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Abstract

This article reports an online classroom research carried out during
the influence of a highly transmissible infectious epidemic. Google
Classroom (hereafter GC) was adopted for the entire 2020 academic year
and instructors were informed of this new approach to teaching two weeks
prior to the beginning of the first semester in April. Teachers had to
conduct their GC while facing and experiencing the constraints and
limitations brought by COVID-19. To understand the students’ experience
and thoughts towards online classroom, this article analyzes the
questionnaire students did at the end of the term.

The analysis will touch upon such issues as the effectiveness of
teaching, the nature of online teaching, and the problem of motivating both
students and teachers. As will be shown, the 5 minutes Quick Task’
worked well with online classroom and it was found that the teacher’s
positive attitude and stance was an effective means for encouraging
students to work in the classroom.

Keyword: online classroom, authentic communication,
task development

Introduction

The transmission-preventive measures that have been imposed since
the onslaught of COVID-19 brought drastic changes to pedagogical
practice. The sudden need for teachers to teach their classes online meant
that university lecturers had to confront to a different kind of classroom
reality. Teaching under unprecedented circumstances, adapting to the new
reality brought by the epidemic, teachers were forced to rethink the very
nature of teaching itself. This article reports an online classroom research
that was undertaken during these circumstances.

Fukuoka-Jo Gakuin University adopted online classroom for the entire
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academic year in 2020, and GC was implemented as a way to promote
student learning. Given the fact that the school made the decision two
weeks prior to the start of the semester, instructors had to use GC under
conditions stipulated by the school on very short notice. A number of
unusual and situational limitations affected a range of long-established
teaching procedures (classroom design, instruction style and assessment
strategy). The first year university students had to attend online classes
under such unprecedented, unsettling and unexpected circumstances.

This article examines the answers students gave to an end-of-term
questionnaire in an effort to understand their experience of and views
regarding online classroom. As will be argued, their responses shed some
light on possible ways of ensuring productive, effective pedagogical
practice and give an insight into interesting online classroom-related issues,
such as raising both the students’ and teachers’ level of motivation.

Institution’s Adoption of Google Classroom

Covid-19 transmission risks have made it necessary to avoid close
contact between individuals and remote-work has become the norm in
many areas and fields of professional life worldwide. In the field of
education, online classroom is now commonly used to ensure learning. The
school the author works for decided to adopt GC as both an interactive and
a distant means to teach all classes. The general teaching policy was issued
on the 7th and the online teaching request was announced to all the
instructors on the 10th of April, two weeks prior to the beginning of the
first semester class.

The general teaching policy reflected the policies issued by the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology-Japan
(hereafter MEXT). MEXT (2020) stated its commitment to take initiatives
against the COVID-19 pandemic in the field of education and take
whatever measures necessary to ensure that students would carry on
their learning as much as possible and that no one would be academically
left behind.

Along with the announcement were instructions on how to use the
online teaching system and issues - timetables and course syllabi - to be
considered by teachers. Most importantly, the guidance required all online
classes to incorporate the following two points:
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1) Provide answers for questions/tasks and make suggestions
2) Provide the opportunities for the exchange of opinion/information
among the students.

Classes that didn't reflect these two points were seen to be defective.
Teachers, in other words, were discouraged to simply set tasks and collect
assignments online.

MEXT also anticipated problems related to online teaching, such as
the issue of data capacity and the devices students would use during online
classroom. The document highlighted the problems brought by students
who have little or no access to Wi-F1i. It, therefore, recommended the use of
text-data as the main source of instruction. It also warned that some
students might not have computers and might be using smart phones
instead. Teachers were asked to allow students to submit their
assignments by text-data or by photographing their work.

The Learners’ Exposure to Google Classroom

The author of this research was in charge of First-year English
(hereafter FYE), a required, introductory course to English. All
participating students were university students in their first year
belonging to four different departments specializing in the humanities
other than English. There were approximately 30 students in each class.
Because the online classes started without a placement test for streaming
students, the class of each department was comprised of students with
varying proficiency levels in English. Furthermore, none of the students
had the opportunity to meet either their instructor or their classmates,
even prior to the start of the semester. They were in the dark with very
little understanding of what and how they would be studying at the
tertiary level.

The students’ use of personal computers and other devices when
studying varied significantly across the departments. Some departments
provided all of their students with a tablet device. According to the results
of the questionnaire distributed to the classes at the end of the semester,
one third of the students used a PC. And, as the school predicted, more
than half of the students used a mobile phone. In addition, one third of the
students used both a PC and a mobile phone simultaneously: for example,
they would use their mobile phone to listen to a CD and use their PC to
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type their answers. Some students experienced difficulty even typing in
English. Others faced problems relating to Wi-Fi connection at home.

