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Introduction: Writing and publishing scholarly articles in international peer-reviewed 
journals can be a challenging undertaking for medical and healthcare professionals 
in universities, especially in non-English speaking countries. Surprisingly, very few 
faculty members report receiving guidance on scientific writing. To encourage 
more faculty engagement in professional development courses aimed at enhancing 
their writing abilities, we have revamped scientific writing courses to incorporate 
bichronous (a combination of asynchronous and synchronous) teaching methods.

Methods: After forming a team, we performed a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats) study of the medical faculty’s present programs and 
proposed alternatives to prior course issues. In this interventional study, fifty-
nine eligible medical educators selected by purposeful sampling underwent 
a two-and-a-half-month bichronous scientific writing course from March 
to August 2021. The perspectives of the participants were evaluated through 
a SWOT analysis. The data were collected through online semi-structured 
interviews, and data collection continued until data saturation was achieved 
(40 participants). Data were then coded and analyzed based on conventional 
qualitative content analysis principles.

Results: Our planned blending sequence and e-feedback increased the medical 
faculty’s drive to learn, self-confidence, and autonomy while improving their writing 
skills. Poor ICT and network infrastructure hindered course adoption. Due to the 
course’s time and the faculty’s own online teaching, many battled with computer 
vision syndrome, self-discipline, and distractions. Our participants struggled with self-
discipline and distractions, so setting a daily time limit may help them concentrate.

Discussion: Given the faculty’s demanding professional lives, this designed 
course provided a learning opportunity for many that would not have been 
feasible otherwise.
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Introduction

An educational program which has become prevalent in the last 10 years is online teaching and 
learning, specifically in the last few years as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
technology integration turned many face-to-face in-service teachers’ professional development 
programs into courses conducted on online platforms such as Zoom and Google Meet (Cilsalar-
sagnak et al., 2022). Some of these courses have been offered either 100% synchronous or blended 
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(face-to-face plus synchronous) to refresh or enhance teachers’ 
professional knowledge, skills and practices in the course of their 
employment (Gupta and Sharma, 2020).

One of the skills that have been emphasized for faculty members 
teaching at international universities is the English language, the 
medium through which they can not only communicate with foreign 
students but write quality scientific papers and attend international 
conferences (Barroga and Mitoma, 2019). These English courses 
should be  explicitly tailored to faculty’s needs so that many 
English-and online learning-related preferences are considered and 
many relevant challenges regarding instruction, assessment, and 
research (Nwokeji et al., 2016; Nazarzadeh Zare et al., 2018; Siregar 
et al., 2021) are compensated for this particular population.

Based on the reviewed literature, either learning (synchronous or 
blended) comes with its advantages and disadvantages. When pure online 
is used, many studies reported that these courses enable learners to take 
ownership and responsibility for their own learning. In general, learners 
positively perceive them (Khamova, 2013; Hashemi et al., 2017; Abbasi 
et al., 2020; Pardo and Díaz, 2020). Many other studies reported the 
following weaknesses: the dependence of the course on network 
connectivity, the inability of the instructors to monitor every learner, the 
failure to replace classroom instruction, the lack of transparency in the 
administration of online tests, poorly designed materials, and learners’ 
lack of intrinsic desire to study English (Khamova, 2013; Razmjoo and 
Nouhi, 2014; Hashemi et al., 2017; Nambiar, 2020; Pardo and Díaz, 2020; 
Rezaie and Chalak, 2021; Taghizadeh and Ejtehadi, 2021; Tan Şişman and 
Bozok, 2021). On the other hand, the blended learning approach (a 
combination of face-to-face and online learning modalities) is also 
unsuitable for those with full-time jobs and other commitments that 
prevent them from attending face-to-face classes (Ragusa, 2017).

Therefore, because adults learn and are motivated differently and the 
fact that many adult learners prefer web-based solutions due to flexibility 
(Picciano, 2009), for this course, we made an intentional decision on how 
to blend the learning modalities with a purpose (Heinich et al., 1996). We, 
therefore, did an educational intervention by redesigning scientific 
writing courses using a bichronous online learning approach, specifically 
tailored to the faculty’s needs. In this type of instruction, we thought the 
blend of synchronous and asynchronous online learning potentially 
reduces some of the challenges of pure synchronous or blended learning 
for this particular population, medical faculty members.

To this end, the following research question was addressed in the 
present study:

What are the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of 
bichronous online scientific writing courses from the perspective of 
medical faculty?

Materials and methods

Design

This one-group interventional study was performed with a semi-
structured interview among medical educators during March to 

August 2021. We used a basic interpretive design within a qualitative 
paradigm to assess this intervention.

Participants

Eligibility criteria for participants
The inclusion criteria were all the faculty members affiliated with 

SUMS who enrolled in the scientific writing course in 2021.
The total population of this course consisted of 68 male and 

female Iranian medical university faculty, with a minimum education 
level of a doctorate and a willingness to participate. For this study, the 
participants were selected through purposive sampling because 
we needed to select cases who, at the time of data collection, had 
already taken this course. All those unwilling to continue their 
cooperation received similar courses, and those with extended leave 
of absence during the study were excluded.

