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ABSTRACT

Okayama University established the Center for Teaching Excellence, a focused committee for
faculty development, in November 2019. Four diverse members worked together to develop
effective faculty development programs until the disruption of the coronavirus pandemic. The
four CTE members have outlined their experiences to share their perspectives with the
Okayama faculty. Each CTE member explains their background and interest in FD, the
experience of moving courses online, the current circumstances of the pandemic as it affects
their lives, and their future outlooks.
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Challenges and Opportunities Arising from the 2020 Pivot to Online Teaching
Neil COWIE

I am an English teacher in the Department of Foreign Languages (DFL). Our main
role is to teach the first- and second-year compulsory English courses that are in the General
Education curriculum. There are nine full-time teachers, four contract and about 40 part-time
staff. As one of the full-time staff members, I have a responsibility to contribute to the faculty
development (FD) of colleagues. In recent years, we have done this in a number of different
ways, all of which involve collaborating to share good practice; for example: a twice yearly
weekend workshop where up to 40 staff present and exchange ideas about upcoming syllabi and
curriculum changes; evening workshops where one or more members of staff share their
teaching ideas (My Share); a termly ‘reading group’ where colleagues read and discuss a recent
article connected to teaching or learning; and, informal lunch time get togethers to exchange
information about courses and teaching. It can be seen from this list that FD is embedded in,
and is a regular part of, my working life at Okayama University. It was a smooth transition,
therefore, to join the CTE committee in early 2020 when I was invited to do so, and I could see
that the kinds of FD experience I had had in the DFL could be relevant to other faculties and
departments.

In 2012 my research partner and I received a three-year Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science (JSPS) kaken grant to investigate e-learning. We carried this out by
observing and interviewing language teachers in several countries who were using e-learning in
new and innovative ways. It was through this research and subsequent publications (Cowie &
Sakui, 2013; 2014; 2015) that I started to acquire knowledge about teaching online. However,
this knowledge base was not that practical and we felt that we needed to acquire real-world
skills and actually produce online materials. We decided to make courses for the informal online
teaching platform called Udemy, which is one of the largest of many such platforms that have
emerged in the last ten years. So far, we have made five courses each of which has over one
hour of video. The most recent course is called ‘Academic report writing in English’. We have
over 600 registered students in 35 countries.

This experience has been incredibly useful in finding out how to make online lessons,
especially in how to make effective videos, set up a curriculum, sequence materials, make
online quizzes and interact with students online. There have been so many things to learn
including filming, sound, animation, lighting, and editing. Having said that, we have found that
many of our students do not always complete the courses, and that engaging and retaining
students is a challenge for all teachers that offer online courses. The high attrition rates on
online courses is a major issue so, as a result, we have focused our research on that area and
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have tried to establish the reasons why students remain engaged in online videos (Cowie &
Sakui, 2019; 2020a). Our main finding is that, in addition to observing a number of well-known
principles of presenting information such as contiguity and coherence (Mayer, 2017), online
teachers also need to show a genuine passion and authenticity in how they deliver content
(Cowie & Sakui, 2020b).

With this background in mind, when the pivot to teaching online from April 2020
came, | felt that [ was in a very fortunate position to be able to both transfer my own teaching
online and to work with colleagues to also help them to do so. The latter process has happened
in several forms: firstly, I helped co-create and curate a number of online teaching materials that
were designed to help colleagues with less experience of online teaching. These include several
collaborative Google Docs which cover introductory tips for online learning and two reference
guides about common online teaching activities (Cowie & Sakui, 2020c¢). Secondly, I co-
coordinated an online peer support group that met regularly during Terms 1 and 2 in 2020. The
members of the group (both full- and part-time staff) shared experiences and supported each
other to cope with the demands of what has come to be known as ‘emergency remote teaching’
(Bozkurt et al., 2020). For me, meeting online in this way was an invaluable way to support and
learn from colleagues about online teaching and became part of an ‘ecology of resources’ that
were generated during the COVID-19 period (Cowie, in press). Thirdly, I was very privileged to
be part of the CTE team that created monthly online FD workshops that were available to all
staff across the university. When the members of the CTE first brainstormed ideas we were all
keen to include an online element to faculty development; but of course, we did not foresee that
because of COVID-19 online would become both the main focus of our content and the main
way of delivering it.

