
Abstract

On January 30, 2020, Duke Learning Innovation (DLI) began 
the Keep Teaching Initiative to assist Duke Kunshan University, 
and later Duke University, faculty through the transition to remote 
teaching due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Throughout the process, 
DLI heard about the challenges faculty faced, but also their success 
stories. For many faculty members, remote instruction gave them an 
opportunity to be more experimental in their pedagogy and try new 
ways of engaging students, leading them to adopt new approaches 
to campus-based teaching. In this case study, we conducted semi-
structured interviews of Duke and Duke Kunshan faculty to 
understand how they transformed their teaching as a result of their 
remote teaching experiences. We describe the themes that emerged 
around flexible pedagogy and student engagement strategies. We 
also highlight implications for policy and practices that improve 
student learning outcomes and support more flexible pedagogy to 
create more resilient learning environments in the future.
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Introduction

On January 30, 2020, Duke Learning Innovation (DLI) began the Keep 
Teaching initiative to assist Duke Kunshan University, and later Duke 
University, faculty through the transition to remote teaching due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This initiative involved three primary components: (1) 
a collection of curated resources to help instructors quickly transition from in-
person to remote teaching, (2) training and support on technology tools and 
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platforms to facilitate online teaching, and (3) daily drop-in office hours with 
DLI’s team of teaching consultants.

As a result of this comprehensive outreach to faculty members at both 
universities (Duke Kunshan and Duke), we heard a lot about the instructor 
experiences during the transition to remote instruction, both positive 
and negative. As the semester drew to a close, we began to notice a trend 
of instructors sharing things they had tried during remote instruction that 
worked so well that they wanted to keep those parts of their course even when 
they returned to in-person teaching. After collecting these anecdotes for 
several weeks, we decided to build a case study of pedagogical lessons learned 
from the remote teaching experience with an emphasis on lessons that would 
carry over to the traditional, face-to-face teaching experience. This chapter 
summarizes that case study and presents recommendations for how university 
instructors can build resilience and flexibility into their courses.

Literature Review

Remote instruction at the college level is not new. In 1957, New York University 
and CBS created Sunrise Semester, a series of college-level classes delivered 
weekly on television. Almost as soon as it began, professors teaching Sunrise 
Semester classes quickly realized that teaching remotely was not the same as 
teaching in person. Early lectures often came across as canned, and professors 
were advised to create student engagement by allowing their personalities 
to come through during their recorded lectures (McDonald, 2004). While 
college students no longer watch classes on television, the options for online 
remote instruction have grown rapidly; as of 2010, over 30% of U.S. students 
reported having taken at least one online class (Platt et al., 2014).

With this growth in online learning has come a robust body of research on 
remote teaching pedagogy, much of it focused on strategies to increase student 
engagement. Studies have consistently found that interaction is important 
for fostering engagement, and there are many effective ways to create an 
interaction (Dixson, 2010). These strategies include incorporating active 
learning opportunities (Freeman et al., 2014; Maki & Maki, 2007; Phillips, 
2005), providing opportunities for discussions and collaboration among 
students (Gayton & McEwen, 2007; Robinson & Hullinger, 2008), giving and 
soliciting feedback frequently (Arend, 2007; Dennen et al., 2007), and offering 
varied student assessments (Barber et al., 2015).

Yet in spite of this large body of research, very few studies have attempted 
to apply conclusions from research on remote instruction to the face-to-face 
learning experience. Rather, many studies have implicitly treated in-person 
learning experiences as optimal and sought to improve online learning by 
applying findings from research on traditional classes to the online space. 
This approach is often fruitful (for an excellent example, see Darby & Lang, 
2019), but we believe that there is an overlooked opportunity to apply findings 
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from research on remote teaching to the in-person context because the few 
studies that exist show improvement to the face-to-face experience.

In fact, there is some precedent for applying findings about remote learning 
to the in-person experience. When Massive Open Online Classes (MOOCs) 
became widely available in 2011, many researchers identified potential and 
actual ways that MOOCs could transform the university experience. Campus 
instructors who designed and taught MOOCs frequently found that the 
experience changed the way they taught their on-campus classes (Waldrop, 
2013). Docq and Ella (2015) found that some university instructors who taught 
MOOCs, “evolve[d] from a focus on the content to be taught to a focus on the 
learning process of every student.” Looking at more concrete outcomes, another 
research team found that instructors who taught MOOCs subsequently added 
more interactive learning experiences and scaffolded learning activities into 
their campus-based classes (Manturuk & Ruiz-Esparza, 2015).