Fifty-nine faculty members agreed to do the semi-structured 
interview with the researchers; however, after interviewing 40, 
we stopped interviewing the rest once we felt that we had reached data 
saturation since no new codes or themes emerged.

Theoretical framework

The framework used in this study is based on andragogy principles 
emphasizing that adults learn differently from children (Knowles 
et al., 2005). For this study, we were inspired by Taylor and Hamdy 
(2013) proposed model of adult learning in which five necessary 
stages are involved for learning to happen for an adult. Many theories 
explain how adults learn, and each has its own merits. However, 
we chose this simple model because it combines many theories into a 
flow diagram that anyone designing a curriculum can follow. The 
following phases are involved: (Cilsalar-sagnak et al., 2022) In the 
dissonance phase, the learner’s prior knowledge is questioned 
internally or externally and revealed to be insufficient. We simulated 
this stage with many in-class editing exercises in which the faculty 
members needed to identify the writing errors within the sentences 
extracted from scientific articles (Gupta and Sharma, 2020). During 
the refinement phase, the learner searches for several potential 
explanations or answers to a problem via investigation, reflection, and 
conversation. Since the entire scientific writing course was held online, 
we replicated this phase by adopting positive social interaction among 
peers while doing the activities in online classes (Barroga and Mitoma, 
2019). In the next phase, the organization phase, the learner changes 
or restructures their concepts to consider the new information they 
have learned (Nwokeji et al., 2016). The feedback phase is likely the 
most important since learners will be forced to either reassess their 
schema in light of new knowledge or have their model reinforced by 
the feedback. In our study, this feedback was not only provided 
throughout the entire online classes but also provided electronically 
(audio-visual feedback) within 24 h after the assignment submission 
(Nazarzadeh Zare et al., 2018). In the final stage, the consolidation 
phase, the learners are provided with a single activity that brings 
together learning that has occurred on multiple occasions in the past. 
In our study, this has been replicated by many paragraph editing 
exercises within which the faculty needed to identify all sorts of errors 
(e.g., subject-verb agreement, parallel structure, fragments, run-ons, 

Abbreviations: SWOT, Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats; SUMS, 

Shiraz University of Medical Sciences; TEFL, Teaching of English as a Foreign 

Language.
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etc.) so that both the writing instructor and the faculty could identify 
and address any learning gaps. Self-directed learning emphasizes the 
responsibility of students for their education (Shen and Chen, 2020), 
while multimedia learning promotes active and interactive learning 
through various media such as text, audio, images, animations, or 
videos (Mayer, 2014). The study aimed to integrate cognitive and 
affective aspects of learning with digital media.

Educational intervention

For this course, we had to make an intentional decision on how to 
blend the learning modalities with a purpose (Picciano, 2009). 
We adopted ASSURE Model, developed by Heinich, Molenda, Russel, 
and Smaldino, in which the following steps are taken to develop a new 
system of instruction: (Cilsalar-sagnak et al., 2022) analyze learners, 
Gupta and Sharma (2020) state objectives, Barroga and Mitoma 
(2019) select the best media and materials, Nwokeji et al. (2016) utilize 
media and materials, Nazarzadeh Zare et al. (2018) require learner’s 
participation, and Siregar et  al. (2021) evaluate and revise. The 
curriculum mapping process using this model is very beneficial for 
instructors, and it was developed utilizing cognitive theories of 
learning as its base, in contrast to conventional design models 
(Heinich et al., 1996).

Based on this model, we thought the blend of synchronous and 
asynchronous online learning potentially reduces some of the 
challenges of pure synchronous or blended learning for this particular 
population, medical faculty members. Bichronous online learning is 
described by Martin et al. (2020) as a combination of asynchronous 
and synchronous online learning in which students can engage in 
anytime-anywhere learning during the asynchronous portions of the 
course but then engage in real-time activities during the synchronous 
sessions (Martin et al., 2019, 2023).

A team consisting of three language instructors and two virtual 
learning instructors with 15–20 years of experience designed a 
bichronous scientific course in which half the course content was 
presented to the faculty synchronously and the other half 
asynchronously. We designed 10-required synchronous sessions once 
a week, at 8:30 p.m. so that the course does not take a long time for the 
faculty to complete but at the same time to cover the most important 
writing contents the faculty needed to produce quality research papers 
asynchronously (10 sessions). Therefore, the course lasted two and a 
half months. In order to have an organizational structure for both our 
synchronous and asynchronous sessions, we  carefully designed a 
template to guide our course design not only for us but also for the 
faculty members. Following an established guideline and having a clear 
organizational structure in terms of how to blend the modalities and 
their sequence are highly recommended by Martin et al. (2020). The 
exact syllabus given to the faculty at the beginning of the bichornous 
scientific writing course can be seen in Supplementary file 1.

