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Further Considerations About Language Education
Under the Pandemic and Beyond

The July 2020 special issue of Zephyr predictably focused on perhaps the most pressing challenge
facing most of us educators at the time—adjusting to online teaching and the related technology.
Mention was also made of applying what was learned through this experience to our post-pandemic
teaching. Since then, this process of adjustment and refinement has continued together with the
quest for new methods and tools to teach more effective online lessons.

However, it has also continued to evolve and expand as the emphasis has progressed to more
intense reflection about issues such as the respective merits and demerits of asynchronous versus
synchronous online lessons, the extent to which online lessons can foster student communication,
how to better orient students toward making the most of their online learning experience, and how
to cope with changing administrative policies, to name just a few.

In addition, many of us are now giving more detailed consideration to applying our newly acquired
tools and methods to our current and future classroom teaching. The return to mainly classroom
teaching has been compelling us to adjust to other significant aspects of teaching under a pandemic;
for example, effectively conducting in-person communicative lessons under the constraints posed by
social distancing regulations, alleviating student anxiety about attending in-person lessons, being
required to switch back and forth between online and in-person lessons during a semester, and other
challenges requiring creative solutions by teachers at both the individual and team levels. Hence,
while this issue of Zephyr is an update and continuation of the July 2020 issue, it also further
expands the topic to explore and reflect upon a wider variety of challenges inherent in teaching
language and culture courses during a pandemic and how this will impact our post-pandemic
teaching as well. (Stanley KIRK)
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Back when the idea of closing campuses and moving course delivery online was first taking
root, the buzzword that flew around the social networks connecting language teachers in Japan
was emergency remote teaching. For teachers serious about their craft, this term helped them
recognize that they just needed to do the best they could under the circumstances with the
promise that it was only for the short-term. As it turns out, the definition of ‘short-term’ is
open for interpretation and there was plenty of opportunity to move on from those quick-fix
approaches and to develop more sophisticated, innovative, and effective online pedagogy. It
stands to reason that teachers will be looking to make use of all of their newly developed skills
and hard-earned knowledge when they do fully return to in-person classroom settings.

For me, the most significant changes will come in how I manage administrative tasks and
duties. Prior to the pandemic, I used the My Konan system sparingly at most; however, online
teaching and a reliance on My Konan fostered a new appreciation for a centralized, paperless
system for sharing materials and communicating with students. Besides the reduction of waste,
I envision moving away from the distribution of paper materials will save classroom time,
ensure access to materials, and improve course management. Digital materials can be uploaded
at any time, are always available to the students, and can be revised as needed. Digital
submission of homework and other assignments allows for strict deadlines that can be
observed regardless of student absence, weather cancellations, or train delays. Communication
with students is streamlined, easily initiated, and permanently recorded. I have found that
assignment feedback, student inquiries, absence issues, and grade reports have all been
managed more effectively when done almost entirely online.

Because many of my classroom pedagogical tools were not transferable to an online
environment or required significant adaptations, I explored a wider range of online options that
I had not previously given much consideration. I made greater use of the online components of
my course textbooks and also started using online applications like Flipgrid for making and
sharing student videos and Edmodo for asynchronous group discussion. Integrating these tools
into the coursework of my in-person classes should add greater variety in my assignment
activities and increase opportunity for student interaction outside of the classroom. With the
pandemic still an unresolved issue, keeping students connected with theses online applications
will smooth the transition to online teaching if the need arises again in the future.

While T have come to the clear conclusion that teaching in person in a classroom is
preferable and likely more effective than teaching online, it is not a straight victory. There are
advantages to online education and it does allow for quality learning to take place. I would like
to see this approach left on the table to use in certain situations such as emergency closings,
make-up classes, and unavoidable teacher absences. It can be used to provide reasonable
accommodations for students with special needs or help students overcome obstacles to being
physically present in the classroom. I hope to see greater recognition of its value, increased
Integration into traditional curricula, and further investment in its development and availability.
Most of us are truly looking forward to a complete return to in-person teaching, but I suspect
we will come back better than before thanks to our time away.
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