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Abstract

Teachers throughout the world are interested in the eff ectiveness of online and fl ipped class 
methods of instruction. During the Covid-19 pandemic, these platforms went from cutting edge 
to becoming the central teaching platform. Online classes in particular can be eff ective in teaching 
reading and writing. In 2013, a hybrid online class was introduced into the academic writing 
program at the Graduate School of Law at Nagoya University as a way to assist Master’s students 
with their writing needs. Between 2012 ‒ 2023, the same writing courses underwent three phases 
of development: hybrid, fl ipped, and fully remote. As part of an action research study, the process 
included stages of planning, implementing, observing, and refl ecting on the design of each of the 
learning platforms. For the planning and implementing phases, the paper compares the quality 
measures of the instructional designs. Surveys on student perspectives were used to help with the 
observing and refl ecting phases. Student survey results indicated that, even during the peak of the 
pandemic, learners were satisfi ed with all three platforms as they developed. 
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Introduction

The Graduate School of Law (GSL) at Nagoya 
University faces numerous problems regarding 
the intake of students from abroad. At present, 
approximately 85% of the students come 
from other countries, primarily Southeast 
Asia and China. While some of these learners 
are recent graduates from their respective 
colleges, others have been in legal practice 
or worked for various governmental agencies 
or ministries. Most of these gifted individuals 
endeavor to study comparative law on either 
a Japanese or English track program, which 

means they take classes and write their theses 
in one or the other targeted languages.  

Three serious constraints restrict the design 
of an eff ective academic writing program for 
such students. First, many of these learners are 
unprepared for the rigors of thesis writing; in 
fact, most have never written anything in either 
language. Second, most are on very restrictive 
two-year scholarship plans, which places 
stress on both the student and supervisor to 
complete work in a limited time frame. Third, 
many content-based faculty members, who 
use English as a second language (L2), feel 
overwhelmed by the experience of trying to 
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communicate writing expectations, especially 
in advanced degree programs (Suzuki, 2016). 

Before 2012, the story of a Master’s candidate 
entering the GSL law program from abroad 
was a whirlwind of confusion. The L2 student 
entered the program, met sporadically with a 
supervisor, had limited instructional writing, 
wrote as best they could, and then expected to 
have their work fi xed by a foreign “checker” 
(Matsuda & Hammill, 2014) so that the fi nal 
judging committee might fi nd some evidence 
of mutual understanding in their fi nal product. 
Essentially, the writing skills did not match the 
high expectations of the degree requirements 
(Lege, 2022). 

In 2012, the suggestion was made that the 
law faculty negotiate a comprehensive set of 
writing guidelines that would be integrated 
into a newly revised set of classes for those on 
the English track. The aim of the guidelines 
was two-fold. The fi rst aim was to provide a 
mutually understood framework as to what 
was expected in the writing for the student, 
supervisor, and fi nal examiner. The second 
aim was to relieve class time of some of the 
issues related to basic form (grammar, syntax) 
so that more time could be spent on functional 
moves needed to write in such a discourse.

The idea to include a hybrid online learning 
platform (Pearson, MyLab Writing) into 
the program emerged out of two immediate 
concerns. First, the introduction of a 
diagnostic for student writing found that 
student defi ciencies were more profound 
than earlier believed. Second, the department 
originally allotted only 65 contact hours (22 
required) in academic writing that students 
could take over two years. This was only 
a fraction of the time compared to the 400 
hours of Japanese language instruction that 
all learners participated in over the same 

period. To better facilitate this need, the 
writing courses underwent three phases of 
development: hybrid classes that mixed online 
and F2F learning, a blended course that added 
fl ipped class methods, and fully remote. The 
remainder of this paper looks at the quality 
measures and student perceptions of each of 
these phases. 

Literature Review

Academic Writing and the L2 
Student

Research has begun to look at issues that 
students from abroad face while in the context 
of experiencing higher education in Japan 
(Laurence, 2016, Lee 2017). However, such 
studies primarily focus on the hardships these 
students encounter rather than meeting and 
clarifying their learning needs, especially 
during the recent pandemic. While the fi eld 
is replete with texts on the problems that L2 
students face in trying to express ideas through 
written text (Nation, 2009; Bailey, 2011; 
Ferris & Hedgecock, 2014; and Matsuda & 
Hammill, 2014), such literature addresses the 
relationship between L2 students attempting 
to share knowledge with an L1 instructor in 
an English speaking country (Seloni & Lee, 
2020). More is needed to investigate the 
problems associated with those L2 students 
struggling to learn and write in English, in 
a non-English setting such as Japan, where 
readers or instructors are generally not L1 
profi cient.  

