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e Division of Promation for Educational Development
—— Associate Professor Chiaki Twasaki
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The spring semester of 2020 saw many universities having
to arrange swiftly for classes to be conducted online as an
emergency response to the spread of the novel coronavirus.
Here at Kansai University, we transitioned to delivering all
classes online starting on April 20. Chiaki lwasaki, an Associate
Professor researching the design of learning environments with
a focus on higher education, is striving to create an environment
that provides optimal support to classes, using tools like the
videoconferencing system “Zoom” and the Kandai LMS (Learning
Management System).
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Using ICT to Design a Better Learning Environment

—— Please tell us about your special research area “educational
technology.”

This academic field deals with both theory and practice
relating to the planning, development, and implementation of study
processes, learning materials, etc. Put simply, this field investigates
ways to create better learning environments, taking advantage of
the ubiquity of computers and other such media devices on the
classroom. Some educational engineering researchers focus on
the development of novel systems, while others concentrate on
identifying methods to improve the quality of study using existing
systems. My work probably belongs more to the latter category.

— I heard that you were one of the first generation of students of the
Kansai University Faculty of Informatics. Did your studies back then
help you with your current research?

| chose the Faculty of Informatics because its focus on both
English education and computer utilization was really fascinating
to me, and | thought it would be useful in the future. As an
undergraduate, | focused on media education, training every day
in producing advertising posters and videos, editing booklets, and
preparing multimedia study materials. | really feel that the reason |
can confidently produce e-learning materials now is a result of my
experiences in the Faculty of Informatics back then.

Providing Support to Compassionately Address Faculty
Members’ Worries and Concerns

—— Following the April 7 announcement of a state of emergency to
deal with the novel coronavirus outbreak, on April 20 Kansai University
switched over to running all classes, in principle, over the Internet.
How did you prepare for this?

We shifted relatively quickly to running classes online when
compared with other universities. | devoted all my efforts to
supporting teachers this April. Kansai University already had a
system in place called Kandai LMS, which could be used to report
assignments, to administer various types of tests, to support class-
related Q&A sessions, etc. To utilize this system during the state of
emergency, a range of preparations was required. Kandai LMS was
originally intended as a support tool for classes, so repurposing it
as a basis for running classes was a first for us all. Initially, we found
that some teachers were unfamiliar with how the system operated.
Working principally with staff at the Center for Teaching and Learning,
we agreed on the contents of a training program and produced a
corresponding series of manuals.
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KANSAI University Information

System & KU-LMS Manual
[For Instructors]
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| examined from Korean researchers in this February how
universities there are doing. | realized that Japan too would eventually
have to utilize Zoom for its classes, so in March | made personal
contact with Zoom and started moving ahead with preparations.

—— Please tell us about the kind of support you provide to teachers.

On April 1, we started holding facutty development (FD) consultations
and seminars three to four times per week. We first worked to relieve
any kind of unease teachers might have, before progressing to
training in online-based class design, operating the ICT system, etc.,
with a focus on educational methods. | think it was a real strain on the
teachers, but they were very enthusiastic, and came to us with a lot
of questions on how best to achieve their goals for their classes.

We are continuing to run FD consultations and seminars, though
less frequently as the need decreases. The number of participated
teachers now includes around 50 of our university’s faculty members
and around 450 non-members — triple the number we had previously.
Initially we conducted these sessions in person, but when classes
went online as the infection rate increased, it became easy for the
participants themselves to take online sessions. Right now, we are
emphasizing class evaluation methods. | want to contribute, even
just a little, to solving teachers' problems, such as how to perform
online evaluations of lectures, seminars, science and engineering
experiments, and psychology training.

Supporting Students through Seminars
hefore Online Classes Gommence

—— Did you run learning support for students at the same time?

