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The focus of this research is the practicalities of adjustment to a semester of teaching language wholly 
online in the current COVID-19 pandemic at a German university. Such a study is important in order to 
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synchronous and asynchronous pedagogical modalities. The findings provide evidence that language 
instructors and students benefit somewhat from general technological instruction but much more from 
instruction that is combined with language pedagogy. The main conclusions drawn from this study are 
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online teaching, and that online learning is more than just a digital replicate of learning in person. It 
requires its own set of digital and knowledge tools to be executed effectively. 
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1. Introduction

On March 15, 2020, Technische Universität Darmstadt (TU-Darmstadt) in the state of Hessen, 
Germany, reacted to the COVID-19 crisis by cancelling the in-person final exams that were 
underway; directing all personnel to work from home if possible; and closing the campus’s 
libraries, fitness centers, cafeterias, and meeting spaces (Brühl et al., 2020). The following day, the 
German government issued a statement that it was closing the country’s borders (Der Spiegel ―EU 
schließt,‖ 2020). As it was clear that in-person teaching could not take place safely during the 
forthcoming summer semester, the university’s leadership made a same-day announcement that 
all instruction would take place online, due to begin at the end of April (Hufeisen, 2020a). Amid 
the myriad life changes that came with trying to work and to stay healthy during a global 
pandemic, pedagogical adjustment was just one of them. We German and English instructors at an 
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engineering-focused university, like in-person educators around the world, had to rethink what 
kinds of teaching and learning were possible in a global crisis with no end in sight.     

Unlike our US counterparts, though (we are both US citizens by birth), we did not have to alter 
our teaching in the middle of the semester—the March closures came during the university’s 
vorlesungsfreie Zeit (the lecture-free pause between winter and summer semesters, when written 
and oral exams for required subjects take place). We had six weeks between the university’s 
closure to all but essential personnel and the start of a two-week-delayed online semester to 
prepare. For instructors in the Language Resource Center (LRC), where we both work, this meant 
adjusting if not transforming manifold aspects of our approaches to course content, goal-setting, 
the balance between synchronous and asynchronous learning time, assessments, and feedback 
patterns. One of us needed to redo English classes alone, and the other needed to remodel 
language classes in both English and German. The guiding question for this article therefore is: 
how did German and English language teachers at a German university adjust to a fully online 
semester in the COVID-19 crisis?  

This article describes the context, preparations, and teaching strategies that one experienced 
and one novice online instructor used to teach German and English to a largely engineering-
oriented student body. First, it describes the context of language teaching at our university in 
summer semester 2020. Second, it provides a review of the pedagogical literature on which we 
based our course revisions. Third, it outlines our teaching preparations and the execution thereof 
in that semester. Fourth, we evaluate our performance to identify what elements of our teaching 
strategies worked well and which ones did not, including the results of student evaluations and a 
department-wide instructor survey. Finally, we provide recommendations to other instructors 
who will be teaching wholly online in the future in the context of an ongoing pandemic. We argue 
that a program of individual and group learning was critical toward establishing standards across 
the twenty languages taught at the LRC, the levels of languages taught, and the level of online 
expertise that instructors had prior to the summer semester. Specialized language-teaching 
instruction on Moodle, clarity on university-wide as well as departmental pedagogical standards 
and expectations, and peer-to-peer conversations were essential to providing professional 
structures for us all. However, there is room for improvement to adjust to a pedagogical situation 
in which all teachers and students are operating under stressful conditions. 

1.1. Background: COVID-19 at a German University 

As instructor, staff, and student safety cannot be guaranteed in in-person classrooms, we have 
been teaching remotely since April 2020.  However, beginning in June, staff and faculty could 
return to their offices if they had a room to themselves (President of TU-Darmstadt, 2021). But 
whether students are learning in a classroom or at home, they all must meet university-wide 
language requirements. As of the winter semester 2019–2020, TU-Darmstadt had 25,170 
undergraduate students and 4,118 graduate students (TU-Darmstadt ―Facts,‖ 2020). Students 
wishing to enter German-language degree programs must demonstrate a Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) C1 level of German proficiency and a C1 level of 
English proficiency in English-language degree programs to qualify for admission. Students can 
prove those proficiencies through Goethe C1 or C2 certificates (German) or specific TOEFL (Test of 
English as a Foreign Language) or TOEIC (Test of English for International Communication) 
scores, among other official means (TU-Darmstadt ―Application,‖ 2020). Students demonstrating a 
C1-level of language proficiency can, among other skills, ―understand a wide range of demanding, 
longer texts, and recognize implicit meaning…[They] can use language flexibly and effectively for 
social, academic and professional purposes‖ (Council of Europe, 2020). However, these programs 
do not require additional language classes once a student is admitted. Students take language 
classes voluntarily; when Drucker asks students on the first day of class why they take language 
classes, they say they want to improve their professional language skills, they have a good friend 
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or partner who speaks the language, they are traveling or studying abroad for a semester, or that 
they want to meet new people.  

Taking optional instead of required classes may not have been a priority for many students, but 
it remained so for some. In the last completed semester before the pandemic (Winter 2019–20), 
1926 final grades in language classes were issued, with 662 in German-language classes and 472 in 
English-language classes. In the recently completed summer semester, 1576 final grades were 
issued, with 360 in German-language classes and 393 in English-language classes.2 That twenty 
percent enrollment drop in language classes may be due to the shift to online teaching, shrinking 
travel and study abroad opportunities, students choosing to take no or fewer optional classes, or 
uncertainty regarding when and how language certification exams will next take place. In 
addition, there was an enrollment drop across the university of international students who 
normally would have taken German classes in order to learn or to improve in the language. The 
international travel restrictions that were still in place when the semester began hampered 
international students’ ability to study in Darmstadt. 

