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What's the problem?

In spring 2020, in response to COVID-19, United Kingdom (UK) universities shifted much of
their provision online (Baker, 2020). However, because of a number of practical and
commercial factors, many universities have retained elements of on-campus provision. As a
consequence, hybrid approaches to teaching and learning, combining online and on-campus
components, are now widely employed by UK universities.

The hybrid model presents universities with logistical and ethical challenges. Universities
offering courses which involve practice-based assessment — in, for example, laboratory
environments or the creative arts and performance — face complex decisions about how to
facilitate socially distanced on-campus provision. It may be impossible to replicate online the
full range of resources available to all students on-campus. On top of this, pressure to make
a competitive offer to new students has pushed universities to return to ‘in-person’ teaching
for the start of the new academic year (Universities UK, 2020) and consequently to put in
place safeguards to minimise the potential health risk to students.

But the provision of socially distanced, in-person, on-campus teaching presents significant
ethical and logistical challenges. Black, Asian and minority ethnic students are at increased
risk of infection and death from COVID-19 (Aldridge et al., 2020). The orchestration of on-
campus, discrete, socially distanced groups — to enable students to have meaningful
discussions, collate their thoughts and then share these in meaningful ways with other
groups — could place unreasonable or unrealistic demands on students, academics and
ancillary staff.

Though on-campus provision may be essential in some contexts, online approaches can
nevertheless offer a more practicable alternative to the ‘in-person’ socially distanced
teaching across the board which many universities have committed to. Online delivery may
well be able to replicate — or, at least, closely match — the pre-COVID on-campus provision
and thus provide a more equitably accessible offer. For example, online platforms such as
Teams or Zoom allow students to move between live, face-to-face, small group discussion
and live whole-cohort debate in ways that would be almost impossible on a socially
distanced campus. However, course designers do need to consider how to ensure that
online collaboration is both motivating and inclusive.

Principles for inclusive online learning

1. Be aware that belonging is significant.

Recognise that some students do not feel they belong to their university communities and
that this can, in turn, affect their persistence, learning outcomes and final grades (Amos and
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Doku, 2019; Tinto, 2017; Masika and Jones, 2016). We must keep sight of this in our online
teaching and learning.

2. Ensure that synchronous online teaching and learning are purposeful.

Acknowledge that constraints, including access to quiet study spaces and disparity in the
quality of online and digital access, especially affect excluded groups — hence the need to be
clear about the learning objectives and relevance of synchronous online teaching and
collaborative learning activities.

3. Provide accessible guidance.

Avoid making assumptions about students’ digital expertise and understanding. Provide
clear, technical guidance on the online platforms; include the students in co-developing
guidance on online etiquette.

4. Design inclusive online learning activities.

When designing synchronous and asynchronous online learning activities, apply a consistent
design structure with which students can become familiar. In addition, design collaborative
learning activities which require social interdependence and individual accountability,
sending clear signals that collaboration is valued (Johnson et al., 2014).

Putting principles into practice

1. Be explicit about roles and responsibilities in the online course. Share research on
effective collaborative learning (Johnson, op.cit.) and signal how the students’
collaborative learning is valued in the course and its assessment.

2. Prioritise synchronous collaborative learning activities by flipping the content. Make
the content available asynchronously through videos, screencasts, readings etc., with
associated reflective tasks which prepare students for synchronous collaborative
learning activities.

Team-based learning provides a collaborative learning framework for face-to-face and online
contexts. The online class starts with a meaningful quiz based on the flipped content. The
students answer individually before being assigned to teams where they share their learning,
re-take the test and in most cases improve their scores (Parmelee et al., 2010). Following
the team quiz, the teacher focuses the teaching on the weakest areas of student
understanding and sets the teams learning activities which require the application of their
new knowledge and understanding.

3. Integrate collaborative learning activities into synchronous teaching and allocate
student groups to breakout rooms when using video conferencing platforms. Upload
relevant resources and descriptions of learning activities to accessible online
platforms, such as Microsoft Sway or Padlet, and share the link via the online
platform’s chat function. This way students can easily access relevant resources and
learning activity descriptions.
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Online resources — like Padlet or the whiteboards provided by some online platforms —
facilitate resource sharing by the teacher and group-members. Each group can use its own
whiteboard to mind-map or concept-map their ideas, as well as sharing uploaded resources
(Novak and Gowin, 1984). In the plenary, group members can then share their individual
screens with the group’s whiteboard or other online resource where they have uploaded
tasks or drafted their ideas.

Online teaching and learning can certainly contribute to inclusive and accessible teaching
and learning. By prioritising inclusion, accessibility and careful planning, we may harness the
potential of online platforms and resources for the benefit of all — and our most marginalised
students will be the chief beneficiaries.
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