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Shock to the System: How a Teaching and Learning Model Held up in a Global 

Pandemic (Work in Progress) 
 

In the late 1990s, the Department of Civil and Mechanical Engineering at the U.S. Military 

Academy (West Point) formulated a teaching model which guided the training of new faculty. 

The model served faculty well as they provided instruction and developed learning activities. 

The model remained unchanged for about 15 years until a team of faculty conducted a 

methodical review of the literature, reflected on desired outcomes, and deliberated about the role 

that this model played in achieving the institution and department’s mission and vision. The 

result was an updated teaching and learning model which was presented at the ASEE National 

Convention in 2017. As was emphasized in a previous paper, the faculty believed strongly that 

the teaching and learning model be viewed as a living document that must be applied and 

regularly challenged, discussed, and updated to ensure it remained relevant. 

When the coronavirus pandemic began in early 2020, the institution, which had very limited 

experience providing online instruction, sent students home, and switched to delivering fully 

remote courses within less than one week. Like most other academic institutions, this was a 

significant shock to the teaching and learning environment; faculty rapidly learned new tools and 

tried new techniques to teach, engage, and interact with students. After the semester ended, the 

department formed teams of faculty to devote a portion of the summer to gathering lessons 

learned from the spring term, examining the literature about online education, and providing 

recommendations for the fall term. These activities led to discussions about how well the 

existing teaching and learning model applied to the vastly different environment of online versus 

in-person education. This inspired the faculty to a thorough examination of the living document. 

During the subsequent fall term, formal faculty discussions about the model were facilitated. 

Topics from these discussions were grouped as follows: (1) aspects of the model that can be 

applied unchanged in the online environment, (2) aspects of the model that are difficult or 

impossible to apply in the online environment, and (3) ideas that need to be included in the 

model to support the online environment. The discussions included topics unrelated to the online 

environment, highlighting important aspects of the model that deserve additional consideration. 

Results from these faculty discussions will inform a team of faculty that will develop an updated 

version of the model in the summer of 2021. 

This work in progress paper summarizes the results from the discussions, highlights preliminary 

conclusions, and describes future work. This will be of interest to any engineering educator 

interested in developing and using a teaching and learning model as a guidepost for themselves 

or their department. This will also be of interest to educators desiring a better understanding of 

the similarities and differences between in-person and remote teaching. 

  



Introduction  

History of the Model of Teaching & Learning  

In the late 1990s, the Department of Civil and Mechanical Engineering (D/CME) at the U.S. 

Military Academy (West Point) formulated a teaching model which guided the training of new 

faculty. The model was developed from theoretical research and served faculty well as they 

developed learning activities and provided instruction. The model remained unchanged for about 

fifteen years until a team of faculty conducted a methodical review of the literature, reflected on 

desired outcomes, and deliberated about the role that this model played in achieving the 

institution and department’s mission and vision. The result was an updated teaching and learning 

model which was presented at the ASEE National Convention in 2017, shown in Figure 1 [1]. 

The faculty believed strongly that the teaching and learning model be viewed as a living 

document that must be regularly challenged, discussed, and updated to ensure it remains relevant 

with the current research and understanding of how people most effectively learn. However, it is 

important to note that the model does not exist as a list of best practices—instead, it is a 

collection of fundamental components of teaching and learning within which a variety of 

practices can be applied.  

 

Figure 1 Model of Teaching and Learning (adapted from [1]).  