In this chapter, we use a case study approach to explore how the lessons 
learned from the rapid shift to remote learning during the 2020 spring semester 
can be leveraged to inform and improve the on-campus teaching and learning 
experiences. In doing this, we hope to contribute to a nascent yet growing body 
of literature that views remote instruction not as inferior to in-person learning, 
but as a unique learning modality. This theoretical approach to remote 
learning facilitates drawing on lessons learned from all teaching modalities to 
improve pedagogy broadly conceived, regardless of the mode of delivery.

Theoretical Framework

Online instruction and its many forms, including hybrid courses and MOOCs, 
are viewed as innovations within higher education. Research shows that some 
faculty and some students are resistant to this innovation (Allen & Seaman, 
2016). Rogers’ (1995) Model of the Innovation-Decision Process suggests 
that various characteristics of a decision maker and their perceptions of an 
innovation influence whether a decision maker will adopt and implement an 

Figure 11.1  Model of the innovation-decision process.
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innovation (see Figure 11.1). In the framework, a user moves from (1) having 
knowledge about an innovation, (2) to being persuaded that the innovation 
is an advantage, (3) to deciding to adopt or reject it, (4) to implementing it, 
and (5) lastly to confirming whether their decision to implement it should be 
continued (Rogers, 1995).

In the context of our case study at Duke, undergraduate learning was 
taking place in-person, and online learning was a rare occurrence; thus, many 
of the faculty and students at the universities may have had some knowledge 
about online learning, but few would have engaged in an innovation-decision 
process around online learning. However, a disruption to the traditional in-
person course model occurred in spring 2020 when campuses were closed 
due to COVID-19. Suddenly, all faculty and students had to consider their 
perceptions of remote teaching and learning and decide how much to invest 
in its adoption and implementation. Anecdotally, we know that there were 
varying levels of faculty adoption and implementation of online learning tools 
and strategies during the second half of the spring semester. This case study 
seeks to understand how implementation took place and whether faculty were 
confirmed in their decision to implement those tools and strategies.

Method

We began hearing about new teaching practices emerging from remote 
learning through word-of-mouth during the spring and summer of 2020. 
Based on hearing these stories, we formalized a research study to access 
how these anecdotes are reflected in actual practice. Drawing on Merriam’s 
(1998) method, we designed a bounded case, employed purposeful sampling, 
and iterative data collection and analysis. Our case study is bounded by the 
experience of teaching a face-to-face undergraduate course in spring 2020 
and having to translate that class to an online format due to the COVID-19 
campus closure. We collected data to build this case study by conducting semi-
structured interviews with Duke Kunshan University and Duke University 
faculty members following the end of the spring 2020 semester. We recruited 
faculty members for this study by invitations sent through email to instructors 
who taught a course in spring 2020 and who had contact with either the Duke 
Kunshan Center for Teaching and Learning or Duke University Learning 
Innovation. We explained that we were looking to interview people who had 
identified ways that they planned to change how they taught in the future 
as a result of their remote teaching experience. In particular, we sought the 
perspectives of faculty who fully adopted and implemented online learning 
techniques in the second half of the spring semester and indicated that they 
may implement them in the future.

We conducted a total of 11 interviews over a 2-week period. Three of the 
participants were Duke Kunshan faculty, and eight participants were Duke 
University faculty, one of whom was teaching in a study abroad program 
during the spring semester. The participants included faculty from natural 
sciences, social sciences, and humanities, and faculty members at a wide range 
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of academic ranks from junior professors of the practice to senior tenured 
professors. The interviews were semi-structured; all the interviews asked 
participants to share how they had changed their teaching during the remote 
instruction period and to describe what had worked well and what had not. 
Beyond that, the researchers followed the subject trajectories mentioned by 
the participants (Creswell, 2014).

