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emergency remote teaching in a
writing course during COVID-19
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The COVID-19 pandemic forced most educational institutions in the US to

quickly transfer to emergency remote teaching, finding many instructors and

students unprepared. This study explored university students’ perspectives

in a composition course during the emergency period and proposes

guidance on designing a “student-friendly” online learning environment.

This study examines the students’ concerns about and challenges with

emergency remote teaching, the course’s benefits during the online learning

period, and students’ recommendations for improvement. The research was

conducted in seven sections of a multimodal composition course at a large,

Midwestern university. Participants responded to a virtual discussion board

at the beginning of online instruction and a survey after online instruction.

Qualitative analysis of responses—guided by the Community of Inquiry

(CoI) framework—showed that the participants expressed challenges with

staying motivated, completing coursework, and feeling socially disconnected

from instructors and classmates. Benefits expressed by the participants

included increased flexibility in their schedules, improved time management

skills, and increased virtual communication with instructors. This study

highlights suggestions that can guide the design of composition courses and

pedagogical practices for emergency remote teaching in the future.

KEYWORDS

emergency remote teaching, education during COVID-19, student perspectives,
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Introduction

Writing skills are considered crucial for academic success for college students
regardless of their discipline due to the fact that students are evaluated through
writing in almost every type of college course (Conley, 2007). Therefore, many colleges
and universities offer writing support through mandatory composition courses. These
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courses aim to bridge the gap between learners’ writing skills
acquired in secondary school and the skills required to succeed
at the college level and beyond. The writing skills that students
gain through these courses are also highly important for
employment after graduation (e.g., Kassim and Ali, 2010;
Pandey and Pandey, 2014; Weldy et al., 2014). At the authors’
institution and many others, these mandatory composition
classes have historically been offered in a face-to-face classroom
context, with only a few sections, if any, being offered in
an online format each semester. Regular in-class peer review
workshops (Jensen, 2016), small group activities (Hunzer, 2014),
and student-instructor conferences (Patthey-Chavez and Ferris,
1997) are staples of this type of composition class, which made
the switch to online classes during the COVID-19 pandemic
a dramatic transition. When the COVID-19 pandemic was
declared in March of 2020 (World Health Organization, 2020),
most educational institutions in the United States were forced
to quickly transfer to online courses (Crawford et al., 2020),
finding many instructors and students unprepared. Research on
online learning before the COVID-19 pandemic that explored
students’ perceptions did not find any significant difference
between students’ progress in online and conventional versions
of writing courses (e.g., Mehlenbacher et al., 2000), and research
has differed with regard to the effectiveness of online learning
for college courses in general (cf. Phipps and Merisotis, 1999;
Johnson et al., 2000). When taking online courses was a choice,
not a mandate, online courses were rated lower than face-to-
face courses and the students showed a preference for face-
to-face courses (Lowenthal et al., 2015). Possible reasons for
this included the perception of not having “a real or a human
teacher” and the importance of social presence in online courses
(Tichavsky et al., 2015, p. 6).

However, with the sudden outbreaks of COVID-19, a
shift to online learning became inevitable globally. Online
instruction in a regular situation is quite different from
online instruction during emergency periods: Whereas
regular online instruction is designed to be delivered
virtually, online instruction during emergency periods
must be developed quickly to provide students with
temporary access to course content that would otherwise
be presented face-to-face. This study provides an insight into
students’ experiences with the transition to emergency
remote teaching in an introductory writing course.
Students’ feedback provides valuable data to guide us
toward better course designs—particularly those focused
on learner-centered education—and improved student
engagement in future online courses.

This article will begin with a review of relevant literature.
It will then describe the methodology used, present the
findings, and provide a discussion and recommendations based
on them. Finally, this article draws conclusions about the
implications of this study.

Literature review

Learner-centered online education

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
defines distance education as “education that uses one or
more technologies to deliver instruction to students who
are separated from the instructor and to support regular
and substantive interaction between the students and the
instructor synchronously or asynchronously” (National Center
for Education Statistics [NCES], 2020, p. 307). According
to the NCES, approximately 34% of all undergraduate
students in the United States participated in at least one
distance education course in fall 2018, compared to only
8% of undergraduate students in 2000. Additionally, 14% of
undergraduates were enrolled exclusively in distance education,
which has increased from 2% in 2000 (National Center
for Education Statistics [NCES], 2011, 2020). Clearly, online
education has grown significantly in the last two decades,
especially as US institutions are experiencing increasingly
high enrollment numbers and must look for new ways to
economically meet the increasing demand for higher education
(Tichavsky et al., 2015). As Daymont et al. (2011) pointed out,
online education alleviates the strain on the amount of physical
space required for classes on campus and provides schedule
accommodations for students.

Despite the clear economical and practical benefits of online
learning, several past studies discovered that students still
reportedly favored face-to-face classes over online (e.g., Diebel
and Gow, 2009; Delaney et al., 2010; Tichavsky et al., 2015),
with the most prominent reasons being a preference for the
teacher’s presence in class and challenges with self-regulated
learning (Tichavsky et al., 2015). Tichavsky et al. (2015) further
sought to investigate this phenomenon by looking into whether
students’ preferences were based on preconceived perceptions of
online learning or their actual experiences with it. They found
that one primary pattern that emerged to explain students’
aversion to online learning was that students perceived online
learning as an independent form of learning and one that lacked
interaction with peers and instructors. Kaur and Joordens (2021)
provided guidelines to make online learning more effective.
In their literature review, the authors discussed the most
significant factors that contributed to the success of online
learning. Amongst other items, satisfaction and motivation of
the students appear in the list of 16 factors.