The e-contents presented to the faculty asynchronously were 
3–15 min video-based lectures on various academic and scientific 
writing subjects (e.g., different types of sentences in English, parallel 
structures, subject-verb agreement, articles, redundancy, cohesion, 
coherence, etc.). It is important to note that except for the first session 
which was necessary to be conducted synchronously (icebreaker), the 
blending sequence of the course was asynchronous followed 
by synchronous.

E-feedback

Although real-time feedback was given to the faculty in all 
synchronous classes, to increase the quality of the course, the team 
decided that the writing instructor would provide the feedback 
electronically (e-feedback) to everyone because of its richer 
communication nature (Borup et al., 2015). In terms of e-feedback, by 
utilizing a drawing digital tablet and screen-capture application to 
provide audio-visual feedback, video commentary began by 
complimenting the positive features of the paragraph and identifying 
areas that needed development, accompanied by some 
model examples.

The purpose was not to identify all problems but to highlight error 
patterns and assist learners in rectifying them. Additionally, online 
resources and links were included to provide additional help. The 
output MP4 files were uploaded to LMS.

Data collection tools

The researchers used semi-structured interviews to explore the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of bichronous online 
scientific writing courses from the faculty’s perspectives. Our 
interview protocol was made up of about four sets of open-ended 
questions and follow-up questions for elaboration or clarification 
(Table 1). The interview was conducted online via video or audio call 
on online platforms; however, notably, the interview questions were 
sent to them ahead of time for them to review before the interview.

Before the interview, a consent form was sent to participants and 
after receiving their approval, we moved further. Each participant was 
interviewed separately, and each interview lasted approximately 
30 min. Notably, all the interviews were conducted one to two weeks 
after the last session of the course so that the faculty could vividly 
recall their scientific writing course experience. To demonstrate the 
trustworthiness of the interviewees’ responses, Guba and Lincoln’s 
trustworthiness criteria were fulfilled (Martin et al., 2020). To enhance 
the credibility and reliability of the study, various measures were 
implemented. The interviews were recorded to ensure accurate 
capture of participants’ responses, and then transcribed verbatim to 
maintain data integrity and accuracy. Member checking was also 
carried out, involving sharing the transcripts with the participants 
who had taken part in the semi-structured interviews to obtain their 

TABLE 1 Open-ended interview questionnaire.

Interview guide

1 S What were the strengths of this bichronous online scientific writing 

course?/What should be done the same way in the next writing course?/

Please provide an example.

2 W What were the weaknesses of this bichronous online scientific writing 

course?/ What should be done differently next time?/Please provide an 

example.

3 O How did this course improve your international competitivene ss?/ By 

this course, what opportunities have been opened up to you?/Please 

provide an example.

4 T What external factors (political, economic, sociocultural, technological) 

negatively affected this writing course? Please provide an example.
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feedback on the accuracy and credibility of the data. The validity of 
the interview content was further confirmed by 5 external e-learning 
and English education experts who reviewed and provided feedback 
on the transcripts. The authors’ team also conducted multiple 
meetings at each stage to facilitate dynamic discussions, comparative 
interpretations, and consensus building on data analysis.

Data analysis

The data collection process for this study began with the sample 
selection. To examine the data, the researchers conducted a qualitative 
thematic analysis of the transcribed interview transcripts.

Four phases were taken in doing the thematic analysis. The 
researchers attempted to become familiar with the data in the first step 
by taking notes or looking over them. The data were then coded in the 
second stage. It entailed bolding certain words and sentences in the 
text and devising codes to indicate the content of the bolded sections. 
The next phase involved inductive and interpretative content analysis 
which was used to identify the key recurrent patterns. The fourth 
phase involved reviewing the extracted themes to guarantee 
their accuracy.

Results

All 40 medical educators completed the study. The demographic 
characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 2.

Analysis of the interview data resulted in 70 primary codes, based 
on 58 sub-themes, and 12 themes were identified (Table 3).

Strengths

Regarding the strengths, the first recurring theme that emerged 
was “Enhancing faculty’s writing ability.” The faculty believed this 
course gave them the “ability to make extended texts using attributes 
like exemplifiers and connectives” (F3) as well as teaching them “varied 
sentence structures to make use of several patterns for organization” 
(F5) like description and narration and “to effectively include other 
people’s ideas in their own writing” (F31).

The next theme that emerged was “Willingness to learn, self-
confidence, and autonomy.” Without a passion for learning, learners 
can lose focus and interest in completing the course. However, 

reportedly, the faculty in this course ‘really enjoyed the writing 
classes’ (F10) and believed ‘[they] were attentive throughout the 
class’ (F 34).

It also seems that the blending sequence of content (asynchronous 
followed by synchronous) had a significant effect on the improvement 
of learner autonomy because many faculty members reported “taking 
responsibility of [their] learning” (F40) and “feeling the duty to cover the 
contents” (F24).

