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Introduction

During the coronavirus pandemic, colleges changed their methods of in-
struction -- quickly. Many didn't have plans in place, so instructors did the 
best they could in a matter of days. Now, they are preparing for the resump-
tion of classes in the fall. Whether they are planning to teach in person, on-
line or some combination, they have more time.
 
But with more time comes questions. Expectations are higher for the fall. 
What are students learning? How should they be assessed? Colleges are 
starting to consider these issues. The articles in this compilation reflect the 
questions that colleges are asking -- and the answers of some institutions.
 
Inside Higher Ed will continue to cover the way colleges deal with the curric-
ulum and assessment in the post-pandemic era. We welcome your thoughts 
on this compilation and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

http://editor@insidehighered.com


Resiliency and Continuous Improvement Through Assessment

As I reflect upon the challenges that we’ve faced these past few 
months, two things resonate — human resiliency and the perpetual 
need for improvement. I admire those who step up to lead, make  
sacrifices and get creative during trying times, proving that through 
agility and dedication there is so much we can do even amid a crisis. 

The effects of COVID-19 on institutions of higher education, students, 
faculty and entire communities are unlike anything we’ve witnessed 
in our lifetimes. New learning formats and experiences emerged, and 
the status quo of curriculum and assessment have been challenged. 
Assessment has long played an essential role in continuous program 
improvement, and the value of a solid assessment process is arguably 
more crucial during times of change.

Some of the articles and opinions included in this collection from Inside Higher Ed shine a spotlight 
on the idea that how students learn affects what students learn. The value of analyzing the “how” to 
understand the “what” cannot be overstated. Regardless of format, ensuring that students are truly 
gaining the critical knowledge and skills they need to succeed is, after all, the foundation of higher 
education. 

Education is at the heart of ETS’s mission, which is why we work tirelessly and continuously to develop 
and improve tools, solutions and services that support teaching and learning. The measures in our 
TouchPoint® Assessment Portfolio provide IHEs with powerful insights about how well curriculum 
translates into the learning outcomes courses and programs are designed to impart.

Disruption breeds innovation and challenging times compel us to show strength, resiliency and the 
desire to make meaningful changes for a better tomorrow. The higher education experience will likely 
continue to evolve, giving us the welcome opportunity to support you in your mission of ensuring 
students are gaining the critical knowledge and skills they need for the future.

ETS is here for you — and with you — as we all keep learning and growing.

Sincerely,

David G. Payne is Vice President and COO of Global Higher Education at ETS.

Copyright © 2020 by ETS. All rights reserved. ETS and the ETS logo are registered trademarks of ETS. 526325464
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This spring COVID-19 forced 
hundreds of thousands of college 
instructors and millions of students 
to take their teaching and learning 
into a virtual realm most of them 
had not chosen and with which 
many of them were unfamiliar.

So how'd it go?
First, it’s important to say, it went. 

In other words, most faculty mem-
bers made the switch adequately 
enough that most students were 
able to continue their educations 
rather than wash out. Given how 
consistently people love to say that 
higher education is stuck in its ways 
and can’t adapt, that alone might be 
considered a minor miracle. Pro-
fessors adapted; colleges adapted. 
Most educations were not derailed.

Second, students and parents, as 

well as college leaders and profes-
sors, overwhelmingly believe that 
the learning experience was sub-
par. That would hardly be surpris-
ing, given the aforementioned lack 
of faculty and student experience 
and the fact that the pivot of in-per-
son to remote teaching occurred 
with instructors having as little as a 
weekend and at most a week or 10 
days to make the move.

It also recognizes that all parties 
involved have struggled through 
the last three months with varying 
degrees of personal and profes-
sional precariousness. Some have 
had trauma from coronavirus-re-
lated physical or mental health 
concerns or recession-driven eco-
nomic woes.

But what do we really know about 

how it went?
Did less learning happen than 

it would have if students had re-
mained in the physical classroom, 
as is widely asserted? Were stu-
dents less engaged in their learning, 
and if so, was that because of more 
distractions in their lives or because 
the experience was less, well, en-
gaging? Does the spring's experi-
ence give us meaningful insight into 
whether virtual forms of education 
can be effective?

And perhaps more importantly: 
What should we seek to learn about 
how it went, through surveys, data 
analysis or other means? And how 
should what we glean inform how 
colleges and universities educate 
their students this fall and beyond, 
given the likelihood that technol-

By Doug Lederman // June 10, 2020 

What should we try to find out? And how might what we learn 
influence how colleges educate their students this fall and beyond?

What Do We Know About This Spring's Remote Learning?

NEWS

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/RIDOFRANZ

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2020/05/20/how-turn-springs-remote-courses-high-quality-online-courses-fall-opinion
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Did-the-Scramble-to-Remote/248928
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Did-the-Scramble-to-Remote/248928
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/doug-lederman
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There was no guarantee they'd be  
available at the same time. Whether it was 

watching their kids, or picking up some extra 
work hours to pay bills, or caring for a loved 

one, education just may not have been  
the priority on their survival scale.

“

“

ogy-enabled learning will remain 
central to the higher ed landscape 
in the COVID-19 era, and probably 
beyond?

Many critiques of the education 
colleges provided this spring (in-
cluding one published elsewhere 
on this site today) referred to the  
instruction students received as on-
line learning, rather than as emer-
gency remote instruction, which is 
more accurate. The distinction may 
seem like hairsplitting to some, but 
I agree with others who say it's not.

While "online learning" can mean 
many different things, it has been 
practiced for more than two de-
cades by many thousands of  
educators who have built up a large 
body of expertise and evidence that, 
done right, it can be effective.

By and large, what happened 
this spring wasn't that: it was le-
gions of dedicated instructors do-
ing their best to figure out how to 
deliver courses they had built for 
a physical classroom to a group 
of now-dispersed students, using 
whatever technology and often ru-
dimentary pedagogical practices 
they (with help from their colleges' 
instructional designers and faculty 
development staff members) could 
master in a matter of days.

Faculty members and students 
alike were not well suited to thrive 
in that environment. A majority of 
faculty members had never taught 
an online course before this spring, 
and many had not had any training 
or preparation beyond what insti-
tutions were able to give them over 
spring break.

In normal times, students who've 
chosen to study online "know what 
they're signing up for," says Nata-
sha Jankowski, executive director 
of the National Institute for Learn-
ing Outcomes Assessment. "If it's a 
synchronous class, you've commit-
ted to showing up at the same time 

pandemic."
For that reason, says Jillian Kinzie, 

associate director of Indiana Uni-
versity's Center for Postsecondary 
Research, "now is not a time to be 
judging anything about our effec-
tiveness with online learning" based 
on this spring's crisis transition. It's 
also not a time to judge individu-
al professors' efficacy in teaching, 
which is why many colleges have 
decided not to consider this spring's 
student evaluations of teaching in 
future decisions about tenure and 
promotion.

But just because it's unwise to 
judge the quality or potential of on-
line learning by the rushed version 
of it most students encountered 
this spring doesn't mean we can't 
learn from the just-completed term, 
says Kinzie, whose Indiana center 
is home to the National Survey of 
Student Engagement, which gaug-
es the perceptions of four-year-col-
lege students.

Early results from administrations 
of NSSE this spring show that next 
fall's incoming freshmen -- having 
had more experience with virtual 
learning than they otherwise would 
have had -- "realize how self-direct-
ed they need to be" to thrive in that 
setting, she says. "That's not a bad 

each week and built time into your 
schedule so you can dedicate your 
attention and time to it."

That wasn't the case for most 
students thrust into remote learning 
this spring. "There was no guaran-
tee they'd be available at the same 
time," Jankowski says. "Whether it 
was watching their kids, or picking 
up some extra work hours to pay 
bills, or caring for a loved one, ed-
ucation just may not have been the 
priority on their survival scale."

Even a course designed to be 
asynchronous may not have worked 
as intended for some students, says 
Jankowski, who is also a research 
associate professor in the depart-
ment of education policy, organiza-
tion and leadership at the University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
"Requiring people to create really 
cool videos of an oral presentation 
depends on people having good 
Wi-Fi access or technology," when 
some students' best Wi-Fi access 
was in a nearby parking lot. And 
many instructors put time limits 
on proctored exams, when there 
was "no guarantee I have three un-
disturbed hours in my house … We 
went into protection mode, securi-
ty mode, instead of thinking about 
how we enable learning in a global 

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/views/2020/06/10/online-learning-not-future-higher-education-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/05/19/one-third-high-school-seniors-say-they-will-defer-or-cancel-rather
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/05/19/one-third-high-school-seniors-say-they-will-defer-or-cancel-rather
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/learning-innovation/fall-scenario-15-fully-remote
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2020/05/20/how-turn-springs-remote-courses-high-quality-online-courses-fall-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2020/04/08/many-colleges-are-abandoning-or-downgrading-student-evaluations
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2020/04/08/many-colleges-are-abandoning-or-downgrading-student-evaluations
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Institutions could ask students  
to really inventory their skills, what

they learned about themselves as learners, 
try to capture some of that.

“

“

outcome from a slapdash approach 
to online instruction in K-12."

Those students "also have been 
tasked with inventorying their own 
capacity -- everything from soft-
ware and hardware to their at-
tention and personal capacities," 
Kinzie says. "How long can I sit 
and do this -- what's my attention 
span? Do I know how to access 
resources if I'm in a solely online 
experience? They've had to ask 
themselves all these questions."

Colleges should tap in to that as 
they consider how their own stu-
dents fared this spring, Kinzie says. 
"Institutions could ask students to 
really inventory their skills, what 
they learned about themselves as 
learners, try to capture some of 
that," she says. "They could iden-
tify if a student had trouble paying 
attention because her house was 
noisy, because little brothers and 
sisters were bugging them so they 
couldn't get things done. Wheth-
er a student was able to find rele-
vant resources when they couldn't 
walk to talk to a librarian or nudge 
a classmate in the next row. That 
is all valuable information for insti-
tutions and for individual learners."

To the widespread assertion that 
students "learned less" this spring, 
Kinzie asks a metaphorical "how 
would we know?"

"The professor's answer shouldn't 
be, because students scored low-
er on the final exam I produced for 
them that was the same exam I've 
been delivering for 30 years," she 
says. "There are just too many fac-
tors that could affect that -- taking 
on more hours at the local grocery 
store [to make up for a lost on-cam-
pus work-study job], caring for de-
pendents."

"This semester has asterisks all 
the way down the list," Jankowski 
agrees. "Add the words 'in a glob-
al pandemic' to any question you 

scientist in its department of psy-
chological and brain sciences, is 
also on a quest to learn about this 
spring's learning.

