the beginning of the semester, maintain frequent interac-
tions with students, provide additional support to clarify questions and offer 
guidance in a more timely manner. Open communication is one strategy that 
faculty could implement to assure students that they are approachable and 
willing to listen and support, which contributes to a caring and supportive 
learning environment. Researchers express concerns regarding the amount of 
additional time and work faculty will spend in communicating and providing 
guidance to students (Varallo 2008). Conversely, students report positive and 
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Table 2.1  Instructional Design Strategies and Approaches to Engage Gen Z in Learning

Gen Z 
Characteristics Instructional Design Strategies to Engage Gen Z

Digital natives 
relying on 
technology

Strategy: Technology for digital natives
Learning outcome: To encourage peer interactions, promote self-

reflection, support long-term retention of content, and contribute 
to deeper learning by including:

•	e-learning instructional materials such as, softwares, internet-
guided learning, digital storytelling, social media, educational 
badges, and infographic syllabus.

•	using social media platforms, such as Skype, Facetime, Google 
Hangout, WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, and Zoom, allow 
instructors and students to meet virtually online, share resources, 
exchange ideas, collaborate on joint projects.

Multitaskers 
who desire 
convenience & 
immediacy 

Strategy: Multidimensional learning
Learning outcome: To demonstrate information literacy concepts, 

and learn ethical principles related to confidentiality and social 
media use by including:

•	multidimensional learning modalities such as lecture, discussion, 
audio-visual content, demonstrations, peer learning, and active-
learning techniques in the classroom to provide timely response 
and feedback in real-time.

Pragmatic Strategy: Service Learning, Collaborative Learning, and Diversity 
and Global Learning

Learning outcome: To develop career readiness competencies of 
professionalism and work ethic, oral and written communication, 
teamwork and collaboration, critical thinking and problem 
solving, and global and intercultural fluency by including:

•	experiential learning, collaborative learning, diversity and global 
learning, and service learning opportunities.

Heterogenous & 
multicultural 
group who are 
at higher risk 
of developing 
mental health 
issues

Strategy: Culturally responsive teaching and Social emotional 
learning

Learning outcome: To identify and manage emotions, develop self-
awareness and responsible decision making, build empathy and 
respect toward others, establish and maintain relationships. This 
can be achieved by:

•	frequent use of Learning Management Systems (LMS).
•	student-centered teaching repertoires.

Source: Cheema and Zhang (2021).

professional faculty-student interactions help them feel welcome, ease anxi-
ety, and engage in learning, which lead to increased retention and improved 
learning outcomes (Miller and Mills 2019).

Instructors could provide student-centered teaching through culturally 
responsive teaching, in which they start with knowing self, the students and 
the context, and tailor the instructional materials and assessments to the 
students’ backgrounds (Ladson-Billings 1994; Gay 2000). A teacher may 
conduct an icebreaker at the beginning of the semester, in person or online, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:10 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



19Motivation and Learning

to learn about each individual student’s background and interests. During 
the semester, the teacher could offer options for students to propose top-
ics of research projects or jigsaw mini-lessons based on their interests and 
strengths. Thus, the teacher encourages students to be actively engaged in 
learning and develop competencies through autonomy support.

In social-emotional learning (SEL), Collaboration for Academic, Social, 
and Emotional Learning (CASEL) reports that students identify and man-
age their own emotions, develop self-awareness and responsible decision-
making, build empathy and respect toward others, establish and maintain 
relationship (2000). Research shows the effectiveness of implementing SEL 
in reducing stress and anxiety while improving students’ attitudinal, behav-
ioral and educational performance (Durlak et al. 2011; Stocker and Gallagher 
2019). When students get anxious and stressful because of family, work, 
well-being, financial situations on top of the academic demands, it would be 
helpful if the instructor is willing to work with the students to find possible 
solutions with caring and understanding. University faculty could create 
a positive environment through open communication, clear guidance and 
expectations, culturally responsive teaching and social emotional learning 
to support autonomy, increase personal and academic competency, develop 
interpersonal relationships, and facilitate students’ growth. table 2.1 summa-
rizes some instructional design strategies to get Gen Z engaged in learning.

CONCLUSION

While examining the literature, numerous Generation Z characteristics were 
identified, including: a) digital natives relying on technology; b) multitask-
ers who desire convenience and immediacy in learning environments; c) 
pragmatic; d) largely heterogeneous, multicultural group who are at higher 
risk of developing mental health issues. These generational characteristics 
immensely impact their inner motivations and learning aptitudes, thus requir-
ing a shift in the role of teachers in educational environments. To help this 
generation meaningfully engage in classrooms, teachers need to focus on two 
instructional style dimensions: a) being autonomy supportive and b) provide a 
moderate level of structure in curriculum. The incorporation of these dimen-
sions will make the educational environments enriching and relevant for this 
generation which leads to a higher level of engagement in the classroom.

To keep Generation Z engaged:

	1)	 Harness technology to supplement education activities such as e-learning 
instructional materials, software, internet-guided learning, digital sto-
rytelling, social media, educational badges, and infographic syllabus.
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	2)	 Rely on multidimensional learning modalities such as lecture, discussion, 
audio-visual content, demonstrations, peer learning, and active-learning 
techniques that will reduce their constant desire for immediacy and con-
venience by giving them timely response and feedback in real-time.

	3)	 Inclusion of experiential learning, collaborative learning, diversity and 
global learning, and service-learning opportunities for students to con-
nect college curriculum with real life practice and to make learning more 
authentic and meaningful.

	4)	 Culturally responsive teaching and social-emotional learning that 
addresses Gen Z’s emotional, physical, and financial safety.
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RECOGNIZING THE SPACE

Early March 2020

I was listening to student speeches in my CST 105 course and something started 
to happen. We were about the third person in and one of my students leaned 
over to me and said, “I didn’t expect this,” and I just smiled. She was referring 
to the openness and vulnerability of my students when sharing deep and even 
dark stories and connections to their lives in front of virtually “strangers” in 
their very first speech only weeks into the semester. No one in the class knew 
each other, so why would they share things about themselves that otherwise 
they normally keep hidden Family violence, abuse, coming out, drugs and low 
self-esteem etc., were all revealed in 3 speeches; 22 more to come.

This moment was powerful. I was thrilled to have students open up, to share, 
and to be brave. I felt for a minute that maybe, just maybe, I had helped to cre-
ate an environment where they feel comfortable sharing these delicate subjects. 
I hope for this moment in all of my classes where everyone feels “ok” being 
themselves and knowing that this is a place where they will be welcomed and 
supported and acknowledged.

We all have a need and a desire to be connected, to have a purpose, and 
to be

acknowledged. Without acknowledgment, there is “the possibility of being 
isolated, marginalized, ignored, and forgotten by others” (Hyde 2006, 1). 
While college students are often connected with and finding purpose through 
their digital devices, they are conversely disconnected from the classroom 

Chapter 3

Acknowledging the Needs of Gen Z

Opening Spaces for Connection and Care

Kristen T. Christman and Jessica D. McCall
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community and intentional relational development. Many instructors have 
seen an increase in stress, depression, and anxiety (Twenge 2017, 93). 
These circumstances may suggest the necessity of supportive and intentional 
acknowledgment in educational spaces. As instructors, we believe it is neces-
sary to bridge the space between ritualistic recognition and acknowledgment, 
but research has not thoroughly explored what our students think about this. 
Do they care about acknowledgment? Does it matter? What does acknowl-
edgment look like to them?

THE CRISIS SPACE

As we set out to consider the importance of acknowledgment within the 
traditional face-to-face classroom, mid-March 2020 brought COVID-19, 
and forced higher education to entirely online platforms. This pandemic 
changed teaching and learning for the foreseeable future and our study of 
acknowledgment.

Mid-March 2020

I remember being in class one day and telling my students that the very next 
week there would be no class and for the rest of the semester, we would be all 
online. I wouldn’t see them again, maybe ever.

On the same day, at the end of one of my courses, after sharing this informa-
tion and assuring them we would figure this out together and they would be 
“OK,” a few students came up to thank me and even to give me a hug and say 
they were going to miss being in class. It was such a nice moment, until one of 
my students got very emotional and apologetically explained her emotion shar-
ing with us that her mother was in China and she wasn’t sure when she would 
see her again. It was at that moment that whatever I thought COVID-19 was, 
became all the more real and the connections we have to one another became 
all the more important for me to maintain online.

Instead of considering the importance of acknowledgment in a face-to-
face context, we were now dealt with the complexity of also looking at 
acknowledgment in online environments. We know that previous research 
has focused on the importance of teacher-student interaction in developing 
and maintaining student engagement in online learning spaces (i.e., Morreale, 
Thorpe, and Westwick 2020; Martin and Bolliger 2018; King 2014; Dixson 
2010; Gayton and McEwen 2007). As noted by Martin and Bolliger (2018), 
“Online learners want instructors who support, listen to, and communicate 
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with them” (218). What we didn’t know is how a worldwide pandemic would 
alter student expectations and needs. We found ourselves in the trenches of 
what Morreale et al. (2020) recognize as “crisis pedagogy” (117). We believe 
acknowledgment is always of critical importance in this relationship, espe-
cially when courses have moved from face-to-face delivery to entirely online 
in the matter of a week (or even less). In addition to courses changing to 
platforms that students “did not sign up for,” students were instructed to leave 
their dorms and move home, all while continuing their coursework online. 
To say this was a stressful time is an understatement. One student shares his 
concerns in an email:

I am currently struggling to understand how to navigate to the lectures, the 
assignments, and find out how to do them through canvas. I need a video 
conference of what to do and how to do it. There is no tutorial on how to find 
assignments on canvas so can you help me figure this thing out before I fail the 
semester and the school bars me from returning? I really do need help because 
I am not used to online education and I can only learn via face to face. I have 
considered dropping out one too many times I can’t use canvas right now except 
on my phone because I can’t get XXX to come fix the internet in my housing 
assignment, so right now I have no internet.

Pfefferbaum and North (2020) remind us that “mass home-confinement 
directives (including stay-at-home orders, quarantine, and isolation) are new 
to Americans and raise concern about how people will react individually and 
collectively” (para.5). While many students were likely fearful of the poten-
tial illness during the pandemic there were many other stress inducing factors 
(e.g., lack of school structure, stress of dorm evacuation, increased working 
hours, job loss, caring for sick relatives). Mangiapane and Viscuso (2020) 
share that “the state of Pandemic, therefore, has activated in the majority of 
the populations a survival modality with primordial defense mechanisms such 
as attack or flight, coming from the activation of the sympathetic nervous sys-
tem” (981). One could consider the impact of the pandemic to be a traumatic 
event for many of these students. Life as they knew it changed entirely.

THE NATURAL-FORCED SPACE

Late March 2020

I was constantly analyzing and processing what and how I could help my stu-
dents. I knew realistically that there was little I could say or do to help ease 
the anxiety, or the overwhelming sense of chaos; the comfort and security that 
I normally create in my physical classroom had vanished. In its place was an 
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online platform that students seemed to check sporadically. As an educator with 
close to two decades of experience and a human with 4 decades of life experi-
ence, my own motivation and sense of direction was fleeting.

But these students are digital natives; they should be fine, right? They were 
born for this! Perhaps it was just the Late Gen X/Early Millennial in me that 
was panicking.

I was worried about creating a space for students to engage and learn. I was 
worried about guiding students with authenticity; I needed to inspire them to 
focus on both health and academics. But what if I couldn’t give them the gift 
of time and devotion needed as they navigated this time of chaos and social 
change (Hyde 2006, 165). This wasn’t just online learning with Gen Z, this was 
about my insecurities and inability to connect with my students during a time of 
complete uncertainty.

As twenty-first century educators, we believe students benefit from the 
acknowledgment we provide; however, it would be remiss of us to assume 
students recognize the acknowledgment we intend to send. Coming from 
generations prior to the current Generation Z students, we certainly find 
ourselves bringing our own framework and narratives to the teacher-student 
relationship. In the spirit of constructive and other oriented communication 
(Hyde 2006; Freire 1970, 1998; hooks 1994; Levinas 1972) we developed an 
initial study to explore student perceptions of acknowledgment in student-
teacher relationships.

Early April 2020

COVID-19 threw us all for a loop, to say the least. When I sat down, at home, 
at the beginning of every week to post a weekly update/check-in with each of 
my classes, I debated many times how much I should share about my life during 
COVID-19. My life was, as I would put it, a hot mess. With 4 kids 10 and under 
at home and my courses carrying on online, it was quite a juggling act. I felt 
like sharing a funny video of my kids running half naked through the kitchen or 
dancing to Taylor Swift would lighten the mood, but I worried about what was 
appropriate to share. I often wondered if the students truly missed the in-class 
interactions as much as I did. Did they care that I was reaching out to remind 
them of course updates, but also make sure they were doing okay amidst moving 
off campus, losing their jobs, and caring for sick family members?

Historically, traditional teaching pedagogies view the teacher as the 
sender and student as the receiver, but more constructivist pedagogies and 
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scholarship suggest creating learning environments where all can connect, 
engage, inspire and transform. Hyde (2006) calls us all to be devoted to the 
use of competent acknowledgment in the classroom (5;187). Other scholars 
(i.e., Freire 1970, 1998; hooks 1994; Levinas 1972) would support the call 
to build supportive and meaningful classroom relationships. Hyde (2006) 
defines acknowledgment as “a communicative behavior that grants attention 
to others and thereby makes room for them in our lives” (1). Hyde states, 
“Teaching requires a commitment to being-for others .  .  . engaging others 
in an activity believed to be life-giving. The teacher is someone who must 
enter the scene bearing gifts” (164). While experience tells us that students 
do appreciate these invitations to engage and move beyond customary norms 
of polite interaction, little research has wrestled with the college student’s 
perception of acknowledgment. Mills and Miller (2019) share that, “Despite 
the growing scholarship on both generational differences and the centrality 
of teacher caring to student success, little research has connected these two 
areas” (1).

LISTENING SPACE

Even though many scholars endeavor to incorporate the constructivist prac-
tices mentioned above, the academy does not always prioritize innovative 
or relational teaching (McMurtrie 2019). Limited funding, limited time, and 
the expectation that a college education is a product to be purchased leaves 
little room for life-giving pedagogy and relationships. Our current collegiate 
rituals to develop authentic connections and create “dwelling spaces” in 
which acknowledgment may thrive, may only be serving as a facade and 
may not be appreciated at all. We could argue that our current Generation Z 
students may be immune to recognition- even the historic practices of phatic 
communication have been automatized and the rituals of recognition abound 
(i.e., automated email responses, trophies for participation, interactive digital 
systems). Students live in a society where recognition is often seen as all 
that is necessary and perhaps even where recognition is not expected at all. 
Inspired by the work of Michael Hyde (2005, 2006), we set out to uncover 
how Gen Z students experience acknowledgment and listen to their voices 
to determine how this acknowledgment may benefit them. We needed to 
know what students wanted and if they even felt acknowledged at all. A 
phenomenological approach encouraged us to ask these questions (Creswell 
and Poth 2016, 78): 1) If acknowledgment is only defined by the receiver, 
what do students recognize as acknowledgment?; 2) Do current Generation 
Z students believe acknowledgment from instructors is important?; 3) and 
How do Gen Z students benefit from acknowledgment?
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In order to understand Generation Z expectations during spring 2020 and 
prior, we used a single- phase mixed methods approach in which we included 
both quantitative and qualitative questions in one survey instrument (Creswell 
and Plano Clark 2006, 58) (see appendix 3.1). We hoped to understand what 
percentage of students did experience acknowledgment from instructors and 
complement this with specific examples to further understand student reality. 
Additionally, with the spring 2020 Pandemic affecting all educational spaces, 
we sought to discover how acknowledgment may differ during crisis/chal-
lenging times.

As we began crafting our study—originally designed to be distributed in 
various classes at a single university—the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic began 
to dominate the lives and minds of students across the United States; the world 
of education quickly became an entirely virtual endeavor. Knowing that stu-
dents across the United States were experiencing a similar transition to online 
crisis-education, we decided to widely distribute the survey to any under-
graduate student currently taking (or recently having finished) classes online 
during spring 2020. While we assumed students would be overwhelmed with 
change and fear, we also assumed that they may be in need of more acknowl-
edgment during this time. We sought to complete a phenomenological study 
that captures student beliefs about and experiences with acknowledgment. As 
noted by Creswell and Poth (2016), this approach allows us to focus on the 
students’ reality as it is understood by and within them (78). To protect the 
students, instructors, and universities, we decided to keep the survey as anony-
mous as possible and collect very little identifiable information. Following 
distribution of the survey via email and social media, 68 students agreed to 
complete the survey. We believe the mental state of students and instructors 
likely impacted participation. All data was analyzed through a thematic con-
tent analysis utilizing emergent coding (Creswell and Poth 2016, 181). After 
careful consideration of the quantitative and qualitative results, the study does 
provide some insight into the needs of students. Self-reported data suggests a 
fairly diverse sample that roughly reflects the overall college student popula-
tion (see Appendices 2 and 3). The sample does include more perspectives 
from Freshmen and Sophomores than from Juniors and Seniors/Recent Grads. 
Close to twice as many participants identified as female than male. Finally, 
approximately half of the students identified as minority (Black & African 
American, Asian, Hispanic, and MENA) and half identified as White.

When asked if students received acknowledgment from at least one instruc-
tor during spring 2020, 94.12% of the sample replied affirmatively. This can 
be compared to the 88.24% that replied affirmatively to the question asking 
if students received acknowledgment from at least one instructor prior to 
spring 2020 (likely traditional university setting classes) (see appendix 3.4). 
This suggests that most students do believe they are receiving acknowledg-
ment from university instructors regularly. The slightly higher response rate 
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referencing the time during spring 2020 is important to note as it may suggest 
that either instructors were more inclined to give acknowledgment or students 
were more open to receiving and/or seeking acknowledgment.

In describing the types of acknowledgment received, student responses 
were categorized into themes (see appendices 5 and 6). There are several 
important results in the data that we hope to highlight. The data showcased 
both the channel/delivery system through which acknowledgment was 
received as well as the factors creating acknowledgment. First, students rec-
ognized that email and learning management systems were critical in students 
receiving acknowledgment both before and during the spring 2020 Pandemic. 
While almost twice as many students referenced these emails/announcements 
as important during the Pandemic than prior to (21 references versus 11 refer-
ences), this seemed to be an important means of delivery in both situations. 
Not surprisingly, interactions in and out of class were referenced fairly fre-
quently as a means prior to the Pandemic, but not referenced at all during the 
Pandemic. A few students did mention the importance of Google meet/Zoom 
interactions during the Pandemic which may be considered a substitute for 
typical in-class interaction.

When asked about the means of acknowledgment prior to spring 2020, 
students referenced examples of care and concern (25.8%); appreciation 
and praise (13.7%); availability and connection (12.1%); and conversations 
(12.1%). When thinking about the spring 2020 semester, students still refer-
enced general statements of care and concern (27.6%) and availability and 
connection (10.3%); however, the other themes were not present. Instead, 
spring 2020 responses presented themes around recognition of difficulty and 
stress (20.7%). Additionally, data suggested that acknowledgment in the 
form of course requirement updates and leniency with assignments (17.2%) 
was particularly important during spring 2020. Neither the recognition of 
difficulty and stress nor the course requirement updates and leniency were 
common themes in the responses concerning time prior to the Pandemic.

When comparing the frequency of themes, it is important to recognize that 
far more students recognized the course updates, leniency with assignments, 
and recognition of the difficulty of the experience and overall stress during 
the spring 2020 Pandemic. Conversely, far more students recognized appre-
ciation and praise, conversations with instructors, and attention to timeliness 
with assignments/feedback as forms of acknowledgment before the spring 
2020 Pandemic. Finally, it is important to recognize that the frequency counts 
of responses mentioning general check-ins and/or care and concern, and 
the counts of students referencing connection and availability, were almost 
identical in both questions. This suggests that it is important for instructors 
to show care and concern and showcase their availability and willingness to 
connect regardless of the circumstances. This may make students feel more 
acknowledged.
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While all of this data is quite interesting to consider, we also discov-
ered a few general ideas concerning overall student perceptions regarding 
importance of and satisfaction with acknowledgment. All students (100%) 
believed acknowledgment was either moderately to very important during 
spring 2020-during the Pandemic (see appendix 3.7). Specifically, almost 
90% of students found acknowledgment to be very important during this 
time. When considering the time prior to spring 2020, less than 2% of 
students reported that acknowledgment from instructors was not important. 
Statements made to support this may include: “I don’t care for or against 
acknowledgment unless it can benefit me in my future career” and “It is not 
really expected .  .  . college professors are just to present the material and 
do not care about the students.” 

Finally, students were asked to consider their level of satisfaction with the 
acknowledgment they have received from instructors prior to and during spring 
2020. The responses suggested that most students are moderately to highly sat-
isfied with acknowledgment they have received. The percentage of students 
reporting high satisfaction during a typical semester was slightly higher than 
those reporting high satisfaction during spring 2020 (see appendix 3.8).

To gather a better understanding of how acknowledgment benefits stu-
dents, we strategically chose to ask this question directly. The responses were 
divided into two categories: 1) personal/relational & holistic benefits (e.g., 
motivation, confidence, being understood/heard, support and not being alone) 
and 2) instrumental and course related benefits (e.g., better organization, more 
learning, future references, clarity of information/class standing) (see appen-
dix 3.8). A frequency count showed that students care about both of these 
categories as 71.4% of respondents recognized “personal/relational & holistic 
benefits” and 67.9% referenced “instrumental and course related benefits.” 
Approximately 37.5% recognized the connection between these two benefits 
with statements such as, “It encourages me to work harder in class because 
I know they actually care” and acknowledgment is “valuable in building a 
professional contact with an adult who a student can use for future references 
for a job or any other life opportunity.” Students also recognized the lack of 
acknowledgment with statements like, “It’s important to be acknowledged so 
the instructors and students can build a relationship. I believe that some of my 
classes would have ended differently if more professors acknowledged me.”

Finally, common themes emerging from student beliefs about the benefits 
of acknowledgment include: being motivated and encouraged by instructors, 
knowing that instructors care and have a student’s best interest and/or suc-
cess in mind, gaining confidence and belief in success, enhancing learning 
and/or the environment, and enabling students to work harder, improve and/
or push through. As stated by one student, “It lets me know that I have sup-
port and that we aren’t alone. The person who is taking the time to educate 
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me, actually cares and is passionate about what they are doing. It truly makes 
a difference because college can be hard enough as it is especially being so 
young and trying to understand the world around us.”

With this study, we sought to explore how students see acknowledgment 
and the overarching value they seem to place on this pedagogy/approach. 
To say that we have gained insight into this phenomenon would be a drastic 
understatement. In many ways, the confirmation of the need for acknowledg-
ment has been “life giving” during a very challenging time. To answer the 
original questions we presented, we can confidently say that Gen Z students 
recognize and appreciate some form of acknowledgment in the “classroom.” 
Students typically understand the importance of acknowledgment and rec-
ognize the role it can play in both instrumental and relational ways. While 
some student responses suggested the level of “sustained openness” expressed 
by Hyde (2006, 4), many statements seemed to reflect what Hyde (2006) 
might consider “recognition”(3) as their comments did not always suggest 
the intensity and depth that would allow the interaction to be “life-giving” or 
“life-draining” (2). This challenges us to reconsider our understanding of how 
acknowledgment is received. The study presented a variety of themes suggest-
ing how students receive acknowledgment and how this benefits them. While 
there are certainly some broad categories that were mentioned by the majority 
of students, there were few specific examples of teacher actions/behaviors that 
were commonly recognized by participants and none that were recognized by 
a “majority.”

UNCOMFORTABLE SPACE

The limitations to our study push us to continue working. We hope to gather 
more participants to enhance validity and increase generalizability. While 
this survey was open to any university student, we suspect that most data was 
obtained from a few class clusters. Furthermore, we would like to understand 
how acknowledgment is perceived differently by individual demograph-
ics and cohorts. While this study does explore student perceptions during 
an unprecedented time, we believe it provides a snapshot of what students 
may find to be meaningful during traditional semesters as well. While Hyde 
(2006) does morally call instructors to “create openings where people can 
dwell, deliberate, and know together what is right, good, just and truthful,” 
very few students overtly recognized the obligation as a moral or ethical 
responsibility (7). This does not negate the importance of acknowledgment 
but suggests that students have not thought about this from an ethical or moral 
perspective. Several of the student responses did suggest that instructors were 
able to “grant[s] people hope, the opportunity for a new beginning, a second 
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chance, whereby they might improve their lot in life” (Hyde 2006, 7) through 
pedagogical practices. As noted by one student,

I have been too scared [to] apply for scholarships before. I have had the grades, I 
was always doing extracurricular activities outside academics, but it wasn’t until 
my professor encouraged me that I felt I could do it. It’s like I didn’t feel strong 
enough. . . . The confidence to reach out to more professors came from the one 
professor that became interested in my education.

Many students recognize the time that instructors dedicated to them, the extra 
effort and intentionality behind the check ins, and how much the support and 
motivation helped. Future research may enable us to focus more specifically 
on the ethical and moral instructor obligations and the specific ways in which 
the acknowledgment provided a new beginning. Expanding our study should 
allow us to gather more examples and ways to begin differentiating positive 
acknowledgment from negative and absent states (Hyde 2006, 2). We neglected 
to focus specifically on the challenges and difficulties of sitting within positive 
acknowledgment, and the pain and isolation students may feel without it.

In future research, one area we hope to pursue is the role of acknowledg-
ment in facilitating resiliency and consequently retention. When a student 
calls you a decade after they graduate to tell you they are engaged, you know 
you have been critical in supporting the student’s long-term success. When 
you receive texts and emails saying, “thank you for believing in me” we sus-
pect that resiliency has been impacted positively. We all face adversities at 
varying degrees, but the ways in which we respond and “bounce back” from 
these experiences can be tremendous learning experiences. According to the 
American Psychological Association, 2012 “Becoming more resilient not only 
helps you get through difficult circumstances, it also empowers you to grow 
and even improve your life along the way” (APA 2012, para. 5). From our own 
experience and narratives of others, we know many Gen Z students are sin-
cerely appreciative of the life-giving acknowledgment they receive. Now we 
must continue the commitment required to both give and receive the gift (164).