I am writing this at the beginning of Term 3 in 2020 and all my classes are still online.
The majority of them for 2021 are also planned to be online. This way of teaching has now
become an everyday reality. My lessons are a mixture of synchronous and asynchronous
teaching. The synchronous lessons are delivered by Zoom and I enjoy them and feel energized
by meeting the students. However, although I am very confident about online learning as a
positive educational tool, there are still some areas which are problematic or challenging. One
of the most well-known frameworks for online learning is the Community of Inquiry (Garrison,
Archer & Anderson, 1999) which strongly suggests that in order to create an encouraging
learning environment a teacher must try to develop three kinds of presence: social, cognitive
and teaching. In practical terms this means communicating frequently, clearly and consistently
with students in multiple ways. This can be difficult to do with a large number of students that
have only one lesson a week. Aside from talking online in Zoom lessons the main way |
communicate with my students is by giving them feedback on homework tasks — these are
usually either short reports or short videos. I try and give students very clear instructions and
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deadlines and then reply to them through email. I think that doing this is the most demanding
aspect of online teaching and the one that I find hardest to personalize.

A second connected issue is to try to identify students who are at risk of not
completing a course because they do not attend lessons or do not complete the various tasks that
have been set. It must be incredibly challenging for students, especially for first years, to switch
to online learning. There are many reasons why they might not be able to keep up and I try to
find different ways so that they will not drop out. Creating video messages, sending
encouraging and supportive emails and being flexible with assignment tasks and deadlines are
all important strategies to try to keep students motivated and willing to overcome their
difficulties. This connects closely with my research focus of making online materials as
engaging as possible for students so that they will want to continue learning online.

One unforeseen result of the COVID-19 experience has been that opportunities to
network, to research and to publish have increased dramatically. There are now an incredible
number of online conferences and webinars that in the past would have been impossible to
attend in person. I have presented through pre-recorded videos and ‘live’ at far more academic
events than [ ever have before. | have also met many new contacts through such events and have
published with them (for example, Cochrane, Birt, Cowie et al., 2020; Narayan, Cochrane,
Cowie et al., 2020). This has not happened to me to this extent before and I am really looking
forward to more collaboration in the future. As part of working more with others I hope to
continue to support the CTE and in particular to contribute to further FD opportunities —
through, for example, seminars and workshops, and the creation of on-demand materials. In the
spirit of this article I hope that many of these will be online based and collaborative.

This has also been a really important period for my own development as a teacher.
Like all colleagues, I have had to re-think how to structure lessons online. At first, I just
changed what I would do in a face-to-face lesson to an online environment. But I have gradually
realized that online has its own affordances and opportunities. It is not necessarily a second-best
way of structuring teaching but it can, if done well, be a marvelous opportunity to integrate
digital technology and teaching so that students can gain even more from the learning
experience. I think that this is one direction I hope to go in and to work with colleagues so that
the lessons and experiences of online in 2020 are not lost but are further developed and fine-
tuned. To this end, I would very much like to further explore online material creation and in
particular explore augmented and virtual reality (Blyth, 2018) opportunities for both students
and faculty development. It’s an exciting time to be involved in higher education and digital
technology.
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A Reflective International Perspective Aubra BULIN

I have always wanted to be a teacher. From my first day in kindergarten, I could not
wait to come home and play school with my little brother. In fact, as [ shared my new
knowledge with him every afternoon, I inadvertently taught him how to read. I did not know I
was teaching; I just wanted to share with him what I had learned. I am still the kind of teacher
who absorbs knowledge and then tries to share it in some meaningful way with others.

My academic life in Dallas prepared me to become a faculty developer. My education
at a small, private, liberal arts university helped me to develop relationships with some very fine
professors. Their motives were the same as mine: acquire knowledge and share it for the greater
good. Those professors instilled in me an understanding of servant leadership and student-
centered teaching that I cannot teach without today. It was because of these professors that my
interest in faculty development bloomed. I saw these professors working tirelessly to provide
the best education for their students, all the while sometimes dealing with terribly stressful
circumstances. [ wanted to return the support they gave to me as student and so my interest and
study of faculty development grew. As I learned more about faculty development, the more I
wanted to help professors. I realized that faculty needed support to stay sharp in their research,
the classroom, and personally I believed that if I could support faculty then I was also
vicariously supporting students.

I worked with the Provost and Associate Provost at my university in Dallas to enhance
our faculty development programs, but when I thought it was time to start a full Center for
Teaching Excellence the university was not ready. Serendipitously, my colleague moved to
Okayama, to teach at Okayama University after a career in America. My colleague discovered
that the administration was interested in starting a Center for Teaching Excellence and recruited
me. My family arrived in Okayama in November, and [ began a contract position in April 2020.

When I arrived, I was full of hope and plans. I was happy to have a new place to
spread my wings and implement some of the many ideas I had developed from my studies in the
United States. Our new committee was diverse and innovative, so we were ready to get to work.
We met, brainstormed, and met and brainstormed again. We had pages of information, plans,
and initiatives—we just needed to decide where to start. We designed a year’s worth of monthly
faculty development workshops that would showcase active and student-centered learning
practices. Technology was always a part of our plans, but not in the way we are using it today. I
wanted to get to know more faculty members and learn more Japanese language in the process.
Over the winter, we started to hear about mass cases of pneumonia affecting people in China
and Korea. Then we learned that the cause was a virus previously unseen in humans. We heard
reports that the virus looked like SARS, or it looked like the flu, or maybe it was something else.