Online Writing and Student-
Centered Learning

A plethora of literature exists on the positive 
eff ects of online learning, which includes such 
things as increases in student engagement and 
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collaboration, faster feedback time, as well 
as personalized learning (Crockett, Jukes & 
McCain, 2010; Twigg, 2013; Pstoka, 2022). 
Woolner and Clark (2015) studied various 
forms of web-based or digital courses that have 
a positive impact on self-directed learning and 
classroom bonding between student cohorts 
and instructors. In turn, Al-Jarf (2004) noted 
a positive relationship between web-based 
learning and struggling L2 college writers. 
During the pandemic, many schools were 
compelled to go to some form of hybrid or 
direct online learning platform and the results 
were mixed (Nambiar, 2020; Hen & Sol, 
2021).

Meanwhile, critics have contended that many 
quality issues such as high start-up costs, 
time, and energy are invested in learning to 
use digital technologies which deter both 
students and teachers from such platforms 
(Lewin, 2013; Straumsheim, 2017). While 
not critical of such technologies, He (2014) 
concurred that such costs and the feeling of 
unpreparedness deter teachers from joining in 
on such learning environments. Stine (2010) 
argued that demands of learning technology 
and academic rules and practices can result in 
mental stress and overload for students, which 
were even more serious during the Covid 
period (Sharin, 2021). In general, while some 
of these issues were ameliorated before the 
pandemic, the loss of community remained 
a problem in designing courses for online 
platforms (Brown et al. 2023). Many of these 
issues were true for Japan where educational 
institutions at all levels were slow to adapt to 
online learning until Covid hit in 2018 (Wang 
& Cheng, 2021).       

Flipped Class Methods

Instructors can design and employ fl ipped 
class methods in either face-to-face (F2F) 

learning or online platforms. As with online 
education, the fl ipped class model has as many 
advocates (Bergman & Sams, 2014; Talbert, 
2017) as detractors (Lewin, 2013; Taylor, 
2015). A study conducted by Vanderbilt 
University found that fl ipped classes had a 
positive impact on student learning before 
COVID-19 (Brame, 2013). Hsiu (2015) stated 
that fl ipped learning could increase the active 
participation of second language learners 
which in turn aff ected their language learning. 
Engin (2014), meanwhile, found that student 
writing might be enhanced when instructors 
made their videos rather than using external 
video sources. Tang et al. (2020) found that 
an online course designed with fl ipped class 
methods saw improved student evaluations 
compared to those that did not.   

Skeptical of the positive use of fl ipped class 
methods, Jensen, Krummer, and Godoy 
(2015) studied classes that used the same 
type of constructive activities and concluded 
there were no diff erences between fl ipped 
and non-fl ipped class settings. Chung and 
Khe (2017) reviewed various studies and 
surmised that the effi  cacy of such a method 
is aff ected when students do not understand 
the rationale for such classes. Korkmaz and 
Mirici (2021) found that while their students 
provided a favorable view of online classes 
that used the fl ipped method, such learners 
saw little diff erence between such an approach 
and the F2F classes concerning such things as 
instructional practices and activities. In Japan, 
the idea of using fl ipped class methods began 
to gain some attraction in 2014, Loucky (2017) 
investigated its application in this country 
and found that this approach was useful to 
motivate students in EFL language classes.  
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Methodology

According to McTaggart (1996), “Action 
research is not a ‘method or procedure’ for 
research but a series of commitments to 
observe and problematize through practice 
a series of principles for conducting a social 
inquiry” (p. 248). Stringer (1999) described 
the method as a research spiral in which an 
observer identifi es a problem, scours for 
solutions, plans, takes action, evaluates, 
revises the original plan, and takes further 
action. Stringer also explained that an action 
research study can include a comparative look 
at either quantitative or qualitative data to help 
elucidate the diff erent phases. Essentially, the 
process for this research paper underwent 
planning, implementing, observing, and 
refl ecting phases for each of the platforms 
described here. 

