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1 Introduction 

Since its birth, online teaching in Higher Education has developed with three main par-
adigms: in person, distance, and blended teaching. Research in this topic has been active 
(Ghiley, 2016). The period of global pandemic for Covid-19 gave an incredible boost 
to fully online teaching, since schools and universities shut down across the world and 
students cannot be in their classroom (Toquero, 2020). For many teachers, this change 
of modality has been dramatic, but it is highly probable that teachers who were already 
used to some kind of online teaching, or with an open mind to Technology Enhanced 
Learning did not find it very hard to change their educational approach. Even less prob-
lems were experienced by those professors who had just prepared or were about to 
finish a full university module just before the pandemic. This is the case of start@unito 
(Marchisio et al. 2019a). Start@unito (https://start.unito.it) is a Digital Learning Envi-
ronment (DLE) that promotes 50 Open Online Courses (OOCs). One of its aims is to 
facilitate the transition from secondary school to university, because most of the OOCs 
are related to the main first-year disciplines. The DLE is composed of a virtual learning 
environment integrated with different tools and designed using methodologies which 
help students in the autonomous learning, trying to improve the engagement (Barana et 
al., 2019). The DLE of start@unito uses for example an Automatic Formative Assess-
ment (AFA) to give immediate and interactive feedback, an Advanced Computing En-
vironment (ACE) to increase the interactivity, and other tools. The development of the 
online platform started in October 2017, with a first phase of 20 open online courses, 
who were deployed from March 2018 and officially inserted in the university offer in 
the academic year 2018/2019. The number of OOCs increased to 50 with new courses 
implemented throughout 2019 and all of them are available in the academic year 
2019/20, so just in time for the Covid-19 pandemic which caused the closure of schools 
and universities. Teachers who developed the OOCs took advantage of the newly pre-
pared contents, sharing this possibility with colleagues. University professors partici-
pating to start@unito were trained on topics related to online learning and teaching 
(Marchisio et al., 2019b). Start@unito model  was evaluated also before Covid-10 in 



 

comparison with in-person courses; the new emergency context changed the perception 
of its usefulness, in particular lockdown has prompted teachers and students to appre-
ciate the flexibility of the modules and the units of start@unito. Forced distance teach-
ing caused distress for many teachers, but those who had embarked on an online teach-
ing experience such as start@unito found great benefits. The paper discusses the model 
for OOCs developed through start@unito, also in the light of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

2 Research questions and methodology 

This research wants to analyze the start@unito model and understand how much teach-
ing was facilitated through this experience. This model is different from MOOCs, Mas-
sive Open Online Courses, because students can access and start courses anytime, from 
anywhere with a self-paced and adaptive approach. Thus, we can summarize the aim 
with the following Research Questions: 
RQ1. How does the model of OOCs of start@unito help teachers improve their 

online teaching? 
RQ2. To what extent did the start@unito OOCs facilitate teaching during Covid-19? 
The collection of data for this research relies on two modalities: 

 Questionnaire: we asked every start@unito teacher to fill a non-anonymous 
online survey, to understand the point of view of each individual and to relate 
the various criticalities to their subject of study. Numerical variables are pre-
sented with percentages, median and IQR (Inter Quartile Range), while open 
comments are reported translated in English. 

 Data analytics from the DLE of start@unito. 

3 Results 

The entire sample of teachers who are module leaders is composed by 69 teachers. 
Some of them are leaders of more than one OOCs. From the questionnaire we collected 
answer from 44 teachers. 50% of the teachers who answered have been module leaders 
for 2 years. The OOCs of start@unito are completely open to everyone, all over the 
world. At the University of Torino these modules have an analogous in-person module. 
Students enrolled at University of Torino can use the OOC as a support for the equiva-
lent module in presence or insert the OOC in their career. In many cases, the online and 
the in-person module share the same teachers, who generally are also the developers of 
the course, after a proper training. In this way teachers can then evaluate participations, 
and, with knowledge of the platform potentialities, they can experiment how to use it 
in their online teaching, in presence and at distance. We asked teachers how they used 
the online course with their students. Most respondents (45,5%) declare that they advise 
the OOC for revision, thus as a corollary of the usual module for theory (11,4%), exer-
cises (34,1%) and formative automatic assessment (31,8%). Few teachers transformed 
their course into a blended one (13,6%) or required students to attend some online ac-
tivities (6,8%). Teachers were asked to evaluate the advantages of start@unito modules 



from the point of view of the students over a 5-point Likert scale. Results are summa-
rized in Table 1, from which we can see that the model works, according to teachers. 

