


THE NEW
(VIRTUAL)
REALITY
We got a crash course in remote learning this year. 
While there are various drawbacks, the digital 
classroom also brings some significant benefits
By Ingela Ratledge Amundson

LET’S BEGIN BY STATING THE OBVIOUS: REMOTE LEARNING IS HARDLY 
a novel concept. Online courses have been growing in popularity and avail-
ability practically since the dawn of the internet in the mid-1990s. As our 
technological capabilities have steadily expanded, virtual classes—indeed, 
even virtual diplomas—have become an exceedingly viable and attractive 
solution for meeting educational needs across a global landscape.

And yet there’s no denying that for the vast majority of us, our first real 
exposure to remote learning was a stunningly new—and nonelective— 
experience. In March 2020, millions of Americans were plunged into the 
deep end when the spread of COVID-19 necessitated school closures across 
the country. Suddenly, in the throes of a pandemic, everybody on the edu-
cational spectrum was thrust into unfamiliar territory. Parents found them-
selves white-knuckling it through grammar lessons with their elementary 
schoolers. Teachers burned the midnight oil trying to figure out how to 
translate material for the web. Students were introduced to a different kind 
of classroom—this time, based in their bedroom or the family den—where the 
daily curriculum was meted out via a series of computer windows and clicks.

It was, to put it mildly, a shock to the system. “We all had to go online 
really quickly, and we did what we could with a lot of Band-Aids and lap-
tops,” says Erich Dietrich, a clinical professor of higher education and in-
ternational education at New York University’s Steinhardt School. But it 
wasn’t just the swiftness or lack of groundwork that made the transition so 
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To command 
the attention of 
students online, 
teachers must amp 
up their force of 
personality. 



difficult: there was the issue of our collective mind-
set. “Sure,” the small voices inside our heads whis-
pered, “virtual learning is great if you want to take 
a MasterClass in stand-up comedy or get your law 
degree at night. But students belong in school!” 

It’s no wonder, really, that we’re wired to be wary 
of a classroom-less classroom—we’ve been condi-
tioned over centuries to believe that the prevail-
ing system is the “right” way. But wait. “There’s 
not much evidence to support that having an in-
structor in a room with a lot of students is actually 
a good model,” Dietrich says. “Yes, it moves a great 
amount of people through the classroom with the 
least amount of work, but it’s been implemented be-
cause it’s efficient—not because it’s the best peda-
gogy. It’s become our default.”

 
Virtual vs. Traditional
For the record: regardless of the delivery device, 
learning is basically the same whether it happens 
in person or via computer. “We’re creating sets of 
links in our long-term memory and strengthening 
them with practice,” explains Barbara Oakley, a pro-
fessor of engineering at Oakland University and an 
expert in general and online learning. Naturally, the 
most glaring distinction between the two methods is 
that traditional learning originates in the classroom 
while the virtual version exists online. 

In a traditional setting, a teacher is able to take 
the temperature of the room—to interpret cues 
about how the students are faring and respond in 
kind. “There are all kinds of cognitive tricks you can 
use to get attention and keep it,” Oakley says. “On-
line, that’s a lot tougher—if someone’s texting her 
friend off to the side, that’s pretty hard to catch and 
address.” Trying to compel a group of students to 
listen for extended periods using sheer force of per-
sonality is much more challenging on a screen. “The 
camera basically subtracts 10 charisma points,” Oak-
ley says. “However engaging you are in real life, 
you’d better be a lot more engaging online—and 
that can be hard to keep up.”

Which explains why you can’t simply take ex-
actly what would occur in a classroom and put it on 
Zoom—or at least you shouldn’t. Without a leader 
there to galvanize the troops—create those “O Cap-
tain! My Captain” moments à la Dead Poets Society—
it’s necessary to find other means of stimulation, 
whether that’s a well-crafted instructional video, an 
impromptu poll or a cameo from a special guest star.

The pupils’ age will also have a major bearing 
on how they’re able to take in information online. 
While a smaller, discussion-based seminar-style 
class might work for college or grad students, it 
would be a comedy of errors to try to get a pack of 
first graders to sit still for an hour-long handwrit-
ing workshop. “It’s been so hard for elementary and 
middle schoolers to go online because their atten-
tion spans are shorter and they require a lot more 
interaction,” Dietrich says. 