The Instructors Adopting Google Classroom

The instructor taught 4 classes a day, and each class consisted of
roughly 30 students. The following day, 4 different classes were taught
with the same number of students in each. The 4 classes taught in the
same day were called FYE Al or FYE BI Each of the 8 classes met twice a
week. The textbook chosen for Al focused on listening while BI focused on
reading. The instructor prepared for four teaching days every week, which
involved a total of 446 students. Given the tight and demanding schedule
the instructor had to demonstrate a type of resilience known in Japan as
“having to keep pedaling so as not to fall off the bicycle” to meet the
expected standard of learning opportunities. Through trial and error and
the feedback she received, the instructor had ample opportunity to
experiment and improve her performance as a teacher of online classroom.

Both teachers and students had to adjust to the new circumstances
brought by online teaching and conform to the rules mandated by
authorities, grappling daily with the problems and issues of remote
learning. Mastering the technology would be the least of their worries. The
real challenge consisted of delivering classes, which students thought were
intellectually satisfying and constructive.

While it has been said that technological advancements would make it
easier for teachers to offer to their students a wider variety of educational
content, in reality, achieving this level of confidence is very difficult and
using the available technology requires a great deal of practice and
experience. Hence teachers are perhaps still quite a long way away from
the point where they might experience professional satisfaction and
contentment that result from their efforts to implement technology.
Compared to the workload they had before the spread of COVID-19, the
first semester of online teaching revealed that in the future teachers would
be spending more time searching for appropriate approaches and
strategies while preparing their classes.

In addition, the time available to prepare and adjust was very limited.
The announcement to adopt online teaching came only two weeks prior to
the start of the semester. Teachers were not trained how to conduct online
classes effectively, but they received a manual focusing on the basic use of
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the GC system, such as how to invite students to the classroom. The
‘Teaching in 2020, the humorous illustration below, describes very aptly
the reality and fear teachers initially faced when they experienced virtual
teaching for the first time.

Teaching in 2020

Semester Told to Plan for Possibl,
Begins Remote Teaching i

../ Making
%, Remote

Teaching
Plan

Actual
é) Teaching

Photograph 1. Teaching in 2020

Given the recent trends in education coupled with the drastic changes
imposed by the pandemic, we have seen the education sector taking bigger
strides towards individualized learning to engage students in the learning
process. Technology is playing an increasing role in a continued shift
towards customizing the learning experience for students individually.

Kariya (2020) warns that it is dangerous to rely too much on Edtech, or
private companies which produce online educational applications of various
subjects and offer individual students customized materials which
correspond to their level and progress. He suspects that the effect of
Edtech, which is highly regarded as a panacea that solves all the problems
in education - reduction of teachers” workload or tailoring instruction to
students’ level or ability - should come under more scrutiny. So rather than
allow ourselves to be carried away by the advances of technology and
allow our teaching to be driven by the tools we use, turning education into
a more mechanical process, as teachers we should be able to build our
lesson plans around real-time insights into our students needs obtained
from actually meeting and teaching the students in classroom situations.

Taking these considerations into account, the author decided to focus
on what she saw as paramount in learning, that is, to ensure first and
foremost her students’ positive emotional engagement with the learning
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process.

First, she decided to turn to research done on computer-assisted
language learning (hereafter CALL) to see how it might give some
essential insights into how to best take advantage of online resources. In
order to build a productive CALL classroom, Yamaguchi (2004) points out
that teachers can help students structure their learning and confront and
tackle issues related to student motivation and autonomy.

Furthermore, the author believed in the importance of Hanson-Smith’s
(2001) view that, where technology is deployed to its best advantage, we
should see teacher’s role becoming that of a guide and mentor, encouraging
students to take charge of their own learning, helping them to learn at
their own pace.

Since the students were about to confront the additional hurdle of an
online classroom to which they had never been exposed before, the author
took an approach which ensured that her class would stay simple, clear
and consistent, that it would be based on the textbook so that students
would be able to learn in a safe learning environment. As the author faced
the demanding and daunting task of preparing her online classes, she
sensed that she was traveling along a long and arduous road, or a steep
learning curve. Every class was putting a new aspect of teaching or
learning to the test, such as experimenting with a new kind of task, or
keeping a record of minor problems that were encountered. Based on her
experience of what worked and didn't work in class, she made changes to
her approach for the next class.