As such, this paper describes the procedures 
that I undertook to design writing classes that 
evolved with the use of three diff erent learning 
platforms. Each one of these platforms 
underwent various phases of planning, 
implementation, observation, and refl ection. 
The fi rst platform combined typical face-to-
face learning (F2F) with online educational 
software to refl ect a hybrid approach from 
2012 to 2016. In 2017, upon refl ection, I 
decided to experiment with converting the 
F2F segment into fl ipped classes while 
continuing to use elements of the educational 
software in the previous period (essentially a 
blended class). In 2019, due to the pandemic, 
we were forced to switch to a synchronous 
remote platform; as such, the third platform 
consisted of moving the blended model from 
F2F to remote until mid-2023. 

For purposes of brevity, the study presents 
two forms of evaluations for the four phases 
of planning, implementing, observing, and 

refl ection which occurred in overlapping cycles 
of eff ort. The fi rst form of evaluation compares 
the “usability indicators” of the hybrid and 
fl ipped classes. Such a comparison was not 
done for the remote classes because for this 
platform it was simply a matter of providing 
a Zoom link to students in the Learning 
Management System (LMS). Students already 
had computers and access to the LMS while 
working with the hybrid platform so while 
some adjustments were made these were 
minor compared to developing the other 
two phases of instructional design (hybrid 
and fl ipped). The second form of evaluation 
presents data from student evaluations which 
helped in the observation and refl ection phases 
in developing these classes.  

The discussion includes a look at some of the 
quality measures (such as time and money) 
that go into the planning and implementing 
phases of such an instructional design. Such a 
discussion is important because Taylor (2015) 
and Jensen, Krummer, and Godoy (2015) 
criticized that many studies concerning the 
use of technology in education often do not 
clarify what it takes to plan and implement 
such learning platforms. Thus, this paper 
includes a heuristic comparison of the actual 
“usability indicators” related to such things as 
costs, instructor learning time, student learning 
time, and accessibility. Critics of such new 
teaching methods often argue that research 
showing the success of a particular approach 
does not include the actual expense or inputs 
in adapting technology to the classroom. In 
contrast, research showing mixed or negative 
results is often judged as not having been 
designed in “the right way.” Therefore, a 
comparison of the “usability indicators” helps 
to off set such criticism from either side. 

For the observing and refl ection phases of this 
action research, this paper will provide results 
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from descriptive quantitative data from student 
evaluations of these three diff erent educational 
delivery approaches. This article includes data 
culled from general student surveys between 
2012 ‒ 2017 on the hybrid classes and surveys 
conducted between 2017 ‒ 2023 on the fl ipped 
classes and the classes that were conducted 
remotely during COVID-19. The surveys 
include data in which the students evaluated 
the main design element (online software and 
the fl ipped class materials) and how they rated 
the overall class delivery relative to other 
courses they took.   

Evaluation of the Three Platforms 
2012-2023

This section will describe the GSL academic 
writing courses with the usability indicators 
and provide results from student evaluations 
on the eff ectiveness of the hybrid, fl ipped class 
approaches in the F2F and remote instructional 
settings. A clear understanding of the usability 
indicators of the online lab and the fl ipped 
class model satisfi es the criticism that such 
data is necessary to gain a full picture of such 
learning environments. Such a comparison is 
useful as a matter of transparency and helps 
those interested in the practical aspects of 
committing to such learning venues (He, 
2014). While seemingly expensive at fi rst, 
the educational institution or program should 
consider that such costs represent a long-
term investment in students (Twigg, 2013). 
Moreover, faculty should never underestimate 
the value of student evaluations in designing 
both present and future course needs (Hadid 
et al., 2020). 

The Hybrid Class

The designing of an English writing program 
or curriculum can depend on several key 
factors such as departmental demands, time 

constraints, and the pedagogical views of the 
instructors (Frodesen, 1995). Furthermore, 
an instructor must consider the needs of the 
student as well as their skills, habits, and 
motivation when designing a learning course 
or program (Dirksen, 2016). As mentioned 
above, the GSL faculty’s demands for 
improving the form, function, and usage of 
student writing to satisfy the expectations 
of an advanced thesis were diffi  cult to meet 
given the limited class times that students 
could take writing courses. Students needed 
time to learn, develop, and apply skills that 
would help in this endeavor. 

In 2012, as a way to stretch that time frame, 
grant funds were provided to subscribe MyLab 
Writing, which is a curative software program 
developed by Pearson Education that is 
accessed via specially purchased codes. This 
product is customizable and includes various 
scaff olding modules, writing exercises, and 
a class chat room that can be used according 
to instructional needs. The use of such a 
tool can be applied either synchronously 
or asynchronously to a course design as the 
access codes allow students accessibility from 
anywhere at any time. 