1.2. Literature Review 

For our online-only teaching and learning plans, we drew primarily on two books of broad 
pedagogical importance as well as specific guidance. The first of these books is McKeachie’s 
Teaching Tips, now in its fourteenth edition. The advice of author Wilbert J. McKeachie and 
colleagues is especially useful because they teach at the Open University in England, which has 
conducted distance learning programs since 1971 (Open University, 2018). Given their experience 
with both face-to-face and distance learning, they did not perceive distance-learning methods as 
inherently less valuable face-to-face teaching: ―Face-to-face teaching cannot be argued to be either 
necessary or sufficient for effective learning‖ (McKeachie, 1999). Co-author Diana Laurillard states 
the five conditions under which online teaching can take place effectively: 1) All students have 
access to the technology at appropriate places and times to use it; 2) Students have access to the 
specified software applications and resources they will need; 3) There is technical support 
available at study times for students who need it; 4) the department plans staff time appropriately 
for the requirements of the technology; and 5) there is staff development time and resources 
available to enable professors to develop their technological skills (McKeachie, 1999). Though 
Laurillard articulated these conditions in 1999, they remain the basis of determining whether or 
not instructors are properly equipped to teach online, and if students are prepared to learn online. 
These conditions were not met fully on either our or our students’ sides, which we detail below. 
McKeachie and Laurillard value both pedagogical methods equally and provide advice for 
instructors on making the best of either method. They also outline the basic conditions under 
which online learning can happen successfully.    

The second of these books is Kevin M. Gannon’s Radical Hope: A Teaching Manifesto, which 
Gannon composed before the pandemic but published during one of its early peaks in April 2020. 
His analyses of pre-pandemic pedagogical challenges and how teaching can ameliorate them are 
extendable to the current crisis. He argues for a pedagogical praxis centered in ―radical hope…one 
that fosters openness and inclusivity, critical reflection, dialogue and conversation, and a 
commitment to making higher education accessible and meaningful for all our students‖ (Gannon, 
2020, p.6, emphasis in the original). As a means to achieve these goals, Gannon advocates 
Universal Design Learning (UDL), an approach to teaching that ensures all students, including 
those with disabilities, have access to materials and the opportunity to learn alongside their peers. 
For example, he points out that some need alternate accommodations for exams due to test-taking 
anxiety; visually impaired students need texts and images formatted to be readable for screen-
reader technology, and they needed subtitles added to spoken lectures for hearing-impaired 
students (Gannon, 2020). Finally, ―the real work of change in higher education is done student by 

                                                         
2 These statistics show the number of final grades entered, including participation-only (non-credit) grades. As some students take more 
than one class, they do not represent the total number of students taking language classes.  
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student, classroom by classroom, course by course, and it’s done by educators who have 
committed to teaching because it and their students matter‖ (Gannon, 2020, p.155). Gannon’s 
perspective on accessible, student-centered learning, in which instructors guide students in a spirit 
of partnership, inspired many of us to be open and honest with our students about the difficulties 
of teaching and learning in a pandemic so that they could be open and honest with us as well.  

Third, we gathered information on digital pedagogy that we could apply to teaching generally 
and teaching language specifically in a worldwide crisis. Our sources included guidebooks such as 
Teaching Online (Clandfield & Hockly, 2017), Online Teaching at Its Best (Nilson & Goodson, 2018), 
and Fremdsprache Deutsch Unterrichten [Teaching German as a Foreign Language] (Gehring, 2018). 
They also included articles from the online journal Hybrid Pedagogy for digital pedagogical 
framework concepts and the collection An Urgency of Teachers: The Work of Critical Digital Pedagogy 
(Morris & Stommel, 2018; Morris & Taub, 2018; Stommel 2020; Stommel et al., 2020; Van 
Overmeire, 2018). For example, a 2018 article on ethical online learning helped Drucker think more 
clearly about how to involve students actively in shaping their course experience, especially when 
they were originally expecting regular in-person courses: ―Practicing collegial pedagogy in online 
learning means engaging students as pedagogical partners‖ (Morris & Taub, 2018). Furthermore, 

there is something different, something affectively different [about online teaching]. Most students 
taking fully online classes are doing so in relative solitude. In fact, they’re counting on you to make 
not just the ideas in your class, the content the LMS [learning management system] is so content to 
deliver [and to] synthesize—they’re also counting on you to make their experience of education 
synthesize (Morris & Taub, 2018). 

In other words, students may have been looking to us for more than just language instruction. It 
was likewise important to model patience for our students and each other, from the shoulders up, 
in order to create the best possible atmosphere for teaching and learning. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

There were two sets of participants in this project: full-time and adjunct instructors in the 
Language Resource Center and Drucker’s and Fleischhauer’s students. There were approximately 
seventeen full-time instructors (including Drucker and Fleischhauer) and forty-six adjunct 
instructors in the summer 2020 semester. Drucker had twenty-two students in her three classes 
(fourteen men, eight women) including eleven at the bachelor’s degree level, eleven at the master’s 
degree level, and none at the doctoral level. Fleischhauer had fifty-four (thirty-four men, twenty 
women) in her six classes, including seventeen at the bachelor’s-degree level, thirty-six at the 
master’s-degree level, and one at the doctoral level. We anonymized all participant data. 

2.2. Data Collection Process 

Since language teaching and exams take place only during the semester itself, the pandemic did 
not interrupt our teaching. As mentioned above, the TU-Darmstadt administration delayed the 
beginning of the semester by two weeks, so language instruction that normally takes place for 
thirteen weeks took place over twelve weeks in the summer semester. Language instructors, both 
full-time and adjunct, had six weeks to re-plan their courses and to adapt to online-only methods 
and techniques (adjuncts also had the option to cancel their classes). This re-planning and the 
subsequent execution thereof had three facets: the technological facet, the overall pedagogical 
facet, and the administrative and student-interaction facet.  

