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Challenges and Possibilities of Online English Education
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1. Introduction
The Faculty of Foreign Studies (FFS) was
established in April 2016 as the ninth faculty of Meijo
University. It aims to develop students as global
communicators to be able to exchange their ideas or
thoughts by using English for practical purposes. The
FFS consists of an all-English core language program
focusing on English listening, speaking, reading, and
writing skills in addition to fostering critical thinking
skills through task-based learning. During their
undergraduate program in the FFS, students will take
Communication I-V, Reading I-V, Writing I-V,
Discussion I-IV, Public Speaking, and Debate courses.
Each course is standardized and administrated by a
course coordinator. In addition to the aim of
developing their English proficiency via these courses,
active learning methods utilized in them, such as pair
and group work, function to give students
opportunities to interact with each other. This gives
them a chance to experience real hands-on
communication.
However, by the end of March of 2020, COVID-19
had spread around the world and Meijo University
decided to conduct its classes online for all courses, so

each course coordinator had to make new online

syllabi and materials in a relatively short time. There
were critical challenges because this prevented
students from experiencing the usual communication
that would occur in face-to-face classes. This paper
reports on how each coordinator dealt with such
difficulties to provide the best possible education

online.

2. Communication I - I - V

English Communication I, III, and V were taught
in the first semester of 2020 and are all English core
skill courses in the FFS. Additionally, they are the
only classes to be held twice a week. As the name
suggests, the main focus of English Communication is
oral interaction and consequently, in the regular face-
to-face classroom environment, a great deal of time is
devoted to student practice and production of English
language in natural conversation. The classes' goals
and aims could not be easily met by online
asynchronous lessons. Even if the technical limitations
of the ‘on-demand’ class could be overcome, the
nature of the typical lesson is such that there is very
little lecturing done by instructors, so there is almost
no content that could be appropriately recorded for

playback by students. Similarly, while WebClass, a

1) Sections 1, 3, and 7
5) Section 2

2) Section 2
6) Section 6

3) Section 3
7) Section 4

4) Section 5
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learning management system (LMS) used at Meijo
University, was useful for assigning homework, and it
did have a synchronous written messaging feature, it
was not designed for conversation. Lecturers of the
English Communication classes see themselves as
facilitators and organizers of student interaction
through dynamic classrooms. They model target
language, but they also listen, correct, and respond to
student utterances. Without direct, real-time
interaction, with and among students, it would be very
difficult to believe that the class was following the
spirit of the communication syllabus.

The English Communication class teachers were of
one mind in regards to how they saw the limitations
of online learning due to COVID-19. Consequently,
to make the most of this difficult situation, they
embraced the use of Zoom in their classes. Most
instructors had never used Zoom before, and while
they were familiar with the use of Skype, Meet, and
Line, Zoom proved to have greater functionality for
the English language classroom. In particular, the use
of ‘Breakout Rooms’ was essential. To hone their
skills, instructors used each other as students prior to
the commencement of classes in late April and
practiced how to create a more seamless and
professional experience for students. While it is well
documented that many students initially had problems
creating a suitable Internet environment that could
cope with video, it was our experience that almost
everyone was able to do this in a relatively short
period of time. Of course, there were instances of
poor Internet connectivity over the semester, but
overall, we believe the benefits of using Zoom greatly
outweighed the drawbacks of setting up and becoming
acquainted with this new system.

In April 2020, first year students didn’t know each

other and were keen to make friends. After
overcoming their initial period of shyness, they were
able to see each other (mask-free), introduce
themselves, and converse more naturally through
Zoom. We believe this helped students create a sense
of camaraderie which eventually led to friendship.
This in turn helped the instructor to run the class in a
more enjoyable and productive manner. When face-to-
face classes did begin, students felt as though they
weren’t meeting for the first time. Through Zoom,
teachers could model dialogue, listen to and correct
the spoken errors of students, and ask and answer
questions from students directly. By using ‘Breakout
Rooms’, students were paired with other students or
put into small groups where they could practice
speaking in a manner very similar to the traditional
face-to-face classroom. We believe that the uptake of
Zoom by English Communication class instructors led
to greater student learning and satisfaction with their
classes, and it also helped them to begin to form better
relationships with their classmates.

