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In the spring of 2020, I was teaching Quantitative Literacy, a course taken by 
non-science majors at Michigan State University. The course is designed in an active learning 
format, where half the course is structured around interactive introduction to new material and 
the other half is based on group explorations. The course covers topics such as weighted 
averages, data visualization, Fermi estimation, standard deviation, etc. Weekly assessments 
included online homework, a quiz, and the group activity along with participation/engagement 
while the rest of the grade was based on a writing project, midterm and final exams. Around 600 
students were enrolled that semester, and I was teaching a small section of 30 students. My 
class met on Tuesday and Thursday evenings from 6:00-7:20pm, and I posted/gave students 
fill-in-notes to accompany all class time powerpoints. 

I was actually in a meeting with the course supervisor when it was announced that MSU 
was switching online at noon that day (March 11) due to the coronavirus. For us, the largest 
challenges in this transition were that we had essentially no notice of the change, and had at 
most one week’s worth of technological training in preparation. Further, the course was 
designed primarily around group work (with 55% of the course grade determined by in-class 
participation and assessments). For classes like mine, it was no longer reasonable to assume 
that students would be able to attend synchronously during the usual class time because of 
mealtimes with family, childcare (in some cases of younger siblings), etc. Therefore, what did it 
mean for students to “participate” and be engaged in the course? Our assessments (other than 
online homework) thus far had been pencil and paper, taken in class, so we needed to 
transform not only the communication of new material and group activities to an online format, 
but also all of the quizzes, activities, and the final exam. 

Thankfully the course assessments had always been open-note and the kinds of 
questions we asked were unlikely to be answered via Google, so switching these assessments 
to an online format was fairly consistent from the student perspective. In addition to holding 
class during the usual course times, we created short video clips introducing new ideas and 
going through examples for those students whose internet connections would not allow them to 
attend via Zoom. However, for a course based so fundamentally on group activities and 
communication, the choice to make participation based on submission of assignments instead 
of engagement through attending class meant that most students viewed class time as optional. 

On Tuesdays, I would introduce a new idea with student contributions via reactions or 
polls and then put students in breakout rooms with a partner to go through examples. I found 
that paired with one other person, students were more motivated to discuss problems than if 
they had been in larger groups. On Thursdays, I would still put students in groups of 3 or 4 since 
it was often helpful to be able to bounce ideas off of one another for the exploration activities. In 
both cases, I would regularly circulate among the breakout rooms in addition to students being 
able to “raise their hand” or call me to their room. Although we cut some topics to accommodate 
students traveling back home, the material was directly relevant: students needed to understand 
how to read articles and interpret graphs and data in the context of current events. For the final 
exam, we included an article on COVID-19 and asked students to answer questions about 
health and risk probabilities and properties of a “flattening the curve” distribution. 


