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Series Preface

Contemporary Research and Practice (CRP) is a book series that focuses and 
reflects on research and practices that are of current interest to the educational 
stakeholders and community at the national and international sphere. In this 
ever-changing world, the need to address educational issues and matters are 
unavoidable since new educational trends, ideas and philosophies, and more 
significantly, new problems, are emerging and shaping the educational eco-
system at all levels at a frightening speed. Hence, we need to comprehend and 
be aware of these at a fundamental level so as to be prepared in making the 
needed changes or adjustments to currently held ideas and thoughts, where 
and when necessary. Learning and understanding the severity of the above 
tenets are, therefore, crucial and should be adapted (or adopted) through a 
proper scientific investigation i.e. research and practices that are informed 
and supported by theoretical underpinnings and accepted models of teaching 
and learning.   

This book series will explore, investigate, examine, and highlight contemporary 
research ideas and teaching and learning practices in the different and various 
domains of education. Each series will dissect a particular perspective, issue 
or trend or philosophy so that users of this book series will obtain a thorough 
and complete understanding, and as a result, are able to reify and construct 
related new knowledge. With this, it is hoped that better and relevant solutions 
are possible, and meaningful teaching and learning could be planned and 
implemented by practitioners. It is also anticipated that the current and future 
contributions in this series would inspire others to further and expand their 
own research in light of what has been done, leading to improvement of 
educational knowledge and ideas, and crucially, research directions. 

Furthermore, through this publication series, researchers, academics, teachers, 
postgraduate and undergraduate students, and other stakeholders would be 
able to share their work and experiences that are related to pre-school, primary, 
secondary and tertiary education. Their creative and innovative practices 
and research published should encourage more invigorating teaching and 
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Series preface

x

learning practices, especially in this 21st century, or at least inspire others to 
think, initiate, and implement engaging teaching and learning practices. 

The CRP is also attempting to provide insights into how transformation 
of learning could be attained. This could be, as an example, by initiating 
and enhancing autonomous learning, utilizing digital technologies and 
social networking sites, engaging in collaborative learning, and facilitating 
blended learning. It could also be by examining and highlighting supportive 
policies for teaching and learning, integrating innovative assessment tools 
and supporting the teachers in a community of practice for professional 
development to increase the capability and capacity of teachers and learners. 
The concentration of practices and research in this series would be on the 
previously mentioned perspective, whether it is for specific subject-oriented 
areas such as Science and Maths education, language education, or for general 
educational issues such as educational leadership and management, and 
educational psychology.

It is the hope of the School of Educational Studies, USM that this publication 
series would be the pioneering one in stirring existing research and practices 
and triggering innovative and integral educational achievement.

Professor Dr. Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan
General Editor
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Preface

Welcome to Online Language Teaching and Learning: Bracing for Post-COVID-19 
Challenges, a collaborative effort aimed at exploring the diverse landscape of 
online teaching and learning (OTL). We, the editors of this volume, are excited 
to present a compilation that reflects a diversity of viewpoints, academic 
depth, and forward-thinking strategies for tackling the unique OTL 
challenges of the post-COVID-19 era.

The inception of this book can be traced back to a shared passion among 
Professor Kabilan and his fellow students for examining OTL from diverse 
viewpoints during the pandemic. Drawing on our collective expertise and 
experiences, we embarked on a journey to curate a comprehensive study 
of OTL within the language domain, particularly in non-WEIRD (Western, 
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) cultural contexts, with 
Malaysia at its forefront. Our goal was not only to contribute to existing 
literature but also to inspire further inquiry and discourse.

In acknowledging the invaluable contributions of our esteemed contributors, 
we extend heartfelt gratitude to all individuals who dedicated their time, 
knowledge, and expertise to this book venture. Their willingness to share 
their work has enriched the scope and depth of this book, allowing readers to 
benefit from a diverse array of perspectives and insights.

We are deeply grateful to have witnessed the completion of this book, and 
we owe heartfelt thanks to our colleagues, Associate Professor Dr. Manjet 
Kaur Mehar Singh (Universiti Sains Malaysia), Dr. Latha Ravindran (UCSI 
University), Dr. Paramjit Kaur Karpal Singh (Universiti Utara Malaysia), and 
Dr. Thivilojana Perinpasingam (Taylor's University). Their thorough chapter 
reviews, insightful feedback, and scholarly expertise have shaped the content 
and direction of this volume, enriching it with unparalleled quality and depth.
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Preface

xii

We envision Online Language Teaching and Learning: Bracing for Post-COVID-19 
Challenges as a valuable resource for scholars, researchers, and practitioners, 
serving as both a catalyst for continued exploration in educational practice and 
a hub for fostering meaningful discussions. May this book spark new ideas 
and inspire scholars to push the boundaries of knowledge in OTL, adapting 
with urgency and adaptability to meet the evolving demands of education. 

Khong Hou Keat
April 2024
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Introduction

Why a Book on OTL in Times of COVID-19?

Online teaching and learning (OTL) has become the teaching and learning 
enterprise by dint of its effectiveness in providing flexible, timely and 
smart learning environments to facilitate meaningful learning and enrich 
the learning experience among students during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Since then, there have been quite a number of published books concerning 
OTL that encompass practical technology-mediated solutions, programme-
specific designs and curriculum innovations, and educational provisions and 
sustainability during crisis situations both locally and internationally (e.g., 
Fayed & Cummings, 2021; Low et al., 2021; Pandian et al., 2021). Beside Chen 
(2022), there is no other book directly addressing OTL in the language domain 
especially in the non-WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialised, rich, and 
democratic) cultural contexts (Henrich et al., 2010). 

Therefore, this edited volume attempts to address OTL of different languages 
(second language, L2 and foreign language, FL) at different levels during the 
COVID-19 situation, focusing mainly on teachers’ and students’ experiences, 
emerging design, framework, and policy, and pedagogical initiatives reported 
from different cultural contexts. On the one hand, this volume serves as a 
venue for practical guide and informed adoption of OTL across distinctive 
conditions, domains, and levels of language instruction in response to the 
pandemic. On the other hand, it also serves as a platform for experience 
sharing and knowledge exchange among language planners, researchers, and 
practitioners in the era of new normal, as well as other challenges, disasters 
and adversities that may confront us in future. In sum, this book is a practical 
read for scholars and policymakers to gear up for the post-COVID-19 
challenges in non-WEIRD cultural contexts primarily in Malaysia.

A quick summary of the research themes of the book is presented followed by 
a short description of each chapter. Themes covered in this volume include (1) 
sociological analyses of teachers’ and students’ OTL experiences, (2) emerging 

xiii
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Introduction

xiv

OTL design, framework, and policy in non-WEIRD educational systems, 
and (3) potential OTL strategies and approaches across different learning 
domains. While individual chapters can be read independently of each other, 
collectively they paint a more complete picture of OTL for language educators 
and scholars worldwide to sustain the continuity of language learning amid 
the global pandemic. 

Structure of the Book

This summary spotlights the essence of this volume that weaves together the 
17 curated chapters into four themes. The first theme which consists of only 
one chapter introduces OTL through a systematic literature review where 
the strategies used in language learning during the COVID-19 pandemic are 
unravelled. The second theme elucidates the OTL experiences, motivation 
and satisfaction among teachers and students in Malaysia, Indonesia, and 
Pakistan from the sociological perspective. The third theme delves into the 
emerging OTL design, framework, and policy in non-WEIRD educational 
systems across continents. This theme covers studies from Bangladesh, 
China, Malaysia, and Nigeria. The fourth theme delineates the potential 
OTL strategies and approaches across different languages and learning 
domains during COVID-19. The concluding chapter brackets the studies in 
the book and serve as a bookend framing the discussion for future research  
and direction.

In Chapter 1, “A systematic literature review of online teaching and learning 
strategies in language learning”, Zuraina Ali and Intan Syahida Zulkafa 
provide insights into the strategies used by teachers and learners in language 
learning during the pandemic through a systematic review. The authors find 
that identifying OTL tools to create supportive learning environment in a 
creative manner is prominent from 2020 to 2021. This chapter highlights the 
creativity of teachers in supporting OTL amidst limited resources. 

The next five chapters focus on teachers’ and students’ OTL experiences in 
the time of crisis. Chapter 2, “Exploring future English teachers’ reflection 
towards multimodal reading tasks on virtual learning platforms” by Elih 
Sutisna Yanto, Hikmah Pravitasari and Junjun Muhamad Ramdani examine 
future English teachers’ (FET) reflection towards multimodal reading tasks 
on virtual learning platforms. Their findings show that the virtual learning 
platforms not only improve reading but also support Indonesian FET’s 
affective experiences. Nor Azikin Mohd Omar, Zailani Jusoh and Shaidatul 
Akma Adi Kasuma in their Chapter 3, “University students’ perceptions 
towards the implementation of speaking assessments on online platforms” 

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Introduction

xv

assess Malaysian university students’ perceptions towards the implementation 
of speaking assessments on online platforms in an English proficiency course. 
The authors find that the students adapt well to the new learning environment 
and show moderate yet encouraging perceptions of online speaking 
assessments. However, the authors caution that the online platforms do not 
reduce students’ speaking anxiety. Nur Hilyati Ramli, Safia Najwa Suhaimi, 
Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan and Muhanniz Mesri in Chapter 4, “Adapting 
to new norm: TESOL students’ online collaborative learning experiences with 
arts students” explore 62 TESOL students’ collaborative learning experiences 
with arts students during the pandemic. Their qualitative findings narrate 
how the TESOL students learn collectively, develop knowledge, and use 
online technologies and platforms to restructure their formal and informal 
learning. This chapter witnesses how students from different disciplines 
complement each other during challenging times. 

In Chapter 5, “Exploring student satisfaction and perceived learning in online 
learning environment”, Umi Kalsom Masrom and Nik Aloesnita Nik Mohd 
Alwi investigate Malaysian student satisfaction and perceived learning in 
an online learning environment. Their SEM-PLS findings help inform the 
university students’ preparation and satisfaction in online education during 
the early stage of COVID-19 pandemic. They find that the most important 
performing factors that determine student satisfaction and perceived learning 
are learner-content interaction and online learning self-efficacy while the 
constructs that require more attention are learner-learner interaction and 
learner-instructor interaction. Lastly, in Chapter 6, “COVID-19 milieu and 
learners’ demotivation in online classes”, Sahib Khatoon, Mohammad Jafre 
Zainol Abidin, Zahid H. Pathan and Muhammad Usman Thaheem investigate 
Pakistani learner motivation in COVID-19 milieu. Their mixed methods 
results show that students are generally demotivated toward OTL during 
lockdowns. This urges policymakers to consider the demotivation factors to 
increase the effectiveness of the technology-integrated courses. 

The volume also features five chapters that propose various OTL design, 
framework, and policy to cope with the pandemic in non-WEIRD educational 
systems. Through a qualitative approach, Nur Farhana Abdul Aziz, Nooraida 
Yakob and Nor Asniza Ishak in Chapter 7, “Challenges and strategies 
in teaching and learning Arabic as a second language” investigate the 
challenges faced by the Arabic language lecturers in a Malaysian college 
and systematically document the strategies employed to cope with the dire 
situations. These initiatives reported constitute some practical OTL solutions 
as well as implications for future adaptation. Reuben Benson and Muhammad 
Kamarul Kabilan in their Chapter 8, “Effects of online teaching and learning 
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Introduction

xvi

in English language: A case study of Adamawa State tertiary institutions in 
Nigeria” take a different approach and conduct a case study of OTL in Nigeria. 
The authors acknowledge that the availability of ICT tools and teacher’s 
competency in exploiting the technology remain prominent challenges in 
Adamawa state tertiary institutions. Drawing on the findings, the authors 
foreground some context-specific designs and curriculum innovations in OTL 
that address the needs of African English language teachers especially during 
crisis situations like COVID-19. 

In Chapter 9, “Shifting higher education to e-education: A study on the 
sudden intrusion of e-learning in the ecology of language in the context 
of EFL/ESL in private universities in Bangladesh”, Sayeedur Rahman, 
Touhida Easmin, and Paren Chandra Barman look at the adoption of OTL 
by Bangladeshi private universities in the ESL/EFL domain. The authors find 
that the effectiveness of OTL adopted is debatable in the existing language 
learning ecosystem and hence advocate a proper adoption framework in 
embracing the online education during the pandemic. Another unique 
framework is proposed in Chapter 10, “A framework for the co-design of an 
integrated mobile-assisted learning environment for ESL learners” by Chuah 
Kee Man and Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan to design an integrated mobile-
assisted learning environment involving learners, teachers, and designers. 
The authors not only walk us through the entire design flow, but also present 
practical insights and potential uses of the framework in developing mobile 
applications for ESL learners to cope meaningfully with the mandatory OTL. 
The last chapter of this theme unfolds a comparative investigation between 
two language massive open online courses (MOOCs) in a context where 
learners naturally favour face-to-face interactions and mentoring. In Chapter 
11, “MOOCs for second and foreign language learners: Unpacking critical 
success factors from the pedagogical perspective”, Chuah Kee Man, Xijing 
Wang, and Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan identify five key success factors 
(pedagogy, cognition, instructional interaction, supporting mechanism, 
and assessment strategies) that could enhance the success rate of MOOC 
implementation without compromising quality of OTL.

The final batch of five chapters explore the potential OTL strategies and 
approaches across different languages and learning domains during the 
restricted COVID-19 situation. Nur Yasmin Khairani Zakaria, Amelia 
Abdullah, and Siti Nazleen Abdul Rabu in Chapter 12, “The potentials of 
gamification in online learning: Insights from ESL undergraduates” examine 
the expanding possibilities of gamifying online classrooms to refine the 
current conduct of OTL practices. Their results showed that the engaging 
elements of game-based learning, such as points and rewards, could increase 
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Introduction

xvii

student motivation in OTL in the new norms. In Chapter 13, “Breaking into 
new norms: Synchronous collaborative language teaching and learning 
via breakout sessions in video conferencing tools”, Ezleena Mustafa Kamal 
and Debbita Tan Ai Lin investigate the effects of breakout sessions in video 
conferencing tools such as Zoom and Webex. The authors support that the 
fundamental issues like peer interaction in virtual language classrooms 
could be alleviated with using the breakout session feature as a synchronous 
collaboration tool to provide students with meaningful language learning 
opportunities.

In Chapter 14, “The effectiveness of using Telegram Messenger to promote 
motivation amongst ESL students in online classroom”, Nazirah Md Yusof, 
Amelia Abdullah, and Mohammad Jafre Zainol Abidin investigate a different 
approach, the Telegram Messenger, in promoting ESL student motivation 
during COVID-19. As motivation is an important mediator of learning, the 
authors find that Telegram Messenger could enhance private university 
students’ motivation in learning ESL. In Chapter 15, “Digital Storytelling as 
an innovative assessment: From the undergraduates’ point of view in the 
English language classroom”, Agelyia Murugan, Selvamalar Selvarajan, and 
Selvakumar Selvarajan provide us some insights into digital storytelling as 
an innovative assessment for online ESL courses. The authors suggest that 
digital storytelling could promote active and collaborative learning among 
students which in turn allows them to actively contribute ideas, showcase 
their hidden talents and think out of the box. In Chapter 16, Does micro-
learning make a difference in vocabulary acquisition?, Khong Hou Keat and 
Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan examine the influence of micro-learning (ML) 
in Spanish vocabulary acquisition in a Malaysian technical university. Their 
quasi-experimental study supports that ML could serve as a reliable word-
focused instruction particularly for two vocabulary knowledge aspects, form 
and meaning, and associations. Their results support previous findings that 
suggest ML is a promising learning approach in different learning domains.

Chapter 17, “Online language teaching and learning: Current trajectory 
and future potentials” by Chuah Kee Man and Khong Hou Keat, elucidates 
prospective innovative pedagogies that could influence online language 
teaching and learning across diverse conditions, domains, and levels, but 
challenges remain. In this regard, four areas of improvement are highlighted 
to foster a more engaging and effective design of OTL in SLL environments.
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Final Remark

This edited volume presents exemplary research complementing the initiatives 
taken by other language scholars worldwide especially in non-WEIRD 
teaching associated contexts in order to gear up for a promising post COVID 
recovery. Focusing on Asian countries which comprise a range of cultural 
and educational backgrounds, adopting different research methods and 
resulting in, at times, diverging yet complementing outcomes in pedagogical, 
emotional and socioeconomical perspectives, this volume enables readers to 
capitalise on various themes and approaches to language related OTL during 
crisis moments. Hence, readers are encouraged to discover for themselves 
how the chapters play out, how they balance between research and practice 
to render a greater sense of what it means to teach and learn a language in the 
devastating era of COVID-19. 

Having said that, this book is not only relevant to practitioners, teachers, and 
researchers during the pandemic but also, very much meaningful and useful 
when the COVID-19 pandemic turns into an endemic. Many countries (such 
as Malaysia, Spain, Germany, France, and Singapore) are already approaching 
or at least discussing the possibilities of ushering COVID-19 into an endemic. 
What this means is that ‘normality’, in terms of teaching and learning at 
various levels of education, is on the horizon. However, this normality does 
not mean the dangers of COVID-19 were totally disregarded and return to the 
practices of ‘old days’ of pre-COVID-19, but rather, it means that normality is 
framed by what we have learned from our practices and experiences during 
the pandemic. In term of OTL of natural languages, this means that the new 
ideas experimented, the practices solidified, and the experiences gained 
during the pandemic, could now be implemented and applied to further 
improve OTL in the foreseen endemic. As suggested by Charumilind et al. 
(2021) that managing of an endemic requires an integrated and interwoven 
elements and strategies that are adapted and adopted by the entire society, 
it is also believed that the chapters in this volume would give us such a hint 
of approaching OTL of natural languages in the endemic phase. Hence, by 
closely examining the chapters, a framework can be formulated, which will 
surely be reified in the concluding chapter.
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Introduction

While the world is gradually recovering from the aftermath 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers and learners are still 
coping with the impact of online teaching and learning 
(OTL). Within the brief period of a year (2020–2021), 
numerous studies were conducted across the globe in 
examining distinct factors and effects of OTL. This chapter 
aims to provide an overview of pertinent issues discussed 
in the previous literature particularly with regards to OTL 
strategies. Hence, a systematic review was conducted to 
synthesize key empirical findings from selected studies.

The need for a systematic review

Methodological rigour is the main reason why researchers/
authors conduct systematic reviews. Systematic reviews 
are commonly used by health care researchers as it is the 
reference standard to synthesise evidence in the clinical 
area (Moher et al., 2015). In social sciences, however, 
systematic review is a process that uses vigorous and 
systematic methods to minimise bias in identifying relevant 
articles, and thus produce more reliable findings of which 
conclusions and decisions can be made – and finally able to 
answer formulated research questions (Higgins et al., 2021). 
Systematic literature review has become a common type of 

1

1
A Systematic Literature Review 
of Online Teaching and Learning 
Strategies in Language Learning
Zuraina Ali & Intan Syahida Zulkafa
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2

literature that started to grow since 2010 as it was reported that there were 
11 new reviews that were published daily (Moher et al., 2016). Moreover, 
systematic reviews are needed as it provides high-level overviews of primary 
research on a focused question in that a reviewer takes these steps to answer 
formulated research questions:

1.	 Identify various resources or databases for targeted articles. 

2.	 Select relevant articles using a systematic procedure.

3.	 Synthesise the selected articles that can answer formulated  
research questions.

4.	 Appraise the quality of the selected articles.

Having said that, the development of the current systematic review is based  
on a main research question: What are the strategies that language 
practitioners employed during online teaching and learning throughout the 
pandemic crisis?

Shifting to online learning in language teaching  
during pandemic 

The threats we confront are becoming more interconnected as the world 
grows more connected. The COVID-19 pandemic has crossed national 
boundaries and is still spreading like rapid fire. It has impacted individuals of 
all nationalities, educational levels, economic levels, and genders. Education 
is no different. Almost all countries affected by COVID-19 shifted to online 
classes as it is safer and more secure to keep on learning. Universities also 
switched to online learning in a matter of days. The leap from traditional 
to online learning has changed educational institutions’ approaches in 
delivering the courses for their students (Yundayani et al., 2021). Technology 
in education has undoubtedly been a source of concern. Today, teachers are 
confronted with a lot of platforms and ever-changing digital tools when it 
comes to delivering new content. Not surprisingly, adoption of technology 
has been inconsistent at best. 

The unexpected arrival of COVID-19 and the almost immediate need to 
move programme delivery online at all levels of education, has worsened an 
already uneven implementation of digital technology. The global lockdown 
climaxed in a lockout of educational institutions. The closing of educational 
institutions created a stressful event for administration due to a dearth of 
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options (Coman et al., 2020). They also claimed that regardless of the readiness 
of the infrastructure and learning management system in place, this truly 
unanticipated abrupt change may have impacted the educational experience.

Even though there are setbacks during the shift, the teaching and learning of 
language, remarkably, has an adverse effect. According to Lukas and Yunus 
(2021), online learning is deemed as a cost-effective and time-saving method 
of language acquisition. Furthermore, it features a plethora of resources for 
language practice, such as online educational software and applications. 
Moodle, WhatsApp and Google Classroom have been utilised and results 
shown that students are more motivated and keener to learn using these 
platforms (Acar & Kayaglu, 2020; Halim & Sunarti, 2021; Lukas & Yunus, 
2021). The shift in online learning fetches more positive aspects to language 
classes not only to students, but also teachers. 

The Study

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) is an evidence-based minimum set of items that are used by 
researchers to report findings in their systematic reviews (Moher et al., 2015). 
The use of PRISMA enables a researcher to perform a systematic review 
that enables him/her to scan all articles that are published on a chosen topic 
(Moher et al., 2015). Besides, it provides researchers in finding answers to their 
formulated research questions. In doing so, they need to identify the inclusion 
criteria to select relevant articles that may be reported in their writing before 
synthesising their findings. 

Resource

Scopus was used as the resource in the study. It is a database that is considered 
as one of the most important search engines for multidisciplinary research. 
Scopus creators alleged that it is the biggest single abstract and indexing 
database ever constructed. It could be operated easily by inexperienced users 
by just ticking on the information they are looking for and start searching 
by identifying year of publication, authors, titles, and others. Scopus data 
have also been offered for free for selected studies by the academic research 
community (Baas et al., 2020).
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The systematic review process for selecting articles 

There are certain procedures that need to be followed in conducting 
systematic review. The selection of the articles requires the authors to do 
beyond typing the required words i.e., “strategies”, “teaching”, “learning”, 
and “pandemic”. They employed effective searching strategies to obtain  
the targeted articles. The following discussions explain the processes of 
carrying out the review processes suggested by Mohamed Shaffril’s et al. 
(2020) that involve identification, screening, eligibility, and data abstraction 
as well as analysis.  

Identification 

In identification, selection of the words using various searching strategies 
is employed to find relevant articles. In conducting the current searching, 
the TITLE-ABS-KEY is employed as the field code. Next, advanced search 
techniques using phrase searching, Boolean operator OR and AND, and 
truncation are employed to search for the relevant articles. Figure 1 shows 
the field code and the advanced search techniques for the searching of the 
related article. The present identification of relevant articles employed a field 
code namely (1) Title – Abstract and (2) Keyword using advanced search for 
example truncation for example asterisk symbol (*), Boolean operator i.e., 
AND and OR and phrase searching. The use of advanced search technique is 
effective since it helps the authors to find online information sources. Scopus 
provides advanced search for instance Boolean operator AND, OR, and 
AND NOT, wild card, truncation, and phrase searching compared to other 
databases. As such, searching with the advanced search saves times and effort 
in the cause of finding suitable articles for the present systematic review. 

Screening 

In the process of screening, the authors need to decide the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria relevant to the topic they are writing. Nevertheless, there 
are different views as to how the screening processes need to take place. Okoli 
(2015) argued that there is no rule of thumb for the process as it depends 
on the needs of the authors while Kitchenham and Charters (2007) opined 
that authors need to decide the criteria relevant to their formulated research 
questions. The reporting of the current systematic literature review takes the 
second opinion as the basis for the screening process. 
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Figure 1 Field code and the advanced search techniques employ in the current searching

Table 1 shows the inclusion and exclusion criteria in selecting the relevant 
articles. First, the literature type only includes articles written in journals and 
conference proceedings. Thus, the selection criterion excludes review papers, 
articles written in book series and chapters in books. Next, only articles written 
in English are included while other languages are not considered for inclusion. 
As for the timeline, articles published in 2020 to 2021 are included as the 
inclusion criteria while those published before the timeline are excluded from 
the selection. In terms of subject area, the inclusion criteria are that all selected 
articles are published in the field of social sciences, arts and humanities as 
other types of publishing are excluded from the selection. Finally, the review 
only considers empirical data that is used to report the findings of the study. 
Therefore, it excludes non-empiracal data for the review.

Table 1 The inclusion and exclusion criteria for finding the selected articles

Criterion Eligibility Exclusion

Literature type Journal (research articles), 
conference proceeding

Journal (review), book series, 
chapter in a book 

Language English Non-English 

Time line Between 2020–2021 < 2020

Subject area Social sciences, arts  
and humanities

Other than social sciences, 
arts and humanities

Type of data Empirical Non-empirical 

Eligibility

The eligibility processes (Figure 2) include reading thoroughly the titles, 
abstracts, keywords, and main contents of the selected articles. Authors read 
abstracts and keywords to assess the relevancy of the main contents of the 
articles. Next, they read the full articles focusing on studies that employed 
only empirical data in the writing of the documents. 
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Data abstraction and analysis

The review techniques namely integrative review was employed in reviewing 
the selected article. Noble and Smith (2018) claimed that a reviewer who is 
doing integrative review in the process of abstracting and analysing, includes 
both quantitative and qualitative studies in his/her review. Reviewers can opt 
to choose either to qualitising quantitative data or quantitising qualitative 
data (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). For current review, the second option is 
chosen in that it qualitises all the data in reporting the findings. Thematic 
analysis was employed to analyse the data since it is flexible and able to 
modify data according to the need of a particular study besides providing 
rich, detailed, and complex data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Therefore, in the first 
stage of using the approach, the authors started with analysing 11 articles 
paying careful attention for statements or data that can answer the formulated 
research question. For the second phase, coding was conducted. This phase 
involved the process of indexing or categorising that was carried out to build 
a framework of thematic ideas (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this case, the authors 
look for answers about language practitioners’ strategies during online 
teaching and learning throughout the pandemic crisis. The process required 
them to identify themes, concepts, or ideas that could answer the formulated 
research question.   

Records identified 
through Scopus 

searching (n = 85)

Total of record 
screened (n = 45)

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility 

(n = 18)

Studies included in 
qualitative synthesis 

(n = 11)

Records excluded

(n = 40) Excluded due to articles 
are of book review, full-text of 
books, book chapter, language 

not English
Records excluded

Full-text excluded (with 
reasons) (n = 27)

Not included due to articles are 
not based on empirical data, 

did not emphasise on language 
learning entirely

Id
en
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Figure 2 Flow diagram of the study 
Source: Adapted from Moher et al. (2009)
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Results 

The analysis produced a total of five themes and three sub-themes. The five 
main themes are identification of suitable online tools (two sub-themes), 
creating supportive learning environment (one sub-theme), creativity in 
using platforms and methods for online learning, involvements of parents, 
and setting clear expectations of learning between students-parents. Table 2 
summarises the results obtained.

Table 2 Themes and sub-themes formulated from the analysis of the selected articles

Themes Sub-themes

Theme 1 Identification of suitable online 
tools

1. Platform options according to context 
2. Use of software by language educators

Theme 2 Creating a supportive learning 
environment 

Teacher-students’ engagement for 
successful learning

Theme 3 Creativity in using platforms 
and methods for online 
learning

-

Theme 4 Involvements of parents -

Theme 5 Setting clear expectations of 
learning between students-
parents 

- 

Identification of suitable online tools

The main theme produced two sub-themes: platform options according to 
context and recognising appropriate software. In the former sub-theme, it was 
found that researchers employed various platforms relevant to their audience. 
Some use Moodle (Acar & Kayaglu, 2020), learning management system 
(LMS) (Moser et al., 2021), and Snapshot (Stalin & Tan, 2020) in the course of 
teaching their learners. 

Platform options according to context 

During the pandemic, it was observed that the choices of platforms for 
teaching and learning language depended on the context of conducting 
the class itself. Moodle was reported to be used as a platform by language 
instructors in the teaching English as it had positive impact on the students 
(Acar & Kayaglu, 2020). It also showed that students were highly motivated 
and productive when the platform was used in teaching-learning during the 
pandemic. In the study, students’ grades learning English was also reported 
to increase in the final examination. LMS such as Canvas, Blackboard, 
Moodle, and Google Classroom were used to share content among students 
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(Moser et al., 2021). The study reported that pre-K12 language educators who 
already employed the LMS before COVID-19 seemed to be more prepared for 
the sudden shift of remote instructions compared to those who were not. Yet, 
overall, the use of LMS was found to be challenging as language educators 
struggled to balance their life at home as mothers/housewives with the work 
demand. Snapshot, a social media platform, was another platform that was 
used among language educators. Its use enhanced primary school English as a 
second language (ESL) learners in their attempt to construct sentences relating 
to their personal information about the pets they loved the most (Stalin & 
Tan, 2020). Specifically, the primary schools’ students used it to share photos, 
videos, and perform other tasks. 

Use of software by language educators

In discussing the current sub-theme, the uses of audios, videos and texts 
in teaching and learning during the pandemic are the main focus of the 
proceeding discussion. The students in one of the tertiary level in Asia 
were reported to use WhatsApp group, O-Matic screen cast or AZ screen 
recorder, and YouTube as the tools learning English (Permana et al., 2021). 
WhatsApp was used to its maximum for language learning as 83.3% of the 
assessment employed the tool to assess students’ online learning. In another 
study, majority of the undergraduate students were reported to be satisfied 
with the use of PowerPoint presentations as one of the tools for the teaching 
and learning of language during the COVID-19 pandemic (Almusharraf & 
Khahro, 2020). The multimodal online delivery using PowerPoint with other 
tools for example games and quizzes was reported to meet the students’ 
learning outcomes and their respective course objectives. 

Creating supportive learning environment

There is one sub-theme that emerges from the main finding namely, ‘teacher-
students’ engagement for successful learning’ to elaborate the main theme. 
During pandemic, it seemed that peers could support learning (Stalin & Tan, 
2020) while language instructors’ supported learners by continuing to check 
the students’ understanding using multimodal online delivery methods 
(Almusharraf & Khahro, 2020). 

Teacher-students’ engagement for successful learning

Successful learning can only be achieved when both teachers and students 
play their respective roles. In Stalin and Tan’s (2020) study, it was found 
that 30 ESL learners (Year 2) used Snapshot to post their pets’ picture. Their 
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enthusiasm and interest posting their favourite pets in the platform made them 
composed varying sentence levels. Also, teacher and students’ engagement 
could be demonstrated when the former attended and continued to support 
their students’ learning. Almusharraf and Khahro (2020) found that the effort, 
guidance, and follow-up carried out by language educators could support the 
learning of English among the respondents at higher education. The teachers 
followed up the students’ activities by asking the progress work of the latter 
via email, phone calls, and virtual meetings. The English as a foreign language 
online collaborative learning among peers and teacher in the study promoted 
positive effect in raising their skills using the language.

Creativity in using platforms and methods for online learning  

Teachers were reported to be creative when they combined the use of online 
platforms for example websites, blogs, and internet-based videos with 
conventional methods of teaching language (Yundayani et al., 2021). They 
conducted English language learning activities creatively as they used Google 
as the search engine to find relevant materials and employed traditional 
teaching methods by asking learners to draw and colour mind-maps and take 
notes. For teachers to be creative, it required them to maximise the uses of 
varied instructional method (Lukas & Yunus, 2021). Their study that involved 
20 ESL teachers believed that creativity could be developed if teachers were 
motivated and enthusiastic teaching students via online learning platforms. 
Using modality principle, it was found that students learned better when 
graphics and narration were employed compared to the use of animation 
and on-screen text (Berardi, 2021). Such was demonstrated when teachers 
assigned students to use various methods and platforms submitting the latter’s 
assignment. In her study, students attached text, recorded short stories, and 
uploaded videos for a required task. They took the initiative to consult their 
teachers for correct pronunciation and grammar. Almusharraf and Khahro 
(2020) found that the multimodal online delivery supported students learning 
various courses at the tertiary level. The uses of audio, text and video in 
games, and quizzes were useful to support the learning of English among the 
tertiary level students. In addition, Azar and Tan (2020) showed that the use 
of gamification, Mobile-assisted language learning and virtual reality in class 
enhanced the learning attitude and experience among students. A total of  
63 interns that underwent teaching practical at secondary schools agreed that 
these three applications have helped them during their practical.
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Involvement of parents 

The involvement of parents during learning throughout the pandemic is 
important as they are able to educate the young children (pre-schoolers) 
especially at the age of five (Moser et al., 2021). Stalin and Tan (2020) argued 
that parents’ involvement in using Snapchat was mandatory. In assisting 
their children, parents were required to assist their children in installing the 
application. Nevertheless, the study did not capture specifically as to how the 
parents supported and were involved during the learning process. Lukas and 
Yunus (2021) reported that it was a challenge for parents from low-income 
family background to be involved in their children’s learning. Majority of 
the parents did not have access to the electronic device whilst others had 
problem with low bandwidth, especially for those staying in rural areas. 
In addition, involving parents in ABC scavenger activity made them and 
their children understand the required tasks that the latter need to perform 
(Chen & Greenwood, 2021). As a result of their involvement, it could support 
the acquisition of knowledge for alphabet learning, phonemic awareness, 
spelling, word recognition, and vocabulary among the respondents in their 
studies who were economically disadvantaged and homeless young children. 
In another study using a qualitative approach that drew on three teachers’ 
experiences in teaching Shakespeare plays, it was found that writing emails 
and calling via Jabber (a district approved phone app) were the best method 
to involve parents in teaching-learning (Turchi et al., 2020). The period of  
12 weeks provided room of opportunities for parents to be involved in their 
children’s’ learning from distance.

Setting clear expectations of learning between  
students-parents 

There was a need to have a clear expectation of what students would be 
learning so parents will be able to assist their children better. Sending 
instructions and works/lessons via WhatsApp to parents’ mobile phone 
numbers could help parents to identify the assigned works that needed to 
be completed by their children (Lukas & Yunus, 2021). A teacher-respondent 
in their study believed that parents could assist their children to complete a 
worksheet provided that the former knew the expectations of learning on the 
part of the latter. Complaints can be the results if there are no clear expectations 
of learning between students and parents. Such was reported in Permana et 
al.’s (2021) study when both, parents and teachers complained that they did 
not receive a comprehensive explanation for the required tasks. Nevertheless, 
clear expectations may not be met if there is unstable internet connection. A 
case in point was shown by Lie et al.’s (2020) study. Parents affirmed there 
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was nothing much that they could do as some of them are in tight financial 
situation. Therefore, the researchers concluded that the implementation of 
online learning as far as their study was concerned, faced hiccups due to this 
logistic factor. 

Discussion 

When COVID-19 hit the world mercilessly, the academic world is forced to 
take a huge shift to online learning. It can be stated that teachers and students 
are not fully prepared, but they must do whatever they can within their means 
to survive. Otherwise, the education will just halt for the students. The first 
discussion theme deals with the suitable technology for teaching and learning. 
This is considered as the most important aspect in language learning because 
it holds the biggest impact in attracting students to learn. Fortunately, at the 
current period, there are a lot of platforms that can be utilised for the process 
of teaching and learning. However, students especially might face difficulties 
when they must operate these platforms on their own. Hence, teachers opt 
for the most user-friendly platforms for instance WhatsApp, YouTube, and 
PowerPoint to teach (Almusharraf & Khahro, 2020; Permana et al., 2021). Yet, 
instructors can decide to use teacher-made materials if they find the available 
materials unsuitable for their students. Instructors can develop various 
teacher-made materials that can be used in OTL by integrating web-based 
learning tools. Padlet, Kahoot! and Quizlet are the resources that instructors 
can use to prepare their teaching materials. 

In the theme of identification of suitable online tools, the sub-theme of 
platform options according to context and recognising appropriate software 
are included. A supportive learning system is vital in maximising the 
teaching and learning process. Teachers are considered to be the main factor 
in students’ learning development. This is supported by research conducted 
by Yao et al. (2020), stating that while information technology offers students 
more space and tools for independent learning, instruction and feedback 
from the instructors remain the most important component. Such implies 
the need to ensure learner engagement in OTL. In conducting synchronous 
online learning, in particular, Khan et al. (2020) recommended instructors 
pay particular attention to the learner. In the second theme of creating a 
supportive learning environment, it could be learned that both teachers and 
learners were required to work hand-in-hand for the success of OTL during 
the pandemic. In addition, it needed teachers to be creatively delivering the 
content of lesson. Yet, teachers who were involved in Noor’s et al. (2020) 
study claimed that they were not able to be creative due to poor network 
infrastructure. This factor was a challenge for them especially when classes 

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Zuraina & Intan Syahida

12

were conducted during bad weather, in particular when it was raining. On 
the other hand, for students to be creative, innovative, and practical works 
should be given to them (Mahmood, 2020). 

Moreover, assigning real world case study can develop the students’ creativity 
as they can give opinions and share their ideas with peers. Indirectly, 
the method may develop their abilities and enhance their engagement in 
online learning. Therefore, it entails engagement by making sure students 
progressively involved in class activities instructors to perform practical 
guides for proper adoption of OTL. This can be realised when instructors can 
demonstrate relevant technical skills as they can use different functions in 
e-learning environment (Herrador-Alcaide et al., 2020). For example, in using 
the function in a video conference, instructors need to ensure students can 
actively participate during discussion while the latter perform their roles as 
moderators (Rabuñal et al., 2020, p. 9). Such a learning environment promotes 
independent learning in OTL. This is because discussions that encourage 
students to be responsible in giving their opinions enable them to set personal 
learning goals (Nielsen, 2012). They are independent due to the ability to plan, 
monitor and assess their performance. 

Besides that, the theme of creativity in using platforms and methods for online 
learning calls upon teachers’ creativity to exploit the platforms, making both 
teachers and students more energetic during the lessons. This energy will 
enhance the teacher-student interaction and make classes more comfortable. 
Once students are comfortable with their teachers, their motivation to 
learn is enhanced (Claessens et al., 2017). The finding for the current theme 
correlates with Halim and Sunarti’s (2021) study. Based on the observation 
made, the teacher used varied methods to avoid her class becoming ‘dull’. 
The teacher also paid close attention to the specific needs that her students 
had, which included their learning styles. The researchers concluded that 
teachers should focus on how to deliver their lessons as this would promote 
students’ autonomy, learning styles and ‘student-centredness’. Baran and 
AlZoubi (2020) identified three design approaches for teachers to be creative 
in their teaching during the pandemic. These are building empathy, engaging 
in pedagogical problem-solving and establishing an online community of 
inquiry. Teachers were first required to access the challenges of engaging in 
remote teaching-learning using the approaches. Teachers were also required 
to access their online learning resources. While peer-feedback among students 
could enhance creativity among them when lessons are conducted.

Another important theme derived from this review is involvement of parents. 
It seems that the role of parents in teaching and learning during the pandemic 
has increased. One of the main roles is to download software and applications 
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needed for their children’s learning. Kasi et al. (2021) stated that parents’ roles 
were important in determining their children’s learning achievement through 
online learning. The researchers also claimed that parental involvement in 
children’s learning during the pandemic was higher than before the tragedy. 
This implied that parents had good motivation to assist their children’s 
learning. Parents’ involvement is more challenging when their children are 
still young (Zhang, 2021). This is because less autonomous children need 
guidance from their parents to complete the assigned tasks. Parents must 
monitor their children attending online classes and completing school tasks. 
Zhang (2021) reported that children could only be attentive for 30 minutes if 
parents were not involved during the learning sessions.

This is followed by the next theme of setting clear expectations of learning 
between students-parents. These findings are in line with a study conducted 
by Dong et al. (2020). Interestingly, the relationship between parents and 
children tended to be more positive. Also, the expectations of learning were 
much clearer. In fact, parents embraced extra roles in their children’s education 
(Novianti & Garzia, 2020). In addition, parents also expected that OTL would 
not stop as it could not be identified when the pandemic ended (Zhang, 2021). 
As such, Zhang (2021) argues that schools need to find ways to integrate 
technological tools when teaching their students, although the institutions are 
closed during this pandemic. This initiative could be a temporary response 
during this world crisis. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, there are some valuable ‘take-home’ messages that one can 
learn from the past studies concerning the strategies that both teachers and 
students employ in teaching and learning language after the pandemic 
of COVID-19 or when OTL has become a norm. First, students should 
be provided sufficient support from both their teachers and parents to 
ensure successful online learning. Second, it is important that teachers use 
appropriate tools while maintaining creative delivery of contents. Third, by 
the time COVID-19 becomes an endemic, teachers should have known how to 
identify relevant software or web-based tools to promote participation among 
students especially when conducting synchronous classes. Nevertheless, 
further research should be continued to gauge ways of how teachers with 
limited resources can also be creative in delivering successful OTL. Likewise, 
further research should also focus on parents’ involvement in children’s 
online learning. While the limitations of this study indicated that there was no 
discussion on the roles that were taken by respective institutions to promote 
the successful implementation of online learning during COVID-19 situation, 
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the review in fact has enriched our understanding of the strategies used by 
teachers and students in language teaching and learning throughout the 
academic session during the pandemic. With this knowledge in mind, the 
continuity of language learning could be sustained in the post COVID-19 era.
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Introduction 

Globally the pandemic of COVID-19 affected by the new 
virus SARS-CoV-2 has changed social interaction and 
organisation in the education sectors, such as universities, 
and the initial teacher education (ITE) programme has not 
been excepted. Across the world, educational institutions 
have transformed their learning platform from face-to-
face classes to virtual classrooms to mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19 and to slow the spread of the virus. As a result, 
in Indonesia, for example, the policymaker, i.e., Ministry 
of Education and Culture, was to close schools as early 
as mid-March 2020. To prevent learning loss during the 
period of this pandemic, ITE programme should adapt a 
new educational framework, i.e., a virtual digital learning 
platform that may contribute to learning continuity for the 
students though faced with the uncertainties of the new 
normal and the escalating pandemic.

On the one hand, online learning may have advantages, 
including increased accessibility, higher learning quality, 
better preparing students for a knowledge-based society, a 
chance for lifelong learning, and many more (Appana, 2008). 
For example, through these learning platforms, students can 
access the lectures anytime and anywhere. In contrast, many 
online learning platforms reveal their limitations. Among 
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these are (1) startup funding for online learning, (2) organisational readiness, 
and (3) student preparation. Additionally, not all students have access to an 
adequate Internet connection. Some students experienced network issues and 
lacked good learning devices. 

Virtual learning, learning supported by digital technologies, is considered 
vital during the COVID-19 pandemic, despite some practical problems. 
Digital technology is in global curricula (Harju et al., 2019). Chen et al. 
(2020) argued that “technologies have been widely applied to teaching and 
learning, including language education. And the quantity, quality, and 
diversity of the technologies that have been integrated into language learning 
are significant” (p. 1). Globally, teacher educators use technology to store, 
organize, and present information and support multimodal and nonlinear 
teaching strategies. They may choose a learning management system (LMS), 
content management system (CMS), virtual learning environment (VLE), or 
knowledge management system (KMS) (Khan, 2001; Nichols, 2003; Wilen-
Daugenti, 2009). To the extent that the terms are used synonymously, some 
see each term differently.

Gagné et al. (2005) delineated “a CMS as having tools associated with the 
development and delivery of courses which are placed onto the Internet, 
further defined as a Collaborative Learning Environment” (p. 219). Still, the 
authors define “an LMS as more of management system for the delivery of 
online learning” (p. 339). Nichols (2003) confirmed that the LMS is primarily 
utilised for online courses and components, but he uses the word ‘eLearning’ 
to refer to the tools used to offer the learning experience. Two authors use the 
following terminology interchangeably: Wilen-Daugenti (2009) used CMS, 
LMS, and VLE interchangeably, but Wagner (2001) used LMS, KMS, and 
Knowledge Content Distributors, a phrase described as the prototypical term 
for all three.

Students must have a deep understanding of multimodal texts when 
discussing and interpreting illustrated fiction, images, films, course book 
materials, websites, digital learning materials, and their own personal 
learning environment (Nagy, 2020). Therefore, they understand multiple 
modalities. Since these students are learning to use and teach language, their 
visual communication and understanding are often overlooked (Nagy, 2020). 
Future English teachers (FETs) who use voice, gestures, and bodies to convey 
meaning, need multimodality literacy. They must use traditional teaching 
aids such as whiteboards and interactive whiteboards as well as information 
and communication technology (ICT) tools such as internet, e-dictionaries, 
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audio-video materials, virtual television, audio graphics, and podcasting, 
which requires understanding paralanguage (nonverbal communication) 
(Hood, 2011; Martin & Zappavigna, 2019).

In the era of multimodal literacy, university students have access to richly 
illustrated textbooks and multimedia components. Studies on the connections 
between the two domains (e.g., Early et al., 2015; Kress, 2000) show that the 
connection between language and other semiotic systems did not become 
clear until multimodality became a topic of discussion in language teaching. 
Without explicit knowledge of semiotic systems, the educational affordances 
of the resources may remain unreached, and the meaning potential of the 
students may remain unequal. As Camiciottoli and Campoy-Cubillo (2018) 
revealed, the priority now is to “find ways to adapt and integrate multimodal 
and multimedia resources for classroom materials and activities” (p. 1).

Through FETs reflection, this research explores FETs’ experiences of the 
benefits and challenges of virtual learning, FETs’ motivation, engagement, 
and autonomy in their multimodal reading tasks on virtual learning during 
the current worldwide pandemic, and the resources and solutions that 
can be offered in the future to address these incidences. Hence, this study 
examines how COVID-19 affects FETs’ multimodal reading learning. 
According to Beauchamp (2015), academic and practical ITE programmes 
emphasize reflection. FETs may not be able to overcome the harmful effects of 
inappropriate learning perspectives without the ability to reflect on practice 
(Miller & Shiet, 2016). Including reflective journals in university-level foreign 
language instruction has been shown to be beneficial (Jewitt, 2005; Kim, 
2014; Lee, 2010; Oskoz & Elola, 2016). Besides, literature reveals that FETs’ 
reflection on multimodal reading tasks on virtual digital platforms is poorly 
studied and the implementation of this digital instructional learning in the 
ITE context remains under-explored. To fill this gap, this chapter reports 
findings drawing on a virtual learning project on the multimodal reading 
tasks during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, through this paper, 
the authors attempted to capture the existence of such changes. A research 
question guiding this study is: What is FETs’ reflection toward multimodal 
reading tasks through virtual learning platforms? 

The following subsections present a thematic review of relevant literature 
highlighting the variables under study including their emerging trends and 
issues in the relevant areas including learner autonomy, self-reflection, and 
multimodal literacy.
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Learner Autonomy

The notion of learner autonomy is an elusive construct and intricate to define. 
A range of terms about learner autonomy used by researchers includes ‘self-
instruction’ (Hughes, 1997), ‘self-regulation’ (Bown, 2009), ‘independent 
learning’ (White, 2008), ‘self-access learning’ (Reinders, 2000), and ‘self-
directed learning’ (Holec, 1996). The most important thing about learner 
autonomy from this range of definitions is the importance of learners’ 
engagement in learning. With this in mind, learners are required to take partial 
or total ownership of their learning processes (e.g., deciding on learning 
objectives, selecting learning methods, and evaluating progress), which are 
traditionally assumed to be the role of the teacher (Littlewood, 1999).

Learner autonomy is the ability to make reflective, rational, conscious, and 
valuable decisions in the learning process. Many researchers consider it a 
preferred education goal (Jacobs et al., 2016; Morgan, 1996; Tatzl, 2016; Teng, 
2019; Winch, 2002). Dearden (1972) defined autonomy as the ability to reflect 
on one’s desires, wishes, and thoughts, make independent decisions, and take 
responsibility. Promoting students’ autonomy in the learning process inspires 
thinking and develops positive attitudes toward lifelong learning, as Simard 
(2004) asserts. Sharples et al. (2002) suggested the most effective learning 
occurs when the learner is in control of the activity and can experiment, ask 
questions, engage with others, seek out new knowledge, and plan new actions. 
Self-autonomy in the language classroom helps students take responsibility 
for their progress, learn how language works, respond better to the target 
language, set clear goals, and use available strategies and resources to enhance 
their strengths and solve their weaknesses (Villamizar & Mejía, 2019).

Self-Reflection

Dewey (1933) defined self-reflection as “active, persistent, and careful 
consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in light of its 
grounds and further conclusion” (p. 9). Founded upon the work by Dewey, 
Kolb (1984) foregrounded that individual reflections on their experiences 
lead to learning and this reflective observation forms part of the Kolb’s model 
of experiential learning. Other scholars also assert that reflective practice in 
the forms of journal and diary can be advocated in various ways (Cirocki 
& Farrell, 2017a; Richards & Farrell, 2005). Reflective journals, also called 
teacher logs or diaries, allow teachers to “experiment, criticize, doubt, express 
frustration, and raise questions” (Bailey, 1990, p. 218). Journal writing helps 
clarify understanding and engage in deep critical thinking. Teachers or future 
teachers can reflect on what they do, how they do it, and why. By keeping 
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a journal, teachers or future teachers “become more aware of the teaching-
learning process” (Cirocki & Farrell, 2017b, p. 10). Such reflective writing 
is important in initial teacher education and in-service training (Kabilan, 
2007). In language education, teachers or future teachers use in- and outside-
classroom technologies. These platforms (WhatsApp and Edmodo) engage 
students in writing reflection (Jewitt, 2005; Kim, 2014; Lee, 2010; Oskoz & 
Elola, 2016).

Multimodal Literacy

Multimodal literacy “explores the design of discourse by investigating the 
contributions of different semiotic resources (e.g., language, gesture, image) 
co-deployed across various modalities (e.g., visual, aural, somatic [physical]) 
as well as their interaction and integration in constructing a coherent text” 
(O’Halloran & Lim, 2001, p. 14). According to Hines (2014), multimodal 
literary which is a subset of critical literacy theory, intends to transform 
students into active agents to engage with the world. Multimodal texts 
communicate meaning through two or more modes. Written, spoken, visual, 
audio, gestural, tactile, and spatial meaning patterns are modes. Picture 
books, textbooks, graphic novels, comics, and posters are multimodal texts 
that express meaning through visual, written, and spatial modes. Film, 
animation, slide shows, e-posters, digital stories, and web pages use written 
and spoken language, visual, audio, gestural, and spatial modes. Dance, 
performance, and oral storytelling are live multimodal texts that combine 
gestural, spatial, spoken, and audio modes. Each mode creates meaning using 
semiotic resources (Kress, 2010).

The exclusive term ‘multimodal literacy’ provides us with a framework that 
approaches literacy through multiple modes of meaning-making. One of its 
simplest definitions is “the ability to interpret linguistic, visual and audio 
resources as they combine in traditional and new media” (O’Halloran et 
al., 2017, p. 18). Van Leeuwen (2017) comprehensively defined the notion 
of multimodal literacy as “who points out the importance of knowledge of 
semiotic modes and communicative contexts apart from the ability to combine 
different modes creatively” (p. 5). Extensive research in multimodal education 
has demonstrated that such requirements require the growth of multimodal 
pedagogy at all educational levels (e.g., De Silva & Feez, 2018; Jewitt, 2008; 
Unsworth, 2008).

Nowadays, language is viewed as a communicative resource. Language 
pedagogy approaches have focused on educational discourse in authentic 
contexts of use. Thus, what language learners do with language is mainly 
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concerned with whole texts in context. Halliday (1978), the God Father 
of systemic functional linguistics contends, “language arises in the life of 
the individual through an ongoing exchange of meanings with significant 
others” (p. 1). He proposed the main concepts of the social theory of language 
as follows:

1. Language is a resource for making meaning.

2. The resource of language consists of a set of interrelated systems.

3. Language users create texts to make meaning.

4. Texts are shaped by the social context in which they are used.

5. The social context is shaped by people using language.

In this study, the course was based on the text-based pedagogical approach, 
which aims to “increase understanding of language structure and social 
context” (Feez & Joyce, 1998, p. 3). The guiding pedagogical principle was the 
text-based approach which specifies texts language learners must understand, 
produce, and distribute to participate effectively in social contexts. Language 
learners engage in teaching-learning cycles to learn text type (genre), social 
purpose, text organisation (generic structure), and lexico-grammatical 
features. The cycle of teaching and learning activities in genre pedagogy 
consists of a number of phases that both the teacher and students experience 
to gradually create independent text-type control (genre). Each phase of the 
teaching-learning cycle has a different goal. Each phase involves different 
activities. FETs went through five stages: building knowledge, modelling text 
(scaffolding), joint construction, independent construction, and review and 
assessment (Figure 1).

Figure 1 The teaching-learning cycle of genre-based literacy pedagogy 
Source: Adapted from Rothery (1994, p. 8) 
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Previous Research in Virtual Learning

Digital learning is web-based learning that uses IT to teach students. Previous 
studies have confirmed some results of face-to-face interaction turned into 
online classroom during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, a Hong Kong university has switched from face-to-face to online 
instruction, according to Moorhouse (2020). It highlights the lecturer’s changes 
and the difficulties adapting to the new method. The online content includes 
readings and session materials on a learning management system (LMS) and 
an instant messaging platform (IMP) to support outside-class discussion 
(Moorhouse, 2018). He added that both asynchronous and synchronous 
teaching methods were used in the online course. Asynchronous online 
instruction includes readings, session materials, annotated PowerPoints, and 
instructor voice-over narration. Synchronous online instruction consists of 
one-hour video-conferencing lessons.

Nguyen (2020) explored the readiness to use ICT in collaborative writing 
held by teachers and students in a university English as a foreign language 
(EFL) learning context in Vietnam. Collaborative writing in this study means 
students collaborate to do the writing tasks in groups as required by their 
teachers. The objective of this study can also be understood as the investigation 
of whether teachers were ready to conduct ICT supported collaborative 
writing among their students and whether students were ready to use ICT 
for collaborative writing with other students. This study employed a mixed-
methods case study with two phases. The focus of this chapter included phase 
1, in which quantitative data were collected through online surveys. The 
findings suggest that both the teachers and the students revealed that they 
had experienced using ICT in teaching and learning English. All teachers were 
informed that they used ICT in their teaching. The teachers tended to use ICT 
primarily when they were teaching vocabulary, listening skills, and grammar. 
The results of the surveys indicated that although both the teachers and 
students possessed a high range of technological devices, especially laptops 
and smartphones, they mainly employed ICT in learning and teaching input 
skills such as vocabulary, grammar, and reading, but not output skills such as 
speaking, and writing.

Nagy (2020) implemented multimodal literacy in high school English. She 
taught “Making Meaning with Visual Narratives” to Hungarian English 
majors. She collected writing assignments, questionnaires, multimodal 
texts, and teaching notes. Her research investigates how a multimodal 
literacy course was created and implemented to help pre-service teachers 
comprehend and create multimodal texts. Results show multimodal literacy 
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development is relevant and feasible in higher education. She found that 
course preparation required multimodal literacy knowledge. Using the 
teaching-learning cycle and sociocultural theory concepts like mediation and 
scaffolding, a multimodal classroom was created. She emphasised that most of 
the discussed resources are paper-based multimodal, and digital multimodal 
literacy is needed. She concludes that semiotic modes other than pictures and 
words are part of multimodality and that research into multiple modes is 
needed to fully understand multimodal literacy (Nagy, 2020).

Lewis and Lewis (2020) conducted a mixed-methods study on 20 Japanese 
university students’ EFL reading achievement and intercultural awareness. 
They used a cross-cultural graphic novel to overcome language and cultural 
barriers and boost literacy. They examined asynchronous e-learning 
discourse for evidence of higher-order literacy and intercultural sensitivity 
(Edmodo). Student opinions were gathered using a thematic analysis of 
an open-ended survey. Reading achievement improved, but intercultural 
awareness did not (p = 0.05). Student satisfaction was high with multimodal 
literacy training, asynchronous computer-mediated discourse (ACMC), and 
other emerging topics. This study shows that low-level EFL readers can 
contribute well-reasoned opinions about serious literature when teachers use 
ACMC platforms. These results suggest that low-level EFL university reading 
instructors should use non-traditional reading and learning modalities, 
especially for students with high cognitive maturity and low reading skills.

In short, many policy, institutional, and teacher factors can impact face-to-
face and online teaching and learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, as 
documented in the above literatures. This study reports FETs’ reflections 
on multimodal reading tasks on virtual learning platforms (i.e., Edmodo, 
Zoom conference, WhatsApp group). The study examines FETs’ learning 
outcomes, such as reflective journals and graphic organisers, after 
multimodal reading tasks through five-step learning cycles such as 
knowledge-building, text deconstruction, joint-text construction, 
independent-text construction, and review and assessment. Marchetti and 
Cullen (2016) said a multimodal approach is complex because it draws from 
educational history, sociolinguistics, design, and social semiotics. 
Multimodality combines linguistic, visual, auditory, gestural, and 
spatial modes of meaning (Mills, 2009, p. 106).

Through reflection and graphic organisers, FETs’ autonomy, agency, 
engagement, confidence, skill set, and ability to collaborate online will 
be investigated through graphic organisers (GOs). GOs offer visual 
representations of knowledge and methods of structuring information or 
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grouping essential components of a concept or topic using labels (Ellis & 
Howard, 2007; Bromley et al., 1995). They are standard tools for fostering 
reading and writing skills, especially argumentative writing (Ellis & Howard, 
2007; see also papers in Kirschner et al., 2003). Adcock (2000) asserted GOs 
reduce cognitive load, allowing students to compare, diagnose, and use parts 
of the rhetorical problem they are solving (Flower & Hayes, 1981).

The Study

The research question guiding this study was ‘what are future English 
teachers’ reflections toward multimodal reading tasks through virtual digital 
platform learning?’ To address this question, the qualitative approach was 
adopted as it informed individual understandings, meanings, and experiences 
(Kingley et al., 2010). It was also used to guide us to examine FETs’ reflection 
multimodal reading tasks through virtual digital learning platform situated 
in the online classroom. Framed under a narrative case study, this study 
examined the non-hypothetical question and naturally occurring phenomena 
as well as attempted to understand multiple constructions of meanings and 
knowledge situated in a higher education context (Stake, 2010). The adoption 
of the narrative case study was to capture such a micro-social reality showing 
lived experiences of FETs who experimented with multimodal reading tasks. 
In this study, the authors used the term ‘digital learning’ to refer to FETs using 
digital technology as a part of instruction in a formal educational context. 
FETs used personal laptops or other types of personal computing devices for 
studying and learning, i.e., smart phone. 

This study was situated in the English Education programme engaging the 
first year FETs because of two considerations. First of all, the authors obtained 
entry access to this university, in which the second author played a role as 
the teacher educator in the university. Secondly, the course was relevant 
with the curriculum set by the university. Although the participants were 
FETs under one of the authors, the negotiation process became critical to be 
considered because it made them more humanized as they were engaged in 
whole process of this research. Therefore, they also obtained the details of the 
research, and how it impacted personally and institutionally. 

This study was conducted for two months, from March to May 2020. About 
25 of the first year FETs as participants were recruited voluntarily in this 
study. They were trained to become primary or secondary English teachers. 
Out of 25 FETs (5 males and 20 females) joined the online classroom, 8 of 
them voluntarily agreed to submit their learning reflection during the online 
learning. The participants’ age ranged from 19 to 21 years old, and their English 
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language level was intermediate. For the ethical purpose, pseudonyms were 
employed in this chapter. Before the study commenced, the authors convened 
a meeting with the 25 FETs, distributed informed consent form sheets, and 
explained the details of an informed consent form. The authors asked them to 
read through and sign off the form to ensure that all the data would be kept 
confidential and be used for publication purposes. They agreed to sign the 
consent form as a legal document of their participation in this study. They 
also deserved the right to withdraw from the study without any penalty. 

In this study, sessions were held one evening a week, and each session lasted 
for ninety minutes. The course introduced text types, meaning, grammar, 
expression, and assessment embedded in the current mandated curriculum 
context. The authors collaboratively designed multimodal reading tasks 
including the dissemination and storage of readings and session materials 
on a LMS, i.e., Edmodo and the use of an IMP. We also employed a well-
known messenger apps (WhatsApp) which aimed to facilitate out-of-
class communication. Genre-based reading instruction was employed to 
facilitate FETs to apply the process of meaning-making in their virtual 
learning environment. All FETs went through five-step learning activities, 
such as building knowledge, scaffolding, or modelling, joint construction, 
independent construction and review, and assessment (Figure 1 and  
Figure 2) inspired by the teaching-learning cycle (Rothery, 1994). While the 
second author served as an online classroom teacher educator, the first author, 
the second author and the third author wrote the materials and learning 
activities (Figure 2).

At the outset, FETs were asked to search YouTube for multimodal texts on 
the COVID-19 pandemic, including text, audio, and visuals. They had to 
understand the video’s content and write down why they chose it. This 
helped them navigate, view, and think critically. In the second week, the 
teacher provided FETs with virtual scaffolding about the concepts of text 
types and multimodal texts. This stage aimed to improve their text and 
multimodal literacy. The virtual class was held using Zoom. Later, FETs 
discussed their chosen video in small groups on Edmodo, analysed the text 
type, and reported the result in the reading log in the third week. This third-
week learning aimed to tailor FETs collaboration and critical thinking skills. 
In the fourth week, the teacher demonstrated how to complete the reading log 
and gave virtual feedback. Zoom was used for the online discussion. In the 
fifth week, students revised their reading logs to create a graphic organiser 
based on their multimodal texts. While they could develop their writing 
skills through experiencing revision, they also benefited the development 
of creativity throughout the sixth-week learning. In the seventh and eighth 
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weeks, they submitted their revised graphic organiser for Edmodo discussion. 
This two-week learning aimed to help students develop their collaboration 
skills such as the sense of respect, responsibility, and authorship. 

The sessions were completed by engaging the students in reflective practice 
and assessment on week nine and ten respectively. They learned to reflect on 
their learning experience of multimodal texts to help them understand what 
they learned, why they learned, how they learned, what they could do to learn 
better in the future. In addition, the assessment including reading quizzes and 
e-portfolios (reading log, graphic organisers, and reflective journals) was used 
to see both individual and collaborative performance. Table 1 summarises the 
instructional procedures on virtual class activities.

To investigate FETs’ reflection toward multimodal reading tasks through 
virtual learning platform, empirical data were collected through FETs’ 
reflective journals and their graphic organisers as an assessment. Reflection 
serves to understand personal and professional stories as lived experiences 
(Hagevic et al., 2012). This reflection was also a tool for action and change 
because it helped to enhance self-awareness of experience (Widodo, 2015). 
In this study, to enable reflection, FETs wrote reflective journals as a tool for 
reflecting on what they experienced in their engagement of online classroom 
learning activities. They also wrote a reflective diary as a tool for documenting 
their learning journey and for increasing awareness of their autonomous 
learning (Widodo, 2015). As the researchers, the authors also wrote reflective 
journals, which documented our interactions with all the research participants 
and recorded our research journey over two months. Thus, reflective journals 
or diaries helped the research participants, and the authors understand our 
own experiences and practices and become more reflective, critical, and 
analytical about what the authors did.
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Figure 2 Steps in reflective multimodal reading tasks on virtual digital learning platform 
Source: Adapted from Rothery (1994)

Table 1 Instructional procedures on virtual class activities

Job descriptions Responsibility Technological tools Language/skill focus

Building knowledge

Student:
Explore multimodal 
texts topics: COVID-19 
pandemic.

To develop 
students 
navigating and 
viewing skills and 
critical thinking 
skills in reading 
multimodal text.

Edmodo, YouTube 
channel, Zoom 
meeting

•• Reading 
comprehension 
through content, 
context, grammatical 
features of the text

•• Critical thinking

Teacher: 
Share and explain the 
concepts of text types and 
multimodal texts.

To help students 
develop their 
literacy skills 
of texts and 
multimodal texts.

Modelling text

Student:
Investigate the content, 
context, grammatical 
features, social purposes 
from the model text 
provided by the teacher.

To develop 
students 
navigating and 
analysing text 
skills and critical 
thinking skills in 
reading multimodal 
text.

Edmodo, YouTube 
channel

•• Reading 
comprehension 
through content, 
context, grammatical 
features of the text

•• Text analysis skill
•• Critical thinking

(continued on next page)
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Job descriptions Responsibility Technological tools Language/skill focus

Teacher: 
Provide the authentic 
model text from BBC 
Learning English with 
the structure of the text, 
grammatical features, 
context of the text 
(register), social purposes 
of the text.

To encourage 
and scaffold 
the students 
navigating and 
analysing text 
skills and critical 
thinking skills in 
reading multimodal 
texts.

Joint construction

Student:
Work in a group 
discussion discuss their 
selected video, analyse 
the text type, text content, 
grammatical features and 
context of the text and 
reported the result of the 
discussion.  

To develop 
students’ 
collaboration and 
critical thinking 
skills.

Edmodo, Zoom 
meeting

•• Peer review
•• Collaboration and 

critical thinking skill

Teacher: 
Provide several 
questions and table of 
text construction and 
grammatical features of 
the text in students tasks 
form.

Give feedback on the 
students’ work group 
through virtual scaffolding.

To facilitate and 
scaffold the 
students group 
work in analysing 
the content of the 
multimodal texts.

Independent construction

Student:
Work independently 
through selected 
multimodal text by 
completing the reading 
log. 

To develop 
students’ 
independent skill 
of text analysis and 
critical thinking. 

Edmodo •• Peer review
•• Text analysis skill
•• Critical thinking

Teacher:
Provide the model of 
reading log for the 
students’ independent 
work and assist the 
student’s work.

Give feedback on the 
students’ reading logs 
through virtual scaffolding.

To assist 
the students 
independent work 
and assess the 
reading log.

Table 1 (continued)

(continued on next page)
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Job descriptions Responsibility Technological tools Language/skill focus

Review and assessment

Student: 
Revise their reading log to 
help them create a graphic 
organiser based on the 
multimodal texts they 
selected.

Make personal learning 
journal by following the 
table of student’s reflective 
journal.

To develop 
collaboration 
skills such as 
sense of respect, 
responsibility, and 
authorship.

Edmodo •• Peer review
•• Interpersonal skill 

(sense of respect, 
responsibility, and 
authorship)

Teacher: 
Review important concept 
of text type (content, 
context, grammatical 
features, social purposes).

Review the student’s 
reading log and graphic 
organiser.

Review and give feedback 
on the student’s reflective 
journal.

Assess the student’ 
reading artefact.

To see the 
student’s progress 
of reading works 
in multimodal texts 
and reach the 
learning goals.