First, regarding technological needs, members of the university’s Center for Educational 
Development and Technology (HDA) paired with their counterparts at the University IT-Service 
and Computing Center (HRZ) to offer general online teaching suggestions and courses across the 
university, and guides to Moodle had been available for several years. However, Fleischhauer and 
the three other colleagues who comprised the LRC E-Learning team identified a clear need for 
further training in pedagogical techniques and specialized models for language learners and 
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instructors alike (Kontinuum, 2017). As many staff members were already working from their 
home offices, the first priority was to establish a central, transparent means of communication 
amongst LRC staff. First, the E-Learning team established an asynchronous staff meeting place 
using the existing campus learning management system (LMS), Moodle. There were several clear 
advantages of using this platform. Communication among staff members could take place on 
several levels, due to the variety of functions available with the LMS. We could inform one another 
of important changes and new information via a news feed; all colleagues could pose questions, 
request help, and give one another help with instructional issues involving synchronous and 
asynchronous learning situations via a forum. Within separate thematic areas (language pedagogy, 
synchronous platforms, and exams, for example), they were able to inform colleagues about the 
various types of platforms usable for instructional purposes; colleagues could sign up for in-house 
workshops on asynchronous and synchronous learning platforms as well as other events designed 
and hosted by the E-Learning team; and the E-Learning team could also post surveys related to e-
learning and receive feedback from colleagues. The LMS was not only multifaceted, but it also 
proved to be flexible and efficient, as time was of the essence once we recognized the amount of 
work that lay ahead before the semester began. The placement of themes that became more or less 
important throughout the semester could be easily changed. In addition, new themes (i.e. testing) 
could be added as they gained importance as the semester progressed. The three main themes 
covered in the internal staff LMS were: 

 Content-based exchanges among colleagues (forum) 

 Technical issues related to online synchronous language instruction 

 Technical issues related to online asynchronous language instruction  
Due to the flexibility and multiple uses of the LMS, we were able to avoid unnecessary 

additional communication channels, as might have been the case if we had chosen e-mail as a 
means of contacting one another.  

The E-Learning team’s initial and most important goal was to have all colleagues trained in 
synchronous online learning systems, so that they would be able to hold online instruction at the 
beginning of the semester. In practice, most colleagues used Zoom for synchronous language 
instruction, as the university recommended it; a handful preferred Skype. Over the course of 
several weeks, the E-Learning team offered a series of workshops for a total of around ninety 
colleagues (including full-time and adjunct instructors), all of whom had little or no prior 
experience with Zoom. The first workshop served as a basic introduction to Zoom, its main 
features, and its use in the language learning classroom. Although the primary focus was to 
acquaint participants with the technical features of Zoom, the application of these features for 
instructional purposes in a language learning setting was a continuous point of reference in 
examples and hands-on tasks through the workshop. The workshops lasted ninety minutes on 
average. Workshops were held at three different times of day in order to accommodate colleagues’ 
work and family schedules. The workshops that followed were primarily hands-on and based on 
the questions and individual needs of the participants, as they were planning and adjusting their 
course methodology plan to meet the needs of the upcoming online semester. During these 
workshops, colleagues learned one or two new, more advanced features of Zoom, after which they 
took turns assuming the host or learner role in the meeting room. Through online discussion and a 
clear and open collaborative effort among colleagues, we were able to tailor the program to our 
individual language instruction needs.   

In addition to these workshops, the E-Learning team also simulated and recorded an online 
instructional session and posted this on our staff LMS. Here, it was possible to see how technical 
features of Zoom were being used; however, the primary focus was to gain an understanding of 
how Zoom could be best used for instructional purposes in the language learning classroom. This 
important aspect set our workshops and materials apart from other information available online, 
as the language learning setting guided our decision-making and the generation of our ideas. This 
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is perhaps why our colleagues felt so comfortable with Zoom and were given overwhelmingly 
positive feedback from students in university-wide evaluations when the semester was over.  

Second, regarding the overall pedagogical facet, most colleagues used Moodle for asynchronous 
instruction. Prior to the pandemic, most of us had only used it for administrative purposes such as 
posting homework, uploading documents, and providing links to websites with instruction-
related (language-learning) material, however not for interactive purposes. Unlike Zoom learning 
workshops, for which all participants needed an initial technical overview of the program’s 
features, many colleagues already had a basic understanding of Moodle, and so the E-Learning 
team’s Moodle workshops focused on those interactive purposes. Separate workshops for 
beginners and for colleagues with prior experience were offered over the course of several weeks 
before the semester began. Areas in which there was interest but relatively little or no prior 
experience included various test functions; the survey function; how to give feedback; how to use 
the glossary; and how to use Etherpad (a real-time, collaborative text editor plugin). All of those 
functions focused on enabling a more interactive and collaborative online learning experience for 
our instructors and for our students.   

The E-Learning team also recorded and uploaded videos on various topics related to the design 
of language classes on Moodle to our staff LMS. Open office hours were held on a weekly basis, 
during which colleagues could address individual problems or issues in course planning or 
incidents that occurred during the semester. In addition, a sample Moodle course was put into 
place, so that colleagues could visualize what a fully developed Moodle course page looked like. 
Of course, new issues would continue to arise as the semester began. These were discussed in our 
online forum and in informal weekly staff meetings (Stammtisch in German) via Zoom. For 
example, one instructor posted a query in the staff forum about PowerPoint presentations. She 
asked if there were additional tools to make videos of her presentations that could eventually 
include animations and subtitles, and if anyone could share examples of how they used such tools. 
One of the E-Learning team members suggested Camtasia, which the university’s IT-Service and 
Computing Center also supported. Simple as such an exchange was, the ability of other instructors 
to see it saved the E-Learning team from having to answer the same question repeatedly. Such 
posts could indirectly help a greater number of colleagues at one time, as all had access to the same 
information. 