EXTRAORDINARY AND EXTRAORDINARY SPACE

As our study closed, the COVID-19 pandemic continued to have a global 
impact. Stay-at-home orders and restrictive measures were in place to attempt 
to slow the infection rate. In addition to the pandemic, nationwide uprisings 
began in response to racial injustice and police brutality against black people. In 
referencing the trauma and fear that was also prevalent twenty-years prior dur-
ing 9/11, Poulos wrote “At least by our old definitions we live in extra-ordinary 
times. In these days of hatred and retaliation, of vitriol and violence, as daily 
life overflows with the rhetoric of war, the call to dialogic civility, the need for 
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honoring all humans, has never been more urgent” (2004, 538). The call is even 
louder and more necessary today. We live in a world riddled with anxiety and 
hatred and a lack of compassion for the Other (Levinas 1972). Whether we are 
facilitating an “extra-ordinary” time or a traditional semester, acknowledgment 
becomes an extraordinary means of survival and ultimately creates a place 
where students can thrive. Tompkins (2015) shares that acknowledgment is 
closely “entwined” in communication and ethics and further states, “The ethos 
of acknowledgment establishes an environment wherein people can take the 
time to “know together (con-scientia)” some topic of interest and, in the pro-
cess, perhaps gain a more authentic understanding of those who are willing to 
contribute to the development of this environment” (242). It is within this idea 
of authenticity that spaces can be co-created to support the wholeness of every-
one involved and a breeding ground for authentic acknowledgment is created.

June 2020

I know I need to say something. I haven’t even tried to craft an email yet. The 
collection of stories I am hearing on the news of racial injustice, horrific mur-
ders, triumphant marches, conspiracy theories, COVID-19 deaths, and unem-
ployment rates is suffocating my abilities to open up- my ability to give life. I 
am broken and working overtime to uphold the facade that the material I am 
“teaching” to my students is of priority right now.

I am an educated and privileged white female with twice the number of years 
of experience of my students- I will never truly understand the brokenness that 
many of my students are experiencing. I fear my words do not even recognize my 
students, let alone acknowledge them. I have built in assignments for students 
to talk about how much they appreciate each other- hopefully this will help. All 
I can really manage to say is, “I am here, and I will listen.”

A day or two later, I received this email from one of the student class groups:

“Our group enjoyed the team appreciation activity you suggested for the weekly 
Zoom meetings and we decided to put our own spin on things. We created a 
google doc so that we are able to revisit all the wonderful things our group 
members have to say about one another. We also thought it was important to 
include things we appreciate about our professor who makes all these awesome 
learning opportunities possible. .  .  . We wanted you to know that XXXXX and 
all of XXXXX appreciates you!”

While societal circumstances will change, educators can always seek ways 
to acknowledge and build relationships with students. As Roll (2020) shares, 
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“the relationships between students and staff affects everything from student 
satisfaction to their capacity to take risks and excel, to a sense of personal 
efficacy and sustained curiosity” (para. 4). Modeling acknowledgment for 
our students also encourages them to acknowledge others, thus enhancing 
reciprocity within relationships. When educators seek to acknowledge their 
students, they speak to this relational desire that so many of our students 
seek and need. Students appreciate the relationships built with instructors 
for both instrumental and more holistic reasons. They do not want to be 
“alone or forgotten.” In creating a classroom that embodies acknowledg-
ment, we are creating a space where connection is key and students aren’t 
alone or forgotten, but instead are part of the fabric of the community you 
have created. When you know a little bit more about a student you can ask 
how their family is doing, how work is, or other questions that connect to 
who they really are. They will share what they want, but they will appreci-
ate you asking about more than just academic matters. One study participant 
shared, “One of my professors always checked in on me after I once told 
him I had trouble sleeping due to anxiety.” Another student stated, “This 
professor facilitates our talks by asking if I am doing okay and making sure 
I am mentally in a good head space . . . sometimes I am not always okay.”

As shown in this final Google Hangout example, students seem to embrace 
the instructor acknowledgment and appreciate the more personal connection.

Student: Thanks for introducing Rizzo (the family dog) by the way! Tell him he’s 
doing a great job for me.

Me: Yah! Thanks for waiting. I have a new one to upload.
Student: Can’t wait to see it! I never expected to get an inside look at all of my 

professor’s lives, but then again I never thought any of you would see us sitting 
in our living rooms either!

Me: Honestly, I’ve been thinking a lot about this. I like having some anonymity 
so this has me wondering what it will feel like to be in classes in the fall with 
students who know me well. LOL.

Student: Personally, I like having things on a more personal level, I have met two 
children, a dog, and a cat so far and I’m loving it! As for fall, it will definitely 
take some adjustment for everyone, but then again so has the past two weeks.

Me: Absolutely agree.

Arnett (2008) emphasizes, acknowledgment is a life-giving gift. 
Furthermore, Hyde (2006) pulls in the works of Levinas (xiii) and Kenneth 
Burke (5) and sees the importance of attending to others and being open to 
their interests. Acknowledgment is feeling a part of something, having a 
sense of place (Hyde 2006, 10). In this sense, we can create courses that are 
spaces where students can feel a part of something and be acknowledged 
as a critical piece of the whole; we need to be open to connection and care 
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and listen to one another (Lipari 2004, 122). Our experiences and pilot data 
suggest that Gen Z students desire connection, encouragement, and acknowl-
edgment of their being. As instructors, we are called to create physical and 
digital spaces for connection and care. We invite you to consider your own 
relational dynamics with students. As Dannels (2015) reminds us, student-
teacher relationships are both exciting and potentially challenging (138). 
While many of us are familiar with strategies of affinity seeking, immediacy, 
and self-disclosure, we must also consider acknowledgment as a core element 
of our relationships with students. By continuously seeking an understand-
ing of how acknowledgment is being perceived and received, we are better 
equipped to organically and intentionally acknowledge our Gen Z students 
and create an extraordinary space to give life.               

APPENDICES

Appendix 3.1  Survey Questions

Q1. Consent (yes/no)
Q2. Choose one or more races that you consider yourself to be (multiple choice)
Q3. What is your sex? (multiple choice)
Q4. What is your Academic Classification (multiple choice)
Q5. For the purposes of this survey, we are defining Acknowledgment as “an act that 

provides ongoing attention, time, and openness for the development of a caring 
and supportive relationship.” We consider acknowledgment to be an action that 
goes beyond recognition. We are defining recognition as “a preliminary step.” Ex: 
Recognition is when someone says “hi, how are you?” and you reply with “good, 
how are you?” Acknowledgment offers more time and genuine appreciation for 
others.  This definition is inspired by Michael Hyde’s work (Hyde 2006).

During the spring 2020 Semester and the COVID-19 Pandemic (after universities 
moved classes online), did you receive acknowledgment from at least one of 
your instructors?

Q6. If yes, in what ways did you feel acknowledged by any of your college 
instructors?

Q7. Now consider the time you spent with instructors PRIOR to the COVID-19 
Pandemic (face-to-face during any semester). During the typical college semester, 
did you receive acknowledgment from at least one of your instructors?

Q8. If yes, in what ways did you feel acknowledged both in and out of the college 
classroom?

Q9. How important is acknowledgment from college instructors? (likert scale)
Q10. How satisfied are you with the level of acknowledgment from college 

instructors? (likert scale)
Q.11 How does acknowledgment from college instructors support/benefit you as a 

student?
Q.12 Please provide any additional thoughts on acknowledgment from college 

instructors.

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).
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Appendix 3.2  Survey Responses to Academic Classification Question

Self-reported Classification N % of Sample

Freshman 26 38.24%
Sophomore 19 27.94%
Junior 13 19.12%
Senior 10 14.71%

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).

Appendix 3.3  Survey Responses to Race/Ethnicity Classification Question

Self-reported Classification N % of Sample

White 37 50.00%
Black or African American 23 31.08%
Asian 6 8.11%
Hispanic 4 5.41%
MENA 1 1.35%

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).

Appendix 3.1  Acknowledgment Prior to and during Spring 2020. During the Spring 
2020 Semester and the COVID-19 Pandemic (after universities moved classes online), 
did you receive acknowledgment from at least one of your instructors? Source: Christman 
and McCall (2021).
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Appendix 3.4  Ways Acknowledgment Was Received during Spring 2020

Theme Identified Codes Developed and Supporting Data

Channel/
Delivery for 
Acknowledgment

•	Email/Canvas
{{ “Kept me updated with emails” 
{{ “All of my professors reached out to my class via email and 
canvas to express appreciation for our hard work”

•	Google Meet/Zoom/Chats 
{{ “I had many zoom class where the professors would check 
on how we were doing”

{{ “Multiple of my professors held online chats”
Means of 

Acknowledgment
•	Course Requirement Considerations

{{ Course Updates/Assignment Reminders
{{ “regular email updates; updates on grades”
{{ “the instructor was very helpful in teaching how [the 
course] works”

{{ Extensions and Leniency
{{ “The professor for my online class acknowledged the 
extra stress we may be feeling and cut back on the 
workload of the course”

{{ “More time was allotted to finish assignments/tests 
toward the end of the class”

•	Recognition of Difficulty and Stress
{{ “They understood it was a hard time for students, and have 
sympathy”

{{ “Most of my college instructors would send weekly emails 
acknowledging my stressors during the pandemic. They 
expressed concern for my well-being and offered resources 
that were available to me if needed.”

•	Expressing Care and Concern
{{ “Checking in on me from the start of the shutdown . . . 
until now. I am grateful for them for reaching out since I 
have not felt my best in weeks.”

{{ “I had a forum where we put how we were doing and the 
professor responded to each one of us engaged in what we 
had to say”

•	Availability and Connection
{{ “She has offered a wide chunk of her time for her students 
to talk and try to come up with positive solutions to get 
things done”

{{ “If I need the instructor for anything, I will text her or invite 
her on Zoom, or Google Meet”

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).
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Appendix 3.5  Ways Acknowledgment Was Received Prior to Spring 2020

Theme Identified Codes Developed and Supporting Data

Channel/Delivery •	Email/Canvas
{{ “my instructors responded to emails within 1 day”
{{ “by getting emails every day, updates . . . very easy to get 
a response in a timely manner”

•	Interactions—During Class & Outside of Class
{{ “before the pandemic hit . . . I used to meet with her 
during her office hours”

{{ “my voice was heard during class discussions” 
Means of 

Acknowledgment
•	Expressing Care and Concerns

{{ “they cared about me as a person and asked how I was 
doing”

{{ “my professors showed genuine concern for the things we 
had going on outside of the their classroom and always 
told us that they were happy to be teaching out class”

•	Availability and Connection
{{ “availability and mutual respect”
{{ “he took his time to talk to everyone and was available 
outside of class”

•	Appreciation and Praise
{{ “my XX teacher said I always had something intelligent 
to say in class. My XX teacher said she loved the way my 
mind worked and how organized my work is”

{{ “congratulating me on grades/scores as well as starfish 
kudos”

•	Conversations
{{ “they just talked to us”
{{ “in class, some instructors encouraged conversations on 
how we were doing and coping with classes”

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).

Appendix 3.6  How Important Is Acknowledgment from College Instructors?

 Very important
Moderately 
Important Not Important

During a Typical Semester 58.82% 39.71% 1.47%
During the Spring 2020 

COVID-19 Pandemic
89.55% 10.45% 0%

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).
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Appendix 3.7  How Satisfied Are You with the Level of Acknowledgment from College 
Instructors?

 Very Satisfied Moderately Satisfied Not Satisfied

During a Typical semester 57.35% 38.24% 4.41%
During the COVID-19 

Pandemic
50.00% 46.97% 3.03%

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).

Appendix 3.8  How Does Acknowledgment from College Instructors Support/Benefit 
You as a Student? 

Broad 
Categories Themes Discovered and Supporting Data

Instrumental 
& Course 
Related

•	Better organization/More focused   
{{ “I know how to keep organized”
{{ “keep us in line with assignments and updates”

•	Enhanced Learning/Environment
{{ “creates a supportive and caring classroom environment that 
fosters learning”

{{ “helps me as a student to learn what I am not doing the best and 
to correct that with direct help and comments”

•	Work harder/Do better/Push through
{{ “could help motivate students and make them feel like they can 
put forth their best work”

{{ “I’m going to make it through the next semester”
Personal/

Relational 
and/or 
Holistic

•	Motivation/Encouragement
{{ If a student is having a rough time, they can think back to the 
acknowledgment and remember the positive feeling it gave them 
with hopes further instructors will do the same”

{{ “it helps them to want to learn more not just sit there because 
they have to”

•	Confidence/ Feeling Successful/Pride
{{ “gives me more confidence in my work”
{{ “I feel a sense of pride. I feel as though I am important and this 
benefits me as a student because it drives encouragement and 
self-esteem”

•	Being Supported/Not alone/Connected
{{ “being not only seen and heard, but also understood is very 
valuable for morale and reaffirmed my ability to push through”

{{ “it makes you feel like you are not so alone and that the people 
at the university want you to succeed”

•	Knowing instructors care/Instructors have best interest in mind
{{ “makes me feel like my instructor cares about me as an 
individual and in my overall development, not just in their class”

{{ “it shows that they care about our well being first and foremove 
above academics’

Source: Christman and McCall (2021).
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Digital technologies, specifically email, have become so commonly used 
between students and instructors that many faculty already believed that 
email had replaced most face-to-face meetings with students early in this mil-
lennium (Duran et al. 2005). In 2020, this became undeniable as the onset of 
coronavirus disease and ensuing physical distancing to slow the spread of the 
disease caused colleges and universities around the world to shift face-to-face 
engagement exclusively to digital spaces. The new realities of social distanc-
ing forced instructors and students to quickly learn how to teach and learn 
through technology, even for those who preferred face-to-face engagement. 
Rather than dropping into an instructor’s office hours in a building, video 
conferencing, email exchanges, and online educational platforms became 
their main communication tools. With this pervasive technological shift, digi-
tal channels of connection are likely to remain common pedagogical practice.

As the world considers how this health crisis impacts globalization on a 
holistic level (Altman 2020), educational institutions wrestle with discrimina-
tion and exclusion in individual and systemic forms. A “shadow pandemic” 
that perpetuates exclusion of others based on their nondominant identities 
undeniably co-exists with coronavirus. People are no less diverse in online 
spaces; rather, communication through and about diverse identities may be 
expressed and received differently in online and offline worlds (Mani 2020). 
Far from disappearing with online education, injustice is just as (if not more) 
present in digital spaces as compared to face-to-face ones and it is impera-
tive that we better learn how to inclusively communicate in all instructional 
contexts. Listening, as one type of communication, influences educational 
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success. Instructors utilize relational behaviors in their teaching practices to 
build relationships with their students; diverse practices are valued by differ-
ent students in different ways and ultimately contributes to student learning 
motivation (Frymier and Houser 2000). Similarly, research has shown that 
student’s affective learning, communication satisfaction, and classroom 
participation is impacted by listening practices (Goodboy and Bolkan 2009).

In this chapter, we expand communication scholarship by exploring how 
generational differences might inflect and inform the ways that we listen 
better together in both online and offline instructional spaces. Grounded in 
online surveys and generation-based face-to-face focus group dialogues, we 
explore the following research question (RQ): How does Generation Z and 
older generations’ values about listening compare, especially in the context 
of instructional interactions, online and offline communication, and negotia-
tion of diverse identities? In the sections that follow, we first offer a brief 
theoretical framing for this study, then outline our IRB approved two-stage 
research process conducted at a large public research university in Fall 2019, 
briefly discuss of the results and implications of our findings for intergenera-
tional listening with Generation Z in online and offline instructional spaces, 
and conclude with tips for how better to listen with generational difference 
in mind.

INTERGENERATIONAL LISTENING 
AND TECHNOLOGY

Generation is one type of identity categorization that is often overlooked in 
research about diversity, difference, and communication across cultures. Yet, 
diverse generations have their own shared system of norms and values for the 
ways they communicate and interact within the world, thus creating unique 
cultural systems (Cennamo and Gardner 2008). Recent research has shown 
that there are significant differences between the ways that Generation Z con-
ceptualizes good listening and the ways that older generations conceive what 
“listening” means and how it should be enacted. For example, Generation Z is 
more likely to conceptualize listening as evaluative—involving communica-
tive activities such as being critical, arguing, conceding, and answering—as 
compared to older generations and Generation Z and Generation X appear to 
have the most saliently (and statistically) different conceptualizations of what 
good listening entails (Parks 2020). In other words, how a particular genera-
tional cohort expects to listen relationally may differ from another genera-
tion’s values. This can have real-world implications for instructional spaces 
when assumptions about whether and how a person is listening is made from 
specific individual standpoints, social positions, and power structures.
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Listening may happen in a variety of spaces, including face-to-face con-
texts (e.g., classroom settings) and digital platforms (e.g., email communica-
tion), with each inflecting communication practices as its distinct medium 
(Seemiller and Grace 2016). Despite increased digital platform use in educa-
tion, students and teachers are often unaware that listening with and through 
technology is an active process to which they must attend just as closely as 
spoken words and messages (Bond 2012). Indeed, listening is pervasively 
underestimated and under taught, but remains an essential skill for relational 
well-being. The ways that we expect to listen to each other can minimize or 
perpetuate interpersonal understanding and conflict between students and 
instructors in both face-to-face and digital instructional spaces. Thus, diverse 
generations must navigate individual and group expectations, as well as the 
need to accommodate across their cohort’s cultures.

Expectancy Violation Theory (EVT), as developed by Judee K. Burgoon 
(1993; Burgoon and Jones 1976), asserts that individuals hold expectations 
for how they and others “should” interact in a given situation, and when 
those expectations are violated (a behavior that deviates from the expecta-
tions), it typically results in a chain of psychological reactions by the one 
interpreting the perceived violation to explain the violation’s occurrence. 
These expectations can be assigned to both face-to-face interactions, as well 
as digital communication interactions, such as email (Ramirez and Wang 
2008). Technological innovations continuously shape how individuals inter-
act in our workplaces, with families, and even within our education systems 
(Berry 2016; Hassini 2006). Furthermore, the use of technology in communi-
cation interactions may be perceived differently based on one’s own cultural 
and social identities (Palfrey and Gasser 2016). For example, values that 
determine professionalism, which communication platforms are preferred, 
and what makes one feel listened to can also differ among the generational 
cohorts. Thus, educational institutional members find themselves navigating 
new ground when using digital technologies to connect inside and outside of 
their workplaces.

Across generations, students and instructors are making conscious and 
unintentional choices about how to negotiate their own and other’s expecta-
tions and how best to accommodate each other to create positive communica-
tion climates. They may choose to hold a member of a different generational 
cohort to their own generation’s values or do the work of accommodating 
diverse listening expectations. As Howard Giles (1973; Gallois et al. 2005) 
explains in his articulation of Communication Accommodation Theory 
(CAT), people may choose whether or not to adapt to stated and implicit 
expectations based on desires to align their identity with another person or 
group or the wish to signal that they are different—and this is no less true 
among diverse generational cohorts. Individuals from different generational 
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cultures may, in other words, choose to listen with similar affective and 
behavioral norms (accommodate) or listen in ways that they signal their 
differing generational position (divergence). This study works to explore 
these intergenerational expectations and accommodations in the instructional 
context.

STUDY PROCEDURE

Our research goal was to learn how to better listen across difference in both 
online and offline instructional contexts, with specific focus on listening 
expectations between Generation Z and older generations. To achieve this, 
we conducted a two-part study including an online survey and generation-
based focus group dialogues. For both parts, we used the Pew Research 
Center’s generational definitions to distinguish between two generational 
categories—Generation Z (those born after 1996, and hereafter Gen Z) and 
generations older than Generation Z (those born through 1996, and hereafter 
Post-Gen Z) (Pew Research Center 2019). In this section, we describe the 
research process for both the online survey and focus group discourse.

Part 1: Online Survey

Online survey participants were recruited through flyers posted in the local 
university and surrounding community, word-of-mouth, and snowball sam-
pling. Participant involvement was incentivized with a randomized $20 gift-
card drawing, and consent was required to participate. The survey included 
basic social demographic (e.g., race, ethnicity, and gender identities) and 
close-ended measures designed to probe distinct listening perceptions. Survey 
participants (N = 133) ranged from 18 to 72 years of age (M = 26.53, SD = 
11.09). 74.1% of participants identified with she/her pronouns, 25.2% with 
he/him pronouns, and 0.7% with they/their pronouns (0.07%). 30.8% of 
participants identified as a member of the LGBTQA+ community. Reflective 
of the demographics of the surrounding regional area, the majority of the 
participants identified as white/Caucasian (76.3%); other racial and/or ethnic 
identities included Hispanic or Latinx (10.1%), Black or African American 
(5.0%), Asian Pacific Islander, Native Hawaiian or Polynesian (3.6%), Mixed 
Race (1.4%), Native American (0.7%), and Other/None (2.9%). 11.9% of 
participants indicated multiple racial identities.

The 10–15 minute online survey was conducted through Qualtrics and 
included items from the revised Listening Concepts Inventory (LCI-R) (G. 
Bodie 2011), the revised Listening Styles Profile (LSP-R) (G. D. Bodie et al. 
2013), and several new questions designed to measure perceptions of listening 
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within the instructor/student, online and offline, and diverse identity affinity. 
Some of these questions were framed in ways reflecting the following theme: 
“How do you think your racial and/or ethnic identity impacts how you listen 
to professors/students of color (or how they listen to you) in face-to-face/
email contexts?” Following this series of questions, participants ranked spe-
cific demographic factors in order of perceived impact on listening behaviors 
toward others in instructional settings. For our chapter’s purposes, we only 
relate findings from this third set of education-related survey questions.

Survey data was exported and organized in Microsoft Excel for simple sta-
tistical analysis. We utilized a two-sample t-test assuming unequal variances 
and compared responses from participants who identified as ages that we cat-
egorized as Gen Z and Post-Gen Z cohorts to explore statistically significant 
differences in generational listening perceptions related to student/instructor 
communication in face-to-face and online contexts. We also performed a 
relative ranking analysis of the questions measuring demographic factors that 
are perceived to affect listening behaviors in instructional settings by calcu-
lating the total sums of participants’ categorical demographic relative ranking 
and comparing these total sums with the totals of the other identity categories. 
We then compared the relative ranking of Gen Z and Post-Gen Z to compare 
generational listening expectations with each other.

Part 2: Focus Groups

The second stage of our research process moved from quantitative online 
survey responses to a mixed quantitative (corpus linguistics) and qualitative 
(thematic analysis) approach to focus group discourse. Survey participants 
who indicated wanting to join conversations about listening were invited to 
focus group dialogues, one consisting of people who identified as Gen Z and 
one of older generations (Post-Gen Z). After the date and location and core 
group of participants was set, the original list of participants in each genera-
tional cohort were notified of the location, time, and place in case they were 
able/wanted to attend. Participants were thanked with a $25 gift card for 
their involvement in the focus group dialogue. The generational focus groups 
included seven total participants. The Gen Z focus group included three par-
ticipants, one self-identified as she/her, Asian (aged 19), and two as he/him 
and white/Caucasian (both aged 21). The Post-Gen Z focus group included 
four participants, two self-identified as he/him and white/Caucasian (aged 63 
and 49), one as she/her and Native American and white/Caucasian (aged 54), 
and one as she/her and Mixed Race, Asian, and white/Caucasian (aged 38).

Each focus group conversation lasted 45-55 minutes. Participants con-
sented, and then trained facilitators followed an interview protocol which led 
participants through a conversation that included introductions and four sets 
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of questions designed to prompt conversation about listening. Question Set 
1 included prompts such as “When you think of a good/bad listener, what 
traits do they have?” and “How do people listen differently with technology?” 
Question Set 2 included prompts such as “Think of a person or group you feel 
it is hard/easy to listen to. What makes it this way?” and “Is there ever a time 
when you should/choose not to listen to someone? If so, when?” Question 
Set 3 included prompts related to listening and difference, all framed around 
the question “How do you think a person’s gender (or race, ethnicity, socio-
economic status, disability, etc.) impacts their listening and the ways others 
listen to them?” Question Set 4 included prompts such as “How does it feel 
to you to listen to people with different perspectives and backgrounds than 
your own in <this town>? When is it easy? When is it hard?” and “If you had 
30 seconds to give advice to someone about how to listen to you well, what 
would you say?” Participants were encouraged to discuss any questions that 
they find most interesting and did not need to answer them all. Focus group 
dialogues were video recorded and then transcribed with the ELAN annota-
tion tool, resulting in two transcripts.

Transcripts were analyzed using thematic analysis and basic corpus lin-
guistics. Thematic analysis was used to identify similarities, trends, and dif-
ferences among the two generational cohort focus groups regarding listening, 
connection, difference, and technology in the data as related to the research 
question. To perform our thematic analysis, we followed Terry, et al.’s 
six-step analytic process (Terry et  al. 2017). We transcribed the dialogues, 
listened to them multiple times, summarized the content, generated codes 
from the notes, and built meaning from the coded discourse. Based on our 
focus on listening, generation, and technology, we also used the freeware 
corpus analysis software AntConc to perform a basic lexical analysis using 
both interview transcripts as a small corpus (18,453 word tokens representing 
1,684 word types).

RESULTS

Online survey results show both overlapping and divergent perspectives 
between Gen Z and Post-Gen Z perspectives on listening behaviors. Based 
on perceived impact of a variety of identity categories, participants of both 
generational cohorts indicated that the most salient identity traits impacting 
listening in the classroom are people’s personality traits and personal values, 
whereas dis/ability, socio-economic status, and sexuality were ranked as least 
salient. See table 4.1 below for complete rankings.

