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"When I first started teaching, I would 

have scoffed at these ideas. Rules and 

harsh policies seemed like a bulwark 

against the vulnerability I felt as a young 

female professor. Bureaucracy felt like a 

safety net. Rubrics and grades seemed to 

provide fairness, clarity, and control."

- Amy Hasinoff



"in practice, I’ve found that kindness as 

pedagogical practice distills down to 

two simple things: believing people, and 

believing in people."

- Cate Denial

< Cate Denial, book forthcoming with University of Oklahoma Press, 
2024



Extension wording  - 2019

"Request for extensions should be made to the Course Convenor via email 

(not just in person). Extensions will only be granted under reasonable 

circumstances (for bereavements, but not because a student has "had a hard 

weekend or night-out drinking" or "had" to attend a wedding or Birthday 

function). Where a student has been, or is, unwell, a medical certificate 

should be provided. Extensions will be granted for up to one-week maximum 

if a reasonable explanation is provided."



"Request for extensions should be made to the Course Convenor via email 

(not just in person). Extensions will only be granted under reasonable 

circumstances (such as for bereavements or illness, but not because a 

student has "had a hard weekend or night-out drinking" or "had" to attend a 

wedding or Birthday function). Where a student has been, or is, unwell, a 

medical or counselling certificate should be provided when possible. Please 

note that your mental health is considered as important as your physical 

health! Extensions will be granted for up to two week maximum if a 

reasonable explanation is provided."

Extension wording  - 2020-21



"Request for extensions should be made to the Course Convenor via email 

(not just in person). Extensions will only be granted under reasonable 

circumstances (such as for bereavements or illness, but not because a 

student has "had a hard weekend or night-out drinking" or "had" to attend a 

wedding or Birthday function). Where a student has been, or is, unwell, a 

medical or counselling certificate should be provided when possible. Please 

note that your mental health is considered as important as your physical 

health! Extensions will be granted for up to two week maximum if a 

reasonable explanation is provided."

Extension wording  - 2020-21



Extension wording  - 2022

"Request for extensions for written work should be made to the lecturer via email, 

and requested in advance of the deadline wherever possible. Extensions will 

automatically be granted for three days with a written request.

Longer extensions will be granted under reasonable circumstances (such as for 

bereavements or illness) - please contact the lecturer via email to discuss your 

situation and needs as soon as possible. Note that your mental health is considered 

as important as your physical health!

Extensions will be granted for up to two week maximum if a reasonable 

explanation is provided. There is a deadline for submission of marks at the end of 

semester that limits the length of extensions possible during this period."



Extension wording  - 2022

"Request for extensions for written work should be made to the lecturer via email, 

and requested in advance of the deadline wherever possible. Extensions will 

automatically be granted for three days with a written request.

Longer extensions will be granted under reasonable circumstances (such as for 

bereavements or illness) - please contact the lecturer via email to discuss your 

situation and needs as soon as possible. Note that your mental health is considered 

as important as your physical health!

Extensions will be granted for up to two week maximum if a reasonable 

explanation is provided. There is a deadline for submission of marks at the end of 

semester that limits the length of extensions possible during this period."



A natural experiment in kindness (origin story)

• My communicative approach and especially email 
headers changed over time because of...
oWondering how to get through to students that don't 

even reply

oDiscussions with Stephanie Gibbons about Te Taka 
Keegan's approach

oMy own experience with overwhelming emails

oReading Kate's teaching portfolio

oCOVID

• But were kind communications more effective?