After the interviews were completed, the interviews were transcribed 
verbatim. The researchers first coded the interviews and then compared notes, 
outlining the themes that had emerged. We created a spreadsheet listing each 
theme that came up during the interviews and added rows for sub-themes 
and examples of each one. Because this is a case study, we did not look only 
for commonalities across interviews. Rather, we were interested in finding the 
variety of experiences that instructors shared to gain as complete a picture as 
possible of the effective practices and pedagogies that had emerged from the 
remote teaching experience.

Participants

Our interview participants included instructors from a diverse range of 
disciplines including physical sciences (e.g., chemistry, biology), social sciences 
(e.g., statistics, public policy), humanities (e.g., languages, theater), and 
graduate/professional schools (e.g., law, medicine). We interviewed faculty 
members of different ranks (e.g., assistant professor, full professor, professor of 
the practice), some of whom were new to teaching and some who had several 
decades of experience. Most of the interview participants were teaching at 
their respective campuses when remote instruction began, but one person had 
been teaching abroad.

We note that our sample is not a representative sample of instructors at the 
two universities. The goal of a case study is to collect information from key 
informants who can describe different aspects of the case. For this research, 
we were specifically looking for instructors who had been teaching during the 
spring 2020 semester and who had to quickly switch to remote instruction. 
Within that large population, we used purposeful sampling to recruit 
instructors who had significantly changed how they taught in response to the 
pandemic (Creswell, 2014). We also used snowball sampling when participants 
mentioned colleagues that had shared similar experiences (Merriam, 1998).

Trustworthiness

To ensure trustworthiness in our research study, we first reflected on our own 
bias, especially because we both work with consultants and faculty through 
Duke Learning Innovation who have shared anecdotal experiences with us. 
In addition, one researcher taught a face-to-face undergraduate course at 
another university in spring 2020 that had to move online due to COVID-19 
campus closure. To ensure that we did not allow our experiences to overly 
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influence the data analysis, we used intercoder reliability as we coded 
interviews individually and then discussed themes together. We also asked a 
peer debriefer to review our results (Creswell, 2014)

Results

Throughout our interviews, we found that most participants found 
confirmation of their adoption and implementation of online tools and 
strategies. Three main themes emerged when we asked instructors to describe 
what they had learned from their remote teaching experiences. These were:

Pedagogical flexibility: Remote teaching required instructors to be flexible 
in how they taught because students were learning from a wide variety of 
locations with different time zones, different access to the internet, and 
different physical spaces in which to work.

Expansive but Simple Communication: Instructors had to explore new 
communication channels as regular face-to-face interaction with students 
was often not possible.

Authentic Assessment: Most instructors quickly found proctored, multiple-
choice exams to be impractical or even impossible in remote teaching, so 
they explored how to do assessment in new and often more authentic ways.

We will describe each of these in more detail below, followed by 
recommendations for how to implement the lessons learned from remote 
teaching into campus teaching.

Pedagogical Flexibility

When universities shifted to remote instruction, there was little advance 
warning. Students had to quickly leave campuses, and most, but not all, 
went home. Students were suddenly in learning environments with different 
time zones, inconsistent access to reliable high-speed internet, and often 
limited access to resources and quiet spaces. As a result, all the instructors 
we interviewed noted that simply moving their usual teaching practice to an 
online format was not possible. The instructors who felt their teaching was the 
most successful under these difficult circumstances were those that practiced 
pedagogical flexibility. Rather than trying to design a remote learning 
pedagogy that would work for every student, these instructors found success by 
meeting students where they were, with the resources they had. This generally 
meant giving students multiple ways to interact and learn new material, 
exploring new mediums for communication, and prioritizing student wellness.

Flipped Class Models

Almost all the instructors we interviewed quickly adopted a flipped class 
model of teaching, and they reported that students responded very well to 
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this approach. Some instructors would pre-record lectures and then use 
synchronous class times for activities just as they would in a campus-based 
flipped class. Other instructors took pedagogical flexibility farther by 
recording short lecture videos during online class sessions and giving the 
students the option to attend class or watch the videos later. Some instructors 
also tried this for class activities—students who could attend a synchronous 
session participated in the activity and students who could not attend watched 
the activity later and did a similar activity on their own. Student feedback 
to this approach was favorable. Students really liked being able to listen to a 
lecture or participate in an activity during a live session, but then go back and 
re-watch the session later and take notes.