In contrast to these survey results which suggest that both generational 
cohorts consider socio-economic status and dis/ability to minimally impact 
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listening, focus group dialogues consider both (and other) demographic catego-
ries as significantly impacting listening. Consider, for example, the Post-Gen Z 
and Gen Z focus group dialogues related below (pseudonyms used) in figure 4.1. 

As can be seen above, three Post-Gen Z participants consider race and eth-
nicity to impact listening, but also that socio-economic status and/or disability 
can also impact listening expectations and behaviors. The Gen Z focus group 
dialogue also expresses this belief, as seen in Case 2 figure 4.2 below: 

As Mia stated (and was affirmed by the other Gen Z focus group members), 
communicating between differing socio-economic classes can make it hard to 
listen to others, while having a shared identity with another person (such as a 
student) creates “a bridge for communication.”

However, generations were not similar on all listening perceptions. When 
considering listening in face-to-face offline contexts and emailing in online 
ones, survey results suggest that Gen Z and Post-Gen Z cohorts may hold 
distinct beliefs about the ways that their racial and/or ethnic identities impact 
how they listen to others. Based on responses to contextual and identity based 
questions “How do you think your racial and/or ethnic identity impacts how 
you listen to other people in <X> situation?” with professors or students, 
face-to-face or email exchanges, and whether or not the person avowed or 
ascribed a person of color identity. Statistically significant differences appear 
between Gen Z and Post-Gen Z. The data showed that Gen Z is less likely to 
perceive their racial and/or ethnic identities to impact their listening to others 
in the following contexts: 1) emailing with professors of color, 2) face-to-face 
with students of color, 3) face-to-face with white/Caucasian students, and 4) 
emailing with white/Caucasian students.

Table 4.1  Demographic Traits Perceived to Influence Listening Behaviors

Ranking Gen Z Post-Gen Z

1 Personality Traits Personal Values
2 Personal Values Age
3 Education Level Political Affiliation
4 Age Gender
5 Political Affiliation Occupation
6 Occupation Ethnicity
7 Gender Race
8 Race Education Level
9 Native Language(s) Native Language(s)
10 Ethnicity Religious Affiliation
11 Religious Affiliation Personality Traits
12 Sexuality Sexuality
13 Socio-economic Status Socio-economic Status
14 Dis/ability Dis/ability

Source: Ojeda-Hecht and Parks (2021).
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Additionally, Gen Z and Post-Gen Z cohorts also differ in how they per-
ceive their racial and/or ethnic identities impacting how other people listen 
to them. Based on the survey question “How do you think your racial and/or 
ethnic identity impacts how other people listen to you in <X> situation?” with 

Figure 4.1  Post-Gen Z Focus Group Discourse. Source: Hecht and Parks (2021).

Figure 4.2  Gen Z Focus Group Discourse. Source: Ojeda-Hecht and Parks (2021).
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professors or students, face-to-face or email exchanges, and whether or not 
the person avowed or ascribed a person of color identity, significant differ-
ences were found between generations, with Gen Z as less likely to perceive 
their racial and/or ethnic identities to impact how other people listen to them 
in the following contexts: 1) emailing with professors of color, and 2) email-
ing with white/Caucasian professors, 3) emailing with students of color, and 
4) face-to-face with students of color. Notably, no statistically significant dif-
ferences appeared between generations for questions related to face-to-face 
conversations with either white/Caucasian students or professors of color, 
pointing to the need for additional research about listening through digital 
communication mediums in instructional contexts.

To further explore this role of technology in instructional contexts, we pur-
sued thematic analysis of an overarching Listening and Technology theme. 
Participants referenced four important “subthemes,” including 1) quantity and 
quality of understanding, 2) generational differences in use and perception, 3)  
listening limitations through technology, and 4) listening strengths through 
technology. These subthemes were articulated by participant expressions of 
technology inhibiting understanding by simply getting in the way (e.g. having 
headphones in and not being able to hear someone), or technology facilitating 
understanding (e.g. when one person shares internet references with a person 
of the same generation). Post-Gen Z participants expressed that their prefer-
ences for how to use technology is perceived differently by people of younger 
generations. Participants also expressed that listening through technology has 
both strengths (e.g., being able to connect with people from a distance) and 
limitations (e.g., misunderstanding somehow based on how they used tech-
nology different from one might prefer). These subthemes inform us of the 
balance when communicating through technology with others that Post-Gen 
Z and Gen Z members negotiate.

Results from our corpus linguistic analysis also suggest that each gen-
erational cohort may each conceptualize and discuss technology in different 
ways. Terms such as “technology” and “phone” were mentioned by both 
generational cohorts, with “technology” mentioned twice as many times in 
the Post-Gen Z group as the Gen Z group (9/5, respectively) and “phone” 
mentioned twice as many times by the Gen Z as the Post-Gen Z group (4/2, 
respectively). Of special note, however, is that the word “email” or “email-
ing” was referenced 7 different times in the transcripts, but only by the Post-
Gen Z group; it was not referenced at all by the Gen Z group. This suggests 
that generations may not only diverge in how they conceptualize listening 
itself, but the digital mediums that they consider important for the listening 
and communication process may differ as well.

In summary, online survey and focus group discourse results together help 
us better understand intergenerational listening expectations and possible 
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needs for accommodation. Results show that both generations perceive their 
racial and/or ethnic identities to impact how they listen to others and how 
others listen to them when emailing and in face-to-face conversations within 
the instructor-student relationship. Both generational cohorts perceive that 
listening (whether in-person or online) across racial and/or ethnic identity 
differences can be difficult, despite initial online survey results where partici-
pants initially indicated that these (and some other) identities may not be the 
most important factors impacting interpersonal listening.

DISCUSSION

Gen Z, making up a large part of today’s college student body, and older 
generations, making up a large part of instructors, consistently express that 
listening across difference can be difficult for them. As students and instruc-
tors communicate through digital technologies, they are negotiating multiple, 
personal, and potentially differing, expectancies. Burgoon’s Expectancy 
Violation Theory involves communication expectancies derived from com-
municator characteristics (demographics, physical appearance, personality), 
relationship factors (familiarity, liking, similarity), and context characteristics 
(privacy, formality, task orientation) (Burgoon 1993). These communicator 
characteristics and factors can each prescribe certain interaction behaviors 
and dictate the expectancies in a given encounter. Given that these com-
municator characteristics are conceptualized by both generational cohorts 
as factors of listening across difference (including race and ethnicity/physi-
cal appearance, socio-economic status/demographics) and listening across 
technology (including formality, privacy, formality) the implications that 
expectancies have on the instructor-student relationship are substantial. Our 
study shows that Gen Z and Post-Gen Z cohorts differ in their perception 
of the ways of the ways that their racial and/or ethnic identities impact how 
other people listen to them, making it increasingly important for instructors 
and students alike to be aware of the expectations they are bringing to online 
and face-to-face interactions and to which they hold others accountable.

Both generations also expressed that listening across technology will never 
be the same (or as good) as listening in person, because of its lack of imme-
diacy and the crucial face-to-face layers of nonverbal cues, like eye contact, 
vocal tone, and body language. Significantly, both generations indicated that 
generational differences also occur in technology use and ways of listening 
through technology. Giles’ Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) 
explores the act of accommodation as a process in which interactants adjust 
their communication to either diminish or enhance social and communica-
tive differences (Giles 1973). The process of accommodation can be enacted 
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through a variety of communicative modes, be it face-to-face or mediated 
communication (as via telephone, email, or texting). Communicators can 
engage in either accommodative or nonaccommodative moves among a mul-
titude of communicative modes, such as nonverbal posture or tone, topics to 
pursue, or even choice of listening medium (Gallois et al. 2005). Both focus 
groups expressed that nonverbal cues are an integral part of listening that is 
often missed when using digital technologies yet nonverbal cues are integral 
to being a good listener. The lack of familiar nonverbal cues may make it 
harder for communication accommodation to take place but could also gen-
eratively result in both students and instructors attempting to find new ways 
to accommodate one another’s choice of and communication through diverse 
digital technologies.

As the world continues to adapt to the use of technology and works to 
become increasingly inclusive of all identities, Generation Z and older gen-
erations find themselves exploring the digital world to connect with others. 
Students and instructors, typically coming from two different generational 
cohorts—each with their own cohort’s cultural expectations—are using digi-
tal tools to connect now more than ever. It is clear that shared and contrasting 
concerns exist between generational cohorts in the instructional context about 
listening in online and offline communication and negotiation of a multiplic-
ity of diverse identities.

15 INTERGENERATIONAL LISTENING TIPS

It is on this final note about diversity that we conclude. Our study consistently 
showed that people of all generations often find it difficult to discuss diversity 
and difference, regardless of whether the communication medium is face-to-
face or digital. We thus offer readers a final set of themes from our analysis 
in order to provide meaningful steps forward for intergenerational listening 
between Generation Z and older generations in any instructional space.

	 1.	 Listen to understand.
	 2.	 Be slow to argue.
	 3.	 Develop appropriate empathy.
	 4.	 Resist fear and fixing.
	 5.	 Choose to be an engaged listener in both individual and group settings.
	 6.	 Intentionally listen to people who you do not agree with or understand.
	 7.	 Expand your horizons and develop shared context with more diverse 

others.
	 8.	 Learn how to listen differently to people from different backgrounds than 

you.
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	 9.	 Build resilience for holding others’ stories of marginalization and 
oppression.

	10.	 Pursue shared and reciprocal listening and speaking in your 
conversations.

	11.	 Determine relational listening expectations.
	12.	 Attend to nonverbal cues.
	13.	 Find ways to know when you are being listened to, even when it does not 

feel like it.
	14.	 Develop strategies for listening to extreme emotions, beliefs, and ideas.
	15.	 Attend to your own communication resources so that you can listen well 

when needed.
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Recognizing the attention struggles of students in higher education class-
rooms piqued an interest in listening and communication scholarship. 
Gaining the listening attention of college students is not a new challenge. 
Through the decades, communication scholars have signaled, or shouted, 
a need for more education and research focused on listening (Beall et al. 
2008; Wolvin 2012). However, the mix of a digital age, COVID-19 pan-
demic, racial tensions, political chaos, etc. demonstrates the need may be 
even more acute for Generation Z. The findings from a recent case study 
indicate Generation Z students are aware that their listening processes are 
hindered because of their digital bond to the Internet and the handheld 
devices used to access it (Sherstad 2019). Take a moment and think back 
to when you were a student. What classes did you most look forward to, 
and why? And, which professors did you connect with and why? Keep 
those answers tucked in your mind as you continue reading. We will circle 
back to your memories in the conclusion. First, however, the question of 
how professors can embrace the higher education challenge of listening, 
which has been exasperated during the COVID-19 pandemic, will be 
addressed.

An assumption, because you are reading this book, is that you genuinely 
care about the educational growth of students and recognize differences 
between Gen Z and other generations. Another reality is how behavioral 
changes during the COVID-19 pandemic has elevated adverse mental health 
conditions of young adults (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
2020). While this chapter ends with a bullet list of suggestions to increase 
effective listening specifically for face-to-face classrooms, it is essential to 

Chapter 5

Listening Research Shows How 
Gen Z and Faculty Can Co-Create 
Engaging Learning Environments

Pamela Sherstad
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understand that the co-creation of an effective educational community is a 
team effort that involves professors and students. The emphasis is on face-
to-face educational environments, but the principles are adaptable to online 
environments.

Information on what makes today’s college students different than previ-
ous generations will set the foundation followed by technology’s influence 
on listening in higher education. The conclusion emphasizes pedagogy to 
co-create engaging and effective learning environments. Be encouraged that 
recent research shows that Generation Z students want to learn from their 
professors. To begin, let us explore more in-depth about what can be learned 
about Gen Z.

TODAY’S COLLEGE STUDENT: GENERATION Z

It has been pointed out that Generation Z is a generation which differs sig-
nificantly from generations of the past. The use of technology is one of the 
defining characteristics of Gen Z, in addition, the world-wide COVID-19 
pandemic has effected young adults. In an August 2020 report, the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention stated because of COVID-19, “Mental 
health conditions are disproportionately affecting specific populations, espe-
cially young adults…” (par. 8). Higher education with COVID-19 has forced 
changes for the safety of stakeholders. These changed have relied heavily on 
technology. Virtual class meetings, learning management systems, and text 
messages replaced face-to-face classes, physical handouts, and office hours. 
Higher education with COVID-19 has also changed the way Gen Z listens.

Growing up in a highly digitalized media environment has influenced not 
only Gen Z’s views of education but also their views on social issues and life 
in general. Elmore (2017) explains seven major shifts for Generation Z: 1) 
confidence shifted to caution, 2) idealism shifted to pragmatism, 3) attacking 
an education shifted to hacking one, 4) spending money shifted to saving 
money, 5) consuming media shifted to creating media, 6) viral messages on 
social media shifted to vanishing messages, and, 7) text messaging shifted 
to iconic messaging (47–49). These changes point to a different mindset and 
directly or indirectly influence higher educational environments. Growing up 
as “digital natives” (Rickes 2016, 21) provides unique challenges to Gen Z in 
higher education environments specifically for listening. Now put in the mix 
the stresses of living during a time of COVID-19.

Shatto and Erwin (2016) note, “This reliance on mobile technology affects 
not only how this generation learns, it also drastically affects how instructors 
should be delivering instructional material” (253). According to Seemiller and 
Grace (2017), “The individual nature of technology has helped Generation Z 
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become comfortable and accustomed to learning independently. Whether 
reading an article or an eBook, completing an online module, or watching an 
instructional video, students can typically engage in many educational prac-
tices in an individual setting” (23). Nemko (2015) notes, “Z’ers having grown 
up with a smartphone has led them to expect information and entertainment 
on-demand, instantly, and in phone-sized bites” (par. 2). It seems relatively 
clear that Generation Z’s learning experiences have been different than those 
of other generations. It is their pervasive access to digital communication 
technologies that have been an essential reason for this.

More so than any other generation, Generation Z is “even more techno-
logically advanced and equipped usually with more than one device at the 
same time” (Jaleniauskienė and Jucevičienė 2015, 41). With an average of 
nine hours a day using cell phones and other media consumption, students 
graze content, bypassing the details, focusing on headlines and pictures. 
Jaleniauskienė and Jucevičienė state, “This generation will be engaged 
and at the same time bored with technology, therefore, educators should 
think of new ways to employ technology” (50). Elmore (2017) asserts 
Generation Z has an attention span of six to eight seconds. An inability 
to focus for an extended period may seem contrary to some educational 
environments; however, this shifting attention could “aid in the ability to 
sort information quickly assisting in processing” (Cameron and Pagnattaro 
2017, 318).

Generation Z can sense immediate satisfaction from social networks; these 
students can also feel bullied or rejected instantly (Turner 2015). According to 
Clarkson (2018), Generation Z is the first generation to live their lives online; 
this reality may include feelings of being watched and judged always. Studies 
show that experience linked to the Internet has made Generation Z anxious 
and uneasy (Stillman 2016), affecting listening. Gamble and Gamble (2013) 
describe mindful listening as being fully present, focused, and attentive. 
Generation Z’s use of smartphones, laptops, or other devices to communicate 
online reportedly negatively affects their ability to talk face-to-face (Turkle 
2013), which has implications in the higher education classroom. Being fully 
present for learning appears to take a backseat to the prominence of social 
connections. Hope (2016) explains social links are critically important to this 
generation. The frequently used acronym FOMO, fear of missing out, is an 
example. If Generation Z cannot be physically present with their friends and 
family’s activities, their online engagement helps them feel virtually present. 
Identifying students physically present, but mentally checked-out of the class 
discussion can become like a game for instructors which leads to “randomly” 
directing questions to those who appear less than fully engaged.

Generation Z students have grown up in an environment with more 
communication technology and information than any previous generation 
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(Dimock 2019); this engagement with technology has implications for higher 
education environments. “The image of the multitasking teenager is rapidly 
becoming ingrained in the public consciousness, as parents and other adults 
simultaneously marvel at and worry about young people juggling two, three, 
or four different media activities concurrently” (Kaiser Family Foundation 
2010, 33). Earlier generations have described technology as a handy tool for 
communicating or working; Generation Z describes communication technol-
ogy as an essential part of life comparable to air and water (Elmore 2017). 
Next, we will look specifically at technology’s influence on listening in 
higher education environments.

TECHNOLOGY’S INFLUENCE ON 
LISTENING IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Because listening plays a critical role in learning (Tindall and Nisbet 2008) 
and effective listening leads to academic success (Beall et al. 2008), student 
engagement in higher education needs to be addressed. Trenholm (2018) 
observes that “listening is the forgotten part of communication, yet being able 
to listen well is one of the most essential communication-related skills” (47). 
Dolby (2012) purports, “‘Listening’ is at the center of an education: It takes 
many forms (visual, auditory, sensory), but is the only way to understand 
another’s life and experience” (par. 8). Gen Z students bring their technol-
ogy to higher education learning environments. As high school students, they 
may have been required to keep their smartphone, tablet, or laptop in their 
school locker, but college is different and may provide the freedom to keep 
their technology nearby or use that technology in the classroom for educa-
tional purposes. Recognizing how technology influences effective listening 
in postsecondary institutions is essential because listening is fundamental to 
learning. The study of technology in the classroom is not new, and lines in 
the sand have been drawn.

Wireless Internet falls on the spectrum between being a benefit, by keeping 
students engaged, to a temptation, by disrupting students from listening in 
class. Ridberg (2006), a contributor to The Christian Science Monitor, inter-
viewed law professors who deemed Internet wired classrooms as too distract-
ing. Others in higher education recognize distracted students is not a novel 
concern; every generation has struggled with not being mentally present in 
classrooms. Before the Internet, students read newspapers, passed notes, or 
mentally checked-out by daydreaming (Ridberg 2006).

Here is one example of how technology can keep a student from being 
mentally present. During the spring 2019 semester, a student’s behavior 
during a Communication Skills class stood out. With 10 students in the 
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class, discussions typically involved everyone. When it was “Jake’s” (not 
the student’s real name) turn to contribute, he mentioned he agreed with 
another classmate, rehashing what was already said. What Jake missed was 
the student he agreed with had, only moments before, reversed his position 
and explained the rationale. Jake was on his computer during a critical few 
minutes of the class discussion. When it was pointed out what he missed, Jake 
sheepishly readjusted himself and appeared to be paying closer attention. 
After class, Jake apologized for not listening; explaining he was responding 
to an email and that he “normally doesn’t do that in class.” For a variety of 
reasons, including similar stories to the one shared, views on technology in 
the higher education classroom vary. For more than a decade, the debate on 
whether laptop computers help or hinder in-class learning has conflicting 
opinions. Some have argued communication technology allows for more 
instructor-student interactions (Barak et al. 2006), and this additional inter-
action is said to increase engagement and learning. Fried (2008), however, 
found in-class laptop use was a distraction. The distraction extended beyond 
the individual using the laptop to the effect this had on other classmates. 
“This research raises serious concerns about the use of laptops in the class-
room. Students admit to spending considerable time during lectures using 
their laptops for things other than taking notes. More importantly, the use of 
laptops was negatively related to several measures of learning. The pattern of 
the correlations suggests that laptop use interfered with students’ abilities to 
pay attention to and understand the lecture material, which in turn resulted in 
lower test scores” (Fried 2008, 911).

More recently, Thompson (2017) explored the negative relationship 
between frequent use of communication technologies and academic perfor-
mance. Part of the research on student use of communication technology 
included the in-class use of technology. Thompson stated:

The negative relationship between communication technology use and con-
centration found in the study seems intuitively logical, but the data from this 
study do not provide a way of determining causal relationships. It is possible 
that frequent use of communication technologies habituates cognitive behaviors 
inconsistent with concentration, or that people with poor concentration skills 
gravitate to using communication technologies. (2017, 265)

Returning to how Gamble and Gamble (2013) describe mindful listening 
with the three characteristics of being fully present, focused, and attentive, 
can lead educators to co-creating an engaging and effective learning environ-
ment for the benefit of all students, an environment that is more conducive 
to listening.
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PEDAGOGY TO CO-CREATE ENGAGING AND 
EFFECTIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

Consider that Generation Z students have grown up in a continually chang-
ing, highly mediated communication environment that has provided more 
information than any previous generation (Dimock 2019; Seemiller and 
Grace 2017). Their connected world has implications for listening and learn-
ing in higher education environments. Handheld technology is described 
by students and faculty as the number one distraction to effective listening 
for Generation Z in today’s higher education classrooms (Sherstad 2019). 
According to students and faculty, the highest-ranked immunity against dis-
traction is class discussions and in-class activities (Sherstad). These findings 
imply faculty and students recognize the challenge of effective listening for 
Generation Z and have identified strategies to co-create engaging and effec-
tive learning environments to promote competent listening.

Cultivating a culture of listening for the sake of learning involves students 
and faculty coming together to take steps on a path of purpose. Students and 
faculty acknowledge that handheld technology is a distraction that hinders 
listening in the classroom; putting away personal technology was considered 
essential to aid classroom listening (Sherstad 2019). This result relates to 
what Cronon (1998) shared over 20 years ago. In a distracted and overly busy 
age, an educated person puts in the effort to “follow an argument, track logi-
cal reasoning, detect illogic, hear the emotions that lie behind both the logic 
and the illogic, and ultimately empathize with the person who is feeling those 
emotions” (Cronon 1998, 76). Based on recent findings, it appears Generation 
Z students and faculty members recognized this level of engagement is rarely 
happening because of technology use in the classroom (Sherstad). When 
students were asked about a tip to help classmates be an effective listener 
in school, the majority of student responses suggested putting away media 
devices (Sherstad).

Instructors should be encouraged to hear students’ state technology should 
be tucked away during class. They recognize their in-class online shopping or 
checking of sports scores is not contributing to their education. This finding 
is significant coming from a generation who has grown up with and lives life 
close to their handheld technology. That is excellent news. However, an obvi-
ous question follows. If students know how important it is to put handheld 
technology away while in class, why don’t they do it?

Again, scholarship shows Generation Z has relied on communication 
technology for nearly every aspect of their lives (Elmore 2017; Dimock 
2019). One general finding shows being interested in what was being taught 
in the classroom was a critical factor in aiding effective listening (Sherstad, 
2019). However, students said they reach for their media devices while in 
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class (and outside class as well) because they are bored (Sherstad). Lack 
of interest in the classroom subject matter, together with the proximity of 
an entertainment device and notification alerts that are visible, audible, and 
physical (vibration), creates the perfect distraction storm. Let’s explore 
how a professor’s communication can positively influence the education 
environment.

Staton-Spicer and Marty-White (1981) identified a connection between 
instructor communication concerns and classroom behavior with the educa-
tional environment in mind. The instructional communication theory frame-
work provides a lens for guiding pedagogy in higher education classrooms 
today which include Gen Z and technology. Staton-Spicer and Marty-White 
reported three communication concerns of educators: self, task, and impact. 
In Staton-Spicer and Marty-White’s research,  self  as a communication 
concern in the classroom focused on the instructor’s credibility and flexibil-
ity;  task as a communication concern was addressed before the start of the 
semester and involved how to make abstract concepts concrete. Applying 
what was discovered from a recent study about the higher educational listen-
ing experience of Generation Z, Staton-Spicer and Marty-White’s commu-
nication concern of impact was applicable. Impact is described as a concern 
for student understanding. According to Staton-Spicer and Marty-White, “A 
teacher who expresses the impact concern of student understanding is likely 
to engage in a variety of behaviors to facilitate such understanding.” (365) 
While Staton-Spicer and Marty-White’s findings were published before 
Internet wired classrooms and students’ access to handheld technology, their 
conclusions have an application to Generation Z’s listening in the fact that 
educational concern and behavior in the classroom have a communication 
link. To approach teaching from the communication concern of impact, fac-
ulty must listen to their students. When students feel listened to, they respond 
with higher engagement and a sense of involvement, thereby reducing bore-
dom and the pull of handheld technology to entertain (Sherstad 2019).

The question needs to be asked: What communication behaviors can 
instructors employ to best facilitate Generation Z’s effective listening for 
subject understanding? Staton-Spicer and Marty-White found instructors’ 
concern for students’ understanding resulted in behaviors such as facilitat-
ing student interaction, eliciting student responses, and using questions to 
engage thinking. Other findings point to a similar suggestion. Twenge (2009) 
emphasizes that “students frequently need the purpose and meaning of activi-
ties spelled out for them. Previous generations had a sense of duty and would 
often do what they were told without asking why. Most young people no 
longer respond to appeals to duty; instead, they want to know exactly why 
they are doing something and want to feel they are having a personal impact” 
(404).
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As promised, let’s return to the questions asked of you at the beginning 
of this chapter. As a college student, what classes did you most look for-
ward to, and why? And, which professors did you connect with and why? 
Your responses to those questions can help guide you as you plan to engage 
today’s postsecondary students. Generation Z students listen most effec-
tively during class discussion and in-class activities, two teaching techniques 
that do not require technology (Sherstad 2019). Using recommendations 
from Staton-Spicer, Marty-White, and Twenge, instructors can encourage 
effective listening by crafting meaningful discussions and in-class activities 
that communicate the relevance of the subject. Be encouraged knowing that 
recent research shows Generation Z students do want to learn from their 
professors. In addition, figure 5.1 shows the recommendations from college 
students on how to be an effective listener in class (Sherstad). By recogniz-
ing when students feel listened to, they respond with higher engagement and 
a sense of involvement, and by sharing the suggestions of Gen Z students 
about how to be an effective listener in class, a foundation for co-creating an 
academic community that enhances listening and learning begins.

Figure 5.1   Listening Tips from Generation Z Students. Source: Sherstad 2021.
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THE ROLE OF LISTENING IN CO-CREATING 
AN EFFECTIVE ACADEMIC COMMUNITY

Co-Cocreating an effective academic community with Generation Z that aids 
successful listening includes steps before, during and after a course. Below 
are suggestions to begin the thinking process.

