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Abstract
The literature on motivational teaching suggests that creating a supportive 

learning environment is crucial in motivating students. Methods for creating 

this environment in face-to-face classrooms abound, with verbal and nonverbal 

communication strategies that create affinity between teachers and students 

proving extremely effective. In online environments, these communication 

methods, especially the nonverbal (e.g. smiling/nodding), are more difficult to 

enact.  While advanced technologies (e.g. video communication) offer more 

sophisticated means of simulating face-to-face interactions, these advanced 

technologies may be unappealing to faculty members concerned about the time 

it takes to design online courses or already apprehensive about online learning.  

Fortunately, there are more accessible means, via the design of course materials, 

to project a sense of rapport and support to students and thereby to influence 

their motivation. This article discusses how fonts, images, color, page layout, 

and other visual rhetorical strategies can be used to generate motivational online 

environments.
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Introduction

The literature on motivational teaching is abundant. Many have examined 
factors that motivate college students to learn (Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, 
Lovett, & Norman, 2010; Christophel, 1990; Patrick, Hilsey, & Kimpler, 2000; 
Sass, 1989; Svinicki, 2004). In a nutshell, students’ perceived value of course 
assignments or content, their perceptions of their ability to succeed (self-
efficacy), and their perceived level of support from the learning environment 
form complex interactions that can work together to fuel students’ motivation 
(Ambrose et al., 2010). In teaching practice, this means doing such things as 
providing course activities and assignments that are relevant and meaning-
ful to students, giving students choices, providing rubrics and clear expecta-
tions, scaffolding assignments, offering active learning opportunities, creating 
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currently in Communication Education, Christophel 
(1990) found definite relationships between teacher 
immediacy behaviors, student motivation, and learning. 
Allen, Witt, and Wheeless (2006) investigated whether 
there was a causal relationship between teacher imme-
diacy behaviors and student learning and discovered 
that “teacher immediacy behaviors predict or cause a 
level of affective learning. In turn, the level of affective 
learning predicts or causes the level of cognitive learn-
ing” (p. 26).
 Closely related to immediacy behaviors are 
affinity-seeking behaviors, ways teachers can act to 
cause students to feel an affinity with them, which have 
been found to have an impact on students’ motivation 
(Frymier & Thomas, 1992; McCroskey & McCroskey, 
1986). In other words, when it comes to motivating 
students, it really does matter if they like a professor. 
Being open to students, being supportive, and exhib-
iting optimism are all affinity-seeking behaviors that 
affect student motivation.   
 In the face-to-face classroom, immediacy and 
affinity-seeking behaviors are enacted by teachers 
when they do things like use students’ names, speak 
with inflection, smile; and laugh; are animated in their 
teaching, praise students; express concern over stu-
dents’ well-being; listen; use humor; move around the 
classroom; and arrange the classroom in more informal 
ways. While some instructors are naturals at building 
relationships with students through these means, even 
those who are not can develop and intentionally uti-
lize them in their classroom teaching. The question is, 
however, how do these behaviors translate to the online 
learning environment?  
 What comes as no surprise is that teachers’ verbal 
immediacy behaviors (using students’ names, respond-
ing quickly to communications, using humor, providing 
positive feedback, using personal examples, etc.) can be 
readily converted to the online environment via textual 
communication with results similar to those obtained 

affinity between students and  teacher, and exhibiting 
immediacy behaviors. Although many of these strate-
gies can be utilized well in both face-to-face and online 
classes, creating affinity (a liking) between students and 
the teacher and exhibiting immediacy behaviors (verbal 
and non-verbal communication behaviors that create 
the perception of closeness) can be more challenging in 
online courses.  
 While videos of instructors or technologies like 
Skyping are avenues by which these verbal and non-
verbal communiqués that build affinity and induce 
immediacy may be achieved in online environments, 
many faculty are not utilizing (nor are they inclined to 
use) these more advanced and time-intensive method-
ologies. As a result, many of the nuances of nonverbal 
and verbal communication inherent in face-to-face 
classes are lost in the online setting.  Fortunately, there 
are other, more accessible means which can stimulate 
affinity, enhance students’ sense of immediacy and 
support, and influence student motivation. This article 
examines how fonts, images, color, page layout, and 
other visual and digital rhetorical strategies might be 
used in designing online learning environments to 
influence student motivation and learning. Because of 
the expanded use of online course management systems 
and Web-enhanced courses, these means of design can 
also prove useful for faculty who are using these tools 
to supplement instruction in face-to-face classrooms as 
well. 