In 2013, the lab was fully integrated into the 
GSL academic writing courses whereby the 
instructor could manage, supervise, and assess 
the learners as they went through the modules. 
The essential idea was to have students self-
manage many of the issues related to form 
(grammar, syntax) so that the class time 
could be used to concentrate on more of the 
functional aspects of writing (organization, 
meaning) related to a genre-based approach. 
That is, the courses were designed to focus 
on the elaborative elements needed to write a 
thesis or dissertation in comparative law.  

As this was integrated into the regular on-
campus F2F course, it represented a hybrid 
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class according to Warnock’s (2009) defi nition 
whereby any class that was half onsite and 
half online was deemed a blended learning 
environment. According to Merriam (2008), 
such a hybrid class off ers remedial students of 
writing a better learning environment than a 
direct online course because there is a mix of 
class community and interaction that develops 
with the instructor and other members of 
a class. Essentially, the lab operated as a 
textbook to meet the needs of L2 graduate 
students with limited writing experience in 
English.    

Usability Indicators for the Hybrid 
Course

The data collected for the information in Figure 
1 below came partly from student evaluations 
and personal observations by the instructor 
over the period 2012-2023. The institution 
had to pay an initial start-up or licensing fee 
of $2,500 to Pearson Education. As shown in 
the fi gure, students paid nothing for access 
to the course because the department funded 
the yearly costs of $32 per student (the cost 
of a textbook). The students need assistance 
with access as the steps are not easy. For the 
instructor, the learning curve can be long 
because much of it depends upon the personal 
abilities of each person to manipulate the 
technology. After feeling comfortable with 
the lab program, students rated things such 
as mobility, interaction, and tech support as 
relatively good. 

In addition, students found the instructional 
material helpful, the assessment feedback 
productive, and the general design very good. 
On average, the learners reported spending 
about 60 ‒ 90 minutes per week, some longer, 
as the program off ered extra practice. As long 
as supervision provided substantive feedback 
and assistance with the tech, students seemed 

satisfi ed with the software program. In general, 
the instructor could expect to spend about 6 ‒7 
hours supervising, discussing, and feedback 
on written assignments per week. But, over 
time, the instructor could cut down on some 
of this time by becoming profi cient and 
knowledgeable with the software program.

Figure 1. Usability indicators for hybrid class, 
2012-2013

Quality 
factors

Instructor 
view Student view

Costs Subscription 
$2,500 

Access code 
fee $32/
student

0

Accessibility Requires 
access code, 
nitial access is 
not easy 

Diffi  cult

ILearning 
curve

Long Not easy

Mobile ready Good Very good
Interaction Good Good
Tech Support Good Fair
Instructional 
Material

Good Very Good

Assessment Good Excellent
Design Very good Very good

Time factor/
week

6-7 hours 60‒90 minutes

Student Evaluation of the Hybrid 
Course

Initially, the lab was open to all students 
in the department and was to be used as a 
reference source in which learners would 
have asynchronous participation on demand. 
This essentially meant that in 2012 all 
students (n=83) in the department and not 
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just those in my class (n=24) would have 
independent access without much oversight 
or accountability. As Table 1 below shows, 
both participation (12% of total students) 
and evaluation in 2012 were low as 74% of 
students rated the software as low. As a result, 
I quickly requested that we integrate the 
software into the course and make it part of the 
class requirement. In addition, it was available 
only to those learners taking the course. As the 
table shows, both participation and evaluation 
of the lab improved dramatically. From 2012 
to 2017, the number of students fully engaging 
in the software rose to 92% and favorable 
ratings improved as well. Though not shown, 
data from 2017 ‒ 2023 would largely maintain 
a positive approval rating.

Table 1. Participation and Evaluation of the 
MYWRITINGLAB, 2012-2017

Year # 
Students

Partici- 
pat ion

High 
Rating

Mod. 
Rating

Low 
rating

2012 83 12% 1% 25% 74%

2013 22 83% 37% 40% 23%

2014 34 87% 39% 46% 15%

2015 26 90% 40% 48% 12%

2016 26 90% 45% 48% 7%

2017 28 92% 51% 41% 8%

There were several reasons for this change. 
First, integrating the software into the course 

content incentivized student interest. Second, 
by making it part of the course, the instructor 
had to manage its operation but also hold 
students accountable for the work. This meant 
instructor presence was important to ensure 
that students used the tool. Third, narrowing 
access to the lab to a limited number of 
students meant the instructor could direct 
more attention to those with immediate needs. 
In general, these results were in line with 
research that showed that while initial costs 
in time and money in any digital program can 
be high (Battaglino, Haldeman, & Laurans, 
2012), the investment in the outcomes can pay 
off  in the end (Talbert, 2017).  

