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Introduction 

Online teaching and learning can be a challenging experience for many teachers but they can 

also be fulfilling. Last year, I was excited and anxious at the prospect of teaching English to a 

group of foundation students after a long interval. Then, in March 2020, the COVID-19 

pandemic forced most higher learning institution instructors to conduct online or e-teaching so 

that students’ learning will not be halted. All teachers had to conduct ‘emergency remote 

teaching’. It was a nerve wrecking experience for many but intensive, comprehensive 

professional development and sharing sessions like “Getting started with teaching online”, 

“How to adapt assignments for online submission in online learning and teaching” and 

“Collaborative Activities Online” organized by the Centre for Future Learning e-Learning 

Academy (eLA) and Teaching and Educational Development (TED) in Taylor’s had most 

teachers equipped with fundamental online teaching platforms, tools and skills to face the first 

batch of students in March/April 2020. I had the first-hand experience of conducting 100% 

online lessons for the March 2020 intake students. Generally, it was a very fulfilling and 

enjoyable experience. Yet, upon reflecting on my teaching practices, I realized that I had done 

some things differently to make the learning experience even more effective and engaging and 

a couple of valuable adaptations come to mind.  

 

First, teachers needed to exercise heightened empathy in teaching and learning and second, to 

develop adaptability to unforeseen situations and adopt the new norm of teaching mediated by 

digital technologies as stipulated by del Arco, Silva, and Flores (2021). I increasingly realized 

that it was important for me not only to learn up the various online tools and teaching platforms 

but to modify the tools and strategies to facilitate online teaching and learning more effectively 

to meet the needs of the learners under this new normal environment. In addition, I also realized 

that it was important to be extra empathetic towards students as some of them were like lost 

sheep who needed to be guided closely. I employed heightened empathy in two ways: firstly, 

by creating a safe and supportive learning environment and secondly by planning my lessons 
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premised on the guiding principles of Constructive Alignment by Biggs (1999), often referred 

to as the ‘Golden Triangle’ as shown in Figure 1 below.  

 

Figure 1: Constructive Alignment 

 

 

Underlying Principle: Teacher Empathy 

According to Makoelle (2019) and Sornson (2014) in earlier articles, empathy is the heart of a 

great ‘classroom’ culture. But what is teacher empathy? Teacher empathy is the degree to 

which an instructor works to deeply understand students’ personal and social situations, to feel 

care and concern in response to students’ positive and negative emotions, and to respond 

compassionately without losing focus on student learning. It involves cognitive, affective and 

behavioural components (Meyers et al., 2019). Cognitively, teacher empathy involves taking 

students’ perspectives and understanding their personal and social situations while affective 

components focus on feelings. When students are struggling or suffering, teachers high in 

empathy show compassion. The degree and level of empathy influences teachers’ behaviour. 

Teachers high in empathy take the time to get to know and help students reach their potential. 

They encourage and support students so that students can reach their potential.  

 

This however does not mean that the teacher has to compromise student success or the teacher’s 

wellbeing. Firstly, good teachers high in empathy will set boundaries so that they will not be 

burdened by students’ negative experiences.  Secondly, good teachers high in empathy will 

prioritize student learning. For example, a student with personal/family problems can be 

granted extension to submit an assignment but is still required to submit the assignment. 

Empathy is part of the experience of teaching and is present in our interactions with students 

as we teach and learn the materials as we move through the course (Jordan & Schwartz, 2018). 

In a nutshell, heightened teacher empathy can be communicated to students through course or 



module policies as well as teachers’ behaviour towards students. This is particularly important 

for my module as the students hailed from various backgrounds, culture and countries around 

the globe.  

 

 

Underlying Principle: Constructive Alignment 

Constructive Alignment is a teaching principle that combines constructivism, the idea that 

learners create meanings out of learning activities and what they learn and alignment, a 

curriculum design concept that emphasizes the importance of defining and achieving intended 

learning outcomes. The goal of Constructive Alignment is to support students in developing as 

much meaning and learning as possible from a well-designed, coherent and aligned course 

where the focus is the learner. A course, or lesson, should be coherent where there is a good fit 

and flow between a course’s or lesson’s intended learning outcomes, teaching and learning 

activities, and assessments of students’ learning as shown in the Figure 1 above. 

 

Gallagher (2017) cites (Merry et al., 2013; Carless et al., 2011; Hattie & Timperley, 2007) in 

reiterating the importance of feedback for learning. The inclusion of feedback in the 

Constructive Alignment model recognizes its importance for learning and consequently the 

need to make sure that it is an explicit element of the design of teaching and not implicit as in 

Biggs initial model. Thus, it should prompt teachers to ensure that learners have sufficient 

opportunities to receive and provide feedback throughout the learning process. This feedback 

can allow both teachers and students to continually clarify the alignment of the other elements 

of the model. In this way, feedback can serve to monitor the coherence of all the elements as 

espoused by Gallagher (2017) in Figure 2.  

 



Figure 2: Constructive Alignment with Feedback 

 

 

The assessment methodology should be aligned with the expected outcomes and this in turn 

will signal to the students what is important to learn and how it should be learned.  

