
As a result of the 2020 pandemic, millions of 
students were suddenly learning online and 
thinking about how to present themselves 
well in classes and other meetings. In person, 
there are many ways to impress and interact 
with instructors; however, when online, the 
opportunities become more limited and focused.

During the online DO-IT Scholars summer 
program in 2020, more than 20 students 
with disabilities in high school and college 
brainstormed ideas regarding how to present 
themselves as serious students in online courses. 
You may find their ideas useful!

Ask for reasonable accommodations 
related to your disability. Some 
examples are listed here:
•	 A person with limited speech could ask to 

communicate through the chat feature or other 
text-based interface.

•	 Someone with high anxiety could ask to have 
their camera off as needed.

•	 A student with limited sight can remind the 
group to describe images, ask for materials in 
advance, highlight a particular speaker, and 
ask to have their camera off if their eyes are 
really close to the screen.

•	 Someone with limited hearing can arrange 
for real-time captions or a sign language 
interpreter.

Demonstrate your respect and 
engagement in the course.
•	 Arrive on time.
•	 Sit up straight and use body positions that 

show you are alert and attentive.
•	 Pay attention and engage. When possible, 

use active listening skills such as nodding or 
smiling in reaction to something said.

•	 Do not eat unless the meeting is informal or 
the instructor gives approval to do so. If eating 
is allowed, choose something that is easily 
manageable, not too loud, and permits you to 
speak up when necessary.

•	 Always be ready with materials for taking 
notes or other class activities.

•	 Do not multitask during the meeting. Avoid 
using your phone and be sure to give the 
instructor your full attention.

•	 Actively engage in the class but do not 
dominate conversations or chat interactions. 

•	 Pay attention to how the instructor wants 
you to engage (e.g., speak up at any time, 
raise your hand to speak, post questions 
and comments in chat) and follow their 
instructions. 

•	 Be kind, respectful, and considerate of others.

Ensure a high-quality visual 
appearance.
•	 Dress appropriately; use your instructor as a 

guide for how formal or informal your attire 
should be. Solid colors often project well. Even 
though you may not intend for the bottom half 
of your body to show, wear an outfit where 
you will not be embarrassed if you need to 
stand up or move around.
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•	 Choose an uncluttered background that is 
appropriate for the occasion. If you use a 
virtual background, choose a non-distracting 
one that minimizes distortions when 
you move around. Be aware that virtual 
backgrounds can be very distracting to others.

•	 Minimize distracting movements (e.g., 
spinning in your chair, fiddling with hair, 
active pets, spinning ceiling fan, etc.) as much 
as possible. If movement is necessary, turn off 
your video as appropriate.

•	 Position your computer so that the camera is 
at eye level or slightly higher to make “virtual 
eye contact” with other participants. Position 
your face a little below the top of the screen 
and leave enough room at the bottom for your 
name. Position yourself a moderate distance 
from the camera, not too close or too far away. 
Make sure that your whole face is visible.

•	 For your screen image, include your name 
and possibly preferred pronouns rather than 
an email address. If you need to or are asked 
to turn off your camera, use a profile photo 
of yourself that projects an image of a serious 
student.

•	 Facing diffused natural light is best. Avoid 
using a light source from behind you, which 
can result in too much shadow on your face. 
Try different lamps and lights until you find 
the best lighting for your setup. Test your 
lighting in advance by showing your camera 
view on-screen or video chatting with a friend. 

Consider these tips to ensure high-
quality audio.
•	 Consider using an external microphone to 

improve the quality of the sound you project.
•	 Consider using a headset to help minimize 

distractions and focus your sound.
•	 Speak clearly, but do not yell.
•	 Mute your microphone when not speaking, 

especially with larger groups.
•	 Participate in a quiet space and minimize 

distracting sounds in your environment 
(phone ringing, dog barking, people talking). 

•	 If a distraction does occur, don’t add to the 
commotion of noisy sounds (e.g., apologizing 
for a child talking); instead, correct the 
situation as quickly and quietly as possible 
(e.g., mute your microphone). 
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