Despite the importance of asynchronous and synchronous technological tools, they remained 
secondary to the didactics of language learning that underpinned them. Although it was clear that 
we would need both tools (Moodle and Zoom) for the digital semester, we recognized that the 
amount of asynchronous and synchronous elements could differ depending on multiple factors. 
These included language level, course theme (i.e., a writing course versus a conversation course), 
hours of instruction, days per week the class was being held, number of class participants, and 
language (i.e., How will the learners produce language in the digital classroom—especially with 
languages using special characters?).  

The E-Learning team compiled their initial suggestions into a document called 
―Recommendations for Digital Teaching‖ in early April, posted depictions of these different 
scenarios on the instructor LMS, and elaborated on them in formal and informal staff meetings. 
The ―Recommendations‖ document outlined several options for blending asynchronous and 
synchronous platforms, outlining the advantages and disadvantages of each. It suggested that 
instructors limit the synchronous meeting time to forty-five minutes and the number of students in 
a synchronous meeting to fifteen. If the class was larger than fifteen students, the instructor ideally 
divided the students into two groups and held two separate forty-five-minute meetings. In 
general, most beginner-level courses (CEFR A1–B1, UNIcert® I) used synchronous and 
asynchronous elements equally. Other higher-level courses, in contrast, such as writing courses 
(CEFR B2–C1, UNIcert® II and III), met every two weeks for synchronous sessions (Arbeitskreis, 
―Niveaustufenbeschreibung Englisch,‖ 2017). In the latter courses, instructors assigned weekly 
writing tasks on Moodle. The E-Learning team did not make recommendations about homework 
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assignments, midterms, or final exams; however, staff members discussed these topics in formal 
and informal staff meetings. Finally, the LRC Moodle page offered an ―Online Netiquette‖ guide 
and checklist of key elements for online course preparation so that we could see at a glance if we 
had prepared for all of them. These elements included technology requirements, organizational 
elements within the synchronous meeting, the preparation of course materials ahead of time, 
methods and didactics, and turning on the non-verbal elements of Zoom (thumbs-up, hand-
raising, and applause features). The ―Online Netiquette‖ guide stated that students should turn 
their cameras on and keep them on throughout the synchronous class period, but in case their 
Internet connections were poor, they could turn their cameras off and could participate via voice 
only.   

Third and last, there were new administrative and interpersonal conduct facets to manage for 
both instructors and students. This manifested in an e-learning agreement that crystalized the new 
situation for everyone. The E-Learning team prepared an e-learning agreement in both English and 
German that students could sign. This e-learning agreement formalized and detailed parameters 
for online learning under four subheadings: digital teaching, attendance and absence, assessment 
and testing, and student autonomy. On the one hand, some of the agreement’s requirements were 
similar to those that instructors regularly had for in-person classes, such as ―Get familiar in 
advance with the structure and schedule of your language course. Your instructor(s) will provide 
you with the necessary information.‖ On the other hand, the agreement acknowledged the 
difficulties of the new situation: ―Learning on-line will be quite a challenge both to you and the 
instructor(s). Because of that, we kindly ask you to fully focus on the face-to-face on-line course 
session and not let yourself be distracted by social media messaging.‖ Students were responsible 
for more self-study and preparation in advance of the Zoom or Skype meetings, as the 
synchronous parts of the course would be shorter than a standard hour-and-forty-minute in-
person class. The agreement also included technological specifications, such as requesting students 
to use headphones, to turn on their video as well as audio connections if possible, and to mute 
themselves unless they were speaking to minimize background noise. Furthermore, the e-learning 
agreement stated that attendance was mandatory, though students could miss up to two classes if 
they were ill or taking care of an ill person without a penalty to their grade.3  

Signing the agreement was not required for participation, but most students signed it anyway 
to indicate their acceptance of the new situation formally. All in all, even though no one knew 
exactly how the pandemic would unfold in Germany, students and instructors could move 
forward together with these parameters in place by the time the summer semester started in late 
April. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

We used qualitative analytic methods to study our data. We gathered our primary-source data 
from instructors who led and participated in workshops with the E-Learning team, student 
feedback during our courses, student course evaluations, and surveys of full-time and adjunct 
instructors conducted before and near the end of the semester. We also incorporated material from 
our own course preparations and exams; records of our own experiences during synchronous 
teaching sessions and moderating asynchronous activities; e-mails and direct messages from 
students; the E-Learning team’s workshops and informal meetings; and records of conversations 
with our colleagues and each other. We organized these materials when exams were complete, 
identified common themes and chronologies, and brought them together to create a picture of 
pedagogical development and change across the semester. 

 

 
                                                         
3 Some of Drucker’s students e-mailed her their class notes and answers to the study questions voluntarily if they had technical 
difficulties or were unable to attend class. She provided feedback via a reply message.  
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3. Results 

Based on the background literature described above and the collegial instruction provided, the two 
of us reoriented our language pedagogy to this online-only situation. Our pedagogical decisions 
differed according to our levels of experience, previous background in online teaching methods, 
and the language levels taught. As Fleischhauer was more experienced in LMS use and online 
teaching, she could adapt her existing digital methods more smoothly into an online-only format. 
As Drucker had less language pedagogy experience and little online teaching experience—prior to 
the 2020 semester, she used e-mail for communication and assignment submission and Dropbox 
for document sharing—she had to overhaul her approach to technology use in the classroom. 
However, both of us had to adjust our methods as the semester moved forward, as we observed 
which practices worked well for all-online learning and which ones did not.   

Fleischhauer taught three English classes and three German classes. Her first English class was 
―Writing as an Engineer‖ at the UNIcert® III level, an intensive course that introduces students to 
the different kinds of writing that professional engineers produce, including e-mails, technical 
reports, and technical specifications. The second, at the UNIcert® II level, was ―English for 
Engineers‖ and covered three of the four areas of language development: speaking, writing and 
listening. The third course centered on academic writing and was also held at the UNIcert® II 
level. The first German class was an advanced beginner class at the UNIcert® I (CEFR B1) level, 
the second was a writing and discussion class at the UNIcert® II level, and the third was an 
introduction to technical communication in engineering and natural sciences (speaking, reading, 
and listening) at the UNIcert® II level.  

