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Abstract

This study explores teachers’ perspectives with regards to teaching English in virtual
classrooms, specifically with regards to teaching English as a second language within
the context of emergency remote learning in Hong Kong during COVID-19. Through
undertaking thematic analysis of six interviews with English language teachers at a uni-
versity in Hong Kong, this study explores how teachers view the benefits, challenges
and personal and professional consequences of the shift to emergency remote teach-
ing during the pandemic. Taking a social constructivist approach to the topic, the study
also seeks to uncover how teachers view such provisions as being improved under
future emergencies and with respect to online English language teaching moving
forwards generally. This research topic contributes both to a longstanding debate on
the ways in which digital technologies can enhance education and language learning,
as well as the emerging body of literature examining how teachers and students have
responded to the implementation of digital learning in online classrooms during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: Digital learning, English teaching, Higher education, Social constructivism,
Teacher-centric model

Introduction

This research paper explores the experiences, attitudes and perspectives of English as a
second language (ESL) teachers regarding the shift to online education as brought about
by the COVID-19 pandemic. This study utilises primary qualitative research consisting
of interviews with six ESL teachers from higher-education institutes in Hong Kong in
order to gauge their experiences, attitudes and perspectives on the shift to online learn-
ing with a view to exploring the efficacy and sustainability of online learning moving for-
ward. This is undertaken with a view to contributing to the longstanding debate on the
ways in which digital technologies can enhance education and language learning.

The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 onwards has instituted an unprecedented shift to
education and language learning. At a global level, the necessity of closing schools and
restricting access to face-to-face teaching in order minimise viral exposure has seen edu-
cation across a number of contexts move towards online platforms and spaces (Chen
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et al., 2020). Although online education has been practised for some time and is a highly
theorised and studied topic, these shifts to teaching and learning in online environments
largely took place without pre-existing plans for online learning on this scale in place
(Chang & Fang, 2020). The rapid nature of this transformation in the learning environ-
ment means that educationalists are still assessing what the consequences of online
learning under these conditions have been for teachers and students alike (Pandit &
Agrawal, 2022).

As such, there may be said to be two distinct bodies of literature covering related but
distinct phenomena with respect to online teaching and learning. In terms of online
teaching and learning generally, there is extensive research dating back some 30 years
that has produced well-established principles and best practices regarding online teach-
ing and learning. However, with respect to emergency remote teaching and learning, the
absence of a comparable phenomenon to COVID-19 over this period means that there is
much less research on emergency remote teaching prior to the outset of the pandemic.
As a consequence, online teaching principles and best practices during the pandemic
may not match those established on the basis of research over the past 30 years. This
distinction in part motivates this research insofar as it is essential to understand the dif-
ficulties that teachers have experienced in understanding and implementing these prin-
ciples and practices under the context of emergency remote teaching.

There have been a number of challenges to arriving at assessments as to what the virus
has meant for learners and teachers. The highly localised nature of the response to the
pandemic across national education systems means that the provisions for online educa-
tion varied significantly across regions and states (Aguilera-Hermida et al., 2021). This
means that generalisable findings have been difficult to arrive at, necessitating further
research into the consequences of online education at regional, national and local levels.
It is only through research carried out within these contexts that overall approaches to
online education may be assessed and compared across contexts.

Fortunately, there is already a substantial body of research into online education that
may be drawn upon in order to guide research in this regard. Online education has been
suggested by past researchers to hold significant potential in enhancing the experiences
of teachers and learners alike (Livingstone, 2012; Sun & Chen, 2016), suggesting that
there may be much to gain from utilising online education further. However, research-
ers have also suggested that there may be limitations or obstacles to the utilisation of
online learning with regards to second language acquisition (SLA) (Lin, 2014). There is
therefore an ongoing debate within the area of ELT research regarding the suitability of
online teaching for learning English as a second language, as well as with regards to best
principles and practices in this area.

Beyond this, online teaching under pandemic conditions likewise engenders condi-
tions for online learning that have not been present in prior research carried out into
online learning and ELT/SLA. Understanding how these conditions have been navigated
by teachers and what specific or unique challenges the rapid shift to emergency online
teaching brought about requires research into teacher perspectives and experiences. For
these reasons, new research on the outcomes and experiences of online learning during
COVID-19 may be used to assess to what degree the approaches, methods and practices
pursued in online contexts cohere with either perspective on the potential for online
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learning with regards to English language teaching (ELT). This research seeks to enter
into the aforementioned literature on online education in ELT.

These aims and objectives are informed by the findings of the literature review below,
much of which is summarised here. As much of this literature now focuses upon how
online learning may be better designed and implemented (Groves, 2020), this research
is designed to contribute towards this area of the literature on the topic. Critical to
ascertaining how online teaching may be improved upon are the ways in which teachers
have responded to the shift towards online education given that they are central to its
implementation and to the delivery of content (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). Therefore, this
research is motivated by gaining first-hand accounts and experiences on the advantages
and challenges presented by online learning during COVID-19 to ELT. This serves as the
primary aim of this research.