Qualitative data garnered from the reflective journals was analysed using 
Braun and Clarke’s thematic content analysis to identify, analyse, and report 
patterns of this study (Figure 3). The authors reviewed the collected data, 
took notes, and began to group the data into classifications. All the data were 
coded and labelled using critical words or phrases highlighted. Six steps in 
thematic analysis fluctuated between these phases: familiarising the collected 
data, generating initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, 
defining and naming themes, and writing up the final report (Braun & Clarke, 
2006, p. 97 for a thorough description of each step). To finalise the emerging 
themes, the data were classified and coded with regard to the frequent themes. 
Therefore, this phase helped portray the arising findings, which were relevant 
to the aims of this research. Although the authors analysed and categorised 
the journal entries submitted by all 25 participants (using pseudonyms here 
to procure anonymity), we provided excerpts from only five digital journals. 
Having finished the online course, the second author collected the data from 
the participants. All the authors collaboratively analysed the data and wrote 
the research report. To prevent the bias, the authors collaborated with the 
participants in order to comprehensively portray and report the findings. The 
phases of data analysis are presented in Figure 3.

Table 1 (continued)
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Figure 3 Phases of reflective data analysis 
Source: Adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 97)

Results and Discussion 

Based on selective FETs’ reflection data analysis and graphic organisers, four 
finding themes were identified, such as (1) FETs’ experiences of the benefits 
and challenges of a digital learning, (2) FETs’ motivation and engagement, 
(3) FETs’ autonomy in their digital learning process, and (4) FETs’ reflection 
towards multimodal reading tasks using graphic organisers. These themes 
reflect the question under study stated earlier.

FETs’ experiences of the benefits and challenges of 
digital learning 

All participants expressed in their reflections that learning reading digital 
texts was a useful task. It allowed them the opportunity to study the topics 
anytime and anywhere, this helped minimise feelings of anxiety. They also 
considered it as a fun and creative exercise that is very different compared 
to the face-to-face  classroom. Regarding FETs’ experiences, they had both 
positive and negative experiences while learning reading digital texts on 
their computer tools or smart phones. They reported that they had positive 
experience learning reading through virtual learning. Most of FETs enjoyed 
their online learning process. For example, Putra (pseudonym) said:
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I could understand deeply the materials since I learned them through 
WhatsApp. It was simple and easy than Edmodo website. We could 
discuss every material learned by casual chatting and put much 
attention on the important discussions. I had learned a lot from online 
discussion. I could see how my classmates organised their graphic 
organisers. For me, working on graphic organisers was something 
new. I never did it before. We regularly posted our quiz answer and 
graphic organisers and invited our classmates to provide feedback on 
the topic discussed.

Further UMI (pseudonym) wrote:

Learning reading through virtual made my learning activities 
fun and interesting. Through online discussion I could post and 
comment my opinion freely toward the materials learned. I could 
repeat and learn the materials as I wanted. This learning process 
helped me built my confidence of learning reading that I felt uneasy 
in the face-to-face classroom. This learning process made me realize 
the potential of social media for language learning. I was very happy 
the way my teacher encouraged me and my friends to contribute to 
online discussion. The source materials are available there; I didn’t 
have to look anywhere else so I could save time. There were articles, 
PowerPoint slides, and videos. Those were very helpful.

The two FETs’ reflections indicate that learning reading through virtual 
learning were positive for them because this platform allowed them to post, 
comment on, share, and discuss the topics learned. FETs’ voices here reveal 
that flexibility, agency, engagement, confidence, skill set, and the ability 
to collaborate through online discussion are the important point that the 
students experienced during their learning reading digital texts. In these 
platforms, they could read the source materials at their own time. They read 
through the materials to have a good understanding of the topics learned, 
so that they felt more confident to participate in the online classroom. These 
benefits are also articulated in previous studies that similarly focused on 
the perceived usefulness of integrating ICT in the teaching and learning 
process (Aslan & Zhu, 2016; Hinostroza, 2018; Kilinc et al., 2018; Lawrence & 
Tar, 2018). The availability of myriad sources online that the students could 
access at their flexible and convenient time was reflected by the students to 
be helpful in their effort to understand a topic. This statement is in line with 
Al-Dosari’s (2011) finding that online course users considered accessibility to 
be the greatest advantage of online learning. Online learning is developing as 
a winner of the games among this COVID-19 pandemic. Consequently, the 
quality enhancement of online teaching and learning (OTL) is crucial at this 
time. Carey (2020) contended that in Chinese universities, online education 
has augmented exponentially after the COVID-19 outbreak. He added that 
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there was a rapid shift of normal classrooms into e-classrooms. In other 
words, educators have changed their entire pedagogical approach to deal 
with new normal conditions and adapt to the changing situations. During 
this challenging time, the involvement is not about whether OTL methods can 
provide excellence education; it is rather how academic institutions will be 
able to adapt and adopt online learning in such a massive manner.

Even though the participants felt that learning reading digitally was useful 
and attractive, they also described the challenging factors that made them 
inconvenient. One of these involved frequent disturbances. Due to unstable 
internet connection, there was difficult to access the learning materials and 
students were difficult to join the online discussion. Nani (pseudonym) said, 
“to me the frequent constraints in the learning teaching activity process are 
the problem of unstable internet connection. Especially when the weather in 
the area is slightly dark, it will certainly affect the good quality of a signal in 
the area and cause uncertainty to access the learning materials”. Regarding 
this, Lawrence and Tar (2018) asserted that teachers in using technology are 
frustrated when the internet is slow and inaccessible; when clicking on a 
link, it needs a very long time to open it and when the page is open, it is not 
useful anymore. Nani added, “I think the quality of learning process become 
ineffective because in online learning sometimes there is a distance between 
students and a lecturer that make the virtual class interaction was passive. I 
got a boring time when I should learn online all day. I cannot meet face-to-
face with my friends and my lecturer as in the traditional classroom”. Yeti 
(pseudonym) added that, “online class sometimes is not effective because 
during the discussion I cannot share my difficulties toward the material of 
grammatical features of the text type due to the limited time and overlap 
comments from my classmate. And I can’t stop loving face-to-face classroom. 
Personally, I miss the time to learn face to face in the classroom and I hope we 
can be back to normal situation soon.” Nguyen (2020) revealed that teachers 
utilised ICT most frequently when teaching vocabulary, listening skills, 
and grammar. She stated that over 81% of the teachers daily utilised ICT to 
teach vocabulary, and 75% of the teachers daily used it to teach listening and 
grammar. Nearly 63% acknowledged the everyday use of ICT for teaching 
speaking. The use of ICT in teaching reading or writing was less popular. 
Only 56% used ICT to teach these skills every day (p. 247).

FETs’ motivation and engagement 

The classification of ‘affection, attitude, and motivation’ collective results 
associated to feelings, willingness, and attitudes to a certain object or activity. 
It also included results related to students’ engagement in the learning 
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process or motivation to participate in certain learning activities in terms of 
learning reading digital texts. At the outset, all the student teachers (FETs) felt 
pressured to do the activities of reflective multimodal reading through virtual 
digital platform learning because they had to study, understand, access and 
download, participate and keep personal learning journal and make and use 
graphic organisers. As they got accustomed to five tasks: studying the topic 
learned, understanding the new platform of multimodal text, accessing and 
downloading the online materials through email, WhatsApp and Edmodo 
website, participating and keeping personal learning journal and making and 
using graphic organisers as a tool to help the students in organising ideas 
and concepts into a meaningful visual which is easier to remember than a 
long piece of text. The students felt that the learning activities virtual digital 
platform enabled them to engage in three mutually reinforcing tasks: reading, 
reflection, and writing. They admitted that they wrote reflective journal and 
made graphic organisers for their peers and the teacher educator as a tool 
for reflecting on what they experienced in their class activities and their 
engagement in the course. The students also wrote a reflective journal or diary 
as a tool for documenting their learning tour and for increasing alertness of 
their own learning.

Chan (pseudonym) admitted that:

After a month I joined online learning, I felt it was not yet effective, 
but it was the best way to keep going on the learning activities and 
to keep in touch between students and the teacher during pandemic 
of COVID-19. I was very eager to participate in the online learning. I 
could understand the materials provided by the teacher in Edmodo 
website. And we discussed respective materials by casual chatting and 
put much attention on the discussions. Reflective journal and graphic 
organisers motivated me to share and discuss what I understood 
after joining the online classroom. I felt at ease that I could discuss 
what I did not understand with my friends and teacher in online 
classroom. This online classroom platform helped me learn reading 
in different way. This helped me build my confidence of learning 
English that I felt uneasy in the face-to-face classroom. The teacher 
always reminded me that I needed to read through the materials in 
order to understand better. I was motivated to learn because I wanted 
to understand. I thought that it was a good idea and the solution to 
keep in touch with the learners at this time. But for future maybe it 
would be better to return to the traditional.
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The FETs also viewed that video viewing were convinced. All of the  
participants enjoyed watching the video provided in Edmodo website 
featuring several important modes in terms of the visual, text, and audio. FETs 
used the videos in learning multimodal texts. In FETs’ reflective journals, they 
wrote that video viewing contained authentic vocabulary that made sense the 
tasks. The participants implemented meaning-making-oriented readings tasks 
using both printed texts and digital texts as efforts to complete the reading 
tasks. The ultimate aim of the tasks was to expose the participants to various 
texts and engage them in different meaning-making activities (Widodo, 2015).

The FETs’ view of multimodal reading activities was convinced. All FETs 
engaged with these activities. The most significant finding of this study is that 
virtual learning has a greater influence on learners’ motivation compared to 
conventional pedagogy (Wong et al., 2016). In this study, FETs were engaged 
in the virtual classroom activities such as accessing and downloading the 
online materials, video viewing, keeping personal reflective journal, and 
making graphic organisers that stimulated their motivation and engagement 
in the virtual learning. This finding leads to the teacher educators’ concern in 
considering their methods in delivering the materials to their students in the 
pandemic of COVID-19. As Nouri (2019) reported that because of technology, 
the way university students’ self-study in construing or understanding 
knowledge has evolved from monomodal learning practice to multimodal 
learning practice. Thus, texts are viewed not only linguistic mode. They are 
made up primarily of letters and words. However, most of texts are multimodal 
such as comics/graphic novels, picture books, newspapers, brochures, print 
advertisements, posters, storyboards, digital slide presentations (e.g., 
PowerPoint), e-posters, e-books, and social media.

Therefore, the most frequently used students’ construction and consumption 
of learning material mainly take place in a multimodal way. Like what Kress 
(2010) argued, “different modes offer different possibilities for meaning 
making” (p. 79), and students use the affordances of different modes (audio, 
video, images, etc.) because these modes help them construct knowledge 
more effectively than when restricted to the mode of text alone. By engaging 
in varied semiotic work with a variety of modalities, students are afforded 
greater opportunities to interpret course content and course activities.

FETs’ autonomy in their digital learning process

All participants agreed that learning multimodal reading through virtual 
digital platform was time consuming, and it needed efforts. But self-directed 
tasks had encouraged them to be independent learners or autonomous 
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learners. Learner autonomy, or the capacity for self-directed study, according 
to Hu and Du (2013), is the acquisition of subject consciousness and self-
awareness throughout a learning activity. However, one-third of them were 
frustrated by tool difficulties while attempting to download, upload, and 
distribute submission chores. The majority of respondents indicated that 
mobile phones, not desktop computers, were problematic while attempting to 
access the online class. In addition, the internet access facilities were inadequate 
in terms of both speed and dependability. These indicate that Indonesians 
have limited and uneven access to computers and the internet (Wahid et al., 
2004). In other words, it should not be assumed that all university students 
have internet access, nor should it be assumed that all students come from  
varied backgrounds.

Sam (pseudonym) wrote that the internet was helpful in enriching his 
knowledge on related subjects. He could find a lot of references and materials 
that were useful for his learning tasks. With the use of the internet, he no 
longer only relied on books and handouts since he could search other sources 
from the internet. He added that:

I focused on a self-led learning environment. The lack of dependence 
on face-to-face communication allowed me to think in abstract ways 
and make me push myself to work hard and innovate in order to 
understand the information the lecturer provided online course. The 
scope of learning was totally depended on my self-discipline and 
initiative and that could be a great development experience for my 
individual learning. 

Farouk (pseudonym) told that fortunately, my lecturer uploaded 
a voice recorder to help us understand some theories of text type. 
It made me understand better about the grammatical features of 
procedure text and context of the text.

ESY (pseudonym) wrote that:

When I was learning about extensive reading this semester, I got 
new knowledge about multimodal text that I accessed it every day 
in social media. This topic of multimodal text opened my mind that 
reading was not just read a long text, but it could be a mixed text 
within audio and pictures. I loved the way my lecturer taught me 
during pandemic by guiding us in virtual group discussion. I learned 
that a good teamwork was the key to success in virtual learning when 
time and resources were limited. As everyone had their own point 
of view, many different ideas could be produced, and I found that 
the energy of group participation made me feel more energetic in 
analysing the structure and language features of a text. I discovered 
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that even the simplest text has its own meaning that the author try 
to share information to the reader and this social purpose of the text 
make it different with another text. With WhatsApp, Edmodo and 
Zoom meeting, we could keep in touch one another like a face-to-
face classroom. I learned that every design of graphic organiser of a 
multimodal text has its weaknesses and strengths and working with a 
group could help discover what they were and I could prepare myself 
to work individually. We challenged each other’s preconceptions 
about what would and would not work during virtual and online 
guiding from my lecturer. We could also see the reality of the way 
changing design learning in reading multimodal text by using reading 
log and graphic organiser that actually affected our performance and 
understanding the structure and meaning of the texts.

According to Kumaradivelu (2003), autonomy does not imply complete 
independence or being alone during the learning process. In contrast, 
autonomy is dependent on the teacher scaffolding students’ critical thinking, 
decision-making, and independent action from the beginning. A learner 
with autonomy can determine their own self-learning processes, including 
what, how, and why they learn something. This signifies that students are 
accountable for their own learning, develop self-control and discipline, 
actively and consciously monitor and examine the use of methods to attain 
learning goals, and explore their own capability by addressing limitations 
and deficiencies and finding solutions. In this way, using technology like 
WhatsApp, Edmodo, and Zoom meetings lets students plan their own ways 
to learn the target language and go above and beyond what their teachers tell 
them to do (Allford & Pachler, 2007).

Additionally, Schunk and Zimmerman (1998) contended that when students 
become more efficient at self-regulating their learning over time, these actions 
appear to be an expression of autonomy. The change in students’ autonomous 
learning could be particularly affected by the availability of the content and 
access to the learning activities in the Edmodo website. In other words, control 
over their learning resources reflects to the basis of students’ autonomy not 
only attempting to do it but also actually managing it successfully. However, 
student attitudes to learning autonomously vary in terms of their cultural 
background and according to the personality of the individual. The stage of 
learner autonomy of any student will always be at a certain point along a 
continuum. By asking learners to explore the resources available to them in the 
Edmodo website, as well as encouraging them to take responsibility for their 
own learning, the authors set the students on the path to full independence. 
With this in mind, students probably could not stop learning and start the 
activities without the teacher’s teaching and asking questions for clarification 
when in doubt. In addition, Villamizar and Mejía (2019) contend that self-
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autonomy assists students in taking responsibility for their own progress. For 
this reason, students become more aware of how language works, respond 
better towards the content of multimodal texts, set clear goals to understand 
the social purpose of multimodal text types, grammatical features of the 
multimodal texts being studied, and adopt the use of strategies and resources 
available in order to optimise their strengths and manage their weaknesses. As 
a result, the authors confirm that learning multimodal reading tasks through 
virtual classrooms greatly influenced learners’ autonomy compared to face-
to-face classroom pedagogy.

FETs’ reflection towards multimodal reading tasks using 
graphic organisers

This section highlights three main points. Firstly, the challenges of the use 
of graphic organiser for FETs. Secondly, the implication of using a graphic 
organiser for EFL classroom. Based on FETs’ experiences expressed in their 
reflective journal, there are three challenges in using the graphic organiser in 
their online learning process. Firstly, 60% of students agreed that in creating 
graphic organisers during online learning, they needed strong internet 
connection to access the https://app.creately.com (Figure 4). Secondly, 40% of 
students were not highly familiar with graphic organisers. They had never 
created the graphic organiser for reading activity; therefore, they had to 
struggle in creating it. Thirdly, FETs had some misunderstandings about the 
instruction given by the lecturer during online learning. Therefore, the lecturer 
made some backup instructions to arrange the FETs’ graphic organiser by 
online scaffolding individually. The individual online scaffolding helped 
them in accomplishing their graphic organisers properly. However, due to 
serving 25 students, the individual online scaffolding was time consuming.

GOs are graphic displays that make information simpler to comprehend and 
remember (Dye, 2000). It provides an organised, comprehensive portrayal 
of facts and ideas and their interrelationships. The use of GOs has been 
established in the sciences, social studies, language arts, and mathematics 
through research-based classroom applications. According to Coburn (2003), 
visual organisers are diagrams that depict the links between facts, ideas, and 
concepts. They are available in numerous formats, including flowcharts, 
webs, concept maps, and matrices. They are not organised in a linear style 
according to a sequence, as is the case with traditional outlines; rather, they 
reveal relationships through a visual structure that is linked and ordered 
by a conceptual framework. The teacher believes that by completing these 
assignments, FETs may use English as a means of refining their academic 
language (Yanto & Kusrin, 2020). 
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The following is the sample of FETs’ graphic organiser journal in multimodal 
reading text. Kurt (pseudonym) wrote that the graphic organiser helped him 
summarise his reading using charts and pictures. At the first time, this task 
challenged him a lot. The lecturer gave him a COVID-19 topic to navigate his 
multimodal reading in BBC Learning English YouTube channel. He chosen 
the sub-topic about “COVID-19: A New Era for Cyclists?” (Figure 5). He 
wrote several information in the reading log (Figure 6). He had to complete 
his reading log to arrange his graphic organiser. When making the graphic 
organiser he got some challenges in putting the information inside the charts. 
Although the lecturer gave him clear instruction in making the graphic 
organiser, he needed individual scaffolding from the lecturer. After getting 
individual scaffolding, he could accomplish his graphic organiser thoroughly 
(Figure 7).

Figure 4 An example of graphic organiser online application

Figure 5 An example of multimodal reading text
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Figure 6 An example of reading log

Summary of findings and implications

This chapter has presented the FETs’ reflection towards multimodal reading 
tasks through virtual digital platform learning. The context of our study was 
higher education, particularly future English teachers’ education programme 
during the pandemic of COVID-19 but the findings could be implemented 
in the general context of digital-driven learning. All the participants went 
through five-step learning activities such as knowledge-building, text 
deconstruction, joint-text construction, independent-text construction, 
and review and assessment to focus on making explicit and direct links 
between past learning related to the students’ schemata and new concepts, 
comprehensible input to consider adjusting teacher modelling multimodal 
reading to enhance comprehension, practice and  application and review and 
assessment to assess students’ learning and provided feedback to students on 
their output. 

FETs were benefited from this digital platform such as the availability of myriad 
online sources which they could access at their flexible and convenience time. 
More importantly, autonomy, agency, engagement, confidence, skill set, and 
the ability to collaborate through online discussion are significant experiences 
during the multimodal reading tasks. Furthermore, three implications can be 
drawn in terms of making graphic organiser in FETs’ online learning. Firstly, 
GOs (Figure 7) helps FETs improve their participation and communication 
skills in multimodal reading texts. By engaging in creating a graphic organiser, 
FETs get their understanding of the text, as well as receiving guided practice 
both in how to complete graphic organisers and how to use them to increase 
comprehension (Smith, 2010).
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Figure 7 An example of graphic organiser

Secondly, GOs make the FETs more confidence in delivering their opinion 
about the topics discussed. GOs depict the discourse structure by representing 
the interrelationship among ideas and patterns of the text (Jiang, 2012). With 
this in mind, GOs play an important role in representing the text structure 
from a mere text to content suitable for discussion in classroom instructions 
(Jiang, 2012). In synchronous meeting using Zoom, the lecturer asked her 
students to show their graphic organisers by presenting their argument based 
on online discussion. For passive students, the prior knowledge will be useful 
for them because they have preparation in delivering their own opinion in 
their graphic organisers. Therefore, the FETs feel confidence when their 
lecturer asked them about the reading text that had been read before. 

The last implication of using GOs in multimodal reading text is that it increases 
the student’s creativity in reading activities. The use of GOs helps the teachers 
in engaging the students with the reading comprehension passage by using 
reading log. The FETs find it more interesting to work on a GOs and fill them 
with information collected from the reading log. Thus, Creating GOs makes 
it a task-oriented session. When lecturer demonstrated GOs as a summary of 
reading tasks, it indirectly motivates the FETs in creating their own GOs for 
the passages they read and comprehend. This improves FETs’ creativity in 
reading class.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, this study suggests that language lecturers or teachers should 
exploit the usability of GOs to enhance their navigating, viewing, and critical 
thinking skills in future OTL even in the post-pandemic era based on the 
following reasonings: (1) GOs help foster autonomous learners, (2) GOs can be 
easily scaffolded by various digital tools or platforms such as smartphone or 
computer and internet connection. Considering the fact that OTL will become 
a norm in the near future, language teachers should consider LMS and social 
networking system as learning media to improve students’ productive and 
receptive language skills.

There are several limitations in this study. The authors employed the narrative 
case study approach to acknowledge FETs’ reflexivity as a main instrument. 
The use of data sources was for gathering, interpreting, and re-presenting 
the ‘data’ (i.e., stories of FETs’ lived experience with their engagement of 
online classroom learning activities), and views knowledge and knower as 
interdependent and embedded within history, context, culture, language, 
experience, and understandings (Etherington, 2004). The accuracy of this 
research design strongly relies on FETs’ ability to track their thought process 
and report their experience with multimodal reading task activities. Moreover, 
the study does not provide statistical representation but only collects data 
solely from FETs’ perspectives, hence the interpretation may suffer from 
subjectivity or bias over time. Another limitation is that the study focused on 
specific course context which occurred in the one of the English Education 
programmes in Indonesia.

To gain more comprehensive evidence of multimodal reading tasks on 
virtual learning platforms, future studies may focus on different populations 
and different proficiency levels, for instance, second to fourth year FETs 
at an advanced proficiency level. It is also suggested that future research 
may conduct longitudinal studies on the topic as a response to the call for 
minimising small-scale studies which may not help move the research 
forward. 
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Introduction 

Oral or speaking ability has always been important in the 
English learning sphere; as the level of mastery directly 
influences students’ future undertakings (Jalleh et al., 2021). 
A good command of the English language prepares students 
to keep pace with the rapid growth of global knowledge 
and compete in the labour market (Selvaratnam, 2019). 
Granted, the mastery of the oral skills is not easily achieved 
and may take years of formal and informal instructions 
for one to qualify as a proficient speaker; hence, reports 
on graduates’ poor command of English are not unheard 
of. Some of the most common problems faced by students 
in the non-English speaking countries are insufficient 
authentic opportunities to practice skills, language learning 
anxiety, and oral communication apprehension (Jalleh  
et al., 2021; Martin & Alvarez Valdivia, 2017; Sun et al., 
2017); which makes it difficult for them to even “string a 
sentence together in English” (Selvaratnam, 2019, p. 17). 

As difficult it is to master the skill, the assessment of the 
oral communicative ability is equally hard, intricate, 
and challenging (Namaziandost & Ahmadi, 2019). The 
evaluation of speaking skills is subjective, involving 
many components of oral ability, pronunciation, fluency, 
vocabulary, grammar, interactional competence, descriptive 
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skill, and presentation delivery skill (Ockey et al., 2015). The challenges 
become even more pronounced as the COVID-19 pandemic redefines and 
transforms education into a fully online episode, hence, calls for all teaching 
and learning activities and assessments to be carried out as such. 

The novelty of technology integration in education lies in the constant renewal 
and adaptation of tools and teaching strategies; whose selection depends on 
the latest global advancement. Universities worldwide have been encouraged 
to include blended or flipped learning environment as it is believed that 
this approach improves students’ course grades, completion rates, student 
enrolment to teacher ratio, and the teaching of academic writings, at minimum 
cost (Ahmad Khiri et al., 2021; Xu et al., 2020). However, the drastic conversion 
to fully online environment due to the pandemic was taxing on teachers and 
students. Teachers have to redesign their pedagogy almost overnight, and 
brush up on their digital skills, while students have to adapt quickly to the 
new norm of online learning and overcome issues of limited connectivity, 
non-conducive learning environment and financial constraints (Octaberlina & 
Muslimin, 2020; Vandeyar, 2020). 

Reflecting on the circumstance, Malaysia hits a record high of more than 
13,000 COVID-19 cases on 15 July 2021. This number surpasses the Ministry of 
Health Malaysia’s earlier estimation that without proper standard operating 
procedures, the case count could reach up to 10,000 per day (Arifin, 2021). 
This circumstance interminably instructs academic institutions to suspend 
their face-to-face meetings and resume with online learning; hence, calls for 
teachers and students’ revitalisation of motivation, readiness, and strategies 
for virtual navigation and assessments; as the new normal seems to be staying 
a while (Mohd Omar et al., 2020). This study, therefore, aims to identify 
university students’ perceptions towards the implementation of online 
speaking assessments during the critical period of COVID-19. It focuses 
specifically on an English proficiency course, taken by the first semester/
year undergraduate students at an East Malaysian university. Utilising 
questionnaire, a series of questions on students’ perceptions towards the 
assessments of speaking skills via online was distributed to students who 
enrolled in this course during Semester 1, Academic Session 2020/2021. The 
questionnaire items were adopted from different questionnaires as well as 
those that were self-developed. 
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An Overview of Speaking Assessment

“Oral assessment refers to any assessments of student learning that is 
conducted by the spoken word” (Joughin, 2010, p. 3). In Malaysian universities, 
oral communicative ability or speaking skills are commonly presented as 
a formative assessment in many English language classrooms. The marks 
gathered from the speaking task will be deliberated and added to the scores 
of their summative evaluation. The cumulative marks will then make the 
students’ final grades. In traditional and blended learning classrooms, 
speaking assessment is often conducted face-to-face as lecturers and students 
get to interact directly, ensuring a smooth, uninterrupted process. 

The COVID-19 crisis has forced all learning assessments to be conducted 
online, adding the challenges to both lecturers and students to adapt into 
fully online learning environment. Not only that they need to adapt with 
highly developed technology, but there is also no consensus on whether 
online platforms can be used effectively in both types of evaluation due to 
strengths and weaknesses of online medium (Singh & Thambusamy, 2016). 
This is apt as language learning involves both personal and interpersonal 
undertakings; and students may well develop their skills by socially and 
actively communicating and constructing their knowledge via a medium of 
technological tool (Huang, T. K., 2015). Much like the traditional assessment, 
online evaluation still adheres “to the principles of validity, reliability, and 
fairness” and take into consideration “issues of accessibility and legality, 
identity security and academic integrity” (Akimov & Malin, 2020, p. 1205). 
Lecturers must choose and re-design scoring techniques for speaking tasks, be 
it in the holistic or analytic format (Namaziandost & Ahmadi, 2019), to reduce 
biasness; and students must be made aware of this. In academic institutions, 
however, oral examination as an online assessment is underutilised, both pre- 
and during the pandemic, which resulted in practically non-existent literature 
discussing this topic (Akimov & Malin, 2020). 

The feasibility of online speaking assessment does not indicate easier 
implementation, as lecturers and students have to make allowances for a 
number of concerns. Mohd Yusuf and Ahmad (2020) identified possible 
obstacles that might hinder effective online sessions including – the lack of 
students’ focus during and non-attendance to online session, insufficient 
materials and resources for students, unsatisfactory platform or medium of 
learning, teachers, and students’ poor internet access. Furthermore, students’ 
oral communication anxiety and apprehension (Jalleh et al., 2021; Martin & 
Alvarez Valdivia, 2017) are common issues in language classrooms that may 
be intensified due to the lack of physical comfort and encouragement from 
lecturers and peers. 
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Since students are at the receiving end of this online learning deal, this study, 
therefore, wishes to highlight their perceptions and experiences of online 
speaking assessments in the time of the pandemic; and simultaneously adds 
to the body of literature on oral communication skills as an online assessment 
in higher education settings. The lack of online oral communication studies 
(Akimov & Malin, 2020) in English language classes also contributed to 
the undertaking of this study. The subsequent sections present existing 
literature on speaking assessments, and past studies on speaking anxiety 
faced by students during oral assessments. Utilising questionnaire, the 
authors disseminate a series of questions on students’ perceptions towards 
the assessments of speaking skills via online, with the items adopted from 
different questionnaires as well as those that are self-developed.  

In language classrooms, oral communicative assessment is a frequent 
measure of students’ ability for contextual verbal articulation. The speaking 
tasks observed in the English language classrooms often come in the forms 
of presentation, discussion, interrogations, public speaking, and sometimes, 
conversation (Jalleh et al., 2021; Joughin, 2010). From a study of 286 peer-
reviewed articles on computer-mediated assessment tools and strategies for 
language proficiency courses, Bahari (2021) found that teachers and students 
used Web 2.0 most frequently as the online medium for teaching and learning 
activities; which substantiates recent research that utilised social media tools 
such as WhatsApp to improve L2 speaking ability (Sherine et al., 2020). 

Bahari (2021) further discovered that assessment tools and strategies 
addressing the dynamicity and non-linearity of individual-test-taker 
differences via adaptive, interactive, and dynamic approaches were on the 
rise, which projects future approaches to assessment. This finding is not 
unexpected, as in the last 10 years, research centralising the personalisation 
and individualisation of online medium have taken precedence. For example, 
in a small-scale study, Rodrigues and Vethamani (2015) asserted that online 
learning approach encourages learners to practice their oral conversations in 
an individualised learning environment at their own pace and time; which 
alleviates the number one challenge in L2 learning, i.e., restricted authentic 
opportunities to practice skills (Jalleh et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2017).

Bahari (2021) further cautioned that there is an inconsistency and deficiency 
of pencil-and-paper duplicates adopted onto computer-assisted assessment 
environment. Indeed, this is a fundamental issue that must be discussed and 
deliberated by educators and policymakers. Ultimately, an assessment must 
measure learning outcomes (Akimov & Malin, 2020), and is dependent on the 
nature of a course. However, a fundamental question is – do we retain and 
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transfer pencil-and-paper format assessment onto learning environment, or 
do we modify existing assessment techniques to reflect the nature of online 
pedagogy, and signal the removal of face-to-face interaction and observation 
in the classrooms? (Akimov & Malin, 2020). The format of an oral assessment 
in online settings will largely be retained as lecturers usually examine 
students contextualised verbal output based on pre-set criteria. Conveniently, 
this evaluation process may be supported by many synchronous online tools 
(Akimov & Malin, 2020) such as Skype, Webex, Zoom, Google Meet, and 
Microsoft Team. Using this format, students’ oral production is appraised in 
real-time. On the other hand, online environment also allows for asynchronous 
assessment where students’ verbal output may be recorded and sent to the 
lecturers to be reviewed at a different time. While this may reduce the burden 
of technological, emotional, and time-constraint (Rodrigues & Vethamani, 
2015), it may not well capture the authenticity of students’ ability, as it may 
be re-recorded and edited to showcase the best version of a verbal output. 
Bahari (2021) therefore, saw a need for the development of integrated skills 
assessment tools and affordances, supported by the latest technology. 

Previous Studies on Speaking Assessments

Previous studies on online oral evaluation pre-pandemic were presented first, 
followed by current studies elaborating challenges in the implementation of 
online speaking assessments in time of the COVID-19 crisis.  

Much like the face-to-face setting, oral assessment in language classrooms 
indicates positive outcomes. Comparing between structured and semi-
structured flipped learning approach, Amiryousefi (2019) reported 
improved Iranian English as a foreign language (EFL) students’ English 
speaking and listening skills, and enhanced engagement with materials and 
activities outside class. In line with this, the usage of WhatsApp as a Web 
2.0 tool showed a significant difference in the Indian undergraduates English 
speaking skills with enhanced fluency and coherence, grammatical range and 
accuracy, lexical choice, and pronunciation (Sherine et al., 2020). Likewise, the 
participants of the English Proficiency in Conversation (EPiC) online learning 
programmes outperformed their peers in the non-EPiC group by showing 
improvement in speaking grades, vocabulary and listening skills; and reported 
greater language proficiency and stronger self-confidence in the development 
of speaking ability (Rodrigues & Vethamani, 2015). Huang, H. C. (2015) found 
that speaking fundamentally involves personal and interpersonal aspects, 
thus, it comes as no surprise that a group of Iranian students experienced 
improved speaking ability via social and affective strategies on Moodle 
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course management (Abbasi et al., 2021); which, highlights the potential of 
online tools in supporting students’ active communication in the process of 
knowledge construction (Huang, H. C., 2015).

Treading on the synchronous affordances of Skype, Ockey et al. (2019) measured 
the effectiveness of computer video-mediated technology in assigning four 
remote assessment oral tasks. The findings from Ockey et al.’s (2019) resonated 
with that of Rodrigues and Vethamani’s (2015) and Mohd Yusuf and Ahmad’s 
(2020) that the feasibility of online oral assessment is highly dependent on 
the stability of students and lecturers’ internet connection. The variation of 
internet stability varied considerably in their study, where the participants in 
the US experienced very few technical disruptions, while the participants in 
China encountered very frequent interferences (Ockey et al., 2019). In terms 
of oral assessment tasks, the participants in Ockey et al. (2019) believed that 
the tasks assigned to them represented interactive speaking activities often 
encountered on daily basis, hence provided them with practice opportunities 
that are often limited in L2 learning context (Jalleh et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2017). 
The tasks assigned were giving short responses to questions, summarising a 
proposal, defending a position in a group discussion, and giving a prepared 
presentation and responding to questions from other participants. These 
tasks resemble those commonly found in language classrooms underlined 
by Jalleh et al. (2021) and Joughin (2010); which are presentation discussion, 
interrogations, public speaking, and conversation. Ockey et al. (2019) 
therefore, concluded that computer video-mediated environment may 
effectively afford oral assessment when technology cooperates, which may 
be made more individualised, personalised, non-linear, and more dynamic 
(Bahari, 2021; Rodrigues & Vethamani, 2015).

Studies on online speaking assessment in time of crisis are rather scarce and 
many of them are based on Indonesian context. The studies were conducted 
in university and school environments and gathered mixed results of 
students’ experience and methods of online oral assessments. For instance, a 
group of university students who used videoconferencing for a live interview 
online assessment experienced a heightened anxiety, which resulted in a 
negative perception of the activity (Nova, 2020). Other challenges included 
poor internet signals, slow running devices and unsupportive environment 
at home that interrupted their speaking ability and focus, hence contributed 
to poor performance during the assessment (Nova, 2020). In relation to this, 
a study by Diana (2021) on students’ experience preparing a pre-recorded 
English video showed that a majority of them committed pronunciation 
errors on common words such as ‘English’, ‘knowledge’, and ‘entrepreneur’. 
This difficulty was not only due to the influence of their mother tongue but 
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also, presumably, to the absence of the instructors during the preparation 
processes. In terms of content and vocabularies, many students were found to 
be making minimal grammatical errors and utilised similar vocabularies since 
the texts were heavily referenced from the internet. The result thus, suggested 
that the assessment and students’ performance were disconnected, as students 
failed to achieve independence, competency, and target fluency (Diana, 2021).

On the contrary, there were also some success stories from several research 
in relation to online speaking assessments in Indonesian setting. A study by 
Kusumawati (2020) on online speaking assessments for English for specific 
purposes course at a high school in Indonesia reported positive perceptions 
among the students. The author claimed that public speaking was comparable 
to physical public speaking assessment that were conducted pre-pandemic. 
Following Gagne’s Nine Events of Instruction, students were briefed on the 
task and learning objectives, underwent pronunciation drilling processes, 
and consulted their instructors about their work progress before uploading 
the finalised presentation to the specified platform (Kusumawati, 2020). 
These findings substantiate Mohd Omar et al.’s (2020) conclusion that timely 
feedback on assessments and constant academic engagement greatly support 
students’ online academic endeavours. On top of that, the synchronous and 
asynchronous environments afforded by virtual platforms smoothly assist the 
transition of assessments that were previously conducted physically.

In the same vein, Purnawarman and Darajati (2020) examined teaching 
approaches used by educators in realising authentic speaking assessment 
via online platforms for an international standard English course during the 
pandemic. The teachers were observed on how they planned, implemented, 
and provided feedback to students prior to being interviewed. The teachers 
had to firstly transform the physical, authentic speaking assessments to 
their online equivalence and revised the grading rubric in ensuring accurate 
evaluation of the students’ performance. Some assessment activities included 
discussions of videos, assessment on students’ attitudes during class, 
online interview, and production of pre-recorded videos. After students’ 
presentations, feedback was given via video conference and online messages. 
Though successfully executed, the study outlined several measures to further 
improve students’ learning experience that included the use of effective 
technology as learning tools, and system of support for teachers to overcome 
potential issues in online learning (Purnawarman & Darajati, 2020).

Undeniably, an extent of studies on online speaking assessments have been 
conducted during the global health crisis to sustain educational process. These 
studies however, provided mixed findings and did not place much emphasis 
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on students’ view of their experience. The current study, therefore, fills in 
this gap by examining Malaysian university students’ perceptions of online 
speaking assessments for an English proficiency course during the critical 
period of the pandemic. This study hopes to add to the body of literature on 
the subject, and importantly, suggests alternative speaking tasks or activities 
that are more suitable to enhance students’ creativity and independence when 
executing online speaking assessments. 

Speaking Assessment Anxiety

It is not a surprise that oral assessments cause major anxiety and stress for 
students (Nash et al., 2016); in fact, research on foreign language anxiety that 
mostly included writing and speaking skills have been carried out steadily 
by scholars worldwide. Test anxiety, which is one of the three components 
of foreign language anxiety, refers to the conscious or unconscious fear or 
unpleasant experience that a learner holds in relation to failing a language 
related test (Horwitz et al., 1986).

In relation to online oral assessment, Martin and Alvarez Valdivia (2017) 
carried out a study on Spanish undergraduates’ anxiety and corrective 
feedback for oral synchronous communication task. One of the most 
promising aspects of online oral assessment and communication is the 
provision of direct, immediate feedback for students’ language productions 
by teachers and friends. Rodrigues and Vethamani (2015) saw this as an 
opportunity especially when communication happens between native (NS) 
and non-native (NNS) speakers. However, feedback may also cause anxiety 
to students who might feel embarrassed over their limited linguistic ability or 
poor verbal performance. The high-level anxiety group of students in Martin 
and Alvarez Valdivia’s (2017) study viewed teachers’ feedback as the most 
valuable, compared to the lower-level anxiety group. The high-level anxiety 
group also showed preference for recast (teacher’s repetition of student’s 
utterance in the correct form without pointing at errors) and metalinguistic 
(hint or clue given by teacher without specifically pointing out errors) forms 
of feedback – which indicated students’ low confident level in their English 
ability and not wanting people to know that they have made specific mistakes. 

The finding by Martin and Alvarez Valdivia’s (2017) can be viewed together 
with that of Nash et al.’s (2016) that elicited students’ perceptions of their 
emotions and experience after engaging in public speaking exercises 
(desensitisation) and assessment task among the first-year Australian 
university students. It was reported that the students experienced increased 
satisfaction and decreased fear, indecision, and confusion; in contradiction, 
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their perceptions of their confidence to control nerves, maintain eye contact, 
use gestures, and comfortably speak in front of a small audience were reduced. 
This was unexpected and left unexplained by Nash et al. (2016); but the result 
establishes students’ innate speaking anxiety which interferes at the sub-
conscious level. For example, the comparison between NS and NNS young 
speakers of English showed a clear distinction in performance and speech 
production (Lee & Winke, 2018). The NS looked more at content features 
of onscreen pictures to build up speech, while the NNS were fixated longer 
and looked more frequently at the countdown timer which co-occurred with 
hesitation phenomena like hemming, pausing, and silence (Lee & Winke, 
2018) – an indication of restlessness or anxiousness. Jalleh et al.’s (2021) 
findings both supported and opposed Nash et al.’s (2016) observation. Jalleh 
et al. (2021) underlined four L2 speaking tasks of group discussions, meetings, 
conversation, and public speaking for a group of Japanese EFL students; 
and found that they were most apprehensive during group discussions 
and conversations, instead of presentations and public speaking. This was 
attributed to the spontaneous nature of the former assessments, compared to 
the latter that come with a substantial period of preparation time.

Moving forward, the recommendations made by previous studies emphasised 
alignment of oral assessment tasks to learning outcomes and activities in 
minimising the emotional barriers students face (Nash et al., 2016). Likewise, 
Jalleh et al. (2021) suggested the creation of online environment that supports 
students’ conversations, questions and answers, and general practice of 
English language to increase their familiarity with spontaneous, more casual 
forms, that may help them perform better during evaluation. A study by 
Kusumawati (2020) in the time of COVID-19 crisis reported that students 
appeared to be more confident when presenting for online public speaking 
assignment when given guidance, support through practice, and feedback by 
instructors on their work progress. In Syafiq et al.’s case (2021), the support and 
feedback sessions were conducted synchronously, while the assessment was 
done asynchronously through the submission of pre-recorded presentations. 
It may be fair then to argue that the usage of online synchronous (Rodrigues 
& Vethamani, 2015) and asynchronous medium afforded by video apps and 
social media may boost students’ confidence and reduce speaking anxiety. 
The claim can be supported with by Syafiq et al. (2021) who reported YouTube 
videos as improving students’ fluency, vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, 
and content knowledge on topics assigned to them. As part of the assessment, 
students were asked to discuss the topics in groups. Based on the students’ 
performance, the study discovered that the students’ speaking abilities and 
motivations to learn in virtual environment were at optimum levels.
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Withal, several studies have highlighted that online platforms may also 
increase anxiety and thus, hamper one’s speaking abilities. Nova (2020) 
reported that videoconference presumably increased one’s anxiety during 
live interviews conducted as part of oral assessments in time of the pandemic. 
Although individuals were geographically dispersed, the synchronous 
interaction afforded by such platforms reflected real time communication and 
authentic speaking environment. Relatedly, though Archibald et al. (2019) did 
not study speaking in classroom contexts, he discovered that videoconference 
helped forge solidarity and good rapport between researchers and participants 
who met online for the first time. This was due to the presence of nonverbal 
cues that promoted and facilitated relaxed conversation.

In relation to our study, we are interested to investigate the first semester 
students’ perceptions on speaking anxiety in online environment, as well 
as their experience working on tasks assigned with ‘complete strangers’ 
(although some of them may be acquaintances) via online platforms. This 
study is supported by Horwitz et al.’s (1986) theory and to the best of our 
knowledge, far too little attention has been paid to this area of research, and 
therefore, this study aims to fill this gap. 

The Study

This study investigates the students’ perceptions towards online speaking 
assessment for English Proficiency II (EP II) course conducted in a local 
university in Malaysia. The research is quantitative in nature, whereby 
questionnaire was used to gather data. The questionnaire was distributed 
randomly to students who enrolled in this course during Semester 1, 
Academic Session 2020/2021 via Google form based on the list of provided by 
the university. These participants were the first to experience EP II in virtual 
classrooms.

The instrument used in the study consists of two sections A and B. Section 
A was used to elicit demographic information such as gender, faculty, and 
grades obtained. Section B, on the other hand, was designed to measure 
students’ perceptions towards the assessments of speaking skill via online. In 
order to ensure the objective of this study is met, items adopted from different 
questionnaires as well as those self-developed were used. The original version 
of the instrument consisted of 33 items covering 3 components.  However, after 
a pilot study was conducted 4 items had to be removed. After the removal of 
the items, the instrument appeared to have good internal consistency, α = .81.
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The whole process of data collection completed within three weeks. Initial 
distribution of the survey progressed slowly, resulting in insufficient 
responses. Consequently, a snowball sampling technique had to be used to 
reach the target population. As a result, a total of 182 responses were received. 
The data for this study were analysed descriptively using both percentages 
and mean (standard deviation). 

EP II is one of the compulsory university courses all degree students have to 
complete for graduation requirements. Prior to enrolling in EP II, students are 
required to take English Proficiency I (EP I) course. Nonetheless, EP I is a not 
prerequisite for EP II and these two courses are not unit sequence as they focus 
on different skills. While EP I focuses more on enhancing English language 
skills, EP II exposes students to professional English communication skills at 
workplace. Originally, EP II is offered in the second semester, however, due to 
the COVID-19 crisis, the university management instructed students to enrol 
for all university courses during the first semester. As a result, students are 
required to sit for EP I and EP II in tandem. Topics covered in EP II include 
communicating at workplace, memo writing, and managing meetings. All 
instructional activities were conducted online. 

EP II stresses on all language skills, which are speaking, listening, reading, 
and writing in workplace contexts. Assessment for this course is based on the 
following weightage: 

1.	 Speaking and listening (50%)

2.	 Reading (20%)

3.	 Writing (30%) 

Since the focus of this study is on speaking assessment, we will only elaborate 
on the assessments designed for the skill. There were two group tasks assigned 
to students. The first task was company presentation whereby students 
were required to work in a group of four to five and virtually establish an 
imaginary company. This was an asynchronous task, in which students record 
a presentation elaborating on the company background, vision and mission 
as well as the product(s) or service(s) offered. Videos with the duration of  
15–20 minutes were then submitted to specified locations and subsequently, 
they were made public and viewed by the class members by week 5. The 
second task was online mock meeting presentation. It was a synchronous type 
of assessment where students were assessed based on their live presentation. 
Within the same group, students performed a role play within 20–30 minutes; 
wearing hats into characters such as chief executive officer (CEO) or chief 
financial officer of their imaginary company. The context was a company 
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meeting and they were given flexibility in respect to the agenda and purpose 
of the meeting. The instructors acted as silent observers on the day of  
the assessment. 

Results

A majority of the respondents were female (79%) while the remaining were 
male students. They were enrolled in eight different faculties at the university. 
Many of them (60%) obtained grade A+, A or A- while 8% obtained D and 
below (D+, D, D-) in EP II. Respondents’ preference with regard to the 
assignment mode was also sought. An overwhelming number indicated to 
have preferred recorded task (51%). 

The findings on the general perception towards online speaking assessment 
(10 items) indicated that the level of agreement ranges from 52% to 77% 
(M = 3.55, SD = 0.95) to (M = 4.01, SD = 0.84). To be specific, the items that 
reported the highest level of agreement were item 1 (I was comfortable doing 
online speaking assignments), and item 4, (The online speaking assignments 
enhanced my ability to speak in English) at 77%. Meanwhile the items with the 
lowest endorsement from respondents were, ‘the online speaking assignments 
made me focus less on my mistake when speaking English’ (52%); and ‘the 
absence of the instructor and classmates physically made me less conscious 
when speaking English’ (56%).

The findings comparing the perceptions between two tasks – company 
presentation and mock meeting (11 items) show that the students’ opinions 
of the two tasks did not differ too much as both were evaluated in a similar 
manner. All items in both tasks indicated a high level of agreement with the 
statements, between 62% and 84% for company presentation; and 62% and 
86% for mock meeting. Item 5 (I dedicated a lot of time when completing the 
task) received the lowest agreement rate for both tasks at 62% each. 

The findings of the six items that examined students’ agreement towards the 
ease of conducting online discussions on the completion of group tasks for 
both assignments ranged from 40% (M = 3.28, SD = 1.00) to 86% (M = 4.26, SD = 
0.78), with a high agreement rate of many items (n = 4). The item that received 
the highest endorsement from the respondents was item 1 (We held regular 
online discussions to complete Mock Meeting and Company Presentation 
tasks) (86%). On the other hand, the only item that received a low agreement 
rate from the respondents was item 6 (The discussions went well without 
internet disruption) (40%).
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Discussion

Based on the findings highlighted in the above section, it is clear that when 
it comes to general perceptions towards online assessment practiced at the 
university, students reported having moderate level of agreement with 
the statements included in the survey. Though moderate, the results were 
encouraging as they were inclined towards the agreement scale. For many of 
the students, this was the first time they attempted a fully online semester of 
courses. Without much prior experience or exposure to online learning (when 
they were in secondary schools), they still showed some agility as they were 
able to adapt to the new learning environment well. The findings contradicted 
an earlier observation by Mohd Omar et al. (2020) who reported Malaysian 
students’ non-optimal level of readiness for fully online environment; but their 
findings on students’ needs for timely feedback and constant engagement 
lends support to the above result. These needs may be realised through the 
use of WhatsApp and Telegram Messenger among lecturers and students 
(Bahari, 2021). 

A majority of EP II instructors interacted with the students via a personal group 
in a preferred messaging platform, making interactions more convenient and 
allowing for timely feedback, thus keeping them connected during the life 
of the course. It is also worth pointing out that 84% of the students agreed 
that they were informed on how marks were awarded (for instance, for 
delivery and content), which suggested that the information about the course 
were promptly and sufficiently distributed. During the semester, students 
were given information in relation to the course in week 1 or week 2, via the 
official learning management system. With consistent support and adequate 
instructions given throughout the course (Kusumawati, 2020; Purnawarman & 
Darajati, 2020), it comes as no surprise that students’ perceptions on distance 
learning are positive.

Another finding with regard to speaking anxiety indicates that virtual 
speaking tasks did not necessarily reduce the nervousness associated with 
speaking as students reported a rather low agreement on items measuring 
this aspect. What this suggests is that speaking anxiety, although common 
among students (Nash et al., 2016; Martin & Alvarez Valdivia’s, 2017), neither 
influenced nor increased by the virtual platform used to speak. Comparable to 
Nova (2020), the participants in this study indicated that the implementation of 
online speaking assessments, both live and recorded did not have a significant 
effect towards their speaking anxiety. As indicated, 77% students claimed that 
they were given ample time to complete the tasks while 86% agreed that they 
had regular discussions to complete the tasks. The findings suggested that 
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students were satisfied with the duration given for them to complete the tasks, 
but most importantly, had ample time to rehearse with the group members in 
preparation for the real presentations. Through sufficient practice, students 
became more confident in their ability to deliver and therefore, may felt less 
anxious during the assessments. On the flip side, what may be presumably 
influence the findings on the anxiety level is the nature of tasks assigned on 
them. These tasks, although suitable to be conducted online, can be heavily 
scripted. This means that students could refer to the pre-prepared scripts while 
recording or doing live presentations. The observation hence suggested that 
students had the opportunities to refer to pre-written texts while presenting 
in both modes of online assessments. With scripts presented on screen and the 
absence of physical contact with instructors, students were neither worried 
nor anxious about their performance. One of the authors had the privileged to 
teach the course and the observation was true to some extent. 

The above finding is consistent with Akimov and Malin (2020, p. 3) who 
asserted that “one of the main challenges of online assessment revolves 
around the subject of academic integrity and the associated issues of identity 
security, plagiarism, unauthorised collaboration (collusion) and cheating”. 
Despite the fact that these problems also occur in the traditional learning 
environment, they are however, amplified in the online setting since the 
instructors do not physically see the students and their surroundings. 
Simultaneously, many characteristics of online technology too, enhance the 
opportunity and temptation for dishonest behaviour (Akimov & Malin, 
2020). In the case of our data, the modes of assessments and technologies 
affordances may not have effectively demonstrated students’ true potentials 
for oral proficiency since the assessments provided rehearsal opportunities 
for students to showcase the best version of a verbal output, as confirmed by 
Rodrigues and Vethamani (2015). While we agree that the assessments may 
have reduced their speaking anxiety levels (Jalleh et al., 2021) and gave them 
a sense of achievement which may elevate their level of motivation (Syafiq  
et al., 2021), it is of paramount importance for instructors to re-design speaking 
assessments that emphasis on communication strategies such as paraphrasing 
and circumlocution in digital video recordings, as they would typically do 
in face-to-face speaking assessments. Our data thus confirmed the argument 
that online oral assessment reduce authentic opportunities for students to 
showcase their communication skills (Rodrigues & Vethamani, 2015; Sun 
et al., 2017; Jalleh et al., 2021), and to a certain degree, failed to enhance L2 
students’ fluency (Diana, 2021).
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The earlier observation yielded similar results for the following findings. 
When respondents were asked to give their opinion on the two tasks they 
had to perform for the course, the students despite indicating their preference 
towards recorded task (mock meeting) to the live assessment (company 
presentation), did not favour any particular task. The two tasks were rated 
in exactly the same manner. This indicated that their preference towards 
recorded task did not influence their opinion towards the other task. Both tasks 
received high rate of agreement, which suggested that students were satisfied 
with both tasks they performed. The finding is expected, as the students 
were given ample opportunities to practice their speaking skills, hence did 
face major challenges with the nature of interactivity and spontaneity in 
speaking. On another note, we opine that the speaking assessments for EP 
II did not account for the contexts of the students’ wider life, whereby the 
tasks of business-related presentations about their imaginary companies are 
deemed unfit for first year undergraduates. Although these assessments may 
be considered as authentic learning that allows students to explore, discuss, 
and meaningfully construct relationships in real-world problems, the contexts 
of business presentations may not be highly relevant with the students’ direct 
experiences. The assessments require the students to play diverse business 
roles that range from executive-level titles such as CEO, also known as 
C-suite executives, to more operational roles like an administrative assistant 
or finance manager. Such roles are generally distant and isolated from their 
former and current experiences, hence making the learnt skill less purposeful 
and practical with the linguistic challenges and needs fundamental for their 
upcoming academic life. The assessments are possibly more appropriate for 
students who are reaching their final year of undergraduates’ studies, in 
which the practical benefits are more beneficial at the prospect for their career 
life milestone. This claim is supported by Sun et al. (2017), Ockey et al. (2019), 
and Jalleh et al. (2021) who noted that the tasks assigned to students should 
represent daily interactive speaking in order to provide genuine speaking 
opportunities that are often limited in L2 learning context. 

The present finding provides important implications for fostering L2 learners 
command of oral communication skills in an online environment. Consistent 
with the past literature (Jalleh et al., 2021; Akimov & Malin, 2020; Abbasi 
et al., 2021; Syafiq et al., 2021; Mohd Yusuf & Ahmad, 2020), the authors 
agree that online instructional speaking assessments in L2 online context 
should expose students to authentic language opportunities that assist in 
constructing concepts and contexts that are close to them, and best prepare 
students for their future professional life and contributes towards their 
personal development. Like traditional classrooms, online L2 instructional 
assessments too, should maximise students’ involvement, increases students’ 
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satisfaction, enhances students’ motivation to learn and decrease the feeling 
of isolation (Abbasi et al., 2021), without comprising the overall objectives of 
the instructional practices. With the COVID-19 pandemic that has sped up 
digital transformation and technologies by several years, it is thus a prime 
time for educators to rethink the way we teach and learn and to transform 
our assessment practices so that we can support more active and meaningful 
speaking online environment. As suggested by Bahari (2021), the use of Web 
2.0 technologies such as blogs, wikis, podcasting, social bookmarking, and 
social networking sites may be able to encourage speaking activities and 
assessments in a more innovative way.

As both tasks assigned for the course required students to perform them in 
groups, students were expected to have regular online discussions in the 
process of their completion. The respondents indicated to not having a lot 
of issues with the discussions as they managed to do that with ease. Despite 
the fact they were newly acquainted with each other (although some may be 
acquaintance or friends before enrolling for the course), they reported little 
challenges working with colleagues whom they met for the first time online. 
The findings too, showed that groupwork helped to foster relationships, just 
as they might face-to-face, and that online platforms were not the barrier for 
team productivity. The result partially supported the findings by Archibald 
et al. (2019), who asserted that videoconference could effectively help build 
relationships between researchers and participants during online interviews. 
Nonetheless, the previous result is inconclusive as studies related to the issue 
have been relatively scanty in online learning settings.

When asked about any other challenges that they faced for discussions, the 
students agreed that poor internet connection was the main problem that 
caused interruptions during discussions. This shows that although they 
allocated resources such as time and effort for discussions, their attempts 
were hampered by poor internet connectivity faced by some group members. 
Similarly, this was one of the major challenges that Rodrigues and Vethamani 
(2015), Mohd Yusuf and Ahmad (2020), and Nova (2020) highlighted in 
their studies. The issue is not surprising, in fact, is expected as up to now, 
many students worldwide are still experiencing limited internet access for 
online learning. This situation reminded us to the findings by Mohd Omar 
et al. (2020) who reported internet accessibility as one of the main concerns 
that Malaysian university students’ have prior embarking upon fully  
online learning.  
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Conclusion

Overall, this study found out that students’ perceptions towards online 
speaking assessment to be moderate, yet encouraging, as participants agreed 
that they were comfortable completing the given tasks online. Students also 
showed no specific preference towards asynchronous and synchronous 
modes of online oral assessments. What concerned them most was the issue of 
unreliable internet access. In actuality, it is one of the highest rated problems 
for many students worldwide, and despite the fact that the Malaysian 
government and non-governmental organisations have provided multiple 
online learning incentives, the result suggested that the support may not 
have reached the targeted populations, or presumably insufficient. With the 
pandemic that is barrelling into its second year, the study urges stakeholders 
to rigorously assess the impact of this issue and provide maximum support 
for students to better cope with the new normal in learning.

Another striking issue worth highlighting is the relations between virtual 
platform and speaking anxiety. In response to this situation, it is imperative for 
the instructors to adopt critical approaches when redesigning, implementing, 
and executing online speaking assessments in order to minimise the risks 
of plagiarism. It is also important to note that this study does not advocate 
the notion of increasing one’s speaking anxiety in virtual environment. Most 
importantly, we strongly believe that oral assessments can be more tailored 
towards enhancing students’ quality of work, fostering problem-solving and 
creativity skills, while simultaneously achieving the learning objectives set for 
speaking skills. That being said, the tasks for oral assessments (in this case, EP 
II course) may be improved by providing synchronous tasks that allow them to 
interact extemporaneously (with ample time to rehearse), without negotiating 
the aspects required when assessing students’ oral abilities. Suggestions to 
such tasks include debates, Q&A sessions, and presentation of case studies 
or one that is based on their personal experience within the context of the 
course. The long-term implications of this study will greatly impact students 
whose speaking skills are honed and developed with right assessments in line 
with the features of asynchronous and synchronous modes of online learning. 
In a longer run perhaps, this is the best time for educators and students to 
create networks of online communication with native speakers from all over 
the globe in exposing students to the wider context of English language use, 
looking at how speaking skills were taught and assessed in online modes.

At this rate, there is no guarantee that the pandemic will end in the nearest 
time, and the possibility of following waves makes it especially urgent for 
us to reflect on teaching experience gained during the initial period the 
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pandemic. Not only we are able to evaluate existing assessment techniques 
to suit the nature of online pedagogy, but we too should also make some 
important distinctions between suitable and less suitable online speaking 
assessments, strengthen good assessment practices and overcome its 
pitfalls to better construct pedagogically appropriate speaking assessments 
especially for competency- based online course like EP II. Fundamentally, 
the course and task that we designed for our students must be related, 
situated and appropriate for real-world practices so that they can see the 
practical implications of the exercise. We hope that this study has given new 
ideas to language educators and practitioners in executing online speaking 
assessments, while at the same time taking into considerations the limitations 
and difficulties faced by students. It is important to realise that besides 
internet connectivity issue, many students have relatively adapted to the 
demands of online learning environment after going through it for a year. This 
should not make us educators complacent, but to strive further in designing 
and creating more novel, creative, and effective strategies in facilitating 
online speaking assessments. Clearly, more research is necessary to better 
understand the various tasks conducted for online speaking assessments, and 
we would like to encourage future research to pay more attention to the issue 
in online speaking assessments, where concerns such as suitability of tasks in 
asynchronous and synchronous modes is particularly visible. 

References

Abbasi, S., Chalak, A., & Tabrizi, H. H. (2021). Impact of Online Strategies-based 
Instruction on Iranian Advanced EFL Learners’ Speaking Scores. International 
Journal of Foreign Language Teaching & Research, 9(36), 21–37.

Ahmad Khiri, M. J., Ali, M. F., & Saini, N. (2021). Adapting to online blended learning 
for the teaching of American Psychology Association (APA) during Covid 19 
pandemic: A case study of undergraduates at a public university. International 
Social Science and Humanities Journal, 4(1), 98–112.

Akimov, A., & Malin, M. (2020). When old becomes new: A case study of oral 
examination as an online assessment tool. Assessment and Evaluation in Higher 
Education, 45(8), 1205–1221. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2020.1730301

Amiryousefi, M. (2019). The incorporation of flipped learning into conventional 
classes to enhance EFL learners’ L2 speaking, L2 listening, and engagement. 
Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching, 13(2), 147–161. https://doi.org/10.1
080/17501229.2017.1394307

Archibald, M. M., Ambagtsheer, R. C., Casey, M. G., & Lawless, M. (2019). Using Zoom 
video conferencing for qualitative data collection: Perceptions and experiences 
of researchers and participants. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 18, 
1–8. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919874596

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Nor Azikin et al.

66

Arifin, L. (2021, May 5). Tidak mustahil kes COVID-19 cecah 10,000 lepas raya. Berita 
Harian Online, 6. https://www.bharian.com.my/berita/nasional/2021/05/814135/
tidak-mustahil-kes-covid-19-cecah-10000-lepas-raya

Bahari, A. (2021). Computer-assisted language proficiency assessment tools and 
strategies. Open Learning, 36(1), 61–87. https://doi.org/10.1080/02680513.2020.17
26738

Diana, L. (2021). Problems faced in speaking assessment during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Study case of Universitas Pembangunan Nasional Veteran Jawa 
Timur. Jurnal Ilmu Sosial dan Pendidikan, 5(1), 447–451.

Horwitz, E. K., Horwitz, M. B., & Cope, J. (1986). Foreign language classroom anxiety. 
The Modern Language Journal, 70(2), 125–132. https://doi.org/10.2307/327317 

Huang, H. C. (2015). From web-based readers to voice bloggers: EFL learners’ 
perspectives. Computer Assisted Language Learning, 28(2), 145–170. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/09588221.2013.803983

Huang, T. K. (2015). Exploring the antecedents of screenshot-based interactions in the 
context of advanced computer software learning. Computers and Education, 80, 
95–107. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2014.08.011

Jalleh, C. M., Mahfoodh, O. H. A., & Singh, M. K. M. (2021). Oral communication 
apprehension among Japanese EFL international students in a language 
immersion program in Malaysia. International Journal of Instruction, 14(2), 155–
178. https://doi.org/10.29333/iji.2021.14210a

Joughin, G. (2010). A short guide to oral assessment. A Short Guide to Oral Assessment, 
January 2010, 1–23.

Kusumawati, A. J. (2020). Redesigning face-to-face into online learning for speaking 
competence during covid-19: ESP for higher education in Indonesia. International 
Journal of Language Education, 4(2), 276–288. https://doi.org/10.26858/ijole 
.v4i2.14745

Lee, S., & Winke, P. (2018). Young learners’ response processes when taking 
computerized tasks for speaking assessment. Language Testing, 35(2), 239–269. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265532217704009

Martin, S., & Alvarez Valdivia, I. M. (2017). Students’ feedback beliefs and anxiety in 
online foreign language oral tasks. International Journal of Educational Technology 
in Higher Education, 14(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-017-0056-z

Mohd Omar, N. A., Jusoh, Z., & Adi Kasuma, S. A. (2020). Malaysian university 
undergraduates’ perceptions towards comprehensive online instructions 
amidst COVID-19. Universal Journal of Educational Research, 8(12), 7131–7140. 
https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2020.081280

Mohd Yusuf, B. N., & Ahmad, J. (2020). Are we prepared enough? A case study of 
challenges in online learning in a private higher learning institution during the 
COVID-19 Outbreaks. Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal, 7(5), 205–212. 
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.75.8211

Namaziandost, E., & Ahmadi, S. (2019). The assessment of oral proficiency through 
holistic and analytic techniques of scoring: A comparative study. Applied 
Linguistics Research Journal, 3(2), 70–82. https://doi.org/10.14744/alrj.2019.83792

Nash, G., Crimmins, G., & Oprescu, F. (2016). If first-year students are afraid of public 
speaking assessments what can teachers do to alleviate such anxiety? Assessment 
and Evaluation in Higher Education, 41(4), 586–600. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602
938.2015.1032212

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Implementation of online speaking assessments

67

Nova, M. (2020). Videoconferencing for speaking assessment medium: Alternative 
or drawback? premise. Journal of English Education and Applied Linguistics, 9(2), 
11–128. https://doi.org/10.24127/Pj.V9i2.3068

Ockey, G. J., Koyama, D., Setoguchi, E., & Sun, A. (2015). The extent to which TOEFL 
iBT speaking scores are associated with performance on oral language tasks 
and oral ability components for Japanese university students. Language Testing, 
32(1), 39–62. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265532214538014

Ockey, G. J., Timpe-Laughlin, V., Davis, L., & Gu, L. (2019). Exploring the potential of 
a video-mediated interactive speaking assessment. ETS Research Report Series, 
2019(1), 1–29. https://doi.org/10.1002/ets2.12240

Octaberlina, L. R., & Muslimin, A. I. (2020). EFL students perspective towards online 
learning barriers and alternatives using moodle/google classroom during 
Covid-19 pandemic. International Journal of Higher Education, 9(6), 1–9. https://
doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v9n6p1

Purnawarman, P., & Darajati, U. (2020, August). Authentic speaking assessment applied 
by English teachers during online learning. Paper presented at the 4th International 
Conference on Language, Literature, Culture, and Education (ICOLLITE 2020), 
Universitas Pendidikan Indonesia, Indonesia.

Rodrigues, P. D., & Vethamani, M. E. (2015). The impact of online learning in the 
development of speaking skills. Journal of Interdisciplinary Research in Education, 
5(1), 43–67.

Selvaratnam, V. (2019). Malaysia’s national language policy and graduate 
employability. International Higher Education, 96(28), 16–18.

Sherine, A., Seshagiri, A. V. S., & Sastry, M. M. (2020). Impact of whatsapp interaction 
on improving L2 speaking skills. International Journal of Emerging Technologies in 
Learning, 15(3), 250–259. https://doi.org/10.3991/ijet.v15i03.11534

Singh, P., & Thambusamy, R. (2016). To cheat or not to cheat, that is the question: 
Undergraduates’ moral reasoning and academic dishonesty. 7th International 
Conference on University Learning and Teaching (InCULT 2014) Proceedings (Issue 
InCULT). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-287-664-5_58

Sun, Z., Lin, C. H., You, J., Shen, H. jiao, Qi, S., & Luo, L. (2017). Improving the English-
speaking skills of young learners through mobile social networking. Computer 
Assisted Language Learning, 30(3–4), 304–324. https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2
017.1308384

Syafiq, A. N., Rahmawati, A., Anwari, A., & Oktaviana, T. (2021). Increasing speaking 
skill through YouTube video as English learning material during online learning 
in pandemic COVID-19. Elsya: Journal of English Language Studies, 3(1), 50–55. 
https://doi.org/10.31849/elsya.v3i1.6206

Vandeyar, T. (2020). The academic turn: Social media in higher education. Education 
and Information Technologies, 25(6), 5617–5635. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-
020-10240-1

Xu, D., Glick, D., Rodriguez, F., Cung, B., Li, Q., & Warschauer, M. (2020). Does 
blended instruction enhance English language learning in developing countries? 
Evidence from Mexico. British Journal of Educational Technology, 51(1), 211–227. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.12797

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Introduction

The COVID-19 virus hit the world unexpectedly and 
explosively in 2020, causing disruption to people’s normal 
work and life including the education sector. According 
to United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization’s (UNESCO) report, about 158 countries 
throughout the world had closed their educational 
institutions as of 15 May 2020, affecting about 70% of the 
world’s student population due to the rapid spread of 
COVID-19 (UNESCO, 2020). Malaysia’s cancellation of 
all face-to-face classes starting 18 March 2020, was due to 
the implementation of the national total lock down aimed 
to halt the pandemic’s spread. As a result, educators and 
learners alike were instructed to mandate all the teaching 
and learning activities remotely, and rapidly switch their 
teaching and learning methods virtually (Saif et al., 2020).  

