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Abstract
Since the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, teaching and learning styles in English classes have dramatically
changed. Both teachers and learners have been getting used to remote classes, such as synchronous,
asynchronous, and hybrid online classes, and in the process, there have been some discoveries about the
pros and cons of remote classes. The result of an English writing class survey reveals that online classes
sometimes unexpectedly turn out to be very effective and helpful for students who need special assistance.
In this study, the description “students who need special assistance” does not necessarily refer to students
who are medically identified as having a learning disorder (LD) but rather to those who show signs of
slight symptoms and have trouble learning in classes. This study especially focuses on those types of
students as it is said that they often go unnoticed, and their special needs are not recognized. For instance,
there is a distinct subgroup of university students who have never been formally diagnosed or identified
with an LD and are overlooked (Lefebvre, 1999). Therefore, the number of such students with special
needs is often unknown but definitely expected to be increasing. The present study investigates how
asynchronous online classes affect these types of students in English writing classes and the possible
improvements in teaching and predicaments for the future.
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INTRODUCTION

In Japan, teaching at all school levels was inevitably affected by the COVID-19 outbreak, especially
after the announcement of a state of emergency by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science,
and Technology. From March to April 2020, schools were temporarily closed. All the annual events were
canceled even though it was high time for annual ceremonial events at the end and beginning of the
academic year. In most schools, especially universities, a new academic year started late in May, about
one month behind the regular schedule. Up until August 2020 when the state of emergency was suspended,
most universities were teaching their classes on an online basis. In September, the alert level was
downgraded, and the state of emergency was lifted. Some universities returned to regular face-to-face
classes, while others partially did so or continued online-based classes depending on the university policy.
In the university investigated in this study, online classes resumed because COVID-19 clusters in
university occurred. According to the research of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications
(MIC, 2021), the percentage of Japanese university students taking online classes dropped from 95.4% in
May 2020 to 87.7% in December 2020. In April 2021, semi-emergency measures were declared and lifted
repeatedly, which caused many classes to go back and forth between face-to-face and online classes and
required students and teachers to be flexible enough to go online or offline. In April 2022, in the university
studied, 70% of the classes were face-to-face, and the remaining were hybrid or online classes. Thus, a
major shift of class styles occurred in the university in 2020 and 2021.
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What did this shift bring to university classes over the past years? Students and teachers experienced
three different types of classes, namely, face-to-face, online, and hybrid, and were affected in different
ways. For some teachers, it was difficult to manage online classes and understand some technical terms,
such as synchronous, asynchronous, MPV, and mp4. Their minds were so occupied with getting used to
technical matters that they could not afford to care much about the students, let alone those who needed
special assistance.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON ONLINE CLASSES

Some studies have already been conducted to identify the impact and response of students who went
through online and face-to-face classes. The ICT Educational Study Project (2020) in Toyo University
Institute of Social Sciences conducted national research on 15 universities with 17 faculties and showed
that 40% of students had positive attitudes toward online classes, while 33% were more positive toward
face-to-face classes. The results concluded that no correlation exists between teachers’ workload burden
and students’ evaluation.

The two main types of online classes are synchronous and asynchronous. Synchronous classes refer to
live classes conducted through web meeting systems, such as Zoom, Google Meet, and Teams. A teacher
teaches a class in real time and mutually interacts with students. Other than physical distance, synchronous
online classes have many features in common with face-to-face classes and can offer effective
communicative settings in language learning classrooms (Darhower, 2002). Especially in writing
communication, physical distance does not matter and can facilitate communicative writing via computer-
mediated communication. Collaborative and peer corrective writing is often practiced in synchronous
classes and found to be effective in English teaching (Wang & Huang, 2022). Relatively speaking, among
the four communication skills, writing can be said to be one of the suitable skills to teach and learn in
online classes, since writing communication is usually done in a non-face-to-face situation in real life.

What about teaching writing in asynchronous classes? In asynchronous classes, teachers provide the
learning materials or record class videos in advance on the website and students learn and do the
assignment by themselves. Riggs and Linder (2016) suggested the ways of active learning in asynchronous
classes by promoting students’ engagement. The educational effects of asynchronous classes have been
acknowledged even before the COVID-19 pandemic, and there have been some excellent practices of
asynchronous classes. In a study by Bailey et al. (2020), asynchronous writing classes were found to be
helpful for Korean students learning writing thorough collaborative writing activities. Compared to a
synchronous class, an asynchronous class gives learners enough time to think and write without requiring
a spontaneous response in writing.

Nakamura (2021) pointed out that online classes were just compelling emergency measures at the
beginning of the COVID period; however, as the strong and weak points of online and face-to-face classes
were gradually revealed, contrary to the assumption that no other type of class would exceed face-to-face
ones, online classes were never found to be inferior to face-to-face classes. The research of MIC (2021)
showed that in May 2020, 60.8% of university students wanted to take online classes, and in December
2020, this rate slightly rose to 61.3%. It seems that once students got used to taking online classes, it was
never again regarded as a bad choice.