Relatedly, Ritthipruek (2018) argued that the digital-
native students of today’s classrooms benefit from elaborate
technology-based learning environments to stay engaged and
interested in classroom material. However, Ritthipruek (2018)
also found that students expressed that they learned best
with a blend of different modes of learning, including
worksheets, game-based practice, and multimedia. Therefore,
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they recommended a blended learning model to increase
student performance and maintain learner engagement.

Tichavsky et al.’s (2015) and Ritthipruek’s (2018) studies
both reflect some of the main ideas of learner-centered
education (LCE)—the idea that teaching should focus on the
individual needs of learners (Badjadi, 2020). Past research has
indicated that implementing LCE methods can be challenging
for instructors (e.g., Bai and González, 2019). Despite these
challenges in implementation, LCE has been shown to motivate
students, develop their communication skills, and stimulate
personal growth (Villacís and Camacho, 2017; Ahmed and
Dakhiel, 2019; Van Viegen and Russell, 2019). Therefore, it is
worth considering how instructors can effectively design their
courses to support the ideas of LCE, especially in the context of
increasingly common online education.

Emergency remote teaching

Remote learning, online learning, and emergency remote
teaching carry different meanings and requirements. The phrase
remote learning has been used to emphasize the geographically
flexible aspect of education whereas with online learning, the
use of technology is emphasized in the learning process (Moore
et al., 2011). Emergency remote teaching (ERT), on the other
hand, has a temporary nature resulting from an emergency
situation (Barbour et al., 2020). While there is a considerable
amount of planning and organization behind online and remote
teaching (Hodges et al., 2020), in an emergency situation,
the same amount of planning and organization might not be
achieved. As educational institutions react to crises, they must
develop ways to provide students with temporary access to
education that would otherwise be presented face-to-face. ERT
has been defined as “a temporary shift of instructional delivery
to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis circumstances”
(Hodges et al., 2020). Whereas traditional online learning is a
preference, where the student exercises their right to choose
between face-to-face and in-person education, ERT is a forced
situation in which choice is taken away from the students
and other stakeholders. ERT has already been shown to have
negatively impacted several aspects of students’ educational
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example,
Sarikaya (2021) found low levels of student motivation for
writing, which was attributed to a lack of access to the
technological tools to support timely feedback. Reduced student
concentration (Shim and Lee, 2020) and disengagement due to
assignment design (Ismailov and Ono, 2021) have also been
reported during the period of ERT due to COVID-19.

During periods of ERT, a shift in focus from the course
content to providing support for students during these
challenging times might be more helpful (Bozkurt and Sharma,
2020), as that is what the students will remember from the
course. Bozkurt and Sharma (2020) note that during periods

of ERT, students often are told to simply watch lectures, but
they suggest that it is more important to focus on building a
community for the students to have meaningful interactions.
One way that many instructors may create these meaningful
interactions online is by implementing discussion boards. As
Wikle and West (2019) suggest, discussion boards may evoke
that sense of community that students seek at this time, but
instructors should keep in mind that depending on the topic’s
difficulty, it may not facilitate learning.

Though it is important to focus on supporting students,
faculty needs in this situation must also be considered. Most
instructors who went online during the COVID-19 pandemic
had no online teaching experience (Johnson et al., 2020; Trust
and Whalen, 2020). Hodges et al. (2020) note, “The rapid
approach necessary for ERT may diminish the quality of the
courses delivered” as substantial planning and preparation
is required to develop a quality online course. Therefore,
instructors experiencing ERT need support, including resources
to improve their classroom practices from home. However,
when asked what assistance administrators and faculty needed
during the shift to ERT, the most common response was support
for students (Johnson et al., 2020). Therefore, it appears that the
needs of the students were the number one priority when classes
shifted online, reflecting a focus on LCE. Some previous studies
have investigated the ways in which instructors have prioritized
LCE even when temporarily shifting classes online during the
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, researchers have studied
student-centered interactions in online English-as-a-second-
language classrooms (Bamidele, 2021), graduate veterinary
programs (Gonçalves and Capucha, 2020), and lab-based
learning in STEM disciplines (West et al., 2021) during COVID-
19. Few studies, if any, have proposed guidelines for LCE
in online undergraduate composition courses or investigated
students’ perceptions of such courses during emergency periods.
The present study aims to fill this gap. Schools, teachers,
and even the educational technology (EdTech) industry are
learning from this shift to ERT (Williamson et al., 2020), and
the adjustments made will have long-term implications for the
future of education.