As director of the university's 
e-learning research and prac-
tice lab, Motz is principal inves-
tigator on a new "Mega-Study of 
COVID-19 Impact in Higher Educa-
tion." In conjunction with research-
ers at Ohio State University, Motz 
and his peers are surveying faculty 
members and students and ana-
lyzing learning analytics data from 
institutions in the Unizin Consor-
tium of research universities with a 
goal described this way:

“As our full nation's instruction-
al faculty are suddenly forced to 
explore the contemporary online 
learning toolkit, and students are 
assigned to learn from whatever 
faculty cobble together, we have 
the obligation to understand the 
gaps that they discover, and how 
this impact is felt.”

"There's a great deal of hunger 
for evidence of what the problems 
were so we can at least do due dil-
igence of how we can fix them for 
the fall," Motz says. While many 
students and parents may have 
bemoaned the quality of the learn-
ing experience this spring, most 

might ask."
Kinzie hopes institutions will try 

to build off some of the creative 
new approaches to assessing stu-
dent learning that emerged as pro-
fessors had to experiment. "I know 
faculty who were really surprised, 
pleasantly surprised, by what stu-
dents were able to produce in dif-
ficult circumstances because they 
still wanted to get something out 
if it," she says. "Let's look at what 
we did to allow students to demon-
strate their learning in new ways, 
or more crafted by the connections 
they made with the content than 
the ones we were forcing them to 
demonstrate.

"Let's surface examples from 
faculty who had to resort to dif-
ferent forms of having students 
demonstrate a particular learning 
outcome, to show that students 
can be responsive when they're 
given a little freedom," she adds. "In 
the end, this could really help shift 
and reorient assessment practice 
to be much more about what the 
student is owning in the experi-
ence, rather than responding to the 
standard ways of expressing their 
learning."

Elsewhere on the Indiana Univer-
sity campus, Ben Motz, a research 

https://osf.io/n7k69/wiki/home/
https://osf.io/n7k69/wiki/home/
https://osf.io/n7k69/wiki/home/
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The thing that was totally forgotten 
in this is any kind of contact among students 
or between students and faculty members.

The faculty member seemed to feel  
the need to be a firehose of knowledge.  

The street was one way.

“

“

also understand the crisis condi-
tions under which it occurred. The 
expectations for virtual learning this 
fall will be higher, Motz says.

"It's as if faculty got a 'You pass 
Go and collect $200' card," he says, 
a Monopoly reference that might be 
lost on many of today's students. 
"The likelihood we'll get another fa-
vorable draw out of the community 
chest is low."

The study's goal is not to "eval-
uate online learning," Motz says, 
because "a large majority of fac-
ulty members and students didn't 
know what they were doing."

But the existence of a "field test" 
in which "100 percent of the target 
population" of students and facul-
ty members "give it all a shot" cre-
ated what Motz calls a "massive 
user study" both of the technology 
instructors and students used and 
the educational practices they em-
ployed.

On the technology side, it will be 
instructive to see how professors 
used various tools and how quick-
ly they were able to adapt how 
they used them. "It almost doesn't 
matter whether a professor gets 
it right on the first try," Motz says 
of an instructor's interaction with 
a learning management system 
or videoconferencing platform or 
other technology. "Technology de-
velopment is more of a sociological 
problem than a good use problem. 
If it takes you two years to become 
a power user [of a piece of technol-
ogy], your product is broken."

Much more important is what 
researchers can glean about pro-
fessors' interactions with students, 
and students' with course material 
and each other, Motz says.

While data from the faculty and 
student surveys are still being pro-
cessed, very preliminary results 
reveal that students spent much 
of their time this spring reading 

dents who've responded to the sur-
vey say they are less likely to take 
online courses in the future, based 
on their experience this spring. But 
faculty members? "They're much 
more willing to teach online cours-
es after the spring," Motz reports.

Jankowski of NILOA sees several 
key takeaways from the spring that 
she hopes will influence the facul-
ty's approach to learning going for-
ward.

First, early results of the asso-
ciation's own survey of assess-
ment-related changes this spring 
shows that many instructors did 
not put student needs or issues of 
equity into account in their rush to 
transform their face-to-face cours-
es for remote instruction. "A lot of 
people made quick decisions, then 
later asked, 'Did that work for you?'"

Very quickly, though, the diversity 
in students' needs and situations 
became "starkly raised" for instruc-
tors, Jankowski says. In normal 
times on a campus, students turn 
to various student affairs offices to 
deal with problems or difficult sit-
uations.

But in the pivot to remote learn-
ing, "the main touch point that stu-
dents had with the institution was 
with faculty, and they were getting 

textbooks and watching videos of 
instructors "giving the lecture he 
would otherwise have given," says 
Motz.

"It was spectacularly isolating," 
he adds. "The thing that was totally 
forgotten in this is any kind of con-
tact among students or between 
students and faculty members. 
The faculty member seemed to feel 
the need to be a firehose of knowl-
edge. The street was one way."

It isn't surprising that in the rush 
to transform courses in a hurry for 
a different mode of delivery that 
"the common response was to 
ignore those more interactive as-
pects of what online learning could 
be -- they just needed to survive," 
says Motz.

The good news about that is 
that's a fixable problem; for cours-
es that remain virtual this fall (or 
that build virtual components into a 
hybrid model, as many institutions 
are considering), faculty members 
have more time to build in com-
munity-building elements that will 
make for a more engaging learning 
experience.

One other preliminary finding 
from the Unizin study suggests 
that instructors are game to try to 
improve their virtual teaching. Stu-

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/NILOACOVID19


Curriculum and Assessment Amid COVID-19 and Beyond  |  8
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should-we-try-learn-about-springs

What Do We Know About This Spring's Remote Learning?

bombarded with questions about 
mental health, medical things." On 
campus, a professor might have re-
ferred a student to student affairs, 
says Jankowski, but with urgent 
requests, many instructors "ended 
up having to get support from stu-
dent affairs professionals for what 
they do holistically for students."

"I'd like to think professors came 
away from this spring with a better 
understanding of the whole stu-
dent -- not just for the time they 
show up in my class, but the fact 
that they have layers of things that 
are going on. They're not just a 
student, but a caregiver, or a foster 
youth … I would like to see us not be 
surprised about our students."

Jankowski also, unsurprisingly, 
sees opportunity for instructors to 
emerge from their experience this 
spring with a heightened sense of 
the importance of how they assess 
students' learning.

She says her anecdotal sense 
is that faculty members who had 
built their in-person courses very 
specifically around a set of learning 

students to graph their internet 
speed over time, to gauge how it 
might affect their learning. A his-
tory instructor who incorporated 
the 1918 flu into the course plan. 
Psychology faculty members who 
asked students to watch a mov-
ie with the family members they 
were holed up with to understand 
the differing prisms through which 
they viewed it.

To the widespread assumption 
that students learned less during 
this time, Jankowski acknowl-
edges that that's a possibility. But 
maybe it was just a different kind 
of learning, she says -- "maybe it 
became more poignant because it 
was relevant to how I was living."

She cites another example of mu-
sic students who used video plat-
forms like YouTube or Flipgrid for 
group recitals. "That wasn't the fac-
ulty that figured it out -- it was the 
students. It could benefit us to keep 
in mind that they can be co-cre-
ators, and they might have really 
good ideas if we make clear the out-
comes we're trying to get to."         ■

outcomes "understood the value 
of that when they made the pivot" 
to remote learning, when many of 
them reconsidered their expecta-
tions for the amount of work stu-
dents could do given everything 
else they were juggling.

"It gave them an ability to home 
in on the most important learning 
for the end of that term," Jankow-
ski says. As professors considered 
what assignments to keep and 
which to ditch, those with a clear 
sense of the course's goals had 
an easier time deciding "what do I 
need to have my students focus on, 
what are the most important parts 
of what students need to learn."

"One question for future is wheth-
er the importance of learning out-
comes and assessment as a design 
tool carries over and permeates 
how we build courses," she adds.

Jankowski says she saw pro-
fessors adapt in another way that 
heartens her -- by shaping their as-
signments in response to what stu-
dents were encountering day to day.

A math professor who asked 

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2020/06/10/what-do-we-know-and-what-should-we-try-learn-about-springs
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2020/06/10/what-do-we-know-and-what-should-we-try-learn-about-springs
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Maybe it's just the long-in-the-
tooth journalist in me, on the look-
out for signs of conflict, but on first 
read Jessamyn Neuhaus's Listserv 
post last month sounded like a cry 
for help from someone possibly in 
over her head at a vulnerable time.

Neuhaus, a professor of U.S. his-
tory and pop culture at the State 
University of New York College at 
Plattsburgh, told her colleagues on 
the POD Network discussion group 
that she had just the previous week 
become interim director of her 
campus's one-person Center for 
Teaching Excellence.

The part-time role, which came 
with limited release from her 
teaching duties and some modest 
additional compensation, made 
her responsible for faculty instruc-
tional development at a time of 
great external tumult on a campus 
that (like many) had for years been 
struggling to attract faculty to pro-
grams and to utilize the center's 
services. Her cited reasons for that 
ineffectiveness may sound familiar 
to those elsewhere: budget auster-
ity, turf wars, uneven administrative 
encouragement and "staffing/per-
sonality issues.")

Stepping into a situation like that 
might be challenging at any time, 
but this isn't an ordinary moment. 
Like faculty members and admin-
istrators elsewhere trying to help 
their institutions pivot from a spring 
of emergency remote teaching to 
prepare for a fall likely involving a 
mix of in-person and virtual learn-
ing, Neuhaus was facing "wildly un-
realistic expectations," she wrote. 
"The lack of a campus culture that 

ministrators contemplated various 
models for keeping the center go-
ing, ultimately embracing a plan 
suggested by Neuhaus to have 
two faculty co-directors, both part-
time. Neuhaus was one; the other 
logical choice opted out this spring. 
That's how she ended up in her for-
mal role as a teaching center of 
one at this pivotal time.

The "grand plans" she had for fac-
ulty development this spring went 
out the window when COVID-19 hit. 
She and the head of Plattsburgh's 
technology-enhanced learning unit, 
John Locke, focused much of their 
efforts on helping the college's in-
structors transform their in-person 
courses so they could educate their 
dispersed students remotely.

Difficult as the transition was, 
Neuhaus found it invigorating. At 
Plattsburgh, as is true at most col-
leges, there's a "little core group of 

understands and uses [educational 
development] + high anxiety about 
the unknowns of the fall = people 
looking for quick fixes, on a gigan-
tic scale and on a timetable that's 
simply not possible."

How, she asked her peers, "can 
I capitalize on the fact that at this 
moment more people on our cam-
pus than ever before are open to 
the idea of engaging in ED while at 
the same time managing/redirect-
ing expectations of quick fixes and 
simple solutions?"

I asked Neuhaus if she'd spare 
some time to talk about her plight, 
and expected the conversation 
to reinforce the general sense of 
dread and anxiety that so many 
discussions about higher educa-
tion leave me with these days.

