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Abstract 
The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the importance of online dis-
tance education as a necessary platform for teaching learners at all levels both 
in the United States and throughout the world. The integration of social emo-
tional learning and cultural education into online distance learning platforms 
has never been more critical to the success of future learners in society than 
during this time. This article addresses the current barriers to successful on-
line learning including: 1) lack of secure broadband access in rural and un-
derserved regions, 2) the importance of social emotional learning in online 
distance education, and 3) the critical need for cultural education within the 
online curricula of distance platforms. 
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1. Introduction 

Technology has increased in classrooms across the world and many experts be-
lieve that this may create an even larger achievement gap (Cakir, et al., 2009, Jo-
seph, 2009). As those with more wealth have access to broadband and the latest 
internet technologies, others less fortunate may not be able to close this educa-
tional divide. Many educational experts believe, however, that once barriers to 
broadband and internet accessible devices are reduced, technology has immense 
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potential to decrease the achievement gap and democratize all levels of educa-
tion (Bjerede & Kruger, 2015; Hardesty et al., 2014). The demonopolizing of 
knowledge via online distance education for every student may provide an edu-
cation that is equally enriching and empowering for all learners (Arora, et al., 
2014). Social emotional learning (SEL), defined by The National Conference of 
State Legislators, “refers to a wide range of skills, attitudes, and behaviors that 
can affect a student’s success in school and life. Critical thinking, managing 
emotions, working through conflicts, decision making, and teamwork are all 
skills not necessarily measured by tests, though they are crucial components of a 
student’s education. These skills may impact his/her academic success, employa-
bility, self-esteem, relationships, as well as civic and community engagement” 
(“Social and Emotional Learning,” 2018). “Online distance learning platforms” 
may be defined as “an integrated set of interactive online services that provides 
teachers, learners, parents and others involved in education with information, 
tools and resources to support and enhance educational delivery and manage-
ment” (“What is a Learning Platform?,” n.d.). Finally, “cultural education” may 
be described as “any form of education or teaching that incorporates the histo-
ries, texts, values, beliefs, and perspectives of people from different cultural 
backgrounds” (Partnership, 2013). An education that is rich in social emotional 
learning (SEL) and cultural sensitivity has the potential to be provided to all 
parts of the world, including under resourced and rural areas. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic across the globe, many school systems have 
told teachers and learners to “stay at home”. Prior to the pandemic, teachers 
might have acquired new educational information by talking informally to col-
leagues and administrators in-person at their schools and/or at educational con-
ferences. These in-person gatherings, formal or informal, so cherished in the 
education system, have been virtually eliminated in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic. To safely continue the educational process, most are turning to their 
internet devices for their sole source of standard educational material. A best 
practices implementation of SEL and cultural education into online distance plat-
forms will be indispensable for the successful education of our next generation. 

Access to Technology for Successful Online Distance Education 
The creator of Khan Academy, Salman Khan, argues in his book The One 

World Schoolhouse: Education Reimagined, that education is at a “once in a 
millennium” transformational point (Khan, 2012). Khan believes that technolo-
gy has the potential to transform the educational platform and make education 
accessible for all. “The Internet can make education far, far more accessible, so 
knowledge and opportunity can be more broadly and equitably shared” (Khan, 
2012). Khan also elaborates on the idea of the “one world schoolhouse”: “I 
composed a mission statement that was both wildly ambitious and—with the 
help of readily available but absurdly underutilized technology—ompletely at-
tainable: Provide a free, world-class education for anyone, anywhere” (Khan, 
2012). This idea of a “one world schoolhouse” that Khan argues for is the uto-
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pian-esque version of using technology to mitigate educational opportunities. 
Some educational experts fear that Khan academy cannot become a classroom 
replacement because of its lack of holistic teaching, including a neglect for SEL 
and cultural education (Phipps & Kelly, 2016). 

As Khan takes a positive view towards the future accessibility of technology in 
education, D. Jackson Maxwell emphasizes that there are still major social de-
terminants of accessibility to technology for online learning to become a valid 
solution to the educational opportunity crisis (Maxwell, 2000). In “Technology 
and Inequality within the United States School Systems”, D. Jackson Maxwell 
describes other factors that play into educational disparities in the United States 
(Maxwell, 2000). He describes three main “impediments” to accessing technolo-
gy in the United States: gender bias, racial bias, and geographical location bias. 
Khan and Maxwell both agree that with access to equitable broadband and in-
ternet devices, technology can reduce educational disparities (Khan, 2012; Max-
well, 2000) to implement SEL and cultural education into online platforms, there 
must be access to online materials in the first place. 