The specific topic being taught matters too; cer-
tain disciplines lend themselves better to online 
treatment. “Writing and a lot of the human and so-
cial sciences are a natural fit for online,” Dietrich 
says. “Science is more difficult, because you need 
the space and facilities for teamwork, and it’s harder 
to develop soft skills like public speaking when you 
aren’t in person.” According to Kalyn Diehl, a stu-
dent who was midway through her junior year at 
St. Francis College in Brooklyn when her classes 
went online in the wake of coronavirus, her French 
curriculum suffered in particular. “The professor’s 
goal of full immersion—all of us practicing the lan-
guage by having an ongoing conversation and learn-
ing on our feet—kind of went out the window when 
we moved online,” Diehl says. “I wasn’t able to adapt 
well to not having that, and it was a lot more diffi-
cult trying to learn from a textbook.” 

 
The Pros and Cons
In any dialogue about virtual academia, inevitably 
the first concern that crops up is the lack of a rich 
social component—which has an enormous impact 
on the overall student experience and, by extension, 
learning itself. “When I’m physically in my classes, 
I feel like I’m seen and known—like my work, my 
questions and my ideas are significant to the com-
munity,” Diehl says. “Learning at home by myself, 
I don’t feel that.”

Another major problem is that the technology 
gap—the digital divide between affluent students 
who have more access to and familiarity with de-
vices and their less-privileged counterparts—puts 
students on uneven footing. “The gap is definitely 
increasing,” warns Mary Stephens, a veteran educa-
tor of kindergarten through college-level students 
and founder of PrepForward, an online prep course 
for teacher certification. “Even if students are able 
to borrow machines from the school district, it won’t 
necessarily bridge the gap. They may not have Wi-Fi 

access, or they may need to share the technology 
with others in the household.”

Among the upsides is how adaptive and inclu-
sive virtual learning can be. In traditional class-
rooms, students are expected to maintain roughly 
the same pace, despite the fact that there are all 
kinds of learners. Virtual learning, with its utili-
zation of asynchronous materials, allows individ-
uals to move at their own speed. (Asynchronous 
learning is done on your own time—like watching 
a video, doing a pre-assigned exercise, etc.—while 
synchronous learning happens live with others, as 
in a Zoom lesson.) “It’s easy to miss something in a 
classroom because things are going by so fast,” Oak-
ley says. “But if you have a video available, you can 
stop it as many times as you want and make sure 
you’re getting it.” 

 
Improving the Experience
Now that virtual learning has become part of our 
repertoire, let’s roll up our sleeves and get bet-
ter at it. What have we discovered so far? For vir-
tual coursework, the most effective curriculum 
is a hybrid of materials and styles that leverages 
the advantages of asynchronous and synchro-
nous approaches. “Some students are really good 

at thinking on the fly and being im-
promptu, others aren’t. It’s really good 
to offer options for both,”  Dietrich 
says. If haphazardly slapping an offline 
curriculum on Zoom is a surefire rec-
ipe for mediocrity, “then the remedy 
to that is careful preparation,” Oak-
ley says. “Like incorporating really 
good, watchable video materials into 
the course. It takes an upfront time in-
vestment, but it will pay off big-time 
later.” The reason videos are such a 
mainstay: research into multimedia 
learning theory—pioneered by Rich-
ard Mayer, a psychologist at the Uni-
versity of California Santa Barbara—
has demonstrated that our brains learn 
much faster when a subject is being 
presented via a combination of words, 
pictures and auditory information. 

Communication is another huge key 
to success, and should be a corner stone 
of the virtual learning process. “The 
channels between teachers and stu-

dents, teachers and parents, parents and kids, teach-
ers and their peers, and students and their peers 
must be continually open and flexible,”  Stephens 
says. Parents must be honest with instructors about 
their own limitations—there’s no shame in, say, fail-
ing to grasp the intricacies of middle school math. 
“They need to seek advice from their kids’ teach-
ers—not on understanding the material itself, but 
on how to help their children learn,” Stephens says. 
The teachers will likely benefit from the insight and 
be able to offer solutions. 

And while virtual learning does allow for greater 
flexibility, it shouldn’t be the Wild West. “Structure 
is always helpful,” Oakley says. Teachers should cre-
ate a syllabus and establish a weekly routine: new 
materials on Mondays, meetings on Wednesdays, 
quizzes on Fridays, etc. It’s important that the rou-
tine includes breaks and social time.  

Although many of us were pushed into home-
schooling, it has undeniably been, well, a learning 
experience. “It’s forced us to take a step back and 
say, ‘How are we really meeting our learning objec-
tives, and could we be doing something more in-
novative?’ ” Dietrich says. “This is a moment for 
being creative, and I don’t think we’ll ever go back 
the same normal that we had before.” □
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△ 
Taking regular breaks helps process what you’re learning.


