
class.com 1

Funding the Higher Ed 
Virtual Classroom

http://class.com


class.com 1

Table of Contents

Addressing the Challenges of Online Courses      2

Overview of the Legislation    4

A Look at GEER and HEERF   5

Themes in Funding Priorities   7

The Importance of the Virtual Classroom   8

How Class Can Help   9

How Class Meets Funding Guidelines   10

Tips for Securing Funding   11

http://class.com


class.com 2

Addressing the Challenges 
of Online Courses
The events of the past year thrust online, virtual, and hybrid learning into the 
spotlight like never before and accelerated the transformation of colleges and 
universities. While online learning was not as new to higher education as it was to 
many K-12 schools, more and more professors are teaching remotely and some 
students may never return to a face-to-face setting.
Today, institutions have become even more flexible in how they deliver courses, programs, and student support given the global 
pandemic, social unrest, and expectations of technology. With the shift to digital becoming semi-permanent, colleges are taking a 
second look at the quick fixes implemented during COVID – including re-evaluating their current virtual classroom platform.

The Digital Learning Pulse Survey (2021) reports that all of the institutions surveyed—four year public, four year private and two year—
had to turn to some form of emergency distance learning and call upon faculty with no prior online teaching experience to quickly 
prepare themselves, their courses, and their students. When they switched to fully remote instruction last year, the report noted a 
challenge of keeping students engaged in virtual learning spaces.

As the higher education student population becomes more diverse, teaching and learning practices must become more effective, and 
universities more agile.

Institutions must build on what works and leverage their culture, leaders, and their technology to produce equitable outcomes for their 
students. They need to support a fully interactive remote learning experience, assess needs in real-time, and quickly make course 
changes. This is hard work as higher education’s next transformation is just beginning. 
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Widespread adoption of hybrid learning models. The 
report noted that adoption of blended or hybrid models has 
accelerated over the last year. Not only have faculty and 
students discovered and become attached to new ways of 
engaging with one another, but they have also adapted to the 
flexibility of being able to move between remote and in-person 
experiences. 

Increased use of learning technologies. The pandemic has 
brought new and existing learning tools into the mainstream. 
“Institutions and instructors previously resistant or 
indifferent to tools such as videoconferencing, team-based 
platforms, and virtual classrooms have come to rely on 
those tools as essential ingredients in their work,” the report 
pointed out. Even wider adoption can be expected in the  
road ahead.

Online faculty development. The adoption of new 
technologies brings with it the need for faculty buy-in, 
training and support. “Ongoing investments in faculty 
development, including remote capabilities for instructional 
design and technology support, will be needed to ensure 
faculty skills and literacy keep pace with ongoing technology 
advancements,” the report asserted.

The latest EDUCAUSE Horizon Report (2021) identified the trends, technologies, 
and practices shaping teaching and learning in the wake of COVID. In the realm 
of technology in particular, it’s clear that the pandemic-induced shift to remote 
learning has dominated the trend landscape. The top three technological trends 
identified by the report include:
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Overview of the Legislation
Though the transition to fully-online education was a frantic one for many academic 
institutions, administrators today overwhelmingly report that the future of higher 
ed includes a more significant investment in online learning. The good news is that 
higher education institutions have dramatic new funding - almost $77 billion – to 
support the investment they need to make. Three major pieces of legislation over 
the course of 2020 and 2021 combine to provide a bulk of the funding for higher 
education institutions to address the transition to online learning.

CARES Act
On March 27, 2020, the Coronavirus 
Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 
(CARES) Act was signed into law. It 
is a $2 trillion package of assistance 
measures, including $30.75 billion 
for an Education Stabilization Fund. 
Of that, $16 billion was allocated for 
Higher Education.

CRRSA Act
On December 27, 2020, the 
Coronavirus Response and Relief 
Supplemental Appropriations Act 
(CRRSA Act) was signed into law and 
provides an additional $81.9 billion 
to the Education Stabilization Fund. 
Of that amount, $21.5 billion was 
allocated for Higher Ed programs.