Student-Centered Deadlines

The instructors we interviewed generally did not make significant changes 
to their syllabi when they shifted to remote instruction. They kept the same 
assignments, projects, and assessments that they had planned for the campus 
classes. However, several of them noted the need to offer more flexibility in 
when those activities would happen. Because many students moved at least once 
and often more often during the remote instruction period, due dates became 
problematic. This was compounded by students not knowing in advance when 
they would have access to an internet connection or a quiet space in which to 
take a test or complete an assignment. Instructors found that they needed to 
offer students more flexibility in deadlines and due dates. One instructor noted, 
“I thought I was being flexible at the start by giving a day grace period…but 
as the semester went on, I had to extend that period.” Instructors also talked 
about the importance of letting students communicate with them when they 
had extenuating circumstances that necessitated a change in a deadline. One 
described that “I guess one of the big adaptations I had to do was deadlines. 
Every deadline got spread and stretched to accommodate peoples’ situations, 
which fluctuate much more widely when they are on campus.”

Pedagogies of Care

Most instructors we interviewed talked about the importance of checking in 
with students to see how they were doing and find out if they needed any 
help connecting with university support resources. As several people noted, 
students could not be successful in learning if they were in crisis. The nature 
of the pandemic meant that some students experienced stress related to both 
physical and mental health, so checking in with students was critical. One 
faculty member described why adopting a pedagogy of care was a critical part 
of her ability to teach successfully:

It’s a real human problem. How do we make sure our students are feeling 
safe? How are we modeling kindness? And those aren’t “bonus extras,” 
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actually. You know, the science tells us that when we are kind and the 
students feel cared for and as if they belong, the learning outcomes 
increase.

Expansive but Simple Communication

Throughout the remote instruction period, students received a lot of emails—
official university updates, housing information, and notifications of new 
policy changes on a seemingly daily basis. Faculty members too quickly found 
that they were receiving many more emails than they could keep up with, 
and often by the time they read a message it was outdated. This “avalanche 
of emails” experience prompted several instructors to think about better and 
more effective ways they could communicate with, and get information from, 
their students.

The most universal communication success story we heard from instructors 
was the use of online chat tools as a way for students to interact and ask 
questions. Students overwhelmingly appreciated having the ability to ask 
a question during class by typing it into a chat window instead of having 
to speak in front of a room. Several instructors told us that the number of 
students who were actively engaged during class time increased when they 
had the opportunity to engage through online chat. This was an especially 
effective way to help students engage with guest speakers; students were 
less intimidated typing a question or comment to a guest speaker than they 
typically felt having a similar engagement face-to-face.

Other communication strategies that instructors shared with us that were 
effective during remote instruction included:

•	 Using online platforms for small group discussions was easier than 
trying to manage such discussions in a physical classroom where many 
discussions would be happening at the same time in the same space. One 
instructor shared that breakout discussions were richer because groups 
had more private spaces for conversation.

•	 Online office hours were very popular with students because they did not 
have to spend a significant amount of time traveling to a physical office to ask 
what they anticipated would be a quick question. Many faculty members saw 
office hours visits increase dramatically when they moved online.

•	 Short surveys were an effective way for instructors to take the pulse of a 
class and find out if a new approach or experiment was working or not. 
Students generally seemed comfortable giving honest feedback on short 
check-in surveys.

Authentic Assessment

Almost every instructor we interviewed shared that they had to re-think 
and redesign their course assessments. They quickly found that it simply was 
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not feasible to administer traditional multiple-choice exams when teaching 
online. But other assessment plans were rendered impractical as well. For 
example, language faculty shared that inconsistent internet access among 
students made it impossible for students to be assessed on their conversational 
skills the way they would be in an in-person class session. A public policy 
faculty member shared that the primary summative assessment in their 
course was a group presentation to the class, something that would be difficult 
to impossible under the circumstances. Instead, the instructor had students 
record presentations. Then the instructor, along with other students, watched 
them and gave feedback. This approach allowed for a more thoughtful 
assessment of the presentation, and better feedback, because reviewers could 
watch the presentation more than once instead of having to rely only on their 
notes to write feedback.