A further aspect of the English Communication
classes which worked well online was that students
had access to a digital version of their respective
textbooks. The benefits of being able to access ready-
made online resources were abundant, complemented
Zoom greatly, and no doubt aided the successful
navigation of an online semester. Not only did these
‘digibooks’ allow students to study outside of the
classroom, anywhere and at any time, they also
enabled students to track their own progress and see
how well new skills, grammar, and vocabulary had
been mastered. Students received instant feedback
through automatic grading and had the option to
work with a variety of engaging pronunciation, audio,

and video activities. Furthermore, teachers had the
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ability to easily assign and choose from a plethora of
pre-built workbook exercises, practice tests, and
additional activities. Activities completed online gave
the students the ability to consolidate and reinforce
learning that took place on Zoom as well as progress
through the textbook at their own pace. A final added
benefit to the online resources was that teachers were
able to easily monitor and track individual student as
well as class progress with the use of an automatic

gradebook.

3.Reading I - I

Reading I and III courses were designed on a 100%
on-demand basis and students took those online
classes for six weeks. To avoid confusion caused by
both students and teachers by the sudden introduction
of online classes, teachers try to make courses as
unified and simplified as possible for students to
understand their requirements. This was also very
helpful for teachers who have several classes of
different subjects and of different year students.

As a regular weekly requirement, four tasks were
prepared in WebClass: (1) reading an English passage
and answering questions in the set pages of the
textbook, (2) doing a vocabulary quiz, (3) submitting
a book report, and (4) writing about the passage in the
online chat forum.

(1) Students downloaded the PDF file of the two-
or three-page passage from the all-English textbook
because paper textbooks were unavailable until late
April. One PDF file was scheduled to appear every
week followed by the answer key a week later to help
students with self-study.

(2) For each vocabulary quiz, ten words were
selected from 20 target words in the passage in each

PDF so that students could prepare for it. This task

was implemented through the test-making function in
WebClass in the form of multiple-choice questions.

(3) Ten book reports were required in total during
the semester. While Global Plaza was unavailable, this
task was the alternative to ER (Extensive Reading),
which had been one of the regular tasks of the
Reading course until the last academic year. Under
difficult conditions, BookLooper, an application for
e-book reading, was introduced to students. Video
instructions, recorded with the Zoom record function,
helped students to understand how to use the app.

(4) As a requirement from the university, students
needed to make a comment in the forum of WebClass
as evidence of attendance. In the Reading I course,
students wrote a sentence that impacted them the
most from the passage, while in the Reading III course
students wrote their own opinion on the theme of the
passage.

The simple design of the tasks helped to avoid
serious trouble during all the confusion of the first six
weeks. Of course, we accept that this approach may
have appeared a little more hands-off than other
English courses. Though students could ask questions
through the Q & A chat corner placed in WebClass, it
would have been better if it was more interactive.
Nevertheless, the Reading courses adopted the most
pragmatic approach for both students and teachers
who were struggling with major disruptions to
teaching and learning at the beginning of the year.

The regular on-demand basis classes had been
conducted smoothly. One of the biggest challenges
was how to evaluate students’ achievements of their
reading skills, which were implemented as paper-based
mid-term and final exams. For conducting this, a mid-
term assignment and a final assignment were provided

in WebClass. They accounted for 20 and 30 percent of
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the total score, respectively. The questions covered in
the textbook focused on several contemporary topics,
such as immigration, internationalization, media, or
education. One unit has three or four readings related
to the topic, reading strategies, and vocabulary to
learn. The assignments included a 30-point vocabulary
section (1 pointx30 questions), a 10-point sentence
order section (2 pointsX5 questions), a 20-point
strategies section (2 pointsX10 questions), and a
20-point comprehension section (2 pointsX10
questions) for a total of 80 points. All questions
consisted of multiple-choice questions administered
from the ‘Assessment’ section of WebClass. The
correct answer was set for each question. The students
selected one choice from the possible answers and
pressed the next button to go to the next question
until they finished all the questions. The scores were
automatically graded and a teacher could check them
by looking at ‘Results of the Performances’ section of
WebClass.