American Rescue Plan
The American Rescue Plan Act was 
passed by Congress March 10, 2021, 
adding $170 billion to continue support 
for the Education Stabilization Fund 
which includes almost $40 billion 
allocated to higher education.
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A Look at GEER and HEERF
Within each piece of legislation, the Education Stabilization Fund included two spe-
cific sources of higher education funding - both of which allow colleges and univer-
sities to focus on improving the online learning experience for their students.

Governors Emergency Relief Fund
Under the GEER Fund, the U.S. Department of Education awarded grants totaling $4.3 billion to governors for the purpose of 
providing education agencies and institutions (including higher education) with emergency assistance as a result of COVID-19. 
The amount to each governor is based on the basis of the state’s relative population of individuals aged 5 through 24 (60%) and 
on the basis of the state’s relative number of children served by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (40%).
 
Accessing GEER Funding

To access funding, governors submit a certificate and agreement that includes specific programmatic, fiscal and accountability 
assurances, and information on the extent that the funds will be used for remote learning. Once the governor receives the funds, 
they provide subgrants to institutions of higher education within their jurisdiction that have been “most significantly impacted 
by coronavirus” to support their ability to continue providing educational services to their students and to support the “on-going 
functionality” of these entities. A governor has wide discretion in determining the entities in the state that will receive GEER funds. 
How each governor prioritizes and disperses the higher education funds may vary widely state by state.

 
The Department of Education encourages higher education institutions to invest GEER funds in technology infrastructure and 
professional development that will improve capacity to provide high quality, accessible, distance education, or remote learning.
 
Institutions can use their funds to provide off-campus access to reliable, high-speed internet for students and 
teachers, purchase hardware and software applications, and access to high-quality digital learning content, apps, 
and tools that can deliver engaging and relevant learning experiences that are accessible to all students.
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Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF)

Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund  
(HEERF I) - CARES Act

HEERF is a formula fund with two parts: institutional aid 
and student aid. Half of an institution’s allotment must go to 
emergency financial aid grants to students.
 
Institutions can use HEERF I funds for technology expenses 
incurred for significant change to the delivery of instruction 
due to COVID-19. The funds can also be used to provide re-
funds to students for fees related to changes in instruction 
delivery and interruptions in instruction due to COVID-19. 
 
Funding virtual classrooms is an eligible purchase using 
CARES HEER funds. Per the guidance, institutions may use 
the institutional funds to purchase equipment or software, 
pay for online licensing fees, or pay for internet service 
to enable students to transition to distance learning, as 
such costs are associated with a significant change in the 
delivery of instruction due to the coronavirus. Institutions 
may use the funds to pay a per-student fee to a third-par-
ty service provider, for each additional student using the 
distance learning platform, learning management system, 
online resources, or other support services.

Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund  
(HEERF II) - CRRSA

Higher education institutions can use HEERF II funds to 
defray expenses such as technology costs associated 
with a transition to distance education, faculty and staff 
trainings, and payroll), and to provide financial aid grants to 
students (including students exclusively enrolled in distance 
education), which may be used for any component of the 
student’s cost of attendance.
 
Virtual classrooms are an allowable use for HEERF II under 
CRRSAA section 314(c) which stipulates that funds may be 
used to defray expenses associated with coronavirus (in-
cluding lost revenue, reimbursement for expenses already 
incurred, technology costs associated with a transition to 
distance education).

Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund  
(HEERF III) - American Rescue Plan Act of 2021

The American Rescue Plan Act, signed on March 11, 2021, 
is the third stimulus package aimed at accelerating recov-
ery from the health and economic effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The act includes $40 billion for institutions of 
Higher Education. At least 50% of an institution’s total allot-
ment must go to student grants. For-profit institutions must 
use 100% of their allotment on student grants.
 