A point to note in this study is as follows. While many researchers examined the effects of online
classes (whether synchronous or asynchronous) on university students without any difficulties in offline
regular classes, they are likely to overlook how online classes affected students who need special
assistance. Do these students struggle learning online? Or do they learn more effectively in online classes?
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Or does it even matter what the effects are? The following sections report and study how these students
performed in one of the author’s online English writing classes.

DIFFICULTIES AND COMPLAINTS OF STUDENTS

At the cusp of a major shift in class style, teachers came to encounter many complaints and requests
especially from students who need special assistance. These concerns could be roughly divided into two
kinds: technical issues and teachers’ responsibility. Table 1 summarizes the major concerns regarding
asynchronous online classes that one of the authors received from the students in her writing class at the
beginning of the course, specifically, from students who likely needed special assistance even though they
were not always diagnosed to have a specific disorder. The possible disorders are shown in parenthesis.

Among the opinions, the focus here is on the teacher’s responsibility to provide classes without leaving
the students who need special assistance behind, since the latter can fall victim to online classes where
teachers cannot watch how they are learning. The technical issues listed in Table 1 were gradually solved
over time as students learned to handle online class tools.

Table 1.

Online-class-related complaints from students and their possible disorders

Technical issues Teacher’s responsibility

I can’t access the class video. I need more scripts.
(Auditory Processing Disorder)
(Autism Spectrum Disorder)

How can I submit the assignment on Please don’t delete the class materials.
Google Classroom? (Leaming Disorder)

(Specific Learning Disorder)

I can’t read your feedback! I don’t want to join a class if T have to
expose my face on a screen.

(Obsessive Compulsive Disorder)

I can’t hear the sounds! The class video is too long.
(Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder)

In the category of teacher’s responsibility, the first one, “I need more scripts,” is given by the students
suspected to have an auditory processing disorder and an autism spectrum disorder. The second is “Please
don’t delete the class materials.” The students who requested this had a slight shade of LD and a specific
learning disorder. The third one, “I don’t want to join a class if I have to expose my face on a screen,” is
quite an extreme voice, given that many Japanese students, if not all, feel uncomfortable about having
their faces seen online and do not want to turn on their cameras. However, the degree of condition that
makes them say “I don’t want to join a class” is abnormal. A student of this type is suspected to have an
obsessive-compulsive disorder. The last one, “The class video is too long,” is heard from one student, even
though the video created for the class is 90 minutes, the same length as regular face-to-face classes.
Asynchronous classes based on class videos can be a huge burden on a student with a tendency of
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder.
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In a face-to-face class, it is generally easy to see students’ engagement and whether they are learning
or not. Therefore, teachers can give a hand and appropriate support when necessary. In online classes,
however, especially asynchronous classes, it is very difficult to grasp the students’ progress and struggle.

Furthermore, in regular face-to-face classes, some of the complainants never experienced the
previously mentioned cognitive difficulties, such as listening, understanding, and concentration. This
means that online classes, especially those based on watching class videos, can provide an overwhelming
level of cognitive burden, and even students without specific disorders can unexpectedly fall behind.

The contents of messages sent to the teachers at the beginning of the course in Table 1 sounded
like complaints but were productive feedback to improve class management. If one student was not
satisfied with a part of a class, then it might be probably so for other students. Necessary supports and
adjustments have to be carefully considered depending on the student’s needs. In some serious cases,
teachers might be expected to consult with the students’ support center and officially asked to give spemal
support based on a medical diagnosis, or what is called reasonable accommodation. However, even if this
is not the case, teachers still need to know that the features of asynchronous classes could be exceptionally
challenging for some students and thus provide reasonable accommodation-like support.

POSITIVE FEATURES OF ASYNCHRONOUS CLASS

The conclusion contains the short summary of the findings and discussion. Conclusion is the findings in
the research that has the answers for the research questions or the objective of the research. The research
findings give suggestions or contributions to the application and/or the study development.

In an asynchronous online English writing class, one of the authors made class videos for 31 university
students (including 4 students officially identified as needing special supports) to watch and learn online.
The process of making videos was time-consuming and hectic for the teacher, and using and learning from
them was found to be too much of a burden on some students. However, once students got over the
technical problems through some getting-used-to and the teacher learned to respond to their requests by
adjusting material presentations, speed, and other concerns, the class went on track.

