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the students in this process is evident, with students 
cementing their friendships further since giving their 
talks. Secondly, moving scientific presentations online is 
indeed the way of the future, showing financial and time 
benefits (1,2). The COVID-19 pandemic was the impetus 
we needed to shake up our whole student presentation 
approach. 

It looks like we will not be hanging on to the “good old 
days”, except maybe for the note passing!
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As the COVID-19 pandemic became a reality with 
countries, cities and towns going into lockdown, 
universities were forced to close campuses and move 
teaching online. The rapid transition to teaching 
online required academics and students to quickly 
adapt to interacting in the online space. As I attended 
numerous professional development sessions to up-
skill on technology, I constantly questioned how to 
maintain the engagement in online classes, particularly 
problem-based tutorials where body language 
and facial expressions can be crucial in gauging 
student understanding. Face-to-face classes provide 
opportunities to build connections and establish 
relationships with students, and generally such 
relationships develop through informal conversation. 
Having never taught online classes, I wondered whether 
students would engage and interact in the same way! 

A couple of years ago, I adopted a Students as 
Partners (SaP) approach to enhance engagement in my 
Protein Science course (Advanced Biochemistry, 120–
140 students) (1,2). Student partners were involved in 
selecting topics for part of the course and co-creating 
assessment, providing an opportunity for students to be 
involved in what they learn and negotiate the terms of 

some assessments. This has been the most effective 
strategy I have implemented to increase participation 
and engagement. I was therefore concerned that 
engagement in the course, something I had worked 
hard to develop, would be jeopardised by the transition 
online, where there are limited opportunities for social 
interaction and students might feel isolated. One way to 
counter this would be developing an online community 
for students to connect both academically and socially, 
to feel like they were part of the class. 

Protein Science community
A Protein Science community was created within 

the course, incorporating spaces for social interaction 
(Microsoft® Teams) and a platform for discussing 
biochemistry (online Discussion Board). Social 
or informal conversation are just as important to 
relationships and learning, as engaging academically 
in the course content (3). Creating the Protein 
Science community provided students with alternative 
opportunities to interact and build relationships with 
each other and staff. Students could choose which 
community space was most comfortable for them to 
engage, and there were no formal requirements to 
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access the community.
I used Microsoft® Teams as an online space for social 

interaction for students in the course. Photographs of 
my dog and of the sunset from my backyard were used 
to initiate informal conversations and make connections 
with students. Students responded with pictures of their 
own pets and activities they were undertaking during 
isolation. Such informal conversations reduce barriers 
between students and staff, and the conversations 
and relationships grew over the trimester, and have 
continued beyond the final exam. 

The online discussion board was focused on 
biochemistry for students that would prefer to discuss 
topics relevant to the course content, over interacting 
socially. In addition, online discussion boards were 
beneficial in providing a voice for students, improving  
their communication skills, and promoting knowledge 
extension and metacognition. I started the discussion 
board with a thread on coronavirus proteins after the 
first structures of the spike protein complexed with an 
antibody were published. This topic was related to the 
real world and the need for a COVID-19 vaccine but also 
directly related to course, which studies the structure 
and functions of proteins. Although coronavirus proteins 
dominated the discussions, threads were also started on 
topics covered in the lectures.

Comments on the Protein Science community were 
provided in the student evaluations of the course and 
all were positive. Below are representative examples 
of students’ comments stating that they felt connected 
despite being online:

‘I also enjoyed that the course introduced ‘community’ 
channels since the move online and promoted 
engagement from students and faculty. I enjoyed the 
discussion board element as well and found that this 
encouraged me to do wider reading around the topics 
covered in the course.’
‘The extra steps taken to ensure that the students 
could still communicate with each other (about both 

course content and engaging in discussions regarding 
proteins) helped with still feeling connected despite 
learning taking place online. Also, the opportunity for 
the students to be involved in some way with choosing 
topics and the assessment plan helped very much with 
feeling connected to the course content.’
Overall, the online Protein Science community was 

a successful way to develop relationships between 
staff and students, and maintain student participation 
and engagement online. It should be noted that not all 
students participated in the community, and there was 
no requirement to participate. Students were provided 
with opportunities to engage but at the same time, 
many students may have been struggling in the online 
environment, and despite the benefits, participating 
in the community increased their workload. Certainly, 
some students will always prefer face-to-face to online 
classes, however, this pandemic will change the future 
of teaching in higher education. 
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It was week five of a ten-week term at UNSW when 
COVID-19 restrictions ended face-to-face teaching and 
classes moved online. 

Some changes were easy. I was familiar with recording 
lectures and uploading them. And transitioning a mid-
term test and final exam online required minimal set up – 
and saved me hours in photocopying – as I had already 
created a large online question bank in case digital 

testing ever became an option (the current laboratories 
have no computers).

Within a day of halting face-to-face teaching, my 
course had forty virtual classrooms (channels) set up 
in Microsoft® Teams. This represented a phenomenal 
effort from technical staff as they manually added over 
650 users – a process that Microsoft® and Moodle have 
now collaborated to automate.
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