As the literature review below also demonstrates, however, the development of an
entirely new classroom environment has brought about new demands upon teachers
in terms of their pedagogical approaches, available resources and teaching practices
(Rapanta et al., 2020). In addition, there is the prospect for the shift to online learning
to compound the ongoing issues facing teachers—such as stress and burnout—through
negative impacts on the work-life balance and isolation of teachers from school support
networks (Mheidly et al., 2020). Assessing how teachers view their own experience of
teaching to be impacted by online education serves as a secondary aim to this research,
as is reflected in the design of the research outlined in methodology.

In brief, these research methods are designed to attain the objectives of this research in
ascertaining how higher-education English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers in Hong
Kong have responded to the shift to teaching in online classrooms during the COVID-19
crisis. Through undertaking semi-structured, one-to-one interviews with teachers, this
research utilises a phenomenological approach to thematic analysis in order to arrive
at findings regarding the experiences and attitudes of teachers towards the online ESL

classroom.

Literature review

This section outlines the literature relevant to the topic of investigation reflected in this
study. Dealing first with a broad overview of the literature regarding online education
during COVID-19 and its trends, the review then elaborates upon the relevance of this
to ELT and SLA, as well as covering the impact upon teachers as well as specific research
carried out within the context of higher education institutes in Hong Kong. This review
identifies a gap with regards to the extant body of research that this study is designed to
close.

Theoretical framework

Before delving into the literature review, it is important to provide an overview of the
theoretical framework that serves as the foundation for this research. First, the study
utilises a social constructivist approach to understanding learning within an educa-
tional context that is in itself related to a social constructionist approach to knowledge
more broadly. Dealing with the latter first, social constructionism holds that beliefs

about physical reality are established through collaborative consensus rather than
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reflecting individuated inferences about objective phenomena (Jung, 2019). In engag-
ing with the external world, individuals make meaning out of this world not within a
vacuum but against social backdrops, producing meaning through their social inter-
actions with others (Kritt, 2018). As such, at an ontological level, it makes sense to
speak of ‘social reality’ and to understand meaning-making from within this envi-
ronmental context (Shotter & Gergen, 1994). Naturally, this has certain connotations
with regards to how individuals interact and form opinions, views and attitudes from
experience of this interaction that are relevant to the design of this study. These fac-
tors are considered in more depth at the outset of the methodology section below.

With regards to social constructivism, this is a theoretical perspective that is related
to but not identical with social constructionism. Describing to some degree social
constructionist assumptions within the context of educational learning and research,
social constructivism is a theory about the ways in which individual learners make
meaning out of social interactions. This moves beyond a solely cognitivist approach
to understanding how individuals learn new information—which would be compat-
ible with wholly individuated learning—and holds instead that these cognitive pro-
cesses often require social interaction for learning to take place (Cobb, 1994). Based
on this rationale, it is not engagement with objective natural phenomena that is key to
producing mental artefacts, but rather engagement with other individuals. This ren-
ders social and cultural backdrops incredibly relevant with regards to how individuals
learn and likewise what they learn.

The relevance of such a perspective to online learning and emergency remote teach-
ing lies in the substitution of a physical and in-person social environment for one that
is abstracted and virtual. Whilst there is the translation of social interactions from
the physical to the virtual to consider in itself, there are also potential consequences
in terms of the mechanisms of learning associated with the classroom. For example,
some studies undertaken from a social constructivist perspective have highlighted the
importance of oral communication to learning (Reznitskaa et al., 2007), raising ques-
tions regarding the extent of provision for oral communication in virtual classrooms.
Other studies have highlighted the importance of group discussion to the learning
process (Corden, 2001), again prompting questions regarding how far this may be
accommodated in online classrooms. From a social constructivist perspective, there
are important questions regarding how learning might take place in online class-
rooms given the assumptions of the theoretical approach.

There are also further questions specifically relevant to SLA prompted by the com-
municative of communicative learning theory (CLT) within ELT. CLT holds that
second languages are acquired through using language for everyday communicative
purposes rather than through overtly instructional methods (e.g., such as the gram-
mar-translation method) (Nunan, 1991). At a practical level, the dominance of CLT as
a perspective necessitates frequent oral communication and the use of the target lan-
guage within naturalistic everyday discussions. Again, the extent to which this can be
incorporated into online teaching provides a quandary that researchers may be tasked
with resolving. The prospect of incorporating a CLT approach to online teaching and

emergency remote teaching, in particular, is expanded upon in more detail below.
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Online education

Providing justification for an emergent field of online education, McKnight et al. (2016)
originally identified five primary roles of technology in developing the learning environ-
ment, including improvements to teacher and learner access to e-resources, improving
communication between teachers and learners, providing flexible time arrangements,
expanding learner skill sets and discipline, and creating new, innovative roles for teach-
ers and learners. Whilst the literature on online education prior to the pandemic may
be characterised by theoretical perspectives combined with smaller scale studies, it
has since the pandemic become a rapidly growing area of investigation. As some have
observed, however, it is also a highly asymmetrical area, with research at the level of
higher education being comparably neglected compared to research into online educa-
tion at the level of primary and secondary schooling (Carrillo & Flores, 2020).