The Connection of Affinity and Immediacy to Student 
Motivation

While any experienced teacher intuitively knows 
that students who are more motivated and thus more 
engaged are more likely to learn and do better in 
classes, researchers have found evidence to support 
this conclusion. More specifically, teacher immediacy 
behaviors have been conclusively linked to student 
motivation.  In two studies that she published con-
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by presenting a framework for understanding how 
to use images as rhetorical tools. Breaking down the 
relatively new (1990s) theoretical framework of visual 
social semiotics, Harrison explains three metafunctions 
of images, representational, interpersonal, and compo-
sitional, and offers analyses of several images to aid in 
understanding these concepts. According to Harrison, 
the representational metafunction can be either narra-
tive or conceptual in nature and answers the question, 
“What’s the picture about?”  (p. 50). The narrative aspect 
of an image is created via vectors of motion or connec-

tion points between objects in the image and often 
represents an action. For example, in Figure 1, there is a 
horizontal vector between the baby and the adult’s arm. 
These vectors not only indicate a connection but also 
demonstrate the action of support, with the horizontal 
vector of the arm supporting the other horizontal vec-
tor of the baby’s body. In addition, the cradling of the 
feet tells a story of care and support, possibly evoking 
emotions of tenderness and compassion.
 Images that have a representational metafunction 
that is conceptual do not have vectors and “tend to be 
grouped together to present viewers with the ‘concept’ 

when they are utilized in traditional classrooms. Both 
Gunter (2007) and Baker (2004) examined the effect 
of instructional immediacy behaviors in the online 
environment and discovered that verbal immediacy 
behaviors (delivered textually) contribute to the affec-
tive and cognitive learning of students. What their 
studies leave out, and what we do not know much 
about, is how teachers’ nonverbal immediacy behaviors, 
such as gesturing, making eye contact, smiling, and 
nodding (often considered more powerful than verbal 
immediacy behaviors), can be translated into the online 
setting. This topic raises the question as to whether 
there are nonverbal strategies, such as those offered via 
the application of visual/digital rhetoric theories and 
practices, that could offer opportunities for enhanc-
ing perceptions of immediacy in Web-based learning 
contexts, ultimately increasing student motivation and 
learning.

Visual and Digital Rhetorical Strategies

In order to understand how visual and digital rhetorical 
strategies might be used to enhance students’ percep-
tions of teacher immediacy and student motivation, 
it is essential to examine how images exert influence. 
In his book chapter, “The Psychology of Rhetorical 
Images,” Charles Hill (2003) links rhetorical concepts 
of presence with psychological concepts of vividness 
and explains various research findings from the field of 
psychology that show correlations between vividness, 
emotional response and persuasion. According to Hill, 
images, especially those that are most vivid, have great 
power to evoke emotional responses, and in turn, emo-
tional responses have great power to persuade. It follows 
then, that images might be used strategically to evoke 
emotions that would persuade students to feel affinity 
for and closeness to their professors (immediacy).  
 In her article, “Visual Social Semiotics: 
Understanding How Still Images Make Meaning,” 
Claire Harrison (2003) applies Hill’s (2003) concepts 