The four main aspects of the model are instructors, students, learning environments, and 

assessments. Each aspect is described as an inspirational vision rather than a checklist of must-

have characteristics. Nearly all the statements within each of the four aspects begin with action 

verbs that describe something a person does, or an environment provides. Importantly, the model 

is written with positive, empowering language. It articulates what a good teacher does, rather 

C&ME faculty manage a student-centered learning experience which includes:

• Knowledgeable, approachable, and enthusiastic instructors who:
• Provide structure for new knowledge
• Clearly articulate learning objectives
• Utilize a variety of learning activities appropriate for the subject matter and level of the course
• Create positive rapport through engaging interactions with their students
• Carefully integrate technology to enhance learning

• Increasingly self-regulated and creative students who:
• Connect new to previous knowledge
• Are inspired for further inquiry
• Take ownership of knowledge development
• Communicate effectively to a variety of audiences

• Engaging learning environments which:
• Encourage collaborative learning
• Provide physical models, demonstrations, and hands-on learning opportunities
• Provide opportunities to practice and apply new knowledge
• Foster problem-scoping and problem-solving skills development

• Continuous improvement through focused, frequent, and timely assessment of:
• Student learning (by the instructor and by students)
• The classroom environment

In support of the C&ME mission to: educate, develop, and inspire agile and adaptive leaders of 

character who design and implement innovative solutions and win in complex environments as trusted 

Army professionals.

Model of Teaching & Learning



than a list of things not to do. As with performance-based design, these statements are specific 

enough to be clear, but general enough to provide a framework within which faculty can operate 

and experiment with new methods.  

Other Models of Teaching & Learning  

The faculty are confident that this model is valuable and that it, or something similar, could be 

adopted by other institutions. It is rooted in the educational literature and has proven effective for 

implementation by junior and senior faculty. It was encouraging to find that the D/CME is not 

the only program or organization to believe that teaching and learning models are valuable. For 

many years the D/CME teaching model was identical to the model used within the American 

Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) Excellence in Civil Engineering Education (ExCEEd) 

Teaching Workshop (ETW) [2]. The ETW is a week-long teacher-training program that traces its 

roots back to the incoming instructor summer workshop conducted annually within the D/CME 

[3]. The ETW became its own separate entity in 1998, and the D/CME and ETW’s teaching 

model remained identical until the D/CME undertook the mission of updating its own model in 

2017 as previously mentioned.  

Since 2017, several other institutions have shared their visions, or models, of effective teaching. 

The Colorado School of Mines has a Vision of Highly Effective Teaching that identifies four 

characteristics (supportive of students, focused on learning, intentionally designed, and 

reflective) that are core to highly effective teaching based on a review of the empirical literature 

on teaching and learning. The Colorado School of Mines Vision of Highly Effective Teaching 

identifies several other schools that have a form of teaching model, including: the University of 

Oregon, the University of Southern California, the University of Michigan (modified from 

Carnegie Mellon University), Pennsylvania State University, and the University of Tennessee at 

Chattanooga [4]. 

Shock to the System: Rapid Switch to Remote Teaching and Learning 

Like many other institutions, as the coronavirus pandemic swept the globe in the spring of 2020, 

West Point sent students home and switched to delivering fully remote courses in less than one 

week. Teachers everywhere quickly began learning new tools and trying new techniques to 

teach, engage, and interact with students. For most faculty at West Point, there was never a prior 

need to use any kind of remote teaching–synchronous or asynchronous. The nature of our 

academic institution did not require those modalities. The institution ramped up quickly but did 

not have internal resources or a wealth of experience to tap into. 

After the semester ended, discussions across the faculty revealed that the influence of the 

teaching and learning model was clearly in mind while teaching remotely. Faculty described 

challenges maintaining rapport with students through only computer-based interactions. They 

shared things they did to engage and inspire students by providing videos of demonstrations or 

modifying the constraints on design projects to allow students to use common household items. 

They discussed methods used for the first-ever virtually hosted Projects Day—a West Point -

wide, major event every spring term in which teams of seniors present the results from their 

year-long capstone design projects. These conversations led to the observation that many 



elements of the model for teaching and learning clearly applied in this completely new 

environment, but concern was raised that other elements may be impossible to attain, and some 

aspects may be incompletely described. 