The unplanned or forced shift of teaching and learning 
methods has created a litany of challenges and restrictions 
for English language learning. It is proposed that although 
the “negative effect of transitioning” to a digital learning 
environment “is nearly negligible for TESOL teachers”, 
it hinders and undermines students’ English language 
development (Hartshorn & McMurry, 2020, p. 151). When 
collaborative group projects are involved, students are 
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found to be a lot more overwhelmed, especially if the projects have begun 
prior to the transition (Davies et al., 2020). This may be due to the limited 
accessibility of dynamic discussions and brainstorming sessions afforded by 
face-to-face interactive learning. 

Adding to this, English language teaching (ELT) course facilitators found that 
it was more challenging to foster oral proficiency and interactive engagement 
among students during digital learning sessions (Shaikh et al., 2021). The 
problem of participation and engagement in online learning was also outlined 
by Gillett-Swan (2017), where a significant decrease from 95% student 
interaction in the first week to 37% interaction by the third week. The lack of 
proper interaction with instructors is another major concern associated with 
online learning as most of the content in online courses is usually discussed 
with the relevant course instructor by e-mail, which requires response time 
(Zhong, 2020). Delayed responses and lack of physical presence also contribute 
towards the feelings of isolation and sense of detachment among the students 
(Yusuf & Al-Banawi, 2013).

On the contrary, the abrupt transition towards digital learning does benefit 
students learning English – offering an opportunity for blended learning and 
digital transformation of English language education delivery (Lanmantchion, 
2020). As students are “required to be more autonomous” (Azizpour, 2021, 
p. 18), their autonomy skills including learning management and material
sourcing can be developed successfully through an e-learning environment 
(Baru et al., 2020).  Learning during adversity such as COVID-19 may increase 
students’ resilience and adaptability, as well as improve the quality of their 
learning experience (Ahmed et al., 2021). Particularly in terms of language 
learning, the digital platform has indirectly required students to communicate 
more with peers, they “write more than before, asking questions through 
messages and learn the “etiquettes” of communicating online” (Ahmed et al., 
2021, p. 118). In short, during the pandemic, the students were able to put 
their 21st century skills including effective communication, digital literacy, 
and collaboration skills to practice in demonstrating their learning. 

In structuring the online teaching and learning (OTL) to accommodate 
learners’ needs and expectation, Duraku and Hoxha (2020) suggested that even 
if the nature of courses is not designed to be information and communication 
technology friendly, educators should play a significant role in the successful 
implementation of online learning during the pandemic. Educators should 
adapt and master the blended synchronous and asynchronous applications 
in teaching and learning in order to make sure the learning activities will be 
sustained in the long run (Lim et al., 2021). Also, the use of technology in 
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OTL should be customised and tailored to cater the objectives and course 
syllabus (Orlando & Attard, 2016). Thus, a proper measurement and planning 
should be done prior to the shift from physical classroom settings to online 
learning base in order to guarantee a continuous learning process despite 
this transition (Orlando & Attard, 2016). A number of factors should be taken 
into account for successful English language OTL including taking necessary 
precautions in student motivation and supporting teacher and learner in 
accessing the necessary infrastructure needed (Erarslan, 2021). A plan should 
be developed for a compassionate learning environment focusing on effective 
communication and connection between students and teachers (Gacs et al., 
2020). Otherwise, the “global practices of teaching English online may yield 
weaknesses in terms of teaching and learning” (Erarslan, 2021, p. 359). 

            
        
       
       
          
         
       
        
        
   
        
   
        
    

In this study, we provided the teaching English as a second language (TESOL) 
students the opportunity to experience learning in a collaborative-based 
project involving two different groups of fine arts students from a local public 
university, i.e., acting and directing (AD) and graphic design (GD) students. 
These three groups of students were required to work together in their 
respective groups in a semester-long project that would culminate in a live-
performance. The aim of this project was to advance TESOL students’, AD 
students’ and GD students’ learning through creativity, and hence, the project 
is named ACT (Advancing Creativity Together). Apart from creativity, ACT 
also intends to provide real-world experience in the professional contexts 
and engage meaningfully with all the three groups of students based on the 
simulation that we would create. The tasks in ACT are designed to challenge 
and facilitate TESOL students’ abilities to: (1) perform and act, (2) use the 
English language meaningfully and realistically in the real-world and, (3) act, 
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react, adjust, and adapt and respond to situations while performing. These 
are to mimic possible scenarios an English language teacher would face in 
a classroom in the real school in future as they learn the understanding of 
their responsibilities involving organisational skills, time-management, and 
visionary goals for the final performance (Ramli et al., in press). 

            
         

  
           
        
         
    

           
          




       
       




        



However, in the middle of commencing the first part of this collaborative 
project, the nation was suddenly struck with a national lockdown due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The rapid quarantine and isolation practices that were 
implemented in response to the pandemic did affect the efficiency as well as 
the productivity in completion of the given tasks. Changes had to be made, 
whereby the online technologies and environment were utilised to facilitate 
the aims of ACT, especially the learning process, and how the three groups 
of students would interact, communicate, and complete the ACT project. This 
study will describe how the TESOL students learn collectively (during the 
pandemic) and undergo the transition, develop, and construct knowledge, 
and use online technologies and platforms to restructure their formal and 
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informal learning. The outcome of the study would offer fresh insights to 
future researchers as TESOL students’ experience and adaptation to online 
teaching and learning environments in the middle of the pandemic COVID-19 
are investigated. Empirically, this study would be able to suggest how such a 
project could be planned and conducted, and what are the possible challenges 
that one should be aware of when planning such an online collaborative 
learning (OCL) experience. With that, the present study aims to answer 
the following research question: How do OCL methods affect the TESOL 
students’ learning experiences?

Online Collaborative Learning

         

       
         
        
        
      
         



     
         
  

Although that is so, knowledge construction within a digital community 
involves more than just knowledge sharing and content creation among 
members. It is expected that learners should be able to expand and modify 
contents and incorporate or link appropriate technology or multimedia to the 
contents (Jimoyiannis & Roussinos, 2017). A study by Kimmerle et al. (2017) 
extended the pedagogy of knowledge-building and analysed the shared 
decisions and opinions during students’ collaborative English writing tasks. 
It is proposed that there are three main stages involved in knowledge-
building including knowledge introduction, restructuring, and shared 
opinion (Manegre et al., 2019) when it comes to language learning.

In developing the theory of OCL, Harasim (2012) noted that knowledge 
construction built upon shared experiences and interests is indeed present in 
the constructivist theory, but cooperation is not emphasised in the model. The 
OCL learning process focuses on cooperative learning, convergent, and 
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divergent thinking that leads to alternative responses and solutions, and the 
need for sophisticated learning technology (Harasim, 2012). In an extension of 
how collaborative learning should be structured, another fundamental theory 
that addresses this is the community of practice (CoP) theory pioneered by 
Wenger (1998). Collaborations situated within a community of practice differ 
from just a mere network or set of relationships, as it is a self-organising 
system (Wenger, 1998). It is a shared practice and collective process of 
learning, and members develop their practice together to respond and adapt 
to situations involving external constraints or influences (Wenger, 1998). This 
supports the notion of the importance of having ideas for alternative 
responses and solutions to adapt to unprecedented situations as proposed 
by OCL theory. This is important in the case of the present study, in which 
students had to adapt to the sudden transition that involves various external 
constraints of learning resources and methods due to COVID-19. 

Online Collaborative Learning and English  
Language Learning

In introducing OCL projects, there are also many setbacks and obstacles 
that have to be considered as students may be facing certain issues such as 
technical problems, internet connectivity, language level, and time issues. 
However, it also has been made clear that to promote collaboration among 
students can be proven to be a difficult task due to the lack of participation 
from both the instructor as well as the student (Ellis & Hafner, 2008). Therefore, 
instructors are required to have the ability to adapt as well as anticipate these 
challenges by using OCL as means to promote language learning, at the same 
time, providing students within the domain of the organisation to which 
they belong more responsibility in line with their participation (Wenger-
Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Hence, according to Anderson (2020) and 
Margaliot et al. (2018), OCL can be considered as an effective way to train 
future English teachers as it enables the development of a more practice-based 
learning environment and is considered a useful method for enhancing active, 
meaningful, and purposeful communication between students. It can enhance 
the learning of English language skills, especially the writing skill, as long as 
the students put enough effort in their collaboration.

In addition, practice-based learning in OCL does encourage the student 
teachers’ participation in the project as well as enhance their development on 
their perception of the idea of learning. Moreover, it also helps boost their 
knowledge on technology application which may result in strengthening and 
changing their views on the use of technology. This change of mindset may 
lead to the development of a progressive outlook towards the appliance of 
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technology (Hur et al., 2020; Magen-Nagar & Shonfeld, 2018) and lead to a 
more enhanced use of OCL in their future teaching as it is a combination of a 
shared practice and collective process of learning as suggested in CoP. OCL 
allows students to learn and explore the many ranges of topics enabling them 
to construct their own reports as well as presenting them in oral or written 
forms. In line with this, it also provides the means for these English language 
learners to encourage the use or require them to be able to produce a form of 
an authentic language. Thus, this opportunity can lead to the progression of 
the academic vocabulary as well as the acceleration of language acquisition 
(Stripling et al., 2009). An example of participants’ satisfaction with the OCL 
had been examined by various researcher such as Ku et al. (2013) and Magen-
Nagar and Shonfeld (2018) as they postulate that members are able to develop 
their practice together to respond which also includes group members’ 
acquaintance with peers, instructor support and feedback, and reliable and 
easy-to-use technology in an OCL setting. That being said, when students are 
given the chance to work collaboratively in project-based activities, it directly 
fosters the interest in learning the language and in return it leads to making 
a change to the learners’ attitude in a positive manner as well as motivating 
them towards learning the target language (Huffman, 2010).

On the other hand, OCL also helps in for prepare them to teach in complex 
teaching settings, formulate their own educational visions, and enable them 
to expand their self-understanding as teachers as they adapt to situations 
involving external constraints or influences (Hur et al., 2020; Margaliot et al., 
2018). This could be done by stimulating and enhancing active, meaningful, 
and purposeful communication between students by designing an OCL based 
project that could enhance their learning of English language skills, especially 
the writing and speech skills. Thus, adapting an arts-integrated instructional 
activity that allows teachers to dramatize content learning by infusing basic 
performance elements with classroom subject matter (Flynn, 2007, p. 2). 
Therefore, an arts-integrated technique requires the incorporation of a wide 
range of practices that can be considered as an array of approaches that will 
bring about some significant changes, which can be deemed as a typical 
instruction for English language learners and therefore, indirectly increasing 
their achievement. Moreover, the instructors also embrace new approaches 
of teaching that facilitate them to meet the needs of their learners with a 
diverse background, interest, and specialisation. In addition, based on the 
learners’ experience with OCL, some obvious social behaviour changes are 
noted among them. These changes are due to their increased self-efficacy that 
allows space for shared rehearsal of learning, enhanced motivation and need 
for learning, and heightened sense of autonomy as learners as they adjust 
their learning depending upon the task, self as well as context conditions 
(McCardle & Hadwin, 2015).
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Nevertheless, the OCL environment has been applied and adopted in various 
English language learning as part of their process of teaching and learning 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Studies by Alavi (1994), Fjermestad (2004) 
and Cacciamani (2010) have shown that the engagement of university students 
in an OCL have provided openings for them to be vaster in the exploration 
of ideas and strategies in their ability to problems solve as well as be more 
present in when put in a challenging and complex situation. As an addition, 
the learners are also more open to accepting and relating the knowledge they 
receive to personal experience which will indirectly play a role when it comes 
to their decision-making skills in terms of applying it in real situations which 
coherently aligns with the objective of ACT. 

The Study 

This is a phenomenological study that attempted to establish a valid reasoning 
of how OCL methods affect the TESOL students’ learning experiences. We 
examined how the collaborative system designed within the ACT project 
has helped the TESOL students in achieving their learning outcomes, 
while benefiting from the real-world simulation for their future careers as 
teachers. The interpretive phenomenological approach by Heidegger (2019) 
was infused in this study, in which the students’ real experiences, including 
their narratives and descriptions of feelings related to the experience were 
examined. This is to see how the ACT project, the transition to OTL and the 
whole collaborative system of the project affected their learning experiences 
(Cilesiz, 2009). 

In the structure of ACT, OCL environment focusing on shared knowledge-
building competencies was used to benefit students across three different 
study backgrounds. In the ACT project, students came together to produce 
live musical theatre performances under the theme of ‘Broadway’. Tasks 
and activities, authentic to the context of real theatre performances, were 
experienced by TESOL students, as they were assigned as the actors of the 
musical performances. In terms of language acquisition and competencies, 
specifically, they were able to explore voice projection, script-reading practices, 
speaking techniques such as diction, intonation, and other oral techniques. 

Despite the set structure and timelines given on the 25 March 2020, the ACT 
project aka live musical theatre performance was changed into Broadway 
online video performance presented in YouTube platform, due to the 
restrictions of COVID-19. Thus, the transition process of the ACT project and 
how it affects the students was also recorded in the weekly reflective writing 
on Facebook. The videos include:  (1) The Cast Introduction Video, (2) The 
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Behind the Scenes Video, (3) Illustrated Lyrics video, and iv) a Broadway 
Medley Video. Despite the changes in the medium of the performance 
from live to online (videos), each group was still required to maintain their 
original script and production members. Nonetheless, they were also given 
the freedom to restructure their story line as well as the concept of the 
performance to fit the presentation medium. Due to these changes, students 
had to convert to online platforms to carry out their rehearsals and meetings 
as they work towards the development of the outcome as a team.

Students were divided into eight groups and were required to develop 
live performances within 20–25 minutes that consist of singing, acting, and 
dancing based on the given Broadway musical theme. The TESOL students, 
in particular, focused on the performing (acting, singing, and dancing) 
while the rest of the arts students focused on directing and visual design of 
the performance. That being said, all of the three departments had to play 
their role and worked hand in hand in order to finish the tasks within the 
timeframe that was given.

A total of 206 students were involved in this study (TESOL = 85, GCD = 80, 
AD = 41). They were divided into 8 groups, comprising 27 students, with 10 
or 11 TESOL students (participants of the study), working together with 6 or 
7 students from the fundamental of AD class and 10 students from GD class. 
In this study, only 66 TESOL students responded to the open-ended items 
(OEI) with complete answers for all components, and therefore only the data 
of these 66 TESOL students will be used for the qualitative analysis. 

The present study used a qualitative approach that aimed to establish a 
valid conclusion about the TESOL students’ learning experiences in an OCL 
environment. In identifying and determining TESOL students’ experiences 
of OCL methods and its effects on their learning process, two different 
data sources are utilised. The instruments include (1) reflective writing on 
Facebook and (2) OEI. Both instruments are intended to answer the research 
question ‘how do collaborative OTL methods affect the TESOL students’ 
learning experiences?’ 

In identifying the TESOL students’ learning experiences, analysing their 
written reflections provided us with insights on how they are involved in 
the project in different stages, how they interact with each other using the 
reflective writing platform and how the tasks or activities set in the projects 
have affected their learning outputs. At the beginning of the course, the 
TESOL students were asked to write weekly reflections on a Facebook page 
created for the ACT project. Every week, TESOL students had to post at least 
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one reflective writing on the Facebook page that depicted and explained 
their experiences, feelings, thoughts, views, perspectives, and challenges 
faced related to the tasks and outcomes they needed to accomplish for 
ACT. In addition, they were also encouraged to note any negative feelings, 
experiences, or complaints which might occur during the project. As the 
weekly reflections initially started before the transition into online platforms 
due to COVID-19, thus their reflections towards the transition process were 
also noted as part of their learning experience within the OCL environment. 
The narrative given by students in their reflective writing was able to provide 
us with a valid reasoning in identifying and understanding the elements of 
the ACT project that have affected their learning process. We were also able to 
identify both positive and negative experiences that the students gained from 
the collaboration.

In total, there are three OEIs consisting of questions that are aimed at giving 
detailed clarification of how the OCL environment affects the TESOL students’ 
learning experiences. The first OEI focused on the ACT’s tasks or activities 
that were meaningful and benefited their learning experience. The second OEI 
was to understand why the learning experiences were meaningful to them. 
The third OEI is about their overall assessment of the ACT project in terms 
of affecting their learning experiences. From these OEIs, the responses of 
the TESOL students including their feelings related to the task’s completion, 
working within a team and how they find the transition process affect their 
learning experiences were also recorded. 

The OEI were given to the participants at the end of the ACT project, after 
all the musical performances and activities related were completed. As there 
were 66 participants who responded with complete answers, their entries 
were examined (n = 66) and used as the raw data. In analysing the OEI, the 
thematic analysis framework by Braun and Clarke (2006) has been adopted 
as the data analysis method for the study. It was used to examine how the 
participants describe their collaborative learning experiences in ACT, as 
well as their experience in adapting with the transition from physical classes  
to OCL. Firstly, all 66 entries were analysed, and key initial themes were 
recorded. The complex phenomena of the qualitative data means that some 
excerpts may suggest and cover more than one theme. The complex nature of 
the data may suggest several intertwining or overlapping themes. When this 
occurred, the researchers independently analysed data to identify the emerging 
themes, and come up with the final, most suitable themes to be used for  
thematic analysis.  
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Apart from OEI, the participants’ reflective writing on Facebook were also 
analysed and categorised into themes using situation and activity coding 
strategies (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). The situation codes were assigned to units 
of data that showed how the participants described their learning experiences 
in the OCL environment, ACT project and the learning transition process. For 
systematic analysis, each student was coded as S1, S2, S3 ... S20, respectively 
and their excerpts were identified by their respective codes. For example, 
‘S1E’ would refer to data obtained from the first student from the OEI.  For a 
systematic management of qualitative data, codes were used for the labelling 
of input from the students, i.e., reflection and OEIs. For example, ‘S1 R5’ refers 
to ‘Reflection Week 5’ completed by ‘TESOL student no. 1’, and ‘S2 OE2’ refers 
to ‘Responses to Open-ended Item 2’ by ‘TESOL student no. 2’.

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested structure and construction of the themes 
were used in the study. The phases include: 

Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with your data – getting familiar with the 
depth and breadth of the content. 

Phase 2: Generating initial codes – produce codes based on the most 
basic but meaningful feature/element of data that may form the basis of 
repeated patterns (themes) across the dataset.

Phase 3: Searching for themes – analyse and sort/combine codes into 
themes that can be main themes or sub-themes.

Phase 4: Reviewing themes – refining the themes by considering each 
theme’s validity in relation to the data set, some irrelevant themes may be 
discarded or changed.

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes – identify the ‘essence’ of each 
theme, conduct detailed analysis of each theme’s relevance in relation to 
how it fits the whole data set.

Results and Discussion

The qualitative data collected in the form of reflective writing on Facebook 
and OEI indicates that OCL methods have positively contributed to TESOL 
students’ learning experiences. The sudden shift towards OTL did cause some 
difficulties to the respondents such as miscommunication, time management, 
and lack of resources in completing the task. Nevertheless, at the end of the 
project, respondents described the whole ACT project as providing them with 
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the ability and skills that are needed to be an English teacher in the coming 
future. These include enhanced oral and communication skills, creativity, 
higher confidence level as well as being professional in all aspects.

Particularly in the perspective of collaboration, respondents stated that 
working with other people has allowed them to explore a different side of 
‘understanding others’ and being ‘respectful towards other people’s views’. 
They were also more ‘flexible’ in accommodating certain demands from other 
parties (S18 OE2, S37 OE2, S22 OE2, S38 OE1, S51 OE2). As future TESOL 
teachers, many found that it is important for them to develop creativity and 
critical thinking skills in terms of planning, solving problems, and creating 
activities that will gain the interest of their future students (f = 40; 60.6%). 
These abilities would also help them in providing a more interesting learning 
environment for their future students based on their abilities.

To further understand the elements of the OCL environment that have affected 
the TESOL students’ learning experiences, data from OEI 1 (OE1), OEI 2 (OE2) 
and weekly reflective writing on Facebook were analysed. These themes 
were identified; (1) collaborative knowledge-building, (2) problem-solving,  
(3) creativity, and (4) self-management and project management skills.

Collaborative knowledge-building

All participants of the study have acknowledged that the transition of 
learning methods from physical to online not only requires one to work with 
each other but also to “support one another as a team” (S36 OE2) physically 
and emotionally and coherently “building knowledge” (S53 OE2) despite the 
“difference in backgrounds” (S38 OE2, S52 OE2). For instance, the feedback 
from the participants have shown that by working collaboratively, the 
completion of their task was made possible as they “share opinions and ideas” 
(S38 OE2), and “communicating every time” in order to ensure everyone  
plays a role in the given project, as these are the “keys to group positive 
success” (S40 OE2).

Among the knowledge-building skills that they gain in the project include 
the ability to “learn a lot of new things from other perspectives” (S25 OE2) 
as the participants work with people of different study backgrounds. In the 
knowledge-building process, participants understood that they “need to 
tolerate each other” (S30 OE2) and be “more matured in handling a 
conflict” (S35 OE2) to achieve their common learning goals. Moreover, S18 
has also mentioned how they adjusted to make the collaborative learning a  
positive experience:

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Nur Hilyati et al.

80

Collaborating with other departments is hard because we are far 
from each other, and different people have different reactions to 
certain words, ideas or commands. Getting one department to give 
full cooperation throughout the making of the theatre is hard because 
none of us is very experienced in our field. This teaches us to accept 
the weaknesses of others and try to make the best of what we got.

S22 also shared his view on the knowledge-building process and how it 
has helped her:

I learned how to work well with others, be friendly with them but 
still maintain a professional work ethic.

In terms of the sudden transition towards fully online learning, participants 
did mention how it has affected the dynamic of the collaboration work 
between the participants as it “seem quite hard and challenging to be done” 
(S9 R11). The participants have also shared that “sometimes, face to face 
communication is really better” (S17 R14) as compared to going online. 
However, some of them have also mentioned that they are “trying (their) best 
to not get lost in track of it” (S6 R7) for this is the best option for “everyone 
can continue learning” (S36 R23) as they start to “divide the task according to 
the departments” (S27 R20). Hence, S15 does highlight how important it is for 
each department that plays a role in “helping their own group members” (S15 
OE2) as it is one of the “good way of learning from all the parties” (S34 OE4) 
and in this case, gaining “more knowledge from other students” (S27 OE2). 
This has pointed out how the challenging environment has helped them more 
in independent knowledge-building. Through this, S64 have also pointed out 
that one will have the ability to “share the knowledge, experiences and ideas 
to each other to achieve a common goal and objective” which will directly 
“improves competence and experience” (S64 OE2). 

From the data, it is apparent that the transition from physical to OCL did 
help the knowledge-building process of students in terms of their learning 
independence as well as immersing in collective learning. The ACT project 
guidelines gave an opportunity for students to actively work with each other 
to work towards the tasks and activities involved with the theatre performance 
through online means. This method allows them to improve their coherence 
and collective knowledge as they discuss their information, negotiate, and 
modify the various ideas while engaging in knowledge-building discourse 
(Hmelo-Silver & Barrows, 2008). The structure of ACT is also in line with the 
International Society for Technology in Education standard in knowledge 

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Adapting to new norm

81

construction for students. An enhanced “understanding of the world” helps 
in their “creative and intellectual pursuits” that “encourages the development 
of theories and ideas” (Morgan, 2020, p. 138).

Problem-solving

Another learning experience gained by TESOL students during the OCL is 
problem-solving skills as they try to surmount all the problems that occur 
in completing the tasks, especially the ones that were “outside (of their) 
field” (S1 OE2). Most of the participants reflect that they are facing 
difficulties in grasping the practical techniques in performing art such as 
acting, dancing, and singing as they have to do their rehearsal online (S15 
OE3, S19 OE3, S27 OE3, S34 OE3, S56 OE3). However, over time they 
managed to find a way to “discuss together” (S5 OE3) as a team and keep on 
“practicing” (S17 OE3, S52 OE3, S53 OE3) to master the skills. Nevertheless, 
the participants also realised that some of the problems that they faced in 
OCL can only be solved within oneself as S35 mentioned as follows:

As an actor, I face difficulty acting confidently since I am a shy 
person. I solve this issue by pushing myself to get out of my comfort 
zone. I practice a lot in front of the mirror and look for some handy 
tips on the Internet. Another difficulty is the environment noise such 
as animal noise and vehicle noise which distracted my dialogue. I 
solved this issue by recording the scenes early in the morning.

This shows how the participants are trying their best to use problem-solving 
skills that they might not have discovered if not for a real-life environment 
structured by ACT project. 

Another challenge in OCL that contributes to problem-solving among the 
participants is the lack of “effective communication between TESOL and 
Directing students” which was resolved by having discussions and informing 
the “director regarding the problem” (S32 OE3). Not only does this enable 
the student in “confronting conflicts” but also allowing them to “be thinking 
out of a box” (S55 OE4) to solve a problem collaboratively. Moreover, S38 
also mentioned that one of the problems they faced was not having “a proper 
place to shoot my videos” but they managed to overcome the problem as 
they decided to “travel other places” to complete the task. S38 also addressed 
that without an “understanding group” and “motivation” they would have 
not been able to finish the task within the time given (S38 OE3). Therefore, 
when these students are given the opportunity to solve authentic problems in 
an OCL setting, they can cope with the complexity of teaching and learning 
(Anderson, 2020; Morgan, 2020). On that account, this process will also help 
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in developing a sense of autonomy among the students as it will shape their 
views and behaviour about the future of education and innovation, primarily 
in the teaching and learning domain. 

Self-management and project management skills 

There are three key elements that the participants highlight that worked 
in their favour in terms of developing their management skills such as 
preparation, organising schedule and setting priorities. To ensure that 
their respective team members are prepared for their respective roles in 
the task, S41 mentioned that “dividing the tasks and setting a time is vital 
for their group as it does help them in completing their task based on each 
“individual’s ability” (S41 OE2).  Moreover, part of the preparation to ensure 
the team “works effectively” and “performs greatly” is by having each team 
“assign a leader to handle their teammates” (S57 OE4) which enables them to 
“complete all works accordingly” (S10 OE2).

S19 did reflect that “it is crucial to work within the time limit” to ensure 
the task can be completed within the deadline given in which they had to 
adhere to a “schedule to complete every task” (S17 OE2). Thus, to “adapt 
to the tight schedule” (S32 OE2), being “flexible” is one of the requirements 
needed as “terrible time management” (S52 OE2) will lead to conflict and 
misunderstandings which will affect the dynamic of the team. They also 
understood the importance of being “strict about time” (S13 OE2), “alert” (S12 
OE2), and carefully “dividing time for different tasks” (S4 OE2). This not only 
shows how the ACT project has helped in developing project management 
skills such as adhering to deadlines and timeframes, but more importantly, 
discovering their personal skills that are useful in dealing with unprecedented 
or challenging situations. Furthermore, S30 also pointed out that they had to 
be “understanding towards other departments” as they were also given a 
specific period of time to “finish the tasks such as editing” (S30 OE2). 

In terms of adapting to transition, participants see that some of their team 
members were affected during the final stages of the project. The final element 
that was seen as important by participants is in setting priorities to ensure that 
the task and project is completed within the given time. As mentioned by S52, 
“online class for me was very stressful” and participants had to re-organise 
their schedules, set aside their priorities and “make sure I did my part” (S52 
OE2). Nevertheless, not all the participants managed to set their priorities in 
completing the tasks as claimed by S55 that some “people (were) missing in 
action” and “did not submit their parts” (S55 OE2) which had affected all the 
preparation and scheduling made earlier.
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The data shows how the ACT project has indirectly trained students to 
be better at time management, especially regarding managing their own 
schedule. They were also aware of the importance of organising their priorities 
accordingly. Other management skills related to projects were also learned 
including dealing with task divisions among team members of a project. 
Through the OCL environment, students were exposed to the different 
types of circumstances and thus allowed them to practice their management 
skills, as not all team members or students are keen to collaborate due to the 
unwillingness of making changes or modifications of other people’s works 
(Britcliffe & Walker, 2007). The ACT project tested their skills in managing and 
adapting to situations where online visibility may create a sense of discomfort 
among users (Lee, 2010). As future teachers, this is a good practice for the 
TESOL students to adapt to future situations involving the management of 
their own teaching as well as their students.

Creativity

Last but not least, the development of creativity among the participants was 
greatly enhanced as this project had given the participants the opportunity to 
“think creatively” (S2 OE2, S21 OE4, S31 OE4, S64 OE4, S65 OE4) in completing 
the tasks. For instance, given the situation of the pandemic, the participants 
had to figure out “how to do the production while living apart from each 
other” (S2 OE2), at the same time also thinking about “how to manoeuvre the 
situation in pandemic” (S40 OE4) while taking into consideration the “limited 
resources” since they are not physically on campus. Thus, as highlighted by 
S57, it is important to think about the common goal and use their creativity to 
achieve that goal:

Each person has different creativity, so me and a few TESOLians 
together with the director team, discussed the script. We decided on 
a few scenes that are essential for our video to portray the message 
we were trying to provide. Thankfully, in the end of the video, by 
adding new scenes and cutting a few scenes, we were able to indicate 
the message clearly.

This shows that participants’ creativity skills were pushed beyond their 
imagination. Participants agree that it is crucial to think creatively in “adapting 
(to) the script”, “costume”, and “set” based on the current circumstances they 
are in as they are not physically together as compared to the earlier stages of 
ACT project before the transition to OCL (S6 OE4, S57 OE2, S60 OE2).
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Apart from that, the participants also contributed and channelled their ideas 
and creativity to help out other students from different departments as they 
gave out “some ideas on the animation” at the same time trying to find the 
“easier (way) for them to edit” (S15 OE2).  Furthermore, creative thinking skills 
are not only required in completing a task or project, but more importantly in 
overcoming other issues arose such as the ability to face other group members 
with “various type of characters” (S6 OE4), “commitment issues’’ (S32 OE2) as 
well as “communication issues” (S). Thus, in order to overcome and adapt to 
the transition they have managed to figure out a creative solution as a group 
without causing any complications that will affect their collaborative work, 
such as being able to “understand and cooperate” (S30 OE4) team members 
better, “follow and cooperate” (S30 OE4), “prepared better” (S19 OE2). 
According to Harasim (2017), the existence of many variables like attitude 
and problems faced by students during the collaboration work have enabled 
them to embrace the situation of agreeing to disagree as they complete the 
task. This can be seen from the data as this transition towards OCL does affect 
ACT’s participants’ creativity developments as their intellectual synthesis and 
consensus take place during their collaboration work.

Summary of findings and implications

The findings from the qualitative data (weekly reflection and OEIs) confirm 
how the OCL environment has positively contributed to the TESOL students’ 
learning experiences. This is possible due to the project nature of ACT that 
allowed the OCL environment to be challenging and beneficial for the 
developments of the TESOL students. By structuring ACT to reflect real-world 
practice of collaborative work, the TESOL students were able to develop 
ability and skills that are crucial for them as future English teachers, including 
enhancing their oral skills, creativity, confidence, and professionalism in  
all aspects.

Although the sudden transition has affected the TESOL students such 
as miscommunication among team members, challenging time, project 
management, and lack of resources in completing the tasks, all these factors 
have indirectly benefited their learning process and experience. This was 
shown through the four different themes that summarised their learning 
experiences including (1) collaborative knowledge-building, (2) problem-
solving, (3) creativity, and (4) self-management and project management 
skills. For example, in collaboratively acquiring and building knowledge 
throughout the project, participants learnt about the importance of 
understanding a topic from different views and perspectives. As ACT was set 
for TESOL students to build knowledge collaboratively with students from 
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other study backgrounds, they were able to learn about negotiation, accepting 
other people’s weaknesses and being professional in achieving their common 
learning goals. This was one of the key findings of the study that has helped 
shed light on how such an OCL environment is able to help TESOL students’ 
professional development especially in training them as future teachers that 
will face different types of learners in the future be it in an online or offline 
learning context. 

As for the development of creativity, problem-solving and management skills, 
the sudden transition from physical to online setting has helped the TESOL 
students to discover new skill sets and abilities. For example, all their project 
planning and execution had to adhere to the current situations, available 
limited resources and communication means that they have, which are not 
only challenging, but can be difficult at times. From the data, the participants 
were able to overcome all the challenges through creative solutions, effective 
management, and out-of-the-box techniques. They also understood how all 
these challenges were able to be solved through good collaboration among 
team members and working together as a unit.

Though the TESOL students have benefited from the above four meaningful 
learning experiences in this project, they also faced difficulties and challenges, 
and found certain tenets of the project that, to some extent, hindered or 
affected their learning. There are a few challenges faced by the students in 
adapting to the transition from physical performance to video such as the 
lack of resources, lack of communication and mental health management. In 
terms of resources, S7 described that the biggest challenge faced “comes from 
(the) recording (of) our scenes in the musical” as they “lack of resources and 
filming equipment’s” (S8). Other than that, S40 does mention that the space to 
carry out the video recording at his house “is not spacious for filming and no 
one (is) help(ing) me in recording my video”. Moreover, the lack of a proper 
space is proven to be rather difficult due to the “environment(al) noise such as 
animal and vehicle noise” (S35) is quite a hindrance for them to come up with 
a musical video of decent quality. Another challenge of this project is the lack 
of communication as these students have to interact with each other through 
online platforms which can cause a few issues “due to miscommunication” 
(S35). Several others agreed that due to miscommunication, they face some 
difficulties in terms of receiving instructions in which some were “unclear” 
(S55) and “not given clearly or proper(ly) to the actors” (S32, S39). This does 
affect the efficiency of completing the task “need to reshoot/do the same work 
repetitively” (S32) and “course conflict” (S35) among the team members. The 
state of mental health is another challenge faced by the students in completing 
the OCL task as they feel “it’s too heavy for them to complete (it)” and “its 
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effect (on) my mental health” (S50). In similar manner, other factors such as 
assignments from their other classes and lack of collaboration from other team 
members does affect their emotion (S9) and mental stability (S18). 

Although this has impeded the students to complete the tasks, the researchers’ 
view on this matter is that this kind of challenge reflects the authentic setting 
of what they would encounter in the real world and therefore, should be seen 
as a positive take-away of the project. One pedagogical implication from the 
above is that the educators, in planning and implementing a collaborative 
learning in an online environment, should always support and guide the 
students when they are faced with challenges and facilitate them on how they 
could surmount those challenges in the actual work or professional setting. 
In light of this, it will help the students not only to benefit from the creative 
processes throughout the project but also helps them to understand, challenge 
their previous conceptions, requiring them to think in new ways and make 
new connections with prior knowledge and beliefs (Timperley et al., 2007). 
Giving examples of challenges in the actual context, just like the ones above, 
would ease students’ understanding of their roles, as well as ensure the 
solving of the problems much more effectively as they undergo the process of 
“approaching different types of people and the need to avoid emotions from 
taking over their decision-making process” (Ramli et al., in press).

Conclusion

The phenomenological approach by Heidegger (2019) that was applied in 
this study explicates the TESOL students’ learning experience in OCL as they 
experience the real-world situation that is granted upon them throughout 
the period of completing the task. With this in place, the anecdotes and the 
accounts of the students’ state of well-being are also examined based on their 
experience of the transition to OCL during the COVID-19 pandemic. Results 
show that OCL environment has positive impact on the TESOL students’ 
learning experiences, thus enabling them to develop ability and skills that are 
crucial for them as future English teachers especially when OTL soon becomes 
a normality. To provide a more comprehensive picture of OCL, future 
studies could examine its effects on TESOL students’ learning experiences 
in situations where students would not have to deal with limited resources 
or other technical difficulties relating to communication means (for example, 
internet connectivity). Would the students be able to produce a better-quality 
outcome, and hence achieve much more in terms of the curriculum learning 
outcome? How would their collaborative work and tasks be carried out and 
what kind of other challenges that they might face? Data from such studies can 
be used to compare with the present study and see how students develop their 
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own skills in different situations. Nevertheless, the present study has shown 
that despite the challenges in terms of adapting and transitioning to OCL, 
students were able to gain positive experiences from an OCL environment 
and achieve the desired learning goals and more. 
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Introduction

The unpredictable conditions caused by COVID-19 have 
pushed online teaching and learning (OTL) to become an 
essential teaching and learning medium. COVID-19 have 
greatly influenced the education system and teaching-
learning activities. Delivering online lessons has become an 
essential and integral element for teaching and learning at 
various levels, from preschools to tertiary levels. The shift 
from a traditional teaching approach to online delivery 
has affected many higher education institutions during the 
pandemic. Many educational institutions are still struggling 
to cope with the new norms (Johnson et al., 2020; Mukhtar 
et al., 2020). In coping with the new norms, higher education 
institutions have made tremendous efforts to guarantee the 
effectiveness of online learning programmes. Access, cost 
and learning effectiveness, and student satisfaction are the 
essential elements to ensure the quality of online learning 
programmes (Wang, 2006). 

During the conception of this study, researchers in other 
countries have examined student satisfaction in online 
learning at the tertiary level. Some studies showed positive 
perceptions of online learning (Agarwal & Kaushik, 
2020; Almusharraf & Khahro, 2020), while other studies 
demonstrated students’ dissatisfaction with online learning 
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(Adnan & Anwar, 2020; Himat et al., 2021). Hence, investigating student 
satisfaction is vital in determining the effectiveness of online education 
programmes. The present study is a pioneer in investigating the effectiveness 
of online education programmes from the student satisfaction viewpoint. 

Although several studies have been undertaken on students’ perception 
and satisfaction, the present study is among the first to distinctively 
employ structural equation model-partial least square (SEM-PLS) tool in 
methodologically analysing student satisfaction. By employing this analysis, 
the current study theoretically contributes to the knowledge insight on 
understanding student satisfaction, particularly on online learning during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis identified the asymmetric relationship 
between the importance and levels of student satisfaction and perceived 
learning. SEM-PLS permits the prioritisation of constructs to improve certain 
targeted constructs, notably student satisfaction and perceived learning in this 
study. Identifying the priority factors of student satisfaction and perceived 
learning could assist relevant parties in better understanding the importance 
of student satisfaction and perceived learning and their performance in the 
online learning environment.

The Early Years of Online Learning

Previous studies investigated students’ cognitive traits and also the affective 
factors. For example, Biner et al. (1997) mentioned that student satisfaction 
is one of the crucial elements in learning because it is related to academic 
achievement. According to Kuo et al. (2014), student satisfaction refers to 
how students perceive their learning experiences and can be considered one 
of the critical indicators of student-related outcomes (Liao & Hsieh, 2011). 
In the early years of online learning, researchers studied the importance,  
the effects of certain traits and the predictors of student satisfaction and 
perceived learning. 

In a recent study, Kumar et al. (2021) found significant relationship between 
student satisfaction and e-learning quality. The study proposed institutions to 
improve the content of e-learning to promote greater student satisfaction. In 
addition, the importance of student satisfaction has also been emphasised in 
a flipped classroom study. In a longitudinal study using the SEM technique 
among undergraduate students in China, Zhai et al. (2017) indicated that 
perceived quality and perceived value are two important mediators of student 
satisfaction. Conversely, prior learning experience and personalised learning 
climate can be the determinants forecasting student satisfaction.
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Self-efficacy is one of the most researched constructs concerning student 
satisfaction. As introduced by Bandura (1977), self-efficacy refers to a person’s 
views and expectations of their capability to achieve a specific task. Self-
efficacy has been recognised as one of the leading factors in learning because 
self-efficacy influences learner motivation (Liang et al., 2011), learning 
outcomes (Tsai et al., 2011) and learning process (Tsai, 2012). Self-efficacy 
and student satisfaction have been explored in various environments. For 
example, Artino’s (2007) online study among military training participants 
in the United States (US) Navy found that task value, self-efficacy, and 
prior experience are related to student satisfaction. Additionally, Shen et 
al. (2013) investigated the role of self-efficacy in an online setting involving 
self-efficacy to complete an online course, interact socially with classmates, 
handle tools in a course management system (CMS), interact with instructors 
in an online course, and interact with classmates in an online course. The 
findings revealed that all the studied constructs except self-efficacy to handle 
CMS were significant predictors of student satisfaction in an online learning 
setting. Conversely, self-efficacy to complete an online course has the highest 
variance in satisfaction compared to self-efficacy to interact with instructors, 
with classmates socially, and for academic purposes. The findings suggested 
that students perceived their ability to complete an online course as more 
critical than other types of self-efficacy.

Researchers also examined the effects and determinants of student satisfaction. 
Lim (2001) stated that students’ computer self-efficacy significantly affects 
their satisfaction and opinions regarding their future participation in online 
courses. On the contrary, several studies were undertaken to explore student 
satisfaction in a blended learning environment. For example, Masrom et al. 
(2018) undertook a study among Malaysian undergraduates to determine the 
predictors of student satisfaction. By using an online survey, the study revealed 
that student satisfaction significantly correlated with learner readiness in 
a positive direction. In addition, the results based on the multiple linear 
regression analysis suggested five predictors of student satisfaction, namely 
performance expectation, self-directed learning, online communication 
self-efficacy, motivation for learning, and learner control. In another study, 
Masrom et al. (2019) found that students were satisfied with perceived quality, 
personalised learning climate, prior learning experience and perceived value, 
course management and technology. Conversely, students were found to be 
dissatisfied with instructor-related factors, namely interaction, instruction, 
and instructor.
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Numerous studies have been conducted on the relationship between interaction 
and student satisfaction. For instance, Kuo et al. (2014) used a regression 
model to study the online learning interaction among undergraduates and 
graduates. The study found that the interaction between learner-instructor 
and learner-content is the student satisfaction determinant, while interaction 
between learners did not contribute to student satisfaction. Similarly, Zhang 
and Lin (2019) examined the factors contributing to the satisfaction among 
high-school students in US virtual schools. The findings demonstrated that 
learner-content interaction was the only significant predictor of satisfaction.

Conversely, Li and Jhang (2020) determined student satisfaction by comparing 
the roles of three types of interaction (learner-content, learner-learner and 
learner-instructor). The study found that the interaction between learner-
content and learner-learner were positively linked with student satisfaction, 
while learner-instructor interaction was not the predictor. Muzammil et al. 
(2020) found that interactions between learner-learner, learner-instructor, 
and learner-content positively impacted student engagement and positively 
affected student satisfaction. The findings of previous studies were rather 
inconclusive. Some studies indicated that learner-content interaction is 
essential, while others highlighted the significance of learner-learner and 
learner-instructor interaction. Hence, the role of interaction in influencing 
student satisfaction and perceived learning requires further investigation, 
particularly in the context where online learning has gradually replaced 
traditional classrooms in the current pandemic situation.

The Current Shift in Online Learning

Rapid technological developments have enabled ease of access to online 
education. Since the COVID-19 outbreak in the early 2020s, online learning 
implementation has aggressively taken place worldwide, attracting researchers 
to explore the potential of online learning to the fullest. For example, Agarwal 
and Kaushik (2020) reported positive student perception on Zoom application 
usage among paediatric postgraduates in India. Similarly, Almusharraf 
and Khahro (2020) highlighted positive satisfaction among post-secondary 
students in Saudi Arabia concerning Google Hangouts, Google Classroom 
and learning management system usage in teaching and learning. 

Examining student satisfaction in online learning has greatly attracted the 
attention of researchers from various countries, particularly during the 
pandemic. For instance, the findings on student satisfaction in Pakistan were 
rather inconclusive. Faize and Nawaz (2020) conducted two study phases 
to gain insights on student satisfaction in online learning. The study results 
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demonstrated that students exhibited greater satisfaction in the second phase 
of online learning, which was assessed after modification of instructional 
practices. Conversely, Adnan and Anwar (2020) contended that online 
learning during the pandemic was unable to produce the intended learning 
outcomes, particularly in under-developed countries such as Pakistan. 
The failure to achieve the intended outcome was due to the lack of internet 
connection facilities and financial factors. 

Similarly, Himat et al. (2021) reported that most Afghan university students 
were dissatisfied with the online learning implementation due to the 
limited internet connection access, less preference for web-based learning 
and online learning process compared to face-to-face teaching and learning 
sessions. Surahman (2020) concluded that dissatisfaction among Indonesian 
undergraduates was caused by limited internet access and lacking instructors’ 
guidance. Thus, internet access could be one of the significant challenges 
hindering students’ learning process and their progress in online learning. 

Various factors have been found to contribute to student satisfaction in 
China. Chen and Wang (2020) discovered that learning materials, learning 
environment, platform design, and final course assessments significantly 
influenced the overall satisfaction of online learning. Likewise, Jiang et al. 
(2021) concluded that computer self-efficacy, the usefulness of the platforms 
and perceived ease of use influenced Chinese university student satisfaction 
with online learning platforms.

Avsheniuk et al. (2021) explored student satisfaction in English for specific 
purposes (ESP) online courses in Ukraine during the pandemic. The results 
revealed that students have greater satisfaction with ESP courses taught 
online. In addition, the study also suggested that academic, technical and 
communication matters were significant concerns that could impact online 
ESP learning. Besides, Baber (2020) explored the factors predicting student 
satisfaction and perceived learning outcomes undertaken in a cross-country 
study in South Korea and India. The study demonstrated that interaction, 
motivation, course structure, instructor’s knowledge and facilities influenced 
student satisfaction and perceived learning outcomes in both countries. 

Alternatively, Basuony et al. (2020) surveyed 280 undergraduates from a 
business school in Egypt. They found that internet connection, class time, 
platform, online assessments, motivation, and interest significantly affected 
student satisfaction in online learning. Furthermore, students were reported 
to have more preference for synchronous sessions compared to asynchronous 
sessions. In addition, Dubey and Pradhan (2020) conducted a study among 
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Indian university students. They revealed that the quality of information, 
subject interest, compatibility, and institutional branding of technology-
enhanced learning positively influenced student satisfaction. Conversely, no 
effect was found concerning self-efficacy and the availability of resources on 
student satisfaction. 

Besides student satisfaction, perceived learning has been remarked to predict 
learning success. Perceived learning is commonly referred to as learners’ 
perception of their skills and knowledge to perform in a specific learning 
environment. Previous studies denoted that interaction plays a significant 
role in predicting student satisfaction and perceived learning. For instance, 
Alqurashi (2019) revealed that learner-content and learner-instructor 
interactions were essential in determining student satisfaction and perceived 
learning. In addition, the study also reported that online learning self-efficacy 
was the strongest predictor of perceived learning. Similarly, Kwok (2020) 
found that online learning self-efficacy and learner-content interaction were 
the strongest determinants of perceived learning. Both studies were conducted 
in online learning settings. 

Undeniably, based on the findings, online learning self-efficacy should 
support the role of interaction in online learning to promote greater student 
satisfaction and perceived learning. The findings corroborated with earlier 
studies by Jiang and Ting (2000) and Fredericksen et al. (2000). The researchers 
concluded that online learning self-efficacy and interactions play a significant 
role in positively impacting student satisfaction and perceived learning. 
Unfortunately, only limited empirical evidence exists on how these constructs 
interacted in the online learning environment during the pandemic. Thus, 
this study attempted to explore the impacts of interaction and self-efficacy 
on student satisfaction and perceived learning. This study is relevant for 
uncovering the importance and performance of interaction and self-efficacy in 
the online learning setting. 

The following hypotheses are formulated:

H1a: Learner-instructor interaction has a significant positive relationship 
with perceived learning.

H1b: Learner-instructor interaction has a significant positive relationship 
with student satisfaction. 

H2a: Learner-content interaction has a significant positive relationship 
with perceived learning.
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H2b: Learner-content interaction has a significant positive relationship 
with student satisfaction. 

H3a: Learner-learner interaction has a significant positive relationship 
with perceived learning.

H3b: Learner-learner interaction has a significant positive relationship 
with student satisfaction. 

H4a: Online learning self-efficacy has a significant positive relationship 
with perceived learning.

H4b: Online learning self-efficacy has a significant positive relationship 
with student satisfaction.

The Study 

This study employed a quantitative approach to ascertain the assumptions on 
the population’s several characteristics, attitudes or behaviours as suggested 
by Creswell (2014). The participants were undergraduates of business 
management and accounting in a Malaysian private higher education 
institution. An online survey was distributed among 189 students enrolled 
in English language and communication courses during the online learning 
implementation. Four incomplete questionnaires were removed before data 
analyses were performed.

The questionnaire comprised 30 items using a six-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The items contained six 
constructs and were adapted from previous studies, involving online learning 
self-efficacy (Shen et al., 2013), learner-content interaction, learner-instructor 
interaction, learner-learner interaction (Kuo et al., 2014), student satisfaction 
(Zhai et al., 2017) and perceived learning (Artino, 2007). The instrument was 
tested for validity and reliability. Two experts evaluated the survey before 
the actual study to ensure the items included all aspects of the measured 
constructs. The items had high reliability because the Cronbach Alpha values 
for all the constructs ranged from 0.791 to 0.877 (Hinton et al., 2004).

The research aimed to explore the effects of online learning self-efficacy, 
learner-content, learner-instructor, and learner-learner interactions on 
student satisfaction and perceived learning. The research model is shown in  
Figure 1. Four constructs (online learning self-efficacy, learner-content 
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interaction, learner-instructor interaction, and learner-learner interaction) 
were examined to identify the association between student satisfaction and 
perceived learning.

Figure 1 Student satisfaction and perceived learning model

Results and Discussion 

This section focuses on analysing the demographic information and 
conducting descriptive and structural analysis to explore student satisfaction 
and perceived learning in an online learning environment.

Demographic information

The summary of the demographic information is presented in Table 1. The 
demographic data consists of the information on participants’ gender and 
year of study.

Descriptive analysis

The mean and standard deviations of the six constructs are presented in 
Table 2. A descriptive analysis was performed to identify the mean and 
standard deviation of online learning self-efficacy , learner-content interaction, 
learner-instructor interaction and learner-learner interaction. Each construct 
had a score above the midpoint of their corresponding scale. Among the six 
constructs, learner-learner interaction (M = 4.163, SD = 1.100) had the highest 
mean score, followed by perceived learning  (M = 4.111, SD = 1.205), online 
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learning self-efficacy (M = 4.100, SD = 1.434), learner-instructor interaction  
(M = 4.079, SD = 1.182) and student satisfaction (M = 3.953, SD = 1.119). 
Learner-content interaction (M = 3.895, SD = 1.102) had the lowest mean score.

Table 1 Demographic information

Number of students Percentage (%)

Gender

Male

Female

87

98

47

53

Year of study

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

62

78

45

33.5

42.2

24.3

Table 2 Mean and standard deviation 

Constructs Mean (M) Standard deviation (SD)

Online learning self-efficacy 4.100 1.434

Learner-content interaction 3.895 1.101

Learner-instructor interaction 4.079 1.182

Learner-learner interaction 4.163 1.100

Student satisfaction 3.953 1.119

Perceived learning 4.111 1.205

Data analysis

Measurement model

Data were analysed using partial least squares (PLS) modelling using the 
SmartPLS 3.2.8 version to examine the measurement and structural model. The 
two-step approach suggested by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) was utilised to 
test the model. Firstly, the measurement model analysis was undertaken to 
test the validity and reliability of the instrument. Subsequently, a structural 
model analysis tested the hypotheses developed. Both approaches adhered to 
Hair et al.’s (2019) guidelines. 

The first step to measure the model was investigating the internal consistency 
reliability. Internal consistency reliability is the degree to which the items 
measure the latent constructs (Hair et al., 2017) and are assessed through 
composite reliability (CR). According to Hair et al. (2017), the CR value should 
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be ≥ 0.700. As shown in Table 3, the CR value was found higher than the 
minimum requirement. Subsequently, factor loadings and average variance 
extracted (AVE) were assessed to determine the convergent validity of the 
constructs. The values of loadings should be ≥ 0.600, and the AVE should 
be ≥ 0.500. Five items were dropped from the study due to poor indicator 
reliability (< 0.6). The dropped indicators were OLSE5 = −0.295, LCI5 = −0.235, 
LII4 = −0.230, LLI2 = 0.041 and LLI6 = 0.046 (Hair et al., 2019). Additionally, as 
presented in Table 3, the AVEs values are all > 0.5, proving all items measured 
were in agreement with the empirical standards (Hair et al., 2017).  

The discriminant validity was assessed using the Heterotrait-Monotrait 
(HTMT) criterion suggested by Henseler et al. (2015) and updated by Franke 
and Sarstedt (2019). The HTMT values should be ≤ 0.85 (the stricter criterion) 
and ≤ 0.90 for the mode lenient criterion. If the HTMT value is higher than 
the threshold value (0.85/0.90), the HTMT criterion detects the collinearity 
problems among the latent constructs (multicollinearity). The value indicates 
an issue with the construct where probably most items are measuring the 
same thing. In summary, the constructs contain overlapping items from the 
respondents’ perceptions in the affected constructs. Table 4 shows that HTMT 
values were all lower than the stricter criterion of ≤ 0.85. Thus, the respondents 
understood that the six constructs were distinct. Therefore, the distinct 
constructs did not measure the same thing. Both validity tests indicated that 
the measurement items were valid and reliable.

Table 3 Reliability and validity result

Constructs Items Loadings CR AVE

Online learning self-efficacy (OLSE) OLSE1 0.778 0.876 0.542

OLSE2 0.703

OLSE3 0.752

OLSE4 0.705

OLSE5 Deleted

OLSE6 0.745

OLSE7 0.731

Learner-content interaction (LCI) LCI1 0.84 0.885 0.659

LCI2 0.88

LCI3 0.809

LCI4 0.709

LCI5 Deleted
(continued on next page)
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Constructs Items Loadings CR AVE

Learner- instructor interaction (LII) LII1 0.775 0.855 0.542

LII2 0.782

LII3 0.622

LII4 Deleted

LII5 0.709

LII6 0.78

Learner-learner interaction (LLI) LLI1 0.758 0.875 0.541

LLI2 Deleted

LLI3 0.691

LLI4 0.735

LLI5 0.624

LLI6 Deleted

LLI7 0.807

LLI8 0.784

Student satisfaction (SS) SS1 0.891 0.899 0.747

SS2 0.822

SS3 0.879

Perceived learning (PL) PL SIM NA NA

Notes: SIM = Single item measure; NA = Not applicable

Table 4 Discriminant validity (HTMT)

1# 2# 3# 4# 5# 6#

#1 Learner-instructor interaction 

#2 Learner-content interaction 0.791

#3 Learner-learner interaction 0.793 0.693

#4 Online learning self-efficacy 0.894 0.886 0.792

#5 Perceived learning 0.588 0.779 0.469 0.687

#6 Student satisfaction 0.558 0.899 0.524 0.776 0.84

Structural model

As suggested by Hair et al. (2019), the path coefficients, standard errors, 
t-values, and p-values for the structural model were analysed using a 5,000 
re-sample bootstrapping procedure (Ramayah et al., 2018, see Figure 2). Table 
5 exhibits the summary of the criteria used to test the developed hypotheses. 
Firstly, the effect of the four predictors on student satisfaction was tested. 
The R2 value of 0.719 implied that all four predictors explained 71.9% of 

Table 3 (continued)
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the variance in student satisfaction . The results in Table 5 shows that a 
significant relationship exists between learner-content interaction and student 
satisfaction (β = 0.559, t-value = 7.449), and also for online learning self-efficacy  
and student satisfaction (β = 0.400, t-value = 5.452). Subsequently, the effect of 
four predictors on perceived learning  were tested. The R2 of 0.542, indicated 
that all the four predictors explain 54.2% of the variance in perceived learning, 
supporting learner-content interaction (β = 0.456, t-value = 4.885) and online 
learning self-efficacy (β = 0.334, t-value = 2.906).

Next, the Stone-Geisser test of predictive relevance was performed further to 
assess model fit (Geisser, 1983). The blindfolding results in Table 6 indicate 
that the estimates are stable. The value of the communality Q-square 
is greater than 0 for all constructs (Hair et al., 2019). All outcomes have 
positive redundancy Q-square values, suggesting that the model has a good 
predictive ability. 

Figure 2 Structural equation modelling – bootstrapping

Table 5 Hypothesis testing direct effects

Hypotheses Std beta Std error t-value p-value Decision

H1a Learner-instructor interaction 
-> Perceived learning 0.024 0.066 0.363 0.712 Rejected

H1b Learner-instructor interaction 
-> Student satisfaction −0.062 0.057 1.084 0.277 Rejected

H2a Learner-content interaction 
-> Perceived learning 0.456 0.093 4.885* 0.000 Accepted

H2b Learner-content interaction 
-> Student satisfaction 0.559 0.075 7.449* 0.000 Accepted

(continued on next page)
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Hypotheses Std beta Std error t-value p-value Decision

H3a Learner-learner interaction  
-> Perceived learning −0.041 0.08 0.515 0.598 Rejected

H3b Learner-learner interaction  
-> Student satisfaction −0.022 0.057 0.381 0.700 Rejected

H4a Online learning self-efficacy 
-> Perceived learning 0.334 0.115 2.906* 0.003 Accepted

H4b Online learning self-efficacy 
-> Student satisfaction 0.400 0.073 5.452* 0.000 Accepted

Notes: *p < 0.05, > 1.960

Table 6 Blindfolding results

Constructs SSO SSE Q-1( ²SSE/SSO)

Learner-instructor interaction 950 649.524 0.316

Learner-content interaction 760 429.267 0.435

Learner-learner interaction 1140 734.558 0.356

Online learning self-efficacy 1140 736.992 0.354

Student satisfaction 570 271.027 0.525

Perceived learning 190 92.592 0.513

Importance performance matrix analysis 

Besides, importance performance matrix analysis (IPMA) was conducted 
to examine item performance and the importance of all four constructs, 
namely learner-instructor, learner-content, learner-learner interactions and 
online learning self-efficacy on student satisfaction and perceived learning.  
Table 7 shows that the most crucial performing interaction factor in 
determining student satisfaction are learner-content interaction (0.62) 
and online learning self-efficacy (0.504). Similarly, learner-content 
interaction (0.567) and online learning self-efficacy (0.472) were essential for  
perceived learning.

Table 7 IPMA results

Student satisfaction Perceived learning

Importance Performance Importance Performance

Learner-instructor interaction −0.088 63.961 0.038 63.961

Learner-content interaction 0.62 61.205 0.567 61.205

Learner-learner interaction −0.028 63.653 −0.059 63.653

Online learning self-efficacy 0.504 61.856 0.472 61.856

Table 5 (continued)
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Figure 3 shows the IPMA for student satisfaction, whereas Figure 4 presents 
IPMA for perceived learning. As shown in the figures, the grid has four 
quadrants comprising Quadrant I (concentrate here), Quadrant II (keep up 
the work), Quadrant III (lower priority), and Quadrant IV (possible overkill). 

Based on Figure 3, two constructs are in concentrate here quadrants (learner-
instructor interaction and learner-learner interaction). The other two constructs 
(learner-content interaction and online learning self-efficacy) are in the keep 
up the good work, implying that the factor in the quadrant is performing at 
the optimum level. Similarly, Figure 4 also shows that learner-instructor and 
learner-learner interactions are in the concentrate here quadrant. In contrast, 
learner-content interaction and online learning self-efficacy are in the keep up 
the good work quadrant.

Each quadrant requires different instructors’ strategies. The study findings 
highlight the importance of focusing on two constructs, notably learner-
instructor and learner-learner interactions, to contribute to student 
satisfaction and perceived learning. Quadrant I (concentrate here) denote 
that the constructs are of high importance but exhibit low performance. 
This area requires immediate instructor attention for improvement and are 
major weaknesses. Learner-instructor and learner-learner interactions are 
perceived to be essential to learners, but performance levels (total effects) are  
relatively low. 

The interaction between learner-instructor and learner-learner could be 
considered major weaknesses because they are important, but the performance 
is low compared to other constructs. This finding corroborates Masrom’s et al. 
(2019) findings, which recommended that the learner-instructor interaction be 
further improved to promote greater satisfaction among learners. The result 
is consistent with previous studies that found learner-instructor interaction 
as the student satisfaction predictor (Alqurashi, 2019; Kuo et al., 2014) and 
perceived learning (Alqurashi, 2019). Furthermore, this finding aligns with 
Li and Jhang (2020), who highlighted learner-learner interaction as the 
determinant of student satisfaction. 
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Figure 3 IPMA for student satisfaction

Figure 4 IPMA for perceived learning 

Learner-instructor and learner-learner interactions are two crucial 
constructs that require more attention from instructors. The requirement 
might be attributable to a lack of experience in the online setting. A sudden 
transformation from the face-to-face mode to a fully online mode has impacted 
instructors and also learners. Instructors have to shift from a teacher-centred 
to learner-centred approach by pushing learners to learn more independently. 
Learner-instructor interaction includes asking and answering questions, 
providing and receiving feedback, giving and listening to ideas.

In second language learning, the interaction between learner and instructor 
is substantially crucial in an online learning environment compared to face-
to-face sessions. Interaction with instructors on the learning process and the 
learners’ progress could guide learners to complete the tasks assigned and 
provide in-depth lesson understanding. The situation is termed scaffolding, 
occurs inside and outside of the classes and could motivate learners to become 
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more independent in their learning. Consequently, scaffolding provides them 
with guidance to successfully complete assessments and activities assigned. 
Thus, an instructor’s role is crucial in providing support to learners to assist 
them to achieve the intended learning outcomes. 

Similarly, learner-learner interaction is essential in online learning. For 
instance, learners might have opportunities for active interaction with 
their peers in class discussions during synchronous sessions. However, the 
interaction between peers is limited in an asynchronous mode, mainly when 
lessons are designed for individual learning. Hence, instructors should 
design tasks that promote greater interaction among peers, such as tasks 
requiring group discussions, collaboration and promoting active learning in 
asynchronous and synchronous sessions. In addition, the interaction quality in 
learner-learner interaction can be promoted if instructors encourage learners 
to participate actively in class, offer feedback, communicate effectively and 
share thoughts. Therefore, the benefits of satisfaction and perceived learning 
in second language classrooms could be attained if the interaction between 
learner-learner and learner-instructor can be improved and implemented in 
online learning.

Conversely, learner-content interaction and online learning self-efficacy are 
in Quadrant II (Keep up the good work), implying that the constructs are 
imperative and high performing. Learners seem to perform very well in this 
zone as opportunities exist for achieving or maintaining advantages and 
are considered as major strengths. Learner-content interaction and online 
learning self-efficacy are perceived to be crucial, and learners seem to have a 
high-performance level in these constructs.

Learner-content interaction represents interactions between learners and 
the course content. Contrariwise, online learning self-efficacy is a learner’s 
perception of own abilities to complete specific tasks required in online 
learning. Hence, learner-content interaction and online learning self-efficacy 
are the key to student satisfaction and perceived learning in the online learning 
environment. This result aligns with Shen et al. (2013), who discovered 
that online learning self-efficacy predicts student satisfaction. The finding 
also ratifies the assertion made by Lim (2001) that self-efficacy significantly 
impacted student satisfaction and perceived learning. Similarly, the result is 
consistent with Kwok (2020), who confirmed that online learning self-efficacy 
and learner-content interaction were determinants of perceived learning.
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In the online learning environment, learners devote much time reading, 
searching for information, accumulating materials, and completing tasks and 
activities assigned by their instructors. Learners must have the knowledge 
and related skills to access materials, complete assessments, and activities, 
and digest the information gathered. The process triggers them to engage 
in reflective thinking. Therefore, their interaction with the content could be 
more critical, leading to self-rewarding, and consequently, promoting greater 
satisfaction in their learning.

Alqurashi (2019) and Kwok (2020) asserted that the combination of interaction 
and online learning self-efficacy could influence students’ perceived learning 
and satisfaction in the online learning environment. Therefore, instructors 
can encourage learners’ self-efficacy in several ways. Firstly, instructors 
should foster learners’ interest in exploring and familiarising themselves 
with various applications in education, such as Padlet, Canva, Genially and 
MindMeister, to enable them to apply the knowledge and skills in learning. 
Learners should be provided with relevant training on using the applications. 
Secondly, instructors can also assist learners to build confidence throughout 
the learning process, regularly provide constructive feedback and implement 
scaffolding whenever needed. Instructors must regularly monitor learners 
learning progress and offer them encouragement in completing the course 
as learners face many challenges in online learning ranging from personal 
matters to course-related matters.

This study confirms that, to some extent, student satisfaction and perceived 
learning in the context of learning English as a second language were affected 
by online learning self-efficacy and the interactions between learner-content, 
learner-learner, and learner-instructor. Therefore, instructors and researchers, 
in teaching second language, ought to recognise their learners’ interest and 
preferences in OTL environment before they plan, coordinate, and execute 
their teaching and learning lessons. They also need to find suitable approaches 
to encourage greater interaction between learners and with instructors and 
explore in what way the interaction could be utilised efficiently because as 
indicated by the findings of this study, interaction and self-efficacy are both 
important in influencing student satisfaction and perceived learning. 

Conclusion

The current study explored the significant factors for student satisfaction 
and perceived learning in an online learning environment using IPMA. The 
findings demonstrated that online learning self-efficacy, learner-content, 
learner-learner, and learner-instructor interactions significantly influenced 
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student satisfaction and perceived learning. The IPMA also revealed that 
learner-instructor and learner-learner interactions are priority factors that 
should receive attention for student satisfaction and perceived learning. Thus, 
the study offers practical implications for higher education institutions in 
the public or private sectors. The findings underline primary areas requiring 
administrative attention to foster greater student satisfaction.

Institutions should provide the greatest urgency to learner-instructor and 
learner-learner interactions by training and developing instructors towards 
performing their responsibilities diligently. Institutions should be student-
focused, such as timely responding to student queries and providing more 
scaffolding in online learning. In addition, instructors should be well-trained 
to handle class activities (synchronously or asynchronously) to ensure that 
the interaction between learners can be utilised efficiently. Institutions are 
recommended to develop a programme that regularly measures and upscale 
instructors’ competencies to meet the changing trend when OTL soon becomes 
increasingly prevalent and perhaps a standard practice in the educational 
context in the near future.