Community of inquiry framework

To effectively assess course design concerning LCE and
ERT, it is necessary to consider a framework that can be used
as a guide for evaluation. The Community of Inquiry (CoI)
is one such framework that has been used as a “guide to
educators for the optimal use of computer conferencing as
a medium to facilitate an educational transaction” (Garrison
et al., 1999, p. 87). CoI has been defined as an educational
framework in which learners experience social, teaching, and
cognitive presence through scientific inquiry. Garrison (2009)
describes social presence as participants’ sense of belonging to
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the community they are in and their communication with this
community in meaningful and deliberate ways. Social presence
should also include open communication, group cohesion, and
affective expression. Teaching presence involves designing and
implementing the course, facilitating discourse among students,
and directly instructing students. Finally, according to Garrison
(2007), cognitive presence is related to learners’ understanding
of the course and what is required, and it is achieved through
events that trigger learning, exploration of ideas, integration and
connection of ideas, and the application of new ideas.

The use of CoI in a learning environment signifies a
purposeful and supportive collaboration between the teacher
and the students, and thereby knowledge is constructed in a
trusted environment (Garrison, 2006). Past research confirms
this, with results indicating that students who feel a sense
of belonging and are content with the course are more
successful (Akyol and Garrison, 2008; Morris, 2010). The sense
of belonging in online courses seems to be achieved through
discussion boards as a way to communicate and interact with
other learners in the course and the teacher (Morris, 2010).
According to Morris (2010), this kind of interaction increased
the involvement of the individual learners in the course, which
in turn increased their success.

Many researchers have used the CoI framework, and so
far, it has been shown that it is a useful theoretical framework
and a suitable tool to investigate and design online learning
experiences (Akyol and Garrison, 2008). Nonetheless, online
learning experiences might differ from online learning in
emergency situations, such as the lockdown during the COVID-
19 pandemic. How students perceive social, teaching, and
cognitive presence through scientific inquiry during these
extenuating circumstances in a university level writing course
is yet to be explored. Therefore, the purpose of this study
is to investigate the students’ concerns about and challenges
with emergency remote teaching, the course’s benefits during
the online learning period, and students’ recommendations for
improvement through the lens of the CoI framework to provide
suggestions and insights for the design of future courses.

Aim of the study

This study explores students’ perceptions of a composition
course during the emergency remote period and proposes
guidance on designing a learner-centered online education
environment. This study examines the students’ concerns,
challenges, perceived benefits, and recommendations
for improvement.

While coping with a global crisis, this quick transition
to online learning found many students unprepared and
unfamiliar with online learning. Thus, the researchers strongly
believe that exploring students’ perceptions is of the utmost
importance and will provide support in similar emergency

situations in the future. This study may also contribute to
understanding features of learning environments that influence
engagement—including physical, social, and technological
contexts—and serve as general guidance for the design of online
composition courses.

The present study was guided by the following research
questions:

RQ1: What are the students’ concerns and challenges with
online learning in a writing course during COVID-19?

RQ2: What are the benefits of online learning in a writing
course during COVID-19?

RQ3: What are the students’ preferences and
recommendations for improvement?

Methodology

Context and participants

Participants were undergraduate students enrolled in an
introductory, multimodal composition course at a large,
Midwestern university in the U.S. This course is mandatory for
most undergraduate students at the university and is considered
sophomore-level (year two). Students from seven sections of
this course were selected to participate in the present study via
convenience sampling, as the researchers were teaching these
sections at the time of the shift to ERT. The curriculum and
class schedule of all sections were guided by Canvas modules
created by the course coordinators, meaning that all seven
sections were almost identical in course structure and design,
with only minor differences when instructors chose to modify
small assignments. Each section had approximately the same
number of students (n = 20–24). This course served as an
interesting example of a class that originally met in person
but had to quickly transition to emergency remote teaching
utilizing asynchronous communication after the ninth week of
the Spring 2020 semester.

While most participants were native English speakers, a
few were international students with first languages including
Spanish, French, Italian, Chinese, and Swahili. Participants’
gender and age information was collected to be reported in
aggregate following an established convention in linguistics
research. A discussion board post was completed by 104
students during the first week of online instruction, and a
Qualtrics survey was completed during the semester’s final
week. The discussion board prompt can be seen in Figure 1.
Although biodata were not available for participants who only
completed the discussion board post, the average age of the 29
(16 male, 13 female) participants who completed the Qualtrics
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FIGURE 1

The discussion board prompt.

survey was 20 years old, and these data are believed to be
representative of the larger group of participants as well due to
the course’s nature as a mandatory sophomore-level class. Of the
29 students who completed the Qualtrics survey, 34% (n = 10)
responded that they had taken an online course before, and
55% (n = 16) responded that they had not (three participants
did not answer this question). Discussion board posts were
anonymized prior to data analysis. The Qualtrics data were
collected anonymously. This study was reviewed and considered
exempt by the university’s institutional review board.

Data collection

This study used a qualitative method for data collection and
analysis. Two forms of data collection were designed to achieve
this study’s goals.

First, participants responded to an online discussion board
at the beginning of the online instruction period. This discussion
board was designed to gauge student concerns and provide an
opportunity for instructors to answer students’ questions about
online coursework at the beginning of the emergency remote
teaching period. Two prompts were included in these discussion
board posts: (1) What questions or concerns do you have about
online learning? and (2) What do you anticipate will be your
biggest challenge for completing the coursework? It should be
noted that this method of data collection was utilized in six of
the seven sections; one instructor chose to omit this from their
class curriculum.