We carefully considered how to assure equality of
the WebClass-based assignments so that the students
did not do things such as unfairly looking at their
textbook, dictionaries, or any references. In the
previous weeks, the notification of the mid-term or
final assignments such as the day and the time, the
content, and notes that explain students should not
use any references were posted in the ‘forum’ section
of WebClass. On the previous day, the information of
the assignment was emailed by using ‘Message’ (a
mailing system of WebClass) to all students who were
taking Reading I or III unless they had a valid reason
to miss the assignment. The exam time was 60
minutes, though the site was open for 120 minutes just
in case any students could not access it at the

beginning of the regular class time. As a result, 81

percent of students had accessed the assignment in the
regular class time and finished within 60 minutes,
while 19 percent of students who had wifi or system
errors took a make-up assignment afterward. Their
scores were also quite similar to the paper-based test
in the previous semester. Therefore, the online
assignment was judged as fair and reliable.

The online Reading I and III provided all materials
and answers on WebClass, and the assignments were
conducted without any issues, so the students studied

autonomously.

4, Writing I - I

The need to conduct courses online in the spring of
2020 presented a number of challenges for Writing |
course, but also created the opportunity for new
discoveries to be made. One such discovery was how
useful the online video conferencing software Zoom
is. Features such as its ‘Breakout Rooms’ gave students
a chance to interact with each other, which was
something they desperately missed as they spent more
and more time in their homes. This feature not only
provided this much-needed interaction, it also enabled
students to easily be grouped with students other than
those sitting in their general vicinity. Learning about
such interesting features of software such as Zoom
proved to be a worthwhile discovery during what was
otherwise a difficult adjustment time for both teachers
and students.

Another discovery made during the semester online
was in regard to how to present materials to students.
A new supplementary textbook was introduced when
courses went online, and thus there needed to be a way
to ensure students were studying the content properly.
Weekly quiz questions were created and it was decided

to distribute these via Google Forms. Using this
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software proved to be helpful, but after reflecting on
how it was used after the semester was over, it was
evident that some improvements could be made. It
was decided to improve upon them by adding answers
to each question which would give students instant
feedback on whether or not they got the answer
correct. Previously, answers were provided a week
later in a separate document and this was clearly an
improvement. In addition, the Google Forms would
be distributed within Google Classroom. This enabled
automatic grading and scheduling of assignments and
better overall organization. Making these
improvements turned out to be a blessing in disguise
in that some teachers felt that the supplementary
materials took up too much class time.

In Writing 111, there were challenges faced as well
when classes were conducted online. Many teachers
usually opt to have free writing activities as a warm-
up at the beginning of each class. While students
write, teachers usually walk around and give students
feedback as they write. With online classes, this cannot
be as easily accomplished. While it is true that
students can do these activities and submit them
online after they are done writing, such a method does
not allow for real-time feedback, and thus, there is the
potential of error fossilization to occur as students
repeat the same mistake over and over as they write
without instant feedback to stop it from repeating.