In terms of course preparation, Fleischhauer, who was experienced in online pedagogy, was 
able to draw upon existing digital materials that she had already developed and implemented in 
previous semesters. However, due to the new mix of synchronous and asynchronous elements in 
these classes, the existing materials also required some adjustments. Some of the most important 
adjustments included: reallocation of learning goals and tasks between the synchronous and 
asynchronous learning environments; a more detailed lesson plan for the synchronous sessions; 
and a greater integration of non-verbal communication forms during synchronous sessions. These 
adjustments depended on the class size as well as the language level. 

For example, regarding Fleischhauer’s first major adjustment, an advanced beginner German 
language class with 20 learners held once per week for a total of 180 minutes was now divided into 
two 90-minute sessions. One-half of the students participated in the synchronous session via 
Zoom. After a short break, that half of the students began the remaining 90 minutes of instruction 
on Moodle, where they had two or three tasks to complete in that time, many of which were 
collaborative. The other half of the class began with the Moodle session and then entered the 
synchronous session for the second 90-minute period. The primary goals of the synchronous 
sessions were to have the students speak as much as possible and to gain a deeper understanding 
of key grammar topics.  

As preparation for class each week, students were required to complete homework assignments 
made available on the course Moodle page. Fleischhauer could easily and closely follow student 
progress, as all assignments were made available and submitted on Moodle. The assignments 
covered core language learning areas (reading, writing, listening and grammar, as well as 
vocabulary and speaking). Some tasks required students to submit an audio file, made possible by 
the features available in Moodle and followed the flipped-classroom principle. That is, the 
students were required to come prepared to class each week and did so by completing the given 
assignments on Moodle. Since students came somewhat thematically prepared to synchronous 
sessions, Fleischhauer was able to focus much more on speaking exercises, which integrated the 
knowledge that students had newly gained from the preparatory assignments. Students were able 
to talk about the themes in more detail, as they had time to learn certain terms and to apply them 
in exercises on Moodle before online Zoom sessions.  
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Another sub-goal of the synchronous sessions was for students to gain a deeper understanding 
of key grammar topics. Here, Fleischhauer followed in large part the same procedure each week, 
using a PowerPoint template with a list of example sentences, which students had to stamp as true 
or false. By stamping their answer—which they could do simultaneously in Zoom—all students 
were able to respond to questions at the same time. Likewise, Fleischhauer could see instantly how 
well the students understood the main grammar concepts. She could then provide a brief 
explanation of grammatical rules or lead students in more advanced exercises, depending on their 
level of understanding. 

Figure 1  
Fleischhauer and students in a German-language class working on a stamping activity, June 2020. Courtesy 
Fleischhauer 

 

Fleischhauer’s second major adjustment was a more detailed lesson plan for the synchronous 
sessions. This was especially the case for larger language courses, such as ―English for Engineers,‖ 
which had over twenty students at the beginning of the semester. This course was also divided 
into two groups, with class time split between synchronous and asynchronous sessions. Unlike the 
advanced German beginner course, the total course time was limited to ninety minutes per week. 
In order to optimize the time spent in both sessions, Fleischhauer planned all lessons in more 
detail and paid greater attention to staying within the timeframe. In a period of forty-five minutes, 
a total of three group activities were possible. These often included tasks that students solved 
together in breakout sessions. In plenum, they would report briefly on their results. In summary, 
smaller, compact themes structured the synchronous sessions. Students then continued practicing 
via thematically related exercises in vocabulary, reading, listening and grammar on the Moodle 
course page during the asynchronous segment of class, held during regular scheduled class time.  

The third important adjustment in digital instruction for Fleischhauer was the use of nonverbal 
forms of communication in synchronous instruction. These proved to be quite effective in all 
classes; however, they were especially useful in larger classes, as they enabled all students to 
communicate at the same time. Several non-verbal forms of communication are integrated in 
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Zoom and offer teachers and students a wide variety of tools: stamps (yes, no, positive/negative, 
etc.), highlighters, markers, and geometric figures, just to mention a few. Students often used the 
text function (with a Whiteboard or another shared text in the background) to express their 
knowledge or opinion about engineering-related topics. As was the case with the stamp function, 
all students could enter their answer simultaneously. Fleischhauer was able to respond to the 
students’ texts and to continue the dialog as the students continued to write. The non-verbals 
proved effective for learners as well as for instructors. 

Drucker, a novice user of digital pedagogy methods, taught three English classes at the 
UNIcert® III level: English for Social Sciences, English for Science, and Advanced Oral 
Communication for Science and Humanities. Given the new format and teaching circumstances, 
Drucker organized all three classes the same way to streamline her semester-long planning and 
organization. The English for Social Sciences class addressed the theme of food sustainability, the 
English for Science class focused on a set of readings from the September 2018 issue of the popular 
magazine Scientific American on human origins, and the Advanced Oral Communication class 
centered on the theme of human travel to Mars. Each one met synchronously for one hour per 
week, a slightly longer period than the E-Learning team’s recommendations, with an assigned 
reading on the class theme for each meeting.    

Drucker began the synchronous sessions of her classes by asking students free-form questions 
about the texts. She realized within the first two weeks, though, that students were more 
responsive if they had some fixed questions to prepare ahead of time and then felt better prepared 
to answer follow-up or spontaneous questions immediately afterward. So, several days before each 
session, she posted three types of study questions about the assigned reading on the class Moodle 
page, divided evenly between factual, application and interpretation, and problem questions 
(McKeachie, 1999). As each student was required to participate orally at least once in each 
synchronous session (see assessment below), being able to prepare questions ahead of time was 
especially helpful for shyer or more nervous students (McKeachie, 1999). She also asked students if 
there were specific skills that they wanted to work on and developed fifteen-minute mini-lessons 
on topics such as paragraph construction in essays and the proper use of punctuation, specifically 
commas. Even on a small level, asking students about their learning interests and then creating 
lessons based on them are actions based on the recognition that ―online learning [is] a co-
production, collaboratively and jointly produced by teachers and learners. This means consulting 
with students about course topics, involving them centrally in choices about what they research in 
a class‖ (Morris & Taub, 2018). In the next section, we consider where we succeeded—with student 
engagement and otherwise—and where we needed to improve.  