I was very wrong.
Neuhaus's path to her new role 

started several years ago. Like 
many early-career faculty mem-
bers, she says, she had published a 
lot (in history) but had little training 
in teaching. "I'm an introvert, not a 
natural performer, so I became in-
creasingly interested in questions 
of teaching and learning," Neuhaus 
says. When Plattsburgh created its 
first Center for Teaching Excellence 
nearly a decade ago, she jumped at 
the chance for help. She eventual-
ly served as a faculty fellow at the 
teaching center. "It took me a very 
long time to become an effective 
teacher," she says.

The center's original director died 
suddenly last year and, because of 
budget woes caused by the SUNY 
campus's declining enrollment, 
was not replaced. Plattsburgh ad-

Jessamyn Neuhaus

By Doug Lederman // June 3, 2020 

A professor put in charge of her campus's tiny teaching center  
in the midst of the pandemic discusses the problems and potential  
of tapping in to fellow faculty members' newfound thirst to get better.

Crisis and Opportunity for Faculty Development
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Crisis and Opportunity for Faculty Development

For the first time, it was acceptable,
even desirable, for smarty-pants experts  

to say, 'I need some assistance;
I’m not sure how to teach this right now.'  

It became culturally acceptable for people  
to just admit, 'I’m not totally sure  
how to do this.'That is so huge.

“

“

faculty" who have been "all in" on 
teaching experimentation, and a 
comparable band of professors 
who are "actively hostile."

This spring, though, the "big mid-
dle group showed up," Neuhaus 
says. She and Locke held virtu-
al happy hours and lounges that 
were a combination of "social gath-
ering, moral support, questions 
about pedagogy and some techni-
cal questions for John," she says. 
"There was an openness, an urge, 
an impetus to talk about teaching 
and learning."

"For the first time, here and all 
across the country, college instruc-
tors became novice learners in so 
many ways," Neuhaus adds. "For 
the first time, it was acceptable, 
even desirable, for smarty-pants 
experts to say, 'I need some assis-
tance; I’m not sure how to teach 
this right now.' It became culturally 
acceptable for people to just admit, 
'I’m not totally sure how to do this.' 
That is so huge."

And yet, there were limits on what 
could be accomplished this spring, 
Neuhaus says, because of the "cri-
sis conditions … Nobody learns 
well while their brains are experi-
encing trauma and stress," as was 
true for so many instructors (es-
pecially those who are traditionally 
most vulnerable, "contingent and 
marginalized and underrepresent-
ed faculty") and students.

The challenge for Neuhaus and 
other faculty development officials 
now, she says, is to sustain that in-
structor interest and use it to cre-
ate sustainable momentum.

That's not the faculty's job alone, 
she says. Yes, "every college in-
structor who wants to be an ef-
fective teacher has to take respon-
sibility for their own educational 
development -- they have to main-
tain that all-essential growth mind-
set."

But it takes much more than in-
dividual effort, especially when 
professors are being tasked with 
learning entirely new ways of de-
signing and delivering their courses 
-- possibly several at a time if, as 
might be necessary this fall, they 
need to ensure that students can 
participate whether they're in per-
son, online or both.

"Without extensive support, fi-
nancial and training support, that’s 
not something you can do on an 
individual basis," Neuhaus says. 
Campus leaders have to step up to 
provide those things.

Students have a role to play, too. 
"Even the most highly skilled online 
educator is at a disadvantage if the 
students are coming in resentful 
and leery of online learning," says 
Neuhaus. "Students need to get up 
to speed on the potential of online 
teaching and learning, and there 
has to be different messaging to 
students about what's possible in 
online learning."

She didn't say it explicitly in our 
interview, but most college leaders 
are sending a very different mes-
sage right now in their clamor for 

students to return to campus, with 
many suggesting that they can't 
possibly deliver on their missions 
if students remain virtual. It will be 
hard to expect students to believe 
that online or virtual learning can 
be good -- better than it was this 
spring -- if their colleges' own lead-
ers don't.

Taking Advantage 
of the Moment
What does Neuhaus hope that 

she and Plattsburgh's professors 
can accomplish together in the 
months to come? And how does 
she see the center's role, given that 
she's a one-person show?

First, she plans to talk up five 
key pedagogical practices that she 
laid out in her 2019 book, Geeky 
Pedagogy: A Guide for Intellectuals, 
Introverts, and Nerds Who Want to 
Be Effective Teachers (West Vir-
ginia University Press): awareness, 
preparation, practice, support and 
reflection.

"Last semester, what I saw so 
many faculty doing was all of those 
things in a much more aware way," 
Neuhaus says. "They showed in-
creased awareness of what was 

https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/just-visiting/books-give-educator-your-life-holidays
https://wvupressonline.com/node/804
https://wvupressonline.com/node/804
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Crisis and Opportunity for Faculty Development

happening with their students, pre-
pared in new ways; reflected on a 
scale I’ve never seen, practicing all 
these new things, seeking out sup-
port. Doing all of those things on a 
regular basis is the difference be-
tween somebody who is constant-
ly working at being an effective ed-
ucator and not."

She wants faculty members to 
continue to be open to acknowl-
edging their limitations as teach-
ers. "A lot of us have built up so 
many walls about our teaching. 
At this moment, you could say, 
'Something's going off the rails 
with my class' and nobody would 
question it. As educators, we are 
always learning new things, and 
we should be able to ask each oth-

burgh's Center for Teaching Excel-
lence, as a one-person band, can do 
to make all this happen. The advice 
Neuhaus got from her colleagues 
at the POD Network was to focus 
not on generating original program-
ming, but to be a "lifeline … I am a 
resource curator, campus connec-
tor and college community builder," 
she says.

"I want to help build a campus 
community where people talk to 
each other about what’s working 
with students and find ways to 
support each other. This crisis has 
created a moment where that's 
maybe more possible than it was 
before.

"I don’t want to blow this 
chance."           ■

er for help without it being a threat 
to our expertise."

And Neuhaus hopes instruc-
tors will embrace some of the in-
sights they gained and practices 
they used this spring. "Many saw 
more than before the importance 
of connection with their students, 
and their humanizing presence as 
instructors in their students' lives," 
she says.

"Finding more flexible ways for 
students to demonstrate their 
learning was a necessity for many 
faculty for the first time, because 
it was a crisis," she says. "That's 
something that should survive 
this."

The Center's Role
There are limits to what Platts-

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2020/06/03/how-new-one-person-teaching-center-navigating-moment-peril-and
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Eric Loepp in a video to his students this spring

By Doug Lederman // May 20, 2020 

A professor's in-depth survey of students before and after courses went 
virtual offers insights into how colleges can improve. The key elements:  
a thoughtful mix of flexibility and structure.

How College Students Viewed This Spring's Remote Learning

As higher education's grand, un-
planned experiment with remote 
learning this spring nears its end, 
what's the best way to gauge how 
it went for students and what we 
can learn from it for the future?

Inside Higher Ed's pages and 
those of many other publications 
and blogs have been filled with in-
dividual accounts of instructors 
and students, many of which were 
critical. The handful of surveys 
we've seen (here, here, here and 
here) similarly show current col-
lege students to be generally dis-
satisfied with their remote learning 
experience this spring, but most 
of the surveys either skimmed the 
surface or were conducted early on 
in the pandemic.

Understanding how the spring's 
learning experience was for stu-

As the assistant professor of polit-
ical science used the University of 
Wisconsin at Whitewater's extend-
ed spring break to prepare to shift 
his four courses for remote delivery, 
he saw an opportunity to engage in 
a little research, too. So he sought 
institutional review board approval 
to survey his 100-plus students at 
the start and finish of their virtual 
learning experience this spring.

His goals were partly selfish: 
"I did it for my own edification, to 
see how I did," he says. But as an 
active participant in Whitewater's 
faculty developments efforts (he's 
taught in its Active Learning Acad-
emy and its Institute for Online/
Blended Teaching), Loepp hoped to 
inform the anxious conversations 
unfolding among his peers about 
whether "a COVID-online semes-

dents is especially important if, as 
seems likely, COVID-19 will con-
tinue to force colleges and univer-
sities to educate some if not all of 
their students virtually in the fall 
and beyond. Even the significant 
number of colleges that are confi-
dently announcing plans to resume 
in-person instruction this fall ac-
knowledge that they might have to 
revert to remote instruction if the 
coronavirus rebounds. And like it 
or not, technology-enabled edu-
cation, defined broadly, is going to 
play an increasingly central role in 
how higher education is delivered 
going forward.

So the more we know about what 
works and what doesn't, the better.

That thinking was part of what 
motivated Eric D. Loepp to compli-
cate his own transition this spring. 

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/doug-lederman
https://tophat.com/blog/adrift-in-a-pandemic-survey-infographic/
https://oneclass.com/blog/featured/177356-7525-of-college-students-unhappy-with-quality-of-elearning-during-covid-19.en.html
https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/surveymonkey-poll-distance-learning-college-students-covid/
https://www.niche.com/about/enrollment-insights/impact-of-coronavirus-on-students-academic-progress-and-college-plans#college
http://blogs.uww.edu/instructional/category/training-workshops/online-blended-teaching-institute/
http://blogs.uww.edu/instructional/category/training-workshops/online-blended-teaching-institute/
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scale. About 80 percent of them 
had studied online before -- an av-
erage of 2.5 courses -- so virtual 
learning was "not new to them, but 
wasn't common, either."

Loepp asked a set of questions 
to produce an "anxiety score" for 
each student (the average was 
2.46 on a scale of one to four), and 
then compared each student's 
anxiety level to how much (or how 
little) the prospect of remote learn-
ing appealed to them. The correla-
tion was strong: "The more anxious 
they were, the less appealing they 
find online learning," Loepp said.

What were they most anxious 
about heading into their remote 
learning experiences?

Collectively, they were much 
more worried about how they would 
perform and what they would learn 
than about any technical or opera-
tional difficulties with the transition 
to a virtual format. Even though 
Wisconsin at Whitewater officials 
had decided that students would 
have more flexibility to take cours-
es on a satisfactory/not basis, 
"they were concerned they would 
get lower grades and wouldn't 
learn as much," Loepp said.

Here's one typical quotation from 
a student: "My initial thoughts on 
learning remotely involve frustra-
tion, confusion and stress. The idea 
of learning all class material online 
when a majority of the class is lec-
ture-based is rather concerning. 
The atmosphere of the classroom 
during lecture requires a student 
to pay more attention to what is 
being said, but now, since I will be 
listening to lectures in the comfort 
of my own home, I feel like I will be 
less capable of obtaining informa-
tion. Therefore, I am stressed and 
on edge about how well I will do the 
rest of the semester in this class."