The virus was contagious and so international students either went home or did not
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return to Japan from abroad. In March, the entire university directed their energy to implement
safety protocols to keep students and faculty healthy. Everyone realized that the safest places we
could be were at home and online.

My work had suddenly changed directions. Now instead of bringing faculty together
like I dreamed, our jobs were to keep people distanced to avoid spreading the coronavirus.
Strangely, I was prepared for a move to online teaching as one of the areas of my doctoral
research was online educational frameworks. Those frameworks, however, were meant to be
applied in a structured, detailed, and time-consuming process. We were in an emergency so
instead of the well-planned events and programs, we put together some suggestions and
acquired as much robust technology as we could afford.

In April, I continued my Japanese classes online via Zoom for two hours a day, four
days a week. The university Japanese language department had never done such a thing before,
but my professors made teaching online look easy. I noticed that my class had very few students
among a class of mostly researchers. Throughout each class session we were very aware that
our international friends had gone home over the winter and could not come back to Okayama.

I watched faculty and students fight to do their best through the spring and in the fall,
and [ was among them trying to manage a class through Teams. Work was split from my office
and from my home; Zoom meetings and Team meetings filled my calendar. When I was at
home, I missed being in my office. When I was in my office, I missed hearing students shuffling
through the halls to their next class. There even was a point where I was suspicious of groups of
people in the building. What were they doing here? Were they wearing masks? Almost
overnight our whole academic culture had changed. Technologically for the better, but socially
for the worse. Workshop after workshop I saw colleagues grow weary and I grew weary too.

Personally, my family was adjusting too. My son stopped attending his Japanese
language school. My in-laws cancelled their trip to Okayama. My mother wondered if I could
return to Dallas for Thanksgiving or Christmas—no to both. Every event we looked forward to
had been cancelled and the city became deserted as people stayed behind closed doors more and
more. In March we moved to a suburb of Okayama where we hoped to meet our neighbors and
make new friends. It’s already hard to meet people but the coronavirus fears have made it nearly
impossible. On occasion when we are in public, people want to know where we are from and
how long we have lived here. [ interpret that to mean that they really want to know if we arrived
before or after the coronavirus outbreak.

We adjusted as best we could. Our new normal is the same as others: wear a mask,
socially distance, wash your hands, use alcohol spray, gather in groups no bigger than five,
ventilate your rooms. I started to carry alcohol handwipes in my purse. We went on a short trip
and brought our own alcohol spray just in case. [ wash my hands as much as I can when
changing rooms or buildings. I also learned that I need to spend more time outside breathing the
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clean air. I feel tired and sad sometimes, but so does the whole world. I think we are all really
learning what we truly value and what other parts of our lives were just a distraction from our
friends and family.

What I have learned professionally during this season of unexpected change is to take
each day as it comes. [ make plans, but I need to be prepared for my plans to change if
necessary. My course content, activities, and syllabus all must be at least a little bit flexible to
really meet students’ needs.

I have also realized that students need the same grace that I do when it comes to their
levels of stress and fatigue. Or rather, I need to give myself the same grace I extend to students.
Can I finally acknowledge my own exhaustion and still be a good teacher? Of course! I learned
that when it comes to teaching, to technology, to learning, simple is better. Maybe this year |
can embrace simplicity in education rather than pushing myself and my students to produce
some fantastic result. [ am thankful for the technology we have not because technology itself
does anything. I am thankful because the most important thing students want right now is
connection, and technology facilitates that connection. Students are looking at us for their cues
on how to act; I think they want us to lead them through this crisis. I think we are.

Vaccines are almost ready and even though the virus is still spreading, the end could
be in sight. After COVID-19, there must be a recovery period. Faculty are crawling to the finish
line of our emergency educational management plans. We will need manageable ways to realign
our lives and careers with what we think is important. Some may even need counseling or
sabbatical time. My hope is that a few of us in the CTE can continue to provide support for our
professors as they put their lives and careers back together. I think we will come out of the
pandemic more focused on our priorities than ever before; hopefully this will help us navigate
what is important and what we may not need anymore.

I realize now that great teaching goes hand in hand with deep connection. As I think
back on the inspiring teachers I had in my life, the connection with them is what developed my
love of learning. I saw those professors and really wished I could become like them. What I saw
in my heroes is what [ have been able to do in the pandemic: work tirelessly through stressful
circumstances because my students need to see my example. Many of our university faculty
rose to this challenge and the more stories | hear, the more I realize that my colleagues are
heroes, too. The day is coming when we will be able to celebrate what we accomplished, and

we will be ready for the next educational hurdle.
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