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Until recently, higher education was a mainly in-person institution. Students either commuted from
their homes to nearby campuses, or they lived at school, in campus accommodations or in nearby
private housing—all so they could more easily access and spend time on the college campus. This is
because higher education settings are so much more than just “information delivery systems,” they
are, as Herman (2020) reports, “. . . like small towns.” They are sites for the development of students
as not just learners but also as people and citizens.

While many degree programs offer online courses and distance learning1, colleges and universities
have traditionally been physical sites that consist of in-person classroom instruction and interaction.
We argue that it is this physicality of colleges and universities that fosters social interactions,
orchestrating the conditions for the creation of communities of learners, which further facilitates
personal and intellectual growth. We see this as “campus culture” and argue that it is both the
condition for, and the product of, student flourishing.We further argue that it is something essential
to the higher education, and therefore, should be protected, at a time when so many would like to see
higher education permanently move off campus and online (e.g., Dhawan, 2020; Frankfurt, 2020;
Govindarajan and Srivastava, 2020; Lockee, 2021; Taparia, 2020, May 25).

We are, as Aristotle thought, social animals. By that argument, learning should be seen as a
communal activity. Moreover, it is made possible by the development of certain kinds of
virtues–what have been called “intellectual virtues,” such as curiosity, love of learning, open-
mindedness, and intellectual humility. These are the virtues people need, in order to pursue
truth and knowledge (Baehr, 2017). Learning as a communal activity is also made possible by
“interpersonal virtues” of cooperation,mutual respect and good will toward others in the class, and by
the creation of norms of trust that allow students to learn in a space in which they know their
contributions will be valued. In an important sense, universities do not just teach subjects like
philosophy, psychology or business; they teach people–who learn from each other as much as they do
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1The empirical and popular literature consulted in writing this paper, uses a variety of terms when referring to “online learning.”
These include, but are not limited to: e-learning, distance learning, computer-assisted learning, edtech, asynchronous teaching,
web-based learning, digital learning and remote teaching. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the term “remote
teaching” has taken on a nuanced quality, which sets it apart from these other concepts. To explain: in the case of the other
terms, these reflect teaching/learning settings or contexts that are intentionally designed to be delivered online—that is, courses/
curriculum delivered via some form of technology that does not require students or teachers to be together in the same physical
space. Remote teaching (often preceded by the term “emergency,”) is a situation where, due to the exceptional circumstances of
the global pandemic, and the need for social distancing, campus closures and/or lockdowns, teaching (and learning) had to be
done “remotely”—which usually meant from the homes of those doing the teaching. Despite the delivery being online,
“emergency remote teaching” (Hodges et al., 2020) is an altogether different situation, where classes designed to be held on
campus and in-person have been forced into online formats that were not part of their original design.
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from their professors. Together they develop intellectual virtues
and virtues of social cooperation, which we believe can only be
achieved when in the company of others.

By being in-person and together on campus, students are also
better able to make new acquaintances and form friendships that
go beyond the boundaries of the classroom (Eve et al, 2014).
Importantly, students also develop a sense of identity and
belonging. The social opportunities and interpersonal
interactions made possible by in-person and on-campus
attendance help students to see themselves as parts of a
greater whole; connecting their personal good with that of the
school, thereby contributing to its good, and enhancing the lives
of fellow students—which in turn enhances their own lives.

Consider the kinds of social interactions that occur on campus,
through students’ engagement in groups and organizations such
as (e.g.,) a campus Gay Straight Alliance; or in the context of a
multicultural student center. Students engage with other students
who might feel disenfranchised or who lack a sense of true
belonging (Lefever, 2012). Such campus groups and settings
can help students to overcome feelings of loneliness,
depression, or alienation. It is also in these settings that
students often form lasting friendships (Alemán, 2010; Gareis
et al, 2019). Lending support to our claims, Gable (2016)
compared the experiences of first-generation and continuing-
generation students. She reported that for both groups, a student’s
path to “thriving” included “making friends from a variety of
backgrounds. . . (and) . . . committing (to) an extra-curricular
organization preferably early in college.” (Gable, 2016, p. 221).

In short, colleges and universities, with the help of the student
organizations within—and the campus culture that is
created—are microcosms that quite literally (if not physically),
surround, support and aid students in myriad ways. This includes
helping students form meaningful friendships and develop social
networks; and helping with learning—not just the attainment of
knowledge in pursuit of a degree, but learning about oneself—as
an individual and as part of something bigger. These are some of
the interpersonal and associative skills that underpin the
intellectual and interpersonal virtues, which in turn, translate
to becoming good citizens (Peterson, 2017). Interestingly,
universities are increasingly being looked to as places that
produce global citizens (Braskamp, 2008; Grimwood, 2018).

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forced educators to revisit
the pros and cons of online teaching and learning with greater
urgency. Partisanship was evident in the popular press and higher
education “trade” journals, where authors enthused about the
benefits or detriments of online learning; at the same time,
intimating that the other is second-rate or second-class.

In a proponent opinion piece in the New York Times, Taparia
(2020) made a case for the financial benefits of online learning; it
is cheaper and cuts college costs considerably. Also, clearly in the
pro camp was a Washington Post article, whose title was all that
was needed to know what side of the divide it fell; “Cuomo
questions why school buildings still exist—and says New York
will work with Bill Gates to ‘reimagine education”” (Strauss,
2020). From Forbes, Frankfurt (2020) offered a strongly pro
message wherein he concluded: “If this global pandemic has
taught us anything, it’s that the importance of online flexibility

is absolutely critical for the sustainment of education and overall
well-being.” (Frankfurt, 2020, para. 10). He’s not wrong,
objectively speaking, in terms of the sustainment of education,
at least so long as the pandemic rages across the globe. As for well-
being, we’re not convinced.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the divide, in an opinion piece
from Inside Higher Ed entitled “Online Learning is not the Future
of Higher Education,”Herman (2020) reported on the findings of
his own well-timed study: with the move to online learning taking
place in the middle of the term, an opportunity arose where
students could “compare the digital with the analog versions of
their classes.” (para. 7).