Yes, we did. Kansai University has implemented three types of
online classes: (1) real-time remote classes using Zoom or similar
tools; (2) on-demand broadcast classes in which students watch
lecture videos, etc.; and (3) classes where teaching materials such
as slides are presented to students. Prior to this, Writing Labo
introduced an introductory course on how to make efficient use of
Zoom-based classes. Half-hour sessions were held every day for
twenty-three days, starting on April 6. Writing Labo started out as
Kansai University’s original learning support organization. It arranges
seminars for students, teaching academic skills such as how to
write reports and how to make presentations, and links graduate
students with undergraduates to serve as tutors for academic writing
consultation, etc. An online streaming “Seminar to Learn Zoom and
Kandai LMS” was added to these original resources. Simultaneously,
we have provided e-learning materials (one of my research topics),
a report-writing guide, and other such materials. The seminars are
open to all our students and each one has achieved triple digit
attendance figures. The number of people registered for e-learning
has jumped to more than 3,000.

By offering these seminars before online classes began in
earnest, students were allowed to experience Zoom-based classes
in advance. It gives me great pleasure to think that this allowed online
classes to be introduced relatively smoothly.

Visualizing the Results of Online Classes

—— How do you feel about the possibility of online classes in the
post-coronavirus world?

The situation remains pretty severe, but the advantages of online
education have become increasingly clear. For example, the lecturer
can now see at an earlier stage when a student has not checked in.
Additionally, we have heard from students that if class content was
difficult to follow, they can use the on-demand service to review it as
many times as necessary to gain a deeper understanding. It has also
become easier than ever before for students to ask their instructors
questions. Given these kinds of results, | really feel that there will be
a need to promote a “hybrid-type” education in future, combining in-
person and on-demand classes.

A CTABEDTIN—TT—Y
Group work in online class

—— Are there any other discoveries or observations that you have
made as a result of the move online?

Some things really surprised me, such as the strength shown
by current students. During the voluntary quarantine period, they
couldn’t engage in club activities or do part-time jobs, but had to
stay at home where they had a lot of time to devote to preparatory
study and revision. The freshmen, in their group work for my “Study
Skills” seminar, made presentations on the theme “Making OO Better.”
One group turned their attention to the inability to have open campus
days. They performed a study on the online open campus of 100
universities around Japan and presented their results. Another group
undertook a survey and analysis of things like room brightness,
clothing color, etc., taking photos of different combinations with the
goal of improving first impressions on Zoom. | have taught this class
for ten years, and these were truly brilliant presentations, both of
which reflect ideas born out of the present situation.

—— What initiatives should Kansai University pursue going forward?

Few universities have developed three varieties of online class
like we have. Most other universities are worried about putting
pressure on their networks, and so are running classes relying only
on audio and documents, or even just documents. | think it is a real
achievement that, by contrast, Kansai University was able to enter
into a comprehensive contract with Zoom at an early stage. If we
tell the world about the kinds of classes we were able to put into
practice as a result of this move online, just imagine what other new
forms of learning could emerge. We distributed a questionnaire to
students at the end of the spring semester, and we have received
around 10,000 replies. This is the first time we have ever received so
many responses to a survey. We plan to analyze students’ opinions
thoroughly and present them visually as a pedagogical institutional
research project.

Ahead of that, some colleagues and | recently published the
paper “Initiatives and Challenges in Classes at Kansai University
Utilizing Online Tools” (JUCE Journal, 2020 No. 1). We mustn’t
forget about the current situation and initiatives. Precisely because
of the challenging times in which we live, educational technology
researchers like myself must not lose our commitment to pushing
forward.

—— Please share with us your plans for the future.

I’'m hoping to be able to coordinate with the various faculties to
provide continued FD support. I’'m also preparing for the publication
of Future University Education to Overcome the Risk Society, a
sequel to my 2014 book The Design of Learning Environment for
Active Learning: The Challenge of Kansai University (Kansai University
Press). | also hope to collaborate with teachers in various faculties to
assess classroom practice in lectures, seminars, foreign-language
classes, experiments, training, and graduate school scenarios,
which | can then analyze to provide information to contribute to the
university education of the future. | intend the results to be useful not
only to Kansai University faculty members but to teachers at other
universities as well.
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