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Abstract 
The abrupt transition to online teaching due to Covid-19 has created new challenges 
for academic learning. Such challenges are further compounded in multidisciplinary 
programs, where lecturers and students from radically different fields interact with 
each other. This article addresses the question of how to assess and improve online 
teaching in a multidisciplinary ecosystem. We present a methodology of teaching 
evaluation and feedback grounded in a peer-review process, which we created and 
implemented at the Department of Multidisciplinary Studies at HIT to address both 
pedagogical challenges, such as the loss of face-to-face communication, and 
technical challenges, as the use of digital platforms. The methodology consisted of 
several stages: a focus group of students to understand their perspective; a peer-
review process in which colleagues viewed and evaluated online classes of other 
lecturers; and finally, a survey about the effectiveness the peer-review process. The 
article describes the methodology, analyzes its qualitative and quantitative results, 
and offers suggestions for evaluating and improving online teaching, highlighting 
the importance of active learning and nonverbal communication. We propose that 
our experience should be useful to academic institutions facing similar challenges of 
implementing effective online teaching, and particularly, to multidisciplinary 
ecosystems. 

 
Keywords: multidisciplinary, online teaching, active learning, teaching evaluation, 
peer review. 
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1. Introduction  
The abrupt shift from physical to online teaching found the academic world puzzled. While 
responses varied, successful switching depended on lecturers’ adaptation to such challenges as 
the loss of face-to-face interaction, which created obstacles for effective learning (Langford & 
Damşa, 2020; Lederman, 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). Techno-pedagogical challenges became all 
the more acute in multidisciplinary ecosystems, as in our Department of Multidisciplinary Studies 
at HIT. The objective of cross-field communication among students from diverse departments 
became virtually unattainable.  

Within the growing discussion of online teaching, little attention was given to the question of 
how to assess and improve online teaching in a multidisciplinary setting (Al‐Taweel et al., 2020): 
Which aspects should be preserved and which should be improved to maintain effective 
multidisciplinary interaction? 

In this article we present a methodology that we created and implemented in our department 
to assess and improve online teaching, particularly related to a multidisciplinary ecosystem as 
ours, where topics range from technology to the humanities, and teaching methods from lectures 
to project-based-learning courses. The methodology consists of three phases: first, a focus group 
of students to gain insight into their experience of online learning; second, a peer-review of 
teaching (PRT) by colleagues observing online classes; and finally, a reflection survey of 
lecturers’ view on the PRT.  

Following the methodology’s implementation, we first describe the focus group and the peer-
review process. We then analyze the results of the PRT and the reflection survey. We conclude 
with the significance of this methodology. 

2. The methodology 

2.1 Focus group: An exploratory research 

To understand students’ perspective, crucial for identifying the challenges, we conducted a focus 
group collecting information regarding their hardships as well as satisfaction, and how lecturers 
could address those. The group consisted of ten students from five faculties, selected for their 
strong involvement in class (demographics: 7/3 female/male; 7 first-year students; age range 23-
30; average age: 26.4).  

Sessions were conducted by a professional researcher and a moderator. The researcher led a 
discussion asking open questions on various issues: adaptation to the digital technology, student-
lecturer communication, ability to study, and "best practices" to learn from. 

Three substantial themes stood out: 

1. Problems of communication especially due to impaired interpersonal feedback.  
2. Lack of active learning and unstructured sessions, obstructing students' understanding. 
3. Loss of multidisciplinary interaction, a key asset of the department. 

 
To address points 1 & 2, we carried out a theoretical examination of effective online learning, 

hereby presented. Insights from this and from the focus group served to define the peer-review 
assessment criteria. 
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2.2 Theoretical background 

Two interrelated aspects infringed by the online setting emerged as crucial for effective learning. 
First, active learning – "anything that involves students in doing things and thinking about what 
they are doing" – focuses on the learners’ needs by employing techniques such as discussion and 
simulations to engage students, resulting in deeper understanding (Al-Shalabi, 2015; Bonwell & 
Eison, 1991). Second, nonverbal communication relays important information. Facial expressions 
and gestures convey emotions such as boredom and delight (Dewan et al., 2019; Goldin-Meadow, 
2017). Furthermore, reciprocal teacher-student mimicry promotes empathy and responsiveness, 
leading to learning satisfaction and better student performance (Zhou, 2012). These concerns 
guided the peer-review process. 