BEFORE THE SEMESTER OR TERM BEGINS

	 1.	 Ascertain if your institution has a policy regarding student use of hand-
held technology (phones, tablets, and laptops) in the classroom. Clarify 
in the course syllabus any additions to the institution policy or your 
policy regarding student use of handheld technology during class. Be 
prepared to convince students of the learning benefits of this policy. It is 
vital to remember instructors are in charge of the classroom environment. 
If you choose to limit students’ access to handheld technology, consider 
a “technology break” during the class period, allowing students to access 
their handheld technology for social media, etc. That may help alleviate 
some of Generation Z’s anxiety from being separated from their technol-
ogy during class.

	 2.	 Identify how you will communicate the steps students can take that will 
help them prepare for your class meetings. For example, will students 
need paper notebooks and writing utensils, the course textbooks, articles 
printed in advance, and so on? Information that will help students men-
tally prepare for being in class aids in effective listening. Plan how you 
will articulate course requirements clearly.

	 3.	 Make plans to help students understand what they are learning in class 
can be applicable to the present and future. Before the semester beings 
is the time to develop discussions and activities that will engage the stu-
dents with the course subject.

	 4.	 Learn the names of the students in the class. If possible, introduce your-
self and help students know your passion and excitement for teaching 
them.

DURING CLASS

	 1.	 Be welcoming by acknowledging students and addressing students by 
name.

	 2.	 At the beginning of class, explain your handheld technology policy and 
why you have that policy for their learning benefit.
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	 3.	 Talk to your class about the suggestions from other college students (fig-
ure 5.1) on how to be an effective listener in class. Do your students have 
other suggestions?

	 4.	 If possible, involve every student during every class. Whether that 
includes discussion questions, small group activities, or impromptu 
questions that allow students to pull from their experience, help stu-
dents understand how their presence and participation is valuable for 
the class as a whole. Students may not be accustomed to this level of 
participation, but don’t give up on intentionally engaging students in the 
classroom.

	 5.	 When students are asking questions during class, allow the students to 
finish the questions before responding. Show appreciation for the student 
asking the question; this small act encourages others to ask questions. 
Approach questions and interactions as teaching opportunities.

	 6.	 When possible, consider using teaching techniques that include handheld 
technology to reach educational objectives. For example, Kahoot or a 
quick Internet search for subject-related content to jumpstart a discussion 
can be fun and engaging.

AFTER CLASS

	 1.	 When possible, continue course topic conversations after class in the 
hallway or via email. Share your excitement about the course you are 
teaching with the students.

	 2.	 Acknowledge students outside of class, helping them know you value 
them as a person, which has potential to increase their listening to you in 
the classroom.

	 3.	 Use technology to engage students in the subject. For example, post 
interesting videos or content with hashtags that will add to the classes’ 
understanding of the subject and provide starting points for future conver-
sations between you and students, and between students within the class.
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INTRODUCTION

A 2018 Pearson report noted that “GenZ has been so immersed in technology 
in every aspect of their lives that they no longer see it as a transformative 
phenomenon, but rather as a normal, integral part of life” (16). Unlike the 
generation(s) before them, Generation Z (Gen Z) students have grown up in 
a world in which they have virtually always been connected to digital culture; 
Gen Z is composed of digital natives. This distinction applies not only to the 
well-documented use of technology and social media among this generation, 
but to nearly all aspects of their lives—including education. Indeed, the num-
ber of “virtual schools,” fully online high schools, is increasing in number 
rapidly to meet the demands of this generation (Molnar et al. 2019). So, too, 
have colleges and universities adapted to meet the growing demand for online 
learning (National Center for Education Statistics 2019). Although this seems 
a normal evolution, there are many pedagogical considerations that must be 
addressed to effectively provide instruction for digital natives in the digital 
format. For example, the same Pearson report (2018) indicated that 55% of 
Gen Z students say that YouTube has contributed to their education, and 
59% cite YouTube as their preferred learning method. This provides a unique 
opportunity for instructors to reassess the viability of current online course 
instruction methods and to adapt to account for the learning preferences of 
Gen Z students.

Therefore, this chapter presents an integrative framework that blends con-
temporary research on Gen Z characteristics, applications to online learning, 
and recommendations for future faculty development in order to ensure the 
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preparedness of educators teaching digital natives in digital spaces. We begin 
by exploring existing trends in online learning in relation to Gen Z students. 
Presently, little research has empirically examined the preferences and atti-
tudes of Gen Z students toward online pedagogy; however, research has 
suggested the various methods, systems, and forms of instruction that might 
appeal to this demographic. Next, we synthesize literature concerning Gen Z 
learning preferences alongside knowledge of effective online teaching. The 
vast majority of incoming first-year college students—characterized largely 
as Gen Z—still come from traditional, face-to-face educational backgrounds. 
Practitioners must recognize and appreciate that despite growing up with and 
through technology, many Gen Z students still harbor unique communica-
tive shortcomings that may prevent them from engaging online. Moreover, 
increasingly ineffective teacher behaviors online could lead to increased 
student challenge behavior, dissent, or apathy. Finally, we offer recommenda-
tions for university administrators concerning faculty development and train-
ing. Scholars argue that Gen Z students can quickly become frustrated when 
their expectations of technology are not met, prompting Shatto and Erwin 
(2016) to assert that “resources must be devoted to acquiring new technolo-
gies as well as faculty development on its use” (254). Universities must be 
equipped to prepare the professoriate to meet this need. Based on an examina-
tion of past research and our own experiences as online instructors, we offer 
tangible advice for better engaging digital natives in digital platforms.

OVERVIEWING GEN Z LEARNING PREFERENCES

To meet the challenge of teaching digital natives in their own unique spaces, it 
is important to first review the learning trends and preferences relevant to this 
group. Across a variety of studies, it appears that three general characteristics 
describe Gen Z students’ attitudes toward their learning: Personalization, 
Autonomy, and Practicality. In this first section, we expand upon each cat-
egory and highlight important trends that may impact how learning occurs 
online for this group of students.

Personalization

Gen Z students prefer learning that is personalized. According to Fry and 
Parker (2018), Gen Z students are the most racially and ethnically diverse 
group to enter the college classroom. This implies a multitude of personal, 
social, and cultural experiences permeating instructional spaces. Moreover, 
the Gen Z student experience is characterized by busy schedules, growing 
concerns about mental health, and increased levels of different types of 
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stress (e.g., economic, social), among other things (Mintz 2019).  As a result, 
scholars have called for educators to shift the focus of pedagogy to be less 
engrossed in instructor dissemination of knowledge and more tailored to stu-
dents’ individualized experiences (Chicca and Sellenberger 2018; Hartman 
et al. 2018). Said differently, despite the clear importance of instructor mes-
sage behaviors, the nature of the prototypical Gen Z student suggests that 
scholars and instructors should begin thinking less about how instructors send 
messages and more about how students receive them (Pousson and Myers 
2018).

This student-centric approach implies that instructors put forth time and 
effort to adjust content to students’ needs to create authentic and effective 
learning environments. Instructors must recognize and understand their stu-
dents’ individual needs in order to personalize their pedagogy. This is not 
limited strictly to students’ content expectations, but includes several factors 
like the system of pedagogy (i.e., lectures, videos, interaction; Genota 2018), 
the types of technology used (Chicca and Sellenberger 2018), or even the 
extent to which their students desire a relationship with them (Asikainen 
et al. 2018).

For example, perhaps instructors can increase the use of video-based 
instruction on platforms like YouTube or incorporate a greater variety of 
communication technologies that are preferred by Gen Z students (Seemiller 
and Clayton 2019). Further, rather than holding traditional office hours, Gen 
Z students may benefit from virtual meetings or sharing of class announce-
ments through social media instead of email. The existing research concern-
ing Gen Z student learning preferences ultimately proposes that “faculty may 
even want to consider offering some customized learning that allows students 
to select from a menu of possible learning activities, all of which enable 
achievement of learning outcomes” (Chicca and Sellenberger 2018, 183).

Autonomy

Second, Gen Z students value autonomy in their learning. As noted, Gen Z 
has grown up in the digital world, helping them to become avid and compe-
tent users of technology. However, this immersion in the digital world has 
also resulted in Gen Z students developing an increased comfort working 
and interacting independently (Chicca and Sellenberger 2018). Seemiller and 
Grace (2017) argued that Gen Z students prefer intrapersonal experiences 
where they can reflect on, relate to, or understand content according to their 
own experiences. In other words, Gen Z students prefer to explore course 
concepts on their own before applying them in unique, nuanced ways that can 
make a difference in their own lives. Similar to the argument made regarding 
personalization, Pousson and Myers (2018) describe the Gen Z mindset as 
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one that perceives instructors as not just agents of knowledge but guides who 
facilitate and make sense of an abundance of information.

Importantly, this does not mean Gen Z students want to avoid team-based, 
group, or collaborative learning. Instead, the research found that Gen Z stu-
dents want to make sense of instructional content on their own before working 
with others. Seemiller and Clayton (2019) reflected this idea in their synthesis 
of Gen Z learning preferences. The researchers provide several strategies for 
modifying content and pedagogy to meet Gen Z students’ autonomy learning 
needs. This includes providing students with opportunities to observe others 
completing tasks before attempting the experience independently, allowing 
students to choose topics that are meaningful to them, helping students make 
connections between course content and their future careers, or giving dedi-
cated time for individual reflection.

The researchers also highlight the importance of scaffolding content so 
that students can keep track of their individual development. This scaffold-
ing refers to a system of pedagogy designed for students to complete several 
small assignments as precursors to larger applications of knowledge. After 
each step in the scaffolding process, students can reflect on content relative 
to their unique, personal experiences before moving on. This should help 
students become more confident in their own abilities by thinking critically 
about where they both succeeded and failed in their pursuits of learning. 
Summatively, instructors can enhance the learning process for Gen Z students 
through autonomy-supportive instruction that does not explicitly tell students 
content but allows them to discover meaning on their own.

Practicality

Gen Z students tend to prefer instruction that is directly applicable to every-
day life. Demonstrating the practicality of a given lesson or concept is an 
important consideration for instructors of this generation. Although this is not 
a new concept, as logically all students wish to see the value of their educa-
tion, Gen Z is more narrowly focused on the practicality of education. These 
students seek out skill-focused material. According to Schwieger and Ladwig 
(2018), “Gen Zers realize the importance of building skills at a young age—
89% of those surveyed indicated that part of their free time activities were 
devoted to productive and creative endeavors, rather than just ‘hanging out’” 
(47). Many, between the ages of 7 and 17, were already developing produc-
tivity skills such as graphic design and app development (Deep Focus 2015). 
This forward-thinking mentality emerges in many of the surveys of Gen Z.

Not only do Gen Z students expect practicality in the learning process, 
they see it as an integral part of moving beyond the classroom. Seemiller and 
Grace (2017) note that Gen Z students “want their educational experience to 
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incorporate practical learning experiences from the beginning” (25) and to 
carry throughout the college experience. They suggest that college programs 
provide more internal and external opportunities for students to obtain prac-
tical hands-on experience through experiential learning and internships. As 
Gen Z enters the arena, the expectation is that they will hit the ground running 
equipped with tangible, useful experience. The expectation is that college will 
prepare them directly for career success.

Gen Z is also service-oriented. Aside from hands-on learning and prac-
ticality, Gen Z students are drawn to experiential and service-learning (see 
Gardner et al. 2018; Plochocki 2019). Transformative learning is attractive to 
students of this generation, as is evident from the increasing amount of volun-
teer and service-learning experience students entering college possess. Given 
that students are actively seeking out opportunities for meaningful, hands-on 
learning experiences, it is vital that college faculty and administrators provide 
opportunities for the incoming generation of students to meaningfully learn.

APPLICATIONS TO EFFECTIVE ONLINE INSTRUCTION

Apart from simply understanding the aforementioned preferences of Gen Z 
learners, it is also important to reflect on instructional practices and pedagogi-
cal strategies that will meet the needs of this generation of students. Because 
Gen Z students expect technology to be implemented effectively, online 
instruction that violates expectations can lead to negative experiences or miti-
gate students’ learning experiences. We paint a broader picture of the types 
of pedagogical adjustments necessary for effective instruction by comparing 
what scholars argue constitutes effective online instruction (for a review, see 
Sellnow and Kaufmann 2018) to the expectations of Gen Z learners. Three 
questions guide this section: (1) How do instructors practice student-centric 
pedagogy online? (2) How do instructors practice autonomy-supportive 
instruction online? and (3) How do instructors promote the practicality of 
concepts online?

Practicing Student-Centric Pedagogy Online

We believe instructors should strive to be student-centric when teaching Gen 
Z students online. Perhaps this was best articulated by Shearer et al. (2020), 
who conducted focus groups with both faculty and students in order to iden-
tify expectations and needs for online learning in today’s landscape: “from 
a pedagogical perspective, the image the student participants depicted shows 
that they want a personalized and adaptive learning experience, which is sen-
sitive to learners’ needs and preferences” (47). This could include a variety 
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of approaches, including the use of multiple modes of content delivery, 
increased visibility of learner analytics, shorter content that accommodates 
a limited attention span, and customizable learning interfaces (e.g., emojis, 
memes, interactive profiles). From our perspective, relationship-building in 
online spaces might also appeal to the needs of Gen Z learners. We offer 
several practical behaviors that will allow instructors to transform their cur-
rent pedagogy into more student-centric online environments suited to Gen 
Z students.

Building Immediacy

Instructors can set the groundwork for adaptive pedagogy by thinking 
critically about communicating immediacy in online spaces. O’Sullivan et al. 
(2004) defined immediacy in online contexts (i.e., mediated immediacy) “as 
communicative cues in mediated channels that can shape perceptions of psy-
chological closeness between interactants” (471). For example, Dixson et al. 
(2016) discovered that instructors could boost student engagement online 
by strategically enhancing the visual aesthetic of the course structure and 
increasing responsiveness across communicative areas. Specifically, instruc-
tors who added color, used figurative language, incorporated fun fonts or 
emoticons, or contributed more regularly to forms/discussion posts created 
more engaged communities (Kaufmann et  al. 2016). Building immediacy 
should also create a more collaborative and supportive online climate where 
students feel comfortable taking personal responsibility over their learning, 
asking questions, and discussing their intrapersonal reflections (Kaufmann 
et al. 2018).

Brief Student Assessments

In order to adapt effectively, instructors should consider brief, non-invasive 
instructional strategies that provide insights into students’ classroom expecta-
tions. Prior to enrollment in an online course, some scholars have suggested 
screening that can identify traits (e.g., anxiety or apprehension) that may 
interfere with the online learning process (Wombacher et  al. 2018). One 
author of this chapter incorporates a similar process by providing students 
with a series of questions (designed to be completed in less than five min-
utes) as an accompanying component of the course syllabus (i.e., a syllabus 
contract). This provides a concrete reference for each individual student that 
can be used to tailor content, pedagogy, or infrastructure appropriately. As 
a baseline, perhaps instructors can focus primarily on video-based instruc-
tion to appeal to students’ general preference for observation (Seemiller and 
Grace 2017) yet adapt to other methods where deemed appropriate through 
the brief assessments.
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Instructional Flexibility

Instructors can also practice student-centric pedagogy by listening to student 
feedback and broadening the scope of how students meet course learning out-
comes. In an online setting, it may be possible for instructors to adapt office 
hours based on students’ virtual accessibility. This simple adaptation may 
help Gen Z students navigate busy schedules and increased forms of stress 
(Mintz 2019). Similarly, instructors may focus on utilizing free, open-access, 
or familiar technologies that students recognize prior to the course. If Gen Z 
students are comfortable with a type of technology and can access it effec-
tively, perhaps it would be prudent for students themselves to dictate how 
that technology is used relative to learning objectives. Moreover, we have had 
success allowing students to choose topics or activities relative to their own 
interests, provided those choices will not deter from overall course or assign-
ment outcomes. In one composition assignment, students choose to apply one 
of three communication theories to an area of interest to them (i.e., uses and 
gratifications, spiral of silence, or relational dialectics). Students appreciate 
having the option to choose a theory that resonates with them and apply it 
to a context in which they have genuine interest, all the while still maintain-
ing a focus on developing writing skills, critical thinking, and understanding 
applied communication.

Autonomy-Supportive Instruction Online

Along with student-centric learning, we also posit that promoting student 
autonomy online is important to educating Gen Z. Research on student-regu-
lated learning (SRL) shows that in online classes, higher levels of autonomy 
are important for student learning, especially as there is less instructor pres-
ence in the class (Lehmann et al. 2014). Many online courses are run asyn-
chronously, which necessitates more autonomy and self-motivation from 
students. In a broad study of MOOCs, Wong et al. (2018) found that prompt-
ing, providing feedback, integrating support systems, and encouraging self-
monitoring all led to student success. These strategies all point to increased 
autonomy for the students. In practice, we offer the following as suggestions 
for promoting student autonomy in online classes.

Discussion Board Priming

One practice that may encourage autonomy in the online classroom is the stra-
tegic use of discussion boards. Student-led discussions, perhaps with minimal 
prompting, can provide a sense of ownership and autonomy. For instance, as 
the instructor you might assign a broad discussion board topic that allows 
for a broad diversity of response (e.g., “This week we are discussing pathos. 
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Describe an instance of pathos that you’ve noticed in the past two days”). 
Giving students the opportunity to engage with the course material before the 
instructor dives in can be a great way to foster agency in learning.

Learning Contracts

Providing students with the authority to engage in the planning and grading 
process is another way to foster autonomy. Learning contracts come in many 
different forms and can be applied in a number of contexts. For instance, an 
instructor can use a learning contract to organize a group project, in which the 
group must devise a set of rules, deadlines, etc. for the group to follow. On a 
broader scale, an instructor could choose to design the entire course around 
a learning contract. For example, an instructor might allow students to weigh 
assignment grades differently based on their perceived strengths. Allowing 
students to have a say in the maintenance of the course is a good way to pro-
mote investment in the material.

Student Examples and Reviews

Using past examples of student work is a good way to introduce students 
to the process of a course or assignment. As an instructor, transparency is a 
good way to get buy-in from students. For example, having students “grade” 
former students’ assignments (with permission, of course), gives students 
the opportunity to see how the assessment process works. In our experience, 
student assessments of writing and public speaking are nearly always more 
critical than the instructor’s initial assessment. The conversations that follow 
such a practice provide students with useful information regarding how they 
can succeed on an assignment. By giving students a look behind the curtain, 
they become better prepared to perform.

Modules/Self-Pacing

Depending on the course and material, allowing students to work at their own 
pace is another great way to promote autonomy. Obviously, some subjects 
would lend themselves better to this process than others, but a consideration of 
pacing is absolutely necessary for student success. Does the course work bet-
ter as a weekly module with all assignments due at the end of the week? Does 
the material require more frequent check-ins for understanding? How much 
communication is necessary/expected from students in this particular subject? 
These are all questions that must be considered when designing a course.

Promoting Practicality and Utility Online

Finally, we believe Gen Z learning experiences online can be enhanced 
through pedagogy that promotes the practicality and relevance of course 
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concepts. Gen Z students are motivated to make a difference in the lives of 
others; however, they also value finding connections between the content, 
their careers, and social good on their own terms (Seemiler and Grace 2019). 
A variety of strategies, such as e-service (Strait and Sauer 2004; Guthrie and 
McCracken 2010), flipped classrooms (Strelan et al. 2020), and designated 
reflection (Chang 2019) may help Gen Z students use their individual pas-
sions for community advocacy. We offer several strategies for implementing 
this idea into online courses for digital natives.

Service-Learning

Engaging Gen Z students through service-learning opportunities is a great 
way to demonstrate the practicality of course content. In online classes, the 
coordination of such an effort is more difficult, but it also affords some added 
benefits to the learning experience. For instance, making volunteer hours a 
requirement of the course and then tailoring assignments toward the service-
learning experience helps to show how content from the course can be 
applied beyond the classroom. Students can reflect and share on their service-
learning experiences through writing, speeches, or multimedia projects in the 
online forum. Demonstrating the connection between the “outside world” and 
the classroom drives home the utility of course content.

Flipped Classroom

Flipping the traditional classroom can be another way to demonstrate the 
utility of course content. Thus, there can be a combination of online and 
face-to-face instruction. By pre-loading lecture content online via a learning 
management system, the limited face-to-face time can be better used to apply 
material to specific situations. For instance, one might post a lecture online 
at the beginning of the week, and then during the classroom time that week 
students can discuss concepts and apply them to different situations/scenarios 
with classmates face-to-face. This allows the instructor to spend more time on 
practical issues in the classroom while simultaneously giving students a better 
sense of how the content can be applied.

Reflection

Reflection is an important part of everyday life, but can be very valuable in 
the classroom setting as well. Giving students the opportunity to reflect on 
their own work and the work of others provides a method of learning that 
encourages growth and evolution. The reflection process allows students to 
see how their work has affected their perceptions of certain concepts and 
course material. In some cases, reflection that allows students to connect 
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content to real world issues and experiences can be a more valuable tool for 
Gen Z than online discussions. Instructors might also consider scaffolding 
assignments or using technological resources to keep students aware of their 
individual progress. For example, some learning management systems allow 
students to anonymously compare how well they performed on classroom 
assignments relative to their classmates. Either way, digital natives in digital 
spaces may benefit through opportunities to reflect on connections between 
content and issues they are passionate about, as well as their individual suc-
cesses or failures as a platform for future development.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY 
ADMINISTRATION

First, university administrators need to prepare faculty to meet the learning 
needs of Gen Z. Nearly all college campuses house some sort of center for the 
enhancement of pedagogy and learning. One of the central ways that adminis-
trators can foster success with Gen Z students is through offering workshops 
for instructors detailing the best practices for teaching Gen Z students. This 
can be done at the university level with a broad base of information that can 
be applied to multiple disciplines; it could also be implemented at the unit-
level, with a more tailored approach to teaching within a specific discipline. 
Workshops would also be useful during new faculty orientation sessions, 
so that new instructors gain a sense of the audience they will be teaching. 
Potential workshops could include topics such as: Gen Z demographics; Gen Z  
technology usage; Gen Z mindset; and so on.

Second, university administration can prepare faculty to teach Gen Z 
online by promoting the accessibility and utility of currently existing uni-
versity resources. Many instructors may not be aware of all their university 
has to offer in terms of pedagogical assistance, nor do they know of the 
subject-matter experts who may be willing to help. Further, some instructors 
may know about such assistance but choose not to act on it due to perceived 
inaccessibility or the time required to take part. Institutions can improve the 
visibility of such resources by connecting individually with programs or 
departments. Units that specialize in online content creation, video produc-
tion, or instructional design can help instructors in areas known to affect 
climate and progression through online courses outside of interpersonal inter-
actions with students. Existing resources such as these may also help instruc-
tors find and utilize software that students are familiar with, allowing them to 
connect with students and avoid the pitfalls of using technology ineffectively.

Communication instructors are uniquely positioned to lead the charge 
in teaching Gen Z online. The skill set required to teach the basic 
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communication course and other important communication courses fall in 
line with the preferences and expectations of Gen Z students. The basic 
communication course is increasingly being taught online, and the number 
of online courses in general is rapidly increasing. Communication tech-
nologies evolve quickly, and Gen Z students are on the forefront of that 
evolution.

Finally, university administration can meet the needs of Gen Z students by 
helping them establish and engage with community connections. Instructors 
may be routinely unaware of the community leaders, organizers, and activ-
ists who may have connections to their colleges, departments, or units. The 
authors of this chapter were shocked to see a top local newscaster attend a 
college-wide meeting in preparation for a journalism class she was teach-
ing in the upcoming semester! Gen Z students would benefit through the 
increased presence of leaders with community connections who can stress 
the relevance or course concepts or ideas in their everyday lives. Although 
some may argue that finding such connections are the responsibility of the 
instructors, we believe that an aggregated resource of community connec-
tions can help instructors stay more closely engaged with the local commu-
nity to create opportunities for service-learning, internships, or community 
involvement.

A Note about the COVID-19 Pandemic and Online Learning

As the COVID-19 global pandemic began to spread worldwide, the shift in 
education could be felt almost immediately. Colleges and universities began 
to assess the risk of continuing to hold in-person classes, with most institu-
tions shifting to a distance-learning model for public health reasons. Given 
this sudden and widespread shift in modality, all eyes became focused on 
best practices for learning online. Thus, the importance of online instruction 
became even more pronounced as schools were forced into modality shifts in 
the name of safety. Colleges and universities relied heavily on programs that 
were successful in online pedagogy and on centers for teaching and learning. 
And while students in Gen Z perhaps have a slight advantage in terms of 
exposure to online learning, this modality shift was accompanied by a range 
of cultural, economic, and personal shifts as well. The pandemic underscores 
the importance of online learning and demonstrates the hard work that goes 
into making online pedagogy successful. As universities continue to grapple 
with the effects of the pandemic and the accompanying pedagogical consid-
erations, online instruction will remain an important area of study. Gen Z is 
likely to be remembered as the generation who survived a global pandemic 
and educators’ roles in facilitating this generation’s academic studies is 
crucial.
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INTRODUCTION

As educators, we are perpetually attempting to, through reflective processes, 
determine what succeeds, and what does not, within the confines of the class-
room. In so doing, we look at the educational process unwinding through the 
lens of the student, manifesting the looking glass self about which Charles 
Horton Coley (1902) once wrote. I still remember, over two decades later, 
what made Mrs. Patton (my high school journalism teacher), Mr. Brown (my 
high school English teacher), and Mr. Zwibek (my middle school mathemat-
ics teacher) such effective and memorable instructors. Was it their mere intel-
lect that, retrospectively, made them such high-impact teachers? Probably. 
However, there is an even more important independent variable at play here. 
They were able to make the material come to life. Mrs. Patton was able to 
show us how one could write a musical review after our class chose to watch 
a recorded taping of a James Taylor concert. Mr. Brown was able to illustrate 
the relationship between George Milton and Lennie Small (from the book Of 
Mice and Men) by linking it to familial relationships of which he had been 
a part. Mr. Zwibek was able to teach us the properties of algebra when we, 
as a class, became a fictional casino. These effective instructors left a lasting 
impression on me because they had this insatiable desire to have information 
become applicable to and for the learner. Quoting Raju and Sankar (1999, 
501), “real-world problems allow . . . students to vicariously experience situ-
ations in the classroom that they may face in the future and thus help bridge 
the gap between theory and practice.”
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However, over the past 25 years, the very definition of an effective instruc-
tor, and what it means for class material to come alive, have both changed. I 
often think to myself: what is effective pedagogy in today’s world of higher 
education? While this is a rhetorical question, which, by definition, ought to 
have no answer, I fear that this question has too many. What the data indicate 
is that today’s college student requires a different type of educational experi-
ence, due, at least in part, to a decreased ability to pay attention, an increased 
desire for multidisciplinary education, the hope for place-based learning, and 
an overall change in the psychosocial characteristics of students (Strawser 
2018). From a teacher’s perspective, then, it is important to underscore 
Seemiller and Grace’s (2017) dialectical tension wherein “higher education 
can either adopt philosophies and practices that educate, mobilize, empower, 
and prepare Generation Z to solve our world’s problems or miss the oppor-
tunity to influence significantly the great minds of our next great generation” 
(25). Given the foregoing conundrum, one effective pedagogical approach to 
education, which is the focal point of this chapter, is the implementation of a 
case study approach. That is, providing the student with immediate, practical 
examples of ideas, concepts, models, theories, and paradigms in action, so 
that course information seems to come alive. In his own casebook, Wrench 
(2012, vii–viii) writes that “showing students how to apply the theoretical 
content of organizational communication, or how to employ the skills dis-
cussed in organizational communication, is quite difficult because they do not 
immediately see the utility.” He continues, however, by saying that “thank-
fully . . . a method has been devised . . . to help students see the applicability 
and utility of course content. This method is called the case method.”