Another added, "I personally 
struggle with learning remotely. My 

How College Students Viewed This Spring's Remote Learning

His students, who were surveyed 
in the first days of the shift to re-
mote learning, started with their 
own biases, and it didn't bode well 
for the transition.

They overwhelmingly said that 
being in a physical classroom was 
very important to them, rating it on 
average as a four on a five-point 

ter is different from a regular online 
course" and how and how much 
instructors would have to change 
their usual practices to succeed in 
the new format.

He started with an admitted bias: 
"My general thinking is that a good 
teaching practice is a good teach-
ing practice, however it's delivered."
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How College Students Viewed This Spring's Remote Learning

learning style is very visual and I 
like to connect with other students 
and my professors. Another con-
cern with learning remotely is the 
home environment. Just because 
students have a place to live does 
not mean that the environment is 
healthy. All students do not have a 
healthy environment to learn with 
all the technology that is needed."

Issues of access played a prom-
inent role in students' pretransition 
anxiety.

"Learning remotely is a reason-
able option for the situation we 
are faced with," one student wrote. 
"Yet, problems arise when some 
students may not have technolo-
gy, internet, studying resources or 
the materials they need for remote 
learning … I hope that professors 
understand the difficulty this caus-
es some students and are more le-
nient in grading in some aspects."

Some students were hopeful 
amid the anxiety. "It's obviously 
foreign and new to everyone in-
volved, but there is an element of 
excitement and optimism in me 
that knows that everything will pan 
out just fine as long as we remain 
organized," one wrote. "Remote 
learning allows everyone to work at 
their own pace, but a lack of class-
room meetings will probably result 
in lack of motivation for most peo-
ple. Including me, sadly."

How It Went
At the end of the term (it ended 

just last week, so he was gathering 
the concluding data through this 
past Sunday), Loepp asked stu-
dents to respond to a new ques-
tionnaire. Among other things he 
asked them to respond to this 
statement: “I could learn at least 
as much as I did in face-to-face 
meetings.”

On a scale of one (strongly dis-
agree) to seven (strongly agree), 
the average response for students 

instruction is because they were al-
ways able to be contacted," said one 
student. "It was helpful in a time that 
was very stressful and uncertain to 
know that if I contacted someone 
they would not only respond but 
would also respond fast."

But hearing from professors pro-
actively was also important. "They 
were constantly reaching out to 
students to see what they needed 
help with and how they could as-
sist in making the class easier" to 
navigate, said another.

Flexibility. Many students ex-
pressed appreciation for instruc-
tors who understood the strains 
students were under and built 
leeway into their approach to the 
course, to account for students' ad-
justments to a new way of life and 
lack of control over their schedules.

"They made students not feel too 
overwhelmed and they were very 
understanding that for most stu-
dents, it is very hard to juggle four or 
more classes entirely online," said 
one student.

Another added, "The professor 
was understanding of how hard 

in his courses was 4.89 -- "square-
ly on the 'agree' side, which is great, 
particularly given circumstances 
that severely disrupted both the 
micro and macro learning envi-
ronments," Loepp said via email. 
"But it also suggests there is some 
room for me to develop and grow 
as an online leader/facilitator."

More useful than those overall 
satisfaction numbers, Loepp sug-
gests, are students' impressions 
about what worked and what didn't, 
and why. That's especially import-
ant as professors and institutions 
look ahead to a virtual, or blended, 
fall.

Asked to rate the importance of 
a set of factors in contributing to a 
successful remote learning experi-
ence, students put their professors' 
performance at the top of the list.

What traits of professors were 
most important? Three in particu-
lar: communication and flexibility -- 
but the latter leavened with struc-
ture, too.

Communication. It's a two-way 
street. "The reason this instructor 
was the best at remote teaching/
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How College Students Viewed This Spring's Remote Learning

in the calendar students used to 
track their work.

This raises a thorny issue. Many 
of the institutions with deep expe-
rience in online learning also tend 
to be the most prescriptive in en-
couraging, if not requiring, faculty 
members to use common tem-
plates or structure their courses in 
the same way. At many colleges, 
there's no quicker way to get fac-
ulty up in arms than to mandate 
that instructors do something in a 
specific way -- be it a syllabus, let 
alone course structure.

In a recent discussion on the 
Whitewater campus, Loepp recalls, 
one professor suggested a "uni-
versal template" for courses built 
in Canvas. "I totally understand the 
degree to which that might make 
sense, but there's no way that gets 
through without a huge fight over 
academic freedom. So I'd hesitate 
to be particularly hierarchical in 
having us mandate something like 
that."

Where colleges and universities 
might go instead, Loepp said, is 
"building up a consistent and reg-
ular course module on campus, 
providing best practices and tem-
plates, and profiling faculty who’ve 
had successes."

"Most professors I talk to," he 
said, "don’t want to do that which 
is really easy. They want to do what 
works. If we can collectively iden-
tify the best practices, or create a 
blank Canvas course that can be 
copied, that might help create best 
practices but won’t necessarily 
standardize or universalize.

"It's kind of like freedom of 
speech: the best ideas are the ones 
that make it to the surface and pre-
vail."           ■

of the thorny issue of whether and 
how much to depend on synchro-
nous (live) class meetings. Like 
many instructors nationally, Loepp 
said, "a lot of [Whitewater profes-
sors] shied away from synchro-
nous meetings because of acces-
sibility issues," given that many 
students had a lot less control over 
their schedules when they were 
physically dispersed than when 
they were on campus, as well as 
spottier internet access.

But in their comments, "students 
were really high on having some 
sort of synchronous presence" as a 
way to interact with their instructors 
and their fellow students, Loepp 
said. One big question going for-
ward will be how to meet that need 
for planned, structured time togeth-
er while still being "careful about 
mandating synchronous meetings" 
out of respect for those who work, 
care for dependents or otherwise 
have complicated lives.

Another Kind of Consistency
The other major area that stu-

dents cited as most important to 
a good remote learning experi-
ence, beyond the faculty, was what 
Loepp's survey called a "well-struc-
tured LMS," or learning manage-
ment system.

Numerous students said they 
appreciated when course pages in 
Canvas clearly indicated how they 
could find library resources, stu-
dent services or other key needs; 
laid out the curriculum in a clear and 
concise way; and made deadlines 
and assignments plainly evident. 
On the flip side, they complained 
about issues like professors creat-
ing assignments without filling in 
the due date field in the LMS, such 
that the assignment didn't show up 

online classes are and was willing 
to work with us. They didn't give us 
unreasonable assignments or con-
tinue on like class was exactly the 
same online."

Structure. Students didn't want 
too much flexibility; the best in-
structors also imposed a sense of 
rigor and regularity.

"They also made it very clear 
what needed to be done each week 
… They also sent out reminders 
about when things were due which 
was very helpful," one student 
wrote.

Students didn't just lean on pro-
fessors for structure, Loepp said; 
they sought to impose it on them-
selves to avoid the natural human 
tendency to procrastinate.

When they were asked what 
advice they gave to their peers, 
many cited tips on organizing their 
days effectively. "There were lots 
of comments like 'Don't sleep in,' 
'Create blocks of time each day 
when you study for a certain class,' 
'go into Canvas twice a day to look 
for updates,' " Loepp said.

Students' "simultaneously ex-
pressing a preference for flexibility, 
but also for structure" is an "im-
portant challenge for us to navi-
gate as an institution," Loepp said.

Take due dates, for example. Stu-
dents wanted to know that if they 
had a major life event -- a childcare 
problem, a sick relative -- profes-
sors would be understanding about 
the need for an extension, he said. 
But they also urged instructors to 
set clear and consistent deadlines 
and not to change them. "And if you 
have to change it, don't change it 
again," Loepp advised.

The mix of flexibility and struc-
ture also emerged in the context 
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Soulaymane Kachani, Catherine Ross and Amanda Irvin offer concrete 
strategies that are guided by research to use in the classroom.

By Cathy N. Davidson and Christina Katopodis // March 23, 2020 

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/AYAX

Smith College in Northampton, 
Mass., is another college that offers 
an excellent model for changing 
how to calculate student success. 
Seemingly overnight, Smith not only 
moved to remote learning but also 
went to a mandatory satisfactory/
unsatisfactory grading system in 
order to “recognize the extraordi-
nary character of current circum-
stances.” Thoughtfully, the Smith 
FAQ about academic continuity 
explains, “As we move instruction 
into alternative modes, we are nec-
essarily changing our agreements 
about expectations and assess-
ments. In a new and unfamiliar en-
vironment, we cannot hold faculty 
and students to expectations con-
structed in and for a different in-
structional experience.” Everything 

The National Institute of Allergy 
and Infectious Diseases announced 
on March 16 that the U.S. has be-
gun human testing for a new coro-
navirus vaccine. According to Dr. 
Anthony Fauci, the director of the in-
stitute, while the trial was launched 
at record speed, a vaccine won’t be 
ready for at least a year. It takes time 
to develop and test a vaccine that is 
both safe for humans and effective 
in fighting this virus.

There is an uncanny parallel be-
tween testing a vaccine on hu-
mans and testing students in the 
extraordinary circumstance of a 
health emergency where all courses 
must be put online without advance 
preparation. Under normal circum-
stances, it would take at least a year 
to do this well. Since we don’t have 
a year, resources in higher ed need 
to be pooled and shared to help 
prepare faculty members to meet 
students where they are. Remark-
ably, all over America institutions 
and individuals are responding with 
amazing creative energy, responsi-
bility and generosity.

Ironically, if there is an area where 
many still remain mystified, it is in 
the area of testing itself. We don’t 
have a year to become experts in 
how to assess students during 
this emergency period of distance 
learning. Even at higher ed insti-
tutions where residential life is a 
cornerstone of all they do, it seems 
somehow easier to close the cam-
pus, move every student out of the 

dorms and place all courses online 
than to change policies and prac-
tices for how those students will be 
tested, assessed and graded. For-
tunately, though, a number of higher 
education institutions are recogniz-
ing this educational deficiency and 
are working on ways to see past it. 
We can learn from them.

The University of Washington, in 
Seattle, the original epicenter of the 
COVID-19 virus in the U.S., was one 
of the first universities to make the 
decision to move all of its classes 
to remote instruction. According 
to an exchange on Facebook with 
President Ana Mari Cauce, faculty 
members at the university can de-
cide whether their courses will be 
graded or whether they use CR/
NC (credit/no credit). Grades have 
an asterisk beside them to explain 
the circumstances of such choices 
so that students in competitive ma-
jors won’t be penalized, especially in 
cases where students need a high 
GPA in order to continue in profes-
sional school.