 

In designing our lesson plans, we are often too pre-occupied to ensure that the Module Learning 

Outcomes are covered but often teachers forget to activate the verbs in the Learning Outcomes. 

For example, if our expectation is for students to perform at Level 5 and 6 (i.e., Evaluate & 

Create) of the Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy by Anderson and Krathwohl (2001), teachers need 

to ensure that the teaching learning activities throughout the semester must be related to 

analysis/evaluation/creation to accord enough exposure and practice for students to be able to 

attempt and answer successfully Higher Order Thinking exam questions. For example, if 

students are expected to write a discursive essay based on an Infographic provided, then 

adequate in-class exercises with constructive feedback must have been done in class throughout 

the course. 

  

 

Application 

I obtained qualitative feedback from my students intermittently to understand their learning 

experience where they shared “What was effective and to be carried on”, What was not 

effective and should be stopped” and “What was moderately effective and should be improved 

and carried on”. Feedback obtained from my March 2020 intake cohort of students indicated 

several prevalent challenges faced by them during the pandemic which included anxiety due to 

poor and unreliable internet connection, inability to concentrate over long period of time 

watching the computer screen, feeling disconnected and isolated due to lack of emotional 



connection, and unable to make friends in the absence of Face-to-Face (F2F) classes. As an 

empathetic educator, considering the above-mentioned challenges, I planned and carried out 

some of the lessons in line with constructive alignment even in asynchronous teaching for both 

my March and August 2020 intake cohorts. 

 

For students who had connectivity problems like one of my United Arab Emirates students, I 

had consultation sessions with alternative tools like e-mail, and Microsoft Teams when she had 

access to internet which happened to be after normal working hours due to time zone difference. 

Meanwhile, for students who had challenges concentrating over a long period of time, I blended 

synchronous and asynchronous platform by producing pre-recorded lectures on Acu-

console/Acu-Learn/Rewind and chunking each video to 4 – 5 minutes per video. As for some 

students who felt disconnected, isolated and unable to make friends in the absence of F2F 

classes, regular formative assessments by using online tools like e-mail, Microsoft Teams, and 

TIMeS helped. I also noticed that my efforts of having ice-breaking activities during the 1st 

tutorial class helped to create a social connection among students. Provision of live access for 

more discussions and activity-based exercises, with more relatable, and meaningful examples, 

during tutorials also facilitated better understanding. However, providing prompt, 

comprehensive online support via e-mail, WhatsApp, TIMeS, reassured the students most of 

support rendered. Good relationship and rapport too were established by getting to know 

students and their needs by conducting regular feedback via Google Form/Padlet/e-mail/ 

WhatsApp, TIMeS, and Microsoft Teams to show that we genuinely care. For example, one of 

my students was highly stressed when he could not attend an assessment session as he had to 

accompany his mother for a medical check-up. He did not share his personal problem with me 

at first. However, when I engaged him in the evening and enquired about his absence, he felt 

more comfortable with me after a long conversation and subsequently, he disclosed that his 

parents were divorced and as the eldest son, he felt responsible for his mother and his siblings.  

I spoke to the student without using “fix it” phrases like “what you need to do is…. Instead, I 

used reflective phrases like “It sounds like you… and “I hear that you… which resonates with 

Morin’s suggestion (2020). As an empathetic lecturer who understands his situation, I granted 

him an alternate assessment on another day. 

 

Overall, students felt supported and reassured throughout the course as indicated in the Teacher 

Engagement Scale carried out for my March 2020 intake students with a response rate of more 

than 70% as evidenced in Figure 4 below. 



Figure 4: Teaching Engagement Scale for English 1, March 2020 intake students 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the online teaching experience was a challenging one that reinforced my belief 

that in teaching, be it online or face-to-face, nothing goes as neatly planned on paper and we 

have to be prepared to make changes fast. I also realized that it is imperative that we deal with 

each group of students with an open mind and exercise good judgment in managing students’ 

learning empathetically. One cannot deny that there is more to digital classrooms than digital 

technology. Zoom and Microsoft Teams are already showing signs of familiarity and fatigue… 

video lectures alone are not enough to keep students interested and engaged. The ‘classroom’ 

must be made an inviting place for students as the reality now is online/hybrid learning will 

make up a significant portion of students’ college experience and once again, it is the teachers 

with heightened empathy who can humanize the learning experience to keep students interested 

and engaged! Students appreciate when teachers empathetically tailor their lesson plans to 

navigate through anxiety or uncertainty as indicated by the class representative of the August 

2020 intake below:  

 



“Ms. Nirmala’s engagement with her students was something that I looked up to and have 

also attempted to do the same when passing on messages to the rest of the students in 

Section 07 … since the first lesson, I could already tell that the lessons were going to be 

well structured and easy to follow. Ms. Nirmala managed to make learning interesting and 

interactive, all in all being very easy to understand, despite conducting classes online. 

Encouragement was almost rudimentary to ensure that the students maintained a healthy 

spirit towards learning. Lesson materials and timings were well structured. There were 

virtually no issues like students falling behind in classes as Ms. Nirmala provided enough 

time for the students to digest and work on their in-class or lecture activities.” 
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