As instructors re-designed their assessments, many shared that the process 
pushed them to think more critically about how and why they were evaluating 
student learning. Having to create new assessments led one faculty member to 
go back to the learning objectives and make sure the assessments were closely 
aligned with the course content. During the interview, they said, “So the first 
thing that I do is to strip this down to the learning objectives. What do I want 
them to know how to do a year from now?” They went on to describe how 
they developed assessments that evaluated students on their ability to perform 
those tasks, not their ability to recall facts and details. Another instructor 
described this process as “shifting from ‘what’ questions to ‘why’ questions.”

Finally, instructors shared experiences of giving student teams more 
autonomy over how they were evaluated. In a particularly striking example, 
one instructor shared that she gave small groups of students leeway to decide 
as a team what types of artifacts they wanted to create at the end of the 
semester to demonstrate their learning. She was impressed by the quality of 
work that students produced, telling us,

[the final projects] were amazing. There were teams that created videos 
and teams that created podcasts and teams that created zines and comic 
books. So that showed us that the students were appreciative of having 
the opportunity to connect with their peers.

Discussion and Conclusions

The abrupt switch to remote instruction, and the limitations associated with 
that, pushed many faculty instructors to implement new ways of teaching, 
communicating, and assessing learning. In institutions with very high levels of 
research activity, such as Duke University, many faculty have not experienced 
formalized pedagogical training and may not receive recognition for their 
efforts to improve their pedagogical practice. All but one of our participants 
had contact with a teaching and learning center either at Duke Kunshan 
University or Duke University, but we do not know the extent to which they 
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engaged with those centers around pedagogical or technological innovations. 
We do know that they had to reconsider their course delivery and assessments 
to finish the semester successfully. To accomplish this task, they had to 
implement online learning.

While implementing these changes in the midst of the pandemic was 
difficult, some of those changes represented improvements that instructors can 
bring back to campus when in-person instruction resumes. Remote instruction 
highlighted the importance of flexibility and student-centered pedagogies 
that allow students to be active participants in identifying when and where 
they can best learn. New communication channels, especially online chats, 
and web-based meetings helped introverted students feel more comfortable 
asking questions and interacting, leading to more engagement during class 
time and office hours. When proctored, multiple-choice exams were not an 
option, instructors found that authentic assessments that emphasized applying 
knowledge to create artifacts or solve problems were more rewarding for both 
themselves and their students.

There were also some important lessons learned from strategies that did 
not work out well during remote instruction. Almost every instructor we 
interviewed had a story about some technology failing or some activity just 
not working out online. One of the requests that several instructors raised 
along these lines was that they should have all their students appear on video 
during synchronous class sessions. This generally emerged from a desire to 
see students’ faces and respond to their body language, but an unintended 
consequence was that this requirement highlighted socioeconomic inequality 
among students within a class. One instructor who experienced this said:

You know there are a lot of students who families are economically well 
off. But then there are also students who are here on financial aid and 
will never talk about the realities of their family life. But, you know, 
Zoom brings us into one another’s homes and some homes are really 
beautiful and lavish and other homes are very simple. And, you know, 
just the insecurities about revealing one’s private space to a world of 
people on a Zoom call…[that is] something I tried, you know, I want to 
be sensitive to.

While we know that socioeconomic inequality exists, bring a class into 
students’ homes changed that from an abstract concept to something that was 
a visible part of a learning experience. By highlighting this, remote instruction 
has led to a new conversation on the two campuses involved in this case study 
about how to minimize visible signs of inequality and be more sensitive to, 
and aware of, the experiences of lower-income students.

Our results further confirm that innovative pedagogical strategies, such as 
active learning, are valuable, and understanding those strategies is an asset in 
times of disruption. When faculty had better perceptions of these innovative 
strategies and had at least considered adopting them in the past, they were 
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better prepared to implement them in this crisis. Further, when implemented 
effectively, these strategies proved themselves effective enough to be adopted 
for further use even when classes return to an in-person format.