This chapter will showcase why and how case studies are useful, pedagogi-
cal tools for today’s learners. The chapter will first introduce research that has 
focused on the independent variables that have produced the new educational 
landscape for Generation Z, within which new benchmarks and outcomes 
are evaluated, inclusive of the very learning goals that currently exist across 
institutions of higher education, and how these are to be achieved given the 
mindset of today’s student. This will be followed by a section detailing both 
the nature and role of the case study approach and how this can be incorpo-
rated into new, and existing, course structures. The chapter will conclude 
with a final discussion regarding best practices associated with the case study 
method/approach, providing today’s Generation Z learner with, as Seemiller 
and Grace (2016) speak, a pedagogical approach aligned with a new type of 
learning style. Especially within the media-saturated pedagogical world in 
which instructors currently find themselves embedded, due to the COVID-
19 pandemic, the use of the case study method becomes an exponentially 
more important tool for assessment than ever before, as teachers are attempt-
ing to determine how to best assess students in a geographically dispersed, 
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non-collocated “classroom.” Regardless of the course, and even the depart-
ment within which the course is housed, you will learn that there is perhaps 
no better, more effective, way of teaching the Generation Z cohort than by 
employing this case study approach, applying Lewin’s (1951, 169) age-old 
adage that “there is nothing so practical as a good theory.”

The New Educational Landscape

According to Rickes (2016, 21), students within the Generation Z cohort “are 
being perceived as a ‘new’ generation precisely because they have begun to 
exhibit notably different characteristics, values, and attitudes.” This section 
will highlight these characteristics, values, and attitudes, and showcase how 
they have come to shape the new normal within the world of higher educa-
tion. When academics first began to think about the changing educational 
landscape within the context of higher education, as the Generation Z popu-
lation began to fill the seats within the college classroom, it was common 
for their minds to jump, almost automatically, to the role that technology 
would play during the educational process. Whether it be the introduction of 
a mediated guest lecture, the use of online group decision support systems 
(which allow students to anonymously engage in group dialogue about a 
class project via an online platform), or an entire course offered online, col-
lege professors were plagued with that important question: will technology 
work for us? Although much research has examined the relationship between 
computer-mediated technologies and the role of higher education, with not 
much consensus about whether such technology use within the classroom 
has increased or decreased such variables as student focus, writing abilities, 
comprehension, self-esteem, and overall student achievement (Lei 2010), the 
literature does point out that understanding the new educational landscape 
extends far beyond technology. As Giunta (2017) clearly argues, understand-
ing this new educational landscape first requires an understanding of the 
Generation Z student population.

According to Singh (2014, 59), the Generation Z student population com-
prises those born between 1995-2012, and has overarching characteristics 
that become challenging for the college professor, including the following: 
they are prematurely mature; they are pampered; they are empowered; they 
are risk adverse; and they are protected. Each of these cohort traits, by and 
large, presents the higher education instructor with obstacles. Using the trait 
that Singh (2014) called risk adverse, which has implications for everything 
from one’s strategy of notetaking in the classroom (perhaps the students asks 
herself if she needs to write down everything about which the said instructor 
is speaking) to class participation (there is an inverse, psychosocial relation-
ship between one’s avoidance to risk and her inclination to participate during 
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class discussion or debate), the professor in question is forced to reconsider 
his/her strategies of educational design. How is he/she to impart information 
and assess pedagogical effectiveness and student success?

Iorgulescu (2016) notes, despite some of her study’s results, that while 
Generation Z students are likely to be more creative and innovative, they are 
also less likely to desire to work in groups or teams (despite an increased 
comfort in them), less likely to be able to develop effective writing skills 
(in large part due to their propensity toward social media and the abbrevi-
ated rhetoric developed as a result), and more likely to desire pedagogical 
practices that hone a student’s soft (e.g., communication, leadership, time 
management), as compared to hard (e.g., computer skills, mathematical 
skills, programming skills), skills. This, again, has huge implications for 
higher education pedagogy. How, for example, does a professor of chemistry 
teach to an audience who, predominantly, is less interested in the elements 
within the periodic table and more interested in the effects of opioids on those 
considered addicted? How does a professor of composition teach to students 
who are less interested in the skill of writing well and more interested in the 
skill of developing creative ideas? How does the professor of political sci-
ence, who sees the true merit of class discussion and, more importantly, class 
debate, teach to a population of students who would prefer working in isola-
tion as compared to working in groups? This, again, forces the professor to 
question whether or not instructional techniques need to be edited and how a 
new pedagogical strategy could be assessed.

From a neurological perspective, the arousal created by the mere quantity 
of things to which today’s Generation Z will pay attention both affects, and 
is affected by, the new educational landscape (Turner 2015). That is, if a 
student is going to multitask, attempting to listen to her instructor, respond 
to a series of text messages, check her Twitter feed, and post a reaction to 
Instagram, not only is her attention going to be dispersed in a multitude of 
different directions, but her course instructor will be forced to rethink how 
to teach in a world where, according to Giunta (2017), the average student 
in today’s classroom has the attention span of approximately eight seconds. 
As Turner (2015, 110) argues, “the time available for young people to sit 
and think, uninterrupted, has shrunk over the years, as the current culture 
of communication no longer allows sufficient space to ponder complicated 
issues.” In fact, Desao and Lele (2017, 808) inform their readers that the very 
term Generation Z emerged from the word zappers, “characterized by quick 
shifts,” and argue that such quick shifts have had instrumental effects on the 
ability of students to concentrate and pay attention. This has, unfortunately, 
created what Firat (2013) has called continuous partial attention: one’s inabil-
ity to completely focus on one, isolated thing because she is partially focusing 
on a multitude of different things. According to First (2013, 270), continuous 
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partial attention occurs when students have a desire to “[monitor] and [be] 
engaged with everything but [stay] focuse[d] on nothing.” Clearly, this has 
implications for, and becomes disruptive to, the learning process. What is the 
college professor to do?

Given the previous examples, the answer is to take, seriously, the advice of 
Hilcenko (2017, 380), and realize that “the class-hour system of Comenius, 
founded 500 years ago, with 45 minutes, is inappropriate when it comes to 
the attention of this generation.” Once this happens, it is necessary to make 
pedagogical changes. And such changes have occurred, have been vast, and 
have revolutionized the higher education landscape as we once knew it. In 
short, each of these new pedagogical strategies has somehow incorporated 
what Rickes (2016) calls an active learning classroom, wherein students are 
not merely in a lecture-only-style environment. Rather, they are in a context 
more conducive for active involvement in the learning process (Hampton 
et al. 2020). They are in an educational environment that fosters interactive 
learning, producing the student-centered dependent variable that Rospigliosi 
(2019) argues is one of three necessary prerequisites for all successful insti-
tutions of higher education. This is analogous with what Raju and Sankar 
(1999) call teaching by telling. In such a learning environment, students no 
longer view their professor as she who delivers information, but as a “learn-
ing facilitator who helps [students]. . . develop relevant and practical skills” 
(Moore et al. 2017, 116). In such a learning environment, the blended class-
room about which Malroutu (2017, 324) speaks allows, and in some sense 
forces, “students to be more active participants in the learning process.”

A prime example of such a new learning environment, aligned with the 
needs, wants, and desires of Generation Z students, is the escape room (Healy 
2019). An escape room is loosely defined as a locked workspace where indi-
viduals are required to engage in collective dialogue about some problem 
(with either an objective solution or an answer rife with ambiguity and requir-
ing creativity) and are only allowed exit upon completion of the task. This 
requires, of course, group interaction, inductive and deductive reasoning, and 
critical thinking, which are variables emblematic of the hands-on learning 
approach mentioned by Seemiller and Grace (2007, 22), where “[students] 
can immediately apply what they learn to real life.” These very ideas are 
underscored by Popil (2011), who argues that “.  .  . cases present situations 
and ‘food for thought,’ making students think, ask questions, and use their 
knowledge to answer those questions . . . [and] thus they elicit critical think-
ing” (p. 206).

What is gained by such an approach to learning? As an undergraduate 
student matriculating just prior to the mass inculcation of mediated technolo-
gies, I sat in many required, general education courses, thinking to myself 
“when am I ever going to have to use this?” I wondered whether I would 
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ever use the knowledge about vectors, composite functions, and polynomi-
als that I was learning in my precalculus course. I was skeptical that I would 
never be able to use the information about the cultural practices of the fish 
farmers in Belize, the forest dwellers of the Southern Maya Lowlands, and 
the rain forest inhabitants in the Amazon that I was required to read in my 
introductory anthropology course. Over two decades later, however, I real-
ize, which is highlighted in a recent piece by Safronova et al. (2019), that it 
was not a question of will I ever use this information, but rather a question 
of how. How could I use composite functions to strategize and negotiate the 
pricing for a new promotional product used to endorse a company’s newest 
innovation? How could I use information about fish farmers to anticipate how 
others would respond to a joke told about Jewish stereotypes and traditions? 
I realize, over 20 years later, that it was applying these data that was most 
important.

In brief, among the salient independent variables predicting this applica-
bility is a course’s learning goals and learning outcomes. The very learning 
goals and learning outcomes of the new educational landscape, and which 
comes to define the overarching nature of the escape room, are emblematic 
of the shift from “information storage” to “critical thinking and problem solv-
ing” (Hilcenko 2017, 370). This new style of education radically decreases 
the likelihood of the boredom and perceived monotony and repetition about 
which Chicca and Shellenbarger (2018) speak in relation to the Generation Z 
cohort. Such a new learning strategy also provides the Generation Z student 
with the instant gratification that much of the scholarly literature argues this 
population desires (Giunta 2017). They will, immediately, know the extent 
to which their application of key course material was effective or ineffec-
tive; right or wrong; on track or skewed; creative or mundane. This new 
style of learning also becomes a prime example of the learning communities 
about which Spears et al. (2015) speak, providing students with the face-to-
face interaction that they found to be a necessary requisite for student suc-
cess. This form of experiential learning has completely revolutionized the 
once lecture-laden landscape of higher education that might very well have 
worked for the students of yesteryear, but needs to be altered for Generation 
Z students.

It is important to note something before moving forward. While one might 
question the extent to which most of those part of the Generation Z cohort 
exhibit all (or even most) of the foregoing characteristics and traits, especially 
Shatto and Erwin (2017, 24), who argue that this generation is “projected to 
be the most diverse generation in the history of the United States,” research 
does demonstrate that they do share much in common. This is underscored 
by Seemiller and Grace’s (2017, 21) claim that “although not everyone born 
in a generational period shares the same values or experiences, they do share 
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a common context that shapes their worldview” and Desai and Lele’s (2017, 
804) argument that “all agree that students in Generation Z display shared 
characteristics.” As such, attitudinal, behavioral, and cognitive similarities 
among those in this cohort do exist and must be taken into account when 
redesigning such things as course objectives, general education learning 
goals, and overall course design. The foregoing characteristics and traits do 
have real consequences for both pedagogical practices and student learning, 
and must be incorporated into college-wide policies, practices, and initiatives: 
namely in the form of learning goals, institutional learning objectives, and 
student learning outcomes.

The Case Study Method

What, specially, is a case study? First and foremost, it is important to note 
that there are numerous ways that one can refer to a case study. For example, 
Townend (2001, 205) refers to the foregoing as an integrated case study 
(ICS), highlighting that they are not merely assignments that students do as 
part of a syllabus requirement, but rather are “an integral part of [a course’s] 
module.” Popil (2011, 206) refers to the case study approach as case-based 
instruction (CBI), which “promot[es] critical thinking and connect[s] theory 
to practice.” Carder et  al. (2001, 181) speak of case-based, problem-based 
learning (CBPBL), which uses “an active, student-centered approach to learn-
ing, encourag[ing] the development of critical thinking and lifelong learning 
skills.”

Richards et al. (1995) goes even further by differentiating among a case 
history (a recount of the decision-making processes of some individual, 
or collection of individuals, which requires students to assess the extent to 
which the decision was effective), a case problem (the decision or solution 
is entirely dependent on student interaction, decision-making, and rational-
ity), and a case study (an example of best practices regarding a decision that 
needed to be made between and among individuals). They conclude that “a 
case is a narrative account of a situation, problem, or decision .  .  . [and is] 
written to engage a student in a problem situation” (Richards et al. 1995, 375). 
All of the foregoing become illustrative of what Ilguy et al. (2014, 1525) call 
case-based learning (CBL), which involves teaching that is learner-centered, 
not lecture-based, and which has been found to be linked to both deeper learn-
ing and the retainment of information (Ilguy et al. 2014, 1526).

Spackman and Camacho (2009, 548) perhaps provide the most succinct and 
informative definition when they argue that “the case method of instruction 
is a Socratic approach . . . [which] consists of placing students in the context 
of real-life scenarios, and, through discussion, encouraging them to see the 
full complexity of those situations and apply their own analysis in deriving a 
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solution.” In fact, Mustoe and Croft (1999, 469) noted this over two decades 
ago when they argued that “a carefully-chosen case study can act as a real 
motivator to students and help to convince them [that such information] is 
relevant to their .  .  . world.” Adding to this, Crowther and Baillie (2016) 
argue that the case study can be employed using various approaches, includ-
ing being part of a class session, occupying the entirety of a class session, or 
used as a more ancillary assignment to be completed in teams of students.

The case study method, while more embedded within curricula today than 
ever before, has been part of the higher education landscape for some time. 
As such, much research has been conducted to determine not only the aca-
demic fields for which case studies are most conducive, but also how case 
studies should be written and introduced into pedagogical practices. In fact, a 
special issue of International Studies Notes from 1994 (Volume 19, Number 
2) was entirely devoted to these issues and, as such, was titled Case Teaching 
in International Relations. I, myself, remember, clear as day, the first time 
that I had ever been exposed, in the classroom, to a case study. It was dur-
ing my first graduate-level course in organizational communication, and we 
were assigned the second edition of Beverly Davenport Sypher’s (1997) text, 
entitled Case Studies in Organizational Communication 2: Perspectives on 
Contemporary Work Life. These cases ranged, in nature and scope, from 
employee conflict strategies to teamwork to communication networks to 
culture to organizational gossip. These case studies provided our class with 
a phenomenal way of complementing, not replacing, the ideas and theories 
about which we were learning in the aforementioned course.

As Rickes (2016, 30) reminds us, as college instructors, “students learn 
best when they work with course materials within the context of what is 
important in their lives.” While the word important is difficult to define, 
suffice it to say that, within the confines of this chapter, it refers to some-
thing necessary for a student’s future career or general information base. 
Rickes (2016) continues by providing an example of makerspaces: campus 
spaces designed to teach students, mainly in the industrial and creative arts, 
using a learn-by-doing pedagogical philosophy. Rickes (2016, 32) defines a 
makerspace as “a learner-driven environment that revolves around hands-on 
experimentation . . . encourag[ing] individuals to work individually or collab-
oratively on projects, sharing resources and knowledge.” While it is perhaps 
easier to see the implementation of a makerspace in a course dealing with 
photography, drawing, or dance, it is equally as important for such courses 
as marketing, anatomy, and group communication. It is through the use of 
the case study approach that such makerspaces can be employed regardless 
of the field or discipline in which a course is housed. Relating this back to 
Generation Z students, Kantorova et al. (2017, 86) claim that “above all, they 
believe in their own ability to solve all problems in their own way.” The case 
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study approach allows them to showcase this ability, while, concomitantly, 
providing them with the “practical, real life experience” (Loveland 2017, 36) 
that they clearly desire.

The case study approach can be envisioned as a bridge that connects the 
chasm between the small, albeit noticeable, disconnect between what Moore 
et al. (2017) call active learning (e.g., activities) and problem-based learning 
(e.g., using critical thinking to propose solutions and explanations for some 
social, physical, mathematical phenomenon). This relates well to Grant and 
Grace’s (2019, 198) argument that “the case-based approach is positively 
viewed by students and educators as a motivating and engaging gateway 
between surface and deep-level learning experiences.” As Grant and Grace 
(2019) explain, students working on case studies are required to interpret 
information, develop arguments, and analyze data, all within the confines of 
a new and exciting educational environment. They conclude by arguing that, 
with the introduction of case studies into the curriculum, “the most recent 
cohort reported 98% agreement with the statement that this course would help 
them achieve their personal, professional, or educational goals” (Grant and 
Grace 2019, 209). Why is this so likely the case? Herreid and Schiller (2013) 
provide a rational answer when they claim that:

Case study teaching has been extolled for its ability to engage students and 
develop critical thinking skills, among other benefits. A central theme in all of 
this .  .  . is the idea that active learning works best. Telling doesn’t work very 
well. Doing is the secret. (62–65)

This engagement and development of critical thinking skills is perhaps 
more important today than ever before, as Zoom-based instruction has both 
facilitated online pedagogy, but also complicated the processes and practices 
linked to education of yesteryear. The case study approach to learning has 
become the missing link necessary to connect the ascertainment of informa-
tion with any (and all) student learning outcomes linked to an instructor’s 
course.

In speaking about the role of the case study connecting what he calls 
shallow learning and deep learning, Townend (2001, 212) concluded that 
“shallow learning [is] equated to procedural competence only, whereas deep 
learning implies conceptual understanding, too.” Even a cursory review of 
the literature on Generation Z learners showcases their desire, through both 
empirical data and informal testimony, to engage in deep learning: something 
that the case approach is able to accomplish. What does this accomplish? 
Dori et al. (2003, 768) found that not only did the use of case studies “result 
in improving students’ knowledge, understanding, and higher order thinking 
skills,” but it also lessened “the achievement gap that had existed between 
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low and high academic level students.” Among the implications of this is 
that the case study approach not only introduces a new form of instruc-
tion, conducive for Generation Z students, but it also provides a new form 
of assessment, inclusive of critical thinking, written and oral communica-
tion skills, classroom engagement, and overall motivation (Bonney 2015), 
problem-solving abilities (Yoo and Park 2015), and inference and judgement 
(Dori et al. 2003).

But why, specifically, does the case study approach about which Grant and 
Grace (2019) speak seem to be so effective for today’s Generation Z learner? 
In an attempt to answer this query, Rawal and Pandey (2013) discuss a model 
of learning that focuses on whether students remember, most, what they do, 
what they say/write, what they hear/see, or what they read. Unsurprising, 
students remember least from what they read and most from what they do. 
Consequently, case studies become the educational, pedagogical tool for 
bringing the two variables mentioned by Grant and Grace (2019) together 
(active learning and problem-based learning), ultimately increasing the 
attainment of information. Corroborating this idea is Malroutu (2017, 325), 
who found that “more than 50% of students surveyed indicated that they learn 
best by doing and tend to enjoy . . . interactive classroom environments over 
traditional teaching methodologies,” further providing evidence of the posi-
tive impact produced by the “student-centered, problem-based” (Malroutu 
2017, 330) college classroom about which she speaks.

The case study seems to work for the Generation Z student because, as 
pointed out by Kreber (2001, 217), “case studies are seen to be particularly 
appropriate if the goal is to provoke a student’s involvement and active 
experimentation with an issue.” It is exactly this mentality, the desire to 
learn-by-doing and learn-by-applying, rather than learn-by-lecturing, that 
currently dominates the Generation Z educational landscape, and why case 
studies are so commensurate with the new cohort of higher education student. 
As Kreber (2001, 220) further explicates, “learning becomes experiential 
only after experiences or events have been transformed by either reflection or 
action, or preferably both.” This strategy of education “extends the learning 
experience beyond classroom exercises and laboratory experiments . . . [and 
is] one solution to the purported discrepancy between what is taught at the 
university and what really goes on in industry” (Richards et al. 1995, 375). 
This is not only emblematic of the case approach, but also representative of 
the new learning goals and learning outcomes of students embedded within 
the Generation Z population: those that highlight the link between academia 
and future employment.

The case study also seems to be an effective pedagogical approach to 
higher education, today, because, as Arseven (2018, 112), using experiential 
learning theory (which Elam and Spotts 2004, argue produces realism and 
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increases learning effectiveness), claims, “learning is an ongoing process 
based on experience .  .  . [and] requires a resolution of the dialectical con-
flict between opposing modes in the adaptation to the world.” Learning, as 
Arseven (2018, 112) continues, “involves processes between individuals and 
the environment . . . [and] is the process of creating information.” These, col-
lectively, are learning outcomes: to illustrate the link between course material 
and some applied situation; to produce a collective decision about a particular 
domain that, in and of itself, has [potentially] no objective answer; to engage 
with others about best practices; and ultimately produce, rather than be pro-
vided, data or results.

This type of learning is what today’s student wants. This is the type of 
learning that today’s student needs. This approach to teaching and learning 
is amazingly conducive given the characteristics of Generation Z mentioned 
earlier in the chapter. In fact, Schonell and Macklin (2019) speak about 
what they call the live case study (LCS), where students are provided with a 
case study and then actually help organizations dealing with the very issues 
manifested in the case with their critically examined, and collectively dia-
logued, advice. This approach has been linked to positively-valenced student 
outcomes, especially since they “usually include active participation by key 
decision makers in the company and immediate accessibility of the company 
to students” (Elam and Spotts 2004, 52). In this same study, students com-
mented that “as a result of participating in this [live case study], they had 
gained confidence in their own ability to apply what they learned in a com-
pany setting” (Elam and Spotts 2004, 59). As Arseven (2018) notes, the case 
study approach is representative of the experiential learning cycle, wherein 
abstract ideas become concrete experiences as a result of active experimenta-
tion (with the case itself) and reflective observation (determining not whether, 
but how, the case results can be fruitfully applied to some real world problem) 
(p. 113). Such occurs when students actively engage with the live case study 
about which Schonell and Macklin (2019), and Elam and Spotts (2004), 
write. This all, again, relates quite well to the new educational landscape in 
which we currently find ourselves embedded as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. When instructors strut and fret to find assessment tools that mirror 
both the advantages and weaknesses of this new educational landscape, the 
case study approach produces the engagement, collaboration, and application 
that is needed.

The case study approach also, by its very nature, encourages teamwork 
and, hence, team interaction. It requires students to apply course information 
to a real situation that has real consequences for real people. It fulfills the 
Generation Z student’s desire to engage with “solo work [that is practical] 
that leads to group work” (Hope 2016, 7). In so doing, as Richards et  al. 
(1995) claim, judgment of key arguments comes into play as a result of such 
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group communication. That is, decisions are made based on such variables as 
rationality, collective thought processing, and shared engagement. The case 
study also reduces (eliminates being foolishly optimistic) the global inability 
for Generation Z students to critically analyze, and think about, information 
(Hampton et al. 2020), requiring that students apply links between a problem 
and the course information ascertained, and frames higher education as a way 
of combining active learning, experiential learning, and multidisciplinary 
learning (Hampton et al. 2020). Students are required, as per the research of 
Kreber (2001, 224), “to use their logical reasoning skills in some phases, and 
their intuitive and creative skills in others,” which will increase the role of 
“self-direction in learning” (Kreber 2001, 225). In other words, students need 
to use their critical thinking skills during case reflection as they transform 
from learner to teacher and back to learner. Unsurprisingly, Spackman and 
Camacho (2009, 553) not only found that there is a correlation between the 
employment of a case study and overall student learning and satisfaction, but 
also that there is causation. In other words, not only are the two related to one 
another (an increase in the use of a case study approach to course design is 
met with an increase in learning and satisfaction), but the former is the inde-
pendent variable responsible for producing such effects. The key takeaway 
here is that case studies should certainly be incorporated into today’s higher 
education curricula.

CONCLUSION

As Hilcenko (2017, 379) writes in his article about the need to better under-
stand the link between pedagogical practices and the changing nature of 
today’s higher education student, “traditional methods of teaching are not 
compatible with the new generation of young people born in the digital era.” 
If among the goals of today’s educators is to graduate a student who has 
strong analytical skills, practical ingenuity, creativity, good communication 
skills, and who is adaptable to change (Moore et al. 2017), a new educational 
landscape, rife with new pedagogical approaches to teaching, is necessary. 
Shatto and Erwin (2017, 26) underscore this claim when they argue that 
“mixed method teaching . . . such as flipped classrooms and active learning 
.  .  . will maximize the extent to which younger generations feel engaged.” 
Engagement, clearly, is among the key independent variables predictive of 
student satisfaction among the Generation Z cohort. Among such active 
learning strategies mentioned by Shatto and Erwin (2017) is the use of case 
studies. While not community-based, the case study does mirror the transfor-
mational learning model proposed by Gardner et al. (2018), where the result 
of education is not the memorization of facts, but rather collaboration, criti-
cal thinking, application, and overall engagement with the course material. 
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It not only “enhances [students’] research skills and thinking abilities,” but 
also makes learning easier, creates the context for more effective learn-
ing, increases active participation and engagement in class, and leads to an 
increase in the accruement of knowledge” (Safapour et al. 2019, 9–10).