Figure 1.  An example illustrating a narrative 
representational metafunction.  
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all the participants (designer, viewer, producer) of an 
image and answering the question, “How does the 
picture engage the viewer?” (p. 52). These interactions, 
for example, whether the image’s gaze is directly at the 
viewer or whether the image is close up or at a distance 
from the viewer, work to create different rhetorical 
messages and can elicit different responses, such as 
degrees of social intimacy between the image and the 
viewer. Suppose the following three images (Figures 3, 
4 and 5) were possible options that a professor could 
select to place on her website. Each portrays aspects of 
the interpersonal metafunction and sends different mes-
sages of social intimacy by virtue of the aforementioned 
elements of this metafunction.
 Note that the professor in the first photograph 
(Figure 3) is shot at a distance, and she is behind the 
barriers of a computer and a desk, implying that she is 
less accessible.  In the other two photos (Figures 4 and 
5), the professor is much closer to the camera, which 
conveys a greater sense of openness and approachabil-
ity. In Figures 4 and 5, the angles at which the professor 
is facing the camera also project different messages. A 
direct gaze, as in Figure 4, usually indicates more social 
intimacy, while the distance, angle, and eye gaze of the 
professor in Figure 5 would tend to indicate slightly 
more detachment. In addition, the angle at which a 
person is photographed can also reflect levels of power. 

of who or what they represent” (Harrison, 2003, p. 51).  
As an example, Harrison (2003) offers this image 
(Figure 2) of a faceless crowd from a breast cancer site 
along with its caption, “43,000 will die this year.” She 
interprets the use of the faceless crowd as encouraging 
“the viewer to think of breast cancer in the abstract, 
that is, about the many who will die and the social, 
political, and economic consequences of the disease,” 
thus making its representational metafunction concep-
tual in nature (p. 52).
 Continuing with her explanation of metafunc-
tions, Harrison (2003) describes the interpersonal 
metafunction of images as the interaction between 

Figure 2. An example illustrating a conceptual 
representational metafunction.

Images illustrating varying aspects of interpersonal metafunction.

	  
	  

	  
Figure 4 Figure 5Figure 3
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WebCT Vista, Blackboard, or Moodle), can be tailored 
to generate immediacy and aid in motivating students.
 The third and final metafunction, compositional, 
answers the question, “How do the representational 
and interpersonal metafunctions relate to each other 
and integrate into a meaningful whole?” (Harrison, 
2003, p. 55). Harrison (2003) refers to this concept as 
“visual syntax” and indicates that if images or a web 
page do not adhere to the accepted rules of a particular 
culture’s way of reading or viewing it, then its intended 
effect may be lost. Elements of the compositional meta-

function include information value (where the image 
is placed), salience (ability of the image to capture the 
viewer’s attention), framing (how and whether images 
are framed together), and modality (the validity or reli-
ability projected by an image) (p. 56). When consider-
ing the compositional metafunction, an image’s location 
on the page, its size, and its colors, as well as whether it 
is a photograph or a drawing can all have an impact on 
the message it is attempting to convey. For example, a 
drawing is considered to have less realism than a pho-
tograph; therefore, a drawing would typically project 
more distance between it and the viewer. Consequently, 
if a professor represents herself with an artistic pho-
tograph or via an icon such as a fictional character in 
her online course, the sense of closeness (immediacy) 
students feel toward her may be more diminished than 

For example, the person in Figure 6 seems to be above 
the eye of the viewer/camera, and this sends a message 
that the viewers of the image (who could be students) 
are in a position of less power. When trying to create 
immediacy and affect student motivation, images of 
professors directly facing students at eye level suggest 
equal power between image and viewer and would be 
more likely to have such an impact.  

 Other nuances of the interpersonal metafunction 
of images are both abundant and powerful, and images 
may, if utilized strategically in online environments, aid 
in creating a greater sense of immediacy between stu-
dents and teachers. For example, if immediacy is often 
induced through humor, icons that are amusing might 
be used on a course website instead of traditional, 
impersonal, default icons (Figures 7 and 8). Thus, the 
simplest of choices, such as the professor’s photo or icons 
on a course website or within an online course manage-
ment system (regardless of whether the platform is  

Figure 7. Examples of impersonal, default 
icons that evoke little immediacy

Figure 6. Example 
illustrating effect of camera 
angle and power message. 