Recognizing that the pandemic would not quickly end, the department formed teams of faculty to 

devote a portion of the summer to gathering lessons learned from the impacted spring term, 

examining the literature about online education, and providing recommendations for the fall 

term. Central to these discussions was how well the existing teaching and learning model applied 

in the vastly different environment of online versus in-person education. The faculty in the 

D/CME viewed this as an opportunity to assess our model and determine if it was only 

applicable to traditional in-person instruction. This prompted the faculty to schedule a series of 

formal discussions throughout the fall term to allow a critical review of the model. Because this 

review of the model was precipitated by the unique environment in which educators found 

themselves, this paper is largely focused on teaching and learning outside of a physical 

classroom or laboratory. This new environment may be described as remote teaching, distance 

education, virtual instruction, or online learning. As our faculty were new to any of these 

modalities, we used these terms interchangeably but soon learned that they are each unique. To 

ensure clear understanding, the terms remote, virtual, and online are defined for the purposes of 

this paper in Table 1. It should be noted that the faculty in the D/CME conducted remote 

teaching, both synchronous and asynchronous, almost exclusively in during the spring of 2020; 

thus, many of the other terms in Table 1 are not referenced later in this paper. Table 1 provides a 

definition for the various terms we were in use among the faculty.  

Table 1 Definition of Terms 

Term Definition Source 

Remote 

Teaching  

“contingent continuation of a face-to-face academic course when 

circumstances make it impossible for the class to meet physically” 

[5] 

Distance 

Education 

“non-contingent delivery of a course designed from its origin to use remote 

means of instruction” 

[5] 

Virtual 

Instruction 

“when a course is taught either solely online or when components of face-

to-face instruction are taught online such as with Blackboard and other 

course management systems. Virtual instruction includes digitally 

transmitting class materials to students.” 

[6] 

Online 

Instruction 

“a course that has been developed with the intention for fully online 

delivery. … The learning experiences and instructional objects in an online 

course are typically fully-developed before the start of a semester.” 

[7] 

Synchronous 

Learning 

“education that happens in real time”  [8] 

Asynchronous 

Learning 

“forms of instruction/learning that do not occur in the same place or time. 

Asynchronous learning occurs without real-time interaction” 

[8] 

 



Methodology 

After the spring 2020 semester ended, the D/CME formed teams of faculty to devote a portion of 

the summer to gathering lessons learned, examining the literature about online education, and 

providing recommendations for the fall term. Three teams were created to examine the following 

topics in depth: (1) Best Practices for Remote Learning, (2) Preparing Faculty to Implement 

Remote Learning, and (3) Preparing Safe In-Person Conditions in a Persistent COVID 

Environment. The teams were composed of four or five faculty members who had taught in the 

previous disrupted semester, were concurrently teaching in the summer semester, and/or were 

scheduled to teach in the subsequent fall semester. The faculty members met in their respective 

teams over the course of approximately one month and used various techniques to examine the 

problem and propose guidance to the department. The teams used surveys of their colleagues 

within the department to look inward for best practices and conducted searches of best practices 

at other similar institutions of higher learning. Some of the literature was developed just-in-time 

to address new challenges posed by the pandemic, but others consulted resources focused on new 

student needs or advances in technology that create new opportunities [9]–[11]. At the 

conclusion of the month-long period, each team created and presented a product that captured the 

key points and lessons learned. These activities led to informal discussions about how well the 

existing teaching and learning model applied in the environment of online versus in-person 

education.  

As the fall semester of AY2021 began, the department convened a series of faculty discussions 

to learn from each other’s experience in the previous semester as we prepared for the next 

semester which was to be taught in at least a partially remote manner, examine the existing 

teaching and learning model through the lens of teaching and learning in a persistent COVID 

environment, and identify any necessary modifications to the model based on this recent 

experience.  

These discussions sought to answer two research questions: (1) How well does the current Model 

of Teaching & Learning apply to remote education? And (2) What changes are needed to make 

the Model of Teaching & Learning applicable to a variety of modalities? 