Case studies, according to Popil (2011, 205), “are based on real life sce-
narios [and] they provide supporting data and documents to be analyzed, and 
an open-ended question or problem is presented for possible solution.” That 
said, however, there are best practices regarding the implementation of the 
case study approach itself. For example, Davis (2009, 222–229) mentions that 
all case studies must have the following in order to be effective pedagogical 
tools: they must raise a thought-provoking issue; they must tell a story; they 
must have elements of conflict; they must encourage students to think and 
take a position; and they must lack an obvious or clear-cut right answer. In 
addition to these best practices, Knoop’s (1984) pragmatic problem-solving 
model, too, recommends that students completing a case study must engage 
in the following six steps of deductive reasoning: identify the problem; distin-
guish the problem from its underlying causes and overt symptoms; generate 
alternative problem-solving strategies; evaluate each alternative; select the 
best strategy; and develop a plan for implementing the preferred strategy. 
Case studies must also, as Carder et al. (2001, 188) conclude, somehow relate 
to a real-world problem, garner student interest, and incorporate key course 
learning objectives.

In speaking about best practices, Richards et al. (1995, 375–376) note that 
all case studies must illustrate/exhibit the following: have relevance (a clear 
link between the case and some career-based outcome); produce motivation 
(there must be some desire for students to become immersed within them); 
foster active involvement (students must be willing to collectively discuss 
the case study in question); produce integration (assess and dissect the case 
study using a multitude of academic resources); and create transfer (students 
must be able to see the applicability of the study’s analysis to other real world 
phenomena). Hoffer (2020, 75) contends that all case studies need to “present 
problems with societal stakes.” In other words, case-based learning (CBL) 
must provide today’s student with examples and situations that not only mat-
ter, but also have grave consequences (if actually applied to the situation that 
the case in question examines). As Arseven (2018, 111) argues, “knowledge 
and experience are two fundamental concepts, the combination of which 
constitutes learning.” It is exactly this combination that is offered as a result 
of the case study in an educational landscape permeated with Generation Z 
students. Interestingly, Wrage (1994, 22) likens a good case study to a bad 
lecture, insofar as it leaves issues left unresolved, is ambiguous (opening the 
opportunity for group dialogue), is open to several [likely conflicting] inter-
pretations. This is, on one hand, humorous, yet, on the other hand, a reality to 
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which today’s higher education instructor must adapt. The solution? Employ 
the advice offered by Boehrer (1994, 14) and make sure that the case “offers 
students . . . issues, problems, dilemmas, puzzles, [and] something to grapple 
with.”

Finally, case studies need to, by their very nature, introduce a new (and 
different) role for the college instructor: what Raju and Sankar (1999, 502) 
call a nontraditional role, whereby “the instructor’s role is not so much to 
teach students as to encourage learning.” This forces the instructor in ques-
tion to completely revolutionize her pedagogical and assessment strategies. 
As Elam and Spotts (2004) point out, students, in essence, become the 
teacher and, by default, the instructor becomes the student. Wrage (1994, 
21) argues that the student adopts the role of instructor since they engage in 
the academic pursuits representative of one: “sifting evidence, constructing 
theories or testing them, making distinctions, and forming judgments.” One 
might question the extent to which this would seem to work in the classroom, 
though, as Fratantuono (1994) points out, when students seem to take control 
of, and become responsible for, their own learning, they, by and large, are 
successful. Results from the same study indicate that such student-centered, 
student-led learning leads to increased retention of information, better prepa-
ration for class discussion, and increased student collaboration and connec-
tion. This type of education, where, as Carder et al. (2001, 182) argue, “the 
instructor serves as a facilitator rather than as the group leader,” is largely 
effective given today’s student population, where the teacher becomes the 
liaison between the group engaged in the case study and the material used to 
produce key arguments and decisions. According to Grant (1997, 172), “the 
teacher’s role is not to profess, diagnose, analyze, and interpret, but to act as 
a facilitator, posing open-ended questions that invite students to explore and 
interpret the material for themselves and to allow students to benefit from the 
group’s work.”

As Moore et  al. (2017) make poignantly clear, “Generation Z students 
will certainly come to the university with different experiences and skill sets 
than the Generation X and Baby Boomer instructors teaching the majority 
of their classes” (p. 111). They continue by claiming that “new educational 
techniques will seek to address these differences, but they will also simply be 
grounded in good pedagogy” (Moore et al. 2017, 111). If, as Hampton et al. 
(2020, 161) claim, “student engagement is one of the best predictors of learn-
ing and personal development,” especially given the differences about which 
Moore et al. (2017) speak, the case study is a key educational vehicle for stu-
dent success, student satisfaction, and student drive. Not only does it increase 
information literacy skills and perceived engagement on behalf of the student, 
but it also improves the overall teaching experience for instructors, as they 
are likely to “feel more energized” (Milczarski and Maynard  2015, 41). 
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Milczarski and Maynard (2015, 43) summarize their findings well when they 
claim that:

It is expected that by employing this case study technique to teach information 
literacy skills, students will be better able to apply these skills to their profes-
sional and personal lives. Rather than simply measuring student’s attitudes 
toward information literacy skills or their knowledge of information literacy 
concepts, our technique requires students to directly demonstrate the actual 
skills of information literacy.

This is, with little question, representative of the learning goals necessary for 
today’s student. Whether in a freshman seminar or a senior capstone course 
(Holsti 1994), when students are able to take information from class and 
apply it to real world situations, as well as synthesize such information and 
engage in the process of “choosing the most appropriate solution” (Harper 
et al. 2008, 414), the world of higher education brings its collective curricular 
design one step closer to the needs, wants, and desires of the student popu-
lation in today’s college classroom: those part of the Generation Z cohort. 
Using a case study approach, student skills related to writing, listening, and 
speaking are improved (Mingst 1994). When employed successfully, the case 
study does exactly that which Grant (1997, 171) recommends: “shifting the 
core concept of education from teaching to learning.”
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As humans, play is our first framework for learning about our world. Children 
play games to learn about themselves and their surroundings, to grapple 
with experiences in their daily lives, practice flexibility, express themselves 
creatively, and solve problems. This chapter argues for harnessing this natu-
ral desire for play through using digital learning games to create and aid a 
dynamic educational environment. Gen Z are true digital natives, having been 
exposed to digital technology since their early childhood. The ubiquitous 
presence of technology, especially gaming, affects every aspect of their life 
including socializing and education. This generation knows that games are 
social, collaborative, engaging, and that, to some extent, all games are learn-
ing games.

Video games carry a certain pejorative baggage, often associated with 
antisocial behavior, violence, and apathy. Despite concerns, it is advocated 
that the positive aspects of digital gaming be explored, and we urge educa-
tors to utilize video games in their coursework and classrooms. By their very 
nature, games are interactive and engaging for the player. Even simple games 
can encourage students to think more deeply about how concepts intercon-
nect. Moreover, digital content has been made even more important given 
the COVID-19 pandemic which has forced many learners into online only 
learning situations.

This chapter first argues for the benefits of using video games for Gen Z 
learners. A practical approach to starting with easy games and expanding 
game tools are discussed. Finally, useful tips are offered and best practices 
for integrating digital learning games into the classroom.

Chapter 8

When Learning Is Play

Using Video Games to Educate 
Gen Z in the Classroom

Gwendelyn S. Nisbett, Newly Paul, and Juli James
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GAMES IN THE GEN Z CLASSROOM

In the classroom, student engagement includes “active and collaborative 
learning, participation in challenging academic activities; formative com-
munication with academic staff; involvement in enriching educational 
experiences; and feeling legitimated and supported by university learning 
communities” (Coates 2007, 122). Though there is an overlap in the idea of 
engagement in gaming and engagement in classrooms, it is far more com-
mon to hear educators complain about lack of engagement among students 
(Fredricks 2014).

As researchers have found, the reasons for disengagement in classrooms 
can range from the growth of consumer culture in higher education that val-
ues the prestige of a college over intellectual growth, to outdated teaching 
strategies that leave students frustrated (Fredricks 2014). With the country 
shifting to a knowledge economy that values higher-order thinking skills, it 
is essential to explore new learning techniques that will keep students moti-
vated and engaged in classroom environments, and video games can provide 
a solution.

According to a 2019 report from Entertainment Software Association 
(Entertainment Software Association 2019), 74% of parents believe that video 
games are educational. The same report shows that 63% of Americans believe 
that video games help develop problem-solving skills, and 52% believe that 
video games help build teamwork and collaboration. These beliefs are well-
founded--researchers in a wide variety of fields from neuroscience to health 
science have found beneficial effects of video games on users’ learning skills. 
For example, video games promote knowledge of world history and geog-
raphy (Squire 2006). Some games such as World of Warcraft help students 
build their reading skills (Steinkuehler 2012), and online gaming discussion 
boards encourage scientific reasoning (Steinkuehler and Duncan 2008), all of 
which help develop higher-order thinking skills.

Popularity of Video Games

In 2019, a survey conducted by Whistle (2019), a site that produces video 
content, found that 68% of Gen Z men think gaming is an integral part of 
their personal identity. About 91% of these men said they regularly play 
video games, while only 84% of Millennials said the same. Moreover, three 
in four Gen Z men surveyed by Whistle said they like to watch video games, 
which is 25% more than Millennials. Though 46% of all gamers in the United 
States tend to be women, (Entertainment Software Association 2019), there 
is a dearth of data examining gender differences between Gen Z gamers. A 
report released by Electronic Entertainment Design and Research Company 
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(EEDAR) in 2018, noted that though Gen Z girls were less likely to watch 
video games, they represented a large part of the active gamer world (The 
NPD Group 2017).

Gen Z uses video games and game adjacent tools—usually via streaming 
services such as Twitch and collaborative and social games like Fortnite—to 
socialize and bond with friends (Slefo 2019). These streaming services offer 
them a chance to create special characters and lingo, which helps them build 
an online community. In addition to streaming, Gen Z also likes to play via 
video consoles. A 2017 Neilsen survey found that 73% of people aged 2–20 
have video game consoles, which is 7% more than Millennials (Molla 2017). 
Gen Z is also a high user of tablets, with 78% having one in their homes.

Benefits of Video Games

Though video games are often criticized for their addictive nature and connec-
tion with aggressiveness (Anderson et al. 2013), they are also known to provide 
beneficial effects for players, in addition to having an entertainment value. Early 
research on gamers showed that computer usage for gaming helped develop 
hand-eye coordination among children, raised players’ self-esteem, and helped 
develop social skills, especially among special needs children (Griffiths 2002). 
With the passage of time, video games have become more complex, realistic, 
and social (Ferguson and Olson 2013), and tend to provide cognitive, motiva-
tional, emotional, and social benefits to players (Granic et  al. 2014). Shooter 
video games help improve cognitive skills such as focus and creativity (Jackson 
et al. 2012), problem-solving abilities (Prensky 2012), and spatial skills neces-
sary for success in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 
fields (Uttal et  al. 2013). The immediate and concrete feedback provided in 
video games tends to be motivational and provides players with incentives 
to improve their game responses. The games are challenging, but are set up 
to reward persistence, which breeds confidence and resilience among players 
(McGonigal 2011), helps promote positive emotions, and reduces anxiety. 
Games that involve role-playing and become progressively more difficult with 
each level tend to cause frustration, but are also known to help players adapt to 
challenges and channel anxiety in positive ways (Granic et al. 2014).

In contrast to single-player games of earlier decades, modern video games 
tend to be social affairs and help players develop prosocial skills and com-
munal behavior (Ferguson and Garza 2011). The long-term effects of video 
games among teens include civic and political engagement (Pew Research 
Center 2008). According to a survey done by the Pew Research Center 
(2008), 12–17-year-olds who played video games with others were more 
likely to look up political information, raise money for charity, participate in 
civic activities, and persuade others to vote.
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CREATING AND USING GAMES

Successful games are those that engage players rather than simply entertain 
them. The engagement is driven by a number of factors such as interactivity, 
presence of a clear goal, opportunity for growing one’s skills, presence of a 
safe learning environment without fear of being criticized, and the ability to 
captivate all our senses (Karou n.d.). Though games contain obstacles that get 
harder as the game proceeds, they also provide rewards for successful com-
pletion of each level. In order to succeed, a player must demonstrate strategic 
thinking, planning, an ability to recover from errors, and resourcefulness in 
seeking help. The goal of this section is to give practical advice on how to 
utilize games and video games in instructional settings.

Why Games Work

The theoretical perspective of Entertainment-Education focuses on how 
content can be purposefully designed to promote learning through entertain-
ment (Singhal and Rogers 2002). From this media effects tradition emerged 
the term serious games which focus on how educators can capitalize on the 
inherent enjoyment of digital games for learning purposes (Vorderer and 
Ritterfeld 2009). Entertainment-Education research sheds light on a num-
ber of factors that make games work as learning tools. First, students are 
often already acquainted with the process of playing digital games, thus the 
integration of educational or prosocial content is a natural fit (Wang and 
Singhal 2009). Moreover, many digital games use a narrative structure in 
which a player must work their way through a set of challenges in search of 
a goal. Entertainment narratives can function to persuade audiences about 
social issues by way of increasing absorption into the text (Slater and Rouner 
2002) and lowering counter-arguments (Moyer‐Gusé 2008). Moreover, bet-
ter stories and better quality of digital games lead to better learning outcomes 
(Sanford et al. 2015).

In games a player can take on a role with meaning, play through an experi-
ence from start to finish, and while the player may not “win” every play ses-
sion, the player knows that ultimately there will be a win. Achieving a win 
requires engagement, dedication, frustration, failure, starting again, building 
new skills, and finally, being rewarded with the win. Players are willing to 
play games that are hard, that might feel like work, but this work is chal-
lenging (versus hard), satisfying (versus punishing), and meaningful (versus 
pointless). Good game designers are careful to engineer the possibility for 
this experience and players trust when starting a journey that this is what 
they will find.
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Game Design Models

To get started with game design as learning in the classroom it’s helpful to 
play some games as the instructor of the course. These games can be tabletop 
or digital. Keep one or two games in mind as you work through the game 
design models in this section.

Games, at their core, are made with a beginning (start) and an end (win) 
and include a series of obstacles between (levels). Games give players the 
tools they need to overcome obstacles and potential to reach the goal (win), 
though this potential is not guaranteed (lose). Think of a game you have 
played and deconstruct it at its most basic structure using the simple game 
design model. See figure 8.1 for a simple game design model depiction. 

Structurally, most games will fit within the simple game design model 
both as a whole and by level. This is enough to approach pen and paper game 
design fairly quickly in the classroom. Learners generally have an orientation 
to game design without realizing it due to having played games in their lives, 
whether currently or as children. To take the game design experience one 
step further, and to really begin to unpack meaningful games and learning, 
the core mechanic design model offers a next step to go deeper into game 
design as depicted in figure 8.2.  

Game mechanics are the processes that a player will use (e.g., rules) and 
actions (e.g., rolling dice, running, jumping) the player will take to play the 
game. Games have core mechanics, a meaningful action that is repeated 
across the entire game, and secondary mechanics. Secondary mechanics sup-
port and augment the core mechanic of the game. For example, in the plat-
former genre, a player can count on jumping onto various types of platforms 
as the primary game mechanic to progress in the game. In a board game, the 

Figure 8.1  Simple Game Design Model. Source: James (2021).
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player can count on a core action for navigating the game board. If a player 
will also skip, climb, or run, these actions are secondary mechanics.

The core mechanic design model provided shows how the core mechanic 
is central to the game experience. Progression, secondary mechanics, and 
goals revolve around the core of the game experience. Encapsulating the 
experience as a whole is narrative. Narrative can become a powerful tool to 
welcome a player into the game world. Indeed, Zhou (2020) found in a meta-
analysis of narrative-based games that the presence of narrative increases 
message processing and learning.

Creating small, simple games with a connection between core mechanics 
and game narrative gives birth to meaningful play experiences and provides 
the possibility for engaging players in new identities, activities, and ways of 
thinking. A powerful example of this is the game Spent (https://playspent​
.org) by the Urban Ministries of Durham. This game asks the player to take 
the role of a person who’s lost their home and job. The player has $1,000 to 

Figure 8.2  Core Mechanic Design Model. Source: James (2021).
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make it through the month. The core mechanic of the game is moral decision-
making and each decision is met with an economic consequence. This game 
serves as a fair model for students to start thinking about the connection 
between a meaningful game action and narrative consequence.

Getting Started Using Tabletop Game Tools

Few tools are truly needed to get started with game design in the classroom. 
Challenge yourself or your students to use only tools available to them in 
the classroom or at home. After familiarizing yourself with the game design 
models and using the models to deconstruct a few of your favorite games, 
try downloading the Game Design Challenge1 activity to create a small, 
original game in a short amount of time. Once you walk through this pro-
cess, you will be able to walk your students through the same process in the 
classroom.

The Game Design Challenge is an exercise to teach you the basics of game 
design by building a small game of your own. As you get started with the 
activity, remember these four concepts:

	 1.	 Games need rules and a starting point.
	 2.	 Games have obstacles and tools for the player.
	 3.	 Games end levels with a goal, and the game will have an overall win/lose 

condition.
	 4.	 Finally, as you make your game, you will need to test it. Play and fix for 

a few cycles.

Starting small, and staying small, allows designers to dig deeper into their 
game topics. Keeping the first few games simple will help students as they 
practice game design. Games can be about one simple thing and still be quite 
complex (e.g., reaching 21 in Blackjack). Also, gather a small set of materials 
that you have on hand, and brainstorm ways to solve the problems that arise 
while game designing. Remember, constraints create conditions for innova-
tion in game designs.

Moving on to Digital Game Design Tools

Graduating from tabletop game design, you and your students can take some 
aspect of the Game Design Challenge and create small digital demos with 
education-friendly digital tools (see this list of Free Game Design tools2 for 
educators). These recommendations are all browser-based visual tools that 
do not require coding and supporting tutorials online to help you and your 
students get started.
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As students learn digital tools, design will take a back-burner to technical 
development. Using an existing design, or staying within the same topic, 
will serve you and your students well as they learn how to design for digital. 
Creating narrative storyboards and scripts before jumping into the process 
is also helpful; students may have to modify the game experience as they 
develop and a narrative storyboard will keep the game design on track even 
with modifications. This Game Design Rubric3 can also be helpful for you 
and your students as game design progresses.

Example Game

The Mayborn School of Journalism Play Lab designs and tests games to 
engage young people about serious topics. The Play Lab focuses on collab-
orative and project-based learning to create narrative learning games. The 
goal for the classroom is to utilize digital learning games to provide a psy-
chologically safe context to explore identities, make choices, and experience 
the consequences in a low-stakes, high-learning environment.

A popular game called Hoaxes & Havoc4 was created to teach media 
literacy skills, specifically differentiating between credible journalism and 
misinformation. The game was developed by the Mayborn’s Juli James 
as a product of collaboration between Playable Media and Arizona State 
University. The game positions the player as a media manipulator in order 
to demonstrate the mechanics of spreading false messages and the social 
impact of this kind of activity. As the player spreads false information 

Figure 8.3  Hoaxes and Havoc by Playable Media. Source: James (2021).
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further and further, the game displays the collateral damage of misinfor-
mation. Figure 8.3 is an image of Hoaxes and Havoc by Playable Media 
(2021).  

TIPS AND BEST PRACTICES

	 1.	 Even Simple Games Can Be Engaging: Games need not be complex in 
order to engage players. Simple games that are interactive, have clearly 
defined goals, offer incentives for completion, and provide a safe learn-
ing space can be successful in encouraging players to think deeply about 
topics. The added advantage of simple games is that they allow players 
to explore a given topic in greater detail.

	 2.	 Understand Game Flow and Narrative: Games should have a definitive 
flow—they must have clear start and end points, and various levels of play 
that challenge players. A well thought out game flow includes tools that 
players need to overcome obstacles, as well as rewards for overcoming 
them. An overarching narrative is needed to meaningfully connect the vari-
ous parts of a game and the tasks that players must complete to win.

	 3.	 Link Game Experience with Learning Content: Educational games must 
be designed around a core learning component. Games that are built 
around the intricacies of a topic that students are learning tend to be most 
successful in engaging users. Players find such games useful because of 
the low stakes, high-learning game environment that helps them develop 
their physical and cognitive skills.

	 4.	 Don’t Be Afraid of Technology: Plenty of resources are available for 
educators looking to incorporate learning games in the classroom. These 
resources cater to people with various skill levels and do not require 
advanced knowledge of coding. In addition to step-by-step instructions, 
resources include worksheets, curriculum design suggestions, media 
resources, and opportunities for professional development, all of which 
make it easier for educators to implement game-based tools in class-
rooms (see notes for linked resources).

	 5.	 Meet Students Where They Are: In education today, while one might 
like to claim that teachers are engaging students in content using the 
best learning design, the reality is murkier. Students will often claim 
subjects are hard, the work is punishing, and the school experience is 
meaningless. It is unclear if these sentiments are due to parents, students’ 
own apathy, or that technology has become our competition. Perhaps, if 
educators approach learning as game designers approach game design, 
teachers will more often meet students where they are with huge pos-
sibilities for good learning.
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	 6.	 Link Games to the Moment: If 2020 taught educators anything, it’s that 
there is a need to be flexible and adaptable to complex situations. The 
COVID-19 pandemic mixed with the current rise in social justice activ-
ism and political polarization creates teachable moments and the need 
for digital content and tech learning. Games can break down tough issues 
and make them easier to digest and navigate. Moreover, online games are 
invaluable in a world where face-to-face learning is not always available.

NOTES

1.	 Game Design Challenge: https​:/​/dr​​ive​.g​​oogle​​.com/​​file/​​d​/1JP​​Egzas​​zC​-Mi​​w​-Ka2​​
PGX0-​​Q​uYXS​​BfL4z​​/view​

2.	 Free Game Design Tools: https​:/​/dr​​ive​.g​​oogle​​.com/​​file/​​d​/1ly​​ZktNn​​X4Fjm​​
bysZ_​​fBhto​​nBkYu​​Fcdei​​/vie​w​​?usp=​​shari​​ng

3.	 Game Design Rubric: https​:/​/dr​​ive​.g​​oogle​​.com/​​file/​​d​/1B7​​6WLzl​​q6CT4​​X5GF8​​
7Gh4Q​​fsTgq​​bSOwr​​/vie​w​​?usp=​​shari​​ng

4.	 Hoaxes & Havoc can be found here: fakenewsgame​.playablemedia​.o​rg/
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Given the challenges of civil unrest, pandemics, and mandated teleteaching, 
considering how students are enabled or constrained by macro influences, 
such as social structures and crises, and micro influences, such as problem-
solving and critical thinking, is a significant pedagogical undertaking 
(Giddens 1984). Education is facing unexpected hurdles in the black hole 
of these tensions and questions. As the methods of pedagogical tools such 
as lecturing, learning activities, testing, and writing are evolving to meet the 
hurdles, it remains paramount that instruction includes 1) learning about the 
learner and 2) adapting to the learner. In these increasingly high stakes times, 
faculty find themselves in discover mode. How will upcoming generations 
be taught?

With limited focus on the college years of Generation Z, much is to be 
unearthed and surmised about Generation Z as college students (Seemiller 
and Grace 2016). Because Generation Z’s moniker is digital natives, the 
limited research focusing on Generation Z seems to privilege technology and 
how to use technology in higher education to appeal to them (see Thurston 
2018; Turner 2015). Much of the literature bends toward technology, for 
example digital gamification, even when faculty recognize and value the 
need for collaboration and adaptivity (Barak 2018). In light of the pandemic, 
the emphasis on technology has only increased, as Zoom becomes a method 
and a verb. Nonetheless, technological privileging may negatively impact the 
classroom and learners.

Much is assumed about Generation Z as digital natives and their preferences 
for digital pedagogy, instructional practices, and communication (Thurston 
2018), which could generate tensions between face-to-face and digital 
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instructional practices with Generation Z. Putting face-to-face in tension 
with digital pedagogy creates a false dichotomy for both faculty and students. 
The real question facing faculty is: how to adapt instructional practices for 
Generation Z based on researched characteristics and needs? Such a generally 
worded question opens doors to a broader set of instructional practices from 
various disciplines, methodologies, and theoretical backgrounds. Faculty or 
programs may avail themselves of high and low technological pedagogy to 
engage students with content and make relevant personal, professional, and 
academic applications. This chapter decidedly errs on the low-tech side by 
exploring how to use outdoor adventure education (OAE) for instructing 
Generation Z despite this generation being characterized by the technology 
shaping it. Breaking with some recommendations to design curriculum using 
the mobile technology familiar to Generation Z, this chapter recommends 
creative, interactive, and technology-free group-based outdoor activities to 
engage students with content, promote critical thinking, enable appreciation 
of the environment, and flip learning by doing, reflecting, and integrating. 
Additionally, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, OAE activities were more 
easily applied alternatives within in-person pedagogical repertoire. Arguably, 
OAE is more challenging to implement, but maybe more needed than ever 
in a digitally saturated and bifurcated environment. To begin, let’s stop and 
think about techno-centric assumptions and their consequences.

(RE)THINKING ASSUMPTIONS 
ABOUT DIGITAL NATIVES

Neil Postman (1993), in his work Technolopy: The Surrender of Culture to 
Technology, critiques the consequences from the transformation of technol-
ogy as a tool of members of a society to the primary thing that shapes soci-
ety. The material consequences of such a transformation impacts the pillar 
institutions of a culture like education. In turn, education, for example, is 
transformed by its dependency on the technology’s strengths and weaknesses. 
Education becomes limited by the entertainment characteristics and expecta-
tions of technology, limited interaction with the environment and humans, 
and the instant gratification afforded through the technology. Despite the 
transformative nature of technology to culture, more generally, and educa-
tion, more specifically, there is caution to resist technology’s talons and com-
plicate assumptions about Generation Z’s digital dependence and bifurcated 
environment.