Figure 8. Examples of humorous icons that could be used to 
invoke immediacy between students and professors
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(i.e. friendly, elegant, direct). Students perceive Comic 
Sans as a “friendly” font while Arial and Times New 
Roman are seen as “direct” fonts and Harrington as 
“elegant” (p. 214). Even in something as simple as email 
communication, when these principles are applied, the 
effect, though perhaps subtle, is worth noting. Figures 
10 and 11 offer a comparison of an email message sent 
to students in which these principles are applied. In 
Figure 10, the direct font Arial is employed along with 
the color black (more on color later). In Figure 11, the 
friendly font Comic Sans is used in conjunction with 
green text. You will also note the use of exclamation 
points in the greeting and the closing of the message. 
While the differences in these emails may not be dra-
matic, research on the rhetorical power of font styles 
and color suggests that the email in Figure 11 would be 
likely to convey friendliness and stimulate positive feel-
ings, feelings more likely to induce affinity and imme-
diacy. This is not to say that every email communication 
between professors and students will have a goal of 
evoking affinity and immediacy. There may be times 
when using a more direct font is necessary to convey 
a more serious or directive tone such as illustrated in 
Figures 12 and 13 where the professor is prompting a 
student complete a specific assignment.

if she represented herself with a photographic image 
(Figure 9).
 In addition to images and their rhetorical effects, 
the typography or the style and size of font used are also 
elements of visual rhetoric. Eva Brumberger (2003), in 
her study, “The Rhetoric of Typography: The Persona 
of Typeface and Text,” asserts that typeface and text 
have a rhetorical impact by virtue of personality traits 
that readers ascribe to them. Through the results of two 
empirical studies in which college students rated dif-
ferent fonts and different passages of text according to 
various personality traits, Brumberger  found that cer-
tain fonts and text passages tend to have certain traits 

Figure 9. Examples of artistic and fictional 
representations of professors that create 

distance and hinder immediacy

Figure 10. Example of an email message using a direct font that evokes less immediacy
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Figure 13. Example of an email message using a friendly font to convey a more direct message

Figure 12. Example of an email message using a direct font to convey a more directive message

Figure 11. Example of an email message using a friendly font that promotes immediacy
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 Others have also examined the relationship 
between color and emotion. Kaya and Epps (2004) 
conducted a study in which college students were asked 
to respond to various hues that were presented to them 
on a computer screen. They were then prompted with 
the following questions: “What emotional response 
do you associate with this color? How does this color 
make you feel? and Why do you feel this way?” (p. 398). 
Based on thematic analysis, the researchers categorized 
responses to color as “positive,” “negative,” or “no emo-
tion” (p. 399). Results showed that green attained the 
highest positive response (95.9 %), with yellow (93.9%) 
a close second. As one might expect, green was associ-
ated with nature, inducing a calm or soothing effect, 
while yellow was perceived as more energetic. On the 
whole, principle colors (red, blue, yellow, green, purple) 
were also viewed positively (79.6%), while achromatic 
colors of black, white, and gray were viewed as sig-
nificantly less positive (29.2%) (Kaya & Epps, 2004). 
Again, there are implications here for research as well 
as for the design of online learning. If color can have 
an emotional as well as rhetorical influence on our stu-
dents, then decisions can be made intentionally regard-
ing the color of backgrounds, text, and other online 
learning materials and communication that would be 
more likely to induce feelings of closeness and affin-
ity for the teacher/course, which in turn influences 
student motivation. Figures 14 and 15 show the same 
introductory web page for a course but with different 
background colors. If applying the research surround-
ing the rhetorical power of color, the page in Figure 14 
with its white background would be viewed consider-
ably less positively than the page in Figure 15 with the 
most positively viewed color of green. 
 In addition to images, fonts, and color, other ele-
ments of visual digital communication can be examined 
and employed for their rhetorical value. In “Visual 
Metadiscourse: Designing the Considerate Text,” 
Eric Kumpf (2000) offers 10 categories or “channels” 