2.3 Peer-review of online teaching 

A meaningful PRT should include concrete review experience, reflection and recommendation 
(Donnelly, 2007; Drew & Klopper, 2014; Webb & McEnerney, 1997). We formed ours based on 
a sequence of steps offered by Torbeck and Dunnington (2020), described in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. PRT formation sequence. 
 
Establishing the process in practice followed this procedure: 

 Lecturers' consent was obtained.  
 Courses were assigned to observers. 
 Observers watched and evaluated classes using the evaluation form (Appendix 1).  
 Observers gave feedback to each observed lecturer.  
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 Observers reported their overall assessment (Appendix 2).  
 Observed lecturers reported on their experience (Appendix 3). 
 The conductor analyzed the data; Conclusions were shared with all academic staff.  

Table 1.  Demographics of observers and observed lecturers 

 total female/male teaching experience 
(average in years) 

# courses taught last 
academic year (average) 

Observers 6 3/3 9.3 5.5 

Observed 26 13/13 10.0 3.9 
 

3. Results & analysis 

3.1 Peer-review of teaching 

Peer-review evaluations and overall assessment questionnaires were analyzed and scored by two 
reviewers. Frequent themes (three occurrences or more) were highlighted and integrated into a 
list of categories (Appendix 4).  

Common themes that received positive review included pleasant atmosphere and personal 
attention by the lecturer. The most common themes regarding points for improvement were: 

 Drawbacks of online learning: Lack of face-to-face interaction and loss of nonverbal 
communication negatively affect understanding; Home distractions disrupt concentration; 
Lack of fieldwork in PBLs and loss of interaction impede multidisciplinary work. 

 Activities that promote online learning: Prior uploading of content to facilitate preparation; 
Use of "breakout rooms" and other digital tools to improve understanding; Recording lectures 
for absent students; Use of active learning methods to engage students; Attention to lecturer’s 
own body language and to students' nonverbal cues.  

 
Consequently, the results were classified into a SWOT model – a strategic planning technique 
used to identify Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats, (Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. A SWOT model of online teaching in a multidisciplinary setting. 
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3.2 Reflection questionnaire 

In terms of lecturers' perspective, the PRT was successful (Figure 3), reflected in a high rating for 
four variables. However, only 36% reported that they gained new insight (M=3.79, SD=1.53).  

Qualitatively, lecturers suggested that in future PRTs a written feedback would be useful for 
improving online teaching, though some responded that the process mainly served to get an 
external viewer’s feedback. Yet, other lecturers commented that they learned effective online 
teaching skills. 

 
Figure 3. Assessment of the peer-review feedback process. 

4. Conclusion 
In light of the analysis, we formulated a set of recommendations for enhancing online teaching. 
Key among these were: using active learning tools to intensively engage students; keeping a clear 
and simple structure of lecture; checking understanding frequently; paying attention to nonverbal 
cues; and maintaining communication out of class. All were emphatically guided by the goals of 
multidisciplinary interaction.  

We plan another PRT process to follow up on our results and conclusions, which should be 
particularly relevant to multidisciplinary programs. We also took note of the unintended benefit 
of greater departmental interconnectedness at a time of social isolation.  
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Appendix 1. Peer review of online teaching: A peer evaluation form 
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Appendix 2. Observer's overall assessment of online teaching 
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Appendix 3. Reflection Questionnaire (assessment of the PRT by observed 
lecturers) 
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Appendix 4. Analysis of the PRT: based on the evaluation forms and the 
overall assessment questionnaires 
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