An asterisk may seem small, but 
it is an important modification of 
the notion that one letter or number 
“represents” what one achieved in a 
course. Don’t we all need an aster-
isk this term? If many of us are feel-
ing too much like experimental sub-
jects in some gigantic educational 
test, we all could use that asterisk 
to indicate the extenuating circum-
stances under which we have been 
compelled to perform this year.

In a Pandemic, Everyone Gets an Asterisk

OPINION

Rethinking how we assess, test and grade our students gives not only  
them but also instructors needed flexibility during an impossible time,  
Cathy N. Davidson and Christina Katopodis write.
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In a Pandemic, Everyone Gets an Asterisk

tion, like a vaccine, to fix the status 
quo. Disease, we know, affects us 
unequally and, with remote learning, 
the burdens that fall on our students 
are grossly unequal. The pandemic 
magnifies differences at a basic, 
structural level. Do you have Wi-Fi? 
Have your preschoolers and your 
teenagers been sent home from 
school, disrupting your online class? 
Are you taking care of an elderly rel-
ative and suddenly have no one to 
help you? Have you been laid off 
from your part-time restaurant job? 
Are you required to continue to work 
at a hospital? All of this contributes 
to your life. An A, B, C, D or F grade 
does not come close to measuring 
what you are learning or how.

For more than 100 years, test-
ing and grading have become the 
tail wagging the dog we call high-
er education. As we all scramble 
to make do as best we can in the 
worst pandemic in a century, with 
the unfair and unequal pressures it 
has placed on all of us -- teachers, 
students, administrators, staff -- it 
is useful to pause and think about 
the purpose and mission of what 
we do. What might we learn from 

by which students decide if they 
will take a course for a conventional 
grade or a pass/no credit/fail option. 
Any adjustment signals an aware-
ness that the current disruption has 
changed all of our options for pretty 
much everything and on every level.

Are these makeshift solutions or 
are they small revolutions in univer-
sity grading policies that we wish 
to continue? Susan D. Blum, one 
of several prominent advocates for 
“ungrading,” insists that she began 
using formative, narrative written 
feedback instead of grades when 
she began to see greater variety and 
diversity among her students. As 
she notes in an essay in Inside High-
er Ed, “Grading requires uniformity. 
It assumes uniform input, uniform 
process and uniform output … Stu-
dents don’t start out the same. They 
don’t have the same life experiences 
-- or even academic experiences -- 
during our semester together. They 
don’t go to the same places after-
ward.”

It is hard to imagine anything that 
makes those differences sharper 
than a pandemic. Higher education 
will never have a silver bullet solu-

about this statement reaffirms the 
foundational principles of a liberal 
arts education, even when conduct-
ed at a distance: it should prepare 
you for whatever challenges might 
lie ahead outside of college, or, as 
noted on the Smith College home-
page, it is an education designed to 
“empower the whole you.”

At Georgetown University, a team 
of imaginative educators has spent 
the last decade exploring a variety 
of learning innovations. In this cri-
sis, they have turned their attention 
to alternative forms of grading. Ac-
cording to Vice Provost for Educa-
tion Randall Bass, Georgetown has 
not only moved courses online but 
has worked to come up with ways 
to “ensure that both students and 
faculty are supported to do their 
best work.” That means chang-
ing assessment. For spring 2020, 
Georgetown will give its undergrad-
uate students the option to choose 
either a letter grade or pass/fail. 
Students are allowed to make this 
choice until the last day of classes, 
in any course (including core, ma-
jors, certificates and electives). It’s 
a pivot, and an extraordinary one, in 
extraordinary circumstances.

We are pleased to be hearing 
from colleagues at a number of 
other institutions that are right now 
discussing the appropriate way to 
grade in this pandemic. The ad-
mirably helpful University of Okla-
homa professor Laura Gibbs (@
OnlineCrsLady) is even compil-
ing a crowdsourced list, “Alternate 
Grading in a Crisis,” to keep track 
of changes, decisions, discussions 
and petitions. She notes that com-
munity colleges have an addition-
al problem adopting an alternative 
grading system lest they hinder 
their students’ transfer to four-year 
college.

Our own City University of New 
York has extended the deadlines 

We are pleased to be hearing
from colleagues at a number of other 

institutions that are right now
discussing the appropriate way 

to grade in this pandemic.

“

“
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this extraordinary time and this rad-
ical, unanticipated and mandatory 
realignment of our usual practices? 
What is essential? What falls away? 
Maybe this horrific pandemic can 
also make us aware of the virtues 
of flexibility and the importance of 
the forms of learning that cannot be 
tested by standardized measures.

When this is over, many of us will 
gladly return to our former ways. 
And there’s nothing wrong with that: 
crisis operations are in no way re-
placements for best practices. Yet 
in this extraordinary time of inno-
vation and pedagogical sharing, we 

are seeing renewed commitment to 
teaching, to caring and to generos-
ity across fields, ranks and institu-
tions. These are precious. Adjunct 
and junior faculty and graduate stu-
dent instructors have, notably, been 
at the forefront of solicitous sharing, 
despite the abuses many of them 
have experienced in our profession. 
We must remember that.

This crisis has forced us to put 
our old habits and practices under 
a spotlight. We’ve been required to 
get creative and to do it fast -- too 
fast. Maybe the other requirement 
for this time is to recognize that, 

although we might not be perfect, 
we actually might be learning new 
methods and techniques and em-
bracing values that improve what 
we were doing before.

We are all being tested in the 
most profound way by this disease. 
Rethinking how we assess, test and 
grade our students not only gives 
them flexibility at an impossible 
time. It also gives instructors an 
opportunity to be flexible. It allows 
us all -- faculty, students and staff 
-- to give ourselves an asterisk that 
says, simply and profoundly, we are 
human.          ■

In a Pandemic, Everyone Gets an Asterisk
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By Pradeep Khosla // May 8, 2020 

Through a new viral testing program, the University of California, San Diego, 
hopes to quickly identify COVID-19 infections, reduce the risk of a major 
outbreak and become a model for others, writes Pradeep Khosla.

Return to Learn

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/BORTONIA

that should help us to detect the 
presence of the virus on our cam-
pus in its earliest stages, possibly 
before people even know they’re  
infected. According to our models, 
if we are able to successfully test 
60 to 90 percent of our campus 
population for viral infection each 
month on a recurring basis, we 
could have a greater than 90 per-
cent chance of detecting its spread 
when fewer than 10 people among 
tens of thousands are actively, but 
unknowingly, shedding viral par-
ticles. This is possible because, 
as a research university with a 
deep reservoir of tools -- from in-
novative sampling techniques to 
high-throughput nucleic acid de-
tection platforms to extensive 
public health expertise -- we have 
the requisite research and clinical 
know-how to do so. And what we 

Not so long ago, no one had heard 
of the 2019 novel coronavirus. Until 
mid-February, neither the virus nor 
the disease it causes even had an 
official name. Now, we are all pain-
fully familiar with SARS-CoV-2 and 
the respiratory disease, COVID-19.

The virus has upended lives and 
ended many. To slow its spread, 
we have had to radically adjust our 
economy and society, including 
higher education -- a critical en-
gine that drives both.

Higher education institutions like 
the University of California, San Di-
ego, adapted our campuses weeks 
ago to quickly and efficiently imple-
ment remote education so the vast 
majority of students could contin-
ue their studies while taking shelter 
during the pandemic. While we are 
proud of the success of our remote 
education programs, we are also 
committed to continuing to offer our 
students the experience of being 
and learning on a college campus.

To do so at our institution, a team 
of our university clinicians, molecu-
lar biologists, technologists, infec-
tious disease experts, bioinformat-
ics specialists, disease modelers, 
public health experts and others 
has launched a new program called 
Return to Learn. The initial phase, 
which begins May 11, is designed 
to make COVID-19 testing available 
for up to 5,000 students who con-
tinue to reside on our campus.

Our hope is that this initial phase 
will provide us with the knowledge 
and insight to eventually scale up 
to where we could potentially test 

monthly the vast majority of the 
roughly 65,000 students, facul-
ty and staff members on campus. 
If all goes well in the initial phase, 
this effort could be ready for large-
scale deployment as early as this 
fall. By testing large numbers of our 
students, faculty and staff on a re-
curring basis, we hope to be able to 
quickly identify COVID-19 infections 
on the campus and thereby help to 
reduce the risk of a significant out-
break.

This proposed program is un-
precedented and audacious. If suc-
cessful, it could serve as a model 
-- not only for higher education, but 
also for cities, counties and states 
working to fight the spread of coro-
navirus.

The Return to Learn program has 
five major components:

1. Risk assessment and mit-
igation. Through comprehensive 
review of the physical and function-
al aspects of our campus, we are 
seeking new strategies for stratify-
ing and reducing transmission risk 
of coronavirus, such as optimal 
class sizes and density, scope and 
structure for co-curricular activities, 
and appropriate personal behaviors, 
like safe distancing and use of face 
coverings, to help reduce spread of 
the virus.

2. Proactive vigilance. Among 
the painful lessons learned thus far 
is that public response and action 
to coronavirus cannot be solely  
reactive. We have created rigorous 
mathematical models for an en-
hanced viral monitoring program 
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Return to Learn

tial wastewater and surface collec-
tions. If the virus is detected, molec-
ular sequence analyses will be used 
to create a database to help guide 
public health measures. By com-
bining information technologies, 
cutting-edge epidemiology tools, 
diverse cellular and molecular sci-
ences, and traditional public health 
interventions, our approach offers 
the possibility of extraordinary lev-
els of viral control at the population 
level.

5. Big picture. All these efforts 
will be integrated to promote ear-
ly analyses of viral activity sig-
nals and quicker response times. 
The Return to Learn program has 
been designed to identify clus-
ters of individuals shedding virus 
or those at greater risk in specific 
locations, whether it’s a residence 
hall or a particular classroom. That 
will permit faster treatment, ear-

lier mitigation of identified issues 
and continuing refinement and im-
provement of the system.

No one knows what the world -- 
even our small part of it -- will look 
like a month from now, let alone in 
September when we begin our fall 
classes. Everything is subject to 
constant change and evolution, not 
unlike coronavirus.

But what we do know is that high-
er education possesses the skills, 
knowledge and abilities to make 
significant contributions to getting 
our economy and society back on 
track as soon as possible. The Uni-
versity of California, San Diego, Re-
turn to Learn program represents 
higher education at its finest, and 
if successful, it can help this uni-
versity and similar institutions to 
do what we do best: teach, conduct 
leading-edge research and provide 
service to our communities.         ■

learn, we will share with everyone.
3. Rapid response. If a testing 

sample proves positive for coro-
navirus, a specially trained, cam-
pus-based public health team will 
attempt to reach out to that person 
to notify them and provide guid-
ance on health care. The team will 
also try to identify and notify per-
sons with whom the infected per-
son may have had close contact in 
previous days -- an effort known 
as exposure notification.