Not challenging our students, even digital natives, to move outside of 
their technological dependencies limits faculty from adequately engaging 
Generation Z with our complex world. While not all educators will agree 
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with the total takeover of culture by technology that Postman argues, it should 
be noted that new technologies we cannot conceive will most likely be an 
instrumental part of these digital natives’ lives in the near future. Zoom has 
certainly risen as an impactful actor in the social distancing world Generation 
Z finds itself. They, like generations before, need skills that will enable them 
to adapt to changing work environments, relationships, and technologies. To 
educate by maintaining technological dependency in the digital generation 
may neglect Generation Z’s relational, critical thinking and collaborative 
problem-solving skill development in addition to the increasing importance 
of environmental conservation.

This chapter argues that learning through face-to-face teamwork for 
digital natives can be enhanced through OAE. In a world where chaos and 
crisis are constant, digital natives need to be trained to navigate complex 
situations as teams to make sense of complex environments, confront their 
own assumptions and habits, and react resiliently as a team, not just as an 
individual (Weick 1995; Weick and Ashford 2001; Weick and Roberts 
1993; Weick and Sutcliffe 2007). Such collaborative, resilience is not 
accomplished through technical skill alone, and as such, digital natives need 
relational skills to build trust and high performing teams that can respond 
and adapt.

(RE)INTRODUCING SOFT SKILLS 
TO HIGHER LEARNING

Given technological, economic, and social shifts within employability, soft 
skills of college graduates have received attention (Andrews and Higson 
2008; Robles 2012). Often defined by contrasting them with hard skills, soft 
skills are typically delineated by a subset of skills including interpersonal 
or people skills (e.g., customer service, respectful interaction, teamwork, 
leadership, conflict management) and personal attributes (e.g., integrity, 
responsibility, motivation, time management) (Robles 2012). Surveys like 
the National Association of Colleges and Employers Job Outlook Survey 
2016 underscore the need for soft skills. In this survey, employers looked 
for the following skills on resumes, which are listed in order of most sought 
after: leadership, ability to work in a team, written communication skills, 
problem-solving, verbal communication, strong work ethic, initiative, and 
several more. Soft skills are attractive and necessary for employability and 
professional advancement for Generation Z because they enable workers to 
adapt to new jobs and changes in the workplace, overcome challenges, man-
age collegial relationships across the organizational hierarchy, and fulfill col-
lective goals (Appleby 2017).
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Unfortunately, some of the research out there indicates that employers find 
college graduates lacking in soft skills (Bauer-Wolf 2019). Faculty, regard-
less of what they are teaching, are positioned to model, teach, and reinforce 
soft skills in a variety of ways through human interaction. From team-based 
learning in a science lab to students organizing a health fair in a health science 
seminar, faculty, like employers, often expect students to employ soft skills 
to fulfill course-related expectations. So, consider the following questions. 
We may expect soft skills, but are we teaching soft skills? If we are teaching 
soft skills, how are we teaching soft skills? If we are expecting and teaching 
soft skills, are we considering how to engage Generation Z? In reflecting 
on pedagogy and considering how to teach soft skills to Generation Z, this 
chapter focuses on the specific branch of active learning pedagogy, outdoor 
adventure education, and teamwork.

(Re)Learning Teamwork Generation Z through 
Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE)

Moving from the classroom to the outdoors is quite a change. In some cases, 
our frames of reference, most likely built on more traditional models of 
pedagogy from inside the classroom, may contest the space of the outdoors 
as a viable option for engaging students, especially Generation Z students. 
Subsequently, as the COVID-19 pandemic rages, research shows that out-
door environments decrease the threat of contagions (Coyle and Bodor 2020; 
CDC 2021). While masking is necessary, interacting outdoors provides 
a safer space to educate. Thus, as faculty move teamwork outdoors and 
relinquish their smart boards and high-tech classrooms, faculty are freed to 
focus on their student-faculty and student-student interactions in team-based 
adventure education exercises. Marsi (2019) points out the importance of 
teamwork being an interpersonal exercise that puts into practice concepts 
about team dynamics. Building teamwork skills requires group communica-
tion processes developed through interrelating. Conveying information about 
teamwork didactically is not enough to move students from knowledge to 
practice. Given the importance of effective teamwork in organizational and 
educational life, students need to have opportunities built into postsecondary 
learning that enable them to work in teams to make decisions, manage con-
flict, lead, and collaborate.

Transformative Learning Theory in 
Outdoor Adventure Education

At its core, Transformative Learning Theory (TLT) moves students through 
stages of action, reflection, revision, and application aimed at perspective 
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transformation to shift the learners’ perspectives and/or behaviors (Meerts-
Brandsma et  al. 2019). To use TLT in OAE, the activity must follow 
these aforementioned stages of TLT and meet OAE criteria (Williams and 
Wainwright 2016), which are:

	 1.	 The activity must be outdoors.
	 2.	 Experiential learning processes must be followed with reflection that 

allows learners to take ownership for what they have learned.
	 3.	 The activity must present learners with choices.
	 4.	 Risks should be managed to ensure that learners can meet the challenge 

set before them in the activity.

For the purposes of this chapter, the stages of TLT will be reconceptual-
ized into three primary stages of: 1) doing, which includes the briefing with 
instructions and outdoor team-based activity, 2) reflecting, which is accom-
plished through professor guided debriefing, and 3) integrating, which fulfills 
both revision and application as students experience perspective transforma-
tions that shape how they approach future collaborative work.

TEAM-BUILDING THROUGH OUTDOOR 
ADVENTURE EDUCATION WITH TLT DESIGN

Given Generation Z’s desire for interactivity and professional development 
(Mohr and Mohr 2017; Seemiller and Grace 2016), team-building OAE 
instructional practices fulfill the need to customize pedagogy to the current 
generation and to prepare them for soft skills needed post-graduation (Marasi 
2019). If the professor is going to use teams for course projects, research sug-
gests that conducting an in-class team-building activity should be done prior 
to the class project to enhance skills and cohesion needed for success (Marasi 
2019). Therefore, team-building has broad appeal as an instructional practice, 
and this chapter, in particular, clarifies how to design and implement team-
building activities by using TLT processes with OAE. This section is broken-
down into four sub-sections drawing heavily on the team OAE activities that 
place an emphasis on teamwork, leadership, and organizational culture: 1) 
doing, 2) reflecting, 3) integrating, and 4) best practices for TLT designed 
team OAE activities for Generation Z.

Doing Stage of TLT Design of OAE

Doing includes planning, designing, and briefing OAE teamwork activities. 
Action-based learning places emphasis on activities students perform, which 
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can be as extensive as high and low ropes courses, camping trips, or canoeing 
expeditions, or as limited as a brief exercise conducted outside during class 
time. Using OAE can be as easy as consulting published resource guides 
available online, your library, or, if available, the outdoor education center on 
your campus. OAE is not a new form of learning, so resources are plentiful. 
To get started, here are a few resources by Karl Rohnke that include collab-
orative problem-solving activities, team development, relationship building, 
trust development, and other activities:

	1)	 Rohnke, Karl. Silver Bullets: A Guide to Initiative Problems, Adventure 
Games, Stunts and Trust Activities. Project Adventure, Inc., PO Box 100, 
Hamilton, MA 01936, 1984.

	2)	 Rohnke, Karl. “Cowstails and Cobras II: A Guide to Games, Initiatives, 
Ropes Courses & Adventure Curriculum.” (1989).

	3)	 Rohnke, Karl, and Steve Butler. Quicksilver: Adventure Games, Initia-
tive Problems, Trust Activities, and a Guide to Effective Leadership. 
SAGE Publications, 1995.

Resources from Rohnke are not the end all, but his works are foundational 
and time tested. If you have an outdoor adventure education center on your 
campus, check with them to see what resources are available. Some campuses 
have ropes courses, canoes, camping equipment, and other adventure gear 
that can be used or rented. These types of programs on college campuses can 
be structured enough that they offer services for faculty, including leading the 
activities themselves. Importantly, know the safety guidelines and risk factors 
for any activity you choose. For example, here is a resource containing objec-
tives, explanations, briefing information, and challenges that can be used in 
courses to challenge students to perform and see the value of collaborative 
problem-solving and teamwork: island hopping survival, which is adapted 
from Rohnke’s work.

Island Hopping Survival

Objective

Teams must use collaborative problem-solving and conflict management 
skills to cross four “islands” for survival.

Explanation

Divide the class into teams of 10–15 members. Make each team an equal size 
within that window. Each team must meet the challenge of using three 2’x 6’ 
boards of three different lengths to cross from four 3’x 3’ platforms, islands, 
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in the order provided by the instructor. Team members must cross from each 
island to the next as a whole team before moving to the following island. 
All four islands are labeled 1, 2, 3, and 4, and must be followed in order. No 
team member can step off the islands or boards at any time. If a team member 
does step off, then the whole team must start from the first island. Island 4 is 
the safe island. All members of the team must be present on Island 4 for the 
activity to be over.

Required Resources

	 1.	 Three 2’x 6’ boards. One board must be the 6’, one 4’, and one 2’.
	 2.	 Four 3’x 3’ square platforms should be made from 2’x 6’ boards. The 

platforms should be a box the height of a 2’ x 6’ board. There should be 
a support beam in the middle of the platform to provide bracing.

	 3.	 Choose an outdoor space large enough and level enough to place the four 
platforms far enough apart that two boards must always be used to cross 
from one platform to the other. Spaces measuring 5’, 7’, 9’, and 11’ in 
any order are ideal.

	 4.	 Members of other teams in the class should assist with monitoring when 
the team participating has a member step off the platforms or boards and 
with providing spotting. Spotting is a safety act where classmates stand 
with their dominant foot forward and arms out straight to help students 
that step off to prevent them from falling.

	 5.	 Students should be aware of functional problem-solving steps before 
performing this activity.

Briefing/Instructions for Students

Today, we are going to put your team problem-solving and conflict manage-
ment skills into practice by placing your team in a life or death situation where 
you must work together in a trial of island survival. You will have to collabo-
rate to solve the challenge of moving from island to island to reach the final 
safe island. Each island has been given a number. Your team must move com-
pletely from each island in order using the boards provided without stepping or 
falling off the island or the boards. Each island must be fully populated by the 
team before moving to the next island. If a team member steps off a board or an 
island, then the whole team must start over. Can you work together to solve this 
challenge? Can you beat the other teams’ best times? Is your team a survivor?

Challenges

As the instructor, work hard to not give hints or ideas. Let the teams find 
answers themselves. Before implementing an OAE that requires close 
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interaction, it is important to make sure students know each other. Using 
icebreakers for several class periods before the activity is important to build 
familiarity. Also, you will need to set up your islands before class begins to 
be ready when students arrive. Inform students across several class sessions 
where the outdoor class will be meeting on the scheduled day. Starting class 
and moving to the location takes away crucial time needed to complete the 
activity during a class session. Following the activity, you will likely serve as 
the facilitator to stimulate team-based reflection.

Reflecting Stage of TLT Design of OAE

The reflecting stage of TLT in OAE follows the doing stage and features a 
systematic debriefing guided by a trained student, OAE professional, or you, 
the professor. In much the same way reflective learning is conceived of a 
social accomplishment to avoid self-deception and unawareness (Brockbank 
and McGill 1998), debriefing is socially accomplished. In its simplest defini-
tion, debriefing is defined in the Handbook of Experiential Learning as “the 
facilitation of learning from experience” (Greenaway 2007, 60). Debriefing is 
an organized, goal-oriented group discussion lead by a facilitator following an 
activity, and systematic debriefing is an essential reflection activity associated 
with experiential, active learning used in a variety of academic disciplines and 
corporate/organizational trainings (Dismukes et al. 2006; Waxman 2010). To 
prepare for and enact reflecting, a variety of factors should be considered.

Debriefing Preparation and Enactment

	 1.	 Adequate time should be allocated to the debriefing period. For a 
1-hour and 15-minute class, plan for a 40-20-minute OAE activity and a 
15-20-minute debriefing.

	 2.	 Questions should be pre-planned in order to relate to the soft skills or 
concepts associated with the OAE activity objectives and course content. 
To assist, there is a set of general debriefing questions related to the 
top soft skills adapted from the National Association of Colleges and 
Employers’ Job Outlook 2016 Survey. Additionally, questions should be 
open-ended to prompt discussion.

	 3.	 Facilitators should encourage full participation in discussion. To do so, 
the facilitator cannot answer the questions or fear silence, but the facilita-
tor may need to rephrase a question, move to a different question, or call 
on students by name to increase participation.

The following set of debriefing questions for reflection and skill-building are 
designed to assist and initiate discussion related to specific soft skills (See 
table 9.1: Debriefing Questions to Enhance Soft Skills).
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Table 9.1  Debriefing Questions to Enhance Soft Skills

Soft Skill Questions for Reflection Questions for Skill-Building

Leadership •	Who emerged as a leader 
during the activity?

•	What caused teammates to 
defer to the leader?

•	What did team leaders do 
during the activity?

•	How could the leader help your 
team with understanding the 
activity goal?

•	How could the leader help the 
team consider a greater number of 
alternative actions or solutions?

•	How could the team leader 
encourage greater participation of 
each team member?

Teamwork •	How did the team accomplish 
the goal?

•	 In what ways do you feel the 
team worked together?

•	 In what ways do you feel like 
the team struggled to come 
together?

•	What were diverse contributions 
to the team?

•	How can you motivate one another 
toward the team’s goal?

•	How can the team discourage 
social loafing and encourage full 
participation?

Communication •	How did the team communicate 
the goal to create shared 
understanding?

•	How did the team communicate 
to prevent misunderstandings?

•	How did the team communicate 
to enhance coordination of the 
individual members?

•	How could the team enhance 
shared understanding of the team’s 
goals and activities?

•	How could the team avoid 
misunderstandings?

Problem-
Solving 

•	What ideas did the team come 
up with to resolve the problem?

•	How many different ideas 
did the team generate before 
choosing one?

•	How did the team use multiple 
ideas or associations to generate 
the solution?

•	How could the team generate more 
ideas?

•	How could group think prevent 
the team from generating the best 
ideas?

•	How could the team avoid group 
think?

Decision-
Making

•	What process did the team use 
to make a decision?

•	How did team members feel 
about the decision?

•	 If someone had a different idea, 
how did you feel when your 
idea was not selected by the 
team?

•	 If someone’s idea was selected 
by the team, how did that feel?

•	How did the team evaluate the 
outcome of decision making?

•	How did timing, location, or 
other factors impact the team’s 
decision?

•	How can team decision-making be 
more inclusive?

•	How can team decision-making 
prevent dissatisfaction of 
teammates needed to carry out the 
decision?

•	How can the team build 
consensus?

(Continued)
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Anticipating the OAE activity is perceived as entertaining, active, valu-
able, and relevant, there are some students and teams that will not have a 
positive impression of the OAE. Nevertheless, the debriefing is an opportu-
nity to re-frame the activity and possibly shift negative impressions. In other 
words, “The experience of debriefing is as important as the debriefing of 
experience. What participants experience during the debriefing will influence 
their whole attitude toward learning from experience, both in the present and 
in the future” (Greenaway 2007, 66). Additionally, facilitation may take on 
a particular theoretical approach. For example, the OAE may use a critical 
pedagogy design and use debriefing, in part, to help students question and 
challenge structures, values, and roles in the activity (Payne 2002). Or in 
another example, appreciative inquiry (Ricketts and Willis 2001) or strength-
based education (Passarelli et al. 2010) could be used to help students focus 
on positive impressions and outcomes of the activity. As the instructor and 
facilitator this will be a judgment call, but it is worth considering.

In sum, reflection through a systematic, guided debriefing is designed to 
actively engage students’ participation in the learning process and facilitate 
connections between activity and learning. While some OAE activities stop 
at this stage, transformational learning approaches emphasize the next stage 
in learning: integrating.

Integrating Stage of TLT Design of OAE

Given survey data indicating Generation Z’s preference for independent, 
non-creative work (Seemiller and Grace 2014) and literature questioning 

Soft Skill Questions for Reflection Questions for Skill-Building

Conflict 
Management

•	What did the group disagree 
about during the activity?

•	How did the team manage 
disagreements?

•	What were team conflicts related 
to? Were the team disagreements 
more about the activity, 
decision-making, leadership, or 
interpersonal differences?

•	How can the team avoid win/loose 
resolutions?

•	How can the team promote win/
win resolutions?

•	How could the team uncover what 
the conflict is really about?

•	How can the team make the 
conflict a team-builder rather than 
a team-destroyer?

Interpersonal 
Skills

•	How did teammates 
communicate mutual respect for 
each other?

•	How did teammates make 
one another feel included as a 
member?

•	What can teammates say or do to 
help communicate mutual respect?

•	How could teammates demonstrate 
value for one another?

•	How could teammates increase 
inclusion?

Source: Spradley (2021).

Table 9.1  Debriefing Questions to Enhance Soft Skills (Continued)
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students’ preparation for effective teamwork in college classrooms (Cooley 
et al. 2015), team-based OAE activities are poised to be transformative learn-
ing experiences for Generation Z students, possibly the very activities they 
need to experiment, practice, and hone soft skills required for employability 
and professional success. To facilitate the integrating stage of TLT, I have 
embedded repetitive use of OAE in my classes and team projects. For exam-
ple, in my course on teamwork and group communication, teams must work 
together to create and lead their own, unique OAE activity and debriefing for 
the class. In a different example, using OAE as a part of an organizational 
communication course, preceding a team-based qualitative, service-learning 
research project with OAE can transform how students implement teamwork 
processes as they complete the research project. OAE develops trust and 
relational bonds that help the team cohere. As students develop soft skills 
and connections through these transformative experiences, it is important to 
explore a set of best practices.

Best Practices for TLT Designed Team 
OAE Activities for Generation Z

	 1.	 Begin small with a brief, easy to execute OAE activity during class by 
taking an icebreaker activity outdoors. Then, you can transition to a 
class-length OAE activity like island hopping.

	 2.	 Time an OAE activity prior to course team-based projects or ongoing 
discussion groups for the best results for integration. The OAE with TLT 
design can transform Generation Z’s capacity for teamwork and com-
munication skills prior to graded projects and discussions to enhance 
academic performance.

	 3.	 Communicate the objectives of the OAE to students as you introduce the 
activity and provide instruction.

	 4.	 Use open-ended, soft skill-specific questions to facilitate a structured 
debriefing period.

	 5.	 Provide opportunities for students to use the soft skills that they have 
integrated as teams in predetermined teamwork.

CONCLUSION

This chapter uses an experiential learning theory, Transformative Learning 
Theory, to design and implement outdoor adventure education instructional 
strategies in higher education to embrace Generation Z’s preferences for 
facilitated, reflective, and practical learning while challenging them to 
put down their technology, communicate effectively with others, think 
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creatively to problem solve, and collaborate in teams (Hope 2016; Seemiller 
and Grace 2014). The collaborative learning process for students, subse-
quently, resembles doing, reflecting, and integrating to achieve perspective 
transformation. While the examples used in this chapter are not exhaus-
tive means to achieve OAE with Generation Z, they aptly illustrate how to 
appeal to Generation Z’s desire for interactivity and impact and, also, frame 
these activities as a means to build capacity for team problem-solving, col-
laborative decision-making, appreciating diversity, leadership, and conflict 
management for future academic and professional performances that can 
make a difference (Mohr and Mohr 2017). Engaging “outspoken, idealistic 
and action-oriented” students of Generation Z need not be high tech (Giunta 
2017, 91). Lastly, COVID-19 has amplified green educational spaces as 
viable alternatives for the classroom. These spaces afford greater degrees 
of social distancing, natural airflow, and movement. Strategies like the 
National COVID-19 Outdoor Learning Initiative (2020) evince the impor-
tance of OAE. Subsequently, instructional practices can unplug the digital 
natives to provide transformative learning experiences by getting outside of 
the norm.
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When James Baldwin famously said to teachers a half-century ago, “It is 
your responsibility to change society if you think of yourself as an educated 
person” (1963, 44), he urged them to instruct students on how to question 
the persistent inequalities that have disadvantaged an increasing number of 
people in our communities. Baldwin claimed that teachers and their students 
shared a responsibility to critically examine society and take the necessary 
risks to change it. In the hallowed halls of higher education, those risks run 
deep, as they do in the communities we hope to change. Policies, governing 
bodies, and department politics may sideline attempts at political engage-
ment, social justice research, and teaching about controversial topics. Taking 
Baldwin’s challenge to heart requires offering instruction to Generation Z 
students that matters to them about the world in which they live.

Communication instruction plays a strategic role in preparing this new 
generation of learners for twenty-first century challenges. The discipline has 
deep roots with and connections to civic engagement, dating back to ancient 
times. Free speech, ethics, and rhetorical studies shed light on efforts to initi-
ate social change through dialogue, communication activism, and the study 
of social movements (Tedford and Herbeck 2017; Frey and Carragee 2007; 
Morris and Browne 2013). To cultivate responsible citizenship, when polar-
ized discourse and seemingly intractable differences abound, requires reli-
ance on both tested and innovative means to engage an increasingly diverse 
student population. Technology’s influence plays an ever more central role 
in pedagogy to uphold and challenge democracy’s commitments (Atay and 
Ashlock 2018).

Based on teaching experience spanning three decades, along with research 
gleaned from critical pedagogy, democratic theory, and communication 

Chapter 10

Engaging Generation Z with 
Communication’s Civic Commitments
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studies, as well as conversations with more than 130 students and faculty at 
a Southeast US mid-size, research-intensive, minority-serving, community-
engaged university, this chapter considers how to intensify communication’s 
civic commitments as a needed and desired focus for Generation Z. Though 
Generation Z’s interest in political engagement is keen, their knowledge and 
skills to participate are often lagging. More specifically, student knowledge 
of political practices and conventions is low, leading students to disparage 
political processes, institutions, and actors. To involve those in Generation Z 
who abstain from critical democratic practices requires teaching experiences 
that can advance the civic competencies expressed in communication, includ-
ing ethics, justice, dialogue, diversity, and collaboration.

In structuring a curriculum to foster responsible, justice-oriented citizen-
ship, communication studies instructors can provide a strong’ foundation for 
students to enter public service in paid and volunteer capacities, as well as 
community organizing and activism. Instruction on current political issues 
and cultivating leadership practices creates opportunities for engagement 
and scholarship, by showcasing how communication is both practical and 
helpful in addressing local and global political issues. Planning multiple 
routes to collaboration and digital competencies provides students with criti-
cal 21st-century knowledge and skills necessary for meaningful democratic 
engagement.

This chapter initially details the challenges that communication instructors 
face when teaching Generation Z, whose members have endured economic 
instability and a sustained pandemic that fuel their distrust of traditional 
political processes and institutions. It then turns to how channeling and 
deepening communication instruction toward democratic ends helps learners 
increase their agency to forge collaborations and use and analyze digital plat-
forms that in turn cultivate requisite critical thinking skills to express dissent, 
engage in dialogue and debate, and influence the direction of public discourse 
in the community. The conclusion offers suggestions and reflections on how 
the route to curricular change of this kind is messy, running parallel in many 
ways to the challenges of creating social change in the communities of which 
Generation Z is a part.

GENERATION Z AND TWENTY-FIRST  
CENTURY CHALLENGES

No exact scientific demarcation defines generations; however, researchers 
increasingly agree that the cohort born around the mid-90s presents unique 
characteristics that set them apart from Millennials (Dimock 2019; Seemiller 
and Grace 2016; Twenge 2017). They grew up in a more diverse American 
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society where individuals from minority groups have reached leading posi-
tions, including the country’s presidency (Seemiller and Grace 2016). Even 
though individuals have singular life experiences, some contextual factors cut 
across Gen Z as a whole and influence their communication modes, forms of 
civic engagement, and needs as college students.

The emergence of this new generation coincides with the proliferation 
of mobile technologies and a trend toward Internet ubiquity (Turner 2015). 
Born amid the digital revolution, these young people display affinity toward 
mediated forms of communication. A Kaiser Family Foundation survey of 
2000 individuals, ages of 8 and 18, reveals that this generation engages 
with their electronic devices on average, eight hours a day, more time than 
any other activity during their waking hours (Rideout et al. 2010). Notably, 
there are discrepancies regarding access and skills among this generation. 
A Pew Research Center survey indicates that nearly one-in-five students 
cannot always finish their homework because they lack access to a high-
speed Internet connection at home (Anderson and Perrin 2018). Black and 
Hispanic households with low incomes are particularly affected by this 
problem; nevertheless, cell phone connection is nearly ubiquitous (Pew 
Research Center 2013). Based on these facts, it is not surprising that Gen 
Zers prefer multitasking and engaging with others through their gadgets 
(Seemiller and Grace 2016). They tend to use text messages over phone 
calls, social media updates over emails, and on-demand services over tra-
ditional media.

Generation Z individuals use their high connectivity to be civically engaged 
and to become informed about topics that matter to them. Communication 
scholars point out that youth desire political expression that focuses on iden-
tity and affords them a political voice (Lane et al. 2018). Their weak ties to 
traditional groups and institutions (France 2007) prompt young people to 
use self-expression as a strategy for inventing their political selves (Wells 
2015). Consequently, this generation often supports causes through lifestyle 
changes that can range from boycotting companies to altering diets and dress 
codes. Most of them have a negative view of traditional politics and its cur-
rent polarization (Seemiller and Grace 2016). Many avoid voting and lack an 
understanding of the governance structure of organizations, such as govern-
ments and universities.

