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Like many others, Covid-19 impacted every aspect of my spring 2020 semester. The 

largest challenge that I faced was settling on a definition of “online” that met the needs and 

expectations of my students. Once it became clear by mid-semester that classes would need to 

transition to an online environment, I had to consider exactly what “online” should look like for 

the remainder of the year. To be clear, I was already teaching one online class, and I had plenty 

of previous experience with that teaching format. However, I have always taught my online 

classes asynchronously, with no specific meeting time. We use an electronic workbook, as well 

as a learning management system that allows for student interaction and the digital submission of 

projects, presentations, and other assignments. I conduct oral exams and office hours through 

Zoom. Most importantly, students in those online classes specifically sign up for that format, 

knowing the inherent benefits and challenges of remote learning. Many people choose online 

classes due to the flexible schedule, and it is often a great option. Nevertheless, I had to ask 

myself, “What about students that never intended to take an online class? What do they need and 

expect from a class that has moved online”? Surely these “new” online classes needed to look 

different from the “traditional” asynchronous format, right?  

I struggled to determine if my in-person classes now needed to follow that same 

asynchronous format that I associated with online teaching or if I should closely follow the 

original schedule and meet through Zoom. Informal surveys of students’ expectations during 
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such an unexpected transition yielded mixed results. It was clear to me that students’ schedules 

and lives had been turned upside down due to the pandemic, so going with an asynchronous 

environment seemed practical, compassionate, and was preferred by many, as it provided 

flexibility during uncertain times. However, I also couldn’t ignore the fact that many people did 

not sign up for that class format, and weren’t eager to continue without direct interaction with me 

and their fellow classmates. Those students needed and wanted the language practice that takes 

place in a classroom, and simply reading information in a book was not what they had in mind 

when they signed up for the course. Trying to “split the difference,” I ultimately approached each 

class differently, with as much flexibility as possible.  

In addition to the one basic language class that I was already teaching online (twenty-one 

students), I had an intermediate language class (fourteen students), an upper-level composition 

class (eleven students), and another on the civilization of Spain (six students) that all needed to 

be reconfigured. For the intermediate language class, I relied heavily upon the online workbook 

for homework and exams, Zoom for oral exams, and our learning management system for other 

assignments. Students interacted on discussion boards, and I also offered a series of optional 

synchronous classes through Zoom. I handled the composition class in a similar manner, holding 

optional classes through videoconferencing on specific days to review the most pertinent 

information, while continuing to collect work and provide feedback digitally. Admittedly, 

focusing more heavily on written assignments was more easily justified in a composition class, 

and I felt that this was the class that experienced the least disruption. For these two classes, 

results were mixed. Some students regularly attended the optional sessions while others 

exclusively submitted items electronically. The civilization of Spain course presented a unique 

challenge. Not only did I need to present a variety of historical and cultural material in an 
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appealing manner, but students were also required to lead group discussions each week about 

ancillary readings in the book. We regularly met online each week, which allowed for us to 

discuss the material and for students to lead their discussions. This was the only class with a 

required online meeting time. All students attended every session, were well prepared, and, in 

my opinion, grateful for the chance to return to meaningful interaction with fellow students. 

Across all of the classes, some preferred the online group meetings, while others chose to 

complete the courses asynchronously whenever possible. For me, trying to find a balance 

between students’ needs and preferences during an unexpected transition to online classes was 

certainly a challenge. Luckily, this experience has expanded my own perception of an “online” 

class, allowing me to further explore online, hybrid, and fully-synchronous remote instruction. I 

don’t know if there is a correct way to make an unexpected transition to online classes, but I now 

have a better understanding of my options. 

 