Another issue was the extended amount of time
that both students and teachers must stare at
computer screens. In comparison to Writing I's goal
of paragraph writing, Writing III focuses on essay
writing. Students must write three longer essays as
opposed to five paragraphs. Thus, instead of time
spent in front of the computer screen broken up into

five sessions, it becomes three much longer sessions. In

addition, the total words written in Writing III is
significantly more than in Writing I. In Writing I, five
175-word paragraphs must be written, totaling 875
words. In Writing III, three 650-word essays must be
written, totaling 1,950 words. So, students are
spending more time staring at a computer screen,
which can have a detrimental effect on their eyes,
back, and neck. During face-to-face classes, many
teachers opt to have students print their essays and
check them on paper to avoid such negative physical
effects of extended computer usage. However, with
classes online, teachers usually end up checking the
essays without printing them because, if they did, they
would then have to rescan each essay, which would be
time-consuming.

So, in general, while there were some positive
discoveries made in courses such as Writing I, these
issues mentioned above that were present in Writing
III are evidence of basic virtues of face-to-face classes
that online classes simply cannot replicate. Thus, it
was found that while in specific situations, online
courses can be viable and sometimes even preferable,
this is not always the case, and thus certain types of
courses or certain aspects of courses should be

conducted face-to-face whenever possible.

5. Discussion I -« II

Out of all the core English subjects, perhaps it was
the Discussion course which faced the biggest
challenge in moving online. Discussion is essentially a
skill of real-time language processing in which
meaning is exchanged not merely through words, but
also through pronunciation, intonation, facial
expression, and body language. As such, in its essence,
it is uniquely unsuited to an online format.

However, the widespread pandemic has changed
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the way people talk to each other at least for the
foreseeable future. Families, businesses, schools,
government departments and other groups have
rushed to bring meetings and conferences and even
social engagements online, compelling people to
interact with the world through their computer screen
or smartphone. It appears as if skill in online
discussion is something that global citizens in the 21*
century will need.

The first decision that was made, in consultation
with the Discussion course teachers, was to hold our
lessons online in real-time as soon as possible. From
the outset, students were asked to make a Zoom
account and to attend online classes each week, held
according to the regular scheduled timetable.
Discussion activities that would usually be done in
face-to-face classes were thus able to be done online in
this fashion.

In practice though, there were many students who
were not able to join real-time lessons every week, and
so we needed an on-demand component that would
allow students to both acquire knowledge and develop
skills for discussion. This on-demand component had
three strands: in-house published materials, use of a
video exchange platform, and online language tasks.
5.1 In-house Published Materials

In the previous year, a textbook had been designed
and created by the Discussion I (first year) teachers
for use in the course. It contained 15 units, with topics
for discussion, vocabulary, and language learning
activities. As this was published in-house, there were
no copyright issues, which allowed us to put all the
content online.

In Discussion III (second year), there is no set
textbook. The entire course content is collected into a

series of Powerpoint slides. Students copy down

information from the slides into notebooks, while
teachers use the slides to provoke discussion and guide
speaking activities. There were likewise no issues of
copyright with the slides, and so they were able to be
used in the Zoom lessons and also given as PDFs to
the students.

5.2 Video Exchange Platform

For the past few years, a video exchange platform
(Flipgrid) has been used in the Discussion classes.
This allows students to create and post audiovisual
material to a secure forum. In the Discussion I course,
students were required to respond to a question
prompt, based on the self-published textbook. They
made a two- to three-minute video of themselves
speaking in response to the prompt, and then they
replied to their classmates’ videos.

In Discussion 111, students were given a link to a
short (less than 5 minutes) video on YouTube. They
then posted a video in response to the YouTube clip,
giving their own opinion on the issue, with reasons
and examples. Their classmates responded to those
videos, and in this way an asynchronous discussion
could occur.

5.3 Online Activities

Tasks for both Discussion I and III were created in
Google Forms. The Discussion I tasks were based on
the readings and the vocabulary in the textbook. Tasks
in Discussion III were based around the YouTube clip,
asking students to record new vocabulary and
expressions they had learned from the video, and also
to give their opinion on the issue in a written format.

The biggest advantage of these activities was that it
saved teachers a great amount of time in preparation.
The workload was shared by all. It may have taken 1-2
hours to create activities for one lesson, but one

teacher was able to do it for everyone. That way, there
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was more time to devote to watching students’ videos
and replying to them. At the end of the week, all the
student answers were ordered in a spreadsheet and

easy to check.