A mixed-mode research approach centered around three, hour-long formal discussions spaced 

throughout the semester. Each discussion had a different principle focus along with specific 

questions to address. The facilitator for each discussion completed preliminary research to assist 

in framing the discussion questions. All faculty in the department were encouraged to participate, 

either in person or remotely, to gather experiences from the more than 35 faculty members with 

varying degrees of teaching experience. The first discussion did not occur until after the first two 

weeks of class in the fall semester to give all faculty an opportunity to experience teaching in the 

COVID environment and focused on identifying elements of the model that faculty were having 

the most difficulty implementing in the current environment. The second discussion happened 

two weeks after the first and focused on identifying gaps in the model. The third discussion 

occurred just past the half-way mark of the term and centered around identifying elements of the 

model that needed updating. These faculty discussions, each led by a different faculty member, 



challenged the language and student engagement methods in the department’s existing teaching 

and learning model.  

Primary conclusions from the discussions included: 

• New language that challenged conventional thinking on the boundaries and engagement 

strategies of the learning environment.  

• Many elements of the model were able to be applied in the online environment with little 

to no adjustment necessary. The model was rooted in the teaching and learning literature 

in such a way that it was largely modality independent.  

• Some elements of the model were difficult to apply when the change to a fully remote 

online environment was made. While many faculty were able to apply the important 

concepts, it was challenging and, in some cases, expensive (from both time and financial 

perspectives) to do so.  

• Several elements were necessary in the fully remote environment that were not included, 

or at least not immediately apparent, in the model.  

 

What from the model has been able to be applied unchanged in the online environment? 

Through the discussions, it became clear that there were several elements of the teaching and 

learning model that applied in the online environment in the same way as in a traditional in-

person classroom.  

Instructors 

The need for instructors to provide structure for new knowledge and clearly articulate learning 

objectives remained critically important and able to be accomplished regardless of the 

environment in which the teaching and learning occurs. An asynchronous lesson benefits from a 

structured organization and a clear statement of essential learning objectives just like an in-

person lesson does. By doing so, instructors enable students to connect new to previous 

knowledge, another element of the model that applies unchanged in the online environment. 

Students 

Student ownership of their own learning is another element of the model that can be applied 

unchanged regardless of environment. During the Spring 2020 semester, students operating 

outside of the traditional classroom environment had to take more ownership for their learning 

than they had before the pandemic. The advantages of increased personal ownership were noted 

by some members of our faculty as a positive improvement and some discussion focused on how 

to maintain this as we return to in-person learning. Faculty also noted that not all students took 

ownership of their learning in the remote learning environment. In some cases, this was due to 

lack of personal motivation, but in other cases it was because of inadequate access to resources 

such as a quiet learning space or internet connectivity. There are likely other reasons such as 

anxiety, mental health, or feelings of isolation that could have impacted the students’ ownership 

and affected their personal motivation; however, this paper does not examine those areas. The 



main point, regarding the teaching and learning model, is that students do need to have 

ownership of their own learning and that this is even more critical in a remote environment. 

Opportunities for students to communicate effectively to a variety of audiences remained much 

the same in the remote environment. Writing assignments were submitted electronically rather 

than hard copy. Presentations were given using online meeting software such as Microsoft (MS) 

Teams. Prior to the Spring 2020 semester, few instructors required students to create video 

presentations, but this became a more popular assignment when teaching remotely. In fact, 

during Projects Day, an annual event during which seniors present their capstone design projects 

to an audience of faculty, students, and project sponsors, all teams were required to create a 

video presentation that was streamed and followed by a live question-and-answer session on MS 

Teams. The result was an event that was more broadly attended than in previous years as more 

sponsors were able to attend remotely and parents of students were also able to join. 

Learning Environment 

Regardless of the modality of instruction, opportunities for students to practice and apply new 

knowledge remained a central element of courses. While instructors had to adjust to electronic 

submissions, as opposed to hard copy, the assignments themselves were virtually unchanged. 

Problem sets remained the primary way for students to practice what they were learning. 

 

What from the model was difficult to apply in the online environment?  

In contrast to above, there are several aspects of the model that were not readily applicable to the 

online environment. 