A Multi-Dimensional Approach

1) Lesson Plan - to pace the students’ learning

Considering the institutional requirements of following the class
timetable and of sustaining the usual face-to-face 60 minutes lesson plan,
the author decided to adopt a 5 minutes pace task delivery system, and to
use it as the main mode of instruction during online lessons. This approach
was thought to keep the class under control, pace the students’ learning
and to allow the instructor to keep a record of their attendance and of their
contribution during each class. Therefore lesson plans followed the 6-stage
pattern:

(D Greeting — explanation of the class contents and goals of the day
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Mini Quiz — short quiz to review the vocabulary learned during the
previous session

6-7 tasks that draw upon the exercises found in the textbook - each
task would be sent every 5 minutes

The answers and feedback for each task would be given once
submitted

Final Quiz — some writing exercises using the target vocabulary and
grammar

Final Greeting — explaining to students how the next class would
unfold so that they know what to expect

@ ©® ® @ ©®

This system allowed the teacher to monitor the students’ individual
efforts and the progress of her class. This approach also enabled the
teacher to interact with the students during the session. When some
students appeared to have difficulties in keeping up to the pace, the
teacher was In a position to provide advice and scaffolding. If the task was
relatively easy and most of the students finished and submitted their
answers quickly, the teacher would quicken the pace and set the tasks
earlier.

2) Strategies - to minimize the students’ level of stress

Former research (Hayashi 2019; Hashimoto 2017) suggested that the
quick task, where student complete tasks within a 5 minute time limit, is
effective In attenuating the students’ level of stress and anxiety when
learning the target language. Not only listening tasks, but also reading and
writing tasks needs to be completed within 5 minutes. The students were
therefore encouraged to carry out their reading and writing tasks in 5
minutes. Skimming and scanning activities were set to foster reading
comprehension. Students were encouraged to use techniques for decoding
meaning. With respect to the quick write tasks, the students’ speed and
amount of writing would take precedence regardless of the mistakes that
would be made. Longer pieces of writing would be awarded more points
and all tasks should be finished within the allocated 5 minutes.

Especially in the case of slower learners, allowing the students to use
dictionaries and even translation applications or devices during the class
may be conducive to lowering their levels of stress and to motivating them
to work harder. Such extra help can be especially useful when slow
learners engage in reading and writing tasks. Many researchers point out
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that it is not realistic for teachers of English to prevent their students from
utilizing those recent technological developments (Gally 2019; Ishikawa
2019; Sakai 2019). They are even in favor of the teachers themselves
practicing and learning how to use these devices and applications so that
they might in turn be in a position to demonstrate better ways of using
them to their students.

3) Giving Praise — to motivate students

A simple but often overlooked way of rewarding students for their
effort is through words of encouragement. Learners crave praise and
recognition for a task well done. Teachers have nothing to lose by making
positive comments and the students’ renewed motivation is noticeable
when teachers acknowledge their achievements. Thanks to the GC
function which automatically groups students with the same answer,
instructors can provide spontaneous feedback. Slow learners can be
encouraged to take a look at their textbook in advance, enabling them to
finish tasks on time and receive positive feedback for the work they
complete. Being prepared in advance, students can in principle commit
themselves to work harder and engage more deeply with the materials
being presented.

Participants’ Voice

The school mandates students to evaluate their English classes after
the last class. Based on the evaluation they gave, it can be argued that the
online classroom was on the whole successful. To be specific, 95 % of
participants said that they actively and seriously worked during class.
Additionally, 90% replied that they were able to concentrate during class.
More than 80% felt that they were able to communicate during the session.
Nearly 80% claimed that the motivation to learn in the future grew.

The results also included the participants’ rare and unexpected
comments. As the following comments indicate, students candidly
described their situation and how they felt when studying online. To
preserve the meaning of what students wanted to articulate, their original
texts in Japanese are followed by the author’s translation.

O RELTFAMPRRLT TFAMS I T —THALZPRLEDM
F L7, EFEIIHEFLROTTY, COFREIEETIILELATH
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I MO E L7z 7TFAFOARLIIANTETHDOIZRD
R CWHNE 7 52O THRENIE L2572 T | F728EN %5
TRBEELHEDONR=ALTERDP>72OTR) R T o272 TF,
The assignments and texts are easy to see, and the textbook is in color,
which motivated me. I am not good at English, but this class wasn't
depressing and I enjoyed working on the tasks. The content of the text
was also comical and very informative, and sometimes it was
interesting, so it was more funl Also, the pace at which the
assignments were sent by the teacher was just right, so it was easy to
do.

—DDEDDOMEIZTA Y P2 LTNTZODE L1572 TT .
I was glad that the teacher commented on each assignment.

MEZ72HEIIEZ 65T, IEFLO6EDTLHL RO TEL,-
72T,

I was happy because if I made a mistake, I was corrected, and if I
answered correctly, I was praised.

—xt—ThAltaIa == a UHFENLOT, LR T o7
T9o AL DL, WEICH L3RI x> b2 LTLE
SoT, B LTHELICFERIEDPHRIEBVE T,

It was easy to ask questions because I was able to communicate with
the teacher one-on-one. The explanations were easy to understand,
and I think that I was able to concentrate and learn efficiently because
she commented on every answer I gave.