The present study highlights several theoretical implications. The study is 
one of the recent probes that distinctively employed the SEM-PLS and IPMA 
analyses. Furthermore, the study promotes the improvement and applicability 
of online learning self-efficacy and interaction towards improving student 
satisfaction and perceived learning among students. Additionally, findings on 
student satisfaction and perceived learning that are of top priority to students 
are still subjective. Likewise, the current study theoretically contributes more 
insight to the OTL domain.

This study has several limitations. Firstly, the study is limited to a Malaysian 
private higher education institution and not the entire sector. Therefore, any 
attempt to generalise the study results should be made with caution. Future 
research could replicate the study in other higher education institutions to 
confirm the results across the institutions. Furthermore, further studies 
could be conducted to examine longitudinal or comparative studies on 
student satisfaction in other higher education institutions. Moreover, this 
study applied a quantitative approach through an online survey. Hence, 
future studies are recommended to be undertaken using a qualitative 
approach to analyse student satisfaction and perceived learning in the online  
learning environment. 
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Introduction

A novel coronavirus COVID-19 outbreak extensively 
affected worldwide thus, numerous countries closed their 
educational institutes, with the functional standstill of 
institutions students took their classes sitting at homes 
since the beginning of February 2020 (Muthuprasad et al., 
2021; Mirza et al., 2021). Similarly, countries like Pakistan 
were also met with the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown 
circumstances, because of such circumstances Pakistani 
educational institutions also shifted their education from 
face-to-face classes to online classes. This shift suggested 
positive as well as negative effects on students and teachers 
(Thaheem et al., 2021). Nonetheless, the COVID-19 milieu 
has become the trigger for all educational institutions 
globally to hunt the creative methods in a short period. In 
such conditions, almost all higher educational institutes 
have shifted their teaching from face-to-face classes to 
online by using, Microsoft Teams, Zoom, or other online 
mediums (Muthuprasad et al., 2021). 

As face-to-face classes was shifted in the COVID-19 milieu 
to the online classes so it was noticed, the online education 
milieu differed intensely from the face to face classroom 
context vis-a-vis to learner’s motivation, gratification, 
and communication (Bignoux & Sund, 2018). Thus, it 
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is postulated, learning context has a great effect on English as a second 
language/English as a foreign language (ESL/EFL) learning vis-à-vis to 
students’ motivation (e.g., Dornyei & Ryan, 2015). Which is considered to be 
a catalyst in the learning procedure to trigger learners for actions to attain 
their set goal, or complete the learning process conferring to the set goals  
(Gopalan et al., 2017). 

Online teaching and learning (OTL) is not new but there is a difference 
between teaching online in a normal situation and during a pandemic (Gacs et 
al., 2020). In normal circumstances, normally, the teaching material is planned 
and prepared with the time and schedule, although, during a pandemic, it’s 
an emergency call to shift the normal classes to online thus, their preparation 
and planning is not according to cope the online context, thus the class needs 
extra efforts in changing the format (Kaluge, 2020). Moreover, psychologically, 
also there is a change in the attitude and motivation of the learners either to 
accept or resist the sudden changes (Oreg, 2003). 

The English language has remained influential in Pakistan. Its prominence 
as a lingua franca and, before to that, as the official language, has given it 
a prominent position in Pakistan’s multilingual society. A Pakistani student 
is motivated to study English for a variety of reasons, according to Akram 
and Mahmood (2007), including studying abroad, possibilities for job outside 
of his hometown, to attain social, religious, or military objectives, trade, and 
commerce, and for the aim of education.

Moreover, technology and its acceptance have long been recognised in 
Pakistan, according to Farhat and Dzakiria (2017), its use is limited to sending 
emails, accessing the internet, and writing papers therefore, online education 
is not prevailing in its full shape in Pakistan. Although, survey studies 
conducted by (Farhat & Dzakiria, 2017; Khan, 2009; Rafiq et al., 2021; Shahzad 
et al., 2020) showed students are motivated to learn by online mediums yet 
the teachers training, and resources are required along with technology 
integration in its full form.

Yet, there is a scarcity of research studies probing the influence of several 
dimensions of context on ESL/EFL learning’s motivation, as the social 
situation can influence the learning of the students and teachers (King et al., 
2019). Thus, to know whether students and teachers accepted this shift and 
change in the pandemic situations positively or they are not motivated for this 
change in Pakistan so, the subsequent idea became the main probes for the 
current study:
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1.	 Can online teaching and learning predict students’ motivation in the 
ESL context during the COVID-19 pandemic milieu?

2.	 What factors were affecting learners’ motivation in online class during 
the COVID-19 milieu? 

The previously mentioned probes are investigated by using the mixed 
methods approach following the quantitative and qualitative data analysis.

Online Teaching and Learning During COVID-19 Milieu

The digital era of the 21st century has necessitated the need for the active 
involvement of students in the learning procedure, teachers are finding 
ways to make student-centred classes, which requires novel and alternative 
teaching techniques (Song, 2020). Because a learning environment in a 
typical classroom can be characterised as active interactions between learner 
and instructor or between learner and other learners. In distance learning 
environments, opportunities for those interactions are often limited due 
to physical separations (So & Brush, 2008). In face-to-face classes, teachers 
apply task-based methodology, whereas in online video-based interaction 
same tasks could not be performed, but teachers must learn and maintain the 
student interaction and student attention in an electronic platform (Baralt & 
Gómez, 2017). Otherwise, students become disinterested and demotivated 
if they do not find the learning environment feasible, Haider et al. (2020) 
identified that students prefer to attend face-to-face classes rather than online 
before COVID-19 lockdown circumstances. 

As in the COVID-19 pandemic situation, all classes were shifted from face-
to-face to online suddenly, and such drastic change was not planned, that 
unplanned change brought many opportunities of learning along with 
challenges in teaching and learning ESL context (Leena, 2020). According to 
Gacs et al. (2020), there is a great difference between planned and unplanned 
teaching and learning in which the most noticeable difference is the designed 
and planned course which is designed for face-to-face class can benefit face-
to-face class rather in online because of its format and delivery and using 
that course in the unplanned classes can be challenging. Similarly, Baralt 
and Gómez (2017) stated, planned online education is intentionally designed 
according to the need of the students and context with trained teachers, 
with carefully evaluated resources, along with subject specialist, technology 
trained experts’ collaboration whereas, unexpected unplanned programs 
are not designed accordingly, that’s why they do not fit in the situations 
like COVID-19 pandemic circumstances. Such unplanned educational 
programmes mostly do not present positive results on students’ learning 
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rather they can create troublesome botheration for students and teachers. 
According to Tracy et al. (2011), depressing situations can increase the risks 
of depression, anxiety, and stress, and university students are vulnerable to 
developing stress disorder and depression because for many reasons, and 
they feel burden if they do not enjoy learning and in the COVID-19 milieu 
students are effected with psychological challenges (Othman et al., 2019). 

All such pandemic experiences related to online education were investigated 
in a plethora of studies (e.g., Akhtarul Islam et al., 2020; Gacs et al., 2020; 
Kaluge, 2020; Mirza et al., 2021; Nasution, 2020; Thaheem et al., 2021). The 
study conducted by Kaluge (2020) investigated the university students’ 
perceptions in Surabaya, Indonesia regarding the shift of face-to-face classes 
to online classes during pandemic COVID-19 which they conducted through 
WhatsApp. The findings revealed, students felt comfortable taking online 
classes from home according to them, they were easy to follow. Though 
students expressed some issues which they encountered as unstable signals 
of the internet during the course, and they felt difficulty in getting feedback 
from teachers which affected their motivation to be actively involved in the 
course (Kaluge, 2020). 

Similarly, another study explored how students and teachers expect from 
the sudden change during the pandemic in an online context thus, findings 
revealed students and parents did not expect the equivalent experience as they 
expect from face to face class, and many students (and instructors) struggled 
in the COVID-19 duration in online classes (Gacs et al., 2020). Another study 
with a mixed method approach, exploring the effects of online education in 
Pakistani universities and Indonesian universities related to the challenges 
and benefits teachers were expecting in COVID-19 context. The findings 
exposed that there were personal, pedagogical, and technological challenges, 
like anxiety, internet instability, readiness, motivation, unplanned material 
faced by both countries’ teachers while teaching online to university students 
(Thaheem et al., 2021).

Besides, the study investigated the relationship between online learning 
and students’ motivation, and the findings proved that online learning and 
students’ motivation have a weak correlation in the COVID-19 milieu. Online 
learning weakens students’ willingness to learn online rather students were 
demotivated through online learning due to several reasons including lack of 
technical skill, poor online learning designing, money and time consumption,  
and inadequate internet access (Nasution, 2020). The study was conducted to 
know the occurrence of depression and anxiety among Bangladeshi university 
students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study revealed students were 
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facing heightened depression and anxiety (Akhtarul Islam et al., 2020). 
Moreover, another study was conducted in Pakistani universities to investigate 
students’ reading habits in an ESL context. The content analysis revealed that 
COVID-19 negatively impacted the academic lives of the university students 
with many difficulties they were facing as a dearth of resources for online 
education, incompetence in technological tools’ access. All these factors arose 
depression and anxiety among students and declined their reading habits of 
learners (Mirza et al., 2021).

Learners’ Motivation

Since past, motivation remained probably one of the most frequent-researched 
themes in psychology and education fields. It is derived from the Latin word 
movere, having meaning to move or to carry. So, it can be defined motivation 
as a force, which aggravates our constant move to do the activities (Kzltepe, 
2008). Motivation is considered an attribute or distinctive characteristics of an 
individual which he uses to do something, and if anyone would be highly 
motivated would perform better and would put his all potential efforts to 
achieve his goal, according to Gardner (2005, p. 3), “motivation refers to the 
choices people make as to what experiences or goals they will approach or 
avoid, and the degree of effort they will exert in this respect”. According to 
Wu et al. (2011, p. 86), “motivation of learners is a dynamic process and the 
learner’s motivation could change from time to time, similarly, the influencing 
factors on learners’ motivation may also vary from phase to phase”. Thus, the 
online context may have a positive influence on students’ learning commonly 
but in the pandemic, days can be different, and may bring changes in the 
motivation of students during the COVID-19 milieu (Kaluge, 2020).

Motivation is widely considered as a significant aspect influencing the 
accomplishment of language learning specifically EFL/ESL because, learning 
the first language is natural whereas for learning the second language one 
should be motivated enough to acquire that (Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005; Ushioda, 
2013). Moreover, learners’ motivation could be affected at the same time by 
many elements, i.e., environment, material, teacher, medium, etc (Shahbaz 
et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2011). Language learners’ motivation is shaped by 
two kinds of motivation, i.e., intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation 
(Ushioda, 2013). 

Intrinsic motivation is related to the primary propensity of individuals to 
get engaged in the activities which they feel comfortable and interesting 
doing, thus, they learn, develop, and increase their capacities (Sansone & 
Harackiewicz, 2000; Usher & Kober, 2012). Play, investigation, and curiosity 
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are intrinsic motivational behaviours, they generate not because of any 
external pressure or force but rather an individual enjoy or get satisfaction 
from them (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  Similarly, if a learner is intrinsically motivated 
to learn, he explores the new knowledge in a learning context with enjoyment 
and would find pleasure in learning and would spend considerable time in 
learning (Marinak & Gambrell, 2008). Predictably, teachers have well-thought-
out that, intrinsic motivation brings better results in learning than extrinsic 
motivation (Deci et al., 1999). In contrast with intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 
motivation relates with the behaviours done for reasons other than their 
inherent satisfactions learner will be instrumentally motivated externally, 
whereas those instrumental factors also can vary in content and character 
(Ryan & Deci, 2020a).

As intrinsic motivation is related to the inherent feeling of enjoyment or interest 
in doing something (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p. 55). Besides, extrinsic motivation 
is related to the external factors that force or push to do the tasks (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000b, p. 55). Nevertheless, now and then, both extrinsic and extrinsic 
motivators interrelate each other to encourage or weaken one’s intrinsic 
motivations in social contexts (Ryan & Deci, 2000c). Thus, while learners 
are intrinsically motivated, learning results could be maximised. whereas 
extrinsic motivation sometimes inclines to weaken intrinsic motivation in 
one’s social context. While a learner feels controlled by external factors, the 
level of intrinsic motivation is undermined (Mandigo et al., 2008).

Similarly, in Pakistan, a plethora of studies vis-à-vis to motivation have been 
conducted in the ESL context. Pathan (2012) explored in his longitudinal 
doctoral studies the motivation of engineering students in the ESL context and 
found very positive results for learning English in engineering university in 
Pakistan. Similarly, Mirza et al. (2018), investigated the different perceptions 
of male and female engineering students’ motivation in learning English. The 
study conducted by Raza, W. et al. (2018) investigated the dynamic nature of 
motivational factors in the ESL context. 

Learners’ Motivation in the Online ESL Class

OTL are shifted from text-based and asynchronous communication towards 
multimodal and synchronous communication (Blake, 2011; Lau & Chan, 
2003; Stockwell, 2007). Moreover, with the technology and social media 
advancement, teachers and learners are moved towards technological tools 
to use in the ESL context for learning the English language (Pathan, 2021; 
Subaidi & Punan, 2020; Yunus et al., 2020). Thus, learners’ motivation in the 
online class context also matters a lot for the continuation of the learning 
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process in which learners decide whether they are interested to learn in the 
online techno-based environment or not (Bonk & Khoo, 2014). The degree 
of learners’ involvement and engagement would decide their motivation 
towards learning online (Hartnett, 2016). 

A plethora of research studies have revealed the usefulness of technology-
based instruction in enhancing learners’ engagement and motivation (Chen 
Hsieh et al., 2017; Özdemir & Aydın, 2015;  Strayer, 2012; Traxler & Riordan, 
2003; Wang et al., 2018). Besides Özdemir and Aydın (2015) gave a review of 
some of the studies related to the motivation and technological tool ‘blogs’, 
they mentioned the usefulness, and effect of the blogs on learners’ motivation 
concerning the online classes of ESL writing. Besides, Edmodo usage in the 
ESL writing class and its effects on learners’ motivation was investigated in 
Greek high school. The findings revealed very positive effects of this online 
tool on students’ writing motivation in the ESL context, Edmodo integration 
enhanced students’ motivation in learning writing, their engagement in 
the class, their writing habits, and their attitude was also improved in such 
environment (Tsiakyroudi, 2018). Moreover, the study by Kvashnina and 
Martynko (2016) mentioned that the flipped class has positive effects on 
students’ learning motivation and there was a significant increase in students’ 
performance on the course in the ESL context.

Technology-integration in the ESL classes is at its embryonic stage in Pakistan, 
nonetheless they have positive and negative impacts on students’ motivation. 
In the COVID-19 days, the survey research was undertaken to determine the 
influence of OTL on ESL students’ behaviour and motivation. According to 
the findings, students were motivated to study through online classes because 
of the significant loss of their classes during the pandemic days (Farhat & 
Dzakiria, 2017). As a result, they were persuaded to use online learning to 
make up for the loss (Shahzad et al., 2020). 

Besides, another study explored students’ readiness, motivation in ESL 
online classes in pandemic days in a university of Pakistan (Rafiq et al., 2021). 
The findings of the study revealed Pakistani students were ready for online 
learning during the country’s COVID-19 shutdowns. They were motivated 
about studying online, open to new ideas, willing to learn from their errors, 
and eager to communicate and engage with their classmates online. Moreover, 
a study was conducted by Khan (2009) in the Virtual University of Pakistan, 
which offers degree programmes online. Online students were investigated to 
express their perspectives about online courses, internet access, motivation, 
contentment, and experience with the online programmes. According to 
the findings, students preferred online learning since it was convenient and 
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accessible from anywhere. A meaningful online course, empowered teachers, 
and the integration of technology into teaching and learning encouraged 
them to succeed. Since the Higher Education Commission and the Higher 
Education Departmentin Pakistan, like many other countries around the 
world, have mandated that all public and private sector educational institutes 
conduct all teaching and learning activities online until the COVID-19 spread 
curve is flattened (Rafique et al., 2021).

Learners’ Demotivation 

Demotivation can be the result of (1) external distractions or if there are 
some more attractive alternatives; (2) ongoing failure of attention; or (3) an 
inner method of reflection devoid of any particular exterior prompt (Evans 
& Tragant, 2020). Innovative pedagogies are keeping learners engaged and 
motivated (Wu et al., 2020). But,  Dornyei and Ryan (2011) cited in Ghafournia 
and Farhadian (2018), stated that there can be many demotivating factors that 
affect learning and students’ motivation to learning. Those negative factors 
can be learning-related, for example, anxiety, maybe students’ poor test 
results, or the atmosphere where they are learning and studying. According 
to Ghafournia and Farhadian (2018), if there is demotivation it can severely 
effect on the students’ practices of learning and ultimately on students’ results. 
According to Dornyei and Ryan demotivation dismisses the existence of the 
motivation fully or it can reduce the level of the motivation for the existing 
learning due to some external factors (p. 143).

There is a plethora of researches on motivation but demotivational factors in 
the ESL context are explored in a very less number of the researches, or it can 
be said this topic is neglected (Raza, S. et al., 2018). As research has shown 
student demotivation to play a large role in learning outcomes (Falout, 2012; 
Molavi & Biria, 2013; Pawlak, 2017). In Pakistan a study was conducted by 
Mirza et al. (2016) investigated the demotivating factors in the engineering 
university. It investigated the students’ perceptions concerning demotivating 
factors, thus the findings revealed, students were more demotivated due to 
boring material used in the ESL class, another factor of demotivation was 
students’ anxiety, fear of low scoring, and feeling of inferiority because of 
less knowledge demotivated them. A study conducted in a higher technical 
school (Russia) examined motivating and demotivating factors in using 
Moodle online ESL class with a survey to know the teachers’ and students’ 
perceptions concerning Moodle-based learning. The findings of the study 
revealed, there are various factors (pedagogical, management, and technical) 
that are motivating and demotivating the students and teachers for the 
implementation of the Moodle (Aikina & Bolsunovskaya, 2020). 
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A study conducted at the tertiary level in ESL reading classes in Bangladesh 
by Mohib et al. (2013) explored the demotivating factors of students learning 
reading in the ESL context. With qualitative and qualitative analysis, findings 
revealed that the learners were demotivated due to being shy, hesitating, and 
fearful. Aside from internal issues, there were some external factors such as 
inadequate teachers’ training, teacher-centred classes, and without planning 
or ill planning of the lessons demotivated the students in reading class. 
Besides the material was also one of the causes of the demotivation of the 
students, which decreased students’ focus and interest in reading, moreover, 
the environment was also not friendly thus, students were not improving 
the reading and they become demotivated. Besides, Mirza et al. (2018) found 
in their study there were many motivational factors but the course contents 
became the demotivating factor for the engineering students in the ESL class. 
Moreover, the study of flipped ESL writing instruction in Taiwan investigated 
the demotivational factors which can demotivate students, i.e., students 
’interest, classroom atmosphere, and teaching material, and students’ scores, 
and teaching method along with the content type can demotivate students if 
they are not properly followed in the ESL context (Wu et al., 2020).

The Study

The current study has followed mixed methods approach following the 
quantitative and qualitative data. For quantitative data collection the 
questionnaire was used to collect students’ ideas vis-à-vis to their motivation 
in the online classes during the COVID-19 milieu. For quantitative data 
collection, first, the researcher obtained permission from the directors of the 
concerned departments from where the data was to be collected. Moreover, 
students were made aware about the study and taken their consent to involve 
them in the data collection process. Whereas for detailed investigation of 
students’ views and experiences regarding online ESL class in COVID-19 
milieu semi-structured interviews were conducted. According to Creswell 
(2007), interviewer follows the systematic scheme of probes by following the 
semi-structured interview guide. The quantitative data is analysed by SPSS 
26 software and for qualitative data analysis, thematic analysis was used. 
To answer the second question of the study, the data was collected by semi-
structured interviews thus, for data analysis Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six 
steps thematic analysis was followed which are shown in Figure 1. 

The sample of the study was taken from an engineering university in Pakistan. 
For the selection of the sample, a random sampling technique was applied 
to administer the questionnaire. Four departments (electrical, civil, computer 
system, software engineering) students were involved in the current study. 
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The sample size for quantitative data collection was (n = 150) students 
including 100 males and 50 females who were third-year undergraduate 
students. After quantitative data collection, ten students (male and female)  
(F = 5 and M = 5) were selected from them for semi-structured interviews for 
the detailed exploration of the queries of the research.

For collecting the data to analyse that quantitatively, the current study 
adapted Gardner’s (1985) Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) with the 
detailed socio-educational model and five scale AMTB battery to measure 
the learners’ motivation/attitude (Shahbaz et al., 2017). The AMTB has been 
testified to have good reliability and validity but this current study had also 
included a few designed items, thus the reliability of the questionnaire was 
checked using item reliability analysis for all the 30 items in the questionnaire 
based on two constructs of motivation (intrinsic and extrinsic which were 
associated with the organismic integration theory, Ryan & Deci, 2020a, 2020b) 
and the value for the Cronbach’s alpha reliability test was 0.839. Since the 
COVID-19 milieu is the focus of the study, thus a few items were added by the 
researchers to explore the COVID-19 milieu’s effects on students’ motivation. 
The questionnaire items covered two aspects of motivation, i.e., intrinsic 
motivation and extrinsic motivation, each comprised 15 items.

Step 1: 
Familiarization of 

data
Step 2: 

Initial coding

Step 3: 
Generating  

themes

Step 4: 
Validity and 
reliability of  

themes

Step 5: 
Defining and 

naming themes

Step 6: 
Interpretation and 

reporting

Thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke

Figure 1 Steps in thematic analysis
Source: Adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006); Clarke and Braun (2013)
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Results

As this study is following mixed methods approach thus, quantitative analysis 
was carried out to assess how respondents gave their consent on questionnaire 
about their online learning process.

Quantitative results

Simple linear regression was carried out to investigate the relationship 
between OTL in the COVID-19 pandemic milieu and students’ extrinsic 
motivation. The scatterplot showed that there was a weak linear relationship 
between the two, which was confirmed with a Pearson’s correlation coefficient 
of .004. Simple linear regression showed an insignificant relationship between 
OTL and students’ extrinsic motivation since the p-value is higher than 0.05 
(p > 0.963), which shows students are motivated in taking online classes, 
but this is insignificant change in motivation which demonstrate students 
are more towards demotivation instead motivation. The slope coefficient 
for OTL was 0.181 so the motivation of students increases insignificantly by 
0.181. The R2 value was .004 so only 0.4% of the variation in OTL predicts the 
motivation of the students. The scatterplot of standardised predicted values 
verses standardised residuals, showed that the data met the assumptions of 
homogeneity of variance and linearity, and the residuals were approximately 
normally distributed.

Similarly, simple linear regression was carried out to investigate the relationship 
between OTL in the COVID-19 pandemic milieu and students’ intrinsic 
motivation. The scatterplot showed that there was a weak linear relationship 
between the two, which was confirmed with a Pearson’s correlation coefficient 
of .045. Simple linear regression showed an insignificant relationship between 
OTL and students’ intrinsic motivation since the p-value is higher than 0.05 
(p > 0.587). The slope coefficient for OTL was 2.81 so the intrinsic motivation 
of students increased insignificantly by 2.81. This is insignificant motivational 
raise. The R2 value was 0.045 so only 4.5% of the variation in OTL predicts 
the intrinsic motivation of the students. The scatterplot of standardised 
predicted values versus standardised residuals showed that the data met 
the assumptions of homogeneity of variance and linearity, and the residuals 
were approximately normally distributed. In conclusion, quantitative results 
demonstrate that students’ intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation were 
negatively affected in the days of the pandemic COVID-19, thus, they were 
demotivated by OTL. Online classes did not affect their learning positively 
rather they felt demotivated because of multiple negative factors which 
deviated motivation (intrinsic and extrinsic) into demotivation.
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Qualitative results

After all steps of thematic analysis previously mentioned, the themes and 
subthemes were extracted from the data (Table 1).

Table 1 Factors affecting learners’ motivation in online class during COVID-19 milieu

Themes Sub-themes Excerpts

Class material Conventional 
material − contents 
tasks

S1: “My teacher uses the material which she was 
using in our face-to-face classes which has no 
practicality in the online class.”

S2: “Our online class needs online type material 
which should cater for our online class.” 

S3: “The contents which are used in our ESL online 
class are the same as they were in a face-to-face 
class, but in the online class, they don’t seem 
useful.”

S4: “In the face-to-face class were doing different 
activities related to reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening skills, in online class we are just silent 
listeners.”

Teachers’ 
methodology

Teachers-centred 
class

S5: “In face-to-face class get involved in different 
activities we feel like we are doing something but 
in online class were given a lecture by our teacher 
which is a boring way of learning English.”

S6: “I enjoy hands-on tasks when we do different 
tasks related to reading writing speaking and 
listening skills in the class, but in the online class, 
we don’t perform any activity except listening 
to our teacher online and following PowerPoint 
presentation by her/him.” 

S2: “Our teachers always taught us face to face 
in classes now during pandemic this sudden shift 
made them boring teachers because they do not 
know how to teach online.”

S3: “For teaching and learning online one must 
be trained enough to use the technology and then 
easily can focus on the teaching and learning, but 
if teachers are trained, we cannot find learning in 
that class.”

(continued on next page)
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Themes Sub-themes Excerpts

Readiness Unplanned learning 
objectives

S7: “This surprised shift from face-to-face class 
to online has spined our head sometimes I feel not 
to attend the class because I am yet not ready to 
accept this change.”

S8: “I don’t feel I could complete my learning goals 
in online classes because these were not planned 
classes, so they seem incomplete and not useful.” 

S9: “I don’t enjoy online classes because they are 
not up to the mark and they seem to be a waste of 
my semester time.”

Technical problems Internet and 
electricity issues – 
teachers’ training

S10: “Country like Pakistan doesn’t have full 
facilities to conduct online classes, as I live in 
the remote village of Sindh where we have no 
electricity and no any internet facility, during 
pandemic I was at home and was unable to attend 
online classes, which make me so much anxiety 
and worried I shifted to my friend home in another 
area to attend classes.”

S1: “I always find low internet speed which made 
me more distressful in pandemic days because 
these online classes made us connected otherwise 
there was no way to study and complete our 
semester, due to electricity and internet speed 
problems this connectivity was also disturbed, and 
I remained more anxious.”

Anxiety and stress Lockdown and 
quarantine context

S4: “In Pandemic circumstances of lockdown I 
have already anxiety and was under stress, and 
those online classes seem a burden to me because 
they were not accomplishing the learning targets.”

S5: “In online classes, there were many problems, 
like internet speed, electricity problems, sometimes 
laptop problems, all these problems made me so 
much under pressure so that I could not achieve 
my learning targets.”

S6: “In Pakistan, there was not continuous 
lockdown sometimes we were called in our 
universities to attend the class, sometimes it was 
lockdown such messy situations spread panic and I 
remained disturbed.” 

S7: “One of a friend got COVID-19 positive and 
when he was in quarantine, he was attending 
online classes because our midterms were going 
on such terrible situations made me sad and I was 
feeling fear too.”

Table 1 (continued)
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Class material

Following the steps of thematic analysis, data revealed ‘class material’ used 
in the online class was a demotivating factor to learn online in ESL class, 
students did not feel comfortable with the material used in the online class 
because, it was not up to date due to the sudden shift from face-to-face classes 
to online so teachers were using the same objectives and same lesson plans 
which students did not enjoy although, the same contents and material they 
were using and enjoying in the face-to-face classes in different activities in 
the online class, they could not be used in the same way thus, such situation 
decreased students’ motivation. Thus, tailor-made tasks and materials were 
needed to motivate the students towards online learning.

Teachers’ methodology

Teacher and teachers’ methodology are important factors in the learning 
process thus, during pandemic teachers’ methodology became more important 
to be up to the learners’ and learning’s needs. According to the respondents 
of the study, they became the only listeners who were not doing their class 
activities which they used to do in the face-to-face classes. The class turned 
to teachers-centred from student-centred classes, and such circumstances 
demotivated them to learn online. They were not enjoying the classes and 
consequently, they were not learning. 

Readiness 

Readiness is the willingness to accept and willingness to do the targeted work, 
in online classes during pandemic students were in panic so were the teachers. 
Almost all the respondents expressed they do not enjoy online classes because 
they were not expecting such a shift from face-to-face classes to online classes, 
and because of such unwillingness they were not learning properly. These 
online classes became a demotivating factor because they were not planned 
classes and unplanned objectives, tasks, material, methodology made students 
uninterested to attend the classes.

Technical problems

There were many technical issues encountered by students during online 
classes, i.e., internet problems, electricity issues, and device issues. Students 
were attending classes from home due to lockdown in the country, and their 
residences were in the remote areas of Sindh where they were facing many 
problems already, along with internet and electricity. All such circumstances 
demotivated them to learn online.
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Anxiety and stress

Students’ and teachers’ mental health was necessary to be stabled in such 
terrifying situations. Students expressed such feelings that they were 
in depression, fear, stress, and anxiety. They expressed, quarantine and 
lockdown situations also made them disturbed, and they were under pressure 
due to such situations that affected their learning and made them demotivated 
to learn and continue learning.

Discussion

Based on the findings of quantitative data, there was no significant difference in 
motivation about learning online in COVID-19 milieu. Whereas the qualitative 
data clearly indicated students were demotivated for learning online in the 
days of pandemic due to various reasons. The current study revealed that 
students’ extrinsic and intrinsic motivation insignificantly increased which 
means they were not much satisfied or motivated in online classes in the 
pandemic COVID-19 milieu. This slight increment in the motivation occurred 
may be because of teachers meticulously and cautiously wanted to teach 
students in order to compensate the loss of their education. Since they were 
inquired about the online classes they agreed and strongly agreed with the 
statements inquired in the questionnaire, that their motivation (extrinsic and 
intrinsic) is not much increased due to the depressive situation of COVID-19. 
Moreover, in Table 1 students’ expressions’ excerpts are mentioned where 
they have mentioned many other factors which decreased their motivation 
(intrinsic and extrinsic) related to the OTL in COVID-19 days.

The findings of the qualitative data have much revealed that students were 
not much motivated to learn the language in the ESL online classes and their 
motivation was decreased due to many factors in the days of the pandemic 
and they become demotivated to take online ESL classes. These findings are in 
line or same of the findings of their studies. These all studies have also found 
that OTL has various negative impacts (Akhtarul Islam et al., 2020; Gacs et al., 
2020; Mirza et al., 2021; Nasution, 2020; Othman et al., 2019; Thaheem et al., 
2021). All these studies were conducted, online in the pandemic COVID-19 
milieu, the findings of these studies shown negative impacts of OTL due to 
various factors along with COVID-19 circumstances on students’ learning 
language in the ESL classes.

The current study found that students were less motivated or demotivated as 
a result of both external and internal causes, with both being caused by the 
external demotivating situation of COVID-19 thus they felt under pressure, 
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anxiety, fear, and depression. In the current study students expressed the 
quarantine situation and continuous lockdown circumstances affected them 
psychologically a lot they could not pay attention towards their studies 
nevertheless, they were under depression. This finding related to intrinsic 
motivation is in line with the findings of Akhtarul Islam et al. (2020), Mohib 
Ullah and Fatema (2013), Othman et al. (2019), and Thaheem et al. (2021). 
All these studies revealed that students were under pressure, anxiety, and 
depression in the COVID-19 milieu students which affected them, and they 
were facing psychological challenges thus, they became demotivated to learn 
online in the ESL classes.

Besides, the current study found students were demotivated due to some 
external factors, i.e., class material, teachers’ methodology, teachers’ and 
students’ readiness, technical issues along the COVID-19 milieu decreased 
their extrinsic motivation. These findings are aligned with the studies of  
Mirza et al. (2018), Gacs et al. (2020), Mirza et al. (2016), and Wu et al. (2020). 
They found one of the factors of the demotivation of the students in the ESL 
class was class material which was not up to the level of the students, it was 
not properly planned, it was not interesting, or somewhere it was not tailor-
made according to the needs of the students. All such factors of teaching 
material become the reason for students’ demotivation. Another factor was 
the teaching methodology of the teachers which was not appropriate as 
online classes need proper training and method to conduct the online class, 
thus teachers were not trained as Mohib Ullah and Fatema (2013) stated in 
their study inadequate teachers’ training and ill-planning of the material 
become the reason of demotivation. Along with the above-mentioned reasons 
there was one reason behind students’ and teachers’ not being ready was the 
sudden call of online classes due to the COVID-19 pandemic teachers were 
not ready and students were also unwilling to attend online classes.

Furthermore, technical issues become the reason for demotivation, as online 
classes need a stable internet connection, continuous electricity supply but the 
current study revealed students faced unstable internet signals and electricity 
failure problems which affect their motivation to online learning. These 
findings are similar to the studies conducted by Aikina and Bolsunovskaya 
(2020), Kaluge (2020), Nasution (2020), and Thaheem et al. (2021). In these 
studies, students/teachers faced such technical problems during OTL the 
English language that negatively affected their motivation. Such findings are 
revealing that OTL can benefit but it has other aspect also which tells there are 
multiple challenges which need to overcome in order to get most of the OTL.
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Conclusion

The findings of the study suggest that English OTL is increasingly widespread 
in the COVID-19 milieu, which is the need of the hour also. Nevertheless, 
students get demotivated due to various reasons, issues, and difficulties in 
the online programmes, therefore it is imperative to address and fix them 
contextually to improve the motivation of the students considering the 
fact that OTL is becoming a mainstream adoption in the realm of language 
education in the near future. Subsequently, it is suggested that teachers 
should receive sufficient training to conduct online classes based on the above-
mentioned findings of the study. This study can be beneficial to Pakistani 
students, teachers, language policymakers, and syllabus designers when 
they design future courses with the integration of technology. By knowing 
students’ contextual needs and learning styles, more effective online course 
contents could be developed to elicit more attention and effort from students, 
hence fostering their learning motivation in an ESL context. Lastly, there are 
some limitations in this study. First, the study focuses on a single engineering 
university in Pakistan. While the study may yield useful results in similar 
settings, it is beyond the study to generalise its results to other ESL learners 
worldwide. We encourage replications of this study with different groups 
of students across different universities to contribute more insight into the 
phenomenon under study. 

Appendix 1

Questionnaire

The following questions ask about your motivation toward learning the 
English language online in the COVID-19 situation. Remember there are no 
right or wrong answers; just answer as accurately as possible. Use the scale 
below to answer the questions.

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = uncertain, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree

S# Constructs Items 1 2 3 4 5

1 Intrinsic 
motivation

I love learning English online. 1 2 3 4 5

2 1: Self-satisfaction 

2: Enjoyment

3: Ease

COVID-19 situation made me anxious and 
fearful, I cannot focus and learn in the online 
class.

1 2 3 4 5
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S# Constructs Items 1 2 3 4 5

3 I have a strong desire to know all skills 
(reading, writing, listening, and speaking) of 
English in the online class.

1 2 3 4 5

4 Studying the English language online is 
enjoyable during the COVID-19 situation.

1 2 3 4 5

5 I feel very much at ease when I attend online 
English classes.

1 2 3 4 5

6 I think my online English class is boring. 1 2 3 4 5

7 I sometimes daydream about bunking my online 
English class.

1 2 3 4 5

8 I enjoy the activities of our online English class 
much more than those of face-to-face classes.

1 2 3 4 5

9 Face-to-face English class is enjoyable. 1 2 3 4 5

10 COVID-19 situation has improved my motivation 
towards learning online.

1 2 3 4 5

11 I enjoy classes attending online at home. 1 2 3 4 5

12 I want to learn in face-to-face classes at my 
university.

1 2 3 4 5

13 Online material searching is fun. 1 2 3 4 5

14 I get bored in the online class. 1 2 3 4 5

15 Learning English online is student-centered. 1 2 3 4 5

16 Extrinsic 
motivation

I like my English teacher’s methodology which 
she uses in the online class.

1 2 3 4 5

17 1: Teacher’s 
methodology

2: Context

3: Material

My English teacher doesn’t present materials in 
an interesting way online.

1 2 3 4 5

18 When I am studying English, I ignore 
distractions like notifications, viruses, or any 
internet problems and pay attention to my 
tasks.

1 2 3 4 5

19 COVID-19 context had affected our learning. 1 2 3 4 5

20 My English teacher always interestingly uses 
interesting and updated materials online.

1 2 3 4 5

21 I get distracted due to different distractions 
attending online classes, which I cannot ignore.

1 2 3 4 5

22 My English class is a waste of time because my 
teacher doesn’t know how to conduct an online 
class.

1 2 3 4 5

23 COVID-19 did not affect our learning either it is 
online or would have face-to-face.

1 2 3 4 5

24 I could easily complete my activities and tasks 
in the online ESL class.

1 2 3 4 5
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S# Constructs Items 1 2 3 4 5

25 My teacher is bringing newness in the online 
class, it is not the same as it was face to face.

1 2 3 4 5

26 I get quick feedback online it is very good. 1 2 3 4 5

27 I found a more collaborative environment in the 
online class.

1 2 3 4 5

28 In the lockdown context, I learned more in 
online classes.

1 2 3 4 5

29 My teacher is authoritative all the time by her/
his lecture method in the online class.

1 2 3 4 5

30 COVID-19 situation has brought newness to our 
learning.

1 2 3 4 5

Appendix 2

Survey Items

No. Items Constructs

1 I can complete the lesson easier in an online mode. OLSE1

2 Online course materials helped me to understand the content. LCI1

3 I had numerous interactions with the instructor during the class. LII1

4 Overall, I had numerous interactions related to the course content 
with fellow students when I learn online.

LLI1

5 I asked the instructor my questions through different electronic 
means, such as email, discussion board, instant messaging tools, etc.

LII2

6 I did not get lots of feedback from my classmates. LLI2

7 Overall, I feel satisfied with online learning. SS1

8 I communicated with my classmates about the course content 
through different electronic means, such as email, discussion boards, 
instant messaging tools, etc.

LLI3

9 I answered questions of my classmates through different electronic 
means, such as email, discussion board, instant messaging tools, etc.

LLI4

10 Online course materials stimulated my interest for this course. LCI2

11 The instructor regularly posted some questions for students to 
discuss on the discussion board or forum.

LII3

12 The instructor did not answer my questions in a timely fashion. LII4

13  I can understand complex concepts more in online learning. OLSE2

14 Online course materials helped relate my personal experience to 
new concepts or new knowledge.

LCI3

15 I am willing to face challenges in learning using online platforms. OLSE3

16 I replied to messages from the instructor. LII5

17 I can successfully complete all of the required online activities. OLSE4
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No. Items Constructs

18 I received enough feedback from my instructor when I needed it. LII6

19 I am not able to keep up with course schedule. OLSE5

20 I shared my thoughts or ideas about the lectures and its application 
with other students during this online class.

LLI5

21 I can make a plan to complete the given online assignments. OLSE6

22 I did not give comment on other students’ thoughts and ideas. LLI6

23 I am willing to adapt my learning styles to meet course expectations. OLSE7

24 It was easy for me to access the online course materials.	 LCI4

25 Group activities or discussions during online class gave me chances 
to interact with my classmates.

LLI7

26 It was not convenient to access the online course materials. LCI5

27 Class projects led to interactions with my classmates. LLI8

28 I am satisfied that this medium meets my needs in terms of 
learning.	

SS2

29 I would like to continually use online learning in my learning. SS3

30 This online course met my needs as a learner. PL
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Introduction 

The world is witnessing the presence of the COVID-19 
virus which has crippled the progress of many countries. 
The virus was initially known as coronavirus which was 
identified in Wuhan, China in December 2019 (Sajed & 
Amgain, 2020). Malaysia is also not spared the presence 
of this virus and has threatened the lives and harmony of 
society. The year 2019 is also history for the country in the 
face of the COVID-19 situation which has been declared a 
pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO). The 
report updated by the National Crisis Preparedness and 
Response Center and WHO on 30 December 2020 involved 
a total of 216 countries including Malaysia which has 
recorded a total of 880,782 cases as of 15 July 2021 (Ministry 
of Health Malaysia, 2021).

The COVID-19  pandemic has created the largest disruption 
in education systems until it has forced countries in all 
the world to make a sudden transition to online teaching 
and learning (OTL). The COVID-19 pandemic has 
affected the closure of the educational institution and 
teachers are required to teach through online learning 
platforms. This situation also led to a digital revolution 
in the higher education system through online lectures, 
teleconferences, online examination, and interaction in 
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virtual environments (Strielkowski, 2020). As a result, every country in the 
world, all the schools, teachers, and especially parents have been extremely 
unprepared, creating tools on the go (Tuominen & Lasse, 2020). All parties 
and educational institutions have taken steps by conducting lessons online or 
known as emergency remote teaching and learning (ERTL). ERTL involves a 
swift temporal transition from physical or face-to-face instruction to remote 
or distant instruction due to crisis, without prior equipment and logistics 
to facilitate the migration (Hodges et al., 2020). According to Hodges et al. 
(2020), the main goal of ERTL in such a situation is not to recreate the new 
educational ecosystem, but as a temporary access to educational support. 
Therefore, teachers can use various methods to ensure the learning continues 
so that there is no sudden drop out of students. 

Online Teaching and Learning

Digital learning uses the internet to access educational materials and interact 
with content, teachers, and fellow students. It aims to gain knowledge, 
build something meaningful and have support during the learning process 
that takes place and can develop their potential as a result of the learning 
experience. OTL applications are important for activating the way students 
learn and creating interaction in the classroom. These learning methods 
have the potential to support and encourage informal discussions, dialogue, 
collaboration, and the open exchange of knowledge. In addition, OTL is more 
effective and saves time (Aziah & Taufik, 2016).

Reformation in the education system is necessary in making a positive 
impact on student achievement and preparing students for the challenges of 
globalisation in the 21st century. The Malaysian Ministry of Education has 
implemented various programmes to integrate technology into teaching and 
learning. The integration of technology into teaching and learning aims to 
improve student achievement. The Malaysian Ministry of Education strives 
to ensure full achievement in terms of benefits and potentials in education by 
using technology as an enabler in teaching and learning. The use of technology 
as an enabler has completely transformed the teaching and learning process, 
with teachers acting as facilitators in using technology for students to find 
and obtain information in addition to promoting a deep understanding of the 
topic. Mokhtar (2020) said that OTL is important to produce a person with 
lifelong learning skills. Lifelong learning skills are one of the essential skills in 
21st century skills that must be mastered by everyone individual and the use 
of information technology through online applications is an effective teaching 
method that must be implemented as it is easy to access and can be used at 
any time.
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The integration of 21st century education into Malaysia’s education system 
has also begun in line with the digital transformation and the Malaysian 
Education Development Plan 2013–2025 (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 
2013). Eleven shifts were introduced, and one of them, the seventh, was to 
leverage information and communications technology (ICT) by improving 
the quality of learning in Malaysia and preparing students for the education 
challenges of the 21st century. The plan hopes to provide a digital experience 
to students, teachers, and education system administrators. Teaching and 
learning Arabic is also not exempt from the same implications, in fact it is 
more challenging when it involves a third language.

Challenges in Online Teaching and Learning: A Case  
of Arabic 

The issue of problems in the teaching of Arabic is not a new thing. In fact, 
it has often been debated among educators and researchers for a long time. 
However, this problem scenario is not seen as a negative thing. This scenario 
is seen as opening space for discussion and the proliferation of ideas in 
improving the Arabic language teaching system in Malaysia. Language 
learning has its own uniqueness that distinguishes it from other subjects. 
Arabic is the language that is unique because each element interdependent 
each other. For example, the word (noun) involves aspects of gender, change 
of time, and change of number. The Arabic script has numerous diacritics, 
including consonant pointing, and tashkil (تشَْكِيل, tashkīl), supplementary 
diacritics. The latter include the harakāt (حَرَكاَت) vowel marks like fathah, kasrah 
and dammah. The verb is associated with 14 pronouns and changes when the 
noun or pronouns change. Thus, teaching Arabic for non-natives speaker is a 
challenge throughout this pandemic.

Previous studies in Arabic second language discussed some problems and 
issues in teaching and learning such as environment, motivation (Abdullah 
et al., 2015), teaching aids and teachers’ ability; pedagogy (Zaini et al., 2019); 
problems in teaching skills (Mat, 2013), exam and text-book oriented approach 
and students’ proficiency in language aspects are still at an unsatisfactory 
level, including both the secondary and university level (Baharum & Samah, 
2015). Lessons learned from online training programmes in crisis contexts 
indicate that lecturers must understand and feel comfortable with the 
technology. Unfortunately, even in the most stable contexts with adequate 
infrastructure and communication in place, many lecturers lack even basic 
ICT skills (Thannimalai & Baloh, 2021). In Malaysia, OTL have yet to reach the 
level of satisfaction for educators and students because there are still many 
teachers who are lack of skills in the use of information technology that enable 
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them to deliver teaching materials online effectively (Simin et al., 2016). 
During the pandemic, the problems multiplied not only from the educators’ 
side but also from the learners’ side.

Integrating technology in a subject by the teacher involves numerous factors. 
Kim et al. (2013) put forward a framework for technology integration that 
considers contextual factors (school, learning culture, and social values), 
teachers (efficiency and trust, pedagogical beliefs), resources (time, software, 
and access to technology), and professional development (training, learning 
community, and support) as interlocking factors when discussing teachers’ 
decision-making on technology uptake. The availability of technology is an 
important factor for the success of the idea of e-learning, without it would 
be just a dream. There are different levels of this challenge; the availability of 
hardware, the internet, the speed of the internet, and the internet packages, 
each of which is a challenge or in combination with the others. The student (or 
even the teacher) may have the device, but he may not have internet service 
at all, and if it is available, it may be slow, or perhaps with an insufficient 
package to cover video presentations and large-sized materials. 

There is no doubt and no wonder that the crisis facing educational institutions 
due to the outbreak of COVID-19 has pushed learning through technology 
and the internet towards the forefront. In the study of Zakaria et al. (2017), 
teachers are well prepared to use technology in education, but empowerment is 
required in terms of teachers’ knowledge and skills and school infrastructure. 
In some cases, lecturers who are still not confident in dealing with their 
students through educational technology because they may fear that the 
technology will have a negative impact on exam result (Ahmed et al., 2020). 
Ladyanna (2021) added that the lack of training in educational technology has 
become one of the challenges in using technology in educational institutions. 
Other factors that contribute to the factor of teaching using educational 
technology are the lecturers’ attitude towards educational technology, the 
lecturers’ self-efficacy in using computers, teaching experience, access to 
educational technology, technical support in using educational technology, 
and support from management (Aditya, 2021).

The emergence of this diverse technology also brings a wave of awareness 
of 21st century skills that emphasizes four specific characteristics of critical 
thinking, communication, creativity, and collaboration. This aspect becomes a 
skill that must be mastered by every teacher and student so that these different 
techniques can be fully used by all parties. Lecturers can use ‘asynchronous’ 
technology applications, meaning learning interactions occur without the 
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need for teachers and students to be present at the same time. ‘Synchronous’ 
technology applications are technology that can be used directly where the 
teacher and the learner meet simultaneously.

The study by Yusuf and Ahmad (2020) found that there are six major issues in 
online learning (Figure 1), namely that students lack focus, an unsatisfactory 
learning platform, and students do not have basic learning tools, such as 
books (left in school) and laptops. Internet access is limited, and students 
do not attend online lectures. Students log in but they do other activities 
throughout the class. In addition, students are not disciplined, teachers have 
little input, and follow online laboratory activities is difficult. Lecturers are 
afraid to finish the curriculum, a lack of exposure in organising educational 
platforms such as Zoom, Google Meet, Edmodo, and a lack of experience in 
developing e-content. Some lecturers refuse to teach online because teaching 
via the internet requires a lot of effort in preparing new materials, although 
they can be used again in future courses (UNESCO, 2020a).

The issue of facilities and the internet is not only related to the rural 
population, but the ‘urban poor’ are also affected by the implementation of 
online learning during this learning period. Sure, the B40 families who live 
in the home have similar problems. Students with lower levels are affected 
by problems such as limited internet access and sharing the internet with 
other family members (Halid, 2021). Psychological abuse and marital 
problems are also on the rise, and this of course has a negative impact on 
students who live at home and do not focus on learning. Emotions are a big 
factor in the teaching and learning process (Pauzi et al., 2020). Among the 
problems related to teaching and learning on the internet can be summarised 
in several points, including utilities and internet access issues. For those with 
equipment, technical problems arise, family background, lecturers’ readiness 
and skills, emotional and stress management, unprepared environment such 
as busy parents and crowded home conditions, and a knowledge gap for  
vulnerable students.

The ongoing COVID-19 crisis will continue to be both a challenge and a 
learning experience for the global education community. In the broader 
aspects, among the challenges in OTL during the pandemic encountered by 
countries such as Philippines are socioeconomic and cultural barriers and 
limited access to technological resources (Baticulon et al., 2021), while in Saudi 
Arabia, learners were accustomed to the old and conventional learning styles 
in group classrooms, one to one class context and self-commitment problems. 
In China, some of the teachers found it is hard to integrate technology in 
teaching and content representation especially during crisis, but they have 
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positive attitude towards technology (Li, 2022). Students confronted personal 
challenges such as economic and psychological stress that decreased their 
willingness to learn online including technical issues resulting from low 
bandwidth or weak internet connections (Alkhawaja & Halim, 2019).

Figure 1 Online learning problems

The Study 

Kolej Islam Teknologi Antarabangsa (KITAB) Pulau Pinang is an international 
Islamic college located in Penang, Malaysia which encompasses various 
educational institutions and initiatives aimed at promoting Islamic education 
and values.

There are three main study programmes in KITAB, namely Diploma in Tahfiz 
Al-Quran, Diploma in Syariah and Diploma in Finance. Arabic is compulsory 
for all students and comprises of three levels to be specific; Basic Arabic (Al-
Lughah Al-Arabiyyah Al-Ittisoliah), Grammar, Syntax & Morphology (An-
Nahw & As-Sarf) and Rhetoric subject (Al-Balaghah). The institution under 
study was also affected by the Movement Control Order (MCO) by the 
government. There are some students who do not poses the basics of Arabic 
at SPM level. They are required to attend language enhancement classes as 
exposure to various aspects such as reading, writing, listening, and speaking 
skills and grammar  aspects. This study attempts to highlight the challenges 
of OTL experienced by lecturers and students at the institution during the 
COVID-19  pandemic  and the strategies  to overcome the problems. This study 
seeks to answe r the following questions:
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1.	 What are the challenges faced by Arabic language lecturers in OTL 
during the COVID-19 outbreak?

2.	 What are the challenges faced by students in learning Arabic subjects 
during the COVID-19 outbreak?

3.	 What are the strategies used to overcome problems in teaching and 
learning by lecturers?

4.	 What are the suggestions from lecturers and students to enhance 
teaching and learning during MCO?

The method of this study is a qualitative approach, where the researcher 
conducts semi-structured interviews with the lecturers and students. 
Qualitative research also requires the researcher to build his own perception 
to understand and interpret the data provided by respondents or informants 
for the study, which is an in-depth study of the situation and the individual 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). According to Creswell (2009), Gay and Airasian 
(2009), and Miles and Huberman (1994), interview methods can provide more 
in-depth data and information that cannot be obtained through questionnaires. 

Qualitative research also requires the researcher to understand and interpret 
the data provided by the respondents or informants of the study. The 
participants were selected purposively includes four lecturers out of five, all 
of whom are teaching Arabic, and four students who taking different Arabic 
subjects during this pandemic. The researcher obtained the consent of the 
informants and explained to them the details of the study such as the purpose 
of the study, data collection and analysis. The questions and responses were 
in Malay then translated to English. All participants were interviewed via 
Google Meet and the interview session was recorded for future reference. 
After the data transcription, the researcher provided a copy of the interview 
data that had been transcribed to the participants to obtain their confirmation 
of the information, the accuracy of the interview content enhanced the 
credibility of the subsequent inferences.

It is important to note that the challenges assessed in this study is partly based 
on Barrot et al.’s (2021) conceptual framework of OTL comprising seven 
clusters of challenges, namely self-regulation (SRC), technological literacy 
and competency (TLCC), student isolation (SIC), technological sufficiency 
(TSC), technological complexity (TCC), learning resource (LRC), and learning 
environment (LEC) challenges. However, the nature of this study is qualitative 
exploratory, hence it is our intention to allow for new clusters or themes to 
emerge from the qualitative data in our research context, not restricted to the 
seven clusters established. 
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Results and Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has revolutionised the landscape of education 
worldwide, compelling educators to adapt rapidly to unprecedented 
challenges. Among those at the forefront of this adaptation are lecturers, who 
have been tasked with navigating a complex array of obstacles to ensure the 
continuity and effectiveness of learning. From the sudden shift to remote 
teaching to the profound impacts on student engagement and mental health, 
lecturers have faced a myriad of challenges that have reshaped their roles 
within academia. In this paper, we delve into the multifaceted challenges 
confronted by lecturers during the COVID-19 era, examining the ways in 
which they have persevered, innovated, and evolved in response to these 
extraordinary circumstances. Through a comprehensive exploration of these 
challenges, we offer insights into strategies for mitigating these obstacles and 
fostering resilience in the face of adversity.

Challenges faced by lecturers 

The challenges faced by the lecturers were consistent with Barrot et al.’s 
(2021) clusters of challenges. For instance, they all agreed that the internet 
is the main problem, followed by the problem of technology in the use of 
computer applications. The problem of lack of access to the internet coverage 
in the college area and student homes. Some lecturers buy additional internet 
to ensure the smoothness of the teaching process. 

When the Government first announced the MCO starting from 18 
March, I feel lost. I really do not know where I should begin. Besides, 
the students also did not bring home all their books. My laptop was 
not functioning. I went to the mall; all the laptops and printers were 
sold out. For the first two week, I did not do anything. (Lecturer 1)

If they come to work, they have to teach in the car outside the college area. In 
addition, the lecturers face environmental disturbances such as outside car 
noise, the television that family members watch, and the annoying sound of 
children is preventing the quality of online education.

Among the challenges that I faced in conducting online learning I 
take too much time to prepare online materials. And I have to teach 
new intake student without basic knowledge in Arabic. I cannot 
measure their level of mastery especially in speaking. So, I started to 
give more exercise on speaking and pronunciation. (Lecturer 4)
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Some of the students are working during this period. Some of them 
works as Grab Food and Food Panda rider, some are selling phones 
and gadgets. Because of that, they tend to absent from the class. They 
will only do the exercise at night around 1–2 a.m. And synchronous 
class is difficult to held. (Lecturer 2)

Some lecturers prefer traditional method together with online platforms. 

I have difficulty using instructional methods that are more 
attractive. Everything is limited, including quota availability, 
sometimes bad signals, and students are not ready. Some did 
not have basic in Arabic, and I need to start from the basic. If in 
usual class it is ok, but when online, the works is like double.  
(Lecturer 3)

Although all of us prefer OTL, I still prefer written exercise to my 
student. They have to write the answer and snap the photo then send 
back in WhatsApp. For me students need to practice Arabic writing 
because if not they cannot connect the letters to form a correct word. I 
also give task to enhance their writing by giving them assignment to 
compile a diary on their daily routine. (Lecturer 4)

Challenges faced by students

The challenges faced by the students were partly consistent with Barrot et 
al.’s (2021) clusters of challenges. All participants agreed that internet is the 
main problem in their area. Most of them live in rural areas like Permatang 
Buloh, Bukit Mertajam, Tasek Gelugor and Penanti. The internet coverage is a  
big problem.

Internet quota is like snail, if I have class, I must go out from my 
house until the petrol station or nearby school or shopping mall for a 
better internet access. I called TM and Time service provider, but the 
service is unavailable at my area. So, we have no choice either to use 
sim card or broadband. (Student 1)

If the lecturer sends me videos or class using Zoom, I can just hear 
the voice. The video took too long to be downloaded although the 
duration is short like 5–6 minutes. If I need to upload any video, huh 
sometimes take one full day. I will ask the lecturer not to give video-
based assignment but just voice note is ok. (Student 3)

Two of the participants said they are stressed and cannot focus well on their 
study due to family and health problems. 
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I feel so stressed because my father passed away. All my siblings 
are schooling, and I have to take care them all. I sell drinking water 
in front of my house. But thank God the lecturers understand 
my situation. They accept all my works although it is a bit late.  
(Student 3)

My family was diagnosed to be positive COVID-19, so I think no 
need to study anymore, quarantine, swab test, sanitizing all made me 
in trauma and almost one month I don’t enter any class. To catch up 
Arabic subject is very difficult and for me pass is enough at that time. 
But I can score on quiz part because using Quizizz and Kahoot! I feel 
like stress reliever. (Student 1)

The challenges in learning Arabic among students are from various aspects 
like writing skills, vocabulary, and longer time to understand the topic.

I don’t have Arabic background during my SPM, so it is a challenge 
for me to master this language in just four months. My writing was 
so bad and many new rules. Luckily the lecturer explained to us and 
taught us to write from basic like Alif, Ba, and Ta and how to join 
words and sentences. (Student 2)

I prefer face to face class because I can directly ask ustaz if I don’t 
understand the topic but online the response is a bit late like I said 
before, internet problem. Sometimes I ask other friend, they also 
encountered same problem like me. I don’t have problem in writing 
and reading, but in speaking I cannot pronounce well and ustaz 
always correct me if I am wrong. (Student 2)

My lecturer did not provide any additional notes, she just uses 
the book and after Google Meet we send the exercises. But I 
understand, we are in critical situation, we don’t have choice, 
right? The next semester in June, when I learn Grammar subject, 
I feel better because the lecturer use story method of Nabi 
Ibrahim and I can remember the chronology and grammar rules.  
(Student 3)

For me, my problem is to remember the vocab and meaning of the 
word. Sometimes I confused the meaning of other word like jamalun 
 is beautiful. Another example (جَمِيلٌ) is camel and jamilun (جَمَلٌ)
rojulun (ٌرجَُل) is male and rijlun (ٌرجِْل) is leg. It is confusing right? And 
we don’t see many Arabic words compared to English. (Student 1)
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Strategies used by lecturers

On the other hand, the crisis stimulated innovation within the education 
sector. Challenges make lecturers more creative in implementing teaching 
as they experiment with multiple platforms and give diverse assignments to 
students. There are many teaching strategies used by lecturers during OTL. 
Among the platforms used are Zoom, Meet, Facebook Live, and WhatsApp. 
There is also lecturer that combines Webex, Telegram Messenger, and 
WhatsApp. As for the teaching methods used, such as active learning and 
two-way learning. 

I do not have much problem to teach online. I use the easiest platform 
of communication that is WhatsApp. I send short videos, notes and 
audios through it and the student send back all their exercises and 
answers in the WhatsApp group. I have to print all for documentation 
for filing purpose. (Lecturer 3)

Some lecturers prefer the asynchronous method where they record the 
teaching video and give it to students two days before class. In this way, 
students can watch the video at any time and repeat it according to their 
wishes, especially for students who live in the countryside and villages. As 
one of the respondents said:

Throughout the MCO period, the teaching and learning process is 
done online. I used the WhatsApp method. This means that I sent a 
video recording of the learning and training. Then the students try to 
understand from the video and answer the questions. The grades are 
taken from the exercise. (Lecturer 2)

If the problem is with time, some lecturers change the class to another time, 
either at night or at the end of the week. As one of them said:

Sometimes it is difficult for everyone to stick from five o’clock to six 
thirty in the evening. So, I changed the class to Saturday night at eight 
o’clock at night until all of them are ready to study. (Lecturer 4)

Although all of us prefer OTL, I still prefer written exercise to my 
student. They have to write the answer and snap the photo then send 
back in WhatsApp. For me students need to practice Arabic writing 
because if not they cannot connect the letters to form a correct word. I 
also give task to enhance their writing by giving them assignment to 
compile a diary on their daily routine. (Lecturer 4)
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Lecturers use apps like Canva to produce graphics and poster ads, and some 
of them do tests using Kahoot! and Quizizz and find that students love 
multimedia elements such as music, sound effects, and animation.

For my reading class, I teach Arabic through stories. I start with the 
story of Prophets Ibrahim then continue with story about Prophets 
Yusuf. I use “Qasas an-Nabiyyin” by Abul Hasan An-Nadwi. The 
book is available in pdf format and can be easily shared with student. 
I upload all stories in YouTube. (Lecturer 1; see Figure 2 for example)

Listening to the stories is not just we can learn Arabic, but I can 
understand the plot as mentioned in the Quran. I understand the 
feminine and masculine aspect in the word. (Student 1)

Some lecturers teach Arabic through news so that the students are aware 
about situations and issues happening around the world.

I teach Arabic vocabularies and reading through daily news on Al 
Jazeera or Bernama platform. I will record my voice, then students will 
record their reading too. I will listen and correct their pronunciation 
if any. I explain to them the word whether it is in singular or plural 
form, present or past tense, the doer, the root word, and others. 
(Lecturer 4)

The lecturers learn from their colleagues regarding the technical issues and 
new applications. Some of them learn through YouTube and online sharing 
sessions by educators from other institutions.

I learned about conducting OTL through social media like Facebook 
and Telegram. I see a lot of friend creative in preparing materials and 
videos. I take initiatives by learning on myself through YouTube. I 
learn how to use Padlet, Edmodo, Screencast o Matic, Quizizz, and 
Kahoot!. (Lecturer 3; see Figure 3 for example)

Then, when the new semester starts, and still face-to-face class are not 
allowed, I feel better with my knowledge regarding the computer. 
I ask colleagues and practices several times before conducting 
class with student. But sometimes I forgot to record the session.  
(Lecturer 2)
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Figure 2 Teaching Arabic  through stories

Figure 3 Online quiz using Wordwall application

After I used these platforms several times, other lecturers ask 
me how to use these online applications. When I started to teach 
them, I feel more confident. And I do not feel afraid anymore. 
(Lecturer 4)

I create a one stop centre using Blendspace containing recorded notes, 
infographics, and assessment. Before I distribute the link to student, 
I send to other Arabic  Lecturers to be peer reviewed and comments. 
I give 2 weeks for student to study and finished all the exercises in 
the OSC (One Stop Centre). I distributed a set of quick survey on the 
effectiveness of the platform and the feedback was positive. (Lecturer 
1; see Figure 4 for example).
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When the MCO continues semester by semester, the lecturers are capable 
to make their class more creative and engaging. One of the lecturers using 
Flipgrid (Figure 5). This recording was done in Arabic  language. Students 
record their opinion through Flipgrid, and all works uploaded to Padlet 
(Figure 6). All students can see and comment on their friends’ work. Some 
students learn to produce creative infographics using Canva and other 
application (Figure 7).

I learned to produce posters and info graphics when ustazah asked 
us to do it using Canva. Later, I can easily design different posters for 
Student Council programme. (Student 3)

Figure 4 One stop centre for certain grammar topics

Figure 5 The use of Flipgrid
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Figure 6  Grammar notes uploaded to Padlet

Figure 7 Poster designed using Canva

Strategies used by college authority

During the new semester in October, the management distribute free sim 
card to the student so that they can access the internet and platforms such as 
Google Meet and Zoom  application without problems because most of them 
tend to have internet problems before. 

I feel very happy when I received the sim card. It helps me a lot 
because online class is really data consuming. Before this, when 
I joined Zoom , I cannot on video and cannot see the lecturers face. 
(Student 3; see Figure 8 for example)

Besides that, Mentor-Mentee Programme organised by student development 
division (Hal Ehwal Pelajar) helps students to share their problems with their 
mentor. One of the students said:
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I feel like I have a supporting family in the mentor mentee program. 
My mentor always gives us ideas and tips. If we have problems 
regarding money or family, we can just share in our WhatsApp  
group, then the lecturer will help us. (Student 4) 

Figure 8 SIM card distribution to all students

Suggestions to enhance online teaching and learning

Based on the summary of the results as enumerated in Figure 9, various 
suggestions were gathered from lecturers and students to enhance OTL.

Figure 9 Summary of the results
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Suggestions from lecturers

Further suggestions to strengthen and enhance online Arabic learning are: 

I suggest the management to have a standardize platform in online 
learning to ease the communication among all staffs and students. 
Like now we don’t have any platform, each lecturer uses different 
apps; Google Meet, Zoom, Telegram. If we have e-learn then easy 
to deposit all notes, test. Sometimes if we upload in WhatsApp, it is 
difficult to track back all links. (Lecturer 1)

For me individually, I want to attend workshop or short briefing 
how to use certain apps. Currently I am using only Google Meet and 
WhatsApp. I need someone to facilitate me to do video recording 
or teach me how to set questions in Quizizz. I have experience once 
setting up question in Quizizz, and all students score full mark. 
After checking, actually I don’t limit the answering attempt for each 
student. (Lecturer 2)

Institutions are also recommended to provide better training for lecturers to 
hone their teaching skills using the latest educational technology. During the 
course, lecturers can develop their knowledge of this framework and other 
technical skills such as video production, screen recording, active learning, 
and more. Throughout the pandemic, lecturers are involved in teaching and 
learning at home, but many have not been prepared enough for this. Education 
authorities need to assist teachers in setting up the facilities required to deliver 
lessons.

I suggest we can have a weekly or monthly gathering where the 
lecturers can share new application or new technique especially 
among the senior lecturers and novice lecturers. Novice lecturers are 
good in technologies compared to the senior one and we can feel the 
bonding. If not, I feel I am on my own journey.

The counsellor needs to monitor some students are busy playing 
games like PUBG and mobile legend to enter their classes based on 
the timetable. They usually stay up all night and sleep during day 
time. (Lecturer 3)

It is recommended for lecturers to share their experiences and work with 
each other. When they share information, resources, ideas, and experiences, 
learning becomes easier and more effective for students. Collaboration between 
lecturers increases academic understanding, more creative lesson plans, 
and reduces isolation (UNESCO, 2020b). Strategies to support collaboration 
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among teachers are building relationships and a sense of community by 
communicating about teaching interests, fostering a community of practice, 
and arranging regular meetings to share experiences.

I think internet is the worst problem. If the internet connection is 
stable, then other things will be smooth, lecturers’ explanation, 
interaction. When we come to office, we cannot connect to internet 
at all. Can you imagine? It is frustrating and I feel coming to work 
for six hours is just wasting of time. I really hope management can 
provide us better quality. (Lecturer 4)

It is advised for educational institutions to provide faculty with appropriate 
facilities (UNESCO, 2020b). Some teachers also lack the skills to design, 
facilitate and monitor distance learning activities. Teachers and other 
education personnel are on the front lines to ensure continuity of learning 
(UNESCO, 2020b). Educators may need to adjust their roles to ensure that 
distance learning solutions are effective. 

Suggestions from students

The students had a mixed opinion about online education during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The students felt that online education is stressful 
and affecting their health and social life. Students are suffering from stress 
and anxiety as addressed in previous researches (Cao et al., 2020; Islam et 
al., 2020). Nevertheless, the students felt that lecturers have improved their 
online teaching skills since the beginning of the pandemic. 