These trends create specific needs and challenges in higher education 
settings. Gen Zers have an overload of information at their fingertips, con-
suming news through social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter (Kalogeropoulos 2019). However, research shows that young 
people do not always know how to filter the quality of online content 
(McGrew et  al. 2017). Also, they avidly use on-demand services, such as 
Netflix and Amazon, which creates an expectation for constant connection 
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and availability (Rue 2018; Seemiller and Grace 2016). Some speculate that 
excessive screen time contributes to the decline of mental health quality 
indicators observed in recent years. However, thus far, no study has estab-
lished a direct causal link between these two variables, which suggests that 
the problem may have multiple sources (Livingstone 2017; Twenge 2017). 
Taken together, these contextual factors challenge educators on various 
fronts. Inside the classroom, instructors compete with electronic devices for 
students’ attention. When developing the curriculum, instructors are starting 
to realize that students bring high expectations for services, response, and 
engagement. When engaging with students, instructors are faced with the task 
of bridging academic rigor and youths’ mental health.

Although no singular cause explains the increase in mental distress prob-
lems, policies of austerity and abrupt human losses that Gen Zers witnessed 
nearly their whole lives probably aggravate the issue. A global economic 
recession, several epidemics (SARS, HIV/AIDS, swine flu, avian flu, Ebola, 
and the Zika virus), a pandemic, and terrorist attacks shaped the two first 
decades of the twenty-first century (Dimock 2019; Seemiller and Grace 
2016). In particular, the COVID-19 crisis induced a rapid, makeshift migra-
tion to remote education.

This shift laid bare the inequities infusing the digital realm, especially in 
the United States. Effective delivery and student performance relied heavily 
on access to reliable broadband Internet, adequate hardware and software, 
and regular access to a physical and emotional environment conducive to 
learning—all factors that map to the socioeconomic status which in turn mir-
rors systemic demographic disparities such as racial inequities (Schwartzman 
2020). While the recession, many epidemics, and the pandemic highlighted 
economic inequities, these crises also fueled a sense of outrage, helplessness, 
or despair about how to respond. COVID-19 paralyzed activism as entire 
communities sheltered in place, sequestered in isolation or at least distanced 
themselves from others who might transmit or be exposed to a highly conta-
gious disease.

Together, sociotechnical shifts and the clouds of crises over the early 
twenty-first century test the capacity of students (and teachers) to prepare for, 
adapt to, and learn from uncertainty and change. The pedagogical landscape 
thus requires change under these conditions. How can students approach 
uncertainties as opportunities? Since learning arises from pushing past the 
comfort zone of familiar answers (Brown et  al. 2014), what can empower 
students to confront and embrace challenges that resist simple solutions? 
What kind of educational practices can replace timidity amid crisis with the 
temerity to confront it? Finally, how can students build resilience to persist 
(Duckworth 2016) in building democratic institutions and practices despite 
setbacks?
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CRITICAL COMMUNICATION PEDAGOGY

Education as a liberatory practice has as its starting point that students ought 
to acquire and develop the knowledge, skills, social relations, and values that 
lead to critical consciousness and action to challenge injustices where they 
exist in the political and economic landscape (Freire 1970, 1997). This call 
is all the more urgent for Generation Z as it faces unprecedented economic, 
ecological, and political challenges.

In the early twentieth century, John Dewey recognized the need to integrate 
traditional schooling with community experiences. He urged educators to 
introduce young people to community members so they could work together 
to understand better our collective history and contemporary concerns (2015, 
1938). Putting Dewey’s ideas into practice in the twenty-first century could 
mean that students discover that gender inequality is not a new problem, but 
one ensured by systems of control that disadvantage women, or that rules of 
capitalism require an abundance of low-wage workers in order to support 
the lifestyles of the wealthy. And, just as certain values are perpetuated in 
society—maximize efficiency to maximize profits, and reward competition 
among employees to name just a few—those same values must be confronted 
in the classroom in order to encourage constructive dialogue and dissent 
rather than silence, conformity, and obedience (hooks 2017).

Critical communication pedagogy’s task, then, requires teaching students 
to use dialogue, critique, narratives, and dissent as vital resources for pursu-
ing freedom and social justice. Or, as Henry Giroux (2012) says, pedagogy 
needs to be designed to:

 make sure that the future points the way to a more socially just world, a world 
in which critique and possibility--in conjunction with the values of reason, free-
dom, and equality—function to alter the grounds upon which life is lived. (119)

Teaching students to think independently, by pursuing multiple sources of 
knowledge, is the gateway to engaged learning and a critical citizenry.

STUDENT VOICES ILLUMINATE CIVIC PROMISE

We organized and hosted seven events in the fall of 2018, collecting the 
views and comments of 130 undergraduate students, approximately 25% of 
the department’s communication studies majors. In 30-75 minute sessions, 
and working from a pre-planned discussion guide, five faculty members of 
various ranks facilitated conversations and activities with students, recording 
their responses to: a) word associations for community, civic engagement, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:10 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



134 Spoma Jovanovic et al.

activism, justice, politics, and democracy; b) what skills, experience, and 
knowledge students considered necessary for post-graduation civic activities; 
and c) what obstacles exist for them in working toward a more just world.

Through an iterative process, we collected the data using printed hand-
outs in which students wrote word associations. We also took notes that 
summarized the pre-planned discussions and thematically grouped them to 
understand students’ perspectives on civic commitments. To demonstrate the 
transparency of the research process, we framed large posters of the word 
clouds created by student word associations that call public attention to what 
matters to our students.

Students unanimously viewed community, civic engagement, and activ-
ism positively. Family and local ties were framed as positive aspects of 
community interactions. Participants said that they valued diversity in their 
communities, realized that an investment of personal time to fulfill respon-
sibilities and duties as citizens was not a burden, and applauded the work of 
activists who advance their beliefs and ethical standing in efforts for needed 
social change.

Students regarded justice, politics, and democracy as institutions that fall 
short of their potential. They argued, convincingly, that justice is meted out 
differently in our society, depending on social class and wealth. They saw 
politics as dirty, corrupt, boring, dishonest, and a dated process of rancor and 
argument that rarely leads to positive outcomes. While they understood that 
democracy may be an ideal way of putting people first in governance, they 
noted flaws remain in the United States in actualizing equality and liberty.

To be better prepared for civic life, students said they wanted to know more 
about local and global political issues, as well as the political infrastructure 
for how to secure change. Doing so, they said, would improve their ability to 
discuss politics, and adjust communication and action to the demands of the 
moment. They called for instruction on interpersonal skills, organizational 
knowledge, and digital literacies in order to gain greater confidence in how to 
more effectively work with nonprofits, advocate for change, and apply their 
classroom knowledge to community concerns.

The students expressed a high degree of reflexivity in identifying their 
shortcomings in contributing to a more just world. They noted, for instance, 
that they lacked connections and even basic knowledge of where to start the 
process of introducing efforts to make the community better. They indicated a 
need for more practice and skills to be able to speak to others who have views 
unlike their own, rather than shying away from difficult conversations. They 
also noted the need to decenter themselves in favor of extending compassion 
toward other people’s thoughts and actions.

Finally, the students demonstrated a keen awareness of how systems, insti-
tutions, and government structures are beholden to lobbying efforts, greed, 
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and even corruption. The students lamented how partisan politics has led 
to the devaluing of minorities, the lack of willingness to overcome unequal 
applications of justice, and dogmatic ideologies.

COMMUNITY LITERACY

For Gen Zers, civic learning is confounded by a lack of interest and confi-
dence in traditional politics, situating them as “disconnected, dissatisfied, and 
distrustful of government and political process—perhaps more than any other 
modern generation” (Twenge 2017, 278). Still, this generation voices a strong 
desire for social change, just not in the ways practiced by previous genera-
tions (Seemiller and Grace 2016). Toward that end, communication educators 
serve students best by introducing community and new literacies that speak to 
both ways of being in the world and skills necessary for students to develop 
as critical agents capable of advancing democracy.

DISCOURSES OF ORGANIZING

To teach students to develop a strong sense of agency, one that can provide 
the foundation for speaking out and encountering rejection, faculty need to 
nurture cooperative sensibilities. Classrooms, as instruments of higher edu-
cation, are “a crucial anchoring institution of citizenship” to provide knowl-
edge, but also to shape identities as students plan for future lives, involving 
career decisions and how they want to live in society (Boyte 2015, 3).

For generations, students have been raised to believe that one person can 
make a difference. While the impact of one person’s commitment can indeed 
ignite important work by others, rarely does one person, alone, accomplish 
anything great. This heroic image of the power of one is situated squarely in 
the myth of American exceptionalism that suggests our country is unique in 
being able to advance the best interests of the world, a position that when 
ascribed to a single country or singular person has dangerous consequences 
(Levitz 2019). Among those are that the myth may lead to neglecting, or 
worse, dismissing the role of important partners, and also adopting a course 
of action that is blind to impacts in other, related areas.

Though stories are prevalent and enduring about what one person can do 
alone, what communication studies contributes to that narrative is a critical 
reminder that communication and action are dialogic at heart, involving more 
than the singular one to advance social change. What follows is an exami-
nation of discourses of organizing for developing deep civic commitments. 
They build on the dialogic impulse and lead students toward two distinct 
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yet necessary paths for democratic engagement, one in favor of coopera-
tive action and the other in raising critical expression through resistance and 
dissent.

FORGING COOPERATIVE EXCELLENCE

The joys of collaboration promise participants the opportunity to learn from 
and with others who may possess differing views, talents, and knowledge. 
This path argues that many standpoints are better than one in order to be as 
inclusive as possible toward achieving some goal, whether that be redress-
ing the impact of racism in a community or advancing gender pay equity, as 
just two critical, public needs. Thus, while not guaranteed, the net result is 
(hopefully) a better outcome, one approaching what leading civic engage-
ment scholar Harry Boyte calls “cooperative excellence” (2015). He explains:

Cooperative excellence is the principle that a mix of people from highly varied 
backgrounds can achieve remarkable intellectual, social, political, and spiritual 
growth and can undertake generative public work if they have the right encour-
agement, resources, challenges, and calls to public purpose. (14)

Features that define discourses of collaboration include affirmation, support 
for the person and the cooperative enterprise, clear communication, flexibility 
to fill in when someone steps out, and a meaningful purpose.

In her study of a collaborative class project in a communication course, 
Lori Britt (2014) concluded that three related practices help shape meaningful 
experiences. First, the instructor needs to move away from the front of the 
classroom to model a democratic work relationship with students. Second, 
time needs to be offered both inside and outside of the classroom for relation-
ship building activities among students and between students and professors. 
Third, faculty need to intentionally step away from the instructional lead so 
that students can explore, make mistakes, regroup, and create on their own, 
together. Hess and McAvoy (2015) note that among the many benefits of 
collaboration is when participants demonstrate thoughtful suggestions and 
guidance aimed at full inclusion by other collaborators, redirecting erroneous 
judgments, and in other ways mitigating mistakes throughout the activity or 
process. For these reasons, collaboration today is rightly considered a best 
practice both in government processes and in the classroom. At the same 
time, it is important to offer a cautionary note to how easily collaborative 
practices can be commandeered rhetorically toward objectionable ends.

“We just need to collaborate” is routinely considered an invitation, but 
sometimes it is, in fact, an intentional move to steal control of a situation by 
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preemptively chilling dissent. When used in this way, collaboration is man-
handled in indiscriminate, even misleading ways. That is, when collaboration 
is named and used, absent the meaningful practices to enact it, it becomes 
simply a contrived, linguistic measure expressly designed to stymie mean-
ingful engagement. This approach is all too common around difficult matters 
and proceeds by one or more people suggesting we should all go along, and 
get along. Those who refuse are summarily dismissed as apathetic or if they 
resist, they are labeled troublemakers. This mode of pseudo collaboration 
is common in governance, causing frustration, discouragement and anger 
(Nabatchi and Leighninger 2015). Under these circumstances, collaboration 
is just a shadow of its potential that refuses to adequately address a host of 
interaction variables including differentials in power, particularities of narra-
tives, value-based distinctions, and unequal access to information.

For collaboration to deliver on its hopeful process and products students 
need time and spaces where partners struggle together, an ethical endeavor 
that signals a profound desire to communicate, even when it may be dif-
ficult and even when participants hold opposing positions (Jovanovic 2014). 
Discomfort can pave the way for necessary questions that in turn press for 
better articulation of values and reasons for collaborating.

Communication is risky business, as is collaboration, for it engenders 
our vulnerability to the expectations, views, and judgments of others. 
Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas writes, “Communication with the other can 
be transcendent only as a dangerous life, a fine risk to be run” (1998, 120). 
The rewards, however, can be significant. Being exposed to new ideas and 
giving up control over the outcome in deference to curiosity and possibility 
can lead to unexpected and gratifying experiences (Edgoose and Edgoose 
2017). Students can learn about collaboration in the community, by attending 
charrettes, working and voting with participatory budgeting processes, and 
joining public deliberation opportunities. Doing so yields increased learning 
and increased participation in public life.

JOINING OTHERS IN RESISTANCE AND DISSENT

By funneling collaborative efforts toward other ends, namely social justice, 
students learn deeper communication lessons, namely how collective voices 
assert power through resistance and expressions of dissent. They can learn 
important communicative lessons from historically under-represented mem-
bers of our communities who have amassed decades of practice in pushing 
against the status quo that has left them absent the same resources as their 
wealthier or whiter or more educated brethren. The benefits of authentic 
engagement in our democracy accrue for students when they are exposed to 
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and practice modes of resistance reflective of an understanding of history and 
the political grounding for broad-based social movements.

Importantly, as students learn of the enduring racism—on campus and in 
the United States—by reading reports of and hearing stories of disillusion-
ment, discrimination, isolation, and alienation, they are better prepared to 
understand that more than just talk is required to influence social change. For 
instance, when instruction provides details of the background and context 
for the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement that has included protests 
and sometimes violence, students gain a deeper appreciation for the linger-
ing frustrations and inequities that have disproportionately impacted Blacks 
through racial profiling and lack of equal access to housing, medical atten-
tion, and education. Recognizing that persistent inequalities in the world 
remain, it is critical for teachers to inspire students to consider ways to correct 
those injustices. Higher education’s mission—in tandem with democracy’s 
goals—must pursue equality, justice, and freedom. Toward that end, students 
need to learn of the “structural conditions that promote or limit access to the 
promise of democracy” (Pitts and Jovanovic 2016, 15). And, if a show of 
collective resistance to existing policies or procedures is necessary to call 
attention to wrongs that those in seats of power would prefer to ignore, then 
students ought to know what options exist for demonstrating dissent.

That student activism is on the rise again is a hopeful sign for democracy 
(Jason 2018). A generation ago, political action focused primarily on advo-
cating for equitable representation of minority groups, while current action 
is more inclined to concentrate on affecting systemic social change (Pousson 
and Myers 2019). Protest action, sit-ins, and civil disobedience that have long 
been used to call attention to causes are increasingly augmented by student 
action through participation on key campus committees. All of these forms of 
resistance operate to raise questions and disrupt past performance in favor of 
new ways of operation (Kezar and Maxey 2014). Further, Kezar and Maxey 
(2014) note that when faculty and staff work as allies with students to express 
resistance and dissent, foundational learning emerges around key activist 
strategies useful as well in public settings, including:

(a) developing plans for change, (b) determining strategies, (c) learning 
approaches to consciousness raising, (d) learning the language of those in power 
and how “the system” works, (e) understanding mediation and negotiation, (f) 
using data to influence decision makers, and (g) navigating and overcoming 
obstacles in the change process. (33)

These skills can be integrated into course curricula in the study of communi-
cation activism, the rhetoric of social movements, and organizational commu-
nication. Indeed, student activism itself leads to important learning and civic 
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competencies including commitment to social involvement (action), aware-
ness of current, political issues (knowledge), and heightened self‐confidence 
and leadership (skills) necessary to advocate for change (Biddix 2014). That 
is, when resistance and dissent are taught as democratic values, instructors 
can provide important pathways to lifelong civic engagement.

NEW LITERACIES

Given the pervasiveness of networked technologies in our society, it is likely 
that students will forge collaborations and enact their democratic values 
across embodied and virtual spaces. Research highlights the fundamental 
role of media, information, and digital literacies for increasing participation 
in public life because Internet access alone does not solve knowledge gaps 
(Hobbs 2010; Martens and Hobbs 2015; Shaw and Hargittai 2018). For this 
reason, new literacies are needed as a fundamental aspect of curriculum to 
increase students’ agency.

Students need knowledge and skills that afford a threefold approach to 
participation in public life: becoming informed, debating ideas, and taking 
action (Gordon et al. 2013). Also, students should understand how political, 
economic, and sociotechnical factors intersect in networked public spheres. 
Teaching new literacies within a critical framework can leverage their ability 
to influence public discourse. The following sections focus on three emerg-
ing communication challenges to articulate an approach for deepening civic 
engagement in the communication curriculum.

BECOMING INFORMED AMID 
CHAOS AND CONFUSION

Disinformation is not new; however, in the United States, the problem 
reached staggering levels after the 2016 presidential election that demanded 
a response from educators to help students navigate this new context. A 
study measuring the level of exposure to fake news among 1,208 participants 
estimated that the average American adult read and remembered at least one 
false story (Allcott and Gentzkow 2017). Despite growing awareness of the 
problem, the landscape of disinformation has not improved much since 2016. 
For instance, COVID–19 brought one of the biggest challenges fact-checkers 
have ever faced (Suárez 2020), which poses severe risks to public health.

False information spreads mainly through the Internet, which affects 
students because they are more likely to learn about the world through new 
media than traditional sources (Gasser et  al. 2012). Young people’s time 
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in front of screens, however, does not necessarily improve their evaluative 
skills. In one study, almost 8,000 students from middle and high school, as 
well as college, completed 56 tasks designed to test their ability to assess the 
quality of online information (McGrew et al. 2017). The results revealed a 
lack of preparedness in all educational levels.

Teaching students how to identify trustworthy information is a fundamen-
tal step to foster civic engagement. Pairing these skills with a contextual 
perspective of why and how fake news spreads can leverage students’ abil-
ity to influence public discourses. Circulating false information is a political 
strategy for making quality information unusable (Tufekci 2017). Chaos and 
confusion become the alternative to traditional forms of censorship in a media 
environment that makes it almost impossible to suppress messages. The busi-
ness model of social media platforms also reinforces the problem because it 
favors user engagement over quality information (Lazer et al. 2018). Finally, 
fast-paced technological advancements automatize the fabrication of stories 
(Chesney and Citron 2018). Therefore, understanding the imperatives that 
contribute to online disinformation allows students to identify intervention 
points and become vocal advocates for political and social changes.

ENGAGING WITH DEBATES IN 
POLARIZED CONTEXTS

A high-choice media environment can enable echo chambers (Sunstein 2017) 
and filter bubbles (Pariser 2012) that polarize political conversations. Greater 
interest in politics and diversity in media consumption can reduce the likeli-
hood of being in an echo-chamber (Dubois and Blank 2018), so instructors 
need to encourage learners to seek information that expands their world-
views. Students also need skills to engage with debates in polarized contexts. 
Knowing “how context, audience, and identity intersect is one of the central 
challenges people face in learning how to navigate social media” (boyd 2014, 
30). The Internet blurs divisions between producers and audiences, making 
it harder to understand who is interacting with online information. Besides, 
it allows people from distinct social circles (family, friends, and co-workers) 
to be part of the same virtual spaces, which increases the chances of differ-
ent social norms/identities clashing (boyd 2014). Communication classrooms 
should be spaces where students learn to navigate these tensions so they can 
thrive when finding common ground, and grow when negotiating differences 
through dialogue.

Pushing learners to critically analyze networked public spheres also 
enables them to understand the risks associated with their online activities. 
Renee Hobbs (2010) stresses that “literacy competencies are not only needed 
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to strengthen people’s capacity for engaging with information but also for 
addressing potential risks associated with mass media and digital media” 
(29). Most websites and apps profit from personal data collection; however, 
privacy agreements are far from clear or straightforward (Chee et al. 2012). 
In addition to corporate monitoring, online environments offer the potential 
for permanent government and peer surveillance (de Souza e Silva and Frith 
2012). Also, political retaliation can take the form of doxing or bullying that 
can cause mental, social, and economic harm (Tufekci 2017). These con-
cerns are particularly pressing for civic engagement courses because of the 
inherently controversial nature of the topic and the current polarized state of 
political discussions.

USING DIGITAL MEDIA TO FOSTER ACTIVISM

Civic engagement is taking place across embodied and virtual realities. 
Many social movements have capitalized on digital technologies for com-
munication and coordination since the popularization of smartphones. The 
Internet emphasizes visual messages, so students need to learn multimedia 
skills to communicate not only through written language but also via images 
and sounds if they want to fully engage in the civic life of their communities 
(Hobbs 2010). Attention is the fuel for social movements (Tufekci 2017), so 
these skills can also leverage the power of communities and foster collective 
action.

It is imperative to teach multimedia production alongside a critical view of 
the role that technologies have in promoting social change. Students might 
come to the classroom with a techno-deterministic perspective (Slack and 
Wise 2005), and they might think that technological developments will deter-
mine the course of events in society. They might also bring the opposite belief 
that culture determines the fate of humanity regardless of other factors (Slack 
and Wise 2005). In this case, they may overlook aspects of how the Internet 
redefines the landscape for civic engagement. Encouraging students to ana-
lyze technological uses and affordances within specific contexts (Barney 
2004) can avoid deterministic traps.

ADAPTING AND CONNECTING THE 
CURRICULUM TO FOCUS ON JUSTICE

In 2020, the rapid spread of the COVID-19 virus into a worldwide pandemic 
demonstrated that challenges come not only from evolving technologies 
but also from unknown forces in our social world. The economic, health, 
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political, social, and technological features of everyone’s lives are so inter-
twined that disruption to one inevitably impacts the others. Thus, students 
need to be prepared to adapt and connect communication to advance justice 
no matter the circumstances they confront. Practical engagement with digital 
tools and a critical societal outlook remain central foundations for strong 
civic engagement around which curriculum can pivot. In particular, valuable, 
critical possibilities for expanding student civic engagement grow by combin-
ing community and new literacies to advance student agency that is ethical, 
active, and in solidarity with others.

For Generation Z students, mastering the logic of digital communication’s 
potential is critical, as one of many possibilities in a civic engagement tool-
box, along with building relationships and alliances, to instigate and sustain 
social change. Voting and offering service to others are critical engagement 
actions, yet alone are insufficient to uphold democracy. That is, students need 
introduction to the basics of in-person actions and digital engagement as 
well as exposure to other, admittedly more time-consuming civic and public 
actions. For instance, students need guidance in how to introduce a bill, how 
to develop strategies to enact policy changes, how to navigate the structure 
of governance for organizations, and how to work with or resist the decisions 
of elected officials.

Forming unlikely alliances across ideological and identity-based bound-
aries has become a clarion call against the polarized political context 
which Generation Z has seen operate without much success. The suc-
cess stories deserve airing, where seemingly disparate views converge to 
address critical areas of concern like improving automobile safety, fight-
ing corporate welfare, protecting children from commercialism, bolster-
ing civic education in schools, and protecting public lands (Nader 2014). 
What is possible—cooperation and unlikely alliances—is neither easy nor 
guaranteed, but still possible, and an avenue for civic engagement ripe for 
Generation Z.

In face-to-face interactions, students can be encouraged to join with oth-
ers who may be older, younger, of a different race, and of a different social 
class to better understand a variety of perspectives that demonstrate the 
power of multicultural, multigenerational alliances. Grassroots organizers 
suggest, and their allies agree, that when we support the leadership of those 
who have historically been dismissed or silenced by institutions of power, 
such as the homeless, minority groups, and people with disabilities, greater 
opportunity exists to push forward agendas for meaningful social change 
(Tompkins 2009). In digital arenas, instead of mimicking social media algo-
rithms that reinforce existing patterns of information exposure, students can 
actively investigate and interact with people and groups they do not already 
endorse.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 3:10 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



143Engaging Generation Z with Communication’s Civic Commitments

CONCLUSION

The cascade of crises that Generation Z has endured could easily induce 
timidity. In times of insecurity and danger, people naturally become more 
risk-averse and reluctant to initiate change. The portrait of Generation Z 
presents more subtle contours than fear-induced political paralysis or apa-
thy. They express enthusiasm toward social justice measures that would 
advance causes related to values such as equality and diversity. But they 
encounter difficulty in putting these commitments into action, as they may 
not have developed sufficient community literacy to navigate the avenues 
for change.

Given the discipline’s historic connections with developing civic virtues, 
communication studies educators can broaden students’ capacities to gener-
ate change. Communicating across differences in backgrounds and identities 
will open possibilities for learning new means of expression from people who 
have had to develop innovative ways to navigate systems designed to silence 
them. Expanding the communicative toolbox for activism will involve lever-
aging the technological interests and facility with technological tools that 
characterize Generation Z as digital natives. Instead of lamenting the alleged 
erosion of interpersonal skills attendant to digital technologies (Turkle 2011), 
educators can channel technological affinity into deeper collaborations 
directed toward energizing activism. The speed and reach of digital commu-
nication offer possibilities for large-scale mobilization far beyond traditional 
mass media (Castells 2015).

Admittedly, Generation Z students exhibit some trepidation about 
academic rigor and have recorded much higher rates of mental health 
challenges than previous generations (Twenge 2017). Thus, embracing 
the precarity of robust, substantive collaborative practices that reveal the 
challenging work involved in collective action may require unaccustomed 
effort. Future investigations should prioritize developing and assessing 
activities that treat the characteristics of Generation Z students as resources 
to build upon rather than as deficits to criticize and “fix.” Subsequent 
studies can devote particular attention to building student confidence by 
helping them find avenues for expressing their views in public forums 
and transforming their passionate beliefs into practical actions. An impor-
tant component of this future work will be acknowledging crisis-induced 
vulnerability as a stimulus for building strength (Brown 2012), especially 
through collaborative action. Perhaps developing greater skills at navigat-
ing democratic processes and using digital technologies in the service of 
advocacy will build more willingness to forge ahead despite resistance that 
can help students become more resilient when faced with the prospect of 
momentary failure.
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