 Brumberger’s (2003) studies, which indicate that 
students are interpreting a variety of rhetorical mes-
sages via the images and fonts we give them, support 
the argument that typography warrants consideration 
and investigation as an element of visual rhetorical 
theory and should be given as much thought in the 
writing and design processes of online course materi-
als (if motivating students is important) as does verbal 
language. Brumberger’s research presents interesting 
implications for the study of visual rhetoric in online 
environments. Although the intentional use of visual 
rhetorical practices, including choice of fonts, and their 
impact on student motivation is certainly worthy of 
more investigation, there is strong evidence suggesting 
that choices of font in digital contexts may affect stu-
dents’ perception of teacher immediacy and ultimately 
their motivation and learning.  
 Another often-overlooked visual rhetorical tool is 
color. In their article, “Decorative Color as a Rhetorical 
Enhancement on the World Wide Web,” Anne 
Richards and Carol David (2005) argue that color in 
designing technical communication can be more than 
a functional or decorative element, that it can enhance 
the message the designer is attempting to send, and 
that the message can be a rhetorical one. Using theo-
ries from the field of art and psychology along with 
many examples from existing websites to support their 
argument, they demonstrate how colors evoke differ-
ent responses (i.e. blue=tranquility, yellow=excitement, 
green=passivity) (Richards & David, 2005).  And, they 
suggest that color can be intentionally utilized in  Web 
communication to elicit responses from viewers and to 
strengthen the designer’s rhetorical purpose (Richards 
& David, 2005). It is thus a logical assumption that the 
use of color in online learning environments could be 
strategized in such a way as to evoke feelings of warmth 
and approachability (stepping stones to motivation) 
much in the same way that technical communication 
experts use these methods in web design.
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Figure 15. Introductory page of a Web course using more positively viewed green background

Figure 14. Introductory page of a Web course using less positively viewed white background
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 » Style: the writer’s signature via other elements 
of metadiscourse, such as consistency, chunking, 
external skeleton, convention, and heft (Kumpf, 
2000, p. 405).

 Kumpf (2000) argues that all of these aspects of 
visual metadiscourse can exert a rhetorical influence on 
readers toward a desired response and can convey infor-
mation about the author’s credibility. If this is the case, 
then perhaps, when used strategically in crafting and 
evaluating digital communication and design by online 
instructors, they may be found to have an impact on 
student motivation and learning.  
 For example, heft (length and size of a document) 
and external skeleton (overall organization) are easily 
adjustable aspects of digital metadiscourse that can be 
applied in online learning platforms with little effort. 
Figure 16 illustrates a web page that could be the open-
ing page of a professor’s online class. The numerous 
icons create a very lengthy page and one that appears 
somewhat disorganized. Students may find this intimi-
dating, uninviting, and confusing, which they likely 
translate to their impression of the professor, negatively 
impacting affinity and immediacy and ultimately stu-
dent motivation. Simply consolidating icons into fold-
ers (Figure 14) or shortening the names associated with 
the icons would go a long way averting this issue.
 Additionally, Figures 14 and 17 represent “before 
and after” examples of the introductory page of my 
own course. I hope that you will agree that the “after” 
example has more “curb appeal” or evokes more “attrac-
tion.” While I am still tweaking the design and will 
likely remove the black-and-white background images, 
my aim in redesigning this page was to intentionally 
apply visual and digital rhetorical strategies that would 
improve the curb appeal and that students would find 
inviting, which in turn would increase affinity, imme-
diacy, and student motivation (and thus learning). After 
making these revisions, for the first time in seven years 
of using this course management system, students have 

(adapted from frameworks for textual metadiscourse) 
for writers to consider in the formation of written or 
online documents.  The categories are: 

 » First Impression:   the “curb appeal” of the 
document or what viewers experience as a result 
of first seeing the document but not necessarily 
reading it.

 » Heft:  size and length of the document or page (a 
long or large document could be intimidating to 
a viewer/reader).

 » Convention:  the degree to which the document 
or page conforms to accepted standards or what 
the reader/viewer expects (a page from an online 
course that had ultra large fonts may be viewed as 
unconventional thus sending a particular message 
about its creator).

 » Chunking: the grouping together of text or 
graphics for the ease of reading or viewing 
(breaking up dense text passages with white space 
or bulleting items is considered chunking and 
enhances the relationship between the reader and 
writer).

 » External Skeleton: the overall organization of 
the document or page.

 » Consistency: the pattern of organization 
throughout a document or page (on a Web site 
this might mean menu items are always on the 
left side of the page.  A lack of consistency may 
affect the writer’s or designer’s credibility).

 » Expense: more relevant to paper documents, 
the expense refers to the quality of paper, the 
graphics, the packaging, and the cost of those 
aspects of the document as perceived by the 
reader.  