Herman asked his own students, who he described as being
“digital natives” (suggesting they’d have no bias against digital
technologies), to write about their experiences of online
education. After roughly factoring in the major demographic
variables (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, etc.) Herman concluded,
“. . .(T)hey hated it. . . All told, moving online caused ‘a profound
sense of loss.’” (Herman, 2020, para. 9).

In deconstructing the students’ comments, to better
understand their dislike—and taking the pandemic-related
variables into consideration—he deduced that the issue was
the asynchronous nature of pre-recorded lectures and podcasts;
no longer having a specified class time meant that students were
essentially taking their classes alone. Missing out on human
interaction turned out to be the essential factor fueling their
extreme dislike of online learning. “The farther a class got from
face-to-face, the less students liked it, and the less they got out of it.
Conversely, the closer a class got to approximating the traditional
classroom, the better.” (Herman, 2020, para. 19).

More than a year on from the start of the COVID-19
pandemic—and the commensurate move to ‘emergency
remote online teaching/learning’—another opinion piece from
The Times Higher Education reports that students are missing on-
campus learning, adding a new angle of support for the con
position. “The experience of online learning from their parental
home has mademany students keener than ever to study in face-to-
face settings alongside new friends, far away from where they grew
up.” (Hillman, 2021, para. 13).

Turning to the empirical research, while somewhat mixed in
their overall findings, studies generally report that students are
more often dissatisfied with their online learning experiences
(Abbasi et al, 2020; Bouhnik and Marcus, 2006), and that face-to-
face learning is often preferable to distance learning (e.g.,
Picciano, 2002; Bali and Liu, 2018; Castle and McGuire,
2010)—both prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Nevertheless, online learning has been found to be effective in
knowledge transfer/learning (Anggrawan and Jihadil, 2018); to
promote critical thinking skills (Mansbach, 2015); and it limits
the carbon intensity of course delivery (Castle and McGuire,
2010). Aspects of online instruction have even been found tomeet
weaker students’ extended teaching needs (Brecht and Ogilby,
2008). The temporal freedom to progress through a course of
study at one’s own pace is another frequently cited benefit of
online learning (e.g., Anderson, 2008). It has also been reported
that while campus-based education has numerous advantages, for
first-generation students, the anonymity provided by its digital
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complement can sometimes have greater benefits (van Belle and
Kaag, 2021). To their credit, some distance educators have also
shown that they understand the importance of communication,
social presence and social interactions as features that should be
incorporated into online learning (Khoo and Cowie, 2010; Bali
and Liu, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2021).

The positive benefits of online learning notwithstanding, we
argue that moving all teaching and learning online would sacrifice
the positive benefits of an in-person interactive learning
community, with its reciprocal social interactions and
engagement with student groups; it would be the loss of
campus culture. While we do believe that some online
environments are able to create a sense of classroom
cohesiveness, foster valuable interactions among students, and
provide some conditions for learning and personal growth, this is
by no means guaranteed. Small online class environments are
more conducive to facilitating these kinds of goals; it is arguably
more difficult to achieve such goals when online class sizes are
very large, or when they are designed to be asynchronous.

To illustrate from our own experiences, in the second author’s
online class during the spring of 2021, there were seventeen very good
students and wonderful classroom interactions. This would not likely
have been possible with amuch larger group. In the first author’s large
undergraduate class of 300-plus students—which was not designed to
be delivered online—a little more than 100 attended the first “live
online” lecture, remotely delivered (and recorded) during a lockdown
period from her laptop at home. That number dropped successively
lower with each passing week. By the end of that semester, only 30–40
“regulars” were still attending the live online lectures. Whatever the
reasons (e.g., technology, motivation, time-tabling, connectivity, home
environment, teaching quality, other COVID-19 concerns, etc.), these
are not the descriptions of vibrant, thriving educational experiences.

Students who attend in-person classes, unlike those who learn
online, can leave their classrooms and encounter a rich real-time,
in-real-life (IRL) campus environment, where learning
continues—with peers as well as with mentors (e.g., professors,
counselors, and advisors). Students can feel part of a larger

community, and sometimes part of larger educational
traditions that span decades, if not centuries. They can learn
to become good “citizens” of their wider communities. (As an
example, if students believe that their universities are implicated
in injustice, they can lobby for change.) Students can also develop
their ideals and act on them in the company of like-minded
others. These on-campus IRL experiences are formative in
students’ lives, and the friendships they make while in college
can last a lifetime.

In the face of the mutating COVID-19 virus, concerns for
one’s own—and one’s students’—health and safety need to be
paramount. Social distancing, and periodic lockdowns, which
are sure to continue, foretell circumstances that will most
certainly challenge broad scale return to campus life as we
knew it. And while we would argue against online education
becoming a permanent substitute to a campus-based
education, we acknowledge that some forms of “emergency
remote teaching/learning” may be necessary for a period
of time.

As such, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and its
repercussions, there is reason to temporarily consider a more
complementary teaching and learning approach. This could
involve distance learning and/or “emergency remote teaching”
(Hodges et al., 2020) during lockdown phases, and a return to in-
person on-campus instruction when and as it is safe to do so (e.g.,
Nordmann et al., 2020; Verde and Valero, 2021). However, we
vehemently contend that the value of campus culture for students
to develop and flourish, needs to be acknowledged and factored
into any judgments about the relative merits of online and in-
person learning; and planned for in any decisions about the
“future of higher education”.
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