C DFFEIIIFHATFEDFED T, MEDE D - THIROFED ST,
—HOKEPMES (BWEKRT), 600%EP L TIEELSZITLZ &N
HiskE L7,

There were a lot of things we had to do in each lesson, and even after
the assignment was over, the next assignment was given, and I was
able to concentrate during the lesson for 60 minutes without taking a
break (in a good way).

—DO—DOOMEIZH L T—A— AT XAy p2EHENTLZE), aaf

TANVADFETT > ERIZBETENLZ VR T X EEWR25, 45
MW EEBITTORFLETEOARAY — 25720 T, b ALEE
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TETVLON, BFFIZENDLIDON, BELADALIEEINN o7
DTEA, BEOIT XY P T—ATHIRL TWADTIARWAL L
DNTEZDR L TELRDED o 12ZEL. VLI OERTEL L
INZolzl), MEZFE A= FPELS L>TEVEFIZOR
NofztBwnEd, - - Eoaxrybed o) -0uEL) v
WEHAIA D Lo T, BIROERRLREOFEEZ L), HEiEX
BRI ERRDIHEESL Z L R-OTE Rl BnE T,
ARBIIFEFE IR IS T 5 72O CTHIERETE V20> 72D TS,
a0F A IVADBETH TRV & TTA, IR EEE
L HWoieErHETnEd, :

The teacher wrote comments for each question. I was at home for a
long time due to the influence of the corona virus, and while using a
computer I was not accustomed to, I started my college life full of
things I didn't understand. I was wondering if I was able to take the
course properly and if I could get a license, but the teacher’'s comment
made me feel that I wasn't studying alone, so I was totally motivated. I
think that even in lessons that I didn't have any interest, I became able
to concentrate little by little, and the speed of answering questions
became faster, which led me to gain greater self-confidence.

I'm not good at English, but I think I was able to do my best, trying to
get a better score than the last time by reviewing and preparing for
the next lesson. Actually, I was not particularly good at English, so I
wanted to learn it in face-to-face lessons, but I can't help it because of
the corona virus, but I personally feel as satisfied as in face-to-face
lessons.

Participants felt isolation and confusion, just like the instructor. They
liked the textbook and felt that the 5 minutes Quick Task™ system
provided the optimal pace for learning. Participants’ messages revealed
that, overall, this online classroom seemed successful, mainly because of
the positive feedbacks they received. They found them encouraging.

However, the result also indicated some challenges to be met. Some
students were eager to communicate with classmates during class. On the
other hand, there were students who were reluctant to appear in front of
the camera and communicate with their classmates.

The classes the author was in charge had no students who majored in
English. It is customary for those not majoring in English to share a
negative attitude towards English (Hayashi, 2019). The classroom
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questionnaire revealed the fact that many students favored the online
classroom because they didn't experience embarrassment demonstrating
their ability in front of their peers and were able to study at their own pace,
such as listening to a CD as much as they wanted.

Final Thought

Carter & Nunan (2010) view that there are two goals language courses
taught at universities must help achieve. Besides the acquisition of content,
teachers must guide the students’ learning process. Teachers shouldn’t
fulfill an authoritarian role. They should adopt the role of an organizer,
whereby they control the students’ pace of learning, and scaffold their
learning (Yamaguchi 2004; Shiozawa 2003). This research has shown that it
is also possible to apply these principles to online classroom.

The students’ feedback has clearly shown that even in the virtual
world, it is possible to establish an authentic, successful and meaningful
teacher-student rapport. Positive, complimentary and supportive
responses on students’ tasks play a key role towards ensuring a safe and
meaningful experience for all the participants. In spite of the off-putting
and inhibiting distance imposed by having to communicate by virtual
means, and even though the means of communicating between the
participants during the learning process has changed and is mediated by
technology, both the students” and the teachers’ needs remain unchanged
and need to be addressed (Takeuchi 2021).

This research has demonstrated that it is possible to break the barrier
between the instructor and the learners brought by online communication.
Teachers need to consider taking a more systematic, step-by-step
approach so that each student in the class can pace her learning. No matter
how advanced the technology is, however, it is counterproductive unless it
can be practically implemented. And as Kariya (2020) argues, given the
uncertainties brought by the corona virus, it is the faculty members who
must use their knowledge and wisdom to the fullest to accurately
understand the changes they face and make decisions based on what they
learn.

On the basis of the successful aspects of this semester’'s online
teaching experience, the author feels that, in time and with practice, both
teachers and students will come to recognize and appreciate that even in
the virtual world of teaching, every cloud has a silver lining. No matter
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how difficult the situation, there must be a good side which becomes a ray
of light for the future. And the Participants will learn to take advantage of
the opportunities which online teaching offers and which are not available
in the real-world classroom.
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