I hope the library will be opened according to the S.O.P so that 
I can borrow books especially in Arabic and Sharia. And I can use 
the computer to write my assignment because I don’t have laptop at 
home. I rely 100% on my phone. Arabic is a challenge for me and I 
will try harder in improving my language. (Student 1)

I enjoyed learning Arabic through news because it improves my 
vocabulary a lot. Sometimes, although I learned the news in Arabic, 
I can apply the information in my English class too. I never heard 
about Bernama Arabic, BBC Arabic. I prefer if the exam through the 
Google Form, in objective form.

I don’t have any suggestion because I think when our maturity 
increases then our degree of self-discipline will also increase.  
(Student 2)
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I suggest the lecturers can provide proper notes or handout for the 
students to assist them in learning. (Student 3)

My suggestion is I want to ask the lecturers organise a join class 
among different sections like a small seminar so we can hear to 
different opinions and ideas. For me, from the beginning of my 
study, all was done online, and I don’t have exposure to many things 
yet. For Arabic language, I enjoy writing daily journal as it improves 
a lot my vocabulary and my writing become faster. (Student 4)

In sum, Table 1 summarises the suggestions gathered from the lecturers and 
students to enhance OTL in the college. 

Table 1 Suggestions to enhance OTL

Suggestions from lecturers Suggestions from students

•• Standardise online learning platform. 
•• Organise more workshops.
•• Monthly gathering with lecturers.
•• IT team assist lecturers in setting up the 

facilities required to deliver lessons. 
•• Counsellor needs to monitor students who 

are active in gaming.
•• Management set up a proper recording or 

online teaching studio.

•• Library is opened to students.
•• Lecturers provide proper notes or handout.
•• Lecturers organise a join class among different 

sections.
•• Exam format in objective structure rather than 

subjective. 

Conclusion 

The results showed challenges and strategies in teaching and learning 
Arabic during the COVID-19 pandemic among lecturers and students from 
a local institution. They faced a wide range of logistic, technical, financial, 
and social problems. The lecturers have competencies in implementing 
technology-based learning and are willing to use educational technology in 
their teaching practices. However, there is a need to develop competencies 
in the technology-based learning design process. Technical support such as 
faster internet access and computer facilities are important for better OTL 
implementation as it opens a new space for Arabic language educators to 
be more creative in delivering the intended content. For instance, online 
assessments such as assignments and tests can be done via varied formats 
using many current applications such as Kahoot!, Quizizz, Google Forms, and 
Telegram Messenger. This early preparation is important when OTL becomes 
the prevailing norm in the near future.

Likewise, students came across a lot of challenges during OTL including 
money, internet coverage, emotional imbalance, understanding certain 
topics, and lack of motivation. The students reported that online classes 
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are more challenging than traditional classroom due to technological 
constraints, motivational, and psychological aspects. Hence, it is suggested 
that the lecturers and the management need to put all students’ problems 
and suggestions into consideration while developing more effective and 
meaningful online courses for future learners. In sum, COVID-19 is clearly a 
test for higher education institutions around the world in terms of their level 
of preparedness, flexibility, and ability to adapt in response to future global 
crises. However, on the bright side, it serves as an effective change agent to 
promote the rapid adoption of OTL in organisations that reject changes. Seeing 
the positive transmission of the pandemic, it has sparked the incredible spirit 
and effort of lecturers in our context to ensure students do not fall behind in 
education especially in Arabic language area.

The limitations of this study lied in the research setting which was limited to a 
single local institution. Therefore, generalisation of the results to other settings 
should be done with utmost thoughtfulness. Further studies are encouraged 
to replicate the study in other institutions to corroborate the results across 
different settings. Furthermore, future research could be conducted to 
compare challenges faced by different groups of lecturers and students across 
different languages besides Arabic. Moreover, this study applied a qualitative 
approach via interviews. Hence, it is suggested that future research may 
employ a quantitative approach as in the study by Barrot et al. (2021) to gain 
more robust insight into the phenomenon under study.
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Introduction

The sudden pivot from traditional classroom teaching to 
virtual learning spaces was a compelling transition propelled 
by the rapid changes in global circumstances (Subekti 2021; 
Zhang et al., 2022). During this changing time, the question 
is not whether digital education can meet the standards 
of traditional pedagogy (Hodges et al., 2020). Rather, it is 
about how swiftly, and effectively academic institutions can 
adopt this massive digital shift (Carey, 2020). Resistance 
to change will not serve the educational systems across 
the globe. As highlighted by Rapanta (2021), the ability of 
these institutions to adapt rapidly and maintain educational 
quality will be under scrutiny, posing a significant challenge 
to their reputations. Likewise, their responsiveness and 
their capability to uphold their educational standards in the 
face of crisis will be a testament to their adaptability.

In responding to the demands brought about by various 
circumstances, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
need for a flexible and accessible educational system has 
become increasingly apparent. As a result, the transition 
from traditional face-to-face learning to online learning 
has emerged as a viable solution (Ribeiro, 2020; Singh 
et al., 2021). Online teaching and learning (OTL), which 
is defined as the utilisation of internet and other relevant 
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technologies for the creation of educational materials, instructional delivery, 
and programme management (Juárez-Díaz & Perales, 2021), has rapidly 
established itself as the cornerstone of education in the midst of the pandemic. 
To ensure the effectiveness of online education, it is crucial to comprehend 
the advantages and limitations of both asynchronous and synchronous online 
learning approaches (Bailey et al., 2021).

However, it would be unrealistic to expect academic institutions to convert 
their entire curricula into digital resources overnight. Distance, scalability, 
and personalisation represent the three biggest hurdles in the realm of 
OTL. Innovative solutions by institutions are essential in navigating these 
challenges in the pandemic era (Liguori & Winkler, 2020). Google’s suite 
of products (including Gmail, Google Forms, Calendars, G-Drive, Google 
Hangouts, Google Jamboard and Drawings, Google Classroom, and third-
party solutions like Open Board Software for recording meetings) can provide 
valuable tools for facilitating this transition (Basilaia et al., 2020). These 
tools may be useful but without the expertise and competency of teachers 
in leveraging these tools, the transition to OTL may not yield the desired 
outcomes. Peimani and Kamalipour (2021) stated that effective OTL requires 
educators to adapt their instructional methods to the online context, using a 
combination of synchronous and asynchronous activities that align with the 
learning objectives and cater to diverse learner needs.

With regards to English language teaching, despite an abundance of research 
and best practices on computer-assisted language learning (CALL), resources 
are lacking on how to prepare teachers for online language instruction 
and the skills necessary in this new teaching environment. Furthermore, 
traditional pedagogical models primarily relied on students listening to their 
teachers, working individually or in groups, and reproducing knowledge in 
assessments, with limited use of information and communication technology 
(ICT) (Lipowsky, 2015). While the shift to OTL was accelerated by the 
outbreak of the COVID-19, it occurred against the backdrop of an ongoing ICT 
transformation in educational systems (Bailey et al., 2021; McFarlane, 2019). 
The integration of ICT into education has gained significance, highlighting 
the need to bridge the gap between traditional learning and the experiences 
and skills needed by students for the modern economy (Kozma, 2011).

Despite these significant shifts, it is crucial to explore and address the 
current challenges teachers are facing in adopting ICT for OTL. Many 
teachers feel overwhelmed by the fast-paced progression of technology and 
lack the necessary skills or confidence to incorporate it effectively into their 
instruction (Carmignola et al., 2021). The teacher’s role in an online setting 
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is considerably different, often requiring a shift from being the central 
source of knowledge to more of a facilitator or guide, a change that can be 
daunting for those more accustomed to traditional pedagogical models. 
This transition not only requires understanding the technical aspects of the 
tools but also necessitates a profound pedagogical shift. Ultimately, teachers 
are crucial mediators in the successful integration of ICT into education, 
and their concerns, capabilities, and transformations should be at the heart 
of our discussions on the digitisation of language teaching and learning. 
Therefore, a critical examination of the challenges the teachers face and the 
support they need in their changing roles is an indispensable part of the ICT  
integration process.

Contextualising this discourse within the Nigerian educational landscape 
brings its unique set of challenges and opportunities. The adoption and 
implementation of ICT in online language instruction in Nigeria is still in its 
nascent stages, largely due to systemic and infrastructural issues (Egielewa 
et al., 2022). For instance, the absence of reliable electricity and internet 
connectivity in many parts of the country can pose significant barriers to the 
integration of ICT. Nevertheless, the country’s burgeoning youth population 
represents an untapped reservoir of digital natives who are well-versed in 
the use of technology, thereby creating a fertile ground for the successful 
adoption of ICT in education (Olayemi et al., 2021). This promising trend 
implies investing in teacher training programmes that not only focus on the 
technicalities of using ICT tools but also emphasise the shift in pedagogical 
approaches necessary for effective online instruction especially in the context 
higher education (Eli-Chukwu et al., 2023). Hence, this chapter reports 
an exploratory study conducted on English language lecturers of tertiary 
institutions of Adamawa State, Nigeria by focusing on their current adoption 
of ICT in English language education apart from their perceived level of ICT 
competency and challenges faced.

Specifically, the study aims to answer the following research questions:

1.	 What is the importance of ICT in facilitating English language teaching 
and learning in tertiary institutions in Adamawa State?

2.	 To what extent are ICT resources available for the facilitation of 
English language teaching and learning in tertiary institutions in 
Adamawa State?

3.	 How competent are English language lecturers in utilising ICT 
resources for English language teaching and learning in tertiary 
institutions in Adamawa State?
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4.	 What challenges do lecturers encounter when using ICT for 
English language teaching and learning in tertiary institutions in  
Adamawa State?

OTL in Nigerian Higher Education

OTL has gained significant momentum in Nigerian higher education, 
providing opportunities for increased access and flexibility. According 
to a study by Shonola et al. (2016), mobile devices have played a crucial 
role in supporting online learning in Nigerian universities. The study 
found that students utilise their portable gadgets for various educational 
purposes, such as exchanging academic files, accessing online resources, 
and engaging in discussions with classmates. This highlights the potential of 
OTL to bridge the gap between traditional classroom education and remote  
learning environments. 

The COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated the adoption of OTL in Nigerian 
higher education. As campuses closed and face-to-face teaching was disrupted, 
universities quickly transitioned to online platforms to ensure the continuity 
of education (Eli-Chukwu et al., 2023). Bashir et al. (2021) conducted a study 
at Aston University, examining the experiences of Bioscience students during 
the pandemic. The findings revealed that many students reported positive 
experiences with online assessments and expressed willingness to continue 
using such formats in the future. This demonstrates the adaptability and 
effectiveness of OTL in challenging circumstances. Olayemi et al. (2021) 
conducted a study involving 148 undergraduates to explore students’ 
perception and readiness towards OTL during the pandemic. The findings 
indicated that the majority of respondents claimed to be familiar with OTL 
and expressed a high level of readiness. They also reported possessing the 
necessary ICT skills for OTL. 

While OTL offers numerous benefits, it also presents challenges in the 
Nigerian higher education. One significant challenge is the digital divide 
and access to technology. Not all students have equal access to devices and 
reliable internet connectivity. El-Sayad et al. (2021) studied online learning 
engagement in Egypt, a developing country facing similar challenges as 
Nigeria. Their research emphasised the importance of addressing issues 
related to digital infrastructure and ensuring equitable access to technology 
for all students. Quality assurance is another crucial aspect of OTL in Nigerian 
higher education. As online programmes continue to expand, it is vital to 
ensure that they meet the same standards of excellence as traditional face-
to-face education (Egielewa et al., 2022). Accreditation and regulatory bodies 
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play a pivotal role in maintaining quality. Additionally, the integration of 
interactive and engaging learning strategies is essential to enhance student 
participation and learning outcomes.

The future of OTL in Nigerian higher education looks promising, with ongoing 
efforts to address challenges and enhance the OTL experience. One key issue 
is still related to teachers’ or instructors’ competency in using relevant tools 
and pedagogies in ensuring effective teaching and learning experience. 
Teacher competence encompasses a range of skills and knowledge, including 
technological proficiency, pedagogical expertise, and the ability to facilitate 
meaningful online interactions. Effective OTL requires teachers to adapt their 
instructional strategies (Yusuf et al., 2017). 

ICT Competency of Language Educators

ICT competency plays a vital role in the effective integration of technology 
in language education. Language educators need to possess the necessary 
skills and knowledge to leverage ICT in their teaching practices. According 
to Caena and Redecker (2019), ICT competency for educators encompasses 
various dimensions, including technical skills, pedagogical knowledge, 
and the ability to integrate digital tools effectively. Teachers with high ICT 
competency can design engaging activities, utilise multimedia resources, and 
facilitate online interactions to enhance language learning outcomes.

Research suggests that professional development programs are essential 
for enhancing the ICT competency of language educators. A study by Hu 
and McGrath (2011) highlighted the significance of providing systematic 
training and support to help language teachers develop their ICT skills and 
pedagogical strategies. Continuous professional development opportunities, 
such as workshops, courses, and online resources, can contribute to improving 
educators’ ICT competency and their ability to integrate technology effectively 
into language teaching. Furthermore, the integration of ICT in language 
education can provide numerous benefits. ICT tools offer opportunities for 
authentic and meaningful language practice, facilitate individualised learning 
experiences, and promote learner autonomy (Tondeur et al., 2016; Zwahlen, 
2017). Language educators with high ICT competency can leverage digital 
platforms, online resources, and communication tools to create immersive 
language learning environments that cater to diverse learner needs.
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However, challenges in developing ICT competency among language 
educators persist. Limited access to technology, lack of time and resources for 
professional development, and resistance to change are some of the barriers 
identified by Al Gamdi and Samarji (2016). Addressing these challenges 
requires institutional support, investment in infrastructure, and a commitment 
to ongoing training and support for language educators. This situation calls 
for a study that takes into account the views of instructors or educators in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of the challenges faced by language 
educators in developing ICT competency.

Theoretical Foundation

Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) is a theoretical 
framework first introduced by Mishra and Koehler (2006), that emphasises the 
integration of technology, pedagogy, and content knowledge in educational 
settings. It was later updated with clearer visualisation of the relationship 
between the dimensions (Mishra, 2019) as shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 Updated version of TPACK model 
Source: Adapted from Mishra (2019)     

TPACK recognises that effective teaching and learning require a combination 
of these three domains and their intersections. Content knowledge refers to the 
subject matter being taught, pedagogical knowledge involves understanding 
how to teach and engage students, and technological knowledge pertains to the 
effective use of technology in instruction (Mishra, 2019). TPACK encourages 
educators to develop a deep understanding of how these domains interact 
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and influence each other, leading to more meaningful and impactful learning 
experiences. In this study, the English language lecturers’ technological 
knowledge and pedagogical knowledge are examined in relation to the use of 
ICT for OTL.

The Study

The study employed a descriptive survey design to gather data (Saris & 
Gallhofer, 2014). The sample was selected using stratified and systematic 
random sampling techniques, with location, age, and gender as the strata. 
Thirty English language lecturers participated in the study and were provided 
with a questionnaire as the primary instrument for data collection. As the 
involvement of the lecturers in this exploratory study was voluntary, the final 
number of 30 participants was deemed sufficient to gain initial insights for 
the research questions raised (Kar & Ramalingam, 2013). The questionnaire 
consisted of 28 self-structured items divided into four sections (A, B, C, and 
D). Each item required respondents to select a single option, and nominal 
values were assigned to each possible response. The scoring of items was 
based on these codes, and all sections followed a five-point scale with 1 being 
the lowest and 5 being the highest in terms of the level of agreement.

To collect the required data, the researcher administered the survey in 
person, visiting various educational institutions. Despite the time and 
expense involved, this approach yielded a high response rate as the surveys 
were collected immediately upon completion. The advantage of this method 
was that most respondents were conveniently clustered at their respective 
workplaces. The data collected from the participants were subsequently 
analysed using descriptive statistical techniques, such as calculating the mean, 
to gain insights into the gathered information.

Results

The results from the survey revealed positive views of English language 
lecturers in Adamawa, Nigeria on the use of ICT for English language teaching 
and learning, particularly for online environments. Seven items related to the 
importance of ICT in teaching and learning English language in Adamawa 
State tertiary institutions showed an average mean score of 3.96, with mean 
scores ranging from 3.50 to 4.55. This suggests that the lecturers in Adamawa 
State considered ICT important in English language courses. Another seven 
items related to the availability of ICT resources for English language teaching 
and learning in Adamawa State tertiary institutions showed an average mean 
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score of 2.01, with mean scores ranging from 1.06 to 3.75. This indicates that 
the lecturers in Adamawa State considered ICT resources for English language 
courses inadequate.  

Regarding the competence levels of the English language lecturers in relation 
to the use of ICT resources, results showed an average mean score of only 0.97, 
with mean scores ranging from 0.16 to 2.15. This signifies that the lecturers 
in Adamawa State considered themselves very much less competent in using 
most ICT resources in their English language courses. The last seven items 
on the challenges faced by the English language lecturers of Adamawa State 
tertiary institutions in using ICT in their courses showed an average mean 
score of 4.00, with mean scores ranging from 3.45 to 4.25. This suggests that 
the lecturers in Adamawa State agreed that the application of ICT in their 
English language courses was relatively challenging.

In sum, the results of the research revealed that concept of technologies is 
appreciated as acclaimed by the respondents in the study area but most of 
them are deficient in technologies. Furthermore, among the multitude of 
ICT-based resources for OTL, only language laboratory is the most common 
resource in Adamawa state tertiary institutions. Unfortunately, very few 
skilled language teachers (M = 2.15) are competent in the use of language 
laboratory. The findings of the study also point out that English languages 
lecturers in the study area are facing many challenges of using technologies 
for OTL. 

Discussion

Research question 1 dealt with the importance of ICT in teaching and learning 
in English language. The result of the research revealed that technologies play 
very important roles in teaching and learning in English language concurring 
with earlier studies in the field (Egielewa et al., 2022; Subekti, 2021). A 
significant finding from this study was the overwhelming consensus among 
the lecturers about the importance of ICT in facilitating personalised and 
authentic language learning experiences. This is consistent with prior research 
which suggested that technology can provide an environment conducive to 
tailored, individual learning, enabling students to learn at their own pace, 
choose their learning paths, and ultimately, experience a sense of ownership of 
their learning (Olayemi et al., 2021). Authentic language learning experiences 
have been noted to accelerate language acquisition by promoting meaningful 
and purposeful communication in the target language.
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In addition to facilitating personalised learning, ICT was found to be 
instrumental in motivating students. According to the lecturers, the use of 
ICT makes learning more interactive, engaging, and fun, thereby increasing 
students’ motivation to learn. It provides a stimulating, multimedia 
environment that can be highly appealing and motivational for language 
learners, which aligns to previous studies such as Sharma and Pooja (2016). 
The research also highlighted the role of ICT in enabling lecturers to provide 
instantaneous feedback to their students, a finding which aligns with the 
assertion made by Rock et al. (2009) that real-time feedback in language 
learning can significantly enhance student performance and engagement. ICT 
tools such as digital assessment platforms can facilitate quick and detailed 
feedback, which helps learners understand their strengths and weaknesses, 
and implement changes in their learning strategies promptly (Clark &  
Mayer, 2021).

Research question 2 showed that the availability of adequate supplies of 
technologies was uneven, while the most basic technology like language 
laboratory is typically available. Shortages and/or no supplies were found 
with the other technologies. Availability of ICT instructional facilities to the 
teachers at tertiary level is not sufficient for meeting the demands of students, 
but there is a need of required training facilities for properly utilisation of 
these teaching aids in classrooms. Oyaid (2009) and Sipilä (2011) supported 
that frequency and level of teachers’ utilisation of computer technology in 
classroom is still at the early stages and demands further training to overcome 
the difficulties faced to teachers in classrooms. Potter and Rockinson‐Szapkiw 
(2012) also indicate that educational objectives of teaching and learning 
cannot be achieved successfully until teachers were trained to have updated 
knowledge of ICT instructional aides to be properly used in classrooms.

Question 3 focused on the competency levels of the participants. The study 
revealed that, the lecturers in the study area are only slightly competent in 
the use of language laboratory while they are not competent in the other 
technologies. It shows that, if there must be an effective teaching-learning 
activity, utilisation of instructional technologies will be necessary. Ema and 
Ajayi (2004) assert that educational technologies only bring about changes 
and advancements when the teachers know how to use them, for instance, 
their professionalism and general knowledge as well as their creativity 
in choosing, creating, and utilising the educational materials efficiently 
determine the outcome of the instruction. Instructional technologies are made 
up of objects such as printed, audio, visual that aid in the successful delivery 
of lesson. Chapelle and Hegelheimer (2013, p. 300) stressed the need to clarify 
the key competences of language teachers in the 21st century to “effectively 
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and critically engage in technology-related teaching issues within a world 
that is decisively supported and interconnected by technology”. Clarification 
of key competences is crucial for online language teacher training since 
teaching language online requires skills that differ from traditional language 
teaching as well as teaching other subjects online. In this section, this literature 
review will look at the type of skills for online language teaching. In the first 
part, Hampel and Stickler’s (2005) paper as introduced earlier provides a 
framework to discuss the types of skills needed for online language teaching. 

Research question 4 focused on the challenges English language lecturers 
facing in teaching and learning using ICT. There are number of technologies 
available for online education but sometimes they create a lot of difficulties. 
These difficulties and problems associated with modern technology range 
from downloading errors, issues with installation, login problems, problems 
with audio and video, and so on. Sometimes students find OTL to be boring 
and unengaging. OTL has so much of time and flexibility that students never 
find time to do it. Personal attention is also a huge issue in OTL. Students 
desire two-way interactions which sometimes it gets difficult to implement. 
The learning process cannot reach its full potential until students practice 
what they learn. Some of the major challenges are unavailability of ICT 
resources, limited skills on use of some ICT resources and difficulty for 
lecturers to move from offline mode to online mode of teaching (changing 
teaching methodologies), and managing time. In this regard, Potter and 
Rockinson-Szapkiw (2012) supported that educational objectives of teaching 
and learning cannot be achieved successfully until teachers were trained 
to have updated knowledge of ICT instructional aides to be properly used  
in classrooms.

In sum, the study concurs with Brazendale et al. (2017) in that due to 
the pandemic crisis there has been a huge, disruptive shift from existing 
educational system to online education system. An online course requires 
detailed lesson plans to design good study materials. Certain challenges of 
online education include lack of OTL skills in educators, online preparation of 
lesson plans as it is very time-consuming, lack of appropriate support from the 
technical teams, and traffic overload in online educational platforms. Not only 
the Nigerian teachers but the students are also facing challenges due to their 
deficiency of proper learning attitude, lack of suitable materials for learning 
and involvement in OTL, incapability of self-discipline, and the inadequate 
learning environment at some of their homes during self-isolation.

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Reuben & Muhammad Kamarul Kabilan

170

Implications of the study

Firstly, the availability of ICT resources and lecturers’ skills in utilising them 
are crucial for effective teaching. If resources are accessible and lecturers are 
proficient in using ICT, it implies that teaching can be more effective. This, 
in turn, has the potential to lead to effective OTL of the English language. 
Adequate ICT resources and the necessary skills among lecturers are 
considered to potentially contribute to more engaging and interactive OTL 
environments in the research context.

Secondly, if there is a lack of ICT resources or inadequate network coverage, 
it implies that teaching may not be as effective. Insufficient resources and 
network coverage can hinder the smooth implementation of the English 
Language OTL. This can lead to limitations in accessing digital materials, 
communication challenges, and overall poor learning experiences for the 
Nigerian students.

Lastly, if lecturers lack the necessary skills to effectively utilise ICT resources, 
it suggests that the OTL processes may not be as effective. Proficiency in using 
ICT tools and technologies is essential for creating engaging instructional 
materials, facilitating interactive discussions, and providing timely feedback 
to students. Insufficient ICT skills among Nigerian lecturers can hinder the 
potential of OTL for the English language courses.

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic lockdown has underscored the importance of ICT in 
education, revealing both its potential benefits and inherent challenges. This 
study found that while the concept of technology is generally well-received 
in Adamawa state tertiary institutions, there is a significant deficiency in 
technological resources. The most used ICT resource for OTL is the language 
laboratory, with other technologies either being obsolete or inadequate. 
The transition from offline to online teaching poses a significant challenge 
for language teachers, compounded by network issues caused by insurgent 
activities. These technical difficulties, coupled with a lack of awareness and 
proficiency in handling technologies among language teachers, hinder the 
attainment of effective OTL in the region.

Given these findings, several recommendations are provided. First, regular 
training for lecturers through seminars, conferences, workshops, and both 
short and long-term training programmes is crucial. This will equip them 
with the necessary skills to utilise new information technologies and meet the 
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evolving demands of learning materials. Second, teachers should be motivated 
and encouraged to fully commit to the effective use of ICT tools in their 
instructional delivery, fostering a culture of digital literacy and technological 
competence. Lastly, institutions should actively seek support from non-
governmental organisations, private sectors, individuals, and industries to 
supplement and replace obsolete educational media and software packages. 
This collaborative approach will ensure a more robust and sustainable 
integration of ICT in language education, ultimately enhancing the quality of 
OTL. Given the imminent future where OTL is expected to establish itself as 
the dominant norm, this becomes a matter of great importance in Adamawa 
State tertiary institutions.

Looking ahead, the future direction for OTL implementation in Adamawa 
State tertiary institutions, and indeed globally, should focus on creating an 
inclusive, accessible, and flexible digital learning environment. This involves 
not only the continuous upgrading and diversification of technological tools 
but also the development of innovative pedagogical strategies that leverage 
these tools to enhance learning outcomes. Emphasis should be placed on 
creating interactive and engaging online content, promoting active learning, 
and fostering a sense of community among online learners.
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Introduction

Bangladesh, like many developing nations, has been 
seriously affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The one 
area, possibly next to the health sector, that has been 
hit really hard in the pandemic is the education sector. 
Because of the pandemic and the sporadic lockdown across  
the country, the education system had to be switched 
overnight from physical classrooms to online classrooms 
within a very short space of time, regardless of the 
unavailability of the required infrastructure to run the 
online education system. Bangladesh, which is often 
considered as the new face of emergent economy in South 
Asia, has been badly affected by the pandemic because of 
its unpreparedness to handle the crisis, exacerbated by still 
unsettled economic conditions.

As part of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), Bangladesh has been working on achieving high-
quality and sustainable quality education since 2015 (UNDP, 
2021). Being a developing country, quality and inclusive 
education have been the topmost priority for the present 
government, as education is a prerequisite for the successful 
transformation of the country to a developing one. The 
government has always been aware of the importance of the 
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educational sectors for its development; hence they prioritised the inclusion 
of information and communication technology (ICT) in different levels of the 
education sector in Bangladesh.

‘Digital Bangladesh-Vision 2021’, adopted in 2010, was one of the major 
initiatives taken by the current government of Bangladesh to ensure good 
governance by employing ICT as a pro-poor tool in different sectors of the 
government. One part of the overarching vision was to guarantee social 
equity through quality education. In the proposal for the ‘Digital Bangladesh-
Vision 2021’, ICT has been identified as the key enabler to address the quality 
of education by creating an e-learning environment in the classroom (Karim, 
2010). Since then, numerous initiatives were adopted by both the public and 
private sectors to ensure the use of ICT in educational institutions on different 
levels ranging from primary to tertiary education. However, despite all the 
initiatives taken by the government and different private sectors, the practice 
of using ICT in the classroom as e-content (audio-visuals, distance learning 
through TV, mobile phones, internet, etc.) could not progress in Bangladesh 
because of issues like lack of infrastructure, teachers’ training, knowledge on 
maintenance of technological devices, motivation of both the teachers and 
others, as observed by Rahman (2020).

Added to all these challenges, COVID-19 has presented an unprecedented 
situation as the whole scenario underwent a paradigm shift at the advent of 
the pandemic in 2020. The first case was detected in Bangladesh on 08 March 
2021 (IEDCR, 2020). The situation was worsening as the country did not have 
the arrangement to create a shield against the spread of the virus because of 
its inability to handle a disaster like a virulent pandemic. The whole country 
went under a general lockdown from 17 March 2020 necessitating the closure 
of all the academic institutions along with other offices, markets, and public 
spaces (Dhaka Tribune, 2020). Bangladesh faced the closure of the educational 
institutions of all levels for more than one year which is the highest among the 
South Asian countries (The Daily Star, 2021).

Bangladesh was forced to shift the education system online completely 
after the hit of the pandemic around the first week of April 2020. Students 
who were already alarmed by the potential disaster posed by the pandemic 
now had to cope with new challenges presented by the online class which 
was completely new and for which they had no preparation or training. As 
a result, their anxiety increased to the highest level. During the pandemic, 
according to Islam et al. (2020), 82.4% of university students suffered from 
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mild to severe depression while 87.7% suffered from anxiety symptoms. The 
poor network connectivity, frequent power outages, problems with devices, 
or lack of necessary devices in some cases, added to their suffering. 

Not only the students, but teachers also had to go through almost the same 
situation as many of them lacked the much-needed training to properly use 
ICT in the classroom. Using multimedia in a physical classroom was entirely 
different from completely shifting the whole classroom online. Many faculty 
members experienced psychological pressure for not being able to meet the 
expectation of the institutional authority. Aperribai et al. (2020) found many of 
the teachers to become traumatised while trying to maintain the work-family-
social life balance and hence suffered from depression due to the increased 
workload created by the arrival of the pandemic. 

In the previously mentioned scenario, the traditional teaching-learning 
environment, where the traditional face-to-face classroom was the centre of 
learning and teacher-student and peer interaction played the central role in 
terms of ensuring learning, was suddenly upended. As there was no unified 
guideline from the government or the University Grants Commission (UGC), 
different private universities in Bangladesh continued their online educational 
activities in their way, leaving the quality of education in doubt. 

Rightly, therefore, the current paper aimed to investigate the range of impacts 
faced by the sudden intrusion of online education or e-learning in the existing 
scenario of the language classroom in the tertiary level of Bangladesh. Using 
the ecological lens, the current study attempted to find out how far the 
western concept of online education fits within the ecosystem of a Bangladeshi 
language classroom. The study further focuses on the extent of assimilation 
which could be attained after conducting online classes for more than a year 
in the country. This chapter, therefore, addresses the following research 
questions from an ecological perspective:

RQ 1: How far is the sudden shifting to online classes ensuring effective 
learning in the private universities of Bangladesh?

RQ 2: How is the online education system impacting the existing ecology 
of tertiary-level education in Bangladesh? 

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Sayeedur et al.

178

ICT, Education, and the COVID-19 Pandemic

The online education system is a brilliant contribution of the 21st century. 
Comparatively a new idea in academia, the scope, and future of online 
education have grabbed the attention of many researchers and academicians. 
The exclusive use of ICT in the education arena has created a scope for 
attaining the fourth SDG i.e., quality education. In the proceedings of the 
ministerial forum of Global Dialogue on ICT and Education Innovation – 
Towards Sustainable Development Goal for Education (SDG 4), Jiang et al. 
(2019) has mentioned that a category 2 institute of UNESCO was formed in 
the 38th general conference of UNESCO on 13 November 2015 to ensure the 
use of ICT in higher education. Since its conception, International Centre 
for Higher Education Innovation (ICHEI) has been working for facilitating 
the developing countries, like Bangladesh, with ICT support by providing 
different devices in the classroom along with the training for teachers who are 
the main resource to implement the use of ICT in higher education (UNESCO-
ICHEI, 2021). As Bangladesh was only getting prepared to accommodate the 
ICT support in the classroom, the COVID-19 hit in 2020. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has, like its impact on other sectors, impended the 
education sector in general. A study conducted by Jamiai (2021) showed the 
perception of the students regarding e-education in the context of Morocco 
during COVID-19. The study collected the data from students of graduate-
level and tried to find out their degree of satisfaction with the online classroom. 
Based on the collected data, Jamiai (2021) showed the possibility of blended 
learning in the future while accepting the fact that the satisfaction level on 
the part of the students varies depending on various factors, especially on the 
availability of prepared and well-planned pedagogy and others. However, the 
scenario in Bangladesh is quite different as the country has a different socio-
economic condition and is yet not prepared to handle hazards successfully 
due to its poor infrastructure. In such a country where a significant gap 
had been addressed regarding the use of ICT in the classroom in the pre-
COVID-19 era, as perceived by Rahman (2020) in his study, complete shifting 
to online education has appeared as a huge challenge for the education sector 
of Bangladesh. 

One of the major challenges of this overnight shift is the lack of training and 
motivation of the teachers to conduct classes online. Though the motivation of 
teachers in the classroom has been identified by McKenney et al. (2015), as a 
crucial concern for the effectiveness of using ICT in the language classroom, 
different studies conducted on the education in Bangladesh during the 
COVID-19 show challenges were not addressed before shifting education 
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towards online. For example, Ferdous and Shifat (2020) has addressed 
the problem and argued that online teaching resulted in innumerable 
inconveniences and developed mental depression and stress among the 
English language teaching (ELT) teachers and English as foreign language 
(EFL) learners. 

In the same context, Islam et al. (2020) has attempted to focus on the struggle 
faced by the students. He has shown how Bangladeshi university students are 
suffering from a serious level of stress and depression, especially those who 
have faced different levels of financial disadvantages because of the pandemic. 
In addition to this, students are also facing unusual expenditures due to online 
classes. They are struggling with problems like the unavailability of essential 
electronic devices, the high cost of the internet, etc. Dutta and Smita (2020) also 
reconfirmed that the pandemic has hampered the tertiary level of education 
in Bangladesh on a large scale especially because of its unpreparedness and 
low resource to implement online classes. Apart from the financial reasons, 
there are other alarming reasons as well which have triggered mental anxiety 
among the teachers and students. Socio-demographic backgrounds have 
played an important role in this. Al Mamun et al. (2021) have found a lack 
of concentration in study, agitation, lack of social life, degradation in the 
academic field to contribute significantly to the increase of the mental pressure 
of the students. In addition to all these issues, the fear of getting infected with 
COVID-19 has always remained a serious concern by all. 

Classroom as Ecosystem

In their article, Zhao and Frank (2003) conceptualised the classroom as a 
metaphor for the ecosystem where the teacher is the keystone species and the 
technology and new invention plays the role of an invader, an alien species 
that becomes responsible for a momentary imbalance in that system. By 
adopting the example of the Zebra mussel, they formulate their theoretical 
framework that the introduction of technology within the classroom may 
affect the regular ecological balance of the school environment if technology is 
seen as an advent species. Finally, they argue that the inclusion of technology 
in the learning system will not work effectively until the existing ecosystem of 
the institution is studied and understood properly. 

In the context of Bangladesh, the traditional teacher-centred classroom is 
the only model of classroom system. The tradition goes back to even the 
Mahabharata era (ancient India) where students used to live in the teacher’s 
house and learned by watching their mentors. The Asian education system, 
therefore, has always focused on teachers as the mentor whom students watch 
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and follow. A chalk-and-duster concept has always been followed. Students 
were meant to be close to the teachers. This continued to the English language 
classroom of contemporary Bangladesh where teachers are the only idol to 
follow to acquire the language.

However, this long-tested traditional way of teaching underwent significant 
changes after the hit of the pandemic. Since there has been an overnight 
decision to shift the higher education to online, the universities could not 
get time to prepare their teachers or students for this sudden shift. There 
were no unified guidelines, no policy to follow. Different universities 
adopted different policies which seemed most suitable to them considering 
the available facilities that they had at that time. As shown in Figure 1, the 
teacher, students, and the conventional teaching practices interact with each 
other and create an ecology of the conventional Bangladeshi classroom. After 
the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a sudden intrusion of online classes and 
modern apps, and technology. 

In this chapter, the intrusion of online education along with the introduction 
of modern apps like Zoom, Google Meet, and Google Classroom has been 
considered as invading species. This invasion has impacted the balance and 
cohabitation of the existing species, i.e., teachers, students, and their common 
teaching-learning practices. Rahman (2020) has pointed out that as no 
ecological unit can sustain without the resource (sun), the classroom ecosystem 
also cannot sustain without fund and support. In the current context, the 
resource of the tertiary online classroom is the existing infrastructure of the 
country as well as the economic condition of both teachers and students, 
network connectivity, and other relevant support. 

Though the intrusion of new technology in education was inevitable in 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, it needed to go through a process 
of adaptation. Vesisenaho and Dillon (2013) have emphasised the need for 
contextualisation of new technology by adopting the contextualize, apply, 
transfer, import (CATI) framework. As shown in Figure 2, every educational 
institution has an ecology and teaching approach of its own which is somewhat 
dependent on the local belief and practices. They also have argued that there 
should be a mutual adaptation happening in the ecological balance system. 
Rahman (2020) has also accepted the argument to discuss the importance of 
contextualisation in the scenario of Bangladeshi teaching-learning practices. 

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Shifting higher education to e-education

181

Since the first declaration of adopting online classes in Bangladesh, more 
than a year has passed. It sets a conducive background to reflect on whether 
the newly adopted system has been embedded within the existing education 
system or not. Existing research work shows that there are arguments on the 
use of technology to enhance the effectiveness of learning in a traditional 
classroom, there are, though, limited works on shifting education of tertiary 
level to online in a crisis, its acceptance, and effectiveness in the context of a 
developing country like Bangladesh with limited resource.

Inadequate attention, however, has been provided on how the intrusion of 
online education has been received by the teachers and students as a whole. 
No systematic study shows how far the transformation was successfully 
blended in the existing ecology of Bangladeshi ELT and EFL classrooms. The 
ecological perspective is particularly relevant to study because of the unique 
context of Bangladesh with its already devastating condition with a history 
of corruption, political unrest, and incapacity of handling natural calamities. 

Figure 1 The classroom ecosystem
Source: Adapted from Rahman (2020)
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Figure 2 CATI framework 
Source: Adapted from Vesisenaho and Dillon (2013)

The Study

The focus of this study was to find out the impact of shifting higher education 
from conventional to online platforms overnight on the teaching-learning 
ecology of the private universities in Bangladesh via semi-structured interview. 
The researchers selected five private universities in Dhaka, Bangladesh as the 
area of study because the private universities are the only ones that started 
classes online in March 2020, right after the hit of the pandemic. On the other 
hand, the government universities did not start online classes at the beginning 
of the pandemic. However, the public universities started online classes quite 
late compared to the private universities, but in a limited scale. 

Data was collected from English departments of different private universities 
of different categories and ranks to ensure its validity. One was a high-ranked 
university both at home and abroad which is also well-known for its high 
tuition fee structure around the country. Three other universities were of 
mid-category having a mid-range fee structure. The fifth is the one with a 
low ranking and a comparatively low tuition fee structure. On selecting the 
interviewees, the gender balance was carefully maintained. For teachers, 
different ranks, and age groups with different levels of working experience 
were selected. In the case of selecting student interviewees, their level of 
study, area of residence (remote, rural, semi-rural, and urban area), and socio-
economic background of their parents were kept into consideration.

© Pen
erb

it U
niv

ers
iti 

Sain
s M

ala
ys

ia,
 20

25



Shifting higher education to e-education

183

The interview data were collected from both the teachers and the students 
with ten English teachers and five Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with the 
students. On the one hand, the researchers interviewed five female and five 
male teachers from five different private universities with diverse educational 
and demographic backgrounds (Figure 3). The interviews were conducted 
online using the Bangla language and later translated into English. Before 
conducting interviews, participants were briefed about the study and their 
consents were sought. On the other hand, there were five to seven students 
in each session in the FGDs. A total of 25 students were interviewed where 
40% of them were male and 60% were female. Students from both graduate 
and undergraduate levels participated in the FGDs. During the discussions, 
the students were asked questions about their demographic background and 
their experiences with online education. All interviewees were assured of 
the confidentiality and anonymity of their identity so they could speak their 
minds (Figure 4).

Figure 3 Profile of interview participants (teachers)

Figure 4 Profile of FGD participants (students)
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Results and Discussion

A qualitative approach to data analysis propagated by Creswell (2003) was 
applied to interpret all data thematically. The study attempted to find out the 
impact of the sudden intrusion of online education in the existing education 
system of Bangladesh which previously executed the most conventional 
way of teaching, i.e., the teacher-centred classroom. To understand the 
current scenario after COVID-19, questions were asked to both teachers and 
students about their overall view toward online teaching and learning and 
how far could they cope with the new normal situation. They talked about 
different challenges of online classes that they faced during the sudden shift 
of classes from physical teaching to virtual ones. Based on the findings, it can 
be analysed that the students and the teachers suffered from different issues 
caused by the advent of COVID-19. This resulted in an unstable and chaotic 
classroom environment which violated the existing ecology of the classroom.

Lack of digital literacy

In reference to RQ1, the participants’ previous knowledge regarding online 
education and digital literacy was enquired. All of them mentioned clearly 
that they had no clue and required psychological preparation for shifting 
towards online classes. In this regard, almost 90% of the participants informed 
that they lacked any sort of training in online education. “We didn’t even 
know that something like this was about to happen. How could we think 
of any training?” one participant expressed (Participant 10). They never 
heard of any digital platform for online classes like Zoom and others, let 
alone the knowledge of using it. As high as 80% of them were used to using 
smartphones and the internet for accessing different social media during 
leisure but never thought to use those for pedagogical purposes. However, 
some students from one of the leading and high-ranked private universities 
in Dhaka said they got a little orientation training from their university, but 
it was not sufficient. Almost all the participants faced issues at the beginning 
of online classes as they could not adapt themselves to the new technological 
features and different options in Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams, and 
other related apps. 

Unavailability of essential devices with connectivity  
and accessibility

To address the RQ1, participants were asked about the use of digital devices 
and their connectivity which are essential for the smooth functioning of 
effective online classes. Participants mentioned that internet connectivity was 
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a great challenge for the students who reside outside Dhaka, the capital of 
Bangladesh, in different rural areas. Because of the poor internet connectivity, 
students could not hear the teacher properly which hampered their overall 
participation in the class. One of the participants expressed the kind of mental 
pressure they have been undergoing:  

Currently, I am living in the remotest area of Bangladesh where low 
speed in internet connection and electrical power cut off is a common 
phenomenon. Sometimes the load shedding continues for the whole 
day, two days or even more than that. I cannot charge my technological 
devices at that time and hence cannot join my online classes. I always 
remain anxious about those unintentional interruptions. Even 
after taking every preparation for my class or exam, I get tensed 
thinking if I will be able to join my classes or sit for an exam or not.  
(Participant 6) 

Teachers also raised the same concern that poor connectivity often disrupted 
online sessions. Apart from that, 87% of the participants admitted to using 
smartphones for joining online classes that place certain limitations on 
sharing, presenting, and participating in online assessments. Students who 
do not have a laptop need to participate in online assessments/examinations 
using smartphones which are not convenient for study purposes. Hence, 
some participants are being left out or left behind as they do not have a laptop 
of their own. Some participants have to compromise on their grades while 
others need to borrow a laptop especially when they have an examination to 
sit for. One of the participants shared their despair saying, “I did not have to 
buy a new device for continuing my online classes, but when I need to use a 
laptop or computer, I have to go to my sister’s house to use them. Sometimes 
I feel embarrassed as I am dependent on others for devices” (Participant 3).

Apart from the internet connectivity problem, load shedding is the most 
common phenomenon that the participants faced. Sometimes the load 
shedding continues for the entire day, two days, or even more than that 
depending on the weather and remoteness of the area. Participants living 
outside Dhaka face difficulty in charging their electronic devices at that time 
and hence cannot join online classes. They shared their anxiety about those 
unintentional interruptions: “Even after taking every preparation for my class 
or exam, I become anxious thinking whether I will be able to join my classes 
or sit for an exam or not” said a participant who lives in one of the remotest 
areas of Bangladesh (Participant 6).
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Financial concerns

One of the issues that concern RQ1 is the financial challenges that the 
participants faced during online education. Participants who live in Dhaka, 
mostly use broadband as they are cost-effective. The participants living 
outside Dhaka are mostly dependent on mobile data packages at reasonable 
rates. However, to ensure the round-the-clock availability of the internet, 
almost all of them need to keep both options open for which they have to pay 
an extra amount of money as an internet bill. “My expense on the internet 
has increased significantly after starting classes online. Previously, I used to 
spend Tk150–200 on average per month, which has risen to Tk600–700 now” 
(almost three times), one participant stated (Participant 14). The maximum 
number of students informed that they spend an amount of Tk300–1000 per 
month (Figure 5). Though the amount is not very significant for upper-middle-
income or upper-income families, this extra amount becomes burdensome to 
some of the students from middle-income and lower-middle-income families. 
This is an addition to the other financial difficulties that many families in 
Bangladesh are going through because of the pandemic.

500–Tk300

1500–(+)Tk1000

More than Tk1500

1000–(+)Tk500

Figure 5 Average monthly expenditure on the internet

Impact on the physical and mental health of students

Online classes have had a serious impact on both the physical and mental 
health of the participants. To discuss the physical impact of online classes, 
the participants complained about having problems with eyesight, headache, 
back pain, insomnia, and others. Participant 12 complained, “before 
COVID-19, I would never talk to people over the phone for a long time. After 
shifting online, it was a great challenge for me to be on my phone for long 
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periods, I suffered from severe headache”. These physical conditions become 
worse with the addition of other mental health issues like trauma, frustration, 
dejection, and inability to concentrate, among others. 

Some of the participants mentioned that they are becoming less social, 
emotionally vulnerable, and indifferent day by day. As they do not need to 
go outside, talk to friends or teachers, they do not have to give presentations 
physically, they are lacking in their social skills which are resulting in a lack 
of confidence in themselves. Overall, they are living in a digital space where 
their presence is invisible as they prefer to keep their videos off during a 
class. As a result, if they need to appear somewhere physically or talk to some 
unknown people, they feel shyer than usual. One participant explained, “even 
at the beginning of this FGD, I was feeling very shy. I was feeling like I am 
talking to someone (other than my family) after ages” (Participant 14).

As Islam et al. (2020) has mentioned, some of the participants lost their part-
time jobs, like private tuition and others due to pandemics. Though they are 
not suffering greatly due to this, as they have a financially solvent family to 
support them, yet they feel depressed sometimes that they do not have any 
income of their own which they probably could spend independently. 

Apart from the financial disadvantages, both the teachers and students 
claimed that they are suffering from peer pressure regarding the efficient use of 
technology in this online system. Especially, the senior faculty members, who 
are efficient teachers but have limited interaction with modern technology, 
do not know how to use different apps or their various functionalities. 
This results in a barrier between technologically sound and technologically 
challenged teachers. Though some of the teachers have immense subject 
knowledge and expertise, their lack of digital proficiency results in failure to 
perform well in a digital classroom as they could have done in a conventional 
classroom. Sometimes, teachers also face humiliation from governing body 
of the university. Students also feel that the technologically advanced ones 
are getting a higher grade. They find this to be discriminating as some 
particular types of technological drawbacks are also largely contingent on the 
economic and demographic background of the student. This again resonates 
with the findings of Dutta and Smita (2020) that some students face network 
connectivity problems and issues like load shedding because of the lack of 
adequate infrastructural support in the whole country.
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Lack of personal and social skills

Another impact of online education was the lack of personal and social skills 
of the participants. After the lockdown was announced as a step to prevent 
the spreading of COVID-19, the students and the teachers lost all connection 
to the outer physical world. They got confined within the four walls of their 
houses and no on-site social interaction could be possible. Almost 75% of the 
participants argued that they are lacking social skills. Some of the participants 
mentioned that they are becoming less social, emotionally vulnerable, and 
indifferent day by day. As they do not need to go outside, talk to friends 
or teachers, or give presentations physically, they are lacking in their social 
and personal skills which are resulting in a lack of confidence in themselves. 
Overall, they are living in a digital space where their presence is invisible 
as they prefer to keep their videos off during class. As a result, if they need 
to appear somewhere physically or talk to some unknown people, they feel 
embarrassed to do so. One participant explained, “even at the beginning of 
this FGD, I was feeling very shy. I was feeling like I am talking to someone 
(other than my family) after ages” (Participant 14).

Intrusion in the classroom environment

The presence of a positive and effective classroom environment is another 
important phenomenon for teaching-learning to be successful. Hannah (2013) 
found this to be as essential as the curriculum itself and mentioned that 
the absence of it may be similarly disadvantageous as well. Unfortunately, 
however, the virtual environment in an online classroom appears to be a 
complete disaster as there is no real or unified classroom there. What most 
of the participants claimed is that they miss the face-to-face classroom 
environment in the online setup, the teacher-student bond that has been 
described as, “that human touch” which Participant 12 claimed to “mostly 
miss in my online class. Sometimes when I keep my video off, I do not even 
feel like that I am in a class”. 

The concept of learn-from-home has violated the existing classroom ecology by 
blurring the demarcation between the classroom and the home environment. 
The students have to attend classes where his/her other family members are 
possibly having lunch or having a conversation or simply gossiping with one 
another. As a result, the efficacy of learning becomes hampered. Students 
cannot concentrate properly in the class. Most of the teacher participants also 
expressed their frustration saying that students are not concentrating in the 
online classes. The teachers cannot implement the plan or design they make 
for the particular classes due to a lack of participation from the students’ end. 
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Students, on the other hand, said, since they join classes from their home, 
intentionally or unintentionally, they have to get involved with different 
familial activities. Most of the students accepted that they need to do 
household activities or talk to other family members when they do online 
classes. Participant 7 expressed his disappointment stating “I cannot 
concentrate properly in an online class because of the distractions from my 
house” while Participant 9 found it difficult to make the family understand 
the importance of online classes, “my family doesn’t want to believe that I am 
doing my classes. They assume that I am pretending to be in my class. I face 
an embarrassing situation”.

Not only do the students get involved with household activities during class, 
but they also get distracted by other different notifications from Messenger, 
Facebook, YouTube, SMS, etc. on their phones. In the conventional classroom 
where the students were not allowed to use their smartphones, their complete 
concentration was on the class. However, the scenario of an online classroom 
is quite different. The smartphones that the students use to attend classes 
have become a reason for distraction. As a result, online education loses its 
effectiveness, and both the teachers and students fail to adopt the online 
education system successfully.

Figure 6 shows the overall level of acceptance of online classes is low. Most of 
the students prefer face-to-face classes because they can instantly communicate 
with their teachers when necessary. They think that they can concentrate more 
in a physical classroom because there is only one focus there which is greatly 
absent in an online classroom. Additionally, the students shared frustration 
regarding the online assessment. They raised the question of the reliability 
of the assessment they are taking. On top of that, they claimed that they did 
not get timely and sufficient feedback from their teachers which they felt to 
be a very important impediment to identifying their errors. Teachers also 
confirmed that due to the huge workload, they could not provide elaborate 
feedback to the students in time. Almost half of the student participants said 
that they face difficulty in reading e-materials like e-books, PDF, etc. as they 
have the habit of reading hard copy materials (Figure 6). A total of 40% of the 
participants are trying to adapt themselves to the e-materials. A little number 
of students, though, said they prefer e-material which shows that the students 
are getting adapted day by day.
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Figure 6 Students’ perspective on online education

Conclusion

The findings show that the shifting of education to an online platform in the 
context of Bangladesh is analogous to the intrusion of a foreign species into 
the ecosystem of the language classroom. The study shows that because of 
the lack of preparation, e.g., proper training, poor network connectivity, lack 
of infrastructural development, etc., the effectiveness of online education in 
Bangladesh is still debatable. The imposition of a new kind of technique in the 
learning system has impacted the existing ecosystem of the language learning 
classroom. Neither the students nor the teachers are well adapted to the online 
education system. They are continuing the online classes, but they still miss 
the physical classroom. They also strongly agree (about 90%) that the online 
classroom can never be a substitute for the conventional classroom. Both the 
teachers and students are eagerly waiting for the lockdown to be over so 
that they can go back to the physical classroom and be around their mentors  
and peers. 

One of the major reasons behind this lack of efficacy of online education is 
that it came as an intrusion into the tertiary level of education in Bangladesh. 
Both the teachers and students went through uncertainties and difficulties not 
only because of the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic but also because of 
the struggle they faced to adapt themselves to this soon new-normal situation. 
Since the shifting happened overnight, no attempt at contextualisation 
or localisation of the new online classes was made, as almost all of the 
participants affirmed while answering the questions referred to in RQ1. This 
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study, thus, revalidates the importance of the CATI framework in the context 
of shifting online education during the pandemic in Bangladesh (Vesisenaho 
& Dillon, 2013; Rahman, 2020). 

As the research was conducted among the teacher and students at private 
universities in Bangladesh, it did not display the picture of the government-
funded universities. Future studies can be conducted focusing on the 
scenario of the government-funded, otherwise known as public universities 
in Bangladesh. Public universities have students from more diverse 
socioeconomic backgrounds. Most of them live in the most remote areas of 
Bangladesh and are too cash-strapped to even afford smartphones or data 
packages to join the online classes. The challenges of public universities can 
be investigated by future studies. 

There are several research implications of this study. It is expected that there 
will be various audiences for this study from several stakeholders, like the 
UGC, Bangladesh Ministry of Education, Directorate of Secondary and Higher 
Education, Higher Education Institutes, and various donor agencies who 
work in this area. The findings of this study hold great potential for making 
an indelible contribution to critical perspectives of using digital technology 
to transform higher education during the post-COVID-19 era or future 
emergencies, specifically in Bangladesh or similar sociocultural contexts.

This research is particularly important in the context of a developing country 
like Bangladesh, known to be vulnerable to frequent natural disasters that 
seriously disrupt education. The researchers looked into the use of technology 
through ecological lenses so that the digital divide and other relevant issues 
that need to be addressed can get proper attention if the country wants to 
implement technology-mediated learning successfully. Finally, this will 
help other researchers, and policymakers, to reimagine technological 
interventions in developing contexts and will provide useful insight for the 
planning of sustainable intervention strategies for transforming education in  
similar crises.
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Introduction

For more than a decade after the smartphone revolution 
achieved its global prominence, the use of mobile 
applications in language learning has almost become 
second nature to educators and learners. From e-dictionary 
to social network inspired language learning applications, 
it is safe to assume that mobile technology is impacting 
the way traditional language teaching is conducted in 
classrooms. Studies have reported various advantages of 
using mobile applications to support language teaching 
and learning, particularly in the context of English as a 
second or foreign language (ESL/EFL). These advantages 
can be grouped broadly into three scopes, that is, increasing 
authentic language learning opportunities (Chaya & Inpin, 
2020; Godwin-Jones, 2011; Petersen & Markiewicz, 2008; 
Shadiev et al., 2020), supporting task-based language 
learning activities (Kukulska‐Hulme & Viberg, 2018; Ma, 
2017; Sweeney & Moore, 2012; Xue, 2020), and monitoring 
progress through formative assessments (Cabrera-Solano et 
al., 2020; Hwang & Chang, 2011). 

During the Movement Control Order or more commonly 
known as the lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the closure of learning institutions has resulted in an 
unprecedented use of online and mobile solutions to 
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mitigate its impact (Yates et al., 2021). Saikat et al. (2021) performed a review 
of studies on mobile assisted learning during the pandemic period (from 
2020 until the first quarter of 2021) and discovered that many educators 
and learners were relying on mobile applications and devices for remote 
teaching and learning. They indicated that most studies have reported the 
wide-ranging benefits of mobile learning particularly in terms of instant 
availability of resources, reduced cost, and increased communication. Despite 
these advantages, they also highlighted the challenges faced by educators 
who were not proficient in information and communications technology in 
planning and implementing mobile learning, especially in terms of deciding 
the most suitable online pedagogy. In EFL contexts, Guo et al. (2020) reported 
that rural school students in China held positive attitudes towards mobile-
assisted English learning during the COVID-19 quarantine period. The results 
from their study showed that EFL learners from middle schools continue to 
learn English at home using various mobile applications suggested by their 
teachers. This trend signals a strong acceptance of mobile learning among 
the learners and teachers as means to ‘compensate’ the disruptions to usual  
in-person classes. 

However, a thorough review of these studies shows that there is a high reliance 
on mobile applications which are not designed with relevant pedagogical 
considerations or lack of integrated features for language learning. Though 
teachers could develop their own learning pathways and tasks around the 
selected applications, it is often a process that consumes time and resources. 
As Başaran and Haruna (2017) highlighted in their study, teachers have to 
manually test each application to ensure its relevance and practicality before 
it can be integrated into their teaching. Such a tiring selection process often 
results in teachers abandoning the thought of using mobile applications and 
revert to the usual way of teaching. In addition, most mobile applications 
meant for English language teaching are geared towards foreign contexts, 
which may not be suitable for ESL learners (Chen, 2016; Elaish et al., 2019). 
Moreover, the applications are often developed using generic mobile 
application development frameworks (Agulló & Vallejo, 2015; Sambasivan 
et al., 2011) without considering the voices of ESL learners and teachers, 
particularly with regards to English language teaching (ELT) pedagogy 
(Klimova, 2018).  

Hence, there is an apparent need to bridge the gap between mobile application 
development and the actual pedagogical needs of ESL teaching and learning. 
Realising such need, the authors aim to formulate a framework that can 
guide the process of co-designing an integrated mobile-assisted learning 
environment by involving learners, teachers, and designers in the design 
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loop. The formulation process is done through a review of literature as well 
as the adoption of contemporary theory in the design and development of 
learning applications. 

Technology in ESL Teaching and Learning

The field of computer-assisted language learning can be traced as far back 
as the late 1950s where computer-aided instructions were programmed 
to perform drills and practice for the learning of vocabulary or common 
expressions (Levy, 1997). The advancement has then shifted to a more general 
term of technology-enhanced language learning due to the advancement 
in technological use for learning purposes without being restricted to 
only computers (Rüschoff & Ritter, 2001). Yang and Chen (2007) explained 
how multimedia and internet technology are widely adopted in ESL/EFL 
classrooms, and they have contributed towards increased motivation and 
performance among the learners. The focus of technological tools in ESL 
contexts is regularly centred on the creation of authentic contexts for learners 
to use the target language. Since ESL learners may not have significant 
exposure to the use of English in their daily activities, technology is used to 
bridge this gap. 

Previous studies on technological integration in ESL classrooms during 
the late 1990s and early 2000s are mainly on discussion threads and 
communication platforms (Bikowski & Kessler, 2002; Warschauer, 1995) as 
the web-based tools during the period were largely text-based. As the internet 
becomes more ubiquitous and its speed becomes faster, online chats though 
still dominated by textual interactions turned out to be an instant hit in ESL 
learning environments. It provides real-time use of the language with anyone 
in the world (Blake, 2009; Gonzalez, 2003). Dekhinet (2008) stipulated how 
online chats can also function as a faster means to provide corrective feedback 
for ESL learners as they were able to use the language and obtain an instant 
reply. If there are errors in their usage, corrections can be given as well. This 
development in technology-enhanced language learning have indicated the 
specific attention given to the use of technology in increasing opportunities 
for ESL learners to practise the English language as frequently as possible. 
Eventually, this goal is extended to mobile learning as smartphones prove to 
be a more feasible choice than bulky computers. 

Mobile Learning During COVID-19 Pandemic
The potentials of mobile learning become even more apparent during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Many countries that introduced emergency remote 
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teaching or online learning during the period of school closure had to resort to 
providing access to mobile devices to students as many families do not have 
computers or laptops at home (Sitar‐Tăut, 2021). The need to be connected 
in order to access learning materials or participate in online classes was also 
intensified through the expansion of mobile connectivity as a more cost-
effective measure. In addition, Alhumaid et al. (2021) evaluated factors that 
influenced the mobile learning usage during COVID-19 pandemic and noted 
classmates’ and teachers’ accessibility and support can encourage greater 
acceptance of mobile learning. Students were noted to be affected by their 
classmates’ responses, presence, and actions as a result of mobile learning. 
This finding points to the need for a proper design of mobile learning 
experience by considering peer support and social interaction rather than 
mainly on learning content coverage and delivery. 

On the other hand, Yuan et al. (2021) re-examined the impact of COVID-19 
pandemic on learners’ experience response in mobile learning. Their study 
on 627 university students in China revealed that mobile learning provided a 
more positive user experience in terms of achieving better learning outcomes 
and convenience. They found that learning content quality affects learners’ 
perception on mobile usefulness and mobile ease of use. Even during the 
challenging time when lessons could not be carried out normally, with quality 
learning content, learners still regarded the mobile learning experience 
as contributing to their learning performance. Apart from that, Yuan et al. 
(2021) reiterated the importance of a well-structured and clear interface in 
allowing students to search, find and digest the knowledge much easier. 
This suggestion points to the fact that the linkage between pedagogy and 
technological development is pivotal in unpacking the true potentials of 
mobile learning in different domains including language learning.

Mobile-Assisted Language Learning

One of the earliest projects to investigate the potential use of mobile phones 
in language learning was reported by Stanford Learning Lab in the year 2000 
(Chinnery, 2006), although before that, studies related to mobile devices 
were on personal digital assistants (PDAs). However, PDAs were confined to 
primarily those in the business world, and not many people could afford them. 
It was not until the rise of smartphones such as iPhone and Android-powered 
phones that mobile learning turns into a buzzword for ubiquitous learning 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Lin & Lin, 2019), a concept that holds true to the 
tagline of ‘learning anytime, anywhere’. As smartphones and tablets become 
even more affordable, mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) attracted ESL 
teachers and learners as they now have thousands of applications to choose 
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from. The paradox of such abundance is that teachers and learners would be 
overwhelmed and are unsure which application works and which one does 
not. This situation reiterates the constant call for technology integration to 
be driven by pedagogy instead of the tools (Chinnery, 2006; Suarez et al., 
2018). As summarised by Chinnery (2006, p. 9), “the effective use of any tool 
in language learning requires the thoughtful application of second language 
pedagogy”. Therefore, any excitement in promoting mobile applications for 
second language learning in terms of its affordances or advantages should be 
viewed from the pedagogical viewpoint. 

Affordances of Mobile Technology for ESL Teaching 
and Learning

Norman (1988, p. 9) defined affordance as “the perceived and actual properties 
of the thing, primarily those fundamental properties that determine just how 
the thing could possibly be used”. It generally means the potential of anything 
under a specific circumstance. Previous studies reporting affordances of 
mobile technology for ESL teaching and learning can be categorised into three 
scopes: increasing authentic language learning opportunities, supporting 
task-based language learning activities, and monitoring progress through 
formative assessments. 

Increasing authentic language learning opportunities

Chaya and Inpin (2020) conducted a mixed methods study to investigate 
the effects of mobile learning instruction in enhancing EFL university 
students’ communicative competence. The aim is to provide opportunities 
for the ELF learners to access necessary video content via mobile and 
practise speaking skills. Their experimental findings showed increased test 
scores among the EFL group of learners who were receiving mobile 
learning instructions. The interviews also gathered positive feedback from 
the learners as they explained that they were able to learn correct 
pronunciations on the go while listening to the authentic use of English. 
Shadiev et al. (2020), in their review of previous studies on MALL, 
indicated that the emphasis on authentic environments in providing 
opportunities for language learning is more apparent than for other 
factors such as motivation or engagement. In fact, more than 80% of the 
reviewed papers aim to increase language learning opportunities for  
ESL learners. 
The increased popularity of social network applications for language learning 
has also provided ESL learners the opportunities to interact among peers and 
other native speakers without geographical constraints. Kabilan et al. (2010) 
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shared the potential of Facebook as an authentic environment for meaningful 
English language learning from the students’ perspective. Their study on 300 
undergraduate students indicates a majority of the students believe Facebook 
is indeed useful. With more features introduced a decade later, Facebook 
is still being used for language learning. Samani and Noordin (2020), for 
example, investigated the use of Facebook Messenger for meaningful online 
interactions among ESL students. The students were generally satisfied with 
the learning experience though they believed that the instructor’s role in 
triggering more responses is important.  

In addition, mobile applications such as HiNative and TripLingo capitalise 
on engagement with native speakers as a way to attract ESL learners to 
learn the language. The chances provided to ask questions and interact with 
native speakers of English essentially mean they would be able to listen to 
improve their communicative competency but also cultural knowledge. They 
are exposed to different accents of English and able to note the difference in 
pronunciation. Such an opportunity would not be feasible in conventional 
ESL classrooms. 

Supporting task-based language learning activities

Another commonly reported affordance of MALL is that it supports task-
based language learning activities. Kukulska-Hulme and Viberg (2018) in 
their review of 33 related studies, showed that collaborative task-based 
language learning activities dominated MALL research. The key reason 
for this prominence is the shift towards social constructivism in learning. 
Their results found that affordances such as flexible use, continuity of use, 
timely feedback and personalisation were emphasised. As learners are able 
to communicate with each other easier using mobile applications, it makes it 
more convenient for teachers to provide tasks through the applications than 
giving the usual paper-and-pen tasks. For instance, learners can be asked to 
complete an essay collaboratively online, which can still be done even after 
class. Moreover, if written on paper, teachers would not be able to track who 
is contributing to the essay easily as compared to the online log available 
within the application. Essentially, language learning tasks can be designed 
and given pre-class, during class, and post-class via mobile applications. 

Xue (2020) in proposing the conceptual model for integrating affordances 
of mobile technologies in task-based language teaching, demonstrated how 
it would be possible to design tasks by capitalising on the mobile tools or 
applications. With multimedia-based application readily available, teachers 
can create tasks which simulate real-world scenarios and allow collaboration 
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to be done without being restricted to classroom settings. Xue’s model 
takes into account the educational affordances of mobile technologies as 
summarised by Churchill (2017). The affordances are shown in Table 1.

Table 1 Educational affordances of mobile technology 

Affordances Descriptions

Resources Digital resources such as e-books, articles, audio, videos which 
can be accessed anytime, anywhere.

Connectivity Synchronous or asynchronous connection between students, 
facilitators, and experts in the field. 

Collaborative Enable students to collaboratively build understanding, construct 
knowledge, manage activities, and negotiate roles during their 
learning.

Capture Equipped with the capabilities of capturing, storing and 
processing multiple forms of data and media formats. 

Analytical Can be used as an analytical tool to aid students’ learning 
activities, including standard, scientific, and graphic calculators 
or specially designed analytical tools.

Representational Can create representations that demonstrate their thinking and 
knowledge, such as digital mind maps or infographics.

Source: Churchill (2017)

The affordances listed by Churchill (2017) corresponds to the categories 
reported by Sweeny and Moore (2012). They used three essential questions as 
their guide in categorising applications commonly used in MALL:

1.	 How does the resource reflect best practice in materials design, 
learning, and teaching? (pedagogy)

2.	 Are the learning contexts and outcomes clear? (pedagogy)

3.	 Is there a good match between pedagogy and technology? (technology)

Through these questions, they discovered that most mobile applications 
for language learning have features that support a range of connected 
functionalities such as viewing and creating content, working collaboratively 
as well as guided practice. However, they are lacking in terms of pedagogical 
consideration of how certain tasks or learning pathways are designed. Hence, 
there is a need to address this issue in the development of mobile applications 
for language learning. 
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Monitoring progress through formative assessments

Formative assessments in language learning play a crucial role in providing 
feedback to learners. Teachers, on the other hand, can use formative assessment 
to monitor their learners’ progress as well as diagnosing their problems. In the 
case of MALL, several studies have reported its affordance in progressively 
tracking learner’s performance in language learning. Based on the situated 
learning principles, Hwang and Chang (2011) tested a formative assessment-
based mobile learning application on their students. As the students explore 
their surroundings using the application, they were prompted with questions. 
Any failed attempt in getting the answers was supplemented by materials to 
guide them. They were able to move around and find their answers without 
having to be static within the classroom. It indirectly increases students’ 
engagement and interest in learning. Hwang and Chang (2011) also reported 
an increase in the students’ performance in the tasks given as well. The 
application comes with a logging tool for teachers to analyse errors made 
by the students. This analytical tool is useful and highlights the potential of 
mobile applications to assess learners.

