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The challenge 
 

Writing requires individual work, but it can also benefit from group interaction and instruction 

(Hanson, Loose and Reveles, 2020). Therefore, to support our STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics) PhD students, the graduate writing course is compulsory. As 

writing should be learned not just by listening but by doing, our course had a workshop 

structure, i.e., an interactive lecture with in-class writing exercises. This allowed students to 

consult with the lecturer or other students in real-time. However, in March 2020, the Covid-19 

pandemic forced the university, one week before our spring semester began, to go online. 

The main challenge became – how could this interactive workshop format be preserved 

online?  

 

The first feeling was panic: where do I start; how should I prepare? As a lecturer and the head 

of the academic writing program at my university, I had wanted to create my own online 

materials for our graduate STEM academic writing course. However, I had never found the 

time, and now I needed such materials right away. At first, I let the idea sink in – even though 

time was short. My plan was to create material for my PhD students that (a) could be used in 

future semesters and (b) would create an interactive online writing experience: after all, we 

did not know how long the pandemic would last.  

 

 

The response 
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Planning the lectures: at that point, I decided that for each of the 13 lectures, I would record 

key parts of the lessons in 10-20 minute videos. I created 20 videos, with lessons having one 

or two videos with a total viewing time of no more than 20 minutes in a one-hour class. 

Moreover, all lessons were recorded so they could be watched again.  

 

Then, I was able to organise my weekly live lessons according to my then five-stage final 

plan: 

 

• Live group discussion.  

• Send students to watch the video. 

• Give students a task(s), follow their progress on the shared file, and continue only 

when most students finished.  

• Return to plenary to review the task live.  

• Continue with an online live lecture. 

 

This plan was designed to fulfil my main goal of keeping students active, allowing them to 

work on in-class exercises at their own pace (Lapitan Jr et al., 2021), and easing the students’ 

experience by using a consistent lesson format.   

 

The semester was crazy, but this format seemed to be paying off. I could tell students were 

doing well just by seeing their work on the shared file on a weekly basis. In the regular 

classroom, classwork and homework exercises are reviewed together during the lesson – 

meaning only a small handful of students would share answers. Here, every student shared 

answers and received feedback.  

 

Assessing the lectures: I surveyed the students mid-semester, and results were similar to 

previous research (e.g., Schlenz et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2021): of the 58 students who 

answered, almost 45% would prefer to have this writing course online and 33% would prefer a 

combination of in-class and online lectures. This showed the positive impact of the online 

course, most likely due to two factors: the amount of individual writing produced and 
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assessed during the online lecture and the age of the students. PhD students are older and 

more disciplined; many were young parents who benefited from this flexibility of remote study. 

 

Students also appreciated the interactivity and convenience of the online lesson (e.g., Harris 

and Martin, 2012). Almost 80% of students said they liked the combination of pre-recorded 

videos with online live discussion: ‘The option to have recorded videos I can watch in my free 

time, or several times’; ‘The recorded videos are very focused on the main topics, while the 

online discussions help in general understanding and expansion of the theme’. Comments 

also showed the success of the shared file in engaging students in weekly exercises, as 

students liked ‘the progress I see in my writing each week’ and ‘the online file … so we can 

learn from others' mistakes’. 

 

Beyond insights on exactly what worked, the survey also showed the weaknesses of the 

online writing course. The most frequent criticism can be summarised by: ‘there are many 

different platforms used during class, it makes confusion and stress’. This was partially solved 

simply by waiting for students to undergo the ‘learning curve’ in using online platforms.  

 

 

Recommendations 
 

Looking back on the past four online semesters, I think there are several lessons to be 

learned. Firstly, listen to your students about the use of technology. Their suggestion about 

too many platforms was correct; however, I have not yet found one platform to suit all my 

needs. I do recommend choosing user-friendly platforms and keeping the number to a 

minimum. I also noticed that as time progressed, the various online formats became easier. In 

general, both using and choosing the appropriate technology is an ongoing challenge for both 

students and instructors (Lapitan Jr et al., 2021). 

 

Secondly, try to provide as much interaction as possible (Nguyen et al., 2021). Writing 

lessons require actual writing and feedback – which is easier online. This may include, for 

example, mixing shared files, live discussions, and smaller group discussions in breakout 

rooms. 
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Thirdly, listen and share with your staff. I allowed my staff, the wonderful lecturers who teach 

the academic writing course with me, to tackle the online format as they chose. This means I 

offered support and materials, but I did not pressure them to change. Consequently, in the 

first semester some lecturers simply gave the same in-class lecture on Zoom. Subsequently 

this changed: several teachers made their own videos, some used my videos, and some used 

shared files. The bottom line is: share material, and leave room for training, patience, 

individual expression, and preference (Lapitan Jr et al., 2021). 

 

Overall, going forward it would be ideal to have a hybrid format of the writing course, with 

some lessons online and others in-class. Another option could be to offer exclusively online or 

in-class groups. I believe both formats should try and keep the main benefits of the online 

course: shared files, allowing students to write more and receive more feedback, and use of 

videos, enabling repeated viewing. In the end, it may sound strange, but I am thankful that I 

had the opportunity that was forced upon us to develop the online version of the writing 

course.  
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