Second, participants from all seven sections responded
to a Qualtrics survey consisting of questions designed in an
anonymous survey format to elicit honest responses about
areas in which the course and instructors could improve.
The Qualtrics survey was prepared by the authors and
validated through a feedback loop among the authors and
peer reviewers (graduate students in applied linguistics). The
survey was sent to participants through an announcement on
the course’s learning management system. This announcement
explained the general purpose of the study and informed

participants that participation was voluntary and answers would
be anonymous. The survey was split into three sections for
participants’ convenience. The first five questions comprised
the first section and were created to gather the participants’
biodata, first languages, instructor, and experience with online
coursework. The second section consisted of five open-ended
questions designed to elicit answers to the research questions.
The final section consisted of 10 Likert-scale questions to
elicit participants’ attitudes about the emergency remote
teaching period. The participants were given the choice to
select from five options (strongly agree, somewhat agree,
neither agree nor disagree, somewhat disagree, and strongly
disagree), as well as to explain their answers after their Likert-
scale responses. The full Qualtrics survey can be found in
Supplementary Appendix A.

Data analysis

Informed by the CoI model (Garrison et al., 1999), responses
to open-ended questions in the discussion board and Qualtrics
responses were manually coded by the four researchers using an
open and axial coding process (Berg, 2004). During an initial
round of open coding, all four researchers independently coded
a small sample (20%) using the CoI model to establish a general
understanding of the existing CoI themes and to check for inter-
coder reliability. After the open coding process, the researchers
met remotely and discussed the disagreements in coding until an
agreement was reached. The researchers then completed axial
coding to develop a coding guide consisting of themes, sub-
themes, and examples. Certain examples did not fit in any of
the existing categories on the CoI, so a fourth category was
developed for technological responses labeled “Other.” After the
categories and expectations were clear, to ensure the reliability
of the researchers’ manual coding, all open-ended Qualtrics
questions were coded independently by two of the researchers.
Inter-annotator reliability was assessed using Krippendorff ’s
alpha (Krippendorff, 2007), yielding α = 0.858 (high reliability).
For the discussion board responses, a random sample of 20% of
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the open-ended responses was annotated by a second researcher,
yielding α = 0.865 (high reliability). Likert-scale results were
analyzed utilizing simple descriptive statistics.

Findings

This section presents the findings pertaining to the three
research questions. The first research question addressed
the concerns students had and the challenges students
faced regarding the transition to ERT. The second question
addressed students’ perceived benefits after completing the ERT
period. The final question addressed students’ preferences and
recommendations for future writing classes during periods of
ERT. Themes in student responses are sorted into the three main
elements of the CoI framework (cognitive, social, and teaching)
as identified through the data analysis process described above.
Likert-scale responses from the Qualtrics survey are discussed
alongside relevant thematic findings, and a summary of these
responses can be found in Supplementary Appendix B.

RQ1: Concerns and challenges

Table 1 presents an overview of the concerns identified
by students in the discussion board posts prior to ERT and
the challenges identified by students in the Qualtrics survey
after the ERT period.

As shown in Table 1, the discussion board themes
emerging at the beginning of online instruction included
being worried about understanding assignments, staying on
top of assignments, and learning online instead of in the
traditional classroom. One student expressed their cognitive
concern when they said, “My biggest concern would be
misunderstanding the directions of an assignment. I don’t
want to do an assignment completely wrong because of a
misunderstanding and then get points off for that reason
only.” Another student stated their cognitive concern when

they posted, “I have concerns about actually learning online,
rather than from a [sic] in-person classroom.” Other students
shared this sentiment about learning differently online than
in person. This expresses a similar theme among many
students’ posts.

When asked about cognitive challenges, an overwhelming
amount of responses indicated that deadlines and keeping track
of assignments would be challenging in the online environment,
especially regarding time management. One student expressed
these cognitive challenges when they said the following:

“I’m concerned for the time management involved with
online classes (i.e., the new assignments we have instead of
doing them in class, trying to balance the various formats of
all my classes, and making sure I pace myself correctly, etc.)
and how that will impact writing essays.”

Another challenge seen repeatedly in the responses was
the idea of staying motivated as the classes moved online
and students moved from the campus environment to home.
This can be seen in one student’s response: “I’ve got plenty
of time, but finding the motivation when I’m stuck in here
might be a problem.” These challenges were also indicated at the
end of the course.

After the move online and completing the course, the
students stressed the absence of motivation and problems
with technology. Before the transition, students were worried
about misunderstanding the assignments. The Qualtrics survey
revealed that some of the students did experience confusion
about expectations of them with the transition online. An
overall cognitive concern in the Qualtrics survey included
stress about the transition: 48% of the students agreed with
the statement, "I was stressed about the transition to online
coursework.” When the transition to online first started, the
students were worried about time management and deadlines.
When given the statement “I spent more time learning and
working for this class online compared to in-person,” 40% of the
students agreed with it.

TABLE 1 Concerns and challenges identified by students prior to and during the emergency remote teaching (ERT) period.