4. Technological tools. The nov-
el coronavirus is highly contagious 
and capable of extraordinary trans-
mission speeds. We seek to work 
fast, too, and comprehensively. Re-
cent studies suggest the coronavi-
rus may be most infectious before 
symptoms appear. Therefore, to 
further enhance chances of catch-
ing the virus early, our program will 
also look for viral RNA from residen-
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As most colleges and universities 
in the United States begin to tackle 
contingency planning for this com-
ing fall and spring given the uncer-
tainty around COVID-19, campus 
leaders are looking for solutions 
that can quickly steady the ship.

Ed-tech companies are gener-
ously offering free trials and prom-
ises of frictionless conversion tools 
to help faculty members who are 
new to online teaching make a rapid 
leap to an unfamiliar modality. But 
these tech-based solutions often 
ignore the pedagogies that many of 
our colleges and universities center 
in our mission statements and ad-
missions pitches.

As we scramble to outfit more 
classrooms with Zoom capabilities, 
teach more faculty how to upload 
video lectures to the learning man-

particularly our residential and face-
to-face colleges and universities are 
known for.

What is missing from most of the 
remote teaching contingency plan-
ning is a framework for helping the 
people inside institutions under-
stand and make decisions about 
pedagogy from inside the pandem-
ic’s evolving reality. Pedagogy is 
not an ancillary or optional part of 
conversations about remote teach-
ing. Pedagogy is the category that 
describes how we teach. For that 
reason, whether we foreground it or 
not, pedagogy is a key part of how 
our learners understand and assess 
their experience at our institutions 
during this crisis.

At the Open Learning & Teach-
ing Collaborative at Plymouth State 
University, we have developed the 

agement system, and adopt anti-
cheating browser lockdown soft-
ware for faculty to use as they deliver 
their traditional assessments, we 
are choosing stopgap measures 
that are unlikely to align with the 
kinds of language we use when we 
advertise our academic programs 
to prospective students: "our institu-
tion offers real-world experiences," 
"we offer hands-on approaches," 
"applied and project-based curricu-
lum," "student-centered learning at 
its best."

As we wind down a semester of 
remote teaching during a time of 
crisis, institutions are now looking 
ahead to determine how we might 
better align the online experience 
we may need to offer with the kinds 
of engaged teaching and learning 
approaches and experiences that 
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By Robin DeRosa // May 13, 2020 

As colleges move from coping to planning for the fall and beyond,  
they should be guided by a consistent, mission-aligned framework,  
writes Robin DeRosa.

Values-Centered Instructional Planning
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Values-Centered Instructional Planning

infrastructure based on the needs 
of our teachers and learners and 
look toward university policies 
(such as optional pass/no pass 
grading or generous transfer poli-
cies) that help learners persist de-
spite difficult circumstances.

Connection: At the assignment 
level, instructors can design non-
disposable assignments, giving 
students the opportunity to con-
tribute their work to communities 
where it would be helpful or appre-
ciated, and conceive of the internet 
not just as a channel for submis-
sion between student and teacher, 
but as a portal that connects learn-
ers with the world.

At the course level, we can link 
appropriate content to the reali-
ty of living during a crisis, asking 
students to consider connections 
between their fields and the chal-
lenges that crisis presents to cul-
ture and livelihood, and we can 
use open platforms that allow the 
public to benefit from the course’s 
work. At the institution level, we can 
invest in instructional designers to 
support faculty as they integrate 
connected learning approaches 
into their courses and create chan-
nels and dedicate staff to building 
partnerships with community part-
ners who would like to engage with 
the college during a time of com-
mon community need.

Equity: At the assignment level, 
instructors can learn basic princi-
ples and tools from universal design 
for learning in order to maximize 
the accessibility of the approaches 
they take, and they can offer mul-
tiple engagement channels so that 
students can participate regardless 
of how they interface with technol-
ogy, and how often. At the course 
level, we can transition rapidly to 
open educational resources to as-
sure availability of course texts and 
to lower the cost of learning mate-

need to think about the practices 
that can be encouraged and inte-
grated by such a framework.

The practices that populate this 
chart can be swapped for other ex-
amples, but the idea is that at all 
levels of the university (and this can 
be extended to other levels such as 
program level or system level), we 
can use the framework to guide 
our priorities as we navigate chal-
lenges to our communities. We can 
walk through these sets of practic-
es to get a sense of how they work.

Adaptability: At the assignment 
level, instructors can create more 
flexible deadlines for all learners 
as we expect them to face trauma 
or uncertainty, and we can involve 
learners in assignment design or 
allow them to choose from multiple 
assignment options to make sure 
the parameters fit their schedules 
and circumstances. At the course 
level, we can create courses that 
allow learners to trade off more 
often between online and face-to-
face participation as it suits their 
circumstances, and chunk curric-
ulum into smaller noncumulative 
modules that can be deployed in 
different modalities depending on 
regional scenarios with social dis-
tancing.

And at the institutional level, we 
can adopt technologies and build 

ACE framework -- adaptability, con-
nection and equity -- to guide our 
decision making and professional 
development planning.

The idea behind ACE is that we el-
evate three characteristics that are 
clear, context sensitive, values driv-
en and mission aligned, and we use 
them to plan assignment-, course- 
and institution-level responses to 
COVID-19 in the areas of our univer-
sity that are connected to teaching 
and learning. ACE is a framework 
that fits Plymouth State; as a public, 
residentially oriented university, our 
pedagogical approach promises 
engaged and project-based expe-
riences for students that connect 
them to real-world issues and prob-
lems and nurture their connections 
to each other and to their communi-
ties as they learn.

This pedagogical approach is 
popular with our comparator insti-
tutions, but other institutions that 
serve markedly different demo-
graphics or who take different ap-
proaches to teaching and learning 
may need to revise ACE or start 
fresh with a framework of their own. 
But contingency planning without a 
guiding framework is likely to bring 
most colleges and universities fur-
ther from their core missions by 
the time this pandemic is over.

To understand ACE in action, we 
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Values-Centered Instructional Planning

rials, and we can build basic needs 
resource information and attention 
into our syllabi, helping students 
see that we consider basic needs 
an academic issue.

At the institutional level, we can 
assume that all increases in tech-
nology use need to be accompa-
nied by direct action to prevent 
widening of the digital divide. And 
we can partner with community 
agencies and other public service 
providers to strengthen an inte-
grated safety net so that our stu-
dents will know that their college 
or university understands the full 
breadth of challenges -- from food 
and housing insecurity to childcare 
pressure to the need for transpor-

learning communities.
The ACE framework is openly li-

censed and easily adaptable; you 
can swap out the priority practices 
you focus on or even swap out the 
core values in the rubric. What mat-
ters most is that we focus teaching 
and learning on, well, teaching and 
learning, and that during a time of 
crisis, instead of abandoning our 
missions to a superficial set of 
patchwork technologies, we dig 
deeper to stay true to our commit-
ment to our core values in higher 
education.          ■

I am grateful to the CoLab’s learn-
ing developer, Martha Burtis, for her 
partnership in designing the ACE 
framework.

tation -- that they face as they try 
to persist in college.

What we’ve been doing for the 
last eight weeks is coping. What we 
are starting to do now feels more 
like planning. In 2019, global ed-
tech investments reached a stag-
gering $18.66 billion, and as the 
novel coronavirus spread across 
the United States, ed-tech com-
panies were right behind offering 
ideas, deals, gifts and promises. 
While many of these technologies 
are likely to be healthy parts of a 
balanced response plan, we need 
to be guided by a framework that 
is free from undue industry influ-
ence, and instead stems from what 
we claim is most important to our 
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Several commentators have ar-
gued recently that one problem 
with remote teaching during the 
COVID-19 pandemic is lowered 
standards. Apparently, we should 
be worried about professors de-
creasing their usual homework  
assignments and therefore aban-
doning rigor.

Really? Is quantity the same as 
rigor? Is maintaining the status quo 
the best educational goal during 
a crisis? Since we have all been 
turned upside down by this ca-
tastrophe, I suggest we turn the 
question of rigor on its head, too. 
Why not use this occasion to exam-
ine those standards and ask where 
they came from, whether they con-
tinue to serve us and, if not, what we 
can do to change them? While we 
are all working at home, let’s rethink 
homework.

The old rule of thumb for home-
work is that a college student 
should spend two hours studying 
outside of class for each Carnegie 
credit hour. A student taking a 16-
hour course load should devote 
roughly 32 hours a week to home-
work, spending a total of 48 hours 
each week dedicated to academics.  
Perhaps that would have been rea-
sonable in 1906, the year that the 
Carnegie hour was invented, when 
only a small sector of the popu-
lation went to college and more 
than 80 percent of college students  
attended elite, private, residential  
institutions.

Now, however, over 80 percent of 
students attend public institutions. 
Forty percent of all students work 
30 hours a week, and a quarter hold 

a syllabus actually be?” This is a 
good question because, if one looks 
at the many syllabi available on-
line, they often seem created with 
the unrealistic Carnegie prescrip-
tions for homework in mind. Many 
are so unrealistic (one could say  
“padded”) that one has to wonder if 
they were written only for the eyes 
of their students or also for scrutiny 
by supervisors -- chairs and deans. 
Meanwhile, those supervisors are 
thinking ahead to the five-year 
scrutiny by their formal educational 
accreditation bodies.

How much homework should 
we assign? There is no one right 
answer, but it is crucial to spend 
time thoughtfully focusing on the 
question. We can begin by asking 
what we wish students to accom-
plish outside of class and why. We 
also need to ask about the level of 

down full-time jobs while attending 
college full-time. Some 22 percent 
of today’s students are also parents. 
At commuter campuses, includ-
ing community colleges that enroll 
nearly half of the nation’s students, 
they also have to spend travel time 
getting to and from classes. For-
ty-eight hours of schoolwork simply 
does not fit into the calculus of our 
students’ busy lives.

In Introduction to Transformative 
Teaching and Learning in the Hu-
manities and Social Sciences, a 
graduate class that I co-teach with 
LaGuardia Community College pro-
fessor Eduardo Vianna (an M.D. who 
also holds a Ph.D. in developmental 
psychology), our students are re-
thinking every possible aspect of 
graduate, professional and under-
graduate training. In this class, we 
ask what counts -- and who gets to 
count. We ask what we teach, why 
and how and to whom. We ask what 
it means to introduce students to a 
field. In our student-led, participato-
ry course, we do not just talk about 
requirements, but we also ask the 
far deeper question of what stu-
dents require for mastery of a field. 
What kinds of mastery serve stu-
dents beyond college? Is the goal 
of higher education to learn from 
an expert? Or to gain the tools and 
skills that will allow students to be-
come experts themselves in what-
ever they hope to accomplish? How 
does one do that?