Table 1. Teachers evaluation on the opportunities provided by start@unito OOCs 

Item Median IQR 

Expansion of the educational offer 4 2 

Anticipation of the students' career 4 2 

Support for the preparation of the exams 4 2 

Support for students not attending or with special needs 4 1,5 

Reusability of materials 4 2 

Continuous availability of materials 4,5 1 

Orientation in choosing the university path 4 1 

Creation of a bridge between university and secondary school degree 4 2 

Support for teachers of secondary schools who want to offer opportu-
nities for further study and enhancement for their students 

3 2 

Support for distance learning in the Covid-19 period 4,5 1,5 

Other opportunities highlighted by teachers concern the chance for students to obtain 
ECTS with self-paced study, that can be used to reach the requirements for an applica-
tion, for example to a  Focusing on advantages, they empha-
sized their own development of skills related to online teaching (43,2%). Another ad-
vantage that teachers appreciated is the facility in the management of the exam (22,7%): 
in fact, for those who choose to adopt a computerized test, there was a person devoted 
to the assembly, the assistance and the extraction of marks, while teacher were respon-
sible for the questions and the verbalization.  
We can state that start@unito model is working since it can be used in different ways 
and it brings advantages to both students and teachers.  
During Covid-19, many start@unito teachers had the advantage to use already prepared 
online contents and they appreciate it (Median 4, IQR 1 over a 5-point Likert scale). Its 
usage has increased, but not so prominently (Median 3, IQR 2 over a 5-point Likert 
scale). The reasons for this are shown in the open comments: part of the modules be-
longs to the first semester, while the Covid-19 emergency occurred in the second se-
mester. Even if professors did not see the increased usage, this was detected by the 
activity in the online platform. Let us start by splitting the academic year 2019/2020 
into two parts, the pre-Covid period from September 1st, 2019 to February 29th, 2020 (6 
months) and the Covid period from March 1st, 2020 to May 31st, 2020 (3 months). 
Globally, more than 25.000 new users registered on the platform, 47% of which during 
Covid. Moreover, there were on average 72 new users every day, compared to an aver-
age of 41 in the pre-Covid period. The increased usage is not just connected to new 
users: even the number grew
in the pre-Covid period to 504 during Covid (+90%). Figure 1 shows monthly distinct 

  



 

 
Fig. 1. M s in start@unito, September 2019 - May 2020. 
Stat@unito was of great help in enhancing the internationalization process for two rea-
sons: firstly, some OOCs are in English and this allowed incoming Erasmus students to 
attend them and secondly, outgoing Erasmus students can more easily take exams of 
non-followed courses. Moreover, in Covid-19 pandemic the Erasmus program was 
blocked but University of Torino agreed upon a virtual mobility for international in-
coming students in the second semester.  

4 Conclusions 

University professors are aware of the opportunities that OOCs can provide them and 
their students (RQ1) and felt very lucky to be a part of start@unito. The model must be 
enforced with new modules and didactic support, and it must be extended to other teach-
ers. It is also true that the sample we analysed is composed of teachers who accepted to 
develop an online course, but when start@unito began we had some rejections, too. 
Even if this affected teachers in different ways, the experience of teachers through the 
Covid-19 pandemic was facilitated by their previous experience in start@unito (RQ2). 
They appreciated what they learned during the training. This means that it is important 
to train every teacher on online didactics, especially after Covid-19. But what was done 
is not enough: 65,9% of teachers say that their online course needs an update. This 
means that the support to teachers for online teaching must be continuous. We await 
them with a positive attitude since they want to repeat the experience: 93,2% of them 
said that they will take part in online teaching initiatives in the future. 
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