The allowable uses for HEERF III funds are very similar to 
HEERF II. As with HEERF II funds, HEERF III may be used to 
purchase virtual classrooms that contribute to technology 
costs associated with a transition to distance education.
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An Increase in Online Courses
Major shifts in higher education have led to an acceleration of online learning, even 
post-pandemic. Many learners have found online courses an appropriate alternative 
to in-person courses that may interfere with work schedules, school schedules, or 
even location limitations. Colleges and universities have responded by offering an 
increase in online courses across disciplines.

A Focus on Highly-Connected Experiences
Throughout the period of emergency remote learning, institutions realized that 
hi-flex learning was important to create highly-connected experiences for students. 
Both synchronous and asynchronous formats addressed various learning needs of 
students and produced positive outcomes. Campuses are in-turn spending more 
on technology to develop highly-connected experiences for faculty and students.

Student Engagement
Engaging students and tracking participation has been a challenge in virtual learn-
ing settings. Unlike the face-to-face classroom, instructors find it more difficult to 
assess non-verbal cues, to assess comprehension of a lecture, or even check in 
with students individually during a class. Creating a connected experience for in-
structors and students with devices and systems that impact outcomes is a priority 
when determining technology funding initiatives.

Themes in Funding Priorities
As Education Stabilization Funds were released over the past year, the emergence of 
connected students and the transition to online learning has been of increasing im-
portance. Priorities in HEERF and GEER spending are related to those themes.
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Choosing the right online infrastructure and tools are key to a successful transition in meeting the growing challenges in 
higher education. The money allocated to the institutions will provide them with much-needed funds to rebuild and rethink 
the educational technology programs they have leaned on so heavily this past year. But given the magnitude of these one-
time grants in higher education, the stakes are raised to ensure the funds are well-spent and focused on sustainability.
 
Virtual classrooms are where the higher education institution’s mission is actually carried out. But how do colleges and 
universities know whether they are choosing the right platform for their faculty and students? Here are a few guidelines to 
consider when selecting a virtual classroom for an institution, based on data and advice from experienced administrators.

Fortunately, instructors can provide an individualized education with a focus on active learning – but it’s dependent on 
choosing the right virtual classroom to be creative and move beyond “lecturing to the camera.” More personalized instruc-
tion is a win-win: empowering instructors while helping students feel like they are getting the unique college experience they 
signed up for. Professional development can greatly reduce frustration as they make the leap from in-person to online.

Prioritize the Student Experience
The Digital Learning Pulse survey showed that despite 
the challenges and shortcomings of this emergency 
transition to remote instruction, a majority of students 
want the option to keep studying online. It’s clear that 
choosing the right virtual classroom for an institution can 
solve many student concerns and streamline the online 
learning experience.

Empower Instructors Online
Even pre-pandemic, many higher education instructors 
resisted new technologies and embraced online learn-
ing. In 2019, for instance, only 39% of faculty said they 
supported “increased usage of technology in education.” 
Many thought virtual classrooms could not accommodate 
individualized experience and personal connections. Lack 
of training and experience was another contributing factor.

The Importance of the Virtual Classroom
As Education Stabilization Funds were released over the past year, the emergence of 
connected students and the transition to online learning has been of increasing im-
portance. Priorities in HEERF and GEER spending are related to those themes.
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How Class Can Help
In response to the apparent need in education, a new solution emerged over the 
summer in 2020. Class Technologies Inc. (Class), a company founded by education 
software pioneer Michael Chasen, has created a flagship software that adds teach-
ing and learning tools to Zoom to make it feel like a real classroom. It helps teach-
ers take attendance, hand out assignments, give a quiz or test, grade work, proctor 
exams, or talk one-on-one with a learner—all without ever leaving Zoom.

Class was designed to augment Zoom capabilities specifically for the virtual learning environment. Through Class, institu-
tions of higher education can increase student opportunities and connected learning through:

Providing new models of teaching and learning. Through 
the use of Class, instructors can utilize the best features of in-
person learning in an online environment. By bringing teaching 
and learning tools to Zoom, Class adds interactive, engaging 
ways for instructors to connect beyond just a lecture.