As a final project, several of our 
graduate students are creating syl-
labi for undergraduate courses they 
will soon be teaching. One question 
they start with is “How long should 
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By Cathy N. Davidson // May 13, 2020 

While we are all working at home, let’s use the occasion  
to examine the status quo, urges Cathy N. Davidson,  
including rethinking homework.
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Quantity Is Not Rigor

the class, the amount of prepara-
tion students bring to it and the 
material constraints on their time 
outside of class. Finally, we need 
to be honest with ourselves about 
the actual amount of work we are 
assigning, and we need to make 
the hard choices before the class  
begins. As an undergraduate En-
glish major, I was assigned Moby 
Dick to read in a week; in graduate 
school, we had a week to devour 
Being and Time. I am positive no 
one finished either tome.

A handy tool created at Rice Uni-
versity’s Center for Teaching Ex-
cellence helps anyone, students or 
professors, come up with a more 
realistic assessment of how much 
time students spend on their as-
signments. The Course Workload 
Estimator allows anyone to enter in 
data for the reading, writing, exams 
and other homework assignments 
for a course. One specifies not only 
length of an assigned reading, for 
example, but also the text’s difficulty 
and the purpose of the assignment 
(to survey, understand or engage). 
The tool provides an instructor or 
a student with an estimate of how 
much out-of-class time is required 
to accomplish this work. Extensive 
supplementary materials, including 
surveys and other data, explain the 

assumptions behind this conve-
nient tool. Although hardly definitive, 
the Course Workload Estimator pro-
vides a useful reality check.

What are we actually communi-
cating when we create an unrealis-
tic syllabus? No, a student will not 
be able to read Thomas Piketty’s 
817-page Capital in a week. They 
might, however, manage the In-
staread Summary that clocks in at 
a lean 34 pages or the 4,900-word 
Wikipedia entry or a 500-word exam 
crib sheet prepared by another stu-
dent and available online. Given the 
realities of our students’ lives, it is 
time to admit that when we over-
assign, we are really rewarding the 
skim, the summary and the cheat.  
Is that rigor?

Homework seems like a simple 
and perhaps even superficial place 
to begin an analysis of our inherited 
practices, but it is actually a subtle 
dog whistle that signals assump-
tions about the values of our pro-
fession. How much is the “rigorous” 
syllabus telling students who do not 
have the previous training, insider 
vocabulary and cultural capital to 
know how to fake it that they will nev-
er, ever catch up -- so why bother? 
What is the relationship between a 
daunting syllabus and a student’s 
willingness to take a course -- or 

ability to finish one?
I am suggesting that “rigor” can 

be deployed as a code word that 
leads to far deeper assumptions 
about our profession, including its 
function as an echo chamber that 
rewards those few students whose 
values, background, demographics 
and family educational background 
match those of their professors. 
“Rigor” can too easily translate as 
professorial self-replication.

Someday, this heinous COVID-19 
crisis will be over, and then it will 
be time to pick up the pieces and  
rebuild. Given the abandon with 
which programs are being cut right 
now, one must worry that there will 
still be enough pieces left to start 
that process. I fervently hope that, 
in the current crisis, higher educa-
tion is not jettisoned, that the future 
of students isn’t sacrificed to other 
economic considerations.

At the same time, as we rebuild, 
I hope that we can also reimagine 
higher education. Let’s reconsider 
the meaning, scope and purpose of 
the work we do as well as the work 
we assign. Let’s think about how we 
measure excellence and success. 
Let’s decouple quantity and quali-
ty. Perhaps from this pandemic we 
might all learn some lessons that 
we should have learned before.      ■
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In March, shelter-in-place man-
dates changed the face of educa-
tion. Spring breaks were extend-
ed as instructors worked to move 
courses online. Higher education 
publications like Inside Higher Ed 
have released countless articles 
analyzing, predicting and com-
menting on how the unprecedent-
ed move would impact students, 
instructors and educational insti-
tutions.

Now the dust has settled, and 
we are in May. Most of us have ad-
justed to the new normal of online 
instruction. We are adapting to the 
more frequent use of learning man-
agement systems and are com-
fortable with setting virtual class 
meetings, and classrooms across 
America sit empty as students en-
gage from home. But as the spring 
semester draws to a close, instruc-
tors and students will face a final 
challenge: producing, administer-
ing and scoring final exams.

The equitability of online learning 
was called into question in March 
when institutions ceased class-
room instruction. Educational in-
stitutions had to face the disparity 
of technological access needed 
to transition students to an on-
line environment. Though recent 
data from the Pew Research Cen-
ter show that 73 percent of adults 
have home broadband internet, 
the disaggregated data by house-
hold income paints a different pic-
ture. Fifty-six percent of adults in 
households earning below $30,000 
report having internet. Students 
with access to technology may be 
facing other barriers, such as home 

barriers and stress for students 
who are struggling to balance the 
changes caused by COVID-19.

We suggest you consider the fol-
lowing instead:

 ■ Adjust time limits to account for 
the technology learning curve. 
Some students may not be 
comfortable taking an exam on 
a computer. You should adjust 
traditional time limits to account 
for the learning curve.

 ■ Consider getting rid of forced 
completion. Some students 
may be dealing with a number of 
distractions at home -- children, 
sharing space with family and so 
on. Forced completion doesn’t 
take into account interruptions 
they may experience. Giving stu-
dents the opportunity to save 
their exams and return later may 
relieve the burden of such home 
distractions and interruptions.

distractions or the needs to care for 
family members. To mitigate some 
of the inequity, some institutions 
moved to pass/fail rather than let-
ter grades, offering more flexibility 
to students.

Now, institutions must consider 
equitable final exams. Even under 
normal circumstances, instructors 
must consider the purpose of an 
exam. Is it formative or summa-
tive? Are we testing for skill acqui-
sition or memorization of knowl-
edge? What is the purpose of the 
time limit? What is an acceptable 
deadline? As final exams draw near, 
instructors must consider how to 
create, administer and score final 
exams that are fair and equitable 
during this pivotal time.

As community college instruc-
tors and co-coordinators of our 
department’s assessment com-
mittee, we have considered equita-
ble assessments (such as quizzes, 
midterm and final exams, and infor-
mal assessments) the cornerstone 
of our work. In light of the sudden 
changes to higher education, here 
are several considerations for in-
stitutions and individual instructors 
to keep in mind as they prepare for 
the end of the semester.

Time Limits and Deadlines
Final exams for face-to-face 

courses usually have date and 
time restrictions. In such courses, 
students take an exam all at once 
during class time, there are time 
limits and absent students are 
often required to present reason-
able excuses before being given 
makeup exams. But time limits and 
deadlines may create additional 
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The equitability of online learning 
was called into question in March

when institutions ceased classroom
instruction. Educational institutions

had to face the disparity of technological 
access needed to transition students 

to an online environment.

“

“

 ■ Provide students several days 
to complete an exam. Students’ 
schedules may be inconsistent 
and heavily impacted by vary-
ing responsibilities. For example, 
some students may have chil-
dren or siblings at home whom 
they need to share a computer 
with. Others may be responsible 
for taking care of elderly family 
members. If you are a commu-
nity college instructor, some of 
your students may be working 
to balance school and work. 
Providing several days to com-
plete an exam will give students 
the flexibility to select a day and 
time that works best for them.

 ■ Be flexible with deadlines. Hard 
deadlines are as out of style 
as hugs and kisses during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Allowing 
students room to negotiate 
deadlines and gain some ex-
tra time may help relieve their 
stress.
Access to Exams
One of the biggest challenges 

that educational institutions faced 
when they made the quick move to 
online instruction was that not all 
students had access to a computer 
and internet. While many internet 
providers and companies worked 
to meet students’ technological 
needs, barriers have remained. For 
instance, some students only have 
tablets, and others may need to 
share technology with their spous-
es and/or children. It’s important to 
consider how students are access-
ing exams and provide alternatives 
for students who can’t meet the 
technological need.

In our course, some students 
don’t have access to a computer 
but have a smartphone. They have 
been able to complete discussion 
boards and assignments through 
the learning management sys-
tem’s app on their phone. Howev-

er, it would be an added barrier to 
request that they complete their 
exam on a phone. Alternatively, 
they have been given the option 
to handwrite their exam and send 
a photo through text, like a mod-
ern-day fax.

Also, learning management sys-
tems were not all made equal. 
Some have more user-friendly 
interfaces than others, and how 
an exam looks on the system will 
influence student success rates. 
Whether the impact is statistically 
significant is up for research and 
debate, but you should take into 
account what your students will be 
seeing as you design your exam. 
Be sure that the text of your exam 
questions is large enough for a stu-
dent to read with ease on a screen. 
Reconsider lengthy and complex 
instructions and opt for simpler, 
easy-to-understand directions.

Additionally, typing may be dif-
ficult for some students. Consider 
offering alternatives. Smartphones 
have impressive capabilities. For 
short answer or essay exams, con-
sider the option of handwritten an-
swers. Students can take a photo 

of what they’ve written and send it 
to you with their phones.

Depending on your subject area, 
you may confront additional chal-
lenges. If you’re teaching reading 
comprehension in developmental 
education or English as a second 
language, you may want to consid-
er how students without a comput-
er can access passage-dependent 
exams. It’s an additional barrier for 
students to flip between a passage 
and comprehension questions un-
less the learning management sys-
tem allows the passage and ques-
tions to be displayed side by side. 
These are all things to consider as 
you design your exams.

Types of Exam Items
Consider getting creative with the 

types of questions you use in your 
exam. Many instructors might be 
tempted to create multiple-choice 
items to ease grading time and 
provide a measure of standardiza-
tion to student knowledge. Howev-
er, considering the unprecedented 
changes in education, now may be 
a good time to incorporate different 
types of exam approaches. Multi-
ple-choice items are great for mea-
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Also keep in mind that the type of 
assessments, particularly the final exam, 

proctored during a pandemic may have 
very different goals than ones given during 

traditional facetoface instruction.

“

“

suring student retention of facts 
and can guide students to focus on 
the topics, but short-answer ques-
tions and essays give students an 
opportunity to showcase their crit-
ical thinking and problem-solving 
skills.

Also keep in mind that the type of 
assessments, particularly the final 
exam, proctored during a pandemic 
may have very different goals than 
ones given during traditional face-
to-face instruction. Traditionally, 
instructors might require students 
to exemplify complete mastery of 
skills. However, given the stress 
of a pandemic and sudden chang-
es to their academic life, demon-
stration of complete mastery may 
not be necessary. Other creative 
alternatives to assessing student 
learning may also be beneficial at 
this time, such as final projects or 
meaningful written reflections.