4. Discussion  

One result of our extensive preparation for using Moodle and Zoom was that we saw a significant 
increase in the simultaneous use of asynchronous and synchronous elements throughout the 
semester, which in turn enabled greater interaction in language instruction as well as more 
collaborative and engaging opportunities in the classroom. That is, asynchronous activities (in 
Moodle) were being used during synchronous sessions (Zoom). For instance, using the Etherpad 
Lite function in Moodle, students could write (or could continue to write) collaboratively and 
synchronously during online instruction via Zoom. Etherpad allowed all course participants—the 
students as well as the instructor—to read and to edit texts simultaneously and synchronously. 
Instructors could assume a facilitating role and give students feedback on their writing in various 
ways, whether in terms of content or grammar, depending on the activity, the language level, and 
other related factors. Several times, the collaborative writing among students continued after 
online instruction.  

Other times, the students wrote collaboratively without being in an online session at the same 
time on Moodle. Students benefitted in many ways from such collaborative activities: By writing 
texts together, the task of writing in a foreign language may have been less daunting; they could 
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learn from one another by reading how others had written their texts; when using Etherpad during 
an online session, they could benefit from real-time instructor feedback. The instructor, in turn, 
could identify the strengths and weaknesses of students’ language skills and make appropriate 
adjustments for further sessions; the instructor gained a better understanding of students’ interests 
and could use these themes for further discussion. These are just some of obvious benefits from 
online collaborative language learning tasks. 

Each of Fleischhauer’s courses required a different form of assessment. This was due to the 
language level as well as the class size.  For example, the advanced beginner German class was 
assessed twice online, mid-semester and again at the end of the semester. The assessment took 
place online via Moodle and was administered on a particular day and time with a time limit.  
Given the fact that there were two other advanced beginner German courses at the LRC, 
Fleischhauer was able to collaborate with colleagues on the assessment collectively. Each was 
responsible for particular themes; these were submitted in turn by a certain date; then Fleischhauer 
transformed the tasks onto Moodle. The tasks covered themes in the online textbook (Braun et al., 
2016). Students were asked questions that assessed their ability in reading, listening, and writing 
comprehension. In addition, they also had to apply their knowledge of grammar themes and new 
vocabulary. Working together on the assessment with colleagues saved time and yielded several 
fruitful discussions. The planning and implementation of the first online assessment took 
considerably longer than the second one. In terms of correcting the assessments, the majority of the 
tasks were automatically corrected in Moodle, which saved time for other instructional concerns. 
Students were also assessed for their oral participation in synchronous instruction as well as their 
completion of assignments in Moodle (homework and in-class asynchronous assignments). 

Another assessment example comes from the course ―Writing as an Engineer.‖ As a final task, 
Fleischhauer asked students to choose one of the engineering texts that they had submitted as a 
graded assignment during the semester and to transform it into an oral presentation. There were 
seven types of texts to choose from, including an abstract, specifications, lab report, field report, 
recommendation, proposal, and instructions. As this was a relatively large class (twenty students 
at the beginning of the semester), students presented in pairs and signed up via Moodle. 
Fleischhauer initiated this at first through a forum on the course Moodle page. As that action did 
not seem to activate students, Fleischhauer then turned to Etherpad, which allowed students to see 
all of the organizational information at once. This proved to be the easier method. Students were 
given fifteen to twenty minutes to present, and presentations were held during synchronous 
sessions with Zoom. Students had to submit their presentation files, which Fleischhauer then 
uploaded to Moodle with feedback. These, in turn, could be archived in-house and saved for 
future reference. While groups were presenting, the rest of the class was tasked with giving the 
groups feedback via Moodle’s feedback function. Fleischhauer developed an anonymous feedback 
template for the presentation and a rubric of various questions. There was a separate feedback slot 
for each presentation group. These slots were first activated right before the respective 
presentation would begin. This helped students to focus on each presentation individually. 
Fleischhauer later read the peer feedback and was very positively surprised by the quality and the 
depth with which students responded to one another. This is just another example of one of the 
many features available in one program. 

Drucker’s learning objectives for her online-only courses had different emphases than her in-
person classes. As Laurillard states, ―the kinds of objectives that are appropriate for [information 
technology-based courses] may be quite different from those you would use set if restricted to 
other teaching methods…There is an interrelationship between the medium and the objectives‖ 
(McKeachie, 1999). Her in-person classes normally included an opportunity for students to lead 
discussion about the week’s text in teams of two, small-group activities, an article summary, and a 
written or oral final exam. They always had a participation component. However, since she herself 
was new to online teaching, she thought that it was too much of a burden for students to learn to 
teach online too. She thus shifted to oral exams instead of presentations and kept the article 
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summary and the participation components but measured the latter differently. Her online-only 
classes had four assessments: participation during each class session, a ten- to twelve-minute oral 
midterm exam, a 600- to 750-word article summary, and a fifteen-minute oral final exam. For full 
participation credit, students had to speak at least once during the online class session and prepare 
the definitions of two words from the text that were new to them. They also had to write one new 
sentence using each word properly and say that sentence to their peers.  