More recently, Cabrera-Solano et al. (2020) showcased the use of formative 
application among their EFL students through action research. They observed 
the students when they were completing the given tasks and then instructed 
them to complete a perception questionnaire. Their findings show that the  
82 students were more motivated to complete the assessment given with 
lower anxiety. The students also reported how the use of applications 
encourages them to learn without the fear of making mistakes. On the other 
hand, Cabrera-Solano et al. (2020) were able to gather the necessary input 
on their students’ weaknesses. They also acknowledged that the study was 
limited to their students, and they could be biased in reporting their perceived 
usefulness of the mobile learning application. Nevertheless, the empirical 
input from this study further proves that mobile applications could be useful 
in monitoring learners’ progress. 

Connected Learning Model

The affordances described in the earlier section could not be optimised without 
examining suitable theories that could guide the process of developing a 
MALL application. Brown (2000, p. 165) highlighted the fact that “a language 
is a part of a culture, and a culture is a part of language. The two are intricately 
interwoven so that one cannot separate the two without losing the significance 
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of either language or culture”. It ultimately means that any attempt to create 
a language learning environment or application should not ignore the socio-
cultural aspects of the people involved in it, i.e., the learners and the teacher. 

The connected learning model was derived from the socio-cultural standpoint 
with a linkage to social constructivism (Kumpulainen & Sefton-Green, 2014). 
Learners engage in various social practices mediated by different artifacts or 
tools. It takes advantage of the information age by utilising technology and 
new media for teaching and learning purposes. Ito et al. (2013) mentioned 
that connected learning represents a model for understanding and supporting 
learning as well as “a theory of intervention that grows out of the analysis of 
today’s changing social, economic, technological and cultural context” (p. 7). 
The model is not restricted to a specific age group or context. At the core, the 
connected learning model emphasises six principles as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 The connected learning model 

Principles Descriptions

Peer-supported In their everyday exchanges with peers and friends, young people 
are contributing, sharing and giving feedback in inclusive social 
experiences that are fluid and highly engaging.

Interest-powered When a subject is personally interesting and relevant, learners 
achieve much higher-order learning outcomes.

Academically oriented Learners flourish and realise their potential when they can 
connect their interests and social engagement to academic 
studies, civic engagement, and career opportunity.

Production-centred Digital tools provide opportunities for producing and creating 
a wide variety of media, knowledge, and cultural content in 
experimental and active ways.

Shared purpose Social media and web-based communities provide unprecedented 
opportunities for cross-generational and cross-cultural learning 
and connection to unfold and thrive around common goals and 
interests.

Openly networked Online platforms and digital tools can make learning resources 
abundant, accessible, and visible across all learner settings.

Source: Ito et al. (2013)

The model also includes three design principles in integrating the 
model into learning environments. The first design principle is 
everyone can participate, in which individuals or groups can contribute 
to the co-designing process. The second design principle is that  
‘challenge is constant’. In this sense, the design process is seen as a challenge 
to cultivate interest to foster both the need to know and the need to share. The 
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third design principle is all elements are interconnected in which relationships 
between various aspects in the design process should be visible in order to 
create a meaningful learning experience. 

The study done by Davis and Fullerton (2016) demonstrated the positive 
outcome of adopting the connected learning model in the design of a 
technology-mediated learning programme. Their analysis revealed that 
students enjoyed more opportunities to experience connected learning after 
school, which highlights the potential use of mobile applications to allow 
more interest-powered activities to be done outside of the school. As reiterated 
by Wortman and Ito (2019, p. 9), the use of “new media has the potential to 
expand the level of engagement, accessibility, social support, and diversity of 
connected learning experiences”. All in all, the connected learning model is 
regarded as appropriate to be adopted in developing technological tools for 
learning purposes. 

However, the principles of connected learning are not outlined in the form 
of adoptable procedures or sequenced guidelines. The principles are more 
descriptive rather than perspective. It would be difficult for instructional 
designers and educators to decide when and how to adopt those principles 
systematically. Drawing on essential elements of common instructional 
design theories and models such as the ADDIE and ASSURE model (Reigeluth 
& Carr-Chellman, 2009) as well as the more contemporary innovation 
approaches like design thinking (Brown, 2008), it would be more feasible 
for the connected learning principles to be presented in a procedural-based 
framework. In this regard, the six core principles are aligned to phases that 
highlight what should be done or what should be focused in order for each 
connected learning principle to be addressed. This attempt in transforming 
the principles into a process-driven framework is unique and has not been 
done in previous studies. As mentioned by Reigeluth and Carr-Chellman 
(2009), in guiding designers and educators, it is always more beneficial for 
the models to be systematically outlined so as to ensure each step could be 
understood and taken accurately.

The Proposed Framework

Based on the principles of connected learning and the aforementioned 
limitations, the authors have formulated a framework that could guide the 
process of developing an integrated mobile-assisted learning environment 
with additional emphasis on pedagogy and the iterative process. The overall 
six-phase process is shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 The proposed framework with six phases

In the context of second language learning, this proposed framework 
contains several important tenets apart from the six phases. The first tenet 
is the process has to involve relevant stakeholders in the co-design process. 
Teachers, students, and designers, for example, should be included from the 
start of the process to ensure the applications or tasks to be developed are the 
outcomes of a shared deliberation and active collaboration. The second tenet 
is that the development process is an iterative loop with the goal of creating a 
robust and meaningful output to facilitate language learning. 

Discover

In the ‘discover’ phase, the aim is to understand the target learners by 
assessing their needs and interest. It is learner-centred and has to be done 
based on a chosen pedagogy  related to the scope of learning. For instance, 
if task-based language teaching is selected, then learners’ needs, and 
interests can be identified to fit the focus of tasks or features to be designed. 
Understanding the learners’ background and the problem they face is also 
important at this stage. Focus-group interviews, surveys or observations can 
be done to discover more about the target learners. This phase corresponds to 
the interest-powered principle of the connected learning  model. 

Define

In the ‘define’ phase, insights from the learners’ needs and interests are 
examined in order to define the intended learning outcomes  or identify 
the learning problem to be prioritised. The aim of this stage is to formulate 
learning outcomes that are mutually understood and agreeable in ensuring 
meaningful learning  experience can happen. To facilitate this process, learning 
outcomes are written and presented in full and all team members give their 
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views on their relevance and feasibility. The team should also consider the 
affordances and constraints of any technological features that they would 
like to include. This phase corresponds to the shared purpose principle of the 
connected learning model.

Deliberate

In the ‘deliberate’ phase, divergent thinking is promoted through 
brainstorming sessions. Creative ideas are generated by exploring many 
possible solutions in a free-flowing manner. Curation of learning resources 
as a reference also takes place in this stage, whereby ideas are not confined to 
what was shared by team members. It leverages the abundance of resources 
readily available in various online platforms to generate ideas. In the case of 
MALL, various features of mobile applications (for example, video chat, file 
sharing, and collaborative knowledge construction) can also be brainstormed 
in this stage. This phase corresponds to the openly networked principle of the 
connected learning model.

Develop

In the ‘develop’ phase, the deliberated ideas earlier are mapped and narrowed 
down to the most feasible solution. The selected idea or solution is then 
turned into prototypes, tools, tasks or any suitable format that would be able 
to clearly represent the idea. In developing the prototype, collaboration with 
experts from different fields is encouraged. For instance, if the team decides 
to create a mobile application prototype, they can work with those from a 
programming or interface design background. However, it has to be made 
clear that during this stage, a full-fledged output is not necessary as the aim is 
to turn ideas into visible output for learners to try. This phase corresponds to 
the production-centred principle of the connected learning model.

Demonstrate

The outcome from the previous phase is demonstrated or implemented to 
the target learners. In this ‘demonstrate’ phase, the connection to relevant 
contexts such as academic studies, civic engagement, or career opportunities 
is also shared and highlighted. The connection allows learners to widen 
their perspective beyond the prototype or tasks shown to them. This phase 
corresponds to the academically oriented principle of the connected 
learning model.
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Diagnose 

In the ‘diagnose’ phase, feedback from the target learners or their own peers 
is obtained either through assessments or informal evaluation. The aim of 
this stage is to identify weaknesses of the developed tasks, tools, activities, or 
applications for improvement in the next iteration. This phase corresponds to 
the peer-supported principle of the connected learning model.

The six phases in the proposed framework are aligned to the connected 
learning model, driven by a suitable pedagogy throughout the process. 
Although the phases are arranged in a linear format, they are essentially 
not always sequential and are iterative in nature. For instance, during the 
deliberate phase, there could be new insights that reveal more about the 
learners, and the team can reverse to the define phase in order to reformulate 
the learning outcomes. Similarly, feedback from the diagnose phase could 
inform changes to be done in the development of the prototype and improve 
it further. 

In developing MALL for ESL learners, for example, the discover and define 
phases are crucial as they set the foundation for the type of applications to be 
developed in accordance with the ELT pedagogies. As ESL learners tend to 
be more diverse in their background, it is advisable to conduct the discovery 
phase more thoroughly so that their views are sufficiently gathered to guide 
the following phases. 

Application of the Framework: An Example

To illustrate how the framework can be adopted in the process of developing 
a mobile-assisted learning environment for ESL learners, Table 3 provides 
phase-by-phase steps that can be taken. In this example, the focus is on 
the teaching of writing using task-based language teaching approach. The 
example given in Table 3 is geared toward mobile application development. It 
should be made clear that the framework can also be used to guide the design 
of other tasks that would be carried out via mobile devices. 
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Table 3 An example of the application of the framework  

Phases Practical Steps

Discover •• Students are first told to complete a short survey concerning their 
problems in writing.

•• They are then required to produce an essay based on a given topic 
for the teachers to evaluate and identify the problems.

•• The outcomes from the survey and the marked essays from teachers 
are then compiled.

•• A focus-group interview is conducted between selected students, 
teachers, and the instructional designer. The aim is to consolidate 
the link between what the students indicated, and the problems 
noted by the teachers. 

•• The students’ interests concerning writing are also mapped out 
in order to identify what would make the writing process more 
interesting. 

Define •• Based on the input from the discover phase, the learning outcomes 
are formulated and defined. In this case, the focus could be on 
learning the skills of elaborating a main idea, and how to support 
each main idea.

•• The finalised outcomes should be agreed by team members so that 
the shared purpose is clear.

Deliberate •• In this case, all possible ideas to address the learning outcomes 
would be generated through brainstorming sessions.

•• Resources related to the skills of elaborating and supporting main 
ideas are curated as part of the discussion.

•• The mobile elements that could support the solutions are also 
discussed. For example, the use of real-time note taking mobile 
application or bite-sized videos explaining the process of elaborating 
main ideas.

•• The application also contains tasks that guide learners to practice 
the writing skills mentioned.

Develop •• The deliberated idea is transformed into prototype by using 
storyboarding tool such as Proto.io. In this example, a mobile 
application is to be developed. 

•• Each function of the application is illustrated in a proper flow using 
Proto.io. The interface is also outlined.  

Demonstrate •• The completed prototype is presented to the target learners. The 
features in the writing skills application are demonstrated and 
learners are told to relate to other real-world contexts (e.g., writing 
in the workplace).

•• Students are told to provide comments on whether the proposed 
prototype would help them in improving the skills of elaborating and 
supporting the main idea in writing.  

Diagnose •• An evaluation survey is carried out on the learners to obtain their 
feedback on the application. 

•• Discussions among peers on the usefulness of the application are 
conducted to gather richer qualitative data for improvement.

•• The report from the diagnose stage is then used for the final 
development of the application. 
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Conclusion 

The studies reviewed for the purpose of formulating the framework have 
highlighted a pertinent issue on the implementation of MALL for ESL 
learners. With the increased usage of mobile applications and devices as 
witnessed during the COVID-19 pandemic, it highlights the potentials of 
MALL even further. However, the dependency on existing applications 
which may not be contextualised for ESL settings or designed in accordance 
with pedagogical principles of second language acquisition remains as an 
unresolved problem (Xue, 2020). Effective integration of MALL tasks should, 
therefore, value the synergistic roles between teacher and students as this 
could provide opportunities to create activities or tasks that would promote 
language learning (Lai & Li, 2011). The co-design concept in the development 
process could contribute towards a more pedagogically sound application 
for MALL especially in the post COVID-19 era when remote teaching and 
learning becomes a normality.

The formulated framework as presented in this chapter serves as a guide 
for developers, instructional designers and even teachers who would like to 
design and develop integrated mobile learning environments for ESL teaching 
and learning. Though it is still at its infancy, the process of formulating it has 
gone through a vigorous process, which involves a review of previous studies 
and is grounded in theoretical underpinnings of connected learning so as to 
ensure essential elements are included in the process. Future research can 
adopt this framework in design-based research and researchers can report 
their empirical outcomes for evaluation or validation purposes. 
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Introduction 

The rise of massive open online courses (MOOCs) in the last 
decade has indeed offered a renewed interest in distance 
education. The flexibility of MOOC delivery has opened up 
opportunities for learners to learn any subject without being 
restricted to geographical or economic factors (Pappano, 
2012; Baggaley, 2013). As compared to the traditional 
implementation of distance education, MOOCs capitalise 
on the advancement of internet and web technologies by 
creating a learning environment that is more user-friendly 
and offers greater access to global communication. Learners 
from various countries are able to enrol in the same course 
offered through a specific platform and engage in a learning 
experience that mimics a global classroom (Ruipérez-
Valiente et al., 2020; Yeager et al., 2013). Moreover, the 
sudden closure of campuses due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
has provided a renewed drive for MOOCs to serve as a 
lifeline for learners around the world. As emphasised by 
Reyes-Lillo and Hernandez-Garrido (2020), the pandemic 
has necessitated universities to continue their education via 
the online mode and MOOCs serve as a viable alternative 
due to their existing features that are meant for self-directed 
learning with minimal instructors’ intervention. Closer 
to home, Safri et al. (2020) also highlighted the mitigation 
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role of MOOC during COVID-19 pandemic by offering flexibility to learners 
in higher education such as in the context of Malaysia where MOOC 
development and implementation have started since 2013. 

Despite its highly publicised benefits, research on MOOC development and 
implementation has highlighted pertinent issues of high dropout rate (Goopio 
& Cheung, 2020), low engagement among culturally and linguistically diverse 
learners (Launois et al., 2019; Liyanagunawardena et al., 2015), and the risk 
of being a place to merely publish poorly produced video content (Guo et al., 
2014). All these issues, however, are pointing towards the pedagogical aspect 
of how a MOOC is delivered more than how it is set out to be designed. With 
its prevalent use during the pandemic as an alternative mode to the in-person 
teaching, there is a greater need to investigate how MOOCs can be effectively 
designed and implemented. Yu (2021) stated that due to the uncertainties 
surrounding the delivery of lessons caused by the campus closure, there 
could be changes in the way learners perceive MOOCs and factors to promote 
learner retention should be further investigated.  

In the context of second or foreign language learning, MOOCs are ideally 
regarded as an oasis for language learners to communicate with a worldwide 
audience and practise the use of the target language. This situation could 
be applied to various types of MOOC content and not necessarily only for 
language learning. As MOOCs are predominantly offered in English as a 
result of their global appeal, they allow second and foreign language learners 
to use the target language as well. Nevertheless, such benefit can only be 
experienced by the learners if spaces for engagement is provided, and 
instructors are aware of the right pedagogy to encourage participation. Bali 
(2014), in his pedagogical review of MOOCs, showed that they were designed 
by focusing on the video content which are presented to the learners. The 
corresponding activities, assessments or tasks were mostly given automated 
feedback or superficially monitored by teaching assistants or tutors. Ross 
et al. (2014) reiterated the need for connectivist MOOCs by giving greater 
attention to teacher’s roles in MOOCs, which is often missing since teachers 
are replaced with “videos and automated replies” (Taib et al., 2017, p. 839). 
This apparent lack of teaching presence has to be addressed if MOOCs are 
to be effectively used especially during crisis whereby the intervention from 
the instructors is limited. All in all, previous studies have indicated the need 
to further explore pedagogical factors that contribute to a successful MOOC. 

Thus, this chapter aims to distinguish critical success factors of MOOC 
implementation, specifically from the pedagogical viewpoint and its related 
factors. A comparison was made between MOOCs in Malaysia and China 
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by involving inputs from both students and instructors. The main reason 
for this comparison is that both countries implemented university MOOCs 
through a consolidated national effort by the relevant ministries (Ministry of 
Higher Education in Malaysia and Ministry of Education in China) in which 
specific policies for development and quality control are made available. Also, 
MOOCs offered by institutions of higher learning in both countries are mainly 
published in state-endorsed platforms such as OpenLearning in Malaysia 
(Albelbisi & Yusop, 2020) and XuetangX in China (Song et al., 2020). Hence, 
it would be useful to examine whether the same factors are recurring in both 
settings so as to provide a macro view of the scope being studied. 

In addition, as there is a lack of comparative studies on MOOC, this chapter 
shares the output from a study that has its novelty in terms of evaluating 
critical success factors of MOOCs from two settings and not solely confined 
to a small sample within Malaysia. Furthermore, the outcome from this 
study could provide necessary insights to the MOOC development team 
and instructors on key factors that should be given emphasis and ultimately 
improve the quality of MOOCs being produced. 

The development of MOOCs over the years have attracted researchers to 
focus on motivation and learners’ engagement (de Barba et al., 2016; Deng 
et al., 2020; Ding & Shen, 2019) in relation to the MOOC content, particularly 
on videos and discussion threads (Bonafini et al., 2017; Hew, 2014). Research 
that emphasises on pedagogy and teachers’ roles seems to be more prevalent 
in recent years. The following section reviews several key studies relevant to 
MOOCs in the context of second and foreign language learners and brings 
forward issues addressed in those studies. Pedagogical elements in MOOC 
delivery are also included in this review. 

MOOCs in the Context of Second and Foreign  
Language Learners 

MOOCs for various subjects and fields are generally offered in English due 
to its appeal as the primary language of the global community. For second 
and foreign language learners, MOOCs are known to provide authentic 
opportunities for English language learning regardless of the domain. 
The heightened use of MOOCs during the pandemic has also prompted 
researchers to re-evaluate its impact on learners and learning experience. 
Xie et al. (2020) studied the impact of MOOC design during the pandemic 
by including more than 20 courses across China with a total enrolment of 
more than 58,000 students. They highlighted that a higher level of satisfaction 
among the learners was recorded for MOOCs that promoted good interactions 
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between learners and instructors, used a large scale of curriculum community 
and provided effective support systems. They also indicated how the pre-
pandemic nationwide implementation of MOOCs had buffered the negative 
impacts of campus closures. 

MOOCs for subjects related to second or foreign language learning have 
had a slow growth due to the general acceptance norm that a language is 
more effectively learned face-to-face with a trained language instructor. As 
mentioned by Martín-Monje and Bárcena (2014), the number of MOOCs 
specifically for second or foreign language learning was initially less than 30 
in top MOOC providers (for instance, Coursera, EdX, and Udemy). However, 
the number has increased as the demand for the learning language for specific 
purposes, such as English for Workplace, Japanese for Travel, and Mandarin 
for Business World, begin to rise (Sallam et al., 2020). In the studies reviewed 
by Sallam et al. (2020), there is a clear indicator that MOOCs for language 
learning purposes require special attention in terms of their instructional 
design (or pedagogical consideration), as learning a language is often accepted 
as different from learning content-based courses. The teaching of language 
skills would not be as straightforward as converting the content online. 

A recent study by Yaşar and Polat (2021) investigated the perception of 27 
pre-service English language teaching (ELT) teachers in Turkey on a MOOC 
designed based on the flipped classroom approach. The teachers were required 
to register for a four-week course developed by Cambridge Assessment 
English via the FutureLearn MOOC platform. As they were participating in 
the MOOC, they had to reflect on their role as an ELT teacher and the aspect 
of how MOOCs can be used in their teaching. The end-of-course open-
response survey shows the teachers were somewhat divided in their opinion 
about MOOC for second language learning although there were slightly more 
teachers who indicated positive feedback. One key concern derived from their 
study is the teacher’s view about language teaching that is more effective to 
be done using conventional face-to-face teaching. Some of them believed that 
for novice language learners, the absence of a teacher (being there physically) 
could pose a problem in learning as the learners may not get instant feedback 
from the teachers. Viewing videos alone, as they mentioned, is not effective 
for second language learning. 

Li (2017), in her quasi-experiment on two undergraduate-level English as a 
foreign language class in China found that learners appreciate the opportunity 
to learn the language via MOOCs. The group without MOOC exposure was not 
able to learn English in a more authentic environment as the assigned MOOC 
was taken from Coursera where learners come from different countries. The 
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students in the MOOC-guided class reported positive responses on how they 
can benefit from the experience of learning the language via MOOC activities 
and content. They also highlighted the interaction with other speakers within 
the MOOC assisted them in the learning process. Ding and Shen (2019) also 
investigated Chinese learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) in an 
English language MOOC and found that they were adopting a variety of 
motivation control strategies in fostering their autonomy in learning. All in 
all, previous studies on MOOCs for second language learning have indicated 
a pivotal gap in linking MOOC development with appropriate pedagogical 
strategies to ensure it is in coherence with the goals of language learning. 

Key Issues in MOOC Delivery

One of the main issues raised in previous studies on MOOC delivery is 
learner retention. Reports on MOOC’s high dropout rate and low completion 
rate were widely published, with Alraimi et al. (2015) summarise that in 
general, less than 10% of MOOC participants complete a course. Hone and El 
Said (2016), in their study on MOOC retention involving 379 undergraduate 
students at two higher education institutions in Egypt, found more than a 
third of the students completed the assigned MOOCs. Their analysis of open 
text comments given by the students also revealed that the content played a 
role in gaining their interest in learning what was covered in the course. They 
also highlighted the role of human interaction, especially from the instructor, 
in affecting their willingness to continue or complete the MOOC. Low 
interaction and insufficient feedback were among the main reasons cited by 
the learners. Interestingly, there was also a repeated input on the instructor’s 
lack of efforts in motivating the learners as well as engage them in discussions. 
The one-way delivery model is, thus, deemed ineffective. 

Stone (2021) in reviewing MOOCs in Australia also raised the concern of 
learner-instructor interaction in the delivery of MOOC especially during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As there were no in-person classes being conducted, 
learners craved for more real-time interactions and the sense of community. 
Stone (2021, p. 173) described this as “wanting to be known and valued for 
who they are”. The flexibility of MOOCs, however, seems to compensate 
this problem through the proper design of self-paced learning contents 
and formative assessments, which may include self-tests and peer-graded 
assignments. While flexibility is useful, learners should be prepared on how 
to deal with academic expectations as well as being accountable to their own 
learning (Stone, 2021). 
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On the contrary, Reparaz et al. (2020), in their survey on 582 MOOC learners 
in a university in Spain discovered that instructor’s support is not the main 
contributing factor for MOOC completion or retention. Using the Self-
Regulated Learning Behaviours in MOOCs Questionnaire (Littlejohn et al., 
2016) as their research instrument, they noted that students who completed 
the MOOC have higher level of self-regulated learning in terms of forethought, 
performance, and self-reflection. Their study seems to point to the fact that 
learners are more interested in completing a MOOC goal setting, interest 
enhancement and self-effectiveness are present. This finding echoed what 
was found by Zalli et al. (2019) in Malaysia, in which self-regulated learning 
dimensions have a close linkage with students’ satisfaction with the MOOC. 
However, both studies acknowledge the role of interactions with other 
students during the MOOC as one of the key factors that would influence the 
students to stay interested in the course. In fact, in the interest enhancement 
construct, the engagement with other peers and the instructor is perhaps 
playing a moderating effect on whether they are willing to proceed further in 
the course or not. Hence, it would be beneficial to examine other factors that 
improve learners’ engagement beyond the eclipsed view on MOOC content 
design and intrinsic constructs such as self-regulated learning.    

Several studies have shed light on the types of MOOC content delivered to 
learners as their relationship with learning engagement (Bonafini et al., 2017; 
Guo et al., 2014; Peng & Xu, 2020; Sunar et al., 2016). Sunar et al. (2016) studied 
9855 enrolled learners in an eight-week MOOC and noted that the dropout 
rate decreases as learners engage in repeated and frequent social interaction 
via discussion threads or forums. MOOCs rely on discussion forums as a 
medium for learners to interact with each other and the instructions. Due to the 
asynchronous nature of the course, the lack of efforts in sustaining discussion 
would often result in lower engagement among the learners. For example, if 
a learner’s posting is not entertained or replied to within a period of time, the 
likelihood of completing the MOOC would be lower as they tend to perceive 
active interactions as a criterion for a good MOOC. Peng and Xu (2020) also 
found the same pattern among MOOC completers in one of China’s largest 
online learning communities, MOOC College of Guokr Web. They discovered 
that MOOC completers were more willing to share their viewpoints while 
non-completers often chose to reply to existing comments or posting. Another 
typical content for MOOC is the learning video. Guo et al. (2014), through 
their extensive analysis of 6.9 million video watching sessions in four MOOCs 
identified tutorial-style videos are regarded as more interactive than the 
traditional lecture-style videos, which still dominate most MOOCs. Therefore, 
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it is worth noting that the success of a MOOC, particularly for the purpose 
of language learning, depends mainly on the careful consideration of the 
adopted pedagogy when designing the MOOC content. 

Pedagogical Elements in MOOCs

Identifying pedagogical elements in the design and development of MOOCs 
is not an easy feat due to the diversity in terms of how MOOC is perceived to 
be effective. Bayne and Ross (2015) highlight three key aspects of MOOC that 
should be given emphasis as summarised in Table 1. 

The three foci mentioned by Bayne and Ross (2015) is even more relevant to 
MOOCs for second language learning as the diversity of learners could pose a 
challenge in devising a pedagogical guideline for MOOC content development 
and delivery. In addition, the analysis done by Hew (2014), which included 
reflection data from 965 participants of three top rated MOOCs, showed five 
features that could promote MOOC retention. He listed them as problem-
centric learning, instructor accessibility and passion, active learning, peer 
interaction and using helpful course resources. In a closer scrutiny, Hew’s 
suggestions match what Bayne and Ross (2015) have highlighted and this 
study aims to use their recommendations as a basis to further investigate 
the factors that improve retention of learners in MOOCs for second  
language learning. 

In terms of instrument for evaluating pedagogical dimensions, Swan et al. 
(2014) has developed a checklist called Assessing MOOC Pedagogy (AMP) 
in guiding MOOC developers and instructors. There are ten dimensions in 
AMP based on a pedagogical assessment tool for computer-based instruction 
proposed by Reeves (1996).

1.	 Epistemology – Does the course have an objectivist or constructivist 
philosophy?

2.	 Role of teacher – Does the course focuses more on the teacher role or 
the student role?

3.	 The focus of activities – Does the course conduct a convergent type of 
activities or divergent?

4.	 Structure – Is the course well structured?

5.	 Approach to content – Does the content presented in a concrete 
approach or abstract approach?

6.	 Feedback – Is the feedback given frequent and constructive?
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7.	 Cooperative learning – Does the course encourage learning in teams?

8.	 Accommodation of individual differences – Does the course meet all 
learning types of students?

9.	 Activities or assessments – Does the course use artificial or authentic 
examples?

10.	 User role – Is the user encouraged to take a generative role (developing 
the course)?

Quintana and Tan (2019) used the AMP as their main tool in characterising 
MOOC pedagogies and found it to be useful in accentuating the design 
of MOOC content and activities at the micro level while addressing the 
philosophical underpinnings of the design at the macro level. The tool can 
also be helpful in evaluating existing MOOCs and score them according to 
the dimensions. Taib et al. (2017) adopted the AMP list in evaluating four 
MOOCs in Malaysia. Their study identified that the MOOC instructors were 
able to distinguish the strengths and weaknesses of their MOOC delivery. All 
four MOOCs were highly rated by the learners in terms of authentic activities 
and assessment, constructive feedback and foster cooperative learning. 
However, it was revealed that instructors could have used other strategies in  
teaching, such as inquiry-based learning that could also enhance learners’ 
cognitive engagement.

Table 1 Three key aspects on approaching the question of MOOC pedagogy

Key aspects Descriptions

MOOC pedagogy differs based 
on intentions

Broad-based categorisation of MOOC pedagogy is no longer 
representative. It should take account of an analysis of MOOC 
pedagogy at a micro level of individual course design.

MOOC pedagogy is not 
embedded in MOOC platforms

Multiple social and material influences converge when MOOC 
pedagogy is enacted. Greater attention should be given to 
acknowledging these influences such as teacher preferences 
and belief, disciplinary influences, learner expectation and 
engagement and other contextual factors. 

‘The teacher’ or teaching 
presence persists in the MOOC

The place and visibility of the teacher remain of central 
importance in MOOC. MOOC teaching is high visibility, high 
risk and dependent on significant intellectual, emotional and 
time commitment from academics. Automated process or 
community-based social learning may not be sufficient.

Source: Swan et al. (2014)

The review of studies pertaining to the pedagogical evaluation of MOOCs has 
provided valuable insights on the possible contributing factors of a successful 
MOOC implementation. Nonetheless, this study noted a gap in uncovering 
the pedagogical factors that would contribute to successful implementation or 
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delivery of MOOCs. As mentioned by Safri et al. (2020), studies that focused 
on the instructional aspect of MOOC are still very limited and need to be 
given more attention. It is, therefore, the aim of this study to adopt a more 
open approach in gathering as much information as possible from the MOOC 
learners and instructors as to how they perceive a successful MOOC based on 
their experience in learning via MOOCs. 

Theoretical Foundation

To guide this study, the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, first 
introduced by Garrison et al. (2010) was used as the theoretical basis for 
this study. It offers a comprehensive lens through which can examine the 
online learning environment of MOOCs and uncover critical success factors 
for second and foreign language learners. This framework is based on the 
interplay of three fundamental elements: social presence, cognitive presence, 
and teaching presence.

Social presence

In the context of MOOCs for second and foreign language learners, social 
presence plays a pivotal role. It refers to the degree to which learners feel 
socially and emotionally connected with other participants in the course 
(Garrison et al., 2010). This sense of connection is critical in language 
learning as it directly influences the willingness of learners to communicate, 
share ideas, take risks in using the target language, and thus contribute to a 
collaborative learning community. Assessing the social presence in MOOCs 
can be facilitated through analysing the level and quality of interaction in 
discussion forums, peer feedback, and collaborative activities.

Cognitive presence

Cognitive presence in the CoI framework refers to the extent to which 
learners can construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection 
and discourse (Garrison et al., 2010). In the context of MOOCs for language 
learning, it involves learners’ engagement with the course content and tasks, 
their ability to reflect on their learning, and their application of new language 
knowledge and skills in meaningful communication. To evaluate cognitive 
presence, one can look at the nature and complexity of tasks and assignments, 
the learners’ discourse in the course community, and the progression of their 
language proficiency throughout the course.
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Teaching presence

Teaching presence, the third element of the CoI framework, involves the 
design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes to 
support learners in achieving their learning outcomes (Garrison et al., 2010). 
In language MOOCs, teaching presence is key in creating a structured, 
supportive, and engaging learning environment. It involves not only the 
initial course design and organisation but also the instructor’s ongoing 
guidance, feedback, and intervention to facilitate learning. Assessing teaching 
presence in MOOCs may involve examining the clarity of learning objectives 
and instructions, the appropriateness and variety of learning materials and 
activities, the effectiveness of assessment methods, and the quality and 
timeliness of instructor feedback.

By focusing on social, cognitive, and teaching presences, it allows the 
authors to explore how MOOCs can be designed and facilitated to maximise 
learner engagement, interaction, and achievement, ultimately enhancing the 
effectiveness of online language learning.

The Study

To address the aim of the study, a comparative survey between two MOOCs 
(one in Malaysia and another one in China) was done. Both MOOCs have 
a high completion rate of more than 90% with good ratings given to on the 
overall learning experience (4.5 out of 5.0). This section explains the steps 
taken in gathering and analysing the data. 

Malaysia MOOC: English in the media

This English in the Media (EiM) course is one of the earliest MOOCs produced 
under the Malaysia MOOC platform (Chuah et al., 2019). The course explores 
various texts taken from media materials and sources such as newspapers, 
online news, magazines, and advertisements. This course looks at the 
language forms and structures of these texts and also the different writing 
styles. In addition, this course raises awareness of cultural and current issues 
pertaining to social concerns as a whole that may be embedded in the context. 
This is to assist students in understanding various writing styles that will 
facilitate them in building their language knowledge and skills in English. 
The MOOC runs for 14 weeks in every cycle and has about 1,000 learners in 
each iteration. Figure 1 shows how the MOOC looks like on the platform. 
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Figure 1 The English in the Media MOOC

China MOOC: Translating China

The Translating China (TC) course aims to promote intercultural exchanges 
between students in China and the rest of the world through specifically 
designed contents about Chinese-English translation and cultural sharing. 
The course is conducted in English and learners are exposed to the common 
cultural practices and belief in China while indirectly learn the English 
language as well as the Chinese language. By using micro-translation 
techniques, learners are able to learn the content systematically. Figure 2 
shows a screenshot of the MOOC. 

Figure 2 The TC MOOC
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This study included a total of 10,736 students and nineteen instructors from 
the two selected MOOCs. For the EiM MOOC, the students were from first 
and second years of undergraduate study. They were English as a second 
or foreign language (ESL/EFL) users with different levels of proficiency 
ranging from basic to highly competent users. They also come from different 
backgrounds in terms of ethnicity and socio-economic background. As for 
the instructors, they have more than five years of teaching experience with 
expertise in ELT.

As for the TC MOOC, a majority of the learners are from China EFL 
community with about 40% foreign students from other countries. The 
composition is more globalised as compared to the Malaysia MOOC and 
the diversity is in terms of nationality, ethnicity, and demographic factors. 
In comparison, the TC MOOC is more diverse but the distribution of users 
according to proficiency level is similar to those of EiM. The instructors are 
also experienced in the subject matter with more than five years of teaching 
experience in translation and cultural studies.

This study adopted a qualitative approach in gathering and analysing the data. 
By the end of the courses, students and instructors were required to provide 
feedback through open-ended responses describing their overall experience 
in the MOOCs, which was carried out through an online survey. They were 
told to reflect on what they had gone through and highlight the main factors 
that they think are good or bad as well as suggestions for improvement. 

To ensure their privacy and security of their personal data, participants 
were given a consent form, which was vetted by the ethics committee of 
both universities. They were told to read the form carefully and provide 
their consent by digitally signing the form. They were also briefed about the 
purpose of the study and all names will be removed and only their feedback 
would be used for further analysis. 

The gathered data were then compiled and analysed using textual analysis 
software in order to highlight the keywords mentioned by the learners 
and instructors. Thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2013) was done by 
first gathering the most frequently appeared keywords and they were then 
grouped into categories. The dimensions by Swan et al. (2014) and suggested 
features by Hew (2014), as explained in the previous section, were used as 
a guide in the grouping process. However, the authors did not confine to 
the listed dimensions so as to allow greater flexibility in identifying other  
possible factors. 
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Results and Discussion 

The thematic analysis of the responses highlighted five key success factors 
of a MOOC meant for second language learning as illustrated in Figure 3. 
These factors were the most frequently mentioned by the participants of the 
two MOOCs selected in this study. The researchers filter the textual output 
carefully and thematically grouped them through multiple readings and 
coding. The factors match the considerations provided by Swan et al. (2014) 
and Peng and Xu (2020) except for the cognition element, which is largely 
missing in previous studies. The following section explain each factor with 
excerpt of response from participants. 

Pedagogy

Pedagogy refers to the approaches used by the instructors in designing 
and delivering the learning content. In this case, it refers to pedagogies that 
are relevant to second or foreign language learning. The teacher’s role in 
ensuring the right approach is used is important in engaging the learners 
and ensuring meaningful learning can take place effectively. Two central 
themes that emerged from this factor are student-centred pedagogy and 
innovative approach. The participants agreed that MOOC content should be 
student-centric and not based on the conventional lecture-style. The activities 
should also be innovative as it can increase engagement such as through the 
use of gamification approach to monitor progress. This finding echoes the 
recommendation by Sallam et al. (2020), in which MOOC should be designed 
in accordance with a pedagogy that suits the learners. Also, as mentioned 
by Taib et al. (2017), MOOCs should be more student-centred and consider 
creative approaches in engaging the learners without being too focused 
on delivering content such as videos and documents. Interestingly, in this 
study, the learners were interested with the video content provided though 
Mubarak et al. (2021) stated that many MOOC learners tend to leave videos 
without watching them. This could be due to the pandemic situation in which 
the learners have to rely on those videos to get enough input for self-study. 
Also, the quality of videos could have contributed to the positive feedback 
from the learners as they stated how the authenticity of the videos made 
them interested. The responses which are relevant to pedagogy are shown  
in Table 2.
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Figure 3 Five key success factors gathered from thematic analysis

Table 2 Responses related to pedagogy

Pedagogy Responses from participants

Student-
centred

As a lecturer, I normally use student-centred approach in language learning 
like communicative approach with suitable design of content. (EiM)

I like when the lecturer uses interesting teaching technique that fits my 
interest. (EiM)

Our MOOC was designed and developed collectively, and we strongly 
emphasised on approaches  that are appropriate to the students. (TC) 

The course fully satisfies my requirements. (TC)

Lecturers teach with proper explanation that I understand. (EiM)

Innovative 
approach

The gamification  element is very helpful in motivating me to progress in the 
MOOC. (EiM)

The videos are not the typical lecture-style. (EiM)

Compared with traditional teaching methods, the course is more novel and 
interesting. (TC) 

This is a very useful course. We can apply the real-life theme of each unit to 
our daily life. (TC)

Content-based The content in this MOOC is more than what I expected from the usual course 
textbook especially the videos, very engaging. (EiM)

Complex translation techniques are delivered through authentic cultural 
materials for the students. (TC)

Compared with the translation course we learned before, this course 
introduces translation skills based on traditional Chinese culture. The course 
content is from a different perspective. (TC)
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Cognition

Cognition in MOOC design and delivery deals with the level of attention 
by the lecturer or MOOC developer on the content and tasks that focus on 
higher-order thinking, reflective approach, and cognitive engagement. This 
aspect is noted to be absent in previous studies on MOOCs as Hew (2014) 
pointed out MOOC contents which are problem-centric tend to trigger the 
learners to think and indirectly increase MOOC retention. Nevertheless, the 
instructors in this study did mention it is not easy to implement this although 
they believe it is necessary. Also, the learners’ willingness to learn on their 
own may also play a role in promoting greater cognitive engagement (Zalli  
et al., 2019). The responses which are relevant to cognition are shown  
in Table 3. 

Table 3 Responses related to cognition

Cognition Responses from participants

Higher-order thinking 
or critical thinking

I think it’s good if students are told to think critically while viewing our 
MOOC videos, not just blindly watch. But it needs more effort to plan. 
(EiM)

Some parts of the activities really need us to think how language is used 
in actual situation like project management. (EiM)

One thing that we can improve is to let students be more creative and 
critical in explaining certain cultural concepts. I mean it would be good 
for us to know their actual perception of the Chinese culture. (TC)

Reflective approach I have designed tasks that students will have to do more reflection. (EiM)

At first, I thought this course was boring, but the reflection activity based 
on the videos are good. (EiM)

Each unit assignment needs to be evaluated through three steps: self-
assessment, peer review, and teacher review. Students can reflect on 
and rethink their own work in the first two steps. (TC)

Cognitive 
engagement

I completed the tasks because I can relate to it to my situation when 
writing articles. (EiM)

The videos and activities are high quality and allow me to be engaged 
throughout the course. It makes me look forward to the content in each 
unit. (TC)

Assessment strategies

One of the defining factors of a successful MOOC is pertaining to assessment. 
The role of assessment is not merely as a performance benchmark alone 
but also to monitor learners’ progress in learning. In the context of second 
language learning, for example, progressive feedback is needed to ensure 
learners are able to obtain necessary guidance for improvement. Li (2017) 
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emphasised on this aspect as novice learners rely on formative assessments to 
self-monitor their progress in the MOOC. A MOOC that is designed without 
assessments or with poorly constructed assessments tend to make the learners 
quit earlier than expected. The responses which are relevant to assessment 
strategies are shown in Table 4.

Table 4 Responses related to assessment strategies 

Assessment strategies Responses from participants

Formative-based The assessments for the course are done weekly to check on students’ 
progress. (EiM)

The weekly tasks and quizzes are useful actually though I was a bit 
anxious of it at first. (EiM)

I wish there were more questions for the quizzes so that it helps me to 
remember more of the course content. (EiM)

The course’s final score is composed of four parts: course participation, 
unit homework, unit test, and final exam. (TC)

Timely feedback on 
tasks

Feedback should be fast, not delayed for a few days. (EiM)

The lecturer responded to my questions quite fast, so I can work on the 
tasks with more confidence. (EiM)

I don’t like when feedback is slow but for this course I am happy that my 
lecturer replied to my postings almost instantly. (EiM)

Besides the MOOC platform, we can still communicate with lecturers in 
other ways. If we ask questions, we can get timely feedback. (TC)

Four teaching assistants in our team answer students’ questions all day. 
(TC)

Validity and reliability For me as a lecturer, the assessments we give on MOOC should be valid 
and reliable as well. This would give a better impression of the quality of 
the MOOC and learners would complete them. (EiM)

We strictly follow the “College English Curriculum Standards” and the 
teaching objectives of this course to assign homework. (TC)

Supporting mechanism

Supporting mechanism refers to the ways support is given to the learners 
especially when they are facing problems or difficulties in learning the 
subject matter. This finding is similar to what was found by Reparaz et al. 
(2020) in which MOOC completers highlight the role of instructors’ support 
in motivating them to complete the MOOC that they signed up for. Though 
support can be given through videos, it is often the extra efforts given by the 
instructors that create a more encouraging learning environment within the 
MOOC as the learners feel their presence has significant value. The responses 
which are relevant to the supporting mechanism are shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5 Responses related to supporting mechanism 

Supporting mechanism Responses from participants

Extra materials to 
assist learners

I provide extra notes for students who might not be able to fully 
understand the content delivered in the videos. (EiM)

The lecturer is kind enough to give links to related materials for our 
tasks. (EiM)

Each unit contains background information, micro-lectures, open-ended 
discussion, unit homework, unit test, and extension reading materials. 
(TC) 

Rich supporting resources expand my horizons. (TC)

Scaffolding or 
guidance

When I have a problem, I asked the lecturer directly through the 
Telegram group he created, and he guided me in completing the tasks. 
(EiM)

I remember I didn’t understand the task given, I asked for help. The 
instructor replied with good examples for me to understand what is 
needed. Really love this effort. (TC)

After reading the background information, we have a clearer 
understanding of each unit. (TC)

Instructional interaction

Instructional interaction refers to the interaction either initiated by instructors 
or peers when they are communicating in the MOOCs. The interaction 
is mainly geared towards instructional purposes that guide learners in 
understanding learning content, completing tasks as well as seeking further 
help. As stated by Hone and El Said (2016), the frequency of interaction is 
perceived as a measurement of how active a MOOC is. A MOOC where 
threaded discussions or comments were left unattended to will make the 
learners feel like they are learning in silo. The interaction can come from 
peers as well, especially when one is helping another learner. The quality of 
interaction also matters in the sense single word replies such as ‘yes’, ‘no’, 
‘ok’, ‘agree’, may not be that meaningful. In addition, as highlighted by Kasch 
et al. (2021), peer interactions are also an important factor to greater learning 
engagement and retention. Thus, MOOC learning experience with minimal 
and low-quality interaction will lead to lower MOOC retention. The responses 
which are relevant to instructional interaction are shown in Table 6.
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Table 6 Responses related to instructional interaction

Instructional interaction Responses from participants

Frequency of interaction I think learners like it more when we interact with them as frequently 
as possible. Since MOOC is taught through the videos, they value the 
interactions in the forum more. (EiM)

I don’t like talking but in MOOC, I can post in forum to interact more. I 
mean I post more here than in talking in normal class. (EiM)

Students communicate with lecturers in various ways. Besides the 
forums on the MOOC platform, the course creates an online group 
chat and official account. Students can ask questions anytime. (TC)

Teachers gather the most asked questions and weekly update the 
official account. (TC)

Quality of interaction If you examine each discussion thread, you can see how all 
instructors try their best to explain. This actually makes the students 
active too. (EiM)

I prefer if there are more interactions that make us learn better. Not 
just talking about something outside the course too much. (EiM)

We can refer to other learners’ answers through the peer-reviewing 
process and rethink our works. It is also a process of self-observation 
and self-evaluation that can improve our learning. (TC)

Peer-to-peer interactions As we know, if most of us are interacting, we can learn from each 
other more. If not, it will be like learning alone. (EiM)

Peer review will affect the final score. Students who do not 
participate in the peer-reviewing process will be given only 60% of 
their scores, and only the students who have completed peer review 
will be given the full mark. (TC)

Conclusion

Although the present study is limited to two MOOCs and confined to 
qualitative analysis of open responses from learners and instructors, it has 
managed to unpack the critical success factors of MOOCs even during the 
time of pandemic when in-person classes were not possible. The MOOC 
instructors in this study are noted to be aware of the importance of pedagogical 
needs when designing MOOC content and activities. Such awareness has 
contributed to a higher MOOC retention among the learners. The learners 
of the two MOOCs have also reported positive feedback and meaningful 
learning experience with very minimal problems. As mentioned by Yu (2021), 
it is pivotal to acknowledge that the design of MOOC is not only about 
content delivery but more of creating a learning experience that members of 
the MOOC community would be able to interact and learn from each other. 
However, insights from the instructors revealed that the issue of burnout 
could happen as they would need time to monitor a large number of students 
from time to time. An equal distribution of workload among the instructors 
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is necessary so that they could provide optimum guidance to the learners. 
There is a misconception that MOOC can run on its own as all contents have 
been uploaded and structured in progression (Sciarrone & Temperini, 2021). 
In reality, a successful MOOC requires more intervention by the instructors as 
they are the main agents of pushing learners towards course completion and 
learning attainment (Bayne & Ross, 2015; Deng et al., 2020; Hew, 2014). 

The findings from this study can be beneficial to the MOOC developers 
and instructors in identifying the key areas that should be focused on when 
developing a MOOC. The administrators would also be able to evaluate the 
suitability of MOOCs to replace in-person teaching during a crisis like the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The learners’ feedback from both Malaysia and China 
have shown a positive acceptance of MOOCs though there are still problems 
that should be rectified. As such, the outcome of this study would inform the 
relevant ministries on measure that can be taken to address those problems. 
The measures could include more training to instructors as well as hiring 
suitable teaching assistants to assist in the MOOC monitoring process.

Nonetheless, this study has its limitation in terms of MOOC and sample 
selection, which may not be generalised to other settings. The study is 
also confined to the use of qualitative method by including only open-
ended responses. Therefore, future research can examine the critical factors 
through a quantitative measure by correlating them with other variables 
such as level of proficiency or demographic factors. It would be interesting 
to know if how different sets of learners perceive a MOOC and factors that 
make it successful. This additional input would assist MOOC developers 
and instructors to identify necessary elements that should be included in a 
MOOC. All in all, transitioning into this ‘new norm’ of education necessitates 
continual refinement and adaptation of online learning tools, strategies, and 
policies. Ensuring a successful and inclusive digital learning environment for  
all remains a key objective for any future implementation of open and  
distance learning.
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Introduction

The recent outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic at the end of 
2019 has predominantly shifted a new paradigm to the 
education landscape in Malaysia. The shift of paradigm 
in education sector has brought in multiple challenges 
for both educators and learners. Teaching and learning 
process during pandemic appeared to be highly correlated 
with VUCA dimension – volatile (turbulent), uncertain 
(uncertain), complex (complex), and ambiguity (unclear) 
(Sia & Adamu, 2020). Despite of a solid year of learning in 
a new norm, challenges, and struggles in for both educators 
and learners are still prominent. At university level, the 
focus of attention lies on possible solutions and suggestions 
to be taken into consideration to make sure that learners 
are able to survive in this challenging times. Complexities 
in online learning context becomes the main concern for 
both educators and learners especially during a Movement 
Control Order due to the restriction in physical contact 
and meetings. Challenges in conducting effective learning 
experience become twice as hard for the learning designers 
due to uncertainties lies in a pandemic (Almusharraf & 
Khahro, 2020; Wijaya et al., 2020). Despite of the on-going 
challenges, execution of learning activities should be 
carried out to ensure the continuation of nation’s aspiration 
to produce human capitals.
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Therefore, on-going effort must be enforced by educators and the authorities 
at university levels to sustain the synergy between the learners and learning 
experience. In order to ensure the sustainability of effective teaching and 
learning activities, educators are obliged to be more proactive and innovative 
in making necessary changes to cope with the current change in education 
landscape during the pandemic (Rajab et al., 2020; Sutarto et al., 2020). In 
response to the current situation, educators who serve the role as learning 
designers should be able to priories the learners’ needs and expectation in 
learning during pandemic without compromising their socio-economic 
background and learning abilities. A shift from face-to-face learning to 
a virtual learning reinforced the educators to get out of their comfort zone 
whereby the learners’ interest, motivation, and attention span become the main 
concerns (Baber, 2020). It is quite a challenge for both educators and learners 
considering that not all learners are extroverts and constantly struggling to 
actively engage in a virtual classroom especially during a pandemic.

Uncertainties during the pandemic forced educators to be well-versed in the 
use of technology to keep up with the shift in the new norm. Therefore, it 
is crucial for both educators and researchers to map out adaptable strategies 
and favourable approaches to the teaching and learning process. In response 
to the current issues of learners’ lack of interest, motivation, and attention 
span in a virtual classroom, educators should implement multiple methods 
and approaches in online teaching to ensure an effective teaching and 
learning process (Tang et al., 2021; Nartiningrum & Nugroho, 2020). ‘Game-
based learning’ and ‘gamification’ have long been suggested to be one of the 
most useful approaches to be integrated into teaching and learning to increase 
students’ learning motivation and classroom engagement.

Previous researchers have also noted various possibilities for implementing 
integrated approaches in teaching and learning, including the introduction 
of game-based learning in online platforms. The current teaching and 
learning process on an online platform with conventional one-way or two-
way communication is perceived as less effective and lacks engagement 
(Behforouz et al., 2021; Fauzi & Khusuma, 2020). In the current context of 
learning in a pandemic, learners are inclined to be less participative due to the 
nature of the virtual classroom, which lacks human touch with no physical 
interaction. The decline in learners’ motivation to learn in an online setting is 
presumably due to the inability of both educators and learners to have face-to-
face interaction (Setiawan & Lasha, 2020). Therefore, it is crucial for educators 
to trigger students’ interest by promoting interactive and rewarding learning 
experiences which could eventually motivate learners in general (Dliss & 
Sukur, 2021).
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Gamification in Learning During Pandemic

The integration of gamification into classroom teaching and learning has 
been highlighted as one of the means to improve the quality of education 
at primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. Gamification in classroom 
teaching and learning, or ‘gamified classroom’ can be executed both inside 
the classroom and outside of the classroom (Nadlifatin et al., 2020). In other 
words, the learning process in a gamified context does not necessarily require 
a teacher’s presence but is also applicable for individual learning. One of the 
key findings in research related to gamified learning lies in the improvement 
of students’ motivation and interest in learning (Satrio et al., 2021). The use 
of games elements in other contexts, such as education, is an alternative to 
achieve specific learning objectives by increasing students’ motivation and 
attracting students’ interest (Hadi & Irbah, 2021).

One of the goals of online learning during the pandemic is to establish a 
meaningful and effective learning experience despite the challenges and 
struggles that both students and teachers face in this uncertain situation. In 
a recent study by Malaysian researchers to discover students’ perception of 
information and communications technology technologies (mobile assisted 
language learning, MALL; gamification; and virtual reality, VR) in teaching 
English during the pandemic in Malaysia, 38.1% of the respondents chose 
MALL, 33% chose gamification, and 29% chose VR, as their preferred 
technology (Azar & Tan, 2020). The results of the quantitative study revealed 
that gamification is regarded as one of the most accepted approaches to online 
learning by students, especially in times of pandemic. Despite the successful 
implementation of game-based learning during the pandemic, it is also worth 
noting that the key to an effective learning experience lies in the lecturers’ 
and students’ perception of the adaptability of games to facilitate learning 
(Supian et al., 2021). In a review by Nieto-Escamez and Roldán-Tapia (2021), 
a total of 11 past studies from chemistry, business, computer science, biology, 
and medical areas have been analysed to discover the in-depth insights of 
the implementation of gamification in online classrooms during a pandemic. 
Researchers have noted that the integration of gamification into classroom 
learning is perceived as an effective strategy to maintain students’ social 
interaction during quarantine and isolation time. It has also been reported 
that the use of game elements in online classroom learning is engaging and 
fun at the same time. It is also asserted that gamified teaching strategies have 
yielded a new paradigm in providing better learning experience for students 
during pandemic. 
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Apart from increasing learners’ motivation in learning, integration of 
gamification elements in online classroom learning also useful to keep 
students’ morale during social distancing time. The result of this analysis is 
parallel to a study conducted to 170 Gen Z students to explore their perception 
of gamified health awareness campaigns by Zain et al. (2021) whereby positive 
perception and acceptance towards gamified learning context have been noted 
by the researchers. Lestari and Noer (2021) discovered useful findings on how 
the implementation of gamification could greatly complement the current 
teaching strategies during pandemic. An increase of learners’ motivation had 
been noted particularly in terms of students’ engagement and participation 
in classroom. Teaching strategies related to gamification could possibly 
help students to develop more personalised learning and promote students’ 
interaction and collaboration. One of the key features of gamified learning 
is the implementation of points, rewards, and levels throughout the learning 
activities. In a study by Darmawan et al. (2020) the researchers asserted 
that the integration of games into online assessment activities has a great 
potential to increase students’ motivation and interest in learning. Learning in 
gamified contexts has also resulted in mixed findings from previous studies. 
Seaborn (2021) asserted that gamification in learning is a reflection of ‘forced 
fun’ whereby the sustainability of students’ motivation and interests is still 
questionable. Employing gamification in the classroom may also activate 
negative effects on students due to ‘unwanted’ reinforcement, tests and 
assessment, which lead to uneasy feelings as if students are about to sit for 
an examination (López-Belmonte et al., 2020). Despite the weaknesses and 
shortcomings of gamification, the implementation of games in classroom 
learning, particularly during a pandemic, has the promising possibility of 
providing a better learning experience for learners (Lestari & Noer, 2021; 
Darmawan et al., 2020). Therefore, this chapter will discuss the promising 
possibilities of gamifying learning in the context of Malaysia, where a survey 
study in a Malaysian learning institution is presented. The chapter also 
suggests the possible initiatives and directions of gamification in learning 
institutions in Malaysia.

The Study

The study aims to identify the possibility of implementing a game-based 
learning approach in an online learning environment during the pandemic. 
Results of this study will be useful for future researchers to produce 
suitable learning materials for students to adapt to the new norms of the 
learning paradigm. Grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1997) was used 
as the theoretical guide for this study. It involves systematically analysing 
qualitative data to identify patterns and develop concepts. The study intends 
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to generate meaningful theoretical justifications that provides a thorough 
explanation for gamification in online language learning. In this study, 
the researchers focused on analysing learners’ needs in online learning in 
pandemic. Integration of games into classroom learning is henceforth referred 
to as ‘game-based learning’ which will be able to guide future researchers 
in developing suitable modules for designing instructional materials. The 
results obtained in this study will also provide insight into the possibilities of 
integrating games into online learning to increase students’ motivation in the 
online learning environment during a pandemic. In response to the current 
research aims, two research objectives were formulated as follows: 

1.	 To discover English as a second language (ESL) learners’ current 
satisfaction with online learning during the pandemic

2.	 To identify ESL learners’ views on the implementation of games in 
online classroom learning during the pandemic

The current study employed a qualitative survey research design to gather the 
data to answer the research questions. In survey research, qualitative surveys 
contain a number of open-ended questions regarding an issue presented 
in the study. Participants in the study are required to respond to questions 
posed by the researchers on a particular topic. These questions are usually 
self-administered with a fixed and standard order to the targeted participants 
of the study. Responses obtained from participants usually originate from 
the participants’ overview of a certain issue with in-depth insights into the 
topic. A fully qualitative survey provides comprehensive, rich, and insightful 
feedback from the participants as compared to pre-determined responses in 
other types of survey research, such as in a quantitative research design. The 
richness and complexity of the data are supported by the quality of responses 
obtained from the participants, including their subjective experiences, 
narratives, practices, positionings, and discourses (Braun et al., 2020).

In this study, 10 undergraduate ESL students at a public university in Malaysia 
who have undergone online learning experience during the pandemic 
were chosen. These students are in their penultimate year of study and are 
currently preparing for their final year project as a part of their graduation 
requirements. A purposive sampling technique was employed in this study 
based on a few criteria: (1) ESL undergraduate students, (2) currently enrolled 
in online distance learning mode during the pandemic, and (3) have an 
experience of learning in a gamified environment during a pandemic. To fulfil 
the research ethics, pseudonyms were given to the participants in this study 
using different names.
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Participants in this study are undergraduate ESL students who have 
completed all courses that were conducted on an online platform during the 
pandemic. This group of participants are also currently enrolled in a fully 
online learning context that was conducted during the pandemic. In general, 
all participants already have experience of learning in an online distance mode 
that integrates games elements throughout the course. The participants in this 
study also completed an online course which was integrated with elements of 
games that were conducted during the pandemic. The course is a core course 
related to writing skills acquisition among undergraduate students in the 
Faculty of Education at a public research university in Malaysia. The outbreak 
of the pandemic has shifted the former mode of teaching and learning from a 
blended learning mode to a fully online mode. In 14 weeks of online lectures, 
the students underwent online teaching and learning with the integration 
of games as supplementary formative assessment. At the end of the online 
lesson, the students were asked to participate in an online game platform to 
recapitulate each week’s lesson.

In order to obtain in-depth views from the students, 10 undergraduate ESL 
students were selected to participate in this study. Discovery of their feedback 
was done through semi-structured interviews and focus group discussion with 
the students. The limitation of physical contact during the pandemic motivated 
the researchers to use an online platform to communicate with the students. 
Asynchronous interview sessions were conducted according to the students’ 
availability to compensate for limitations and restrictions in communication 
during the pandemic. Responses obtained from the students were transcribed 
in verbatim and analysed thematically. Transcribed interviews were codified 
according to the objectives of this study. Identification of prominent responses 
were coded and grouped according to the objectives of this study.

To provide thorough and rigorous feedback from the participants, transcripts 
of the interviews were piloted beforehand. Selection of participants in the pilot 
study was chosen based on the similar characteristics of the participants in the 
current study as previously outlined. Necessary amendments and changes 
were made based on the feedback received in the pilot study. Students with 
similar characteristics in the pilot study were selected as the participants in 
the current study. The improved version of the questionnaire was distributed 
after necessary changes were made. A total of two questions were improved 
and simplified to avoid ambiguity and vagueness. After the responses were 
collected, the completed transcripts were reviewed, approved and confirmed 
by the participants to ensure the validity of the data. Transcripts that have 
been approved by the participants were analysed using thematic analysis 
based on the feedback received from the participants. Analysis of themes 
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was done based on the objectives of the study. Data from semi-structured 
interviews and focus group discussions were categorised, subcategorised, 
and analysed using coding methods to produce themes (Miles et al., 2014).

Results and Discussion

A summary of participants’ background is presented in Table 1 as a guideline for 
further discussion of research findings. The table presented will provide useful 
insights into the participants’ background, particularly regarding electronic 
devices owned and online learning. The majority of students have adequate 
familiarity with the term ‘online learning’ whereby half of the students are 
familiar (50%) with the term, 40% of the students are moderately familiar, and 
10% of the students responded with a high familiarity. The researchers also 
discovered necessary information in terms of their ownership of electronic 
devices, familiarity with online learning, types of electronic devices used for 
online learning, and level of competency in using electronic devices during 
online learning. A total of 10 participants were selected to participate in this 
study. There are four male students and six female students aged between 21 
and 23 years old who are in their third year of the undergraduate programme. 
Most of the participants obtained similar exposure to the English language, 
i.e., 6 years of primary schooling, 5 years of secondary schooling and 1 year of 
a bachelor’s degree preparation programme. Participants in this study were 
given pseudonyms for ethical purposes.

Analysis of students’ responses was presented in two sections to highlight 
the research objectives of this study. In response to the formulated research 
objective, semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions were 
conducted with the participants in this study to discover their experience of 
online learning during the pandemic. Before further detailed questions were 
posed to the participants, the researchers sought their familiarity with the 
term online learning and what they could say about online learning.

Table 1 Background of participants

Participants Age Gender Ownership 
of ED

Familiarity 
with OL

Types of ED 
used for OL

Level of 
competency 
in using ED 
during OL

1. Siti 21 F Yes Familiar Tablet Excellent

2. Amir 21 M Yes Very familiar Smartphone Excellent

3. Johan 21 M Yes Moderately 
familiar

Smartphone Good

(continued on next page)
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Participants Age Gender Ownership 
of ED

Familiarity 
with OL

Types of ED 
used for OL

Level of 
competency 
in using ED 
during OL

4. Farid 23 M Yes Moderately 
familiar

Smartphone Good

5. Amira 21 F Yes Familiar Laptop Good

6. Ahmad 22 M Yes Familiar Smartphone Fairly 
Competent

7. Sarah 23 F Yes Moderately 
familiar

Laptop Fairly 
Competent

8. Aini 23 F Yes Moderately 
familiar

Laptop Good

9. Farah 21 F Yes Familiar Tablet Excellent

10. Izzah 21 F Yes Familiar Tablet Excellent

Notes: ED = electronic devices; OL = online learning 

Learners’ satisfaction in online learning

In general, all participants in this study show moderate to high familiarity 
with online learning. One male participant responded that he has high 
familiarity with online learning due to his experience of attending multiple 
personal courses conducted outside of the classroom. One of the participants, 
Amir, expressed his familiarity with the context of online learning in his 
statement: “I am very active in social media. I also joined a few workshops 
and short courses to polish my skills … it is usually done in Zoom”. He also 
added that he owns a YouTube channel with a high number of subscribers. As 
an active social media user, he has an excellent level of competency in using 
electronic devices for online learning. 

Four other participants responded that they are moderately familiar with 
online learning. Sarah added that, “we do have online class before, but usually 
the lecturer only upload file in i-Folio (University Learning Management 
System) and we do the exercise”. Participants in the current study also added 
that the execution of online learning before the pandemic was not conducted 
as intensively as during the pandemic. Supporting that statement, a male 
participant, Farid, also mentioned that “before this, online class in not really 
serious. But during pandemic it is a need”. When the researcher asked further 
about ‘seriousness’ mentioned by Farid, he added that online classes before 
the pandemic were usually more like ‘self-study’ whereby the students need 
to do their own revision.

Table 1 (continued)
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Learners’ competency in adapting with online learning

Regarding students’ competency in adapting to online learning during the 
pandemic, eight out of ten students expressed good and excellent competency 
in learning through online platforms during the pandemic. Students’ 
competency refers to how well students are able to adapt to the new norms 
and practise teaching and learning in an online context (Darmawan et al., 
2020). This includes their ability to actively participate in the classroom 
session as well as their ability to troubleshoot minor technical problems that 
could occur throughout the session. Upon being asked the question “do you 
find it hard to login and access the online classes provided by lecturers?”, 
most of the students responded positively to the inquiry. 

Farah, a female student with excellent competency in using electronic devices 
in online learning, stated that, “so far I don’t find it difficult to access to 
live classes such as in Zoom and Google Classroom.” Her statement is also 
supported by another participant, Izzah, who uses a tablet as her main device 
for online learning. Izzah did not require much time to prepare for the class 
and agreed that the execution of online classes is more convenient for her, 
“usually I took less than 5 minutes to prepare and enter the class if the line 
(internet connection) is good”. 

In order to obtain a more comprehensive view, the researchers also posed 
summative questions, such as “how do you conclude your online learning 
experience during the pandemic?” Analysis of the transcribed interview 
recording revealed that responses received by the students varied according 
to gender. All male students responded positively to the current mode of 
learning in the pandemic, whereas there was mixed feedback received by 
the female participants. From a total of six female students, only two of them 
agreed that online learning is a great alternative during a pandemic. When 
the researcher asked about their willingness to enrol in an online class after 
the pandemic was over, two of them answered “Yes”. 

Siti, a 21-years old female student with excellent competency in online 
learning during the pandemic, responded, “if I were to choose, I would like 
to enrol in a full online course. Much convenient and free”. After being asked 
further about her statement: ‘free’, she also explained that in an online class, 
she has the freedom to learn remotely and avoid the hassle of travelling 
and commuting to class. Her statement is also supported by another 
female student. Farah added that “online classes is more flexible than a  
face-to-face class”. 
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Despite the positive feedback received from the students, it is also worth 
noting that online classes could also be burdensome for some students. Aini, a 
23-years old female student who is moderately familiar with online learning, 
finds it hardly adaptable. She mentioned that “I have completed one semester 
of fully online class last semester. I find it very tiring and stressful. Learning 
through a camera is not the same as in classroom. It is lonely”. Responses 
obtained from the participants reflected that the current online classroom 
lacks physical interaction, which limits students’ socialisation opportunities 
(Barry & Kanematsu, 2020). 

Despite her good competency level in online learning during the pandemic, 
Aini also expressed her preference to be in a physical classroom rather than 
a virtual classroom. She also added, whenever the class started, “sometimes 
I only log into the class but do something else instead of focusing on what 
the lecturer is teaching”. Amira, who shares the same competency level as 
Aini, added that the execution of online classes is generally different than in 
conventional classrooms. She also agreed that learning in a real (physical) 
classroom weighs more (impactful) compared to a virtual classroom. 
Overwhelming workloads from multiple online courses also added more 
stress to her, making online learning less interesting for her.