If you teach a subject area where 
multiple-choice questions provide 
the best means of assessment, 
consider the following:

 ■ Reduce the number of choices. 
Typically, instructors will provide 
four, five or even more choices 
for each multiple-choice ques-
tion, but research increasingly 
shows that three choices work 
just as well for determining the 
extent of students’ knowledge, 
with no decrease to the validity 
or the reliability of the item. What 
that means is that the item is still 
just as rigorous for your students 
while decreasing the work for 
you as an instructor. This does 
the additional job of reducing the 
amount of time students need 
to answer individual items while 
still accurately measuring their 
knowledge of course material.

 ■ Avoid “all of the above” and 
“none of the above.” Both these 
choices reduce the ability of stu-
dents to differentiate well among 

the available test choices while 
providing minimal benefit. “None 
of the above” is particularly no-
torious for luring both high- and 
low-performing students into 
choosing an incorrect answer. 
That makes it less reliable as a 
measurement instrument.
Item Analysis
Item analysis is a process by 

which you systematically examine 
student responses to particular 
parts of an assessment to eval-
uate their quality as a metric for 
outcomes. Stated simply, it’s look-
ing at your exam questions and 
checking that they’re doing what 
you want them to do. This process 
is worthwhile at all times, but it is 
especially valuable now as exams 
are being rewritten for the online 
teaching environment. Evaluation 
of how well students performed 
may help you determine which 
questions aren’t serving their pur-
pose and should be re-evaluated.

In one of our reading courses, 
we realized that a particular type 
of test question that asked stu-
dents to define vocabulary, con-
textualize it and categorize its part 

of speech all in the same section 
was doing a substandard job of 
determining who understood the 
material and who did not. (That’s 
called “discrimination” in assess-
ment parlance). We used this data 
to separate the activities into sep-
arate items, which ended up bet-
ter demonstrating student under-
standing of the material.

Blackboard has a tool that al-
lows you to run an item analysis 
from inside a test canvas. This 
tool approaches the issue from a 
purely mathematical standpoint, 
and you’ll have to do a little leg-
work to interpret the data on your 
own. If you’d like to approach this 
task manually, a TurnItIn blog post 
shows the kinds of questions to 
ask yourself as you design and re-
view exams.

Rubrics
In the absence of face-to-face 

guidance, clear criteria for expec-
tations become more important. A 
good rubric makes those expecta-
tions explicit and describes what 
learning looks like. Once you’ve de-
cided to make a rubric, you’ll need 
to choose either an analytical rubric 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/What-Do-Final-Exams-Mean/248644
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To use an English class 
as an example, an analytic rubric might 

assign points separately to the grammar, 
style and cohesion of an essay for a total 

of 100 points. A holistic rubric would instead 
consider the grammar, style and cohesion as 

simply parts of the whole and assign 
a letter grade for the overall strength 

of the essay.

“

“

been the traditional student expe-
rience. With COVID-19, campuses 
sit empty while instructors and stu-
dents navigate instruction during 
a pandemic. As you approach fi-
nal exams, it’s vital to reconsider 

time limits, deadlines, student ac-
cess, the types of exams created 
and how to evaluate exams. Such 
considerations provide a space for 
flexibility, understanding and, ulti-
mately, student achievement.         ■

(measuring criteria separately) or a 
holistic rubric (measuring all crite-
ria together as part of a whole).

To use an English class as an 
example, an analytic rubric might 
assign points separately to the 
grammar, style and cohesion of an 
essay for a total of 100 points. A 
holistic rubric would instead con-
sider the grammar, style and cohe-
sion as simply parts of the whole 
and assign a letter grade for the 
overall strength of the essay. While 
the former is a good pedagogical 
choice toward the beginning of 
the semester, you might consider 
giving students a break from read-
ing detailed rubrics and yourself a 
break from filling them out by tran-
sitioning to a holistic rubric as the 
semester progresses. This ASCD 
article on how to create and use 
rubrics provides a detailed look at 
the construction of a good rubric.

Final exams are a large part of 
higher education and what has 
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A bike ride can be a very pleasur-
able experience if you are well pre-
pared for the weather and terrain. I 
remember a time when I set out on 
a gloriously sunny day. All of a sud-
den, a squall blew in and rain pelted 
down. I could still get to my destina-
tion, but it was not the same. I was 
taken by surprise. I was not pre-
pared. It was a very uncomfortable 
trip. Remote teaching reminds me 
of that ride.

Although spring semesters have 
ended, terms still have a week or so 
to go, and the final verdict on how 
well higher education kept teaching 
is some time away. Public opinion, 
and early returns on both faculty 
and student surveys across univer-
sities nationwide, paint a bleak pic-
ture. Students and faculty members 
are tired and stressed, and many re-
port varying levels of dissatisfaction 
with the remote teaching and learn-
ing experience.

Many faculty members had to 
change how they taught quickly and 
with little to no compensation. Stu-
dents who thrived in face-to-face 
settings and online classes (too 
often mistakenly conflated with re-
mote learning) and some with no 
other experiences floundered learn-
ing remotely.

My rain-sodden bike ride taught 
me many things. I know I never 
want to be caught by surprise like 
that, but I also know that the weath-
er, just like the future of higher edu-
cation, is difficult to predict. Looking 
ahead, short-term predictions are 
for rain. We can idealistically hope 
skies will clear, but given current in-
formation, to believe that would be 

capitalize on. At Oregon State Uni-
versity, like many other colleges 
nationwide, students and faculty 
members have provided feedback 
on their learning in surveys and fo-
cus groups. Individual colleges have 
held seminars where faculty mem-
bers have shared experiences and 
what worked well for them. Those 
student and faculty voices can help 
us triangulate on some key issues. 
In fact, the consistency and overlap 
in experiences are uncanny, heart-
warming and sometimes unsettling.

When the diverse voices are amal-
gamated, the feedback allows us to 
structure recommendations for fu-
ture terms. The message seems to 
be clear. Faculty members and stu-
dents who had better experiences 
were in classes characterized by six 
factors: compassion, clarity, organi-
zation, multifacetedness, flexibility 
and engagement -- in short, they 
were CCOMFE.

What made for CCOMFE classes? 
These six factors provide a pre-

unwise. It is prudent to pay attention 
to the science of the pandemic and 
face the reality: no one knows how 
life will be in the fall. Epidemiological 
data suggests we will not be back to 
normal.

As higher education looks to the 
summer and fall terms, colleges 
and universities have been actively 
working to reduce uncertainty by 
planning for multiple possible sce-
narios. Many, not wanting to play 
the odds, are not opening at all. 
For example, the California State 
system made the call to have all 
fall classes be online. Many other 
institutions plan to open for face-
to-face classes with physical dis-
tancing restrictions, courses split 
between physical classrooms and 
Zoom, and heightened testing and 
extra sanitary practices in place. 
The fact remains that the spread of 
the virus and incidence, morbidity 
and mortality rates are hard to pre-
dict, and the availability of a vaccine 
is uncertain.

In short, it will be some time be-
fore we are out of the proverbial 
woods. We need to be proactive 
and plan as best we can. Higher ed-
ucation needs to capitalize on the 
lead time this summer and provide 
strong guidance for course design 
and delivery. We need to face the 
admittedly unappealing prospect 
that class formats cannot be taken 
for granted. We cannot avoid the 
uncertainty. Once we accept that 
we are probably in for a long ride, we 
can prepare more effectively.

We all want to avoid another un-
comfortable term. Thankfully, we 
have a wealth of information to 
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scription for teaching and learn-
ing during the pandemic, nicely 
echoing evidence-based practices 
for good face-to-face and online 
teaching in general yet also re-
flecting the anomalous conditions. 
We can easily summarize the key  
prescriptions.

Getting CCOMFE for the Fall
Remote teaching calls for com-

passion. Faculty sensitive to the 
pandemic and the stress that it is 
causing for all modified their cours-
es to be mindful of how much they 
were asking of students every week. 
They also communicated their care 
and concern for their students. They 
were kind, thoughtful and, even in 
the face of their own personal tur-
bulences, cared for their students’ 
well-being.

Faculty need to be clear. We all 
get more stressed when we do not 
know what is expected of us and 
when. Courses with clear expecta-
tions and detailed, well-structured 
learning management system con-
tent were easier to learn in. Students 
knowing exactly what was needed, 
whether for group discussions or 
class projects, reported better ex-
periences.

Organization is more important 
now that ever. A well-organized 
instructor and class have always 

facilitated better learning. Paying 
close attention to the alignment of 
student learning outcomes to class 
activities and assessments stands 
to increase student motivation as 
their efforts are better justified.

Multifaceted courses that provide 
students with many ways to learn 
and to interact with the content, 
the instructor and other students 
-- such as synchronous and asyn-
chronous classes; breakout rooms, 
discussion boards, Jamboards, 
Google slides -- tend to keep stu-
dents’ attention more effectively. 
Setting courses up to have different 
avenues for learning can be accom-
plished by leveraging the affordanc-
es of Zoom and learning manage-
ment systems such as Canvas.

Given the many extra challeng-
es that both students and faculty 
members face, remote teaching 
benefits from instructor flexibility. 
Successful instructors found them-
selves being more flexible on due 
dates, attendance and how learn-
ing was demonstrated. Given the 
uncertain nature of the pandemic, 
faculty members also need to be 
ready to modify their classes for 
any easing up or tightening of re-
strictions. Some classes starting 
face-to-face in the fall may have 
to switch back to remote teaching 

if coronavirus cases spike with col-
lege reopenings.

Finally, instructors need to con-
sider ways to build engagement. 
Faculty members who paid close at-
tention to increasing their presence 
through introductory and weekly 
videos, frequent emails, and the like, 
while involving more students in ac-
tivities such as Zoom polls, postlec-
ture activities and reading reflec-
tions, had students who were more 
engaged in the material.

Keep Teaching 2.0
The good news is faculty and stu-

dent feedback, along with a large 
base of scholarship of teaching and 
learning, provide pragmatic tips for 
each component of getting CCOM-
FE. At Oregon State University, our 
Center for Teaching and Learning, 
Academic Technology, and Ecam-
pus have collaborated to create 
crisp, concise, practical ways to 
modify courses to get CCOMFE. Be-
cause the average instructor does 
not have time for literature reviews 
and even an abundance of tips, 
clear one-page guides to get one 
started are available for all.

Teaching, like a bike ride, can be 
immensely satisfying. While we can-
not predict the weather far into the 
fall, we can certainly take the steps 
to get CCOMFE in preparation.        ■

https://www.routledge.com/An-Evidence-based-Guide-to-College-and-University-Teaching-Developing/Richmond-Boysen-Gurung/p/book/9781138915251
https://www.worldcat.org/title/thrive-online-a-new-approach-to-building-expertise-and-confidence-as-an-online-educator/oclc/1029102843
https://www.worldcat.org/title/thrive-online-a-new-approach-to-building-expertise-and-confidence-as-an-online-educator/oclc/1029102843
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