Integrating Social Emotional Learning into Online Distance Education 
Once access to broadband and internet devices is obtained in the community, 

teachers then have the opportunity to create a best practice online environment 
for their learners. Many educational experts worry that distance education may 
increase a student’s isolation. However, a best practice SEL curriculum imple-
mented into distance learning platforms may help combat this fear for teachers. 
The fear is that isolation can lead to decreased accountability and engagement 
with the coursework in an online classroom environment. In fact, recent data 
from Harvard College supports this idea. The Undergraduate Council’s Student 
Experience Survey examined student’s experience with the transition from 
classroom to online learning in the Spring of 2020 secondary to the Covid-19 
pandemic. Among other findings, undergraduates Jenny Gan and Oliver York 
found that “students reported that their overall emotional and physical health 
has declined. Nearly half of those surveyed reported that their physical health 
has worsened, and 81.1 percent of those surveyed reporting their emotional 
health has worsened.” (Sharon Xu, Crimson Staff Writer, Harvard Crimson, 
“Harvard Students Report Strain of Online Semester in Undergrad Council Sur-
vey”, 2020). 

Han, Johnson, and Durlak et al., demonstrated the importance of SEL for 
learners’ success both during and after school (Han & Johnson, 2012; Durlak et 
al., 2011). In “Relationship between Students’ Emotional Intelligence, Social 
Bond, and Interactions in Online Learning”, Han and Johnson conducted a 
study to understand how emotional intelligence and behavior, such as the un-
derstanding of facial expressions, affect the social bond between peers and their 
behaviors in online classroom environments (Han & Johnson, 2012). They 
found a positive correlation between students’ emotional intelligence and their 
social bonds with peers in virtual environments (Han & Johnson, 2012). If this 
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argument is expanded to include SEL into the curriculum, a positive, beneficial 
cycle might be created between students raising their Emotional Intelligence le-
vels, and their engagement with online learning. Peers connected with one 
another are likely to be more productive and more likely to continue online 
education, potentially raising their Emotional Intelligence levels even further 
(Han & Johnson, 2012). Therefore, the implementation of SEL has the power to 
create better student outcomes by increasing not only student satisfaction and 
success, but also leading to greater longevity in online platforms (See Figure 1). 
This cycle has the power to reduce isolation, one of the main arguments against 
online distance learning. Durlak, et al. in their paper, “The Impact of Enhancing 
Students’ Social and Emotional Learning: A Meta-Analysis of School-Based 
Universal Interventions” (Durlak et al., 2011) analyzed both the effectiveness of 
teaching SEL and the importance of SEL. The article found that “The [SEL cur-
ricula] also enhanced students’ behavioral adjustment in the form of increased 
prosocial behaviors and reduced conduct and internalizing problems, as well as 
improved academic performance on achievement tests and grades” (Durlak et 
al., 2011). The authors use a metanalysis to support the same conclusion that 
Han and Johnson found: SEL curricula increases social behavior, whether in the 
traditional classroom setting or within online distance learning platforms 
(Durlak et al., 2011). The authors used the acronym SAFE (Sequences, Active, 
Focused and Explicit) to deduct if past studies had been applying SEL curricula 
into their research methods (Durlak et al., 2011). 

Social emotional learning is often considered one of the main advantages over a 
traditional in person classroom setting. With the introduction of a SEL curricula 
into online learning platforms learners will not only have improved emotional  

 

 
Figure 1. Cyclical Pattern of Better Student Outcomes through an Implementation of SEL 
Curricula. 
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skills but will also be more likely to succeed in the online learning environment. 
This social emotional education will allow distance online education to compete 
with traditional schooling environments and mitigate educational opportunity 
disparities through improved online experiences. 

Integrating Cultural Education into Online Distance Education 
In addition to SEL, the integration of cultural education is critical to all stu-

dents’ success in online distance education platforms, In fact, there is a signifi-
cant risk to educational success when online courses are taught without respect 
for the cultural sensitivity of their students. In most online distance education 
platforms, students are taught by teachers who know very little about the stu-
dent’s cultural background, nor social emotional world. Some educators have 
described the lack of cultural sensitivity as akin to a “cultural genocide” as it ex-
plains the critical importance of teacher-student understanding (Luke, 2009, 
Sheer, 2015, Wang & Reeves, 2007). 

The importance of cultural education in schools across the United States has 
been discussed by many in education, including Gloria Ladson-Billings. She de-
scribes cultural education using the term “culturally responsive teaching” in her 
book The Dreamkeepers, Successful Teachers of African American Children. 
Ladson-Billings describes culturally responsive teaching as “a pedagogy that 
empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using 
cultural references to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (Ladson-Billings, 
1994). Billings believes that cultural education is imperative to a student’s suc-
cess in and out of the classroom and, that without this kind of teaching, a stu-
dent may fail to understand his or her own culture. She argues that there is risk 
for a “cultural genocide” if culturally responsive teaching in not practiced within 
online distance platforms. To mitigate this risk, online learning platforms must 
move away from a “one size fits all” curricula and move to include specific cul-
tural education pertinent to the target audience. 