With e-learning, the faculty could get to learn at their own pace, 
rather than moving with the pace of the classroom, physically and 
pedagogically, so the “Saving time/ Flexibility of classes” theme also 
emerged. They believed “online learning, especially at night, saved 
[them] a lot of time” (F14) and that they “could not attend the classes 
otherwise” (F16).

Another theme that emerged was “Collaboration and 
competition.” In this course, learners had a chance to interact and 
share their knowledge to complete a writing task collaboratively, and 
“[they] had a lot of interaction with the instructor and other colleagues” 
(F11). They also believed that “writing and making so many sentences 
and looking at others’ sentences and debating with the peers were 
engaging and fun” (F26). It seems that this unique experience of 
“see[ing] what is written by colleagues immediately on an online 
platform” (F15) was one of the main benefits of writing online classes 
over face-to-face classes because this would give the faculty a chance 
to “identify others’ errors and learn how to edit them” (F19). 
Interestingly, the blending model we used in this course (complement 
as well as enhancement models) by which the faculty had to do a lot 
of exercises in synchronous classes created a “positive competition 
among colleagues” [who they] do not usually meet or work with (F25). 
One faculty believed: “I am happy that after so many years, I became a 
student again and …I do not know… I started to compete with other 
colleagues in writing better paragraphs and being better in online classes 
…[laugh]” (F38).

A great number of faculty members reported that since 
synchronous sessions “were recorded and half of the course contents 
were available to them” (F37) and the fact that feedback was given to 
them electronically, they had a chance to go over the lessons and 
feedback over and over again, which was “an additional bonus to their 
busy schedules and hectic professional life” (F10). Since there were 
many similar positive comments regarding class contents and the type 
of feedback the faculty received, another theme emerged was “Class 
contents and E-feedback.” Another reason that enhanced the faculty’s 
enthusiasm to continue this course was the feedback they regularly 
received electronically. It was interesting for many “to receive audio-
visual feedback like this” (F8) and believed “seeing the feedback in the 
video format and hearing the constructive comments were very 
informing and reassuring: (F38).

Weaknesses

On the second research question regarding the weaknesses, 
“Computer vision syndrome” was one of the recurrent themes 
because, during the pandemic, bichronous classes have increased 
reliance on computer screens, which caused “visual discomfort or 
exacerbated headaches” (F12) due to prolonged screen exposure, “not 
necessarily because of this online class but because of all the online 
classes we have from the morning” (F28).

TABLE 2 Demographic characteristics of the participants.

Gender Male 17

Female 23

Discipline Clinical 13

Para-clinical 18

Basic sciences 9

Age Range and mean 37–59/43

Academic degree Assistant professor 26

Associated professor 12

Professor 2
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TABLE 3 Themes, sub-themes, and codes.

Strength Themes Sub-theme Code Freq.