Cognitive Social Teaching

Concerns prior to
the ERT period

Fear of misunderstanding
assignments

Inability to communicate with peers
about assignment expectations

Inability to immediately ask
questions/clarify expectations

Learning how to manage time and
deadlines independently

Receiving writing feedback from peers Fear of missed/delayed
communication

Learning outside of a traditional
classroom

Eliminating discussions about class
topics

Lack of face-to-face office hours

Challenges identified
after the ERT period

Staying motivated Collaborating with peers Lack of face-to-face writing feedback

Troubleshooting technological issues Interacting face-to-face with the
instructor

Lack of face-to-face office hours

Managing stress Inability to ask questions in person
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At the beginning of online instruction, students were also
concerned with the lack of a social aspect in an online class.
This includes group work and communicating with their peers
to better understand assignments and receive writing feedback.
One student mentioned the following:

“I am concerned about getting help/asking questions about
my work. What I liked about this class was the ability to
ask questions and get help from peers in person. So I am
concerned about the switch to online and how I will ask
questions.”

Students were unsure how to communicate with their peers
and have the same interactions as they did in class. This student
exemplified this notion when saying the following:

“I think it will definitely be difficult to communicate with
others in the class and have discussions about our topics as
well as getting in-person feedback. Unfortunately, responses
won’t be as in-depth.”

Students enjoyed group work and found it helpful, making
them concerned that they might lack that aspect in the transition
online. One student stated, “The peer/group work aspect of the
class has always been helpful, so I am worried about how things
will go when that isn’t an option.”

In the Qualtrics survey distributed after instruction ended,
lack of social presence was mentioned by the students. When
asked what was challenging about the course, one student
mentioned a challenge was “Not having other student [sic]
to collaborate with easily.” Along with interaction with fellow
students, a few participants also discussed the lack of in-person
interaction with the professors. In the challenges prompt, there
were answers such as “Not having the opportunity to meet with
professors in person” and “Not having a physical person to ask

for help or being able to go to an ‘office hour.”’ These concerns
tie into some of the teaching concerns that the students had
regarding communication.

At the beginning of online instruction, an overwhelming
concern was the clarity of the assignments and being able to
understand what the instructor was looking for. Students were
also concerned about the deadlines and large amounts of tasks.
These two concerns were combined into one comment on the
help forum when a student stated:

“I think my biggest challenge will be understanding the work
and the expectations for our assignments. I am also worried
about meeting all the deadlines and completing my work in
time.”

Another student expressed concern about clarity when they
wrote: “I am concerned about getting help with essays. Usually,
we have examples in class and can ask questions then and

there to clarify.” In other words, prior to receiving online
instruction, this student was concerned that they would not
be able to immediately ask questions to an instructor if they
wanted to clarify something in the course content due to the
course’s asynchronous structure. Similarly, some students were
worried about communication with the teacher. This involved
being unable to ask questions in class and being concerned
about general communication with the instructor. One student
mentioned:

“My biggest concern would be the communication aspect. I
know [the teacher] is very diligent when answering emails
to students, but sometimes an email can be skipped over by
accident.”

These concerns carried on throughout their time in the
online course and were also reported in the Qualtrics survey.

After instruction, students also indicated some challenges
related to the teaching aspect of the course. These were mostly
the same concerns as before instruction. Students mentioned
“Not having the opportunity to meet with professors in person,”
“Not being able to ask questions in person,” and “No [in-]person
feedback on writing” as some challenges they faced. When given
the statement “I was frustrated with the way my English 250
instructor handled the switch to online coursework,” 32% of
the students agreed. Though there were many challenges and
concerns from the students, there were also some benefits to
online learning.

RQ2: Benefits

Table 2 presents an overview of students’ perceived
cognitive, social, and teaching benefits of the ERT period.

Some students brought up the flexibility and possibility of
rewatching videos as an important benefit of online learning.
One student stated, “I liked the flexible schedule and freedom.
I could rewatch videos if I missed something.” This flexibility
is relevant for the students because rewatching videos shows

TABLE 2 Students’ perceived benefits of the emergency remote
teaching (ERT) period.

Cognitive Social Teaching

Flexibility in managing time
and completing assignments

Fewer social distractions
inhibiting coursework

Clear instructions and
expectations

Ability to rewatch lecture
videos

Flexibility with personal
schedules

Weekly
announcements with
reminders

Improving time
management skills

Availability for virtual
communication

Acquiring new computer
skills

Frequent feedback on
low-stakes
assignments

Reprioritization of course
workload
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how they are trying to resolve ambiguities in understanding.
While in-person or synchronous teaching does not allow the
student to listen to the lecture again, students pointed out
that with the recorded videos, they had the opportunity to
clarify missing information. Along the same lines, a few students
stated that the quick transition to online learning forced them
to be self-organized to keep up with coursework; as one
student commented, “[My] time-management skills definitely
are stronger.” The students did not have frequent in-person
reminders from the instructors or communication with their
classmates, so they needed to be responsible for their own time
management and self-paced learning. A few of them pointed out
that this has increased their ability to organize their time.