Implications

Remote teaching during the pandemic was the catalyst for many positive 
changes in how university instruction happened at Duke Kunshan University 
and Duke University. Some instructors used the disruption to finally implement 
innovations that they wanted to adopt. Every instructor we interviewed 
shared at least one change they made during the spring 2020 semester that 
they plan to incorporate in their usual teaching practice in the future. One 
instructor who tried a flipped class pedagogy for the first time, summarized 
this by saying, “[I] always wanted to do this; [last semester] I was forced to do 
this, and I will do it in the future.”

In conclusion, based on our case study of successful remote teaching at two 
campuses, we present the following recommended practices to create a more 
flexible and resilient learning environment for students:

1.		  Be pedagogically flexible: provide your course content through several 
different channels and in several different formats. This creates ways 
for students to remain engaged with a class even if they experience an 
unexpected absence and gives instructors that opportunity as well.

2.		 Make communication simple: give students lots of different ways to talk 
to you, from one-on-one meetings and online office hours to short chat 
messages and feedback surveys. Students who feel comfortable with a 
communication medium are more likely to use it.

3.		 Assess students authentically: create assessments that allow students to 
demonstrate their knowledge, skills, and abilities in ways that are relevant 
to them.

Beyond these evidence-based practice recommendations, we propose that 
researchers move away from frameworks that implicitly prioritize in-person 
modes of instruction as normative or optimal. Most pedagogical studies of 
remote instruction have emphasized exploring ways to improve the online 
learning experience, often by applying principles and practices from in-
person teaching. This case study suggests that while this approach has merit, 
there is also much to be gained by exploring ways in which pedagogies native 
to remote instruction can improve the in-person learning experience. While 
this case study was exploratory in nature, we hope that future research will 
continue this productive approach and further explore how remote learning 
pedagogies can improve campus-based learning.

We cannot know whether we will ever face another pandemic as we did in the 
spring of 2020. However, there is a good chance that some of our universities will 
face unexpected events or changes that will require rapid changes in how and 
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where we teach. Adopting flexible pedagogies, multi-channel communications, 
and authentic assessments now can make it much easier to be responsive to 
unexpected changes in the future. These practices can also create more student-
centered learning experiences on campuses in general.
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Foreword
Yingyi  Ma

COVID-19 is upending daily life, and its impact on global higher education 
(HE) is seismic. How to understand the impacts and improve policy and 
practice in the field of international HE during and post-COVID? Colleges 
and universities around the world are wondering about the above questions, 
and this book has provided a much-needed discussion for those questions.

The editors of this book have done a tremendous job in assembling a wide 
range of in-depth studies, both in terms of substantive topics and geographic 
regions. The topics range from the role of HE in society, crisis and innovation 
through technology in HE, international student experiences navigating 
the pandemic, national policies, international academic relations, public 
and private university responses, and the innovative engagement efforts of 
global HE institutions. Despite the expansive topics, various articles share the 
theme of exploring the traditional and changing roles of HE in society. Part 
I presents a few studies grounded in diverse national contexts that show how 
HE operates and adapts to society changed by the pandemic.

I commend the editors for their efforts to include a wide variety of contexts 
of HE institutions in different countries. While the impacts of COVID-19 
on HE may be uncertain, what is certain is the increasing inequality among 
countries in dealing with the pandemic due to the unequal access to resources, 
technologies, and public health management. Part II in this book, in 
particular, focuses on the Global South (lower-income countries). The studies 
have shown the devastating impact on HE in countries of the global south 
due to the faltering economy during the pandemic as well as the incredible 
resilience of faculty and students in these countries to lessen the hardship 
through impressive innovations.

Technology-powered online education has been the quintessential 
innovation of 21st-century HE. Technology is liberating as much as limiting. 
COVID-19 has forced global HE to confront, leverage, and manage the 
power of technology to engage with students, experiment, and explore new 
pedagogy. The editors of this book have presented a wide range of empirically 
based studies in different HE settings to show that technology is indeed the 
double-edged sword, and it is incumbent on global HE leaders and educators 
to figure out innovative ways to use technology well, while fully recognizing 
and managing its limitations. Part III has been devoted to this theme.



xviii  Foreword

This book is for anyone who is interested in HE in the global world, 
including but not limited to scholars, teachers, administrators, and students, 
and for any concerned citizens to reimagine and redesign the global HE in a 
new era.
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