Supreme award for tertiary 
teacher of the year 2017



An imperfect natural experiment

Course Year
Assignment 

/time Header wording Tone

225 2023 Essay Is everything OK with you Bob?(PHILO225) Kind

225 2023 Final Friendly reminder (PHILO225) Kind

225 2023 Course Let me help you with PHILO225 Kind

225 2022 Essay [PHILO225] Essay Neutral

225 2022 Course [PHILO225] There is still time to pass! Alarmist

225 2021 Course Failing PHILO225 Alarmist

106 2023 Final Let me help you with PHILO106 Kind

106 2023 Final Friendly reminder (PHILO106) Kind

106 2022 Essay [PHILO106] Urgent - second essay overdue! Alarmist

106 2022 Course [PHILO106] Failing, but chance to pass Alarmist



Course

Assign-
ment 
/time Header wording

Header 
tone

Emails 
sent

Response 
%

Receiver 
submission 

%

Responder 
submission 

%

225-23 Essay
Is everything OK with you 
Bob?(PHILO225) Kind 9 89% 67% 75%

225-23 Final Friendly reminder (PHILO225) Kind 5 100% 40% 40%

225-23 Course Let me help you with PHILO225 Kind 4 50% 25% 50%

225-22 Essay [PHILO225] Essay Neutral 10 60% 50% 67%

225-22 Course [PHILO225] There is still time to pass! Alarmist 5 20% 60% 100%

225-21 Course Failing PHILO225 Alarmist 2 0% 50% N/A

106-23 Final Let me help you with PHILO106 Kind 7 14% 29% 100%

106-23 Final Friendly reminder (PHILO106) Kind 3 33% 33% 100%

106-22 Final
[PHILO106] Urgent - second essay 
overdue! Alarmist 19 16% 16% 33%

106-22 Course [PHILO106] Failing, but chance to pass Alarmist 6 17% 0% 0%

Results



Main result: Tone of email header
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Comparing overall tone of emails: 
Kind vs alarmist
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A different kind of result

• "Thank You Dr Weijers for your concern. Due to unforeseen personal 
circumstances I have been unable to fully continue my university 
education since the teaching recess.  This is the reason behind me not 
being as active in the tutorial forms or not receiving as high a grade on the 
quizzes as I should have. I will have to go without submitting the Exam for 
this paper and will accept my current grade. I would like to thank you as 
during this time in my life you have been the only educator to reach out to 
me about assessments and offering help with them. I would just like to 
emphasize how much it means to students when an educator goes out of 
their way to try and help them. This course was one of the few papers I 
actually looked forward to working on every week and I hope that was 
evident in my work done earlier this semester. I wish you all the best and 
hope you continue to be as great an educator as you are right now."



Are there easy ways to be kind?

• Benefits the bottom line and student wellbeing... but takes time!

• Contacting study advisors

• Following students up personally (at the start and after 
each major assessment)

• Giving very generous extensions

• Giving extra chances

• Believing students (or at least behaving like we do)

• Kindly worded emails and email headers – address the person and 
their feelings first



Kindness vs self-responsibility
• We think this approach helps students do the work and 

achieve the learning outcomes

• Others may say that we are breeding weak graduates that 
can't take responsibility for themselves

• Think of times you were treated with kindness vs 
alarmism or criticism? What made you more motivated to 
do the work?

• Have you received emails from students thanking you for 
being so strict with them?

• New distractions and surviving shame storms



Don't 
forget to 
be kind to 
yourselves!
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Extra analyses
Responses Submissions

Emails 
sent Total % # %

Total kind tone 28 17 61% 12 43%

Tone Total neutral tone 10 6 60% 5 50%

Total alarmist tone 25 5 20% 7 28%

Assignment /time

Total essay 19 11 58% 11 58%

Total final 34 13 38% 8 24%

Total course 17 4 24% 5 29%

Course Total 225 35 22 63% 18 51%

Total 106 35 6 17% 6 17%

Total 2021 2 0 0% 1 50%

Year Total 2022 40 11 28% 11 28%

Total 2023 28 17 61% 12 43%



"There’s an obvious chance that I could be taken advantage of in this 

scenario, that someone could straight-up lie and get away with it. But 

I’ve learned that I would rather take that risk than make life more 

difficult for my students struggling with grief and illness, or even an 

over-packed schedule or faulty electronics. It costs me nothing to be 

kind. My students have not, en masse, started refusing to meet 

deadlines, but the students who are struggling have had time to finish 

their work."

- Cate Denial
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