6. Public Speaking
6.1 Public Speaking Online

The main focus of Public Speaking is making
speeches in front of different audiences, varying in
size. This is a third-year level class and is in
combination with Debate in the fall semester. Students
develop more advanced English skills for their
argument building and public speaking in these
courses, which helps them become prepared for their
graduation thesis presentation in the following year.

As discussed in Murata et al. (2019), Public
Speaking employs what we call Speech Marathons
where students make a speech multiple times with
different audience members. Not only does this help
students cope with their speech apprehension with
hands-on practice, but it also encourages them to
become more attentive to their listening behaviors and
feedback skills as a listener.

Even with the limitations of teaching this class
online in the spring of 2020, teachers did their best to
respond to the shift from face-to-face to online
according to their students’ needs for this subject
matter. They carefully examined their students’ levels
and necessary pace needed for speech preparation.
Some conducted lessons almost all asynchronously to
provide students enough time for understanding the
class materials and for their speech writing. Others
tried to implement more real-time speaking practices
by using Zoom, in addition to the WebClass based
discussion or with other free online LMS services

available, and carried out lessons as close to a ‘real’

class as possible. Since this is a coordinated course

with a designated textbook, it was possible for

instructors to share class materials where necessary to

maintain the quality of each lesson and to ease the

transition to the online teaching situation.

6.2 Speaking Online and Coping With
Challenges

The course was carried out with several Speech
Marathons whenever possible and two major speech
assignments, an informative and persuasive speech.
Students developed both of their speaking skills by
speech building and listening skills through feedback
writing.

One way to cope with challenges of asynchronous,
online teaching was to help students develop their
speech writing skills through WebClass discussion.
This was helpful for those who needed more time for
speech preparation. With well-prepared speeches with
extra time given, some of them could perform very
well toward the end of the semester when they had
adjusted themselves to the online situation mentally
and technologically.

Another way was to use Zoom to conduct class
almost identically as a regular lesson. Students did
struggle with some aspects of online public speaking
such as difficulties of maintaining eye-contact with
the audience, monitoring themselves with earphones
on, and receiving immediate audio feedback from
their peers after performance. The visual feedback
with a smile, gestures, and applause from their peers,
however, worked well, and it turned out to be a great
learning experience for their future speeches. Everyone
seemed to have learned this new online public
speaking norm by the end of the semester.

6.3 Speaking Online, New Possibilities

Doing public speaking online is not ideal, yet is it
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inevitable in the future. Online meetings and
conference presentations have become a new norm, so
it benefits students to have had this experience. It is
also possible for teachers to implement online
speaking assignments even after everything goes back
to ‘normal,’ so that students will be able to expand
their possibilities for any kind of speaking situations

they might encounter in the future.

7. Conclusion

When all of the core English courses went online,
teachers and students had to face several difficulties
and limitations to deal with the situation because all
English courses are designed and organized for face-
to-face classes. Each coordinator and teachers
cooperated with each other to adjust the class
materials, tests, and ways of teaching online in a short
time preparation.

Reading and Writing were conducted through on-
demand materials uploaded in WebClass or via
Google Forms. As for Communication, Discussion,
and Public Speaking courses, teachers used Zoom and
its ‘Breakout Rooms’ to help students interact with
each other, which helped them complete pair or group
activities effectively. Such real-time technology
contributed to building a sense of friendship or
involvement, especially for first-year students.

Additionally, to reduce the challenges of
asynchronous online teaching, teachers introduced
several supplemental, ready-made online materials,
such as Flipgrid.

Teachers are getting used to handling new
technologies even though some struggled with some
aspects of them initially. Online education might not
be ideal for English courses focusing on

communication or interaction. However, this

experience has shed light on a variety of possibilities

for teachers and students alike.
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