Instructors 

A tenet of the model is to create positive rapport through positive interactions. Some of the best 

rapport development happens in informal and unplanned ways. When students are not physically 

present, faculty miss out on the opportunity for pre-class/post-class discussion, popping into the 

student lounge to see what students are working on, or even a short conversation in the hallways. 

Specific efforts can be made to establish and maintain rapport with students who are online (e.g. 

short interviews, having the virtual environment open for several minutes before and after class, 

etc.), but faculty agreed that this was much different than building and maintaining rapport in 

person. It was noted as particularly difficult when instruction was provided asynchronously and, 

in these cases, scheduling individual conversations with students became even more important. 

Additional research is necessary to understand proven techniques for building rapport in a 

variety of teaching modalities. 

Learning Environment 

Another tenet of the model of teaching and learning is the utilization of a variety of learning 

activities. This recognizes the need for frequent transitions in instructional methods to keep 

students engaged. It also allows for better connection with a variety of learning style preferences. 

There is a perception among the faculty that a classroom setting provides more flexibility to 



transition between learning activities; for example, one can easily move from a large group 

discussion, to a demonstration, to small group work at the boards, to individual reflection, and 

back to large group discussion. Technology exists to replicate each of those in a virtual setting, 

but due to limited experience teaching in a remote environment, our faculty reported that it was 

difficult to implement each of these activities in a single lesson. As is true for managing 

successful transitions between activities in an in-person classroom, successful transitions in a 

remote teaching environment require practice and it is the belief of the faculty that managing 

remote teaching transitions requires much more practice than traditional in-person activities. 

Additional research is necessary to understand if the same learning effect from these various 

activities is achieved when remote. Importantly, identifying proven learning activities that 

technology facilitates is important future work. 

The phrase “Carefully integrate technology to enhance learning” now seems like an ironic aspect 

of the model. Before COVID, this statement felt outdated. It originated from the first version of 

the department’s model in the 1990s when educators were concerned about the effect that 

computers and electronic slides could have in the classroom. Decades later, many faculty now 

seamlessly integrate technology in the classroom to enhance the learning experience. They 

capitalize on projected images and videos to help students connect theoretical concepts to the 

real world. Faculty use simulation software to assist visualization. Despite this, when COVID 

encouraged the shift to virtual education, the explosion of technological tools was overwhelming, 

and the statement to “carefully integrate technology to enhance learning” became even more 

valid. The COVID environment highlighted the importance of technology as the environment 

itself went virtual, but it also became a challenge to keep up with the continuous stream of 

application updates and new features. Just like the concern implied from the original statement, 

poorly integrated technology becomes a major distraction to learning. 

Collaborative learning was also found to be a challenge to implement. Students scattered across 

time zones made finding meeting times difficult. Connectivity issues, equipment access, and 

software features also complicated the situation. Much progress has been made to improve 

virtual collaboration (e.g. breakout rooms, familiarization with shared documents, etc.) but 

initially it was quite difficult to implement this aspect of the model.  

Providing physical models, demonstrations, and hands-on-learning experiences requires more 

forethought and creativity in a remote environment. Not all demonstrations or models achieve 

the desired effect as well via a computer screen as they do in the classroom. Many of the sensory 

effects are lost when only viewed on camera. Showing crack propagation on the screen is not as 

effective as passing around a sample in the classroom. Watching a lab test is not engaging or 

effective as students completing the experiment themselves. Consideration had to be given to 

items that students may have at home or in their dorms that would help demonstrate a particular 

phenomenon. In some cases, students were asked to ensure that they had certain items assembled 

and available before a lesson began. In other cases, items were mailed to students in advance 

such as small jars of soil or a small bag of K’Nex®. 

 



What is missing from the model considering the online environment?  

When assessing the effectiveness of the model as it relates to the online environment, the 

D/CME also focused on potential gaps, or missing pieces.  