 » Attraction: the ability of the document to keep 
the reader engaged and compel her to move 
forward in the document or on the page.

 » Interpretation: textual elements in the document 
or page that interpret images or graphs. 
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Figure 17. “After” example of more motivating course introductory page from Web-based course management system

Figure 16. Example of how heft and the external skeleton of course Web page can negatively impact affinity, immediacy, 
and student motivation
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growing proportionally to the increased demand, with 
faculty identifying several barriers to teaching online 
courses, including “additional effort to develop online 
courses, additional effort to deliver online courses, does 
not count toward tenure and promotion, students need 
more discipline, and lower retention rates” (Seaman, 
2009, p. 33). If colleges and universities are to meet 
the growing demand for online learning, these barriers 
must be addressed. 
 Overcoming many of these obstacles will 
require comprehensive institutional and administra-
tive approaches; however, two barriers that might be 
combated with pedagogical interventions by faculty are 
“students need more discipline” and “lower retention.” 
The perception that students need more discipline 
is one held by faculty about many students, not just 
those in online environments. Students fail to complete 
assignments, turn them in late, miss classes, never check 
their syllabi, and wait until the last minute to do their 
work; these students are also more likely to drop out 
of school. Educators who study student achievement, 
persistence, and retention often categorize and mea-
sure these behaviors under the heading of motivation 
(Robbins, Allen, Casillas, Peterson, & Le, 2006). In the 
online environment, especially one that is asynchronous 
and one where students must be more self-directed, 
these types of behaviors can be even more pronounced 
and student motivation even more crucial. In fact, stu-
dents themselves identify “learner motivation” as one of 
their main barriers to online learning (Muilenburg & 
Berge, 2005).  
 Because of the abundance of literature on student 
motivation, we know that behaviors that build teacher 
immediacy and affinity play a major role in creat-
ing supportive environments that positively influence 
student motivation and learning. However, enacting 
these behaviors in online environments is challenging. 
While advanced technologies that simulate the face-
to-face interaction inherent in generating immediacy 

been making comments, and all of them have been 
positive.
 Images, fonts, and colors can all be manipu-
lated and chosen with rhetorical purposes in mind. 
Furthermore, elements of visual metadiscourse, when 
used as a framework for designing and evaluating 
online learning materials, can also wield rhetorical 
power. Whether the utilization of these principles and 
practices in web-based courses can influence students’ 
perception of teacher immediacy and affinity for the 
course and ultimately student motivation and learning, 
however, requires further investigation. For example, 
there is little research on the effectiveness of emoticons 
(in online learning environments) at representing non-
verbal communication cues (available in face-to-face 
delivery) that convey the openness or approachability 
essential to generate affinity and, ultimately, motiva-
tion. In addition, although further research needs to 
be conducted regarding the application of visual rhe-
torical practices in digital learning contexts and their 
impact on student motivation, there is little doubt that 
adopting some of the principles presented here would 
be valuable in projecting a supportive learning environ-
ment that would be motivating to students.

Implications 

Whether we as faculty are in favor of online learning 
or of using instructional technologies in our teaching, 
the fact remains that students are demanding it. In the 
recent report, Going the Distance, published by the Sloan 
Consortium, Allen and Seaman (2009, 2011) surveyed 
over 2500 colleges and universities regarding enroll-
ment in online courses. From 2002 to 2010, enroll-
ments in online courses rose from 9.6% to 31.3% with 
over 6 million students taking online courses across the 
country. College administrators are expecting to see 
those percentages continue to increase, and faculty will 
be needed to teach these courses. Unfortunately, the 
number of faculty willing to teach online courses is not 
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and affinity are available, faculty who are just begin-
ning the adventure of online teaching may find such 
technologies intimidating and too time consuming. 
Taking advantage of visual and digital rhetorical tools 
via intentionally selected images, colors, and fonts as 
well as elementary design principles that invite engage-
ment will provide faculty with accessible and effective 
tools to add to their teaching arsenals, allowing them 
to create immediacy and thus more motivating learning 
environments for their students.  ––
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