Synchronous Strategies for the “New Normal”
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Connecting with students is one of the most rewarding aspects of a professor’s job. Some faculty hesitate to

teach online, frequently offering the rationale: “l want to connect with my students. There’s just not enough

'II

interaction and engagement online!” Faculty are not alone in yearning for this connection — students want it

too!

Frustrated by the lack of real-time exchanges with students, | incorporated live or synchronous sessions into
my online classes a few years ago. | experimented with the latest tools and made adjustments each semester
based on feedback from students. To my surprise, students consistently requested more synchronous
engagement. After doing so, | gained a new appreciation for the potential of creating meaningful connection

virtually.

When many universities rushed to provide remote instruction due to the COVID-19 pandemic, | leaned on my
synchronous experience to train faculty on the pedagogical potential of platforms like Zoom. Training amidst
this crisis gave me insights on what instructors new to synchronous teaching struggled with the most. In this

article, | share these insights and provide four strategies for optimizing the student experience in synchronous

sessions.
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#1. Plan and Organize Thoughtfully

Organization and course design are especially important in online environments. In designing your

synchronous sessions, think through the pedagogical value of each component, placing your students’ learning
and experience at the heart of your plan.

Part of being student-centered is recognizing their limited attention spans and planning accordingly. Gavett

(2014) notes that many employees spend their virtual meetings doing other work, cooking, eating, or Amazon

shopping. Online students are now multitasking more than ever, balancing the extra demands on their

time. Running long sessions, especially past 60-90 minutes, increases the likelihood of competing distractions.
Carefully review your game plan before each session and create a minute-by-minute schedule. Sharing an
outline at the start helps students follow along and you can save valuable time by opening all files you will
need ahead of time.

Being efficient requires the instructor to recognize asynchronous portions as complements to live
engagement. Ask yourself, “Can | accomplish the same goal asynchronously?” For example, student
introductions can be time-consuming in a larger synchronous class. Instead, have students use a Discussion
Board or a video-based platform such as FlipGrid. For largely one-way communication, record a video and ask

students to watch it before/after class.

#2. Clarify Purpose, Norms, and Expectations

While synchronous sessions may be new to some instructors, oftentimes students are also unfamiliar with this
format. Even if they participated in synchronous sessions before, those experiences may vary greatly. Laying
the foundations of why and how you conduct your class helps set expectations, creating a shared class culture

where students take more responsibility for their participation.

Record a video before your first live session explaining the purpose (“How will these sessions contribute to
student learning and growth”), any equipment they will need (e.g., camera/mic), and your expectations of
engagement. Clarify aspects such as, “Are these sessions required or optional? How does this fit into my

grade? Is there an asynchronous alternative if | cannot join?”

Establishing an expectation of cameras turned on can greatly enrich the experience for students and
instructor. For students, cameras create a focused learning environment with less distraction — one much
better than “dialing-in from the road.” Video also helps the instructor know when students are lost, bored, or

at least that they’re still present!

Instructors should model for students an effective virtual presence. Ensure the lighting in your environment

allows students to see you clearly. Stay in the center of the frame and look into the camera when speaking.


https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/online-education/seven-things-to-consider-before-developing-your-online-course/
https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/online-education/four-crucial-factors-high-quality-distance-learning-courses/
https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/effective-teaching-strategies/why-cant-students-just-pay-attention/
https://hbr.org/2014/08/what-people-are-really-doing-when-theyre-on-a-conference-call
https://hbr.org/2014/08/what-people-are-really-doing-when-theyre-on-a-conference-call
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/03/31/student-parents-are-hit-doubly-hard-coronavirus
https://info.flipgrid.com/

Consider investing in an HD webcam, headset, or an external mic (e.g., Blue Yeti). While these may seem like

luxuries, being able to see and hear the instructor well greatly enhances the student experience.

#3. Build Community through Faculty-Student and Student-Student Interaction

Social check-ins create community. If | only turn on my camera and audio right at the start of class, that would
be similar to walking in the door of my in-person class right at the scheduled start time and going straight into
teaching. Whether in-person or online, those precious minutes before and after class are critical for
answering questions and connecting with students. Login several minutes before class and greet students as

they come in. Consider starting with fun virtual exercises.

Synchronous technologies have evolved considerably from text-based chat rooms common in the 90’s. In

Zoom, breakout rooms can be used to create student-student interaction for think-pair-share or team-based
exercises. Just make sure directions are extra clear before you send them to their virtual rooms and post in
your Learning Management System (LMS) beforehand any worksheets or instructions they will need. Zoom
even allows you to float the room, checking-in on groups as they work. Students are often most surprised by

breakout rooms — they never expected live interaction with their peers in online learning!

#4. Use Technology but Be Careful of Going Overboard

Today’s platforms are equipped with so many engagement tools it can feel overwhelming, even for students. |
suggest starting with polling as a relatively easy to use option, especially since instructors may already use
them in the classroom. Polling can be an effective way to engage students with practice exam questions, ice
breakers, or general pulse checks (“Rate your understanding of this concept”). Build polling into your game
plan as warm-ups or transitions between activities. Polling can also be used to create student-centered
discussion similar to the use of Clickers.

Accessibility is often a challenge in online courses. Thankfully, a number of tools have made accessibility

easier. When using cloud recording, Zoom auto-captions the session enabling students to watch a closed-
captioned recording after class. If using GoogleSlides, students can see live captioning during class.

In sum, when it comes to technology, take a gradual approach. Sometimes, when faculty learn about all the
tools available, in our zeal to create the best possible experience for students, we run the risk of trying to do
too much. Avoid jumping headfirst into the bells and whistles, giving yourself time to grow incrementally. As

you gain more experience, you’ll learn which tools best fit with your teaching style and pedagogical strategy.

The COVID-19 pandemic has many of us teaching in unfamiliar situations. Perhaps a silver lining has been the
widespread practice of synchronous instruction, a potential remedy for the connection students and faculty
often miss in traditional online classes. The exponential growth of synchronous sessions will likely shape a

“new normal” for online learning, long after the pandemic has passed.
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