I personally think that learning using a laptop weighs less than 
learning in a real classroom. I don’t know, I don’t feel like the lecturer 
is talking to me, sometimes I feel so stressful and burnout with all the 
overwhelming workloads. It is all in one computer.  Amira

Implementation of games in online classroom learning

From semi-structured interviews that were conducted previously, the 
researchers have discovered various feedback and mixed responses from the 
participants. The majority of the participants agreed that online learning in 
virtual classrooms is the most appropriate alternative during challenging 
times, such as the world pandemic (Hadi & Irbah, 2021). However, the 
adaptability of online learning during uncertain times like this is still 
questionable. In this study, the second research objective was formulated 
to identify ESL learners’ views on the implementation of games in online 
classroom learning during the pandemic. Therefore, the researchers in this 
study conducted a focus group discussion to discover the students’ feedback 
on the integration of games and gamified learning into online learning 
to respond to the current challenges faced by students in online learning  
during a pandemic. 
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In general, the majority of the respondents agreed that their motivation 
levels are gradually decreasing over time. The words ‘stressful’, ‘burnout’ 
and ‘tiring’ indicated students’ decrease in motivation throughout online 
learning due to the limitations of the virtual classroom. Students’ decrease 
in motivation is reflected in the responses in the previous section, which 
indicate their frustration and lack of motivation for online learning during 
the pandemic. Continuous enrolment in a virtual classroom drains out most 
of their energy and the need for constant focus in one sitting is unbearable for 
some students. It is also agreed that the execution of a virtual classroom for a 
longer period of time could negatively affect their interest in participating and 
learning (Park & Kim, 2021).

Familiarity with games and gamified learning

Game-based learning has long been known as the integration of games 
into classroom learning (Oe et al., 2020). Most educators from all levels of 
institutions have been implementing this approach to integrate fun elements 
into classroom learning, especially during times of pandemic (Supian et al., 
2021; Azar & Tan, 2020). Before discovering students’ responses in an in-
depth inquiry into game-based learning, general questions were posed to the 
students to identify their experience and knowledge of game-based learning. 
The researchers posed questions such as (1) have you heard of game-based 
learning?, (2) what do you know about game-based learning?, and 3) what 
can you say about game-based learning? Analyses of students’ responses 
revealed that all students are familiar with the term game-based learning. 

Responses from the students that highlighted their experience in playing 
Kahoot! in the classroom, reflected their familiarity with the use of games 
in classroom learning. Some students expressed their familiarity with game-
based learning after being explained in detail by the researchers. All the male 
participants agreed that they are very much familiar with game-based learning 
and the implementation of game-based learning is very much accepted by 
students in a face-to-face classroom. For instance, Amir stated, “we do play 
games like Kahoot sometimes in physical classroom”. 

However, implementation of game-based learning in an online classroom 
is extremely rare. Ahmad mentioned that “during online class, usually our 
lecturers only give links for us to answer quiz, it is not much a game, more like 
exercise”. Responses received by the students proved that the implementation 
of game-based learning in an online classroom is still being overlooked. Sarah 
expressed her thought that learning while playing is a new thing, especially 
in an online class during a pandemic. She added that learning in an online 
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setting affected her motivation and interest in learning, she said, “sometimes 
we are not into learning that much.  With all the workloads. I think if we have 
games, it could be quite interesting and less boring”. 

From the statement, it could be generally concluded that the current 
teaching and learning in online learning during the pandemic is still largely 
conventional with limited resources for fun and interactive learning. The 
current situation may be caused by educators’ workloads and time limitations 
during the pandemic. In response to the current statement, previous studies 
have highlighted the burden of constant workloads on university lecturers and 
schoolteachers during a pandemic. Most educators are currently struggling 
with preparation of online materials and never-ending administrative work 
resulting from the new norms and work from home  activities.

Readiness for gamified online learning

Before introducing a new pedagogical approach especially in global pandemic 
situation, it is crucial to discover the learners’ readiness to adapt with a new 
change in teaching and learning (Barry & Kanematsu, 2020). Upon being asked 
about for students’ readiness gamified online learning during pandemic, 
some students were unsure if they are well-prepared for a change. It could be 
assumed that one of the constraints is students’ ability to cope with the need 
for high bandwidth of internet data. 

A male student, Johan who used smartphone for online learning added that 
online learning (without the implementation of games elements) has already 
consumed large capacity of internet bandwidth, “I don’t know ... because 
right now I used quite a lot of data (internet) already”. His responses clearly 
depicted his limitation to cope with the requirement of the new approach.

Sarah who used a portable laptop for online learning also expressed her 
uncertainty on her readiness to cope with the gamified learning experience. 
She also expressed her uncertainty in terms of her readiness to learn in a 
gamified online learning context during pandemic, she stated, “not sure if I 
am ready … but I think it could be interesting too if lecturer give us game”.

Despite the low level of readiness noted by some of the participants, it is 
also worth noting that some participants believe that the implementation of 
gamified learning in online learning during a pandemic will be able to bring 
about great advantages for students (Darmawan et al., 2020). Farah, a female 
participant, mentioned that acknowledging the students’ achievements using 
rewards and badges could motivate the students to learn in the classroom. 
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She also expressed her excitement by saying “I would love to if we get 
rewards”. Her statement was also agreed by another female participant, Siti 
mentioned “yes, of course … maybe it could motivate us a bit” implying that 
the implementation of games in an online learning context could motivate 
students to learn. 

Learning in an online setting during a pandemic is undoubtedly a challenging 
experience for students. In online learning, most students feel burdened and 
mentally exhausted with a continuous workload which requires them to be 
present in front of electronic devices (Nieto-Escamez & Roldán-Tapia, 2021). 
One of the participants also expressed their lack of interest in learning and 
attended the class for the sake of attendance. Siti added that “sometimes we 
felt so burdened to attend daily classes. The mood is no longer as before … 
for some classes I only attend for attendance”, making her feel less interested  
in learning.

Upon being asked about rewards and punishment, the researcher noted 
that these students were more concerned if the lecturers penalised their 
marks. It is also interesting to note that negative reinforcement, such as the 
implementation of penalties for incomplete tasks, will be taken seriously by 
the students. One of the participants, Aini added, “of course if my lecturer 
said she will deduct marks, I will take it more seriously”. Her statement is 
also supported by other participants who agreed that she would be more 
disciplined in her studies if the lecturer implied more strictness during 
the lesson. Izzah added “I will make sure to standby early if my lecturer 
warns earlier”. It could also be concluded that, if the lecturers do not imply 
strictness to their students, there is a higher possibility for the students to be  
more laidback.

Another participant, Aini, agreed that some students do not take the lesson 
seriously, especially when the lecturer was being lenient, she said, “some 
classes where lecturers are more laidback, I noticed some of my friends 
don’t really take that seriously”. In general, feedback received from students, 
including responses like “not sure” and “don’t know” could reflect their 
uncertainty about adapting to the game-based approach in online learning. 
After being asked a slightly different question about whether they would love 
to receive rewards, most of the students agreed that it could motivate them to 
learn during a pandemic.
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Possible benefits of gamified learning

The integration of games into the classroom and the implementation of game 
elements such as rewards, levels, and badges have long been recognised as an 
approach to improving learners’ motivation to learn. In the context of online 
learning, learners’ attention span has always become the main challenge for 
learners. In order to improve the current situation, particularly during the 
times of pandemic, gamification and implementation of games in online 
classrooms are rising as the means to curb the problems (Park & Kim, 2021). 

In this study, the researchers discovered multiple responses from the students 
in terms of the benefits of gamified learning in the online classroom. One of the 
participants mentioned that implementation of negative reinforcement could 
be useful for teachers. Sarah added that negative enforcement could make 
students more disciplined, she said, “in order to survive during times like this 
(pandemic), maybe using that (punishment) will be beneficial (effective) for 
some students”. 

Her statement is further supported by another male respondent, Ahmad, who 
responded positively towards the use of rewards and positive reinforcement 
to increase students’ motivation. He also mentioned that, instead of implying 
negative reinforcement, lecturers could also motivate the students by giving 
rewards to the students to attract their interest and motivation to learn, he 
said, “giving rewards could be nice too … I remember my lecturer brought us 
some food and gave us chocolate if we answer correctly and my classmates 
are so active (participative)”. 

His response was also supported by one of the participants, Amir, who agreed 
that the implementation of a continuous gamified context enables on-going 
rewards and recognition of achievement could motivate them to learn, he said, 
“I like it if it is done in longer time (continuous). Like, not just once. Maybe 
for each class we collect marks and points, and the winner is announced at the 
end of the semester”. 

Some courses could be very challenging for some students. Therefore, these 
courses require more effort from the lecturers to ensure effective teaching and 
learning experience. Fun and interactive elements in a gamified classroom 
could be useful for online classrooms, especially during a pandemic 
(Suwanmolee, 2021). Previous research on learning in pandemics showed that 
more effort should be employed by educators as a tool to gauge the learning 
in the right direction. Aini, a female participant, also added that implementing 
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game elements in an unpleasant context and unattractive courses could 
motivate the students to learn, she said, “it could beneficial especially when 
the subject is quite heavy, and we are not that motivated to attend”. 

Apart from the challenging experience of online learning during the 
pandemic, it is also worth noting that some students who are from low socio-
economic status are adversely affected in terms of their financial. Farid, a male 
participant, mentioned that rewards are beneficial for students as they could 
attract them intrinsically making them more motivated to learn, he said, “For 
times like this (pandemic), if we can get rewards, it is nice too. Some of us are 
not from comfortable family, so if we can get some rewards, maybe we will 
feel more motivated to learn”. His views on the challenges faced by students 
during pandemic gave an insightful input about the current uncertainty and 
volatility in pandemic.

Pedagogical implications

Findings from this study revealed a number of practical pedagogical 
implications. Analysis of the results highlighted that the current context of 
online learning during the pandemic could be overwhelming for students with 
all courses being conducted online. It is also noted that during the pandemic, 
course instructors were conducting generic and basic materials for online 
learning with limited features of motivating and engaging elements such as 
games. Therefore, it is suggested that ESL instructors (particularly those who 
were conducting online classes during the pandemic) use multiple teaching 
approaches, such as game-based learning approaches and gamification 
elements for classroom learning. Students who participated in this study also 
concurred that the distribution of rewards and points for every achievement 
can potentially increase their motivation and interest in learning. Therefore, 
the researchers in the current study suggested online instructors embed 
multiple elements of game-based learning, such as points and rewards, to 
overcome students’ demotivation and loss of interest in the lesson particularly 
in online learning during a pandemic.

Conclusion

The results from the analysis revealed that despite the convenience of 
online learning in terms of hassle-free travelling and flexible timing, online 
learning during a pandemic is still very challenging for students. Some of the 
participants in this study agreed that the implementation of online distance 
learning was very helpful during this pandemic. However, it is also worth 
noting that some students are also struggling to adapt to the new norms, 
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especially those with limited resources and facilities. It is also noted that, 
despite the promising benefits of gamified learning in the context of online 
learning, some students are unsure if they are fully ready and prepared 
to cope with the new norms and the need for better internet connection 
and data. Implementation of some features and elements of games, such 
as rewards, levels, and badges, is generally useful for students as it could 
potentially increase their motivation to learn. However, both researchers and 
practitioners should take into consideration the feasibility and practicality of 
implementing such elements in the new norms. This includes the integration 
of more activities that promotes students’ interaction such as live quizzes 
and games throughout the lesson. It is also worth to implement rewards and 
penalty elements for every task accomplishment. The current study explores 
students’ insights into the potential of gamified learning in the context of 
online learning during a pandemic. Discovery of the potential of gamified 
learning is only limited to the current implementation of teaching and learning 
during the pandemic after the outbreak of COVID-19 at the end of 2019. The 
researchers also limited this study to a certain number of participants and the 
data obtained in this study could not be generalised to a larger population 
as the results of this study do not reflect an overall scenario of the current 
situation of the pedagogical process in Malaysia during the pandemic. 
Therefore, further analysis on the effects of gamification on students’ learning 
is also yet to be discovered.
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Introduction

The severity of the COVID-19 crisis has forced educators 
to make an unprecedented shift towards online teaching 
and learning (OTL). Events caused by the pandemic have 
necessitated the full – and somewhat unready – adoption 
of online instruction by language teachers and learners 
in efforts to not only maintain continuity in learning, but 
to also maintain some semblance of normalcy in a very 
uncertain time.

Dhawan (2020) deemed the pandemic a tragedy that has 
shaken up the education sector, and is likely to force many 
educational institutions to remain closed. This does not 
bode well for all academic subjects in general, but especially 
so for skill-based ones like language courses. This is because 
language learners require a great extent of interaction and 
communicative opportunities in order to develop their 
proficiency in the skills of reading, writing, listening, and 
speaking. Since lockdowns were imposed, educators have 
had to cope with drastic changes as well as the burden 
of finding alternative methods that can perpetuate the 
teaching-learning process (Maican & Cocorada, 2021), 
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and while video conferencing tools do offer features that may facilitate 
communicative opportunities, a lack of technical and functional knowledge 
can hamper efforts to break into new norms effectively.

In essence, online education has garnered wider attention since the emergence 
of the COVID-19 crisis. When discussing online education, many aspects – 
including pedagogical shifts, use of unfamiliar tools and platforms, the role 
of educators, students’ engagement and motivation, faculty support, and 
emotional challenges – flood most of extant literature. To provide a critical 
background to this chapter, OTL will first be discussed from the perspective 
of emergency OTL in times of crises. Secondly, the discussion delves into the 
realm of collaborative teaching and learning within the construct of virtuality. 
Third, we look towards the use of breakout sessions for synchronous 
collaborative language education, and in the final portion of this chapter, 
readers will find discourse pertaining to the challenges of online education as 
well as practical recommendations.

Emergency Online Education

The global pandemic crisis of COVID-19 has upended educational 
institutions all over the world, forcing educators to shift swiftly from face-
to-face instruction to online teaching. This shift took place under unique 
circumstances as it happened simultaneously and immediately in all countries 
against the backdrop of a global health emergency. Although online education 
is not an unfamiliar concept in the pedagogical world, the unprecedented 
global crisis has created a surge in the discourse of online teaching and 
learning. In providing a critical context to this chapter, it is important to 
highlight the necessity of drawing distinctions between OTL and emergency 
OTL. This serves to divorce the former from the latter, to avoid the common 
misconception of equating them as one and the same.

Despite sharing similar platforms for instruction to take place, emergency 
OTL differs greatly from regular OTL in terms of purpose and planning. 
Emergency online teaching serves the purpose of temporarily replacing face-
to-face instruction in times of critical crises (Hodges et al., 2020). Arguably, 
the sudden and unplanned shift to virtual learning platforms is meant only 
to provide the continuity of face-to-face education, rather than replacing it. 
Under usual circumstances, courses that are planned to be taught online 
undergo planning, preparation, and development for at least six to nine 
months to ensure effective delivery (Hodges et al., 2020). In stark contrast, 
emergency online teaching is driven by the urgency for immediate set-up as 
well as limitations pertaining to time and resources (Juhary, 2020).
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Thus, it is unjustified for emergency online education to be viewed from 
conventional angles in terms of readiness and effectiveness. However, 
emergency online education is not uncommon in some parts of the world. 
In fact, it has managed to provide quick and temporary access to education 
for many learners. According to the Inter-Agency Network for Education 
in Emergencies (Davies & Bentrovato, 2011, as cited in Hodges et al., 2020), 
an instance where educators resorted to using creative means to deliver 
instruction is the case of Afghanistan, at a time when the country was 
disrupted by conflict and violence, impacting educational institutions. The 
educators there turned to radio education and DVDs to maintain knowledge 
delivery and access to education.

In thinking about emergency OTL at the present time due to the emergence 
of the COVID-19 crisis, it is undeniable that educators are put under constant 
pressure to meet the multiple demands of lesson delivery, including the 
attainment of course objectives, materials preparation, and ensuring learner 
participation. However, we must bear in mind the tendency to also equate 
emergency OTL with face-to-face teaching and learning, and manage our 
expectations accordingly. Nevertheless, educational planning in times of 
emergency and crisis requires creative problem-solving to compensate for the 
disadvantages that come with teaching and learning in unconventional ways.

Fortunately, creative problem-solving does not necessarily require new and 
inventive tools, but is truthfully more about fully and effectively embracing 
available tools to creatively deliver the lesson. One of the available tools on 
online platforms that can contribute towards lesson delivery and manage 
group tasks effectively is the breakout session or breakout room feature. It 
is hoped that this chapter can offer some insights and guidance, in terms of 
incorporating this feature into individual learning sessions.

The Breakout Session Feature

As interest in OTL deepens due to the recent paradigm shift in education, 
there is now also an increase in efforts to encourage collaborative education in 
online courses. According to Moore and Kearsley (2012), as cited in Robinson 
et al. (2017), collaborative learning occurs in an environment whereby 
individual learners support and add to the group knowledge, with an 
emphasis on peer relationships as learners work together. This in turn creates 
a learning community (Robinson et al., 2017).
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In the online environment, Hrastinski (2009), as cited in Robinson et al. (2017), 
advocated the practice of collaboration in online learning, noting collaboration 
and participation as the drivers of online learning. Although learner-to-learner 
collaboration may take different forms in an online setting in comparison to 
a face-to-face one, it remains an essential pedagogical approach to ensure 
student engagement.

A recent study by Saltz and Heckman (2020), conducted in response to the 
global health crisis, demonstrates the practicalities of using Zoom’s breakout 
session feature in delivering a pair programming course. The researchers 
highlighted that learner-to-learner interaction took place gradually within the 
eight-week duration of the course. An interesting insight from the study is 
that peer collaboration did not happen immediately but rather, gradually. In 
the beginning, the participants displayed slight confusion about their roles but 
continuously increased their engagement and participation as they developed 
better social connections with each other.

Interestingly, a similar but more recent study by Li et al. in 2021, also involving 
the use of breakout sessions and pair programming lessons, echoed Saltz and 
Heckman’s findings. Li and colleagues garnered positive feedback from the 
students with most of them noting that they were able to interact more with 
others from the use of breakout feature. However, they did mention that a 
lack of digital literacy affected their performance and participation, with 
many citing difficulties when using the feature for the first time without 
specific instructions or tutorials.

A key takeaway from these studies remains that breakout sessions 
do not automatically create student engagement and higher levels of 
learning, but require careful task or lesson design by instructors. Both 
studies also concluded that breakout sessions are capable of enhancing 
collaborative learning in online classrooms and promote active as well as  
problem-based learning.

On a similar path, Wut and Xu (2021), through in-depth interviews with 
university instructors and students, found that student-instructor and 
student-student interactions in online classroom settings cannot fully 
establish cognitive and affective social presence without the use of suitable 
tools and techniques. The researchers recommended breakout rooms and 
engagement techniques including active encouragement and incentives. On a 
more practical note, they pointed out the need for instructors to improve their 
digital literacy skills and for universities to be adaptable in decision-making 
and policy implementation in times of crises and emergencies. In another 
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study on OTL, Hew et al. (2020) focused on video conferencing-assisted 
online flipped classrooms, noting that the COVID-19 outbreak has compelled 
many universities to switch immediately to online lesson delivery. Among 
others, they emphasised the need to help students transition to e-platforms 
like Zoom, to engage and re-engage their attention, and allow the use of 
mobile instant messaging apps like WhatsApp to facilitate interactions during 
breakout sessions. It was concluded that online flipped classrooms can be 
just as effective as conventional flipped classrooms when good practices are 
adhered to.

Breakout Sessions for Language Teaching and Learning

Breakout sessions are increasingly utilised in OTL even prior to the urgent 
shift to online platforms due to the COVID-19 crisis. For example, Martin and 
Parker (2014) reported that 25% of surveyed online educators used breakout 
sessions. Most of the OTL using breakout sessions prior to the health crisis 
occurred within the dimension of distance learning. However, most studies 
pertaining to the use of breakout sessions in OTL describe the feedback 
generated rather than the pedagogical aspects (Saltz & Heckman, 2020). 
Furthermore, there has been minimal research done on language teaching 
using breakout sessions.

From the perspective of language teaching, Kohnke and Moorhouse (2020) 
highlighted the availability of various feedback icons such as hand raise, 
thumbs up, and other emojis, describing them as paralinguistic cues in 
interactions. These paralinguistic cues are important in online language 
learning because they can aid students who are nervous about their oral 
English skill, and for educators to provide corrective feedback.

Additionally, the breakout session feature helps facilitate communicative 
language learning. For example, learners are put in pairs or small groups of 
three to five people, with specific tasks designed to promote discussion and 
interaction. In this way, learners are directed towards managing language 
input and output, as well as negotiation of meaning. These aspects are not 
only instrumental to language acquisition, but also to the refinement of one’s 
language skills.

Most importantly, working with peers permits learners to improve their 
metacognitive skills (Robinson et al., 2017) which helps to steer the process 
from a teacher-centred one to a student-centred one. The available tools in 
breakout sessions can be used by both educators and learners to improve 
learners’ language production, interaction, and engagement. Not only that, 
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when well-designed language tasks are executed in breakout sessions, they 
can promote meaning-focused output, which is essential for successful 
language learning.

Now that educators are informed of the importance of including collaboration 
and utilising breakout sessions in online language education, it is crucial to 
know the technicalities of the feature, available on most video conferencing 
tools such as Zoom and Webex. The subsequent section presents the practical 
features and functionalities of breakout sessions.

Breakout Sessions: The Break Down

Over the past year, the COVID-19 pandemic has shifted the way we 
communicate, meet, and teach. Many restrictions have been imposed, forcing 
educators worldwide to embrace new norms. Varieties of video conferencing 
platforms are being utilised for OTL such as Zoom, Webex, Google Meet and 
Microsoft Teams. One of the key features included in most of these platforms 
is breakout rooms (on Zoom) or breakout sessions (on Webex).

What are breakout sessions?

Think about when you give a lecture in the classroom and then physically 
assign students with a group task. They would start to break out and move 
into their assigned groups to brainstorm and collaborate on the task assigned. 
The breakout session feature makes this possible in virtual classrooms.

The breakout session feature in video conferencing tools presents opportunities 
for students to collaborate with their peers in the virtual classroom by 
engaging in small group discussions. One of the challenges of OTL for learners 
is turn-taking or hand-offs (Earnshaw, 2017). While conversations in a face-to-
face setting may typically be seamless, it is more challenging in computer-
mediated exchanges such as in an online synchronous course. For instance, in 
conversations that occur face-to-face, participants display paralinguistic cues 
including facial expressions, gestures and voice intonation to show certain 
responses to communicate exchanges. In the context of classroom learning, 
these cues can especially help instructors by indicating the learners’ interest, 
comprehension, and engagement (Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2020).

However, virtually, it may pose a challenge for instructors to gauge learners’ 
attentiveness, confusion or lack of drive, particularly in a session that involves 
a large number of participants. In ensuring successful language learning, 
educators need to provide meaning-focused input, provide opportunities 
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for teacher-student and peer interactions, and encourage the production 
of meaningful output from learners. This can be achieved by utilising the 
breakout session feature. It allows the host or co-host to split a session at any 
time during a synchronous learning session into multiple separate sessions or 
‘rooms’. Depending on the platform, each breakout session allows up to 50 to 
100 participants to collaborate via the chat box or via audio-visual means.

To create the breakout session, the host or co-host (in this context, the 
instructor) needs to click on the breakout session button available either at 
the top or bottom of the main meeting screen. The instructor has the option to 
either assign participants automatically or manually into different breakout 
sessions. This way, the instructor is in control of the grouping exercise for 
any task. Manual assignment of students is useful for when instructors intend 
to group students according to a particular skill level or proficiency. This is 
crucial because higher proficiency students can support the weaker ones, via 
peer support and interaction. Automatic assignment of participants helps to 
speed up the process and allows students to be grouped randomly, increasing 
the chance of variation which can work well for enhancing interactional 
experiences. Additionally, participants can also choose to join any active 
session if allowed to do so by the host or co-host. Figure 1 illustrates the 
assignment of participants on the Webex platform.

Figure 1 Options for creating breakout sessions

As the host, instructors can access the host privileges for the breakout sessions 
created (Figure 2). One of the privileges is control over the time setting 
when assigning a task to participants. Participants are directed back into the 
main meeting once the time set by the instructor is up. This helps to keep 
the task assigned time-focused and helps participants maximise the time 
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given efficiently. Aside from that, host privileges include assigning, moving, 
exchanging and removing participants from a room, adding and deleting 
room(s), and ending all sessions. Instructors can also manage participant 
collaborations by joining and leaving any room at any time – a feature that 
mimics teacher support and assistance in a face-to-face  group discussion.

Figure 2 Host privileges in breakout session setting

From the participants’ side of the screen, once breakout rooms are created, a 
notification will appear to inform them to either join a room assigned to them 
or to manually select one (Figure 3). Participants are able to see the names of 
other attendees and collaborations primarily occur through discussions via 
the microphone or via the chat box.

Figure 3 Message appears on-screen prompting participants to join a breakout session

Preliminary set-up measures

Before deciding to utilise the breakout session feature, instructors must 
anticipate several challenges that may occur. These challenges are most likely 
to occur if students are not provided with enough information to go about the 
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task. As teachers develop their digital literacy, it is essential to also keep in 
mind our students’ digital competencies which may vary at different levels. 
Students with lower digital competency are most likely unable to navigate 
their way in breakout sessions, which may then lead to frustration and 
minimal collaborative effort.

Therefore, preliminary measures are vital. If uninformed, students might 
not be able to attend a session fully prepared, leading to an anxious learning 
environment that may hinder successful learning. The following set-up 
measures do not only help learners, but also support educators in developing 
and applying collaborative teaching methods.

Pre-prepare the task

Educators may be inclined to move forward with teaching on the virtual 
platform as how they would in a physical classroom. Yet, the fundamental 
difference between virtual and physical classrooms lies in the limitation 
of communication between all parties. Additional considerations and 
modifications are needed because of this limitation. A group task that would 
normally be assigned spontaneously in a face-to-face classroom now has to be 
prepared ahead of time to ensure effective group work among participants. 
Task pre-preparation can be done asynchronously, allowing for synchronous 
and asynchronous teaching and learning to occur together.

Pre-preparation of tasks may include designing group activities in accordance 
with the topics to be covered in a course. The design should include identifying 
and deciding on group divisions, time limitations, instructions, and flow of 
potential discussions. Depending on how much support is needed by the 
participants and the complexity of the task, instructors can decide on the extent 
of task preparation. An instance in language learning, students may be asked 
to interpret a text during a synchronous online session. Thus, as a preliminary 
measure, the instructor can make the materials available for students to access 
ahead of time. There is flexibility in doing this, either by posting the materials 
on a learning platform or sharing them on a cloud platform such as a shared 
drive. Figure 4 shows samples of actual class materials, posted ahead of time 
to allow students to prepare themselves before each lesson.
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Figure 4 Pre-prepared materials for different breakout sessions

Clear instructions

To ensure student interaction and engagement in a breakout session, 
instructors need to provide clear instructions to learners for the group 
activities designed. As many elements in OTL are not within our control such 
as the internet connection, audio  quality, and video appearance in real time, it 
is especially helpful to share all task instructions in written form. This can be 
done in advance by posting them on a shared platform. Simple, widely-used 
applications like WhatsApp  can come in useful for this purpose.

Learners also find it helpful when teachers clearly explain what is expected 
from them. Teachers’ expectations may include very specific items such as 
the number of answers or points that students should come up with and the 
angle of discussion. Thus, teachers can further support learners by displaying 
written instructions on a shared screen and supplementing them with verbal 
guidance (Figure 5). In a virtual classroom, a clear set of instructions at the 
start of a lesson can help instructors engage learners in the task that they need 
to complete (Li et al., 2021).
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Figure 5 Sample of task instructions displayed via a shared screen

Assign specific roles

One mistake that educators tend to make when managing a virtual classroom 
is they tend to expect peer participation and engagement among learners to 
unfold spontaneously in the same way they would in a physical classroom. 
There is an obvious mismatch between this expectation and the reality of it 
because of the limitations present in a virtual classroom. For instance, in a 
virtual classroom, learners might not know each other well enough to establish 
a close and comfortable relationship. This results in weaker group dynamics, 
unlike in a physical classroom where learners have the chance to bond and 
develop social connections prior to working together on group tasks.

Hence, students may struggle with matters like task division and resort to 
working independently with minimal collaborative efforts in a breakout 
session. Teachers are in the best position to prevent this by creating task 
divisions for them. To maintain some measure of autonomy, teachers can 
specify the roles while students decide – with their peers – which role to take 
up. Ideally, a breakout session should have about three to five participants 
to ensure that each student has a meaningful task to complete. An approach 
that might work best is to assign a group leader for each breakout session. 
The group leader can assist in keeping other participants focused on the 
task at hand. Ultimately, it is important for instructors to keep in mind that 
learners need time to get comfortable in a new environment, especially one 
that involves working with unfamiliar individuals.
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Set a time limit

Similar to a group task in a face-to-face setting, group tasks in virtual settings 
function most efficiently when a time limit is set by the instructor. This works 
simply because it keeps participants on track. With online group work, it is 
advisable for instructors to lower the stakes when introducing a new tool 
to learners. Instructors need to impose flexible time limits to accommodate 
possible technical interruptions in breakout sessions such as unstable 
connection and audio-visual issues.

In language learning, straightforward group activities require only five to ten 
minutes of participation in a breakout session. Meanwhile, a task of higher 
complexity might take up to 20 minutes. When using the breakout session 
feature, instructors can utilise the time limit setting to keep participants 
informed of how much time they have left to complete a task. A breakout 
session can also automatically end if set to do so by the host. A point that 
needs to be taken into consideration is the possibility of learners experiencing 
screen fatigue or burnout, thus it is best to avoid extending breakout sessions 
longer than they need to be. In virtual learning, longer collaboration time in a 
session does not necessarily result in better interaction among learners.

Designing Effective Materials and Tasks for  
Breakout Sessions

As technology continues developing over the years, the functionality of 
video conferencing tools has also undergone development. Online learning 
platforms are no longer mono-directional and teacher-centred entities. They 
have evolved into efficient multi-user domains capable of creating engaging 
learner-centred environments. The varied video conferencing tools should 
be of particular interest to language instructors due to the potential role that 
they demonstrate for communicative language teaching (Goertler, 2009). The 
breakout session feature specifically allows for easy and seamless integration 
of communication activities through the practice of peer collaboration  
among learners.

When discussing communicative activities in language teaching and 
learning, an approach that is most relevant for mention is the communicative 
language teaching (CLT) approach. Researchers have observed that learners’ 
cooperative participation is central in the CLT approach (Ng, 2020). Through 
the CLT approach, language learners engage in meaningful interactions 
through peer collaboration when accorded the opportunity to work together 
on the virtual platform. Synchronous collaboration occurs through classroom 
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activities in which learners negotiate meaning, use communication strategies, 
ask for clarifications, voice out opinions, correct misunderstandings, and 
work to avoid communication breakdowns (Richards, 2006).

One central concept to the CLT approach is the practice of having activities 
or tasks designed to be carried out either in pairs or in small groups. Another 
key characteristic is that the tasks should promote authentic communication. 
A study by Ng (2020) on language teaching among pre-service teachers in 
Singapore considered these key features of the CLT approach and applied 
them through synchronous online teaching via Zoom.

In the study, two course activities were designed, related to the current issue 
of COVID-19. These activities involved creative problem-solving through 
discussion and role-plays. It was concluded that the activities managed to 
promote spontaneous discussion and peer collaboration, contributing to 
authentic language production. The initial main concerns were whether two-
way communication between learners could happen and managing learner 
contributions in the tasks assigned. Fortunately, built-in features in video 
conferencing platforms can help educators manage these concerns by using 
them as ‘teacher tools’.

As previously mentioned, the CLT approach is driven by communicative 
language activities that encourage learners to identify problems, brainstorm 
for solutions, and negotiate ideas. These activities may include situational 
tasks such as role-playing or real life situations to prompt learners even 
further, to draw from personal experiences and share thoughts with  
one another.

Task-based learning (TBL) is highly suitable for use in breakout sessions, given 
proper infrastructure and proper planning with respect to the task-based 
language activities to be implemented. TBL interweaves with CLT as well 
as the collaborative learning approach, and apart from promoting learner-
centredness, prioritises discursive practices that encourage learners to shape 
the discourse and solve problems or complete tasks successfully (Ellis, 2003).

The task is the heart of the task-based learning approach and Prabhu (1987), 
who first mentioned TBL in 1982, defined a language task as an activity 
which requires learners to reach an outcome from given information and 
which permits teachers to regulate the process. Nunan’s (1989) definition 
sees it as a unit of classroom work which involves learners comprehending, 
manipulating, producing, and interacting in the target language – focusing 
their attention more on meaning rather than form.
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TBL is fundamentally an approach rooted in the concepts of creativity, 
autonomy, and interactiveness, and the practice of focusing more on 
meaning rather than form as learners rely, to a substantial degree, on their 
own linguistic and non-linguistic resources (as well as benefiting from their 
peers) to successfully complete given tasks. TBL also prioritises authentic 
target language use (Saranraj & Ebenezer, 2020) and activities such as 
dialogues, negotiations, debates, and speeches, as well as pedagogical ones 
like vocabulary and grammatical exercises, all fall within the structure of TBL. 
Evidently, language instructors stand to enjoy a good measure of flexibility 
with TBL, CLT and collaborative learning, which goes a long way in helping 
one manage the challenges of teaching during a pandemic. Similarly, language 
learners can expect to benefit from this flexibility in the virtual classroom, 
as a means of mitigating the difficulties of learning in the midst of a global  
health crisis.

Figures 6 and 7 are examples of actual communicative, task-based language 
activities used in breakout sessions with English as a second language 
(ESL) learners. Figure 6 shows a problem-solving task that requires peer  
collaboration among students. The task required them to work together to 
solve a murder mystery. The lesson revolved around the topic crime and 
prior to assigning the task, the learners were first exposed to new vocabularies 
related to crime. This was necessary so that the learners could use the 
vocabularies in their discussion.

Furthermore, the learners were given access to the task sheet prior to the 
lesson. This was to enable them to be well-prepared so they could contribute 
meaningfully to discussions. The learners were also given a specific time 
frame to complete the task. During the activity, instructors may check in on 
learners by entering each breakout session alternately and may even provide 
hints for solutions to learners depending on their need. These scaffolding 
techniques are essential in supporting learners during online learning.  
Figure 7 depicts another communicative language activity that can be used 
in the virtual language learning classroom, curated for the business, and 
workplace context.
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Figure 6 Example of problem-solving task for breakout sessions

Figure 7 Example of group discussion task for breakout sessions

Teacher tools

Breakout rooms include built-in features that can be utilised by instructors 
to gain feedback on the effectiveness of the tasks assigned. These features 
serve as ‘teacher tools’ that can garner insights for pedagogical improvement, 
adjustment, and realignment to accommodate a virtual classroom. The 
features to be introduced in the next section are accessible by the host and 
participants. When managing a virtual classroom, it can prove to be rewarding 
for instructors to not only recognise the usefulness of available tools, but 
also how to leverage them to produce more effective learning environments. 
In the virtual classroom, it is even more vital for instructors to reassure 
students that support is available when and where needed. This is because 
the absence of non-verbal cues might lead to higher learning anxiety and 
hinder knowledge uptake as well as language productivity. To ensure 
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enjoyable and effective collaborative learning experiences among their 
students, teachers should implement online teaching practices that include 
checking-in, broadcasting and polling.

Checking-in

Among the host privileges made available during an ongoing breakout session 
is the ability to move from one session to another in order to observe each 
group’s progress. Promoting independent collaborative learning  is important 
when utilising the breakout session feature. However, managing student 
contribution is also essential to ensure that everyone has equal opportunities 
to voice their opinions, rather than having one or two participants dominating 
a discussion. From the instructors’ angle, checking-in is done by switching 
between breakout sessions  and offering support as well as feedback to learners 
to keep them on track. There is one drawback though – the instructor cannot 
attend and observe all active breakout sessions simultaneously. Fortunately, 
from the participants’ angle, there is a feature available (‘Ask for help’) that 
can be used to inform the host or instructor that assistance is needed from a 
breakout session (Figure 8).

Figure 8 The ‘Ask for help’ feature for participants to call for assistance

If the instructor is monitoring participants in other breakout session, or in 
the main meeting, a message will appear on-screen to notify the instructor 
(Figure 9). Instant, real-time feedback, clarification, or even acknowledgement 
received from the instructor can help participants feel more secure, connected, 
and supported, almost as if they were in a face-to-face  session.
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Figure 9 Notification on host’s screen

Broadcasting

The broadcast function (Figure 10) helps instructors to send out a message, 
reminder, or even prompts to participants from the main meeting room. 
When using the broadcast function, instructors have the option to broadcast 
to all participants in all breakout sessions or to selected ones in specific 
breakout sessions. In terms of broadcasting task instructions, this feature is 
especially practical for mass announcements. Although it is best for teachers 
to give task instructions ahead of time, there is often the need to provide 
additional instruction or information to improve the flow and coherence of 
collaborative sessions.

Figure 10 The broadcast function
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Polling

Active collaboration among participants take place not only when they 
feel comfortable with each other, but also with the tools used. If learners 
are hesitant and uncomfortable using a digital tool, this may hinder their 
participation in any form of group work. They may experience increased 
anxiety and resort to avoidance behaviour. Therefore, it is important to find 
out what learners’ experiences are like, gather feedback from them and ask 
about their struggles. This can be done conveniently using the polling feature 
available on most video conferencing platforms (Figure 11). Table 1 provides 
an overview of the availability of features across different platforms.

Figure 11 The polling function
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Table 1 Availability of features in video conferencing tools

Features Webex Zoom Microsoft Teams

Pre-assignment of participants Yes Yes No

Meeting co-hosts Yes Yes No

Broadcast feature Yes Yes Yes

Time limitation setting Yes Yes Yes

‘Help’ feature Yes Yes Yes

Maximum number of breakout sessions 100 50 50

Model for Planning and Implementing Breakout Sessions

The authors suggest the following model (Figure 12) for the planning and 
implementation of breakout sessions  via video conferencing tools, specifically 
for authentic and communicative language production in OTL. The model 
proposes to educators the core elements involved in the virtual classroom – 
before, during, and after class.

Figure 12 Breakout sessions model for collaborative language teaching and learning

Conclusions

Evidently, technology has enhanced teaching and learning and accorded it a 
new dimension. In the present pandemic crisis, e-platforms have proven to 
be the most feasible channels through which language teaching and learning 
can occur. In fact, referring to Dhawan (2020), online education  is no longer an 
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option but a necessity, “the panacea for the crisis” (p. 7). More specifically and 
as presented in this chapter, the breakout session feature is an essential tool 
for authentic and communicative language production in OTL. However, the 
urgent and unprecedented shift to OTL has presented many educators with 
challenges in navigating the realm of technology. One of the main challenges 
is the lack of or limited training for educators. Prior to shifting their courses 
online immediately due to the emergence of the global health crisis, many 
instructors had not received formal and comprehensive training to prepare 
them for online delivery. With limited training, limited infrastructure and 
time constraints, educators were (and still are) placed under a lot of pressure 
to conduct their lessons online successfully. It is essentially a mismatch 
between preparedness and expectation. Khatoony and Nezhadmehr (2020) in 
their study reiterated the need for faculty support as most of their participants 
provided feedback calling for more teacher training courses that are relevant 
to current needs.

Much of the support provided at the faculty or institution level may only 
focus on the general use of online platforms. However, when using a specific 
feature such as the breakout session, a more detailed approach is necessary 
to enable and empower educators. Educators, in short, need to be able to 
manage and utilise the tools at their disposal efficiently and seamlessly. This 
will in turn only benefit the students under their tutelage.

Additionally, time is again at the heart of discussion for many educators in 
terms of lesson plans and task design. This is especially true when educators 
intend to use the breakout session feature in language teaching. To ensure the 
ease of task flow for both instructors and learners, group activities need to be 
carefully planned and complemented with a generous dose of support from 
instructors, to compensate for the ‘teacher presence’ that would otherwise 
have been easily accessible in the traditional face-to-face classroom. It is vital 
to always keep in mind that placing participants in breakout sessions does 
not automatically create collaboration and accelerate interest – but careful 
planning and designing of learning tasks does.

Aside from the pedagogical aspects, educators must also not discount 
the technical and social aspects of teaching online. These include Internet 
connectivity, digital literacy levels, and psychological preparedness for 
emergency OTL. It is important to realise that educators and learners can be 
unprepared for the immediate and unprecedented degree of shift to OTL. This 
may impact quality, presence, participation, and engagement during online 
lessons. Here, it is essential for the governing panels of educational institutions 
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to play the roles of mitigator and mediator, and to provide funding, training, 
and emotional aid where and when necessary to the educators and students 
under their care.

In relation to OTL in language learning, recent research has gained attention 
in terms of technologically-enhanced education, especially within the sphere 
of English language learning. Ahmad et al. (2019) have further referred to 
technologically-enhanced language learning as ‘new technologies’, particularly 
when discussing the teaching and learning of ESL. New technologies include 
the introduction of novel digital approaches in teaching and learning. While 
Ahmad et al. (2019) focused more on the recent emergence of massive online 
open courses (MOOCs) and blended learning tools, the authors  find it equally 
important to emphasise the readily available sources and built-in features of 
OTL platforms (as is the case with the breakout session feature highlighted in 
this chapter). 

Additionally, innovations in technology, be it new practices such as MOOCs 
or built-in features of online platforms, have been linked to shifts in learning 
experience, student engagement and conduciveness of learning environments 
(Al Fadda, 2019). By incorporating digital approaches, educators are often 
able to shift the focus of teaching and learning away from repetitive and 
traditional delivery methods to more dynamic and collaborative practices. In 
this discussion specifically, the breakout session feature places emphasis on 
virtual learning groups that create a more supportive and socially authentic 
environment for language learning. 

Nevertheless, from the angle of the breakout session feature itself, there are 
also limitations worth mentioning. For example, one major disadvantage is 
that the host is not able to observe all sessions simultaneously from the main 
meeting room. Teacher presence can only be experienced when the instructor 
virtually enters each session separately, one at a time. This can be potentially 
time-consuming and may affect the management of student contribution; 
there may be instances of students dominating a discussion without allowing 
others the opportunity to speak, or students who refuse to participate even 
though there are allowances to do so. 

Despite the challenges and limitations, OTL can be helpful during critical 
situations (Khatoony & Nezhadmehr, 2020). Technology integration is and will 
continue to be essential in assisting both educators and learners. The breakout 
session feature, specifically, offers us a creative and purposeful platform 
for online language teaching and learning. Sure, it may not be able to yield 
similar volumes in terms of teacher-learner and learner-learner engagement 
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as in a non-virtual classroom, but it nevertheless provides us with continuity 
of instruction, much like the overall purpose of emergency OTL or even when 
OTL has been transformed into a normality in the near future.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 spread has impacted the whole academic 
community. Malaysia is not excluded since it has been 
declared a global pandemic by World Health Organization 
(Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020). The outbreak has resulted in 
approximately 549,514 COVID-19 cases in Malaysia, with 
2,552 deaths, and the number continues to rise (COVID-19 
MALAYSIA, 2021). Significant intervention is required 
in terms of policies around classes, and this outburst 
represents a considerable challenge for the educational 
organisation (Ali & Kaur, 2020). The unprecedented crisis 
has cost all academic institutions to move their classes 
online, and tertiary institutions are not excluded. This 
condition necessitates that everyone acts to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19. As a result, most Malaysian tertiary 
institutions have moved to online teaching and learning 
(OTL) and learning management systems adhering to the 
government’s instructions. However, Stark (2019) found 
that OTL has caused the students to have lower levels of 
motivation than face-to-face learning. According to Adnan 
and Anwar (2020), the importance of motivation for OTL 
is one of the less recognised aspects of online education. 
Besides, due to their face-to-face interaction with the lecturer 
and classmates, students in traditional classes are more 
likely to participate in academic activities actively. Their 
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study shows that 71.4% of students said that traditional classroom learning 
was more motivating than OTL. It also suggests that lack of study motivation 
is the most important explanation for students dropping out (Boström & 
Bostedt, 2020). Therefore, since we do not have any other choice during the 
pandemic but to switch to OTL, it is crucial to keep students motivated to 
ensure the learning outcomes are met. 

Motivation to study is important as it will contribute to the student success 
and professional competence (Ekşi et al., 2020), especially in second language 
learning. Xu (2008) stated that motivation is the ultimate factor in language 
acquisition besides student intellectual ability and language aptitude. Since 
all the classes have been moved to online, teachers should have creative ways 
to enhance student motivation. This study aims to determine the effectiveness 
of using Telegram Messenger as a tool to promote motivation amongst ESL 
students in online learning classrooms during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
study also tested a hypothesis on the relation of student scores to achieve the 
subject learning outcome. 

Online Teaching and Learning

According to Means et al. (2010, p. 9), “learning that takes place partially or 
totally over the Internet” is how online learning is defined. Online learning 
appeals to a broad spectrum of students and is becoming more widespread in 
settings ranging from elementary schools through high schools and beyond. 
Students who prefer self-directed learning have found that online courses are 
beneficial (You & Kang, 2014). “It is more self-guided to spend more time on 
the ideas that I need help with and less time on concepts that I can pick up 
quickly”, (Kirtman, 2009, p. 110), a response collected about an online course. 
In this regard, self-regulated students are more likely to employ various 
“cognitive and metacognitive methods” (You & Kang, 2014, p. 126) to achieve 
their learning objectives.

There are many alleged benefits and uses of OTL, which is one of the reasons 
why there are many discussions about it. OTL has the effectiveness in 
educating students, its use as professional development. It is also cost-effective 
in combating rising post-secondary education costs, credit equivalency at the 
postsecondary level, and the possibility of providing a world-class education 
to anyone with an internet connection are just a few of the most important 
factors (Bartley & Golek, 2004; De la Varre et al., 2011; Gratton-Lavoie & 
Stanley, 2009; Lorenzetti, 2013).
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In terms of educational benefits, regardless of background characteristics, 
student learning outcomes for online learners were as excellent as or better 
than traditional learners, and the students were delighted with OTL (Navarro 
& Shoemaker, 2000). Besides, Harmon and Lambrinos (2012) discovered 
that after controlling for sample selection bias, test scores for online format 
students were four points higher than the traditional learning students in a 
study comparing learning outcomes for students who self-selected online a 
macroeconomics course. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, OTL is the best choice for continuing 
education since all face-to-face classes have been suspended. According 
to Agarwal and Kaushik (2020), students said that the online sessions were 
an excellent use of time and that the content was easy to obtain. They were 
inspired to read about those topics, which helped them forget about COVID 
and sleep soundly.

Online Teaching and Learning Via Social Media

OTL primarily aims to enable students to be self-sufficient and take ownership 
of their learning. Additionally, it empowers students by emphasising 
personalisation, which involves adapting to learners’ skill levels and gaining 
information tools for mutual support (Stone & Logan, 2018). Additionally, 
student adaptive attitudes create space and versatility for self-organisation, 
resulting in academic performance and achievement (Pratama & Yusro, 2016). 
Until now, OTL research has tended to focus on three distinct viewpoints on 
learning models. First, research exploring OTL as a novel mode of instruction 
promotes a more successful learning application. Students are likely to receive 
more rewarding facilities due to OTL media. Amry (2014) shared the same 
belief that OTL entails identifying components that aid in student learning 
and encourage student engagement with content. Besides, Amal (2019) states 
four primary factors to consider when developing OTL. The first one is the 
learning structure, the presentation material, the interaction and collaboration, 
and the timely feedback. Second, OTL is to make learning resources more 
accessible to students. The high demand for internet use stimulates subject-
based learning materials, which results in creating the final product type of 
e-materials (Ross & Genevois, 2006).

OTL is in fact not new in the education sector. It is a viable option in the current 
age of technology and communication (Selvanathan et al., 2020). Additionally, 
the COVID-19 pandemic emphasises using online management systems and 
other applications to accomplish learning objectives (Dhawan, 2020). As a 
result, creativity in education is compulsory to ensure the continued growth 
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of global education (Azhari & Ming, 2015). New interventions in OTL can be 
defined as changes or updates brought together by other things to answer 
challenges encountered by individuals or groups and difficulties that arise 
and enhance particular conditions or processes occurring in society (Indaryani 
& Suliworo, 2018). In light of the present COVID-19 pandemic situation, 
more learning tools such as learning management system or Blackboard 
are prepared and upgraded by universities and can be retrieved via campus 
websites or the usage of online apps (Shahzad et al., 2020). This constructivist-
based integrated instructional learning design incorporates many other social 
networks such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Telegram Messenger to 
share images, videos, instant messages, and social networking sites that both 
students and teachers have access (Atiah, 2020).

Telegram Messenger

In this study, the researcher has chosen Telegram Messenger to improve 
student motivation in English as a second language (ESL) classrooms. Telegram 
Messenger application is a cloud-based mobile and desktop messaging 
framework focused on security and speed. On 14 August 2013, it was released 
to simplify and speed up communication and the delivery of multimedia 
messaging. Telegram Messenger is a free messaging application that provides 
quick and easy-to-use instant and safe communication among users (Momani, 
2020). Individuals can download this application simultaneously on any 
portable devices and seamlessly sync their communications through any 
number of their devices. Millions of people now use Telegram Messenger. 
Approximately one in every seven people uses Telegram Messenger every 
month to stay connected with their loved ones, acquaintances, and relatives. 
In January 2021, it has reported approximately 500 million users (Statista, 
2020) were using this application. Momani (2020) also added that Telegram 
Messenger is very successful as it is supported by the Durov’s brothers in 
terms of financial, ideological, and technical supports. 

Telegram Messenger in English language education improved student 
comprehension of vocabulary and grammatical rules (Alkhezzi & Al-Dosari, 
2016). Since Telegram Messenger is a relatively new tool, little research has 
been conducted on its effect on interpersonal communication in general and 
communication between high school teachers and their students (Church 
& de Oliveira, 2013). While conducting a review of the literature about this 
research, it was discovered that few references and books were addressing 
the problem of Telegram Messenger from a teaching and learning perspective. 
The majority of knowledge discovered was in the form of papers, studies, or 
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dissertations. Most authors concluded by recommending Telegram Messenger 
as an ideal educational assistant. On the other hand, some do not share this 
sentiment about the application.

The ARCS Model of Motivation

The study adopted Keller’s (2012) ARCS (attention, relevance, confidence, 
satisfaction) model to assess learner motivation in language learning. ARCS is 
a structured model for developing motivational strategies for learning (Malik, 
2014). The first aspect is Attention (A), which aims to determine whether the 
learning activities afforded will increase student curiosity and focus. The 
second aspect, Relevance (R), evaluates if the activities are appropriate for 
a particular group of students. The third aspect, Confidence (C), determines 
students’ sense of confidence in accomplish the tasks given and improve their 
performance. Lastly, Satisfaction (S) assesses students’ satisfaction after they 
have gone through the learning activities. In this regard, Li and Keller (2018) 
revealed that activities that based on the four factors of ARCS would influence 
motivation in learning.

Since motivation is a significant aspect of determining whether students 
complete the given tasks, the ARCS model is beneficial for education, especially 
online or distance education, or assessing student motivation throughout the 
learning process (Song & Keller, 2001). This strategy emphasised extrinsic 
motivation and was created to help improve students’ intrinsic motivation. 
The ARCS model is also used to construct successful motivating strategies as 
a design guide. Therefore, ARCS model is chosen because of its importance 
for OTL and e-learning. Pappas (2021) stated that motivating learners in an 
online course is more complicated than face-to-face courses. In addition, 
Keller (2012) affirmed that other motivational models recommended the four 
same strategies as the ARCS model; therefore, the components in the ARCS 
model can be used to measure motivation. 

Additionally, this method assesses whether activities implemented in 
Telegram Messenger build students’ trust. It also measures whether online 
activities provide students with satisfaction and can meet the learning 
outcomes. Student motivation or level of interest may be used to predict 
their performance or learning outcomes (Li & Keller, 2018). Learning 
outcomes are the skills or competencies that students acquire as a result 
of their learning experiences. Bloom’s taxonomy indicated that learning 
outcomes could be observed in the cognitive, affective, and psychomotor 
realms (Cooper & Higgins, 2015). Learning outcomes are critical in the 
teaching and learning process because they serve as a benchmark for 
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assessing student success and providing recommendations for optimising the 
learning process to reach predetermined learning objectives (Maunah, 2016). 
Teachers should plan advanced learning based on these learning outcomes 
and student characteristics to boost their motivation to fulfil the purposes  
(Berns et al., 2016).

Previous studies on ARCS model

ARCS model has been used widely in different studies and students. The 
two criteria in Kim and Keller’s (2008) study were satisfaction: whether 
or not students were satisfied with their past grades, and motivational 
messages with tailored information: whether or not students got personalised 
messages. One aspect was participants’ intrinsic drive in the topic area, while 
another was motivational-enhanced learning materials (Chang & Lehman, 
2002). The experimental or quasi-experimental design is an extensively 
utilised research method. For this method, the independent variable(s) are 
altered, and the outcomes associated with each manipulated condition are 
measured (Bhattacherjee, 2012). The difference between experimental and 
quasi-experimental designs is that participants are randomly assigned to each 
experimental condition. In contrast, in quasi-experimental design studies, 
randomness does not occur. In all experimental and quasi-experimental 
research, one group received learning materials or classroom instructions that 
included ARCS methods, whereas the other received materials or instructions 
that did not. 

Bhattacherjee (2012) has also suggested that case studies look into a 
phenomenon in a natural context in considerable detail throughout time and 
provide detailed descriptions by analysing data from various sources. As an 
example of the other designs, a case study design article is examined in depth. 
Bhattacherjee (2012) also did experimental research on the ACRS model. He 
aimed to investigate the causal relationship between applying the ARCS 
model in teaching and student motivation, achievement, and/or other factors 
in the (factorial) experimental and quasi-experimental studies outlined earlier. 
These studies offered confirmation to researchers and practitioners that the 
ARCS model effectively enhances participants’ motivation and achievement 
(along with other variables) in a specific educational setting.

Learning motivation via the usage of technology

Technology now plays a significant role in the teaching and learning process. 
Most pupils are more motivated to learn English when they use technology. 
Motivation is perhaps the most commonly used catch-all term for explaining 
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the success or failure of nearly any difficult job, according to Brown (2000). 
As a result, it’s simple to assume that success in any activity is just down to 
someone being ‘driven’.

Based on the perspectives, online learning with the incorporation of technology 
seems to have been structured as a platform for combining traditional learning 
with information and communication technologies. This is a critical need in 
light of the COVID-19 pandemic currently affecting the islands. As a result, 
it is important to be as prepared as possible to achieve the desired learning 
outcomes. This chapter sets out to fill some of the gaps in prior research that 
have depicted the development of online learning models as smooth and 
unchallenged by many teachers. The accessibility of various aspects of online 
learning would allow substantial learning outcomes to be demonstrated. 
Online learning will also enable the realisation of a self-regulated learning 
strategy, as the times demand, each student be autonomous and innovative in 
their learning process.

Learning motivation during COVID-19 pandemic

Yulismayanti et al. (2020) stated that teachers must give inventive lessons 
for students to absorb the substance of the lectures delivered by the teacher 
during the COVID-19 epidemic time. Because face-to-face learning between 
teachers and pupils is no longer possible due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
teachers must be inventive in their learning techniques to improve motivation. 
The current application that they are using in their study is Zoom, a learning 
tool used by teachers to supplement classroom instruction.

Parents are also concerned with student’s motivation during the pandemic. 
Zaccoletti et al. (2020) emphasised that some students may find the motivation 
to participate in school activities a challenge in and of itself; the COVID-19 
pandemic and its accompanying restrictive measures (such as home 
confinement, school closures, and distance learning) may have hampered 
students’ ability to maintain academic motivation for school activities such 
as attending online and asynchronous classes, studying, and completing 
assignments.

Tan (2020) stressed the impact of COVID-19 on students’ motivation and 
learning performance. According to the data, students lost motivation and 
learning performance during the Movement Control Order period using 
online learning methods. There is a shortage of learning infrastructure as 
well as social support from professors and classmates. In solving these 
problems, Kaharuddin (2020) found that incorporating technology and 
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culture into classroom learning might affect students’ motivation to learn 
English directly and indirectly through attitude. The effect of technology and 
culture on motivation is strengthened by attitude. The favourable influence of 
technology and culture on motivation is unaffected by the absence of attitude 
as a mediator. 

Faridah et al. (2020) indicated that the technique of online learning is to blame 
for the lack of enthusiasm to study. Students may become less engaged in 
expressing their opinions and beliefs, making learning more difficult. Students 
that are bored while learning will make progress in their learning outcomes. 
As a result, a driver must move students to develop a passion for learning and 
attain learning success. Therefore, incorporating one of the technology tools, 
namely Telegram Messenger, in this study would help in increasing learner’s 
motivation using the ACRS model of motivation in one of the ESL subjects. 

The Study

This is a quasi-experimental study which employed a pre-test and post-test 
design to investigate the effectiveness of using Telegram Messenger to promote 
motivation amongst ESL students in an online classroom. The convenience 
sampling method was used to select the participants in the study. A total of 30 
ESL students were recruited from one of the tertiary institutions in Malaysia. 
Since the study was conducted during the pandemic, convenience sampling 
was deemed adequate. The participants were exposed to Telegram Messenger 
Application, which intended to support OTL in place of in-class interactions, 
was employed to assess student motivation to achieve the subject learning 
outcome. The research procedure was carried out as shown in Figure 1. After 
the post-test, students were also required to complete a questionnaire on 
student motivation that was adapted from a modified instructional materials 
motivation survey (IMMS) questionnaire based on Keller’s ARCS model. 
The Likert scale system of 1 to 5 (5 = very good, 4 = good, 3 = quite good, 
2 = less good, and 1 = not good) was used to collect the responses from the 
participants. There were 25 questions to measure the four aspects of ARCS in 
four sections. Figure 2 illustrates the process of the study. 
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Figure 1 Research procedure for the Telegram Messenger  intervention

Figure 2 Research process in implementing Telegram Messenger  in online learning classroom

Results and Discussion

Figure 3 shows that the pre-test scores where 30 was the lowest, while the 
highest was 70, with a standard deviation of 10.53. Figure 4 indicates that 
the lowest post-test score is 60, while the highest is 90, with a standard 
deviation of 9.14. The normality test result (Table 1) for the pre-test shows that 
Shapiro-Wilk test was at 0.606 indicating that the data analysed was normally 
distributed. However, for the scores for the post-test were not normally 
distributed (p = 0.029). A paired t-test was used to test the hypothesis. 

Tables 2 and 3 show the effects of hypothesis testing. According to Table 2, 
the pre-test average is 53.70, and the standard deviation is 10.50. Meanwhile, 
the mean score on the post-test was 72.03, with a standard deviation of 9.34. 
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The standard deviation indicates the degree of difference in the data for each 
component, and N denotes the total number of data points, 30 students. Table 
3 shows the correlation coefficient for the two variables is 0.891, indicating 
a correlation between the pre-test and post-test. Although Ho was rejected 
due to the significant value p < 0.001, H1 was approved, meaning that there 
is a considerable increase in the scores for the test. The scores contribute to 
meet student learning outcomes before and following the use of Telegram 
Messenger to increase student motivation in the ESL subject.

The data description indicates that the average score concerning the learning 
outcomes for the ESL subject before using Telegram Messenger was 43.33. In 
contrast, the mean score concerning the learning outcomes after using Telegram 
Messenger was a relatively high average of 66. Therefore, using Telegram 
Messenger to meet the learning outcome in the ESL subject is significant. 
In supporting the data, students were given the IMMS questionnaire after  
the post-test. 

The first section of the questionnaire is regarding the students’ attention in 
the ESL subject before and after the usage of Telegram Messenger in the ESL 
subject. About 27 students give a score of 5 in the section, while the remaining 
3 give a score of 4. The second section is on the relevance. The relevance of 
students’ lives, either through present experience or ownership, is relevant 
to current or future job demands. About 23 students give a score of 5 while 
the remaining 5 give a score of 4. Only 2 students give a score of 3. The third 
section is regarding confidence. The attitude of an individual toward success 
and failure is referred to as confidence. As for this section/variable, 22 students 
give a score of 5 while another 4 give a score of 4 and the remaining 3 give a 
score of 3, and only 1 gives a score of 2. The final fourth section is on a level 
on the satisfaction that is important to maintain motivation has 23 students 
give a score of 5 while the remaining 5 give a score of 4. Only 2 students give a 
score of 3. The questionnaire intends to enquire about the student motivation 
to learn by the usage of Telegram Messenger. It consisted of 25 questions, 
yielded an average score of 80.33%, placing it in the very good result, which 
proved a good increase in motivation after implementing Telegram Messenger 
Application in the student learning activities during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Figure 3 The frequency distribution of pre-test score

Figure 4 The frequency distribution of post-test score

Table 1 Normality test result

Table 2 Test hypothesis paired samples statistics
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Table 3 Paired samples correlations

Figure 5 shows the combined value of the four sections in the ACRS 
motivation questionnaire. In the usage of Telegram Messenger, students have 
a high level of engagement in the teaching and learning process because they 
are more involved and enhance student motivation as it uses technology. If 
the motivation increase, it will also lead to the achievement of the learning 
outcome of the ESL subject.

Figure 5 Combined value of the four sections

Technology plays an important role, and it leads to motivation. Johnson et al. 
(2012) stated that various online forum discussions are available on different 
platforms that educators may choose from, and the potential is undoubted. 
Based on teaching and learning activities using Online Learning through 
Telegram Messenger, it is evident that student motivation for learning has 
increased. The reality that exists among students demonstrates that most of 
them are designed solely for mobile phones, short message service, and online 
chat. Even though there is research on the use of social media in education, 
social media is not widely used to increase the standard of learning. 

According to Amry (2014), when compared to traditional learning, mobile 
learning facilitates informal interaction, and ad hoc collaboration among its 
learners. Therefore, when online learning or blended learning is integrated 
with Telegram Messenger, it will benefit students in sharing information and 
expertise. Besides, it will also facilitate the development of discussion groups, 
thereby transforming social media into a positive tool for learning. Online 
learning through social media also will facilitate smooth interaction between 
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educators and students. Since the Telegram Messenger application is free and 
user-friendly, students would not have any problem downloading and using 
it for the classes. 

As for the students’ motivation, the questionnaire is one of the measurement 
tools for students. Motivation can be a boost and learning outcomes can be 
met if the students find an interest in learning the subject. It is essential to 
maintain student learning interest on the subject and maintain their motivation 
momentum. Therefore, the questionnaire is an excellent measurement to 
measure students’ satisfaction on the subject. Even though the post-test score 
is better after the intervention, a questionnaire will be great to measure their 
motivation level better.

Educators and students must make the best use of online learning that 
intervals technology such as Telegram Messenger. These learning activities 
will boost students’ motivation as it is easily accessible through mobile phone. 
Students will not find it tedious to open a laptop and access the additional 
materials for a subject. Therefore, a mobile downloaded application will ease 
the students’ trouble accessing the online learning materials. 

Implications of the study

According to the earlier study, it can be concluded that there was a substantial 
improvement in students’ learning outcomes through integrated teaching 
and learning through Telegram Messenger for enrolling students in one of 
the ESL subjects during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Interestingly, this 
study discovered that online learning via Telegram Messenger application 
was among the most successful method in responding to and recovering from 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Telegram Messenger is simple to use and does not 
require a lot of details. Therefore, learning is optimised when instructors and 
students connect and exchange files that include JPEG files, Excel, Word, and 
PowerPoint Slides. Besides, they can exchange links to any resource materials 
online and send voice notes in the group to ease the tediousness of typing in 
the Telegram Messenger. 

Students’ learning and conduct are influenced by motivation in a variety of 
ways. Motivation, for starters, leads to behaviour toward specific goals. The 
goal of this study is to improve students’ motivation in the ESL subject. At 
the same time, it also manages to improve the scores of the students before 
and after the intervention. The study can guide tertiary institutions to 
implement Telegram Messenger as part of their learning activities during 
a pandemic. Telegram Messenger is just a tool to improve motivation, and 
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other technology can be implemented as well. The study will also help the 
instructors in designing more interactive activities related to technology. The 
learning outcomes for a subject are also essential in ensuring the students 
understand the learning goals and what they have learned. It will increase 
their motivation in the subjects if their scores improve and the learning 
outcome is met. 

The study will also benefit the tertiary students in driving their motivation 
towards learning an ESL subject. It will also establish a pedagogical 
relationship between learners learning motivation and their achievements 
after implementing the technology as part of learning activities. In addition, it 
will also add more study to the ACRS model of motivation since it will have 
differences between online and face-to-face learning. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study suggests that additional research can be conducted 
to address student barriers to OTL and create an alternative application 
for delivering successful online language classes. Therefore, there is a need 
for a more critical and comprehensive review or one that examines the 
implementation of OTL by another model, which would further advance 
online learning success in the future. Besides, the study was limited to only 
thirty participants in an ESL subject. Further study may be needed to involve 
more students and in different subjects. As an educator, we must keep in 
mind that it is always important to consider the overall learning environment 
when implementing any learning activities and selecting any learning 
application. Future research findings will contribute to the study on OTL, 
especially in tertiary institutions during crisis situations like COVID-19. Since 
we will be adapting to COVID-19 for a while, the findings can help to boost 
student motivation to a subject. Lastly, teachers will also have ideas how to 
implement the intervention in their class. It is crucial to avoid placing specific 
tasks and procedures on students as a prudent approach to addressing 
learning experiences. It is because there is no ideal method that applies to  
all circumstances.
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Introduction

Digital storytelling (DST) is one of the educational tools 
that promote creative and critical thinking in the classroom. 
Several studies on DST have proved that many students 
and educators worldwide have embraced this method 
to support the educational process. DST means using 
computer software to tell a story (Robin, 2016; Simsek, 
2020) and integrates traditional and emerging literacies, and 
facilitates the understanding of content areas (Robin, 2009; 
Ohler, 2013). 

Apart from being one of the classroom teaching methods, 
DST also plays an important role in students’ engagement, 
achievement, motivation, and critical thinking, leading to 
deep and meaningful learning. Hardy and Sumner (2014, as 
cited in Yocom et al., 2020) defined DST as “the art and craft 
of using media and software programs to communicate 
stories in innovative and powerful ways” (p. 164). On 
another note, Robin (2009, p. 19) defined DST as a “process 
of creating short stories that allow students and educators to 
enhance their information gathering and problem-solving 
skills and to facilitate the ability to work in a collaborative 
team”. Although many studies have suggested that DST is 
popular among 21st century language skills learning, other 
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strategies were investigated through DST, such as collaborative learning, 
community service learning, critical learning, and cultural perspective 
learning (Wu & Chen, 2019).

As stated by Razmi et al. (2014, p. 1542) “the first application of multimedia 
technology in the classroom for educational purposes is introduced by 
Lambert and the Atchley who helped the advent of the DST movement in 
the late 1980s as cofounders of the Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) in 
Berkeley, California”. When students actively narrate their scripts and do their 
voice over, it simultaneously allows them to interact and use the language in a 
more personally meaningful way. Apart from improving their communication 
and proficiency skills, the students also learn to systematically collaborate, 
organise, express, and construct their opinions and ideas through DST. 