Drucker’s focus on improving oral expression and vocabulary-building worked effectively, as 
the latter in particular is a simple way to measure student progress. Also, students were able to 
practice pronunciation and intonation and to receive immediate feedback on their speaking skills. 
She had to listen especially carefully to students who were unable to—or chose not to—turn their 
cameras on. For the midterm and final exam, she asked students who did not normally have their 
cameras on to verify their identity, if only briefly. Students integrated the new vocabulary words 
into their speaking quickly—that became evident in the final oral exams—and entered them and 
their definitions into each week’s Moodle page glossary. Drucker’s focus on speaking and reading 
comprehension addressed two of the four elements of the UNIcert® III exam (speaking, reading 
comprehension, listening, and writing), which several students planned to take in September. Her 
classes may have helped students with the listening section of the exam as well, but she did not 
test listening skills specifically.  

In addition to her scheduled classes, Drucker decided to add a ―Sprachencafé‖ (language café) 
option for all three classes for one hour on one afternoon per week. Only one student came three 
times at the beginning of the semester, and two of those times were with her live-in partner, who 
was a student in a different university department. It was good to have the opportunity to talk 
with this student informally outside of class, as she did not often volunteer to speak, and she was 
happy to discuss light topics such as cooking and travel. Halfway through the semester, when 
even that single student did not log in, Drucker cancelled the Sprachencafé and heard nothing 
about it, including from the one student who did participate. Students may have forgotten about it, 
may have had a timing conflict, or were not interested in an additional ungraded period to talk to 
their instructor. Next semester, she will direct students interested in additional speaking practice 
to the all-LRC Sprachencafé that one of its student employees organizes. 

Overall, students seemed engaged and receptive to the online format, and were sympathetic 
when the instructor or their classmates had technical errors. Sometimes classes were interrupted if 
the instructor lost her Internet connection, and students were notably tired if the synchronous class 
period lasted longer than an hour. Some students did not have webcams on their computers or the 
Internet bandwidth in their residences to sustain video connections and participated only through 
voice. Of the five conditions that Laurillard outlined in 1999 under which online teaching can take 
place effectively, the hardest to meet in the current pandemic is often the first: ―All students have 
access to the technology at appropriate places and times to use it‖ (McKeachie, 1999). Though 
some local electronics stores offer student discounts, there are no university subsidies for high-
speed Internet or quiet places to use them. Thus, unequal access to computers with webcams, high-
speed Internet, and private study spaces where students can speak and hear will continue to 
hinder online learning.   

Fleischhauer did not receive the results of all formal course evaluations, as four of the six 
courses taught had less than ten students, and instructors only receive results for classes with over 
ten students to preserve student anonymity (President of TU-Darmstadt, 2014). However, in the 
course of regular e-mail contact with students and direct feedback in synchronous sessions, she 
discerned some of the most important statements that students made regarding course structure.4 
The students praised her ability to teach with asynchronous and synchronous tools, and felt that 
the pace of class was appropriate. In the advanced beginner German class, students appreciated 
that class always had the same structure (it might be worthy to investigate the importance of 

                                                         
4 Fleischhauer received 2 or 3 e-mails and direct messages per week in each class with 10–15 students each, for a total of 20 messages per 
class during the semester and approximately 120 messages for all 6 of Fleischhauer's classes together. 
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routines in digital language instruction); they also liked the mix of synchronous and asynchronous 
elements and having instant feedback on their progress in Moodle-based activities (with use of the 
Test activity). They developed a feeling of group solidarity over the course of the semester. When 
asked if they missed face-to-face instruction, a great majority responded by saying that they 
actually liked the online learning environment, because of its convenience—they did not need to 
travel to campus, they had time to read over materials repeatedly, and they could listen to an aural 
text several times in order to better understand its meaning. 

Drucker did not receive quantitative results of her formal course evaluations, as her three 
classes had under ten students. However, she received direct feedback from time to time 
throughout the semester about the chosen texts and the assessment format. On another note, one 
student in her class felt free to suggest that a future version of the class focus on human space 
travel generally, including travel to the moon, to compare moon travel with Mars travel. Students 
in the class, perhaps because of its explicit focus on speaking, felt particularly free not only to 
answer to the study questions, but also to share their perspectives on how current problems in 
human societies might or might not be replicated on a new planet. They also felt free to disagree 
cordially with each other and to address each other within the Zoom meeting framework. The 
experience of that class illustrated how ―online learning is an ideal space for enacting collegial 
pedagogy because of its openness‖ (Morris & Taub, 2018). 

Lastly, one technical problem that we did not address in April became a challenge in July: TU-
Darmstadt requires that hard copies of all final written exams be held in departmental offices for 
five years. In the busyness of the transition to wholly online teaching, and instructors’ normal 
dependence on the administrative staff to archive paper-based exams, the fact that we would need 
to keep copies of final written exams was lost in the shuffle. Consequently, our administrative and 
IT staff had to figure out a solution for archiving electronic versions of all the final written exams 
with only three weeks left in the semester. The LRC’s student IT assistant quickly put together a 
document with instructions on how to save exams within Moodle, but not before the lack of 
direction caused marked agitation among instructors during two weekly staff meetings. More 
foresight on our part would have prevented that last-minute scramble, but now we are prepared to 
archive electronic exams without difficulty.  

To evaluate instructors’ progress over the semester, the E-Learning team e-mailed a survey to 
all LRC instructors in March to gather their feedback about what help they needed. They e-mailed 
a second survey near the end of the semester and posted the results thereafter. Of the instructors 
who completed the surveys, twenty-nine out of thirty-five rated their Moodle skills as ―much 
improved‖ or ―very much improved‖ over the course of the semester, and thirty-one out of thirty-
eight stated that their confidence regarding online teaching had improved. In March, only 10 
percent of respondents had used a video conferencing tool regularly. By July, that number was 100 
percent. The advantages of online teaching that LRC instructors mentioned in the survey’s 
comments included no need to travel to the office, more intensive contact with students, and the 
ability to use online tools flexibly and intuitively to meet pedagogical needs. The disadvantages 
that they mentioned included eye strain and headaches; the increased energy and attention span to 
monitor multiple forms of synchronous interaction (online hands raised, text in the chat window, 
and making eye contact in the video chat) at once; a lack of spontaneous contact with students 
outside of class; and the need to manage technological problems on the spot without IT staff 
support on hand. Some instructors were concerned about the ease of cheating on online vs. in-
person exams and requested additional future training in designing exams that would decrease 
opportunities for cheating and plagiarizing. A goal for many instructors was advancing their 
abilities in Zoom and Moodle, along with plugins like Etherpad, before the winter semester began 
in November.  