Learning Environment 

One of the subcomponents of assessment is that of the classroom environment. In the faculty 

discussions, “classroom environment” carried a brick-and-mortar interpretation, whereas 

learning environment seemed less constrictive. Word choice led the discussion deeper into what 

about the environment should be assessed when pursuing excellent teaching and learning. This is 

a topic for further discussion and research to better understand the literature about assessing the 

remote or virtual teaching and learning environment. At this point it is unclear if this specific 

element of the model will be updated or if it remains applicable as currently written. 

An Explanatory Commentary 

The model has been widely viewed by faculty from the lens of the one-pager (Figure 1). An 

accompanying document, see Appendix A, exists to guide faculty through implementation, 

especially during their first year of teaching but is rarely, if ever, mentioned among the faculty 

and many members were unaware that this document exited. The guide, referred to as 

commentary slides, underpins and provides clarification for the more general language seen in 

the model one-pager. While the one-pager has made its way into the department’s new instructor 

training, teaching portfolios, and posters throughout the departmental facilities, the commentary 

slides have not been as readily accessible or discussed. In analyzing the model in response to 

COVID, the commentary slides were remembered and reviewed. The commentary slides provide 

greater depth for new instructors understanding and implementing the model for the first time, 

but also serve as a guidepost for seasoned instructors searching for greater application and 

understanding. They are essentially used to express the totality of careful consideration that the 

department put into the model. As the model is updated, so too will these commentary slides. 

Doing so will provide a mechanism not just to describe the updates but to also provide an 

updated list of literature upon which the model is based.  

 

Next Steps 

Since this paper is a work in progress and the D/CME plans to use this assessment of our 

teaching and learning model to make any changes, the authors felt a “next steps” section was 

appropriate to conclude the paper. Preliminary answers to the two research questions are:  

(1) How well does the current Model of Teaching & Learning apply to remote education? In 

short, quite well! Nothing in the model proved impossible to implement in a virtual environment 

but several elements required additional planning, effort, and/or creativity to employ. The 

discussions that took place during the fall 2020 term highlighted areas in which the model may 

benefit from improved clarity or updated language. 



(2) What changes are needed to make the Model of Teaching & Learning applicable to a variety 

of modalities? There may be a few, particularly as related to clearly describing the learning 

environment. Initial conclusions suggest that few if any changes are necessary specifically 

related to different modalities – instead, the model remains broadly applicable to a variety of 

teaching modalities. Additional research to better understand the literature about remote and 

virtual instruction is necessary to address this question more completely. It is likely that while 

the model itself may remain unchanged in regard to modalities, the commentary slides will 

certainly provide references and examples of implementing the model in a variety of modalities 

appropriate to our institution. 

Over the next 6-8 months, the department will create an ad hoc committee to develop suggested 

modifications to the model. These suggestions will not be based only on experiences within the 

department. Staying true to the original intent of the first teaching model developed in the 1990s, 

any updates must be rooted in the literature. Because our faculty had little experience with 

remote, online, and virtual education, we recognize that a significant portion of updating the 

model must include rigorous and thorough review of the literature related to this different 

environment.  

In addition to updating the model, the commentary slides will also be updated and together, the 

improved model and commentary is expected to be incorporated into the annual new instructor 

workshop beginning in the summer of 2022. The overall assessment has been beneficial in the 

continuous improvement process, and the authors feel strongly that having a teaching and 

learning model is something all programs should consider adopting if they do not already have 

one.  
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Appendix – Teaching and Learning Model Commentary Slides 

When the Department of Civil and Mechanical Engineering at the U.S. Military Academy (West 

Point) published the updated model in 2017, they also created a series of “commentary” slides 

which summarized each of the sub-items within the four main categories of the model (e.g. 

“Provide structure for new knowledge.”) While these commentary slides have not been as widely 

discussed across the faculty as the model itself, they provide important background. Each 

provides a concept summary explaining the main idea, lists citations of literature supporting the 

concept, and lists examples of how the concept may be applied within the courses our faculty 

teach. The original commentary slides are provided in the following pages. 
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