DST is effective for student learning as it caters for multiple intelligences 
(Gardner, 1983 cited in Yee et al., 2018). Students who prefer visuals could 
see the images, musical learners could hear the music, and linguistic learners 
could learn the words or vocabulary. Moreover, it is believed that DST has 
the potential of merging student-centred learning approaches such as using 
technology in their learning process while actively participating in authentic 
and real-world meaningful projects (Wu & Chen, 2019). On the other hand, 
Schmoelz (2018) suggested that DST enables co-creativity among the students. 
The important focus in the co-creativity consists of ethics and impact, dialogue, 
control, engaged action and re-framing. So, co-creativity plays a pivotal role 
in “focusing on students’ interactions that emerge through using digital tools 
to write stories and to create videos” (Schmoelz, 2018, p. 4). 

Digital Storytelling

Storytelling, ancient art in language teaching and learning, has been 
transformed into DST with modern technology. Storytelling has the power 
to revolutionise the way we engage with cultural heritage and has been 
widely recognised as an important direction for attracting and satisfying the 
audience of museums and other cultural heritage sites (Vrettakis et al., 2019). 
The second language theories in DST used to do this research are experiential 
learning, cooperative and collaborative learning and communicative  
language teaching.
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Experiential learning

David Kolb developed the experiential learning model in the year 1984. As 
stated by Kolb and Kolb (2005), this sort of learning can be characterised 
as the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation 
of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and 
transforming experience. Furthermore, he stated that “learning is the process 
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” 
(Kolb, 1984, p. 38 cited in Mick & Alan, 2000). Experiential learning varies from 
psychological and social hypotheses that focus on abstract involvement with 
the learning interaction. Kolb and Kolb (2005) proposed that the experiential 
theory adopts a more overall strategy and accentuates how experience, natural 
elements, and feelings impact learning interaction.

Kolb and Kolb (2005) mentioned that individuals who are considered 
watchers incline toward intelligent perception, while the individuals who are 
practitioners are bound to participate in dynamic experimentation. There are 
four stages in Kolb’s experiential learning model. Effective learning happens 
when a learner goes to each step and completes it. Each step is equally 
important and supportive and plays an important role when the students 
learn through experience via DST. This can be seen in Figure 1. 

Reflective 
observation

 Abstract
conceptualisation

 Active 
experimentation

 Concrete 
experience

Figure 1 Experiential learning model
Source: Adapted from Kolb and Kolb (2005)
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Each step is equally important and supportive and plays an important role 
when the students learn through experience via DST (Figure 1) as follows:

1.	 Concrete experience – getting or doing a new venture or a 
reinterpretation of existing knowledge.

2.	 Reflective observation of the new experience – the process of reflecting, 
reviewing, and understanding the experience. 

3.	 Abstract conceptualisation – concluding from the new and existing 
ideas from experience. 

4.	 Active experimentation – planning and trying out the ideas  
from experience.

Collaborative learning

Collaborative learning involves student working in pairs or small groups 
to discuss concepts or find solutions to problems. Some researchers found 
that students teach each other through peer instruction by addressing 
misunderstandings and clarifying misconceptions. Laal and Ghodsi (2012, 
p. 486) stated that “collaboration is a philosophy of interaction and personal 
lifestyle where individuals are responsible for their actions, including learning 
and respecting their peers’ abilities and contributions”. In other words, it 
gives opportunity for the students to work together and recognise each other’s 
hidden abilities and contributions in their group tasks.

In DST, students are exposed to various educational experiences that are active, 
social, contextual, engaging, and student-centred learning for a meaningful 
learning experience. Through collaborative learning, students can:

1.	 Increase their understanding of the lessons taught.

2.	 Increase their learning retention, self-esteem and responsibility.

3.	 Develop thinking skills and oral communication skills.

4.	 Increase in positive interactions among peers.

5.	 Prepare for real-life situations and employments. 

To guide the students to have effective collaborative learning to do their 
assignments, teachers should set clear goals and objectives for the lessons. 
They also need to explain and guide the students on the group work functions 
and how this will affect their DST assignment. Overall, collaborative learning 
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seems to have more advantages in the learning process that produces higher 
academic achievements, active class participations, committed relationships, 
and positive competitive spirit among their peers (Laal & Ghodsi, 2012).

Both theories are adapted in constructing the questionnaire and interview 
questions for this research. The relationship between the views and DST can 
be seen in Figure 2. DST refers to a short form of digital film-making that 
allows students to recreate a story relating to their field of study (Gimeno-
Sanz, 2015). Burmark (2004) as cited in Razmi et al. (2014) stated that “digital 
storytelling as a high-quality technology for gathering, creating, examining 
and merging visual images within the texts” (p. 1542). He further explained 
that “integrating visual images with written texts both expand and accelerate 
student’s comprehension by boosting the students’ interest in discovering 
new ideas” (p. 1542). Storytelling needs no special equipment beyond the 
imagination and the power of listening and speaking to create artistic images. 
As a learning tool, storytelling can encourage students to explore their 
expressiveness and can heighten a student’s ability to communicate thoughts 
and feelings in an articulate, lucid manner. With qualitative analysis, this 
study had found that storytelling activities for the foundation students had 
improved their language skills and delivery as they were confident and had 
high self-esteem when they conveyed the stories (Mokhtar et al., 2011).

Studies have proven the impact of DST in various fields. Mallan (1992) (cited 
in Farzaneh, 2018) pointed that there are positive effects in the intellectual, 
social, and emotional development of students who are encouraged to use 
storytelling. As students engage in storytelling, they learn to listen, participate 
in, and understand narrative discourse and create a path to more sophisticated 
use of language in their everyday lives. Besides developing language skills, 
Pandian et al. (2020) stated that DST could foster digital competencies and civic 
engagement and cultivate intellectual and creative curiosity through media 
literacy. Nassim (2018) found that DST provides engaging and intellectually 
rich learning environments through creativity, diverse forms of literacy, and 
multiple modalities. Students who participated in the study were engaged 
and gained confidence in their communicative skills by the end of the project.

Psomos and Kordaki (2012) presented an analysis of eight Educational 
Digital Storytelling Environments (EDSE), developed in the last five years 
using the DS Pedagogical Evaluation Star reference model (Psomos & 
Kordaki, 2012) consisting of sixteen pedagogical criteria-dimensions, namely 
collaborative learning, creativity and innovation, multiple representations, 
motivation, cultural sensitivity, gender equality, cognitive effort, feedback, 
learner control, flexibility, learner activity, valuation of previous knowledge, 
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sharply-focused goal orientation, experiential value, knowledge organisation 
and metacognition. This analysis gives a clear picture of some essential 
pedagogical dimensions of the existent EDSE to make appropriate decisions 
for the pedagogical design of EDSE.

Digital Storytelling

 Experiential 
learning

Collaborative 
learning

Figure 2 The relationship between theories and DST

Follow-up research is encouraged to explore the influence of DST or other 
technology-integrated pedagogies in promoting 21st century skills such 
as creative thinking, problem-solving, and global literacy (Yang & Wu, 
2012). As the study has demonstrated the potential for DST in terms of 
academic achievement in English as a foreign language class, instructors and 
researchers should take confidence in designing a variety of courses with 
interesting and challenging DST strategies. Digital communication media 
offers new communication modalities, which are not possible in face-to-face 
verbal conversations and can further actualise narrative practices ‘dual-focus 
potential’ (Chan & Sage, 2021). In the effort to create life-world experiences in 
holistic ways (Pandian et al., 2020), the present study focused on utilising DST 
as an innovative assessment during the implementation of online teaching 
and learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Study

Though studies on DST have been carried out for various purposes, its impact 
as an assessment in language classrooms still needs to be explored. Thus, the 
objectives of this study are to find the perspective of the students regarding 
the DST assignment and the effectiveness during the online classes conducted 
amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the research questions (RQ) that guided 
the study are:

RQ1: How is the students’ perspective regarding the DST assignment, 
which was part of the ongoing English for Professional course assessment 
during online classes conducted amid the COVID-19 pandemic?
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RQ2: How effective is the DST assignment as part of the ongoing English 
for Professional course assessment during online classes conducted amid 
the COVID-19 pandemic?

This study adopted survey research to answer participants’ perspectives 
on the assignment method used in this English language subject. This is 
supported by Creswell (2014, p. 201) that stated, “a survey design provides 
a quantitative or numeric description of trends, attitudes or opinions of a 
population by studying a sample of that population”. By using this design, 
the researcher can generalise and infer on how this assignment method had 
impacted the English language subject. Due to COVID-19 pandemic, this 
survey research design was the best mode to collect the data through online 
as Fraenkel et al. (2015) further posited that by administering online surveys 
in research, it gives huge advantages in terms of cost effective, lesser process 
in the data entry, faster results through the use of technology and able to 
reach the survey participants in any parts of the world. The data collected 
through this research survey were by using online questionnaires and online 
interviews. This survey used the cross-sectional survey design to effectively 
provide the participants’ current behaviours, attitudes, and beliefs. Collecting 
data through this design is inexpensive as the questionnaire and interviews 
were conducted online, and it was relatively quick, and the response rate  
was higher. 

This study was conducted among undergraduates in a private university 
in Malaysia. A total of 83 male and female students with mixed language 
proficiency abilities participated in this study from April to July 2020. The 
students were selected based on purposive sampling as this target group 
of students were required to take English for Professional Purposes course 
during their first-year studies. The participants are between 20 and 22 years 
old. The researcher is the instructor of this course for the semester. DST is 
one of their English for Professional Purposes course assignments during that 
semester, evaluated 20% from the ongoing assessment marks.

Both qualitative and quantitative methods were used to evaluate the students’ 
perspective and the effectiveness of the DST assignment during the COVID-19 
pandemic in the English Language classroom. A questionnaire with ten items 
was created using Google Forms to conduct the survey, adapted from Wan and 
Hamidah (2020). The items were constructed based on the theories depicted 
in this study. The survey findings are used to evaluate the perspective of 
the 83 students on the use of DST as one of their assignments in their online 
classroom during this pandemic. A 5-point Likert scale was used to measure 
the students’ perspectives, which are Not True, Slightly True, Moderately 
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True, Mostly True and Very True. The purpose of getting the data through 
the quantitative method is to understand the students’ perspective towards 
DST, which may make a huge difference and improve the teaching and  
learning process.

For the qualitative method, interview question items were adapted from 
Yocom et al. (2020). Five questions were administered during the online 
interview, which took place in the Microsoft Teams platform. A total of 83 
students were interviewed, and each student took approximately 4–6 minutes 
to answer the questions. The interview responses were then transcribed using 
NVivo R1 software before they were analysed by using the content analysis 
method with a word-based and code-based approach.   

The research process involves several steps to ensure the flow of the study 
that can lead to a successful outcome of this study. It is broken down  
into eight steps to be more manageable and easier to understand when 
expressing ideas. 

Step 1: Selecting the research area from the classroom practice

Step 2: Formulate research objectives, research questions, and develop 
hypotheses

Step 3: Review of literatures

Step 4: Prepare the research design

Step 5: Select the quantitative and qualitative methods for data collection

Step 6: Collecting the data

Step 7: Data analysis 

Step 8: Interpretation and report writing  

Data analysis procedures play a pivotal role in the research method. It guides a 
researcher to collect and analyse the data collected for the study and supports 
decision-making in answering the research questions. The two core areas that 
were covered in this study are quantitative and qualitative methods. 

In this quantitative method, the descriptive statistics from the data were 
analysed to understand the specific population of the samples exposed to DST 
in their classroom. The statistical test that was applied in this study are mean, 
median, mode and standard deviation. The procedures are as follows:

1.	 Identify the population

2.	 Choose the sampling method
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3.	 Construct the questionnaire and distribute it to the population 
through Google Forms

4.	 Collect the data through the feedback by using the SPSS version 25 
software

5.	 Interpretation of the data 

•• Descriptions of the sample size (frequency)
•• Reports of the centre of the data (mean)
•• Descriptions of the spread of the data (standard deviation)

6.	 Discussion

Qualitative data is non-numerical data that are collected through observation 
and recording. In this study, the data were collected through one-to-one 
interviews, arranged categorically based on attributes. The following is the 
procedure employed for the qualitative data collection: 

1.	 Identify the population

2.	 Choose the sampling method

3.	 Construct the semi-structured questions for the interview

4.	 Conduct the one-to-one interview via Microsoft Teams platform

5.	 Collect and organise all the data collected from the interview

6.	 Transcribe the interview by using NVivo R1 software

7.	 Apply content analysis (word and code approach) to analyse the data

8.	 Discussion 

To conduct this study, some of the ethical considerations are as follows: 

1.	 Getting approval from the management of the university to conduct 
the study.

2.	 Distribute the Consent form to the students. 

3.	 Based on the Consent form feedback, only 83 students who agreed to 
participate in this study were given the questionnaire and called for 
the one-to-one interview.
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Results and Discussion

In this section, the researchers aim to discuss the outcome of the research 
and the implications that it holds within the broader context of this research 
objectives and paving the way for deeper understanding of the relevance of 
DST as an assessment for higher education students.

Quantitative results

About 83 undergraduate students reported that they used laptops (95.2%), 
desktops (6%), handphones (56.6%), iPad (33.7%), tablets (4.8%), and e-books 
(1.2%) to study and do assignments online. Results showed very positive 
feedback from the students in terms of collaborative learning and experiential 
learning attained by the students throughout the digital assignment process. 
For all the ten questions asked in the questionnaire, most of the students 
answered, ‘mostly true’ followed by ‘very true’ and ‘moderately true’. This 
can be seen on the mean score between 2 and 2.24 that the participants in 
this study answered the average scale (mostly true). The standard deviation 
scores imply that the scores are in the normal distribution, concentrated 
around the mean score. There were minimal numbers of respondents that 
answered, ‘not true’ and ‘slightly true’ as it may be due to some reasons such 
as lacking digital competency, not motivated nor interested and unproductive  
group communication. 

Overall, the findings showed that most of the students were very interested in 
doing the DST assignment as it was interesting and captured their full interest 
in the lesson. It was an effective lesson, and the outcome of the assignment 
was amazing due to the active participation and good spirit among the 
group members and continuous facilitation by the lecturer throughout the 
process, from Step 1 until Step 8. The educators played a key role here as it is 
important to engage the students and at the same time increase their interest 
to foster active learning through the DST assignment. The findings also 
suggested that the DST assignment promoted authentic learning as students 
could narrate their own individual experiences in their assignment while 
integrating the theories and the content of the subject. Apart from that, DST 
assignment also allowed them to present their own perspectives and carry 
out negotiations among their peers. This is consistent with Kristiawan et al. 
(2022) who affirmed that collaborative learning of DST engages students in 
solving problems, sharing responsibilities, and respecting the ideas of group 
members. Consequently, integrating DST as an assignment in the classroom 
practice may increase cooperation and understanding among the students 
from various cultural and linguistic backgrounds besides facilitating them to 
achieve their learning goals.
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Qualitative results

All 83 participants responded to five questions on their perspective and 
effectiveness of the DST assignment as one of the ongoing assessments of 
the English for Professional Purposes course during the interview session. 
In general, most of the participants expressed positive feedback to every 
question. Neutral and negative feedback was found very limited. The findings 
of the interview data were analysed using NVivo R1 software. The interview 
data were analysed using a content analysis approach by looking into word 
frequency analysis and thematic analysis.

Based on the data, it can be derived that the students’ impression towards 
DST assignment was positive based on the frequency of words used during 
their interviews. The majority of them found that the DST assignment was 
interesting that brought creativity and skills in them. It is supported by the 
thematic analysis which showed that there were more positive themes than 
neutral and negative. Although some students felt that the DST assignment is 
troublesome, time-consuming, among others, most think it is very interesting, 
allowing creativity in everyone. 

Also, data shows the words used by the students to express their feelings and 
what they have learned through the DST assignment. Most of the students 
found that it was interesting, informative, entertaining, and learned about 
creativity from other groups’ DST assignments when all the students 
can view it through Edmodo posts. The thematic analysis indicated that 
the respondents feel more positive and learn better by viewing their peers’ 
videos. The negative aspects were very minimal when the students did not 
bother to watch the videos.

Although many students found that they learned lots of skills and new ways 
to learn English interestingly, they still found that this assignment was time-
consuming, and they faced difficulty editing their video. More editing skills 
should be exposed to the students before this assignment is given in future. 
This is also verified by the thematic analysis. 

While some students thought that it made no changes in learning the English 
language, most of them stated that this assignment had improved their 
language usage and inspired creativity in them, which they enjoyed throughout 
the assignment process. Apart from this word analysis, the thematic analysis 
strongly shows that the respondents think this DST assignment brings more 
benefit as there was no negative feedback. It was just a neutral statement as 
‘nothing’ and ‘no opinion’. 
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The qualitative findings suggested that DST assignment could be a practical 
and empowering pedagogical supplement to existing English for Professional 
Purposes assignment. The key value of DST is the contribution to the meaning-
making process of the subject matters. In this regard, DST enables the students 
to achieve a deeper understanding of the content learned in the classroom 
as this study pointed out that the step-by-step facilitation by the lecturer in 
the DST assignment had encouraged active participation among learners and 
enhanced their speaking ability during the videos production. Moreover, the 
findings indicated that DST assignment helped the students to become more 
proficient not only in speaking skills but also in creative thinking. This is 
because DST enabled the students to express themselves creatively when they 
created the story using the target language as posited by Yang et al. (2022). 
Thus, DST offered an engaging platform for nurturing creative thinking of 
students, enabling them to explore new possibilities of meaning-making in 
the form of digital stories.

Implications 

This new assessment method for assignment-based learning has changed the 
teaching norm where students are used to remembering and understanding 
facts only, which falls under the lower-order thinking skills. Simultaneously, 
this DST assignment seems to be more significant in teaching higher-order 
thinking skills where the students must create, imagine, design, and plan. 
It is believed that DST encourages the social dimensions of learning among 
the students as they work together and support each other while acquiring 
information resources for learning purposes. Apart from focusing DST on the 
higher institutions’ English Language courses, this method can be used to teach 
any courses and can be expanded to secondary schools that are implementing 
‘Home-based teaching and learning’ classes during this COVID-19 pandemic 
in Malaysia. Moreover, this interesting way of learning could encourage 
students’ creativity and critical thinking skills by challenging themselves in 
many phases of the DST process. Besides that, home-based education can 
develop positive study skills and habits as there is more flexibility in learning 
than in traditional face-to-face classrooms. 

Conclusion

This research showed that most students’ perceptions of DST assignments 
are positive. Apart from the responses via questionnaire, the interviews have 
given in-depth findings that DST is one of the effective assignments that create 
excitement, informative and explorative group work amid of online learning 
conducted 100%. Generally, there are some limitations in this study that are 
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highlighted due to some reasons. Firstly, due to the sample size and the class 
schedule, analysis on inferential statistics could not be employed as pre-test 
and post-test of the survey were not administered. Secondly, this study only 
focused on a group of students from the same programme. In future, it is 
recommended that this method of assignment should be applied to students 
from other programmes. 

The findings can be summarised that DST assignment promotes experiential 
learning and collaborative learning among the students. This allows the 
students to actively give ideas, showcase their hidden talents, and think out 
of the box. This is supported by Pitler (2006) as cited in Smeda et al. (2014) 
that “applied effective technology not only increases students’ learning, 
understanding, and achievements but also augments their motivation to 
learn, encourages collaborative learning and develops critical thinking and 
problem-solving strategies” (p. 3). In short, it is believed that DST is powerful 
in documenting the quality of the teaching and learning process which 
happens in the classroom environment (Tendero, 2006). On another note, 
Erdoğan (2021, p. 443) stated that “it is necessary to compare the effectiveness 
of DST with different teaching methods such as problem-based learning, 
cooperative learning, etc.”. The conclusion that can be drawn in this research 
is that using DST in the classroom can attract students’ attention during the 
lesson and make the task more meaningful, effective, fun, and enjoyable. 
In addition, it is believed that the outcome of this research will enable the 
educators and the learners to tap into the DST method for more engaged OTL 
purposes especially when the pandemic soon becomes endemic. 
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Introduction

In recent years, the notion of micro-learning (ML) has been 
repeatedly accented as a successful learning approach 
in different learning phenomena including the language 
domain (Jahnke et al., 2019). ML is a technology-mediated 
learning approach whereby learners are directly exposed to 
short-term learning activities formally or informally. These 
activities are created based on well-planned microcontent 
by means of real-time micromedia environments to 
construct microknowledge whereby the 3Ms (microcontent, 
micromedia, and microknowledge) embody the uniqueness 
of ML (Hug et al., 2006a, 2006b; Lindner & Bruck, 2007).  
According to Lindner (2007), micromedia refers to digital 
atomised media including mobile networked devices 
that delivers reusable small and self-contained pieces of 
digital microcontent to facilitate the construction of single 
focus microknowledge. At this juncture, it is important to 
note that ML is chosen among other technology-mediated 
learning approaches because the conceptual characteristics 
and empirical observations of ML are found to correspond 
well with second language (L2) or foreign language (FL) 
vocabulary acquisition and this learning approach is also 
consistent with the contextual problems identified in 
the technical setting under study, for instance, the poor 
performance in Spanish language learning.
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At the initial stages of L2/FL learning, students’ low performance may 
stem from multiple factors. One of the result-based factors points to lexical 
deficiency which is evident in almost all assessments of the technical students. 
They often lacked vocabulary to convey the intended meaning in Spanish. 
This typical result suggests that recalling unfamiliar Spanish words in various 
situations is indeed challenging. Hence, repeating the same words, using their 
first language (L1), or leaving it unanswered are common practices of these 
students. This finding is congruent with the studies of Hu (2011) and Huang 
(2015) in that technical students usually have low level of second language 
vocabulary. Consequently, to improve student performance in Spanish 
language learning, first, their vocabulary must be strengthened. 

In addition, the technical students face various personal and contextual 
problems in learning Spanish and three key obstacles were identified based 
on facts and figures: time factor, instructional approach, and motivation. Most 
technical students in the university have a very packed schedule throughout 
the academic semester. Besides, the researcher’s observation resonates with 
the findings of Misran et al. (2016) on the time management skills, Liu et al. 
(2017) on learners’ time commitment, and Romero and Barberà (2021) on 
time flexibility in that all these problems might have contributed to the poor 
performance in Spanish learning.

Besides the time factor, another impediment for successful Spanish language 
learning is the instructional approach adopted which does not fully coincide 
with the learning conditions. Consistent with the view of Kaur (2013) that 
“Malaysian learners, as the protagonists in the learning process, shun 
responsibility in learning” and “they lack the drive to be self-directed – within 
and beyond formal learning” (p. 10), it is observed that the students are less 
capable to carry out independent learning required particularly during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This misalignment between the instructional approach 
and students’ learning styles and needs may be responsible for the undesirable 
Spanish language performance of these students.

The last pronounced barrier that impedes effective Spanish language learning 
among the technical students is the lack of motivation in language learning 
in their immediate environment. Despite the students manifested a high level 
of motivation toward learning Spanish (Khong et al., 2017), in reality the 
actual performance results show the contrary and their proficiency remains 
low particularly in the productive skills (speaking and writing). While these 
personal and contextual problems were evident in the normal situation, they 
were exacerbated by the COVID-19 disruption whereby various authors 
have recently documented different levels of challenges including technical, 
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psychological, and emotional problems faced by students worldwide (e.g., 
Camacho-Zuñiga et al., 2021; Cao et al., 2020; Kee, 2021; Mohd Yusuf & 
Ahmad, 2020; Salimi et al., 2021). This in turn compels adequate pedagogical 
implementations during the pandemic. 

Taking all these challenges into account, it is hence intended to investigate 
the practicality of ML in the context of online teaching and learning (OTL), 
whether it could improve Spanish vocabulary acquisition among technical 
students particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic where the teaching and 
learning is restricted to online settings. To our knowledge, ML is a relative 
new field of study, particularly in the L2/FL learning domain, whereby 
there are very few attempts to investigate this seemingly promising ML to 
enhance existing OTL and cater for new learning needs in this pandemic era. 
Besides, studies on ML are inconclusive when it concerns the effects of ML in 
various learning domains. Therefore, this study seeks to contribute empirical  
evidence to inform the notion of ML within a FL domain in a Malaysian 
technical setting.

Spanish Vocabulary Acquisition

With reference to Coady (1996), there are four main approaches to vocabulary 
instruction in relation to word-focused learning. While contextual vocabulary 
acquisition approach has been proven to be useful (e.g., De Wilde et al., 2021; 
Koval, 2019; Nakata & Elgort, 2021; Sánchez Gutiérrez, 2021) it is in fact less 
suitable for L2/FL learners who are generally required to learn a considerably 
large amount of words in a relatively short period of time. This time factor 
hence restricts the mere adoption of the time-consuming contextual approach 
in many formal learning situations particularly in those with beginner 
learners who have just started to learn a L2/FL. Consequently, the scenario of 
this study seems to be in favour of a compromise between direct and indirect 
vocabulary teaching and learning techniques (e.g., Fasih et al., 2018; Gallardo, 
2020; Poláková et al., 2021; Rahimi & Allahyari, 2019) whereby explicit 
language-focused learning is particularly useful for vocabulary acquisition.

In order to investigate whether the learners have acquired the intended 
vocabulary, this study adopts a componential approach involving Nation’s 
(2001) framework to measure four aspects of vocabulary knowledge. They are 
from two different categories, (1) form category – written form; (2) meaning 
category – form and meaning, concept and referents, and associations. This 
approach is based on two practical reasons. Firstly, it is impossible to measure 
all aspects of word knowledge in a single test. However, it resonates with 
the call for including multiple aspects in a study to render more accurate 
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assessment of one’s vocabulary knowledge. Secondly, the four aspects are 
consistent with the course syllabus and the level of the Spanish language 
learners under study considering the fact that they have just started learning 
the language. In the early stages of any vocabulary learning what is more 
important is the connection between the form and the meaning, the basic 
concept of a word as well as some basic associations.

Written form (orthography)

Knowing the written form of a word includes being able to recognise the 
word during reading (receptive knowledge) and to produce the written form 
to express a meaning (productive knowledge). In Spanish, there are similar 
forms which can lead to potential confusions, for example, ‘casa-caso-cosa’ 
(house-case-thing) are similar forms with different meanings, while ‘esta-
este-esto’ (this-this-this; these demonstratives have different grammatical 
functions in Spanish) are similar forms with similar meanings. In this regard, 
Schmitt (2010) argued against sidelining the orthographic/phonological 
mastery of word form and recommends that researchers must consider it an 
essential component of vocabulary learning. Afshar (2021) resonated with this 
argument by showing that task-related focus-on-forms could yield higher 
learning gains in FL vocabulary development. For instance, focus on spoken 
form and word parts could enhance participants’ deeper processing and  
their self-confidence. 

Form and meaning

Knowing a word is typically regarded as knowing the word form and its 
meaning. However, Nation (2020) emphasised the connection between the 
two in his seminal framework because it is possible that learners know only 
the form of a word but not the actual conceptual meaning, or learners are 
familiar with the form and have the corresponding concept, but they fail to 
connect the two. For example, Malaysian learners of Spanish might be aware 
of the form ‘libro’ (book), but they might confuse it with ‘libra’ in their L1, 
which denotes the seventh astrological sign in the zodiac, and this may lead 
to semantic misconception. Moreover, the learners should have known from 
their L1 the concept ‘book’. When reading and listening to the form libro, or 
during expressing the meaning of libro in speaking or writing, a learner’s 
ability to retrieve the word meaning or the word form indicates that there is a 
connection between the form and its meaning. When the connection is strong, 
the retrieval will be fast, and vice versa. 
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Concept and referents

On many occasions, learning a word is more than just a simple and linear 
connection between the form and its meaning. With reference to Crossley 
et al. (2010), a vague word consists of one meaning with only one sense, 
for instance, in Spanish, ‘junio’ (June). When a word carries two or more 
unrelated meanings (i.e., ‘banco’ can mean a bench as in a long seat or a bank 
as in a financial institution), it is termed a “homonym” (Nation, 2020, p. 19). 
A polysemous word refers to a word that has one core meaning with various 
peripheral senses. For example, the Spanish word ‘clase’ (class) which usually 
refers to a set or category of elements with common characters. Other related 
senses of clase include a classroom, a school lesson, a course of study, a body 
of students, a collection of people sharing similar attributes, a social class, and 
a taxonomic group.

In reality, it is very unlikely that learners are required to learn all the unrelated 
meanings of a homonym or all the meaning senses of a polysemous word in 
any vocabulary learning. Therefore, the core meaning of a word used in this 
study, though may not be the most established as literal and central, has a 
clearly concrete referent that alludes to rather everyday concepts which are 
consistent with the course syllabus. The Spanish learners are only required 
to learn the core meaning of the target words considering their proficiency 
level as interference is not desired in the early stages of learning a particular  
word (Nation, 2020). 

Associations

When learners learn new words and new concepts, they also expand and 
consolidate their vocabulary knowledge simultaneously by establishing 
connections among known words and concepts. There are numerous types of 
word associations in the mental lexicon of L2/FL language learners. According 
to Ma and Lee (2019), they can be categorised into three main groups: (1) 
Paradigmatic associations, e.g., noun-noun pairs like ‘padre e hijo’ (father and 
son), adjective-adjective pairs like ‘alto y delgado’ (tall and thin) and verb-verb 
pairs like ‘cantar y bailar’ (sing and dance); (2) syntagmatic associations, e.g., 
adjective-noun pairs like ‘buenos días’ (good morning), verb-noun pairs like 
‘leer libros’ (read books), and verb-adverb pairs like ‘correr rápido’ (run fast); 
and (3) form-based associations, e.g., formally similar words like ‘casa-caso-
cosa’ (house-case-thing), phonologically similar words like ‘hola-ola’ (hello-
wave) and ‘baca-vaca’ (roof rack-cow), and inflectionally similar words include 
‘cocino, cocinas, cocina, cocinamos, cocináis, cocinan’ (from the verb ‘cocinar’, to 
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cook). While these associations can aid form-meaning link, they can also cause 
confusions among learners when these words refer to very different concepts 
or referents.

Micro-learning

Despite ML has repeatedly been corroborated as a successful learning 
strategy in different learning phenomena, it is a relative new field of study 
in view of the fact that pertinent literature mostly comes from conference 
proceedings. Overall, existing literature paints a positive picture of ML. For 
instance, ML supports work-integrated learning (Bruck et al., 2012; Decker 
et al., 2017), increases employees’ engagement (Göschlberger & Bruck, 2017), 
accommodates learner needs (Gross et al., 2019), and improves learning 
across disciplines, such as, business, healthcare, science, and technology 
(Jahnke et al., 2019). ML has also been highlighted to have the potential to 
empower self-directed lifelong learning (Buchem & Hamelmann, 2010), 
support the development of learner autonomy (Nikou & Economides, 2018) 
and improve learners’ motivation, engagement, and performance (De Vries 
et al., 2019; Kovacs, 2015; Leela et al., 2019; Mohammed et al., 2018; Ohkawa 
et al., 2019). To counter the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Arnab et al. (2021) find that interactive mini-game activities can be used as 
stand-alone workplace ML resources while Busse et al. (2020) foregrounded 20 
requirements for designing didactically appropriate microcontent including 
multimedia, interaction, and motivation-based designs to support learners in 
their moment of need.

Conversely, there are also studies which claimed that ML is not useful in 
acquiring complex skills (Jomah et al., 2016) and it may cause issues of over-
optimistic expectations of its potential (Demmans Epp & Phirangee, 2019; Xue 
et al., 2017) and overreliance and misuse (Cutler, 2014) among teachers and 
learners. Some studies highlight other related issues including distraction 
(Aldosemani, 2019; Madden & Govender, 2020), lack of access (Wang et al., 
2020), cost and bias (Jahnke et al., 2019), and some foreground the design and 
technical problems of ML (Hegerius et al., 2020; Inker et al., 2020). In sum, 
these contradictions signal a need for greater critical evaluation of ML and 
caution against focusing too narrowly on the pervasive power of state-of-the-
art technology.

In the language learning domain, Baldauf et al. (2017) assessed students’, 
parents’, and teachers’ acceptance of a mobile and gamified ML app for 
language teaching. Results of the questionnaires and interviews showed 
that the ML app was received favourably by the participants. Moreover, the 
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parents showed exceptional interest and willingness in using the app together 
with their children for language learning. Ohkawa et al. (2019) investigated 
the effect of a ML-based smartphone application, KoToToMo Plus, on blended 
learning of a group of Japanese learners of Chinese. Results showed that the 
application increased student learning times and reduced learning burden. 
Besides, participants found that the visualisation functions useful.

On the other hand, some studies reported a mix of positive and null effects of 
ML. While ML apps are found to have helped “sustain learning progress” (Cai 
et al., 2017, p. 38) and complemented existing learning techniques (Dingler et 
al., 2017), certain design and technical aspects limited their claims that the 
apps could lead to significantly positive effects. Another study conducted by 
Demmans Epp and Phirangee (2019) in a high school English course in Japan 
also showed that mobile tools and ML alone could only yield a brief spike 
in learner activity but could not improve learner vocabulary knowledge. By 
using a combination of behavioural data, tests, student work, and teacher 
observations, the study proposed that mobile ML should be used along 
with appropriately designed learning activities to achieve the desired deep 
processing and repeated effort from learners that will eventually lead to 
knowledge construction.

These inconclusive findings signal a need for greater critical evaluation of 
ML and further investigation and documentation in various learning contexts 
are needed, specifically during the disrupted learning condition like the 
COVID-19. Consequently, this study adopts a more systematic theoretical 
and methodological approach to illustrate a principled way to integrate ML 
into the present study. Khong and Kabilan’s (2020) theoretical model of ML 
was adopted to underpin the design and development of the ML. The model 
is supported by three theories. Sweller’s (2020) cognitive load theory (CLT), 
Mayer’s (2014) cognitive theory of multimedia learning (CTML), and Ryan 
and Deci’s (2017) self-determination theory (SDT) of motivation. Besides 
supporting the typical alignment of cognitivism with second language 
acquisition in comparison with behaviourism and constructivism (Atkinson, 
2010), CLT is most consistent with the design and development of microcontent 
and the manipulation of micro-activities, CTML is closely related to the use 
of mobile and digital micromedia, and SDT is the motivational foundation 
of effective ML that leads to microknowledge construction. It is anticipated 
that this model would provide a more robust and descriptive picture 
of how ML can promote Spanish vocabulary acquisition in the research 
setting. As a result, to fill the research gap, the following research questions  
were formulated:
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1.	 Does ML affect the overall Spanish vocabulary acquisition among
learners during the COVID-19 pandemic?

2.	 Does ML affect different Spanish vocabulary knowledge acquisition
among learners during the COVID-19 pandemic?

The Study

This quasi-experimental study consisted of two experimental conditions each 
receiving a specific but comparable treatment with the presence of a control 
group (Mackey & Gass, 2016). The addition of control groups intends to 
improve the internal validity of research with treatments. When all groups can 
be proven to be equivalent at the beginning of the study, this non-equivalent 
groups design will allow researchers to draw more unambiguous conclusions 
of the treatment effect (Cohen et al., 2007).

About 124 technical students, majoring in automotive engineering enrolled 
in Spanish language course at a university in Malaysia, were invited to 
participate in this study. Their age ranged from 19 to 25 with the mean 
being 21.03 (SD = 1.69). Following the sampling method outlined in Figure 
1, 76 student volunteers were successfully recruited, experimental group  
(n = 31), comparison group (n = 22) and control group (n = 23). This sample 
size was in accordance with Onwuegbuzie and Collins’s (2007) who proposed 
21 participants per group for one-tailed hypotheses for moderate effect sizes 
with 0.80 statistical power at the 5% level of significance. However, attrition 
occurred throughout the research and the final sample was only 37, 
experimental group (n = 15), comparison group (n = 12) and control group  
(n = 10). To protect the participants’ rights and the ethics of research, students 
could anytime stop taking part in the study without any penalty or loss of any 
benefits. Besides, all participants were given equal opportunity to access to all 
learning materials of the treatments after the research.
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Figure 1 Sampling method of the study

Target words

The 140 target words (28 blocks of 5 words) were selected from the Spanish 
course textbook based on two criteria, that is, student learning needs  and 
word frequency. For student learning needs, the target words maintain a 
good consistency (±5%) with the two course assessments (listening test and 
oral test) that assess students’ overall vocabulary. In line with Nation and 
Hunston (2013) in that high-frequency words should receive most attention 
in any vocabulary learning programme as well as the need to learn a range 
of themes which involve mid-frequency (e.g., temporal reference like lunes, 
Monday) and low-frequency vocabulary (e.g., cultural reference like paella, a 
Spanish rice dish) from the course content perspective, a ratio of 6:3:1 for high, 
mid, low-frequency words was adopted. Besides, the words were carefully 
considered to achieve a balance between each semantic category, part of 
speech, cognate and non-cognate, content and function words, single and 
multiword units, and pragmatic and sociocultural perspectives. The complete 
list of words could be found in the larger research.
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Learning instruments

For the experimental group, the vocabulary learning instrument was 
labelled as Spanish micro-learning (SML), meanwhile for the comparison 
group, it was labelled as Spanish classroom learning (SCL). The SML was 
carried out using a video format and the SCL was taken place in a virtual 
classroom setting similar to other usual classes during the research period. 
The design and development of both SML and SCL were based on two 
models: Khong and Kabilan’s (2020) theoretical model of ML and Alessi 
and Trollip’s (2001) instructional system design (ISD) model. The theoretical 
model of ML offers a theoretical justification for the instructional content and 
activities of the treatments while Alessi and Trollip’s ISD model provides a 
structural foundation to systematically guide the developmental process of 
the treatments.

Spanish micro-learning

Video was selected to be the medium or format for delivering SML because 
it was highly consistent with the multimedia principle of CTML which 
constituted one of three pillars of the theoretical model of ML and it was thus 
far considered as the best medium for ML among others to engage viewers 
in constructing microknowledge (Eades, 2017; Valamis, 2020). Besides, 
Instagram was selected to be the platform for delivering SML because it 
was very popular among the population under study and comparing with 
other social media. Moreover, Instagram provided some unique operational 
features, such as, standalone IGTV in grid format, push notifications, and 
facility to accommodate videos of five minutes. 

Spanish classroom learning 

SCL was deliberately designed and developed in a way that it addressed all 
theoretical elements of SML but in varying degree based on the nature of the 
treatment. Hence, the basic design of SCL was also based on the communicative 
activities framework of Lozano and Ruiz Campillo (2009) because it was not 
only the foundation for the normal lesson planning, but also a good basis for 
reflection on the adequacy of the design in the communicative perspective. 
This framework also helped maintain the degree of similarity between the 
SCL treatment and the authentic classroom learning to minimise potential 
confounding interference and at the same time increase the ecological validity 
(Sato & Loewen, 2019). 
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Table 1 summarises the comparison between SCL and SML, highlighting their 
similarities and differences in facilitating Spanish vocabulary acquisition. 
This table provides a holistic view of the important criteria of the design and 
development so that on the one hand the comparability of both treatments 
could be justified, and on the other hand, the readers would be adequately 
informed on these treatments. The detailed design and development of SML 
and SCL could be found in the larger research.

Table 1 Comparison between SCL and SML

Criteria SCL SML

Similarities

Objective Vocabulary learning Vocabulary learning 

Learning outcome Increase learners’ vocabulary 
knowledge

Increase learners’ vocabulary 
knowledge

Learning content 140 words (lemmas) 140 words (lemmas)

Duration 1 x 126 = 126 min 28 x 4.5 = 126 min

Differences

Presentation format 1 vocabulary list 28 video clips

Instructional procedure Formal (online classroom 
activity)

Informal (self-directed learning)

Learning method Continuous (one-off mass 
learning)

Spaced (multiple micro learning 
sessions)

Learning approach Classroom cooperative learning Virtual social learning (via 
social media)

Learning type Constructivism Connectivism

Mediality/Platform Microsoft Teams Smartphone (portable devices)

Instruction Synchronous (real-time) Asynchronous

Theoretical aspect (CLT) (ICL) not controlled (ICL) controlled

(ECL) mainly based on MP via 
PPT

(ECL) mainly based on MP via 
short videos

(GCL) learning strategies are 
made explicit via classroom 
activities

(GCL) learning strategies are 
made explicit via student acting

Theoretical aspect (CTML) (MP) picture + narration (MP) picture + narration

Theoretical aspect (SDT) (A) learners are given freedom 
to make decision

(A) learners are given freedom 
to make decision

(C) classroom activities & online 
games

(C) quiz (video) & questions 
(Instagram)

(R) classroom cooperative 
learning

(R) virtual social learning

(continued on next page)
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Criteria SCL SML

Procedure/Process (i) Contextualisation (open 
discussion on vocabulary)

(i) Video is posted daily via 
Instagram

(ii) Motivation (try some ways to 
learn new words)

(ii) Students view video anytime 
throughout the day

(iii) Planning and working 
(prepare PPT)

(iii) Students comment via 
Instagram

(iv) Presentation and 
communication (present PPT)

(iv) Tutor gives question/
feedback via Instagram

(v) Fun auto-evaluation via 
online games

(v) Auto-evaluation via 
Instagram comment

(vi) Closing Repeat (i) to (v) for 28 days

Section/Part of treatment (i) Introduction (objective) (i) Introduction (objective)

(ii) Experiment (try some learning 
games)

(ii) PPT learning (vocabulary 
learning via video)

(iii) Working together 
(brainstorming)

(iii) Interactive quiz (self-
assessment)

(iv) Communicating ideas 
(present via PPT)

(iv) ML concept presentation 
(via student acting)

(v) Self-assessment via Kahoot! (v) Closing (encouragement)

Measuring instruments

The measuring instruments included three 40-item Spanish vocabulary 
tests (pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test) to collect quantitative data at 
three time points. All testing materials were researcher-developed, and the 
design and development of all instruments were in line with the learning 
instruments (treatments) and the proficiency level of the participants. The 
validity and reliability of these measuring instruments were estimated 
using different procedures including two rounds of content validity and 
a pretesting alongside item analysis for the quantitative instruments. The 
detailed estimations of the validity and reliability of these instruments could 
be found in the larger research.

The vocabulary tests aimed to assess participants’ vocabulary acquisition 
of the target words under study. These tests adopted the same format and 
comprised four sections which assess the four different aspects of students’ 
vocabulary knowledge. The four sections were further divided into eight 
parts (namely Part 1–8).  Each part consisted of five questions (with maximum 
mark: 5) that aim to evaluate one single vocabulary knowledge aspect in which 
students are required to answer the questions either productively (students 
produce an answer) or receptively (students select an answer). With reference 

Table 1 (continued)
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to Laufer et al. (2004), a sensitive scoring system was used for productive 
exercises (Part 1–4) and a strict scoring system was used for the receptive 
exercises (Part 5–8). Considering the level of the students under study, the 
duration of each test was 30 minutes. Overall, the item analysis indicated that 
the tests were good for use (pre-test: KR-20 = 0.883; SEM = 2.081, and post-test/
delayed post-test: KR20 = 0.932; SEM = 1.804).

Procedure

The procedure can be divided into five stages: (1) sampling, (2) pre-test,  
(3) treatments, (4) post-test, and (5) delayed post-test. 

After the sampling process of Stage 1, all three groups continued receiving 
usual classroom instructions as outlined in the course syllabus. At this juncture, 
it is imperative to reiterate that during the pilot study, the usual classes 
were conducted virtually via Microsoft Teams along with other university 
e-learning platforms like virtual learning environment (VLE). The pre-test 
was administered following a standard protocol via the university VLE for 
all groups in week 4 (Stage 2). All participants were also encouraged to ask 
for clarification whenever they encountered difficulties in understanding any 
questions or instructions. The average time taken to complete the pre-test 
was about 20 minutes. The data collected during this stage was documented 
and analysed using Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet before subjecting to  
SPSS analysis.

In Stage 3, participants of the experimental group were reminded a few 
days earlier and were provided with necessary information on the specific 
Instagram private account that would serve as a platform for the teacher 
participant to post the daily ML video. For this experimental group, the 
teacher participant was provided with an information kit that consisted of 
a detailed lesson plan written in Spanish and a list of suggested questions 
to be asked on Instagram to stimulate discussions and student participation. 
However, the teacher participant was given the freedom to ask any related 
questions wherever she deemed fit based on the situations. Throughout 
4 weeks, participants viewed and commented on the videos posted on the 
Instagram. The teacher participant attempted to give relevant feedback on the 
same day or the following day if the student comments came very late during 
the day.

Participants of the comparison group were reminded a few days earlier and 
were provided with necessary information on the SCL session that would 
be conducted by the teacher participant via Microsoft Teams. Similarly, for 
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this comparison group, the teacher participant was provided with another 
information kit that comprised a detailed lesson plan written in Spanish, 
a 36-slide PowerPoint, and a suggested script for how to conduct the SCL 
session based on the PowerPoint. However, the teacher participant was 
given the freedom to conduct the lesson with reference to the rehearsal 
she had had with the researcher a week before. Participants of the control 
group was not getting any treatment, so they continued receiving usual  
classroom instructions. 

A week after the treatments, the post-test was administered following 
the standard protocol via the VLE for all groups in week 12 (Stage 4). All 
participants were also encouraged to ask for clarification whenever they 
encountered difficulties in understanding any questions or instructions. The 
average time taken to complete the post-test was about 20 minutes. The data 
collected during this stage was documented and analysed using Microsoft 
Excel Spreadsheet before subjecting to SPSS analysis.

A month after the treatments, the delayed post-test was administered 
following the standard protocol via the VLE for all three groups in week 15 
(Stage 5). All participants were encouraged to ask for clarification whenever 
they encountered difficulties in understanding any questions or instructions. 
The average time taken to complete the delayed post-test was about  
20 minutes. The data collected during this stage was documented and 
analysed using Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet before subjecting to SPSS analysis. 
After this stage, all participants were given equal opportunity to access to all 
learning materials of the treatments at the VLE.

Results collected from the pre-test, post-test, and delayed post-test were 
analysed with SPSS version 23 using descriptive and inferential statistics 
including comparison of means techniques such as one-way analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) at a significance level of .05. For cases where the underlying 
assumptions are not met, nonparametric alternatives would be considered, 
for example, Mann-Whitney U test or Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis.

Results and Discussion

This section presents and discusses the study results in accordance with the 
RQs, offering in-depth analysis and interpretation to elucidate the significance 
and implications of the findings within the context of the study.
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RQ1: Overall Spanish vocabulary acquisition 

Overall results show that there was a gradual growth in Spanish vocabulary 
acquisition across all three groups from pre-test to delayed post-test during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 2). The raw scores showed a tendency to 
rise from pre-test (T1) to post-test (T2) and eventually to delayed post-test 
(T3). This suggests that all vocabulary instructions, be it usual classroom 
learning (control group), SCL (comparison group) or SML (experimental 
group), facilitate Spanish vocabulary learning among the technical students. 
Nonetheless, it is important to note that this study is intended to compare the 
effects of SML against other instructions over the three time points, in other 
words, vocabulary gain is the focus of the analysis.  

Figure 2 Overall mean scores of all groups from pre-test to delayed post-test

Owing to the overall gain score data violated the assumption of normality 
for ANOVA and the group sizes were relatively small in this study, therefore 
nonparametric tests were conducted. Kruskal-Wallis H tests showed that 
there was a statistically significant difference in overall gain score from T1 to 
T2 across all groups, H (2) = 11.609, p = 0.003, with a mean rank gain score of 
17.15 for control group, 11.92 for comparison group and 25.90 for experimental 
group. Similarly, there was also a statistically significant difference in gain 
score from T1 to T3 across all groups, H (2) = 12.434, p = 0.002, with a mean 
rank gain score of 13.60 for control group, 14.04 for comparison group and 
26.57 for experimental group. However, the gain scores from T2 to T3 were 
not significantly different across the three groups. Table 2 shows descriptive 
statistics for the three groups on overall gain score from T1 to T3. For the 
significant effect cases, post-hoc Mann-Whitney U tests using a Bonferroni-
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adjusted alpha level of 0.017 were used to compare all pairs of groups (k = 3). 
Results of the post-hoc Mann-Whitney U tests on overall gain score from T1 to 
T3 are shown in Table 3.

No significant difference was found on the gain scores between the control 
group and the comparison group from T1 to T3. This finding implies that 
both usual classroom learning and SCL are equally effective in promoting 
Spanish vocabulary acquisition among the technical students. No significant 
difference was found on the gain scores between the control group and the 
experimental group from T1 to T2. Only at the time point, T3, the overall 
gain score (p = 0.002, r = 0.60) of the experimental group was found to be 
significantly improved if compared to the control group. Finally, significant 
differences on the overall gain score were found to be consistent between 
the experimental group and the comparison group from T1 to T2 (p = 0.000,  
r = 0.65) and T1 to T3 (p = 0.003, r = 0.57).

Table 2 Descriptive statistics on overall gain scores of the three groups

Gain
Control Comparison Experimental

M SD M SD M SD

T1 to T2 13.40 5.23 11.33 3.17 17.40 3.90

T1 to T3 15.00 3.92 15.25 4.27 20.27 3.33

T2 to T3 1.60 4.45 3.92 3.12 2.87 3.56

Notes: M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation

Table 3 Post-hoc Mann-Whitney U tests on overall gain scores

Gain Ctr vs. Com Ctr vs. Exp Com vs. Exp

T1 to T2 ns. ns. 0.000* (r = 0.65)

T1 to T3 ns. 0.002* (r = 0.60) 0.003* (r = 0.57)

T2 to T3 ns. ns. ns.

Notes: ns. = not significant; *Post-hoc Mann-Whitney, p < 0.017 
(Bonferroni correction); r = point biserial correlation (effect size)

While SML participants showed significantly higher gain in Spanish 
vocabulary compared to SCL participants both in T2 and T3, the gain 
is only significant in T3 compared to normal classroom learning. This 
finding indicates that SML has better retention effect than SCL and usual 
classroom learning. In accordance with Schmitt (2010), vocabulary learning 
is longitudinal and incremental in nature, only delayed post-tests are able to 
measure the true abilities of the Spanish language learners in retaining the 
vocabulary items previously learned and compare the long-term retention 
ability of all vocabulary instructions under study.
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Apart from the statistical significance, additional insights can be obtained by 
looking at the effect sizes, r, which were interpreted as: 0.10 = small effect;  
0.30 = medium effect; 0.50 = large effect (Fritz et al., 2012). For the significant 
effect cases (Table 3), all effect sizes were large. This suggests that, besides 
better retention effect, SML has a large and positive impact on Spanish 
vocabulary acquisition if compared to SCL and usual classroom learning. 

RQ2: Different Spanish vocabulary knowledge acquisition

Likewise, some of the gain score data of the four vocabulary knowledge 
aspects violated the assumption of normality for ANOVA and the group 
sizes were relatively small in this study, nonparametric tests were conducted. 
As Kruskal-Wallis H tests showed that there was a statistically significant 
difference in gain score on different vocabulary knowledge aspects across all 
three groups from T1 to T2 and T1 to T3, but not from T2 to T3, therefore the 
results for T2 to T3 are not discussed further. 

Table 4 shows descriptive statistics of the four vocabulary knowledge aspects 
for the three groups from T1 to T3. In almost all cases, gain scores still showed 
a tendency to rise from T1 to T3 except there were small drops on orthography 
in all the three groups. With reference to the raw scores, the participants from 
all three groups seemed to have known some written forms of the target 
words even before the research treatments were introduced. One possible 
explanation for this finding may be related to the highly similar orthographic 
regularities in the Malay and the Spanish language (García Paredes, 2019). 
The high pronounceability of the Spanish spoken forms among the Malaysian 
learners facilitates the learning of the written forms. 

For the significant effect cases, post-hoc Mann-Whitney U tests using a 
Bonferroni-adjusted alpha level of 0.017 were used to compare all pairs of 
groups (k = 3). Results of the post-hoc Mann-Whitney U tests on different 
vocabulary knowledge aspects from T1 to T3 are shown in Table 5. Similarly, 
no significant difference was found on the gain scores of the four vocabulary 
knowledge aspects between the control group and the comparison group 
from T1 to T3. This finding indicates that both usual classroom learning and 
SCL are equally effective in improving the four vocabulary knowledge aspects 
among the technical students. 
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Table 4 Descriptive statistics on the gain scores of the four 
vocabulary knowledge aspects of the three groups

Gain
Control Comparison Experimental

M SD M SD M SD

T1 to T2

O 0.30 0.82 −0.08 1.38 −0.33 2.19

F 6.00 2.75 3.75 2.09 7.67 1.68

C 3.70 2.11 4.58 2.27 5.00 1.73

A 3.40 1.78 3.08 1.31 5.07 1.10

T1 to T3

O 0.00 2.83 0.42 1.83 0.53 1.77

F 6.20 2.20 5.00 2.45 8.47 1.36

C 4.40 1.35 5.50 2.28 5.40 1.50

A 4.40 1.96 4.33 1.67 5.87 1.41

Notes: O = Orthography (written form); F = Form and meaning; C = 
Concept and referents; A = Associations; M = Mean; SD = Standard 
deviation

Table 5 Post-hoc Mann-Whitney U tests on the gain scores of 
different vocabulary knowledge aspects

Gain Ctr vs. Com Ctr vs. Exp Com vs. Exp

T1 to T2

O ns. ns. ns.

F ns. ns. 0.000* (r = 0.72)

C ns. ns. ns.

A ns. 0.012* (r = 0.51) 0.000* (r = 0.67)

T1 to T3

O ns. ns. ns.

F ns. 0.008* (r = .54) 0.000* (r = 0.67)

C ns. ns. ns.

A ns. ns. 0.016* (r = 0.47)

Notes: O = Orthography (written form); F = Form and meaning; C = Concept 
and referents; A = Associations; ns. = not significant; *Post-hoc Mann-
Whitney, p < 0.017 (Bonferroni correction);  r = point biserial correlation 
(effect size)

The result pattern between the control group and the experimental group 
offers a relatively interesting picture of the effect of SML on different aspects 
of vocabulary knowledge. Only the gain score of associations was significantly 
higher in the experimental group from T1 to T2 compared to the control group 
(p = 0.012), with a large effect size, r = 0.51. However, this effect disappeared 
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in T3, in contrary, form and meaning (p = 0.008, r = 0.54) was found to be 
significantly improved among SML participants in T3. The inconsistency 
between the control group and the experimental group could be explained 
at least in part by the small sample size and the attrition (approximately 
50%) across the three groups during this 14-week pilot study. This attrition 
might have introduced participant bias into the study whereby students who 
remained in the study might have certain attributes (e.g., higher interest that 
may lead to Hawthorne effect) in the research interest. 

Finally, significant differences were found between the experimental group 
and the comparison group from T1 to T3 consistently on two vocabulary 
knowledge aspects, form and meaning (p = 0.000, r = 0.72 from T1 to T2;  
p = 0.000, r = 0.67 from T1 to T3) and associations (p = 0.000, r = 0.67 from 
T1 to T2; p = 0.016, r = 0.47 from T1 to T3). Despite the inconsistency in the 
control group, these results including the effect sizes suggest that SML 
was more effective in improving and retaining two aspects of vocabulary 
knowledge (F and A, see Table 5) among the technical students. In this study, 
the participants were only required to learn the core meaning but senses of 
the target words, this explains why the gain scores of ‘concept and referents’ 
were not significantly different across the three groups.   

In summary, the findings of the study are in line with those of Fasih et al. 
(2018), Gallardo (2020) and Rahimi and Allahyari (2019) which indicated that 
intentional or explicit learning improved vocabulary gains. However, the 
results are not aligned with the inconclusive findings of Demmans Epp and 
Phirangee (2019) who cautioned that ML alone could not improve learners’ 
vocabulary knowledge. Indeed, learning will not occur simply because the 
content is converted into a smaller chunk than it previously was. Despite the 
target words were learned in isolation via SML, students could practice them 
in the accompanying formal learning throughout the research period.  This 
leads to another line of evidence which corroborates the study results. The 
findings of Klímová and Pražák (2019) and Poláková et al. (2021) affirmed that 
mobile apps supported formal vocabulary learning by extending the learning 
environment beyond the usual classrooms (as evident in SML) that would 
eventually lead to vocabulary acquisition. Nevertheless, it is imperative 
to note that this pilot study only provides preliminary empirical evidence 
to show that the theory-based SML as a whole could facilitate vocabulary 
acquisition. The study does not offer sufficient evidence to establish causal 
relationships between the components of the theoretical model of ML 
and how they facilitate the acquisition of different vocabulary knowledge 
aspects. More studies are needed to draw causal inferences from these latent 
variables, i.e., how different aspects of ML support different vocabulary  
knowledge learning.
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Conclusion

To answer the question whether ML can make a difference in vocabulary 
acquisition during the COVID-19 pandemic, the findings of this study showed 
noteworthy potential of ML if compared to other vocabulary instructions. 
Overall, SML significantly improved and retained more Spanish vocabulary 
among technical students than SCL and usual classroom learning. This was 
particularly true for two vocabulary knowledge aspects, form and meaning, 
and associations. In summary, the study has provided empirical support for 
the claim that ML can serve as a reliable word-focused Spanish vocabulary 
instruction in the Malaysian technical context including in the future enforced 
restrictions like the COVID-19 or when OTL has become a norm in the 
language learning domain. 

Regarding pedagogical implications, this study has provided empirical 
evidence where ML promotes meaningful L2/FL learning in relation to 
vocabulary acquisition. Consistent with Khong and Kabilan (2020), a theory-
based ML constitutes a viable pedagogical tool to enhance the online L2 
instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic. Besides, the retention effect of 
ML is particularly useful in consolidating the vocabulary knowledge of Form 
and Meaning as well as Associations aspects. Therefore, L2/FL researchers, 
practitioners and learners might consider the value of ML to facilitate 
meaningful OTL in SLL. In terms of methodological implications, this study 
exemplifies a quasi-experimental study whereby the clarity in methodological 
rigor is reflected. This not only assures the validity and reliability of the 
empirically derived evidence, but also allows proper replications and 
assessments of potential sources of bias and variability. Several questions 
were answered in this study, but future research is suggested to replicate 
the study investigating how ML could facilitate other vocabulary knowledge 
aspects such as word parts or collocations including receptive and  
productive knowledge.

Nevertheless, cautions should be exercised in interpreting the findings of this 
study based on the following limitations. Firstly, the study focuses on a setting 
where the participants were university technical majors and the final sample 
size was small due to attritions, therefore, the findings should be interpreted 
primarily within the scope of this study. Secondly, despite the research was 
conducted in a rigorous manner, other qualitative data collection methods, 
such as semi-structured interview and non-participant observation should 
be integrated in future research to triangulate the quantitative data. Lastly, 
while the same Spanish teacher participant was employed to conduct both 
the comparison and experimental groups as a measure to increase the internal 
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validity, it is important to note that the teacher participant only possessed 
partial knowledge of both the research treatments. Although several training 
and simulations were performed prior to the study, the teacher participant 
might not be able to deliver the job as anticipated. In this regard, close 
monitoring and timely supports were exercised by the researcher to alleviate 
this potential limitation.
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Online Teaching and Learning, and Innovative 
Pedagogies

Our initial impetus for this book was to gather innovative 
pedagogies in relation to online language teaching and 
learning across different conditions, domains, and levels 
of instruction in times of COVID-19. The 16 chapters 
have provided insights into the efforts from diverse 
cultural contexts and offered practical innovations that 
helped alleviate problems and challenges in response 
to the emergency global crisis. Among other innovative 
pedagogies, gamification, breakout sessions, digital 
storytelling, and micro-learning stood out in this book.

The adoption of gamification (Chapter 13) is widely 
perceived to enhance motivation, engagement, and user 
experience not only in the language domain (e.g., de La 
Cruz et al., 2022; Tan et al., 2018), but also across other 
educational contexts (Bai et al., 2020; Zainuddin et al., 2020). 
It is believed that a principled way to gamify online teaching 
and learning (OTL), for instance, by adopting an established 
framework (Chapter 11), not only could elicit maximum 
interest and excitement from students towards language 
learning, but also may reduce possible anxiety (Chapter 4) 
and demotivation (Chapter 7) that continue to plague the 
online language classrooms. To improve interaction and 
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social presence in the virtual classrooms, it is observed that breakout sessions 
(Chapter 14) and digital storytelling (Chapter 16) could be innovatively 
integrated into the remote teaching and learning. While breakout sessions 
could serve as a viable synchronous collaboration tool that supports language 
educators in creating more interactions in the virtual classrooms, digital 
storytelling could promote active collaborative learning among students 
compensating therefore the limited opportunities for meaningful interactions 
during OTL. This phenomenon has redirected us to the prominence of teacher 
proactive agency which is very much needed during the emergency OTL 
(Ashton, 2022; Chen, 2022).

Subsequently, in our point of view, micro-learning (ML, Chapter 17), another 
rising education trend, has responded to the call for increased attention to 
“different dimensions of actual educational technology use” (Pynoo & van 
Braak, 2014, p. 315).  It is acknowledged that ML supports modern information 
consuming behaviour (Taylor & Hung, 2022) and this attribute makes ML 
a promising approach in enhancing learning experiences among today’s 
learners. Under this paradigm, ML could be delivered through applications 
like Telegram Messenger (Chapter 15) to support formal or informal learning 
(Chapter 5). ML could also serve as another supportive learning environment 
(Chapter 2) to promote the desired learner-content interaction and online 
learning self-efficacy (Chapter 6). The association between ML and mobile 
technology has led some researchers to adopt ML in mobile massive online 
open courses (MOOCs, Chapter 12) across disciplines (e.g., Sun et al., 2018). 
In a nutshell, technology-mediated learning approaches like ML have begun 
to stimulate new concepts and strategies to support effective OTL of today’s 
learners in a more flexible manner. Nevertheless, these chapters have only 
provided an overall understanding of the nuanced dynamics of OTL from 
different perspectives of language learning, further exploration of the 
innovative pedagogies is encouraged to equip language educators to confront 
current and future OTL challenges.

Post-Pandemic Implications of Online Teaching 
and Learning

The innovative pedagogies highlighted in this book has provided a glimpse 
to the future of OTL in the context of language learning. The emerging trends 
in response to the growing population of Generation Z and Generation Alpha 
in the education system are centred on the need to be inclusive and equitable 
in devising any educational reform. The pandemic, despite all its disruptions, 
has indeed sparked a revival in the adoption of OTL regardless of its modes 
(e.g., blended, hybrid or fully distance). It has accelerated the influx of various 
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digital tools and learning resources in order to ensure that the teaching and 
learning process can continue even during closures of schools or learning 
institutions (Adams & Chuah, 2022). From the macro perspective, it has also 
prompted an increasing acceptance among education providers that online 
learning is no longer an alternative but a necessity (Dhawan, 2020). As such, 
the post-pandemic era of education is most likely to take greater advantage of 
OTL particularly in terms of technology-enhanced pedagogies, as showcased 
in the chapters of this book.

However, the zest for OTL adoption should not be done in haste as there 
are several recurring implications that are worthy of attention. The primary 
implication is with regards to the issue of accessibility. OTL can offer a great 
opportunity to level the playing field for flexible and personalised education 
only if learners in different locations (i.e., urban, rural, or remote) can have 
decent internet access and proper devices. Singh et al. (2021) elaborated on 
this challenge and suggested a hybrid OTL approach which is deemed more 
feasible to be implemented. Their idea is also echoed by Rapanta et al. (2021) 
in the sense that learners now realise the learning process can be more flexible 
via OTL and a hybrid model can resolve some issues pertaining to accessibility 
especially among the marginalised groups. It is commonly thought that once 
OTL becomes more mainstream and implemented within the core curriculum, 
the efforts in increasing accessibility will eventually be intensified.  

The second implication of OTL in post-pandemic education is on the aspect 
of educators’ and learners’ readiness. There is a need for both educators and 
learners to increase their skills and knowledge related to OTL so that they 
could capitalise on its potentials. In the comparative analysis conducted by 
Tang et al. (2021), postgraduate students were found to be more ready in 
accepting online learning, signifying the lack of exposure to such approach of 
learning at lower levels especially in schools. On the other hand, Badiozaman 
(2021) stipulated that OTL readiness among the educators cover more than 
just technological competence. It includes course design, agentic competence, 
and communication competence. These components should be given sufficient 
attention apart from providing educators with trainings on tools and gadgets. 

The third post-pandemic implication of OTL implementation is in terms of its 
alignment with second language learning (SLL) outcomes. As reiterated by 
Tagarelli et al. (2016), SLL outcomes are often influenced by different factors 
(e.g., individual differences, exposures, and linguistic complexity) that may 
not be easily addressed. In SLL contexts, most teaching methods were created 
with the intention of increasing face-to-face interactions in improving learners’ 
proficiency. Nonetheless, several decades of development in the area of 
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technology-enhanced language learning have provided enough evidence that 
those methods can evolve with the inclusion of technology (Chapelle, 2007; 
Lai et al., 2018). Kabilan et al. (2021) further emphasised on expected changes 
in the teaching and learning of second language in the 21st century. Second 
language educators should accept technology as means to assist learners 
to achieve the intended learning outcomes. Clearly, the alignment of SLL 
outcomes and the use of pedagogies or methods through OTL is crucial and 
cannot be ignored. A mapping of language skills that learners are expected 
to achieve with appropriate OTL-based activities or tasks is necessary rather 
than merely using it out of novelty. 

Therefore, it is our view that these implications will continue to shape the 
development of OTL in the next few years. As the first quarter of the 21st 
century draws to a close, much can still be done in elevating the experience 
of language learners while enhancing their competency in the target language 
through OTL. There are, however, some emerging trends that could address 
the concerns raised in this section and the chapters in this book. 

The Future Potentials

It is realised that, from the current trajectory in the growth of OTL for SLL, 
more innovative ideas and tools would be introduced in the future. In 
particular, four potential areas of development that could pave the way for 
a more engaging and effective design of OTL in SLL contexts are proposed. 
These areas are illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 Future potentials of OTL in SLL
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1.	 Alternate reality – The rapid development in virtual reality and 
augmented reality technologies is spearheading a creation of an 
alternative reality realm that could be used as a life-like learning 
environments for SLL. A metaverse with opportunity to engage 
in authentic interactions with people from across the globe can be 
beneficial for learners. 

2.	 Analytics – One area that often cause problems in language teaching 
is constant monitoring of learner’s progress. The future development 
of a more robust methods in managing big data would provide 
meaningful real-time learning analytics. These data could be used to 
formatively track learner’s competency in language skills and at the 
same time offer valuable input to teachers for their own reflection 
and development (e.g., an analytical log of how fast they talk in a live 
online lesson, which could impede students’ understanding). 

3.	 Adaptive – Adaptive features within OTL implementation can assist 
the creation of personalised lessons or tasks for second language 
learners. As language learning is often affected by learner’s diversity, 
such adaptive features would be able to address the issue. Virtual bots 
or pedagogical agents driven by artificial intelligence can serve as a 
teaching assistant in providing real-time feedback.

4.	 Acculturation – Regardless of technological advancement, embracing 
the ‘new culture’ of OTL is seen as pivotal for its success. OTL, be 
it hybrid, blended or fully online, should be accepted as part and 
parcel of any lesson design. Only by having such shift in mindset, the 
available technological advancement can be capitalised. 
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