Assists in the transition to virtual learning. As many 
courses make the transition to a fully-online format, easy-
to-implement technology will be of the utmost importance. 
Class provides a user-friendly integration on top of the already 
familiar Zoom technology.

Facilitates faculty and staff training. Class isn’t just for 
students! Colleges and universities utilize Class to provide an 
interactive training experience for faculty and staff on a variety 
of topics. With built-in engagement and facilitating tools, staff 
can collaborate and learn regardless of where they are.

Provides virtual access to learning. Online learning provides 
benefits for students who may be working full time, who have 
family obligations, or who may have transportation obstacles. 
Class allows students to learn from anywhere without missing 
out on the important engagement opportunities like peer 
conversations and group activities that occur in the face-to-
face classroom.

Ensures equity of access to virtual learning. Class levels 
the playing field for all students by providing a platform to 
address learning differences. Through a sign langage cam, 
opportunities for individual conversations with students, 
and tools that allow for students to interact with instructors 
confidentially to clarify learning needs, Class provides 
equitable access across all learners.
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How Class Meets Funding Guidelines
Addressing all of the funding requirements necessary to successfully attain federal funds can be challenging. Class minimizes 
these challenges by meeting funding requirements across the board for both ESSER and GEER.

HEERF GEER

Provides New Models of Virtual Teaching and Learning X X

Assists in the Transition to Virtual Learning X X

Facilitates Faculty and Staff Trainings X X

Provides Virtual Access to Learning X X

Ensures Equity of Access to Virtual Learning X X
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Tips for Securing Funding
With more federal funding available to higher education than ever before, what is the best way to 
access and use the funding?

Follow HEERF and GEER updates from the Department of Education. Ask your budget or grant 
office about your institution’s allocation.

Identify your institution’s needs including addressing the delivery of distance learning courses, 
faculty and staff development, and access and equity.

Gather resources on solutions that address the needs of your institution, including product 
features and documentation from your Class Advisor.

Schedule a meeting with campus academic and IT leaders and your Class advisor to discuss how 
Class can address your institution’s priorities.

Work with your campus grant coordinators to earmark specific funding for Class to impact virtual 
learning, hybrid opportunities, and faculty and staff training.

As colleges and universities start to plan for a post-pandemic future, administrators can now update 
technologies that were a stopgap measure with the benefit of hindsight and time for reflection. At a 
foundational level, this starts with ensuring that your learning platform can fulfill the most important 
mission of all: educating your students. At the end of the day, your virtual classroom is a tool that 
allows you to take your mission online. If it doesn’t serve your pedagogical goals, it’s not the right 
platform for your institution.

Want to add teaching tools to Zoom?  
Visit class.com or call 202-964-7111 to learn more.



Questions about the GEER Funds can be emailed to GEERF@ed.gov
 
Q&A about the GEER Funds:  https://oese.ed.gov/files/2020/10/FAQs-GEER-Fund.pdf

The survey is published by Bay View Analytics in partnership with Cengage, the Online Learning Con-
sortium, the WICHE Cooperative for Educational Technologies, the Canadian Digital Learning Research 
Association and the University Professional and Continuing
 
 Instructors Online Empowering 6 Hicks, Douglas A. “Residential Liberal Arts Faculty and the 
Dissonance of Moving Online.” Inside Higher Ed, 26 Mar. 2020, www.insidehighered.com/
views/2020/03/26/particular-challenges-residential-liberal-arts-faculty-have-moving-courses-online.
 
EDUCAUSE Horizon Report, 2021: https://library.educause.edu/resources/2021/4/2021-edu-
cause-horizon-report-teaching-and-learning-edition

NEA:  American Rescue Plan Act of 2021, March 10, 2021
https://educationvotes.nea.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/American-Rescue-Plan-Act-Summa-
ry031021.pdf
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