Enhancing faculty’s 

writing ability

Improved ability to communicate ideas, 

greater awareness of strengths and 

weaknesses as a writer, improved 

familiarity with what makes a manuscript 

publishable, a better sense of how to 

structure sentences

 - Better/more effective writer 30

 - Better judgments 10

 - Improved my writing skills 22

 - Better/more enhanced sentence structure/grammar 35

 - Identifying my strengths and weaknesses 18

 - Shorter writing period 15

Willingness to learn, 

self-confidence, and 

autonomy

Attentiveness, motivation, learning 

enjoyment, activation, persistence, 

confidence to publish more, self-editing, 

accountability

 - Enjoy/enjoyment 24

 - Better editing/self-editing 21

 - More confident/ have confidence in 10

 - Willing to/willingness 12

 - More dedication 8

 - The ability to take on more responsibility for my own learning 9

 - Independence/independent/not dependent on 9

 - Not boring 8

Collaboration and 

competition

promotion of group skills, cooperative 

environment, social skills, more 

participation and interaction, healthy 

competition

 - More fun with writing tasks 21

 - Group activities/pair work/small group 22

 - Not feeling stressed in group 12

 - Learning from each other 13

 - Compete/ competition 10

 - Group feedback 8

 - More interaction 15

Saving time/ 

Flexibility of classes

Flexibility, full control, improved mental 

health, self-paced learning

 - Learning at my own pace 30

 - Learning from home 27

 - Not interrupted by … 19

 - Save time 16

 - no need to commute 30

Class content and 

E-feedback

Electronic feedback, technology-

mediated

writing instruction and feedback, 

accessibility of the feedback, quality of 

feedback, asynchronous learning

 - Constructive feedback 19

 - Audio-visual feedback 20

 - Refer back to the feedback many times 15

 - Faster respond to e-feedback 8

 - Hearing the comments and observing the paper simultaneously 6

 - e-content 10

 - Quick feedback 12

 - Watching the lessons beforehand 14

 - Stress-free in-class activities 10

Weakness Computer vision 

syndrome

Zoom fatigue, digital eye strain, computer 

vision syndrome, eye fatigue, physical 

discomfort

 - Eye fatigue 31

 - Headache 9

 - Tiredness 15

Lack of self–

discipline and 

distractions

Difficulty staying motivated, 

procrastination, diverted attention, digital 

distractions, behavioral addiction, mind-

wandering

 - Difficulty staying focused 21

 - Distractions at home (child, spouse, TV) 19

 - Overworked, work-overload 23

 - Too busy 29

 - Procrastination/handing in assignments on time 28

 - Might not take responsibility for my own learning 15

(Continued)
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Another theme under the category of weakness is “Lack of self–
discipline and distractions.” Since this course was offered bichronously, 
and it required the faculty to watch the video content before attending 
the synchronous sessions, many faculty members had difficulty 
disciplining themselves to either watch the offline content or do the 
related homework. For many, “watching the offline videos was very 
time-consuming and tiring” (F7). Others preferred being taught in 
bichronous classes rather than watching the contents asynchronously 
because “[they] could never find time to study the lessons” (F4).

Technological distractions (e.g., texting), television, and other 
family-related issues were among the distractions mentioned by many 
faculty members because the writing course was being held in the 
evening, and almost all of them were at home while attending the 
online class. One faculty stated: “… your kid wants to show you a 
painting he drew; your wife wants to know what you want for dinner; 
your boss calls to confirm the meeting you  have tomorrow …
[laugh]” (F9).

Since this writing course was a crash course, and the faulty had to 
watch the offline video contents and do the assignments, which 
normally consisted of writing or editing a paragraph per week, a 
significant number of faculty members felt “overwhelmed and 
exhausted,” another weakness emerged from the threads. Some 
medical faculty even claimed writing the assignments ‘between visiting 
patients’ (F13). Switching to a student role for some time, the faculty 

“tended to procrastinate [their] assignments all the time, and it was 
really stressful” (F29).

Opportunities

Concerning the opportunities opened up by this course to faculty 
members, the theme “Remote online language courses” emerged. 
Since most professors are very busy and the possibility of them 
participating in face-to-face classes is very low, and because at the 
same time, “English has always been a barrier for [them]” (F38), 
“designing other virtual courses, particularly English classes should 
be prioritized by Global Strategies and International Affairs” (F5).

Another theme that appeared was “Global education policy and 
international development.” Since this course was held at the request 
of the Vice-Chancellor for Global Strategies and International Affairs, 
many faculty members mentioned that being part of this plan was 
“beyond improving just [their] scientific writing” (F39). One faculty 
said: “Improving the quality of higher education in Iran requires 
expanding the level of international scientific cooperation …” (F11). In 
the beginning, the faculty’s primary goal was to improve their writing 
skill; however, later, they realized they could “help both [their] 
international and Iranian students and researchers [they] train to gain 
knowledge and skills they need for a successful future career” (F31). 

Strength Themes Sub-theme Code Freq.

Opportunity Remote online 

language courses

Flexibility, cost-effectiveness, 

convenience, life-long learning

 - More opportunities 15

 - Convenient 12

 - Adjust the schedule to my own 9

 - Less stressful than face-to-face learning 17

 - Attend classes from any location 33

 - Financial benefits 8

Global education 

policy and 

international 

development

International scientific cooperation, 

education policy-making, economic 

benefits, cross-country teams, scientific 

network

 - Increasing interdependence between scholars, territories, and scientific 

organizations

10

 - Raising international competitiveness 15

 - International cooperation 12

 - Advance research agendas 9

 - Make valuable contributions to society 19

Professional 

development

Reflective practice development, 

pedagogical approaches, teacher 

effectiveness and job satisfaction

 - Evaluating and considering other teaching approaches 18

 - Gaining new insights into students’ behavior 15

 - Improving individual teaching practice 9

Treat Network and 

Internet problems

IT infrastructure challenges, ongoing 

connectivity issues

 - Slow network 30

 - Weak Wi-Fi signal 15

 - Low-bandwidth internet 28

 - Constant technical issues 9

 - Poor audio or video quality 8

 - Not having WiFi/Ethernet connection 9

Lack of tech skills Poor digital literacy, lack of technical 

knowledge of ICT tools, digital divide and 

digital exclusion, generational and 

educational differences, lack of training

 - Lack of appropriate digital skills 9

 - Lack of tech skill confident 9

 - Slow tech learner 8

TABLE 3 (Continued)
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SUMS offers a variety of undergraduate, Master’s, PH.D., specialty, 
subspecialty, and fellowship programs to international students. 
Therefore, many faculty members were pleased that passing this 
course “would give [them] more opportunities to provide international 
students with suitable learning and mentoring in the health care, 
education, and research sectors” (F7).

