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The challenge 
 

As for many colleagues across academic institutions, the disruption wrought by Covid-19 

presented us with a range of challenges when designing our teaching provision for the 

2019-20 summer semester (Ali, 2020; Crawford et al., 2020). Our summer postgraduate 

taught (PGT) Dissertation Development and Writing Classes are optional and open to all 

PGT students in Arts and Social Sciences disciplines, typically drawing a cohort of c.200 

students per session. Historically these classes have been delivered in a didactic lecture 

format, with hour-long, face-to-face sessions taking place on campus throughout May, 

June, and July. With the university closing to staff and students at the end of March in 

response to the pandemic, we were posed with three key challenges in pivoting this 

provision for online learning.  

 

Firstly, our conversion of the didactic, hour-long lectures to an online format had to 

account for the distinct pedagogical requirements of online teaching (Choe et al., 2019) in 

terms of both content selection and delivery. We wanted to maintain an equal level of 

student engagement while striking a balance between the synchronous and asynchronous 

delivery of the classes, as well as ensuring that our new lesson plan accounted for general 

attention decline (Wilson and Korn 2007; Young, Robinson and Alberts, 2009) and the 

increased pressures of multimedia learning (Choe et al., 2019). Secondly, to cater for the 

size of student cohort our classes routinely draw, our new online delivery model also had 
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to be effective at scale without sacrificing the essential elements that have made the 

classes so successful and popular among PGT dissertation students in the past. And 

thirdly, we wanted to create additional opportunities for students to engage with the 

content following each class, as it became clear that the online delivery format required a 

different approach to the brief, open Q&A which previously concluded our in-person 

classes.  

 

 

The response 

 

In response to the key challenges identified above, we developed a new, three-phase 

delivery model for our classes: a lecture, a practical exercise, and a Q&A session. Each 

discrete phase was designed to last approximately 30 minutes, with the entire online 

session taking 1 hour and 30 minutes, replacing the hour-long, in-person lecture format 

(Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Class structure slide inserted at the start of each session. 

 

 

This approach aimed to reduce the cognitive load of online delivery by streamlining each 

phase of the session to fulfil distinct roles of the learning process, allowing us to design 

‘learning tasks’ that correspond to different ‘cognitive’ activities (Leppink, 2017, p.387). 

While the lecture component encompassed the key content we wanted to communicate to 

the students, the practical exercise and Q&A components represented the kind of 
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cognitive ‘rehearsal’ activities that help ensure the retention of key content in longer-term 

memory (Atkinson and Shiffrin, 1968).  

 

The exercises focused on the key stage of the dissertation covered in the lecture, such as 

formulating a research question (Figure 2) or interrogating an abstract (Figure 3). To avoid 

any ‘extraneous cognitive load (ECL)’ that did not contribute to this learning activity 

(Leppink, 2017, p.386), the Effective Learning Advisers (ELAs) delivering the class turned 

off their cameras and microphones during the exercise phase, leaving the instructions on 

screen and allowing students to work independently on the tasks. 

 

Figure 2. Practical exercise for Session 1.1: understanding your research topic and 

formalising your research question. 

 

 

Figure 3. Practical exercise for Session 2.1: critical research as a process.  
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In addition to providing rehearsal activities to aid knowledge retention, the exercises also 

functioned as ‘guiding questions’ (Traver, 1998) that ‘help students review learning 

content, check their comprehension, [and] stimulate critical thinking’ (Thai, De Wever and 

Valcke, 2017, p.116). In the final phase of the session, students used Zoom’s chat function 

to submit questions arising from both the lecture and practical exercise, which were 

answered live by the ELAs in dialogue with the students. Students engaging with the 

classes asynchronously via the recorded lecture components and practical exercises 

posted on Moodle could also benefit from the Q&A component by posting their questions 

in our weekly Q&A forum for ELAs to answer. In both cases, the format allowed for 

students to receive feedback either immediately or shortly after attempting the questions, 

which has been reported as ‘critical’ to achieving ‘higher learning performance’ (Thai, De 

Wever and Valcke, 2017, p.116).  

 

These Q&A sessions have perhaps best demonstrated the success of the model, 

exceeding our expectations on all accounts. The volume and range of questions from 

students consistently reflected both their attentiveness in class and their understanding of 

the material, while the practical exercise encouraged students to put their learning into 

practice and reflect on the lecture content, thus allowing them to make the most of the 

Q&A component. 
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Recommendations 
 

The feedback gathered from PGT dissertation students following our online pivot was 

overwhelmingly positive, with 95% of the 116 respondents stating that the classes were 

‘useful’ or ‘very useful’. This encouraging result confirmed that our approach to online 

delivery had not reduced the quality of our provision, which was further evidenced by the 

consistently high attendance and engagement levels throughout the classes. However, 

despite this positive feedback, we wanted to continue building on our initial online delivery 

model to more effectively utilise the unique potential of the online format.  

 

For example, we expanded the Q&A component, which we now run as a live panel 

session that is recorded alongside the lecture sessions. A further change was to allow 

students to post their questions anonymously in advance of the Q&A, which has been 

shown to promote engagement from students less likely to engage in in-person lectures 

(Rabe-Hemp, Woollen and Humiston, 2009). The most notable change, however, was the 

move to a ‘panel’ format, with multiple ELAs and teaching assistants taking part in each 

Q&A to discuss the topics and questions raised by the students. The panel format makes 

for a more engaging recording, as well as creating a more informal atmosphere to 

encourage questions from students in the live class. While elements of this approach could 

be replicated in in-person teaching, the ability for students to submit questions 

anonymously and to have multiple speakers take part in the live panel without having to be 

physically present draws on the unique capabilities of online delivery. Consequently, our 

final recommendation is to move forward by drawing on the strengths of the online delivery 

format, rather than focusing on replicating in-person teaching online.  
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