Supporting the critical importance of cultural literacy in online learning in 
their published works, Katharine Venter and Sultan Alalshaikh, describe that 
people of different cultures have vastly different experiences while completing 
online distance education. In their respective articles, “Coping with Isolation: 
The Role of Culture in Adult Distance Learners’ Use of Surrogates.”(Venter, 
2003) and “Cultural Impacts on Distance Learning, Online Learning Styles, and 
Design” (Alalshaikh, 2015). These two authors come from distinct backgrounds 
and different parts of the world; however, they both come to the same conclu-
sion. Katharine Venter argues that people across cultures experience feelings of 
isolation during online distance learning in dramatically different ways (Venter, 
2003). Venter found that online learners experience social isolation in varied 
ways, as a result of their cultural differences (Venter, 2003). Online students 
from Asian Pacific countries tend to experience isolation during distance learn-
ing as isolation from teachers (Venter, 2003), while European learners tend to 
experience isolation relative to their peer relationships (Venter, 2003). Both 
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Venter and Alalshaikh agree that the current online “one size fits all” model is 
not effective because learners who come from different environments have dis-
parate experiences while completing online distance education. Thus, online 
distance learning platforms need to include educators who are culturally literate 
to the background of their students to ensure an optimal learning environment 
for the student. 

2. The Curricula in Cultural Education 

Cultural education can be deleterious if it is not taught from the lens of the 
students for whom the material is being created. Morong and DesBiens, high-
light the need for cultural specific education (Morong & Desbiens, 2016). In 
their article, “Culturally responsive online design: learning at intercultural in-
tersection”, they highlight the need for educational indigenization, putting the 
educational systems into the hands of the local groups as crucial for improved 
educational outcomes (Morong & Desbiens, 2016). Morong and DesBiens ar-
gue in their proposed learning model the need for “a higher education system 
that respects (students) for who they are, that is relevant to their view of the 
world, that offers reciprocity in their relationships with others, and that helps 
them exercise responsibility over their own lives’ by critical analysis of power 
relations” (Morong & Desbiens, 2016). Morong and DesBiens believe that in-
digenization will allow for better understanding of the culture than using 
broad lines that would likely get drawn through online learning monopolies 
(Morong & Desbiens, 2016). One of their main arguments is the imperative 
use of group work and collaboration to improve cultural education. This col-
laboration model is the perfect blend of SEL, interaction and improved and 
deepened cultural education and cultural sensitivity. 

New Mexico: A Case Example 
An example where great caution is needed regarding effective distance educa-

tion is the state of New Mexico (NM). Largely rural and with only two million in 
population, New Mexico is the 5th largest state, and ranks 49th in the country for 
education (“Quality Counts 2018: Report and Rankings”, 2020). Although NM 
has high rates of poverty, economic disparities, and unemployment, the cultures 
in NM are rich and vibrant (Kamerick, 2016). The ethnic composition of NM is 
diverse, with Hispanic, Caucasian and Native American comprising most of the 
population, which also includes over 30 distinct Native American pueblos as well 
as a large portion of the Navajo Nation (New Mexico Department of Health, 
2019). Many elders in the Native American communities still use their own lan-
guage. The Pueblo of Acoma, established in 1250 A.D. is the oldest inhabitable 
city in North America. For many remote NM counties, bandwidth is a constant 
barrier to internet use as well which impacts the success of online learning. The 
need for virtual SEL within the context of many cultural differences in New 
Mexico is even more crucial. 

Broadband Barriers in New Mexico 
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New Mexico has challenges with equitable access to the internet and internet 
accessible devices. Unless there is equal access to broadband across NM, school 
children and their teachers will not be able to utilize educational technologies, 
nor will culturally appropriate education be implemented with online distance 
platforms. Broadband access is lacking in many parts of the state, especially in 
tribal and very remote regions. Without access to internet capable devices, the 
benefit of educational opportunities using online platforms is not possible. These 
broadband technologies have the power to greatly diminish the widening educa-
tion gap found in NM. 

Once the barrier to broadband has been overcome and schools can acquire the 
technologies needed, social emotional learning in a culturally sensitive paradigm 
must be considered. New Mexico is an example of a state not only needing 
equitable access to online materials, but also requiring cultural sensitivity and 
SEL for successful distance education. 

The ECHO Institute, New Mexico’s Project ECHO 
The ECHO Institute, in Albuquerque, NM, is the operations center for Project 

ECHO, a virtual synchronous telementoring program for post-licensure clini-
cians and educators (Arora, et al., 2011). Project ECHO began in 2003 as a me-
chanism to leverage technology and train primary care clinicians in rural and 
underserved communities. Clinicians at the “hub” site, the subject matter experts, 
train “spoke” clinicians using best practices didactics and real de-identified cases. 
Educators now also use Project ECHO to train teachers in remote settings re-
garding many aspects of education, including SEL, cultural competency and 
many other aspects important for the student’s success. Currently, 49 US states 
have ECHO hubs for 70 different conditions in the fields of medicine, education 
and public health. Internationally, 39 countries have ECHO hubs with learners 
joining from over 150 countries. 