Many also believed that “this scientific writing course gave [them] 
a new learning opportunity [they] can apply in [their] own teaching”; 
therefore, the “Professional development” theme emerged. 
Pedagogically, some faculty members believed “if this bichronous 
course gave [them] more freedom to self-pace, [they] can, too, pass this 
opportunity to [their] students” (F2). Moreover, many others believed 
bichronous classes were not boring because the writing instructor, 
“using a variety of instructional methods,” was a great motivator and 
facilitator, and this, it seems, gave them “a pedagogical model to reapply 
in [their] online courses” (F17). One faculty said: “… I started making 
video content using Snagit or Camtasia. Before that, I was thinking it is 
waste of time to put so much time and effort to learn how to work with 
these tools” (F29).

Threats

In answering the fourth research question, “Network and Internet 
problems,” such as computer failure, poor internet connection, and 
latency were consistent vital terms in the faculty’s reflections. Many 
experienced “low speed of internet” during the class and had difficulties 
downloading video feedback and e-contents because “sometimes they 
were not played or took a long time to be downloaded” (F40).

Although this course was conducted at the time the faculty had 
already gone through the shift from traditional face-to-face classes to 
completely online ones (during the COVID-19 pandemic), many 
faculty did not have enough expertise in working with electronic 
applications (i.e., uploading assignments to LMS, downloading them, 
saving offline video contents, to name a few). Therefore, the theme 
“Lack of tech skills” also emerged. Many mentioned their age and said, 
for example, “I’m 51, and I’m not comfortable using these tools. I have 
thought about leaving the course so many times” (F10). Others stated 
they are “low computer literate” and not “comfortable with the operation 
of applications” (F33).

Discussion

This study was conducted to identify internal and external factors 
influencing our intentional pedagogical decision to blend synchronous 
and asynchronous modalities in scientific writing courses presented 
to medical faculty. Because there are not many studies of entirely 
online scientific writing courses or bichronous ones presented to 
university educators, we considered learners’ perceptions of online 
writing courses broadly to discuss the findings of this study.

In terms of strengths, one of the most recurrent themes was 
“Enhancing faculty’s writing ability.” This could be because, for at least 
some of our participants, this was the first time they had received 
formal instruction to learn how to improve their academic and 
scientific writing skills. Many undergraduate instructors “may tacitly 
accept poor writing because of the labor-intensive nature of teaching 
basic writing skills, insufficient training in writing instruction, and 

concerns about the need to focus on content,” according to Fallahi 
et al. (2006, p. 171). Reportedly, many Iranian scholars without formal 
training in academic and scientific writing rely on Google translate 
and ask a professional editor to edit their manuscripts before journal 
submission (Kokabpeik and Fathi, 2021). Although Kol et al. (2018) 
found that tertiary EAP students who used Google Translate produced 
more words and longer, more complex sentences in their reports, the 
same study concluded that only advanced students could effectively 
identify and correct their errors. Considering our participants’ 
intermediate to lower intermediate level of English, then we  can 
conclude that this course has provided them with an opportunity to 
learn the basics of academic writing. Another reason might be the 
nature of writing interventions that were specifically tailored to the 
unique writing needs of educators affiliated with clinical medicine and 
paramedical sciences. This is consistent with the findings of Scott et al. 
(2020), who found that introducing a variety of effective pedagogical 
practices tailored to the needs of a specific course assignment in a 
blended learning environment can be  highly beneficial for both 
students and writing tutors. Also in a recent study conducted on 
Iranian English learners and their most writing challenges, English 
learners believed that sentence structure and punctuation should 
be taught explicitly (Derakhshan and Karimian, 2020). In terms of 
bichronous nature of this course, our result is also consistent with 
what award-winning online instructors who experiment bichronous 
teaching reported about students’ improved learning outcomes 
(Martin et al., 2019).

The next theme extracted in this study was “Enhancing educators’ 
willingness to learn, self-confidence, and autonomy.” This finding is in 
contrast with at least two other English courses held during the 
pandemic because, in those studies, Şener et al. (2020) and Meşe and 
Sevilen (2021) reported that online education had a negative impact 
on student’s motivation and autonomy due to a lack of social 
interaction and a mismatch between expectations and content. 
However, in another study conducted on Indonesian university 
students experiencing full bichronous online learning in English for 
Specific Purposes classes, the researchers reported that students had 
positive perceptions of bichronous online learning in terms of 
motivations, academic achievement, and communication and 
interactions (Utomo and Ahsanah, 2022). The discrepancy between 
the aforementioned studies might be due to the nature of the classes 
because, in the first two studies mentioned above (Şener et al., 2020; 
Meşe and Sevilen, 2021), general English courses were offered online 
to English learners. However, in this course and the one conducted by 
Utomo and Ahsanah (2022), the bichronous nature of the classes and 
meaningful tasks tailored to learners’ immediate needs made students 
actively engage in online sessions. According to Meşe and Sevilen 
(2021), learners report reduced motivation levels when they miss 
courses or do not participate in activities. However, neither of these 
was supported by our research. According to de Barba et al. (2016), 
participation as situational interest is contextual and dependent on the 
extent to which activities and content can hold students’ attention. 
This is consistent with Çebi and Güyer (2020), who found a favorable 
association between student involvement with course material 
and motivation.