As shown, the design of the hybrid class 
underwent several phases of development. 
The planning phase involved matching the 
needs of the students with the potential use 
of an accessible software program. The 
implementation and observation phases helped 
to decide how the software should be used 
within the class context. From the observations 
and student evaluations, I was able to refl ect 
on additional ways to improve and refi ne the 
instructional design of the writing courses. 
Table 2 below provides collected data on how 
well the students rated the overall hybrid class 
approach relative to other courses they took in 
their program.

Table 2 Student Comparison of hybrid class to 
all other courses, 2012-2016

Year Students
Comparison 
with other 

classes
Diffi  culty Improved 

writing skills
Social 

Interaction
Instructor 
Presence

2012 24 Slightly Hi Higher Moderate High Moderate

2013 22 Slightly Hi Moderate Moderate High Moderate

2014 34 High Higher Moderate Moderate High

2015 26 High Moderate High High High

2016 26 High Moderate High High High
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As Table 2 above shows, students rated the 
hybrid course higher relative to all the other 
courses they attended in the program even 
though it was more diffi  cult. However, as I 
tweaked the design and improved the course, 
students felt it was less diffi  cult while also 
helping them to improve their writing skills. 
One of the important aspects culled from the 
data was that students evaluated a higher sense 
of social interaction in this course relative to 
what would occur later in the remote classes.  

The Flipped Class Method

While outcomes over these same years 
indicated that student writing was improving on 
prescriptive things such as grammar and basic 
organization, there remained issues with the 
elaborative aspects of their writing, for example, 
how to write a thesis statement or abstract. In 
2016, I decided to consider the use of a fl ipped 
class model to possibly boost the opportunities 
for learners to work on these elaborative moves 
needed to write their theses and dissertations. 
This experiment with the fl ipped class, then, 
represents the next stage of the action plan. 

The actual implementation of the fl ipped class 
occurred in conjunction with the continued use 
of the My Writing Lab. The fl ipped class simply 
reduced the amount of “lecturing” that occurred 
in the previous F2F hybrid class. The main point 
of experimenting with the fl ipped class approach 
was to help fi nd ways to extend the amount of 
“writing” time or practice that students might 
need to improve their skills. Since actual contact 
time was limited, a fl ipped class approach would 
allow students to have a library of information 
that they could access before they came to class 
so that we could practice the skills in class. To 
properly use this approach, some costs and 
learning time were essential to ensuring its 
success because it requires developing a high 
delivery of lessons.

Usability Indicators for the Flipped 
Class 

As with the online lab, the students paid no 
direct costs for fl ipped class learning; however, 
the initial costs on the program side were rather 
pricey because it involved teacher training 
as well as the purchasing of equipment and 
software to develop videos. Our budget allowed 
me to attend a few conferences and online 
courses to better prepare and deal with some of 
the micro issues related to developing a fl ipped 
class. However, as Figure 2 below shows, 
a person could easily spend $250 ‒ $3,000 
on learning how to be profi cient with such a 
delivery system. There are ways around some of 
these costs but some investment in professional 
development may still be necessary to learn how 
to use technology eff ectively; for example, we 
initially purchased Camtasia to help with editing 
of videos when GoogleForm can be used at no 
cost. The initial step of producing a video can 
take 3-5 hours (preparing, shooting, editing), 
but after completion, the lesson is set for future 
use and thus a library of lessons can quickly 
accumulate. 