ECHO for Education, for instance, recently, had 1842 educators from 
throughout NM participate in a series of workshops in April-May 2020 to ad-
dress the school closure due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Its goal was to improve 
expertise and confidence in teachers providing online, virtual, and other 
non-traditional delivery methods of teaching necessary skills and standards to 
their students. Teachers were given assistance on many different online distance 
learning tools so they can more easily connect with their students in their virtual 
classrooms. Early workshops focused on certain technology tools and resources 
such as Google Classroom, using Zoom for virtual class meetings, and accessibil-
ity to online tools for all students in K-12. Based on the feedback received by 
nearly half of the ECHO webinar participants, the presentations focused on 
supporting students with special needs and offered resources to engage English 
Language Learners. In addition, implementation of SEL in online education was 
presented and discussed most frequently as a crucial topic for successful distance 
learning during the school closures from the pandemic. 

Another Project ECHO example of SEL is the First Responder ECHO pro-
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gram, which began in August 2019. Given the extraordinarily high rates of 
post-traumatic stress disorder, compassion fatigue, vicarious trauma and suicide 
for first responders, this program began in order to reach first responders in a 
culturally sensitive manner (Katzman, Medrano, Swift, & Menking, 2019). The 
“hub” team, which included a firefighter, a paramedic, a law enforcement officer, 
as well as a psychiatrist and emergency room physician was designed to best 
meet the needs of the NM First Responders. During the First Responder ECHO 
sessions, participants present real cases to the hub team, receive a best practice 
didactic and participate in a supportive community of practice. At times this has 
involved sharing emotions regarding difficult experiences in the field, and dis-
cussions about how to cope with these. This has led to mutual sharing of similar 
situations between participants online and the development of a supportive 
community. 

In April 2020, the First Responder ECHO program, responding to the needs 
of all frontline clinicians due to the COVID-19 pandemic, expanded the inter-
professional “hub” team to include: additional behavioral health clinicians, as 
well as pastoral care in order to provide guidance and social emotional support 
in a culturally sensitive approach. The name of the program became, First Res-
ponder Resiliency ECHO. The target audience still includes traditional first res-
ponders, but also is open to clinicians working in hospitals caring for COVID-19 
patients. This may include: physicians, nurses, respiratory therapists, etc. The 
goal of this program is to bring together all frontline healthcare workers to sup-
port psychological health by focusing on the importance of self-care, resiliency, 
introducing psychological first aid and addressing the concepts of burn-out and 
compassion fatigue. Each session also includes breakout listening sessions facili-
tated by a hub team member. Between March 11, 2020 and June 11, 2020, par-
ticipants attended eight sessions of the First Responder Resiliency Sessions for a 
total of 1764 attendances. In order for the participants to receive continuing 
education credit, the participants may elect (but are not required) to fill out a 
post-session survey. Eighty-seven percent of the participants who completed the 
survey stated that these sessions were relevant (4/5) or extremely relevant (5/5) 
on a 5-point Likert Scale. 

New Mexico’s Schools: Online Applications 
Many education systems throughout NM, such as the Albuquerque Public 

School technology initiative, have expanded the use of technology in the class-
room to help boost test scores and student outcomes (“Technology Vision & 
Mission,” n.d). Other digital solutions have come in the form of online “ses-
sions” throughout the day on various online platforms, as well as the presence of 
“smart boards” throughout many classrooms. Other NM schools, including Zuni 
Elementary in Albuquerque, have moved to include “Digital Learning infusion 
throughout the curriculum” (“Project Based & Technology Learning”, n.d.) as 
well as using a web-based program called “Success Maker” (“Project Based & 
Technology Learning”, n.d.). 
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3. Conclusion 

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to sweep across the globe, it is now more 
important than ever to increase the effectiveness of an online distance education. 
Social emotional learning and cultural components of an online distance plat-
form must be implemented robustly and without compromise, but with know-
ledge and customization to the target audience. To summarize, a successful on-
line education program will need to include: 1) stable access to internet and in-
ternet accessible devices throughout all regions of the globe, 2) effective SEL im-
plemented into online distance platform curricula, 3) cultural education imple-
mented in online distance learning consistent with the needs of learners. 

Education is often called the great equalizer in any society, but often falls short 
of its mark. Given the significant geographic and socioeconomic disparities across 
the globe, technology has the opportunity to be a great equalizer. If broadband 
becomes equitable and online education is a reality for all, we must not forget the 
importance of integrating social emotional learning and cultural education into 
all forms of education. 
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