“Saving time/ flexibility of classes” was another recurring theme 
under the strengths of our study. Considering our participants’ hectic 
personal and occupational life, this result is not surprising. This result 
is consistent with many studies, including those conducted by 
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Nambiar (2020) and Suadi (2021), who reported that online classes 
save the time otherwise spent commuting. While including 
“Collaboration and competition” as a recurring theme in our research, 
the outcomes of another study corroborated our own. Zinan and Sai 
(2017) found that learning English in an online environment was 
more effective than in a traditional classroom because it offered a 
more open learning environment, fewer restrictions on 
communication, greater time flexibility, and a more self-scheduled 
study plan that ensured collaboration. Consistent with our findings, 
another study demonstrates that online courses enhance language-
learning skills, independent learning, and learner motivation 
(Banditvilai, 2016). Although there are many critiques (see, for 
example, 41) regarding LMS technologies and user-centered design in 
this virtual space, our study proves this otherwise because there are 
many reflections on our online collaborative writing course within the 
same space. Since one of the most typical outcomes of online writing 
education is increased student–student and student-instructor 
engagement due to the feedback loop, we  strongly advocate for 
innovative approaches to teaching writing online (Harris and 
Greer, 2016).

Another key theme in our study was “Class contents and 
E-feedback.” The results of our study align with the findings of Litterio 
(2018), who reported that instructor feedback and relevant course 
content both positively impacted students’ perceptions of an online 
writing course and their quality of writing. In this regard, there are 
mixed findings in the literature. For example, in the language learning 
context, Perveen (2016), Kizilet and Özmen (2017), and Thach (2020) 
reported unsatisfactory perceptions from e-learners regarding the 
contents of especially speaking skills. Many students believe e-contents 
were neither authentic, manageable, flexible, or interactive (Sahay and 
Ranjan, 2020). One possible reason is that all e-content courses were 
taught in English, even though many students of English as a foreign 
language (EFL) find the language challenging (Aravindan and 
Ramganesh, 2010). Discouragement among language students may 
also result from the videos’ lack of subtitles in their native language. 
In our study, though, the medium of instruction used to teach 
particular grammar points (e.g., parallel structure) to participants was 
Persian because we felt that grammar features of academic writing are 
already challenging for our participants, especially for low proficiency 
learners who are less motivated to learn the language (Aravindan and 
Ramganesh, 2010). Another reason why many e-learners were 
dissatisfied with e-contents might be  that before COVID-19, it is 
unlikely that content writers had received formal training regarding 
instructional design for online courses and technical, pedagogical 
content (Sahay and Ranjan, 2020). For this study, though, the writing 
instructor of the course had already gone through massive training 
regarding the physical, affective, and cognitive design of the 
e-contents. In terms of the positive results we  received regarding 
e-feedback, particularly in writing courses, our result is consistent 
with other studies (Cavaleri et  al., 2019; Noordin and Khojasteh, 
2021). One of the main reasons behind students’ enthusiasm toward 
electronic feedback is the accessibility of the feedback for future 
references at any time and place (Mayer, 2009), which has been 
repeated in the reflections of our participants.

The last recurrent theme that appeared in the reflections of our 
participants was “Professional development.” Although, because of 
the pandemic, almost all the participants had undergone formal 
training regarding virtual learning to enable them to hold their own 

classes, many faculty members believed that the practical and 
authentic experience gained in this particular scientific writing 
course helped them improve their own applied teaching strategies. 
Similar findings were reported in another study, which found that in 
a 6-to 7-week professional development course designed to enhance 
faculty members’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions required to 
teach online effectively, how the course was delivered and the online 
teaching methods modeled by the course instructor appeared to have 
a more significant impact on perceptions and attitudes toward online 
learning than did the course contents and assignments (Borup and 
Evmenova, 2019). It appears that instructors’ views and perspectives 
may be  transformed through observational learning and social 
interactions (Gachago et  al., 2017), leading to greater long-term 
efficacy in online education and the capacity to model optimal 
practices (Ertmer, 2005).

In terms of weaknesses extracted from the reflections of our 
participants, “Computer vision syndrome” ranked first. This result is 
not also surprising because of the nature of all the online classes the 
faculty had to hold during the day for their own students during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, so sitting for another online class, even for one 
session a week, was a burden to them. This result is consistent with the 
findings of many other studies that compared online classes and 
traditional classes in terms of digital screen time and its effect on the 
prevalence of computer vision syndrome (Wang et  al., 2021; 
Seresirikachorn et al., 2022).