Other benefits included acquiring new computer skills: as
one student stated, “It helped me learn many different things
that are in computer [sic] such as studio recording.” It is
important to note that 92% of the students stated they felt
well equipped with the technology and internet access that
facilitated their work. Many of the oral presentations had to be
performed virtually, and due to the asynchronous nature of the
course, the students had to learn screen recording tools to create
their project presentations. A few students found this beneficial
for the development of their cognitive skills. Finally, students
discussed that removing some unnecessary work “helped with
lack of motivation.” Therefore, perhaps keeping a minimal
number of smaller assignments would provide less cognitive
effort on behalf of the students, allowing them to focus on the
major assignments.

Most participants (80%) expressed that their instructors
helped them succeed in the transition to online coursework
and that they felt well-prepared to complete the final writing
assignment with the materials provided to them online.
Interestingly, 32% reported frustration with how the course
was handled, but their answers also indicated that instructional
management was crucial for their success. Having clear and
easy-to-follow expectations on a weekly basis was one of the
things students appreciated the most. As one student stated,
“[The instructor] made the transition very easy by clearly
telling us her expectations week after week and made sure
we knew when things were due.” The instructors sent out
weekly announcements summarizing the main points and
deadlines for the following week. According to the students’
comments, this was one of the biggest strengths and benefits of
these online courses.

Another important benefit that emerged from the data
was having a supportive instructor who is available for virtual
communication and who provides feedback on the smaller
assignments. It is no surprise that increased communication
allows support and guidance for the students. For example, one
student stated, “My teacher was fantastic with communication
and answering questions.” Hence, students found the teacher’s
(virtual) presence an important factor for success. Additionally,
as some students stated, getting feedback from the instructor,

whether spoken or written, is one of the most relevant ways
to keep the students on the right track in remote learning.
Interestingly, some students enjoyed the asynchronous teaching
flexibility and independence. It appeared that the students
enjoyed the schedule flexibility but also needed direct support
from the instructor, either via quick email responses, virtual
availability, or feedback to guide their work.

Even though social benefits were more difficult to observe
during emergency situations like this, the students brought
up a few advantages of this experience. For example, one
student stated they were “less distracted from social life” which
allowed them more time to focus on studying. Having almost
no opportunities to socialize due to the lockdown in March and
April amid COVID-19 may have forced some of them to stay at
home and use their time to study. On another note, a few other
students suggested having more time for themselves as another
benefit of online learning. One student commented that they
had been able to sleep in, and another stated that they were able
to enjoy “mindless self-indulgence.” Many courses transferred
to an asynchronous format which likely allowed the students to
have more flexible schedules.

RQ3: Preferences and
recommendations

Table 3 presents a summary of students’ preferences
and recommendations for future ERT situations upon the
completion of the course.

Interestingly, all of the responses regarding preferences
and recommendations that referred to students’ cognitive
capabilities expressed that the online portion of the course was
reasonable and effective. For example, one student expressed
the following: “Honestly, despite the technical difficulties,
online learning is really effective for me, and I wouldn’t
change anything.” This response demonstrates that the student
successfully integrated their online learning experience with
their cognitive abilities.

Similarly, another student who expressed no desire for
changes to the online course structure explained that the

TABLE 3 Students’ preferences and recommendations for emergency
remote teaching (ERT).

Cognitive Social Teaching

Continue to allow
flexibility in managing
coursework

Incorporate synchronous
online class
sessions/interactive
discussions

Eliminate or reduce
low-point
assignments

Continue to provide
accessible course content

Incorporate social
interaction between the
instructor and students

Provide frequent
opportunities for
feedback from the
instructor and peers
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online course allowed them greater flexibility in the ways they
completed coursework: “[Online coursework] allowed me to
listen to videos more than once and pause videos, as well as be
able to do work whenever it fits into my schedule.” As in the
previous example, this student successfully connected ideas and
created solutions, an indicator of the sub-category “integration”
in their cognitive presence.

One of the main social recommendations was to incorporate
synchronous video sessions to allow for more personal
interactions between the instructor and the students. Some
students expressed feeling a lack of communication with the
purely asynchronous online format, so this recommendation
stemmed from their desire to incorporate a more social
form of communication into the course. One student
specifically recommended “having online meetings for
occasional class discussions,” indicating that they desired a
class-wide, interactive discussion rather than simply watching
the instructor in asynchronous video format.

Other students felt that their social needs were well
addressed by how their professors communicated with them
during the period of emergency remote teaching. For example,
one student stated the following:

“My professor’s availability online was outstanding, Bravo
Zulu.1 Any concerns I had were met with understanding and
worked through to help me keep going. Without the ability
to communicate with my professor I may have completely
withdrawn from attendance.”

In this case, this student’s preference for online instruction
included frequent online meetings and emails which catered to
their social needs. In their view, the social interaction with the
instructor kept them from withdrawing from the course.

Finally, some students expressed a desire for additional peer-
review sessions with their classmates. Whereas each instructor
set up peer-review sessions differently when classes were in-
person, they all used a built-in peer-review tool in Canvas
during the period of emergency remote teaching. Unlike in-
class peer-review sessions, this tool did not allow for much social
interaction between the reviewer and the reviewee. The reviewer
merely left comments on the reviewee’s draft, and there was
not an opportunity for students to discuss recommendations or
changes to be made as they did in person. Therefore, the call
for more peer-review sessions likely stemmed from students’
desires to collaborate with each other as they had been doing
throughout the semester in person.