While the learning for the instructor can be 
very steep, students pay nothing as long as the 
program has a solid Learning Management 
System (LMS) in which they can access the 
instructional videos. Access can be complicated 
by distance, and unlike the pre-packaged lab, 
the instructor is responsible for the tech issues. 
Thus, an instructor that is well-trained in making 
their videos will most likely provide quality 
and manageable content that students will fi nd 
appealing. In general, Students rated all other 
quality aspects as good to excellent and found 
that they only needed about 20 minutes to watch 
and complete the quizzes on the video. Inserting 
small quizzes into such videos is optional, but 
important for instructors concerned with student 
accountability.
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Figure 2. Usability Indicators for the fl ipped classes, 
2017

Quality 
factors

Instructor view Student 
view

Costs Training ($250-
3,000)
Lightboard 
($100-$700)
Software, 
camera, lighting 
($150-$1,000)
Our investment; 
$5,000

0

Accessibility Shared via URL Good
Learning 
curve

Can be very 
long

(depends on 
link)

Mobile 
ready

Excellent Excellent

Interaction Good Good
Tech 
Support

Depends on 
instructor

Good

Instructional 
Material

Good Very Good

Assessment Good Excellent
Design Very good Very good
Time factor/
week

3-5 hrs making 
a lesson. 1 hr 
assessment

20 minutes

Student Evaluations between 2017 ‒ 
2023

In general, students in the GSL program 
had become accustomed to and satisfied 
with both the hybrid and flipped class 
methods relative to many of their other 
courses up to 2017. From 2017 to 2019, 
the classes were conducted F2F using 
the flipped class as the primary mode of 
delivery, but after the onset of Covid, 
all classes shifted to remote access 
only. With improvements in the flipped 
class method, the students would come 
to evaluate the approach more highly 
as it was integrated more regularly 
into the remote writing courses. Thus, 
Table 3 below presents data from 
surveys collected between 2017 ‒ 2023 
that asked about student perceptions 
regarding the combination of the flipped 
class methods in these writing courses 
compared to other courses they took in 
their program. 

Table 3. Comparison of the flipped class 
AW course with all other courses, 2017-
2023

Year Students Comparison with 
other classes Diffi  culty

Improved 
writing 
skills

Social 
Interaction

Instructor 
Presence

2017
(F2F)

27 Slightly Hi Higher Moderate Low Moderate

2018
(F2F)

25 Slightly Hi Moderate Moderate Low High

2019
(F2F)

21 High Higher Moderate Same High

2020
(R)

20 High Moderate High Low Moderate

2021 
(R)

19 High Moderate High Same High

2022 
(R)

19 High Higher High Moderate High

2023 
(R)

17 High Moderate High Moderate High
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The table above refl ects the perceptions of 
students in the third stage of the action plan, 
which would eventually include full integration 
of both and fl ipped class methods fi rst into 
F2F (2017-2019) and then remote (R) writing 
courses (2020-2023). In addition, elements of 
the educational software were still required for 
use because the material covered much of the 
form of writing (grammar and punctuation), 
while the fl ipped lessons guided students on the 
elaborative aspects of writing a thesis (such as 
how to write an abstract). Because students were 
already set up with an LMS, the instructor only 
needed to send out a Zoom link to conduct the 
remote class, there was no need to evaluate the 
“usability indicators” for this latter phase of the 
study. 

As the data above indicates, in the period 
between 2017 and 2023 the number of students 
participating in the GSL academic writing 
classes declined. This was primarily the result 
of the pandemic which impacted an assortment 
of issues related to recruitment, scholarships, 
and even things such as acquiring visas. As the 
table shows, students evaluated the combined 
approach in the AW class as higher relative to 
their other graduate courses, especially during 
the COVID-19 period in which all classes were 
conducted remotely (2020 ‒ 2023). 

However, the results indicated both positive 
and negative attitudes toward the fl ipped class 
approach, especially during the period when 
classes went remote. On the positive side, 
students found that this combined approach 
helped to improve their writing, which was 
related to the importance of feedback (Teng & 
Zheng, 2020). In addition, students evaluated 
the instructor’s presence in this specifi c course 
as more favorable compared to their other 
courses. Instructor presence is a critical element 
that can make or break the eff ectiveness of a 
remote course (Stewart, 2021). Ways to improve 

instructor presence include activities that build 
rapport with students and make videos on how 
the tech works as well as on the substantive 
material of a course. 

Meanwhile, on the negative side, students 
found the AW courses moderately more diffi  cult 
relative to their other classes and bemoaned 
the lack of social interaction in such a class 
setting. The reasons they found the writing 
classes more diffi  cult, however, was that it 
required them to take more responsibility for 
their learning compared to typical F2F classes, 
and included overcoming anxieties related to 
using technology. Again, developing friendly 
user videos that explain the technology can help 
alleviate some of the concerns students have 
about an online course. 

