
Welcome to the Teaching and Tools podcast brought to you by eLearning at Everett Community 

College.  I’m Instructional Designer Derek Jorgenson, here to provide you a condensed version 

of an in-person workshop on the topic of Online Office Hours held February 15, 2017 at EvCC. 

When considering online or virtual office hours, there are some guiding questions to answer.  

Today I will walk through four questions and provide the answers I can offer.  The rest is up to 

you. 

 

First - Why would I want to host online office hours?  There are lots of reasons and motivations 

to have online office hours.  Primarily, the virtual environment eliminates geographic barriers .  

You and your students don’t have to be in the same physical space to communicate.  If you 

teach an online class, virtual office hours make you accessible to students who are potentially 

thousands of miles away.  Even if the distance isn’t that significant, online office hours can still 

be more convenient.  Remember, neither you nor your students need to be in a designated 

location.  You can host virtual office hours from home, a conference, or even a coffee shop.   

 

Second guiding question:  How can online office hours be explored?  Using a loose definition for 

“virtual office hours” allows multiple approaches.  Making yourself available for quick responses 

to email or Canvas messages can be considered online office hours.  In a similar fashion, if you 

let your students know you will be available for phone calls at a specific time, this can be 

considered virtual office hours.  Whether we use the term online or virtual isn’t important – the 

essence  of the concept is immediacy in communication. 

 

That leads to our third question:  What are some of the technology options?  As I mentioned 

already, email, Canvas messages, and the telephone are available.  Additionally, there’s a host 

of software options for instant messaging and even video conferencing.  If you enjoy exploring 

and trying new technology, there’s a seemingly endless supply of software available free of 

charge.  Keep in mind, however, that most of the platforms out there don’t integrate fully into 

Canvas, and they often require students to install and learn new software.  Those challenges 



might be enough to prevent students from utilizing online office hours, which is entirely 

counter-productive. 

 

This leads to the final guiding question:  What is accessible and supported at EvCC?  In short, 

Google Hangouts!  All faculty and students have access to Google Hangouts through their 

campus email account.  It’s one of the advantages of using Gmail at EvCC.  Google Hangouts can 

be used for instant messaging, voice calls, and video conferencing.  As a bonus, free apps are 

available for iPhone and Android devices in addition to being accessible using a computer. 

 

I really like the flexibility of Google Hangouts.  As mentioned, you can use it as an instant 

messaging platform.  The conversations you have can be one-on-one, or you can potentially 

open up a group conversation with your entire class.  Conversations can include up to 150 

people.  The messages are automatically archived in Hangouts also, so you and your students 

can revisit the conversation after it has concluded.  In this sense, it has functionality similar to a 

discussion board in Canvas. 

 

If you choose to host a video call, you can use your cell phone (so long as it is equipped with a 

camera), or use a computer with a camera and microphone.  Video calls can include up to ten 

people at once.  Again, it’s a flexible platform with lots of great options.  Better yet, it’s 

supported by campus and you and your students already have access to it through your EvCC 

email account.  It’s also easy to find online guides and tutorials for Google Hangouts because 

it’s a Google product.  You can even use your EvCC email to hangout with anyone else using a 

Gmail account.   

 

To recap, you have the freedom to make the rules when it comes to online and virtual office 

hours.  I encourage you to try them either as a supplement to your traditional office hours, or 

as a trial replacement for some of your office hours.  I think both you and your students will 

appreciate the flexibility and the casual interactions that can happen through mediated 



communication.  It’s worth trying, especially if it helps you reach your students without placing 

additional demands on your workflow. 

 

That wraps up this installment of Teaching and Tools, brought to you by the eLearning 

department of Everett Community College.  Thanks for listening!  Check out the eLearning 

webpage at www.everettcc.edu/elearning for more information, including a list of upcoming 

workshops.  I’m Derek Jorgenson, your Instructional Designer.  Until next time – onward! 
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