In addition to the social aspect, the majority of students’
recommendations for teaching involved ideas about the course’s
instructional management. Providing an opportunity for weekly

1 “Bravo Zulu” is a phrase traditionally used by members of the
United States Navy to mean “Well done!” (Naval History and Heritage
Command., 2017).

synchronous video sessions was discussed above as a social
recommendation, but it also falls into the category of teaching
and instructional management since teachers must coordinate
these synchronous sessions and integrate them into the
instruction of the course. In fact, 44% of the students in the
Qualtrics survey expressed that they would learn better if the
class had real-time lectures instead of recorded videos. One
student phrased this recommendation as follows: “Offer an
online ‘in-class’ option, i.e., a Zoom call or similar software that
can be used to simulate a real classroom that is optional or is
recorded for students to watch.” In this response, the student
expressed a desire for a “real classroom” experience that could
be made possible with a synchronous video session, but they
also recommended recording these sessions and making them
optional. Recording video sessions for students to watch later
(i.e., asynchronously) is one way to continue the benefits of
asynchronous teaching (expressed in RQ2 above) while also
ensuring that all coursework is accessible for students: Those
who do not have a reliable internet connection at home or
those who must take on additional responsibilities due to
the pandemic may not be able to attend the synchronous
session, but a recording allows them to view what they missed
during that time.

When this course moved online for ERT, the instructors
had to quickly reimagine the in-class activities that they
had planned. Many of these activities were restructured as
low-point assignments or discussion board posts on Canvas.
A few student recommendations referred to these low-point
assignments as “busy work,” and many responses called for a
reduced number of these assignments. For example, one student
called for “less mandatory discussion questions/drafts, [and]
fewer assignments but more demanding ones.” For this student,
the online discussion forums were not necessarily cognitively
demanding, but they may have overwhelmed them simply by the
increased number of assignments on their to-do list. Therefore,
the recommendation that emerged from these responses was
to reduce the number of low-point assignments that replaced
in-class activities while putting more emphasis on high-point
major assignments.

Discussion and recommendations

This section presents a discussion of the findings along
with suggestions offered that can be used to guide the
design of composition courses and pedagogical practices
during situations of emergency. College composition courses
are historically significant at US universities as the most-
required course in higher education (Crowley and Hawhee,
1999). Although Crank (2012) asserts that it is a challenge to
help freshmen with improving their writing skills, over the
course of students’ college life, their writing skills are believed
to be improved through the writing courses that they take
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(Oppenheimer et al., 2017). However, it is important to note
that writing proficiency has been found to be context-bound
and dependent on general writing skills (Oppenheimer et al.,
2017). In this study, the recommendations provided will be
context-specific, focusing on the emergency remote teaching
situation so that future courses are better informed about
what measures to take when designing a writing course during
another emergency situation.

The present study examined students in a required
university composition class who were forced to quickly move
online for a period of ERT. The students in this study listed
misunderstanding of the instructions, difficulty keeping track
of deadlines, a lack of motivation, and technological challenges
as the leading cognitive concerns. Online learning entails more
autonomy on the part of the student since there is no physical
space to attend to and no instructor to report to face-to-face.
Therefore, it is up to the student to take charge of their learning,
follow the syllabus, and find ways to solve learning problems
resulting from the lack of traditional, face-to-face education.
Similar to the students in this study, the students in Borkotoky
and Borah’s (2021) study suffered from similar cognitive
challenges, where they experienced a lack of motivation and
concentration and fatigue from the online classes during the
ERT period. The students also reported difficulties accessing the
internet to complete their assignments. One cognitive challenge
the students did not report experiencing in this study is boredom
from online learning, which was expressed by the students in
Almansour and Al-Ahdal’s (2020) study. The findings revealed
that this boredom resulted from a lack of classroom interaction,
which is typical of in-person learning. Several other studies
also reported student boredom during ERT (e.g., Irawan et al.,
2020; Derakhshan et al., 2021). This cognitive challenge might
stem from a long-standing tradition of in-person education the
students were familiar with prior to the ERT period. However,
it might also be related to the other factors that need further
exploration. Consequently, the fact that the students in this
study did not raise boredom as a concern or a challenge for
their online writing course is an important finding that emerged
implicitly from the research.

Some additional aspects of the COVID-19 ERT period
align with previous findings from online learning research.
Students in this course reported being concerned about the
social aspect of the in-person course and discussed that they
needed a “physical person” to talk to, similar to Tichavsky et al.
(2015). They also expressed the need for synchronous video
sessions, indicating the need for teaching presence to facilitate
cognitive presence, or as Garrison et al. (2010) suggest, “to
encourage active discourse and knowledge construction” (p. 93).
Moreover, one particularly important type of skill acquisition
that occurred during the emergency remote teaching period was
related to technological literacy. Bourelle et al. (2017) assert that
to promote multimodal literacy, online writing classes should
teach technology and incorporate multimodal assignments and
appropriate scaffolding tools. In this study, 92% of students

expressed that they felt well equipped to succeed in the course
with the technology they had access to at the beginning of the
online period, yet several students expressed that a major benefit
of the online period was being able to hone their computer skills
even more (e.g., learning how to use Canvas studio recording
tools for asynchronous presentations).