In terms of social interaction, the students found 
it lower compared to some of their other F2F 
classes, but nearly the same or slightly better 
compared to other online classes that were 
mandatory during the Covid period. Improving 
the sense of community in a remote class 
continues to be a problem for online courses 
(Kebritchi et al., 2017; Rasheed et al.2020). 
But, as Table 3 suggests, strong instructor 
presence may have had a positive eff ect on 
social interaction (Rapanta, 2020), though more 
study in this area is needed. However, during 
this period, the instructor was able to refl ect 
and adjust to this problem by building more of 
a rapport with the students and fi nding ways to 
encourage social interaction.    

Discussion: Comparing the Two 
Approaches in the Two Diff erent 
Settings

Usability indicators are a major concern for 
any online design scheme (Hewett, 2015). 
Teachers with few resources in time and 
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money could fi nd it diffi  cult to undertake 
either of these modalities. But, with recent 
developments with platforms such as Google 
Classrooms, instructors can reduce some of 
the costs. For the fl ipped class approach, the 
instructor will need more initial time to learn 
and develop lessons and videos as well as 
manage technological issues, but this could 
pay off  with less time needed in lesson planning 
and grading later. For the hybrid class that uses 
a subscribed software (ie paid license), the 
instructor will have less of a learning curve, 
and fewer technological worries but may 
invest more time in supervising and grading.         

Overall, the students in our program perceived 
the online lab as better than the fl ipped class but 
mainly because they had become accustomed 
to the structure and design of the lab and 
because of the lack of social interaction when 
going remote. Following Chung and Khe’s 
(2017) research, the rationale of the fl ipped 
classes for the GSL may not have been fully 
understood at fi rst but would change over 
time. Some of the students felt more pressure 
to perform at higher levels with the fl ipped 
classes (Stine 2010), while the online lab 
gave them more time to revise their work. 
In addition, the feedback and discussion that 
occurred with the instructor online aff orded 
more direct and private interaction than with 
fl ipped classes in only the F2F platform, which 
matched the research by Merriam (2008). 
Unlike Taylor (2015), tech issues were not seen 
as a major stumbling block to using either of 
these modalities, and students preferred both 
of these methods over traditional classroom 
lecturing.

In general, if both modalities are well designed 
and instructor presence is strong, then student 
attitudes toward either modalities (hybrid or 
fl ipped) in F2F or remote platforms should be 
fairly equal. However, the loss of a sense of 

community or student social interaction that 
occurs with remote learning tends to decrease 
the appeal of such learning approaches. 
During the Covid period, the instructor was 
able to observe and refl ect on this issue and 
make some adjustments to improve learner 
satisfaction especially compared to the other 
classes that students took at this time (see 
Table 2).

Conclusion

As part of action research, this paper aimed 
to provide data and analysis of an academic 
writing course that underwent various phases 
of development between 2012 ‒ 2023. The 
design of these courses aimed at meeting the 
needs of L2 students in the Graduate School 
of Law at Nagoya University who required 
additional time to learn the skills and habits to 
write a satisfactory thesis or dissertation. The 
instructional design for the academic writing 
classes evolved with the use of the three 
learning platforms: a hybrid class that met 
F2F (2012-2017), a F2F class that used both 
hybrid and fl ipped class modalities (2017-
2019), and a remote class that employed both 
of the same modalities (2019-2023). The 
action plan for each of the platforms included 
a planning, implementing, observation, and 
refl ection phase. The paper provided data on 
“usability indicators” and student surveys to 
help describe the process of the development 
of these writing classes.  

While developing and using licensed software 
or learning to make personal videos for 
fl ipped class perhaps can be expensive and 
time-consuming, this does not have to be 
the case. With the help of grant money, our 
program was able to make the expenditure 
to ensure that we could optimize the chances 
of success. However, as the evaluations in 
each phase indicate, the students found that 
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the investment in designing these approaches 
was relatively eff ective compared to a 
typical F2F and more importantly in helping 
them to improve their writing skills. While 
students initially evaluated the fl ipped class 
as moderately eff ective in the F2F phase, 
their attitudes were increasingly positive as 
adjustments were made when classes went 
remote. Since students became accustomed 
to working online (phase 1) and in the use of 
fl ipped classes (phase 2), it may have aff ected 
more positive feelings about such a remote 
class (phase 3) relative to many of their 
other remote courses in the program. While 
concerns about social interaction continue to 
be a problem for all remote classes, a strong 
instructor presence that can deal with the tech 
needs of students while delivering interactive 
lessons can reduce some of these concerns.     
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