“Lack of self–discipline and distractions,” understandably, was 
another weakness reported. Findings like these are consistent with 
those of other research done during the epidemic (Nah and Siau, 2020; 
Xie et al., 2020). Success in online courses requires students to avoid 
being sidetracked by things like the TV, their loved ones, their 
roommates, their phones, and other electronic gadgets (Mandasari, 
2020). Self-discipline is another crucial aspect that enhances the 
efficiency and appeal of the learning process (Beck et al., 2016). 
Although online learning allows students to complete work at their 
own convenience (Hagger et al., 2021), individuals who struggle with 
self-discipline may encounter difficulties if they fail to manage their 
time (Ettinger and Cohen, 2020) properly. When self-discipline is 
overshadowed, procrastination and stress are inevitable. We believe this 
result is more or less due to the multiple roles our participants had to 
play during the day. Ettinger and Cohen (2020) claims that multitasking 
is counterproductive since it reduces the quality of work and makes it 
harder to learn. According to Sarah (2020), the COVID-19 epidemic 
has made it even more difficult for people to keep to their regular 
schedules, negatively impacting their mental health.

Taking a bichronous course also provided some opportunities for 
our participants. The first common thread across reflections was 
“Remote language courses.” Regardless of the time these classes were 
held (during the pandemic), considering the faculty’s hectic personal 
and professional life, it was almost impossible to train as many faculty 
members as possible during this short period of time in the comfort 
of their homes. Stone (2019) argues that older students working full-or 
part-time and having significant family obligations and other 
commitments can benefit from online learning environments that 
allow for many forms of peer interaction. Again, this is consistent with 
other evidence showing that those who choose online study over face-
to-face study stress the importance of flexibility in deciding where and 
when to study due to the need to fit their studies around other pressing 
responsibilities (O'Shea et al., 2015; Stone et al., 2016; Stone, 2019).
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In a global economy, most nations strive to increase their 
international competitiveness by providing knowledge-intensive 
goods and services and new job opportunities. In light of this, they 
broaden education and build its components and methods on 
abilities, competencies, and flexibility (Carnoy, 1999). Notably, in 
terms of teacher education and English Language Teaching, it was 
one of the first times that the Vice Chancellor for Global Strategies 
and International Affairs made a significant effort to promote 
Internationalization at Home to integrate an international perspective 
into the curriculum and incorporate the acquisition of intercultural 
competence (Beelen and Jones, 2015). Teachers are one of the most 
impacted actors in this new educational environment since the shift 
in the language of instruction has a direct influence on their teaching 
and their student’s learning.

Although we did not analyze the alignment between English-
medium instruction policies and instructors’ practices, perspectives, 
or experiences in this study, our findings indicate that such courses 
can redefine the multiple functions that English plays in this 
educational setting. For effective classroom communication methods 
that facilitate the teaching and learning processes, sufficient English 
proficiency is required (Murray, 2016). To acquire disciplinary literacy, 
balance and proper attention must be  paid to both fluency and 
precision as foundational skills. In addition, research demonstrates 
that the effectiveness of English-medium instruction courses depends 
not only on language proficiency but also on the mastery of discourse 
strategies (Sánchez-García, 2016), pedagogical abilities (Birhan, 2019), 
and intercultural competence (Aung and Khaing, 2016).

What posed a threat to our scientific writing course seems to 
be classified as technological challenges and personal challenges. This 
result is consistent with the result of many studies conducted in 
developing countries (Kanwal and Rehman, 2017; Almaiah et  al., 
2020) that reported that inadequate ICT infrastructure, lack of 
technical and I.T. skills, and poor network infrastructure impede the 
successful adoption of e-learning systems in developing countries. 
Al-Araibi et  al. (2019) found that 45% of e-learning initiatives in 
developing countries are total failures, 40% are partial failures, and just 
15% are thriving, with technological concerns serving as the essential 
criterion for the success of an e-learning system.

As revealed in the results, it is concluded that a bichronous 
learning approach can provide remarkable advantages for a specific 
population who, irrespective of the COVID-19 pandemic, do not have 
time to attend face-to-face courses. Some opportunities should also 
be provided so that bichronous teaching leads to broader outcomes, 
increasing the level of international competitiveness. However, the 
findings revealed some weaknesses and threats stakeholders should 
not neglect in the field.

Limitation and conclusion

Although one of the mentioned limitations of the SWOT analysis 
approach is that it does not necessarily provide solutions or offer 
alternative decisions, and although, in this study, we generated too 
much data, considering the number of participants we interviewed, 
we tried our best to look at the big picture and take into account all of 
the factors that could affect our situation. Therefore, for example, as 
lack of self–discipline and distractions were reported as major burdens 
by our participants, we  recommend teaching the faculty to make 

schedules or perhaps allocating a specific time slot for those involved 
in a daytime so that it helps them better concentrate on the courses. 
This, however, needs further investigation to see if a similar e-learning 
program format conducted during the day would lead to better 
outcomes. This solution would also help reverse the threats because 
technological and personal challenges can be reduced if the faculty are 
physically present at their school so that the I.T. managers could assist 
them in case they encounter any problems and the problem of poor 
network infrastructure can be resolved since the university enjoys a 
strong network infrastructure with fast, high-quality Wi-Fi, as well as 
data privacy and security.
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