On the other hand, certain aspects were unique to the
emergency period. Students who signed up for an in-person
class were forced to quickly transition to an online learning
course. According to Garrison et al. (2010), “high levels of
social presence with accompanying high degrees of commitment
and participation are necessary for the development of higher-
order thinking skills and collaborative work” (p. 94). Thus, it is
important to note that for the students in this study, the degree
of commitment might have differed from that of a regular,
online environment where the students chose to receive online
education. The lockdown, the fear of virus transmission, and
financial insecurity might have caused stress and discomfort
for some students. On the other hand, bearing in mind that
students’ lives tend to be busy with studying and socializing,
it appeared that some students enjoyed their “time off” when
they could stay and work from the comfort of their homes.
In terms of course design, to facilitate the cognitive load,
the weekly announcements and clearly stated deadlines were
considered a major strength of the course showing the need for a
structured, simple, and easy-to-follow approach. Finally, by the
end of the semester, a majority of the participants expressed that
their instructors helped them succeed with online coursework.
This demonstrates the relationship between students’ cognitive
concerns and teachers’ roles in alleviating undue stress.

Amid all the challenges and unexpected benefits of this
emergency remote teaching period, recommendations that may
be informative for creating a positive, learner-centered online
teaching environment were developed. These recommendations
are based on the findings of this study, and they address
the overlapping components of the CoI framework by
prioritizing setting climate, supporting discourse, and selecting
content to improve students’ experiences with ERT (Garrison
et al., 1999). Below these recommendations for facilitating
a learner-centered approach to teaching during emergency
periods are summarized.

1. The first recommendation is that instructors incorporate
optional synchronous video sessions to allow for a
more personal interaction (assisting with students’ social
needs) between the instructor and the students, along
with uploading a recording of these sessions to the class’s
learning management system to ensure accessibility for
the entire class.

2. The next recommendation is to increase communication
channels with students, including frequently
communicating structured, clear, and easy-to-follow
expectations. Whereas some students will get by with
a weekly email update of class requirements, it was
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found that others will rely on open video conferencing
hours (for instance, on Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or
other video conferencing systems) where they can both
express themselves and work through their struggles with
their instructor.

3. Furthermore, instructors are encouraged to provide
opportunities for student collaboration. During periods
of ERT, some students may live alone with very little social
interaction. Class activities—such as collaborative peer
review sessions, synchronous work time on Google Docs,
or websites such as Perusall (Kohnke and Har, 2022)—
can serve as an opportunity to facilitate students’ social
needs while also improving their learning experience.
This recommendation also addresses students’ expressed
concern about receiving less writing feedback from their
peers and instructor during the ERT period.

4. The final recommendation is for teachers to reduce
unnecessary tasks for students whenever possible. While it
may seem like a good idea to provide a variety of low-stakes
assignments and activities for students to complete in lieu
of in-person class time, these extra assignments may be an
overwhelming burden for students who are still figuring
out how to manage their lives during an emergency
situation. Focus on designing major assignments around
the most important learning outcomes of the course
instead, and encourage students’ development of time
management skills by sticking to a reliable schedule for
posting this important course content.

These recommendations come together to address all
aspects of the CoI framework by acknowledging social,
cognitive, and teaching components of managing a
virtual classroom environment. It is believed that these
recommendations will improve students’ and teachers’
educational experiences with online writing courses during
emergency periods.

Conclusion

“Writing may be by far the single academic skill most closely
associated with college success” (Conley, 2007, p. 5) due to its
cross-disciplinary importance in college courses. Therefore, it is
of utmost importance to maintain the quality of writing courses
even during unprecedented times to support the college students
not only during their time in college but also after graduation
when they are looking for employment. The aim of the present
study was to explore students’ perceptions in a university writing
course during an emergency period and propose guidance
on designing a learner-centered online education environment
for emergency situations. This study investigated students’
perceptions of ERT during the period of lockdown due to
COVID-19 in 2020. Students shared their concerns, challenges,
and perceived benefits and preferences regarding ERT in this

university writing course. The CoI framework provided an
overview of all these components through cognitive, social, and
teaching presence lenses.

A few limitations were present in this study. First, the scope
of this study was limited due to the unexpected nature of
the emergency remote teaching period. Only four instructors
(seven sections) in one university department were included in
this study, limiting the generalizability of these results. Future
studies should draw from a larger pool of students and classes to
produce more generalizable results. Additionally, because this
study relied on discussion board posts and survey responses,
students’ responses were brief and may not reflect the full depth
of their perspectives. Future research should engage students
in semi-structured interviews to capture their perceptions of
ERT more fully and contribute to the design of learner-centered
online classrooms.

Despite its limitations, this study presented a way to explore
students’ perceptions of ERT through the lenses of the CoI
framework. Results showed that while students encountered
challenges, such as lack of motivation and feeling a social
disconnect, they also found a few benefits, such as increased
schedule flexibility, and improved time-management skills. This
study presented recommendations that can be used as a guide
for facilitating online teaching, especially in university writing
courses, during emergency periods.
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