Furthermore, our future course designs should pay greater attention to Universal Design 
Learning principles and to the needs of all students requiring special accommodations, including 
students with hearing, visual, mental health, or mobility impairments. For example, some of the 
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texts that Drucker assigned had an audio listening option for students with visual impairments, 
but not all of them. We may consider recording the audio of our class sessions so that students can 
listen to them repeatedly, or using the auto-generated, searchable transcript feature on Zoom to 
provide hard-of-hearing students with a text that they can read later. We plan to organize a 
workshop with the university’s disability office to develop strategies for making online language 
learning more accessible to all (TU-Darmstadt ―Schwerbehindertenvertretung,‖ 2020). ―Making 
higher education accessible and meaningful for all our students,‖ as Gannon writes, will take some 
additional investments of time, effort, and staff development funds (Gannon, 2020, p.6). 

Lastly, the survey results also revealed changes in the relationships among LRC instructors. 
Before the move to online teaching, most collaboration and knowledge sharing occurred only 
among instructors of the same or similar languages, such as Spanish and Portuguese. Teaching 
wholly online and meeting regularly on Zoom via weekly staff meetings and the Stammtisch 
fostered regular cross-linguistic pedagogical exchanges among us, and we would like to continue 
them, especially in the form of online teaching peer observation and feedback. Even though such 
professional exchanges and burgeoning friendships were an unexpected bonus of teaching during 
the pandemic, the survey results showed that most instructors wished to return to face-to-face 
teaching as soon as possible. 

Table 1 
Recommendations for Improving Online Language Pedagogy in the COVID-19 Era 

 Limit Introduction of New Software Programs 

 Provide Ongoing Technical Education to Instructors 

 Expand and Update Instructor’s Language Pedagogy Skills  

 Facilitate Synchronous, Multifaceted Learning for Instructors and Students 

 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

On June 10, 2020, everyone affiliated with TU-Darmstadt received an e-mail message from the 
university’s president and the vice president of academic affairs and diversity stating that the 
university would maintain online teaching through the winter semester (mid-February 2021). ―By 
deciding early on to deliver another digital semester, we wish to give all members of the university 
the opportunity to better prepare and plan the upcoming semester‖ (Brühl & Warzecha, 2020). An 
extension of online teaching into summer semester 2021 was then announced on December 3, 2020 
(Hufeisen, 2020b). It remains unclear how long the phase of pure digital language instruction in 
German institutions of higher education will last. At this point in time, we simply do not know 
how COVID-19 will reshape higher education in the short or long term. But for now, based on our 
experiences from teaching our first semester wholly online, we put forward the following four 
points to consider for further development: limiting new software programs, ongoing technical 
education, ongoing language pedagogy development and the facilitation of synchronous, multifaceted 
learning. 

First, we suggest that instructors limit new software programs used for the planning and 
implementation of online language learning. Using programs that already exist and that will most 
likely receive funding in the future ensures that neither instructors nor students have to learn and 
to navigate new software programs every semester. Using these programs repeatedly facilitates 
synchronous and asynchronous communication on various levels: among colleagues, from 
teachers to students, and from student to student. 

Second, as we further develop our skills in online teaching, it is imperative that the dialogue, 
technical education, and training among language instructors within and across languages must continue 
via ongoing one-on-one communication, institutional support for the Center’s E-Learning team, 
and center-wide ongoing learning programs. The exchange of ideas, experiences, and issues 
related directly to the language-learning context has helped us collectively to improve the quality 
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and diversity of our work. Furthermore, LMS software is updated constantly, and it is critical that 
we stay up-to-date on what new functions are available that can best support student learning at 
different levels. General guides to software tools or applications intended for the digital classroom 
may be initially helpful; however, they alone cannot meet or replace the individual instructional 
needs of the language learner and the language instructor. 

Third, technology is essential for the digital classroom; however, it remains secondary to the 
didactics of language learning and ongoing language pedagogy development. As we continue to 
explore new ways of integrating digital tools into the language learning classroom, whether these 
be asynchronous or synchronous, we must remember to question the relevance of each tool for the 
language learner(s) and keep in mind what language learning goals we have in mind for them 
(Russell & Murphy-Judy, 2021).  The digital classroom can enable us to go beyond the traditional 
two-tiered framework of oral and written language production. In a synchronous setting, the use 
of symbolic communication tools such as digital pens, stamps, and reactions allows instructors to 
engage learners in new ways with them and with their classmates.  

Finally, such tools can enable students as well as instructors to communicate on various levels 
at the same time, and we must facilitate synchronous, multifaceted learning. In a synchronous setting, 
while students listen and read, they also can react and actively participate, even while someone 
else is talking. This example would be unheard of in an analog setting. Such situations in which 
communicative multitasking takes place rightly pose challenges to instructors and students alike; 
however, they can also engage learners in a way that they can see how language learning in a 
digital setting can be as equally meaningful as in an analog classroom. It is possible to activate all 
learners, on various levels, in different ways, in a digital setting. As we continue to orient 
ourselves in a digital setting due to the current pandemic situation, we need to stay open to new 
ways of communicating with one another and to explore the possibilities the digital language 
learning setting has to offer. ―Not only must we insist on remaining—or becoming again—active 
voices in what education looks like in a digital world, but we must also consider ourselves agents, 
advocates for teaching and learning that we know to be pedagogically sound‖ (Morris & Taub, 
2018). As instructors, we should see synchronous learning as more than just a digital replicate of 
learning face-to-face. 
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