In the United States, the American Disability Act secures the right of students who need special
assistance, while in Japan, the Act for Eliminating Discrimination Against Persons with Disabilities was
enacted by Act no. 65 in 2013. Following the Act, teachers are required to pay due consideration to
various factors, such as modified classroom seating, assistance in note-taking, extended time for test
taking, and recording lectures. Kishikawa (2022) mentioned the difference between online classes and
face-to-face classes as follows: “The amount of burden for both the face-to-face class and online classes
were found to be generally the same in most categories; however, the category ‘concern about burden on
other students’ was not found in the online classes” (p. 8). The finding above suggests that in a face-to-
face class, teachers’ attention is naturally paid to all kinds of students at the same time in order to secure
all the students, but it is likely to be diluted to the ones who need different kinds of special assistance.
Teachers have trouble handling and balancing both types of students when facing all the students. On the
other hand, asynchronous online classes release teachers from this challenge.

The class teacher examined the after-course feedback from the students about her asynchronous
English writing classes with gradual reasonable accommodation based on their complaints and requests. A
total 73% of the feedback from 31 students included positive comments. The following is an example
from Student A: “I could easily communicate with a teacher via ‘private message’. She always sent me
feedback so that I could enjoy the class much better compared to a face-to-face class.” In the case of this
student, her problem was obvious in a face-to-face class: She was the type of student who seemed to have
a problem communicating with her classmates and teacher, so she would leave the classroom soon after
the class was over. That was a sign of her personal communication anxiety since she was uncomfortable
with direct human communication. Accordingly, online classes gave her a chance and the freedom to ask a
question directly to the teacher without having her classmates watch her. Maclntyre (1999) emphasized
the importance of creating a low-anxiety atmosphere for language learners with foreign language anxiety.
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Although unintended, the online class was more suitable for this type of student as a result. Asynchronous
classes could also bring peace of mind to the students who complained, “I don’t want to join a class if I
have to expose my face on a screen,” since they can work on their task and assignment separately.

Another student (Student B) says, “I could try writing English composition actively because my
classmates never read what [ write. But with a teacher, I didn’t have to feel unnecessary pressure.” This
student did not seem to have a special disorder or the kind, but her English proficiency level had been
relatively low in class. She felt anxious about showing her skill in a face-to-face class or a synchronous
collaborative writing class. In an asynchronous online class, she had no anxiety about writing in English as
she did not have to care about others’ evaluation. This was a case of a student who was not obviously one
who needed special assistance or expected to consult with the school support center. This finding shows
that online classes have a secondary effect on anxious students with a negative mental state because of low
proficiency. Student C says, “I could take my classes at my own pace. I could relax and learn a lot of
things. I also used a special application to have subtitles in the class videos.” This student was not
completely hearing-impaired, but she had some problems in listening. Consequently, in a face-to-face
class, she always asked her classmates or somebody sitting near her to explain what is going on in the
class. The feedback gave some implications that there are some potential learning refugees in a face-to-
face class and that asynchronous online classes bring benefits to those who have weak points and
difficulties. In a way, asynchronous online classes are helpful for teachers to get to know students’
difficulties as well as control and adjust their ways of providing teaching to each student.

NEGATIVE FEATURES OF ASYNCHRONOUS ONLINE CLASS

Asynchronous online classes have several negative aspects. In the feedback received, there were
some complaints about the way the teacher spoke in the video. The teacher used a local dialect in
explaining, which sounded uncomfortable for a certain student. While some dialects heard offline
probably came naturally to students, this may not be so in an offline class. Some students also complained
that the amount of homework was too much. These negative comments were something controllable, so
they needed to be considered for class improvement.

One of the most outstanding negative points can be said to be the teacher’s workload. Compared to
face-to-face classes, it took more time to prepare materials, record classes, and check students’ homework
in the asynchronous online classes. It was also difficult to monitor the learning process of students, and
therefore checking homework was important and feedback from students was even more helpful.
Furthermore, as shown in Table 1, at the beginning of the course, teachers needed to respond to many
different requests and make many adjustments.

DiscussION

The shift to online classes was not easy and smooth for many non-tech-savvy teachers. Nonetheless,
it brought a good opportunity to learn not only ICT use for educational purposes but also effective ways to
provide reasonable accommodation for students in trouble who need special assistance. Now there are
three points to discuss. First, it is worth considering how to take care of the students who were reasonably
accommodated and became used to taking online classes after the pandemic is over. It may be challenging
for those students to switch back to face-to-face classes where they are less likely to get intensive support.
Second, should teachers have a hybrid option to secure their opportunities to study effectively and
comfortably? Hybrid classes are naturally expected to bring with them other difficulties and painstaking
experiences to teachers; however, some students would also appreciate staying online while others would
not. Third, it is questionable whether it is the teachers’ responsibility to create a high-quality video. As
seen in the feedback, some students cared about the teacher’s way of speaking in recording and the length
of the video. Since a teacher is neither a professional announcer nor a narrator or video editor, it seems
beyond their duty to make perfect class videos. Teachers should take advantage of the experience of online
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teaching and try hard to make their classes more comfortable and effective for all students, including those
who need special assistance.
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