This asymmetry is reflected in the experiences of students in many instances as well.
Whilst many students have been able to utilise online education to its fullest, others
may have been inhibited by family circumstances, such as a lack of suitable technology,
connectivity, or study space at home (Roberts & Danechi, 2021). Nevertheless, online
education has permitted hundreds of millions of students to continue to receive an edu-
cation where otherwise this would not have been possible in conjunction with mass
school closures (OECD, 2020). Whilst an interpretation of emergency remote learning
as being ‘better than nothing’ is very likely warranted, there still remain concerns about
these asymmetries in experiences among teachers and students alike.

The persistence of the COVID-19 pandemic has either enabled or forced higher learn-
ing institutions and stakeholders to adopt contemporary technological tools for educa-
tion delivery. There is a significant amount of literature that has suggested the potential
for improvements to SLA as a consequence of the pandemic. For one, some proponents
of ‘deschooling’ education have argued that the pandemic has presented an ‘opportunity’
for maximising the benefits of moving education outside of the traditional classroom
environment (Groves, 2020). For example, online education might make classes more
inclusive by allowing students who may not attend in-person classes for whatever reason
an opportunity to engage with online lessons (Campbell, 2021).

Conversely, there is also a significant body of literature emerging that suggests that
there may be negative results to moving education online. Some, for example, have
highlighted the reduced role of the teacher in online education, such as through the
increased propensity to deliver pre-recorded lectures and lessons (Ambler et al., 2020;
Konig et al., 2020). Others have found that English lecturers at a university level were
poorly prepared for transferring classes to online platforms, with uncertainty also about
how to rapidly translate their curriculum into an online lesson (La Velle et al., 2020).
For this reason, some such as Adedoyin and Soykan (2020) have argued that ‘emergency’
online teaching may fail to carry with it many of the alleged benefits of online education
noted in prior research.

From a social constructivist perspective on teaching, this is potentially problematic
given the construction of knowledge taking place through social interactions themselves
(Hamat & Embi, 2010). For instance, some research has indicated that there are barriers
to teachers implementing scaffolding through emergency remote teaching, with teachers
perceiving there being insufficient scope for taking such an approach in the applications
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used for emergency remote teaching throughout the pandemic (Donham et al., 2022).
On the other hand, a review of the literature on emergency remote teaching conducted
from a social constructivist perspective presented such challenges as ‘teething problems’
and argued that many teachers had successfully created online communities of learners
throughout the pandemic (Agopian, 2022).

In the context of ELT, there have been concerns expressed regarding how a commu-
nicative approach to language teaching (CLT) might function in online environments
(Teh, 2021). For instance, one study carried out in China found that college-level Eng-
lish courses moved to emergency remote teaching suffered from both instability of net-
work platforms as well as a lack of sufficient teacher—student interactions (Sun, 2022).
These perspectives may be contrasted with those of emerging pro-online education
theories, such as connectivism, which conceives of learning taking place across increas-
ingly online networks (Siemens, 2005). How conducive online environments are to SLA
is therefore a question to some extent mediated by theoretical perspective.

Online education and EFL

With regards to EFL courses, Hazaymeh (2021) observes that there are multiple func-
tional advantages ranging from accelerated distribution of course content to innovative
learning materials to knowledge sharing and social information exchange. In an eval-
uation of available technologies, Lo (2020) highlights the advantages of authentic lan-
guage learning using visual cues, digital audio, and artificial intelligence (AI) supported
assessments to test student abilities. This supposedly corroborates pre-existing research
regarding the potential for online education to enhance language teaching and learning.
Whereas traditional lecture-based classrooms rely upon teacher demonstration and stu-
dent exercises, digital learning supposedly has the potential to provide a more immer-
sive experience through innovative modules, educator creativity, and interactive student
experiences (Lo, 2020; McWilliam & Dawson, 2008).

Similarly, Kodrle and Savchenko (2021) suggest that the conversational and interactive
advantages associated with multimedia EFL applications are conducive to ‘favourable
communication’ practices that are not only integrative but are directed towards a prac-
tical translation of knowledge into meaningful real-world outcomes. Others have sug-
gested the utility of ‘gamification’ towards L2 acquisition (Lo & Mok, 2019). From word
association to goal execution to dialogue construction, the familiarity of digital natives
with the paratextual experience in online gaming allegedly has a direct and transferrable
relevance in digital L2 learning experiences (Lo & Mok, 2019). Similar recommendations
for an emergent digital ecosystem in EFL learning proposed by Rahimi and Yadollahi
(2017) suggest that digital storytelling and exchanges allow learners to ‘develop their lan-
guage literacy’ by engaging in collaborative reinforcement exercises and ‘constructive
dialogue with teachers and groupmates.

However, there is also a significant amount of research that indicates potentially neg-
ative outcomes in relation to the implementation of online education with regards to
SLA. The sudden shift from traditional to digital learning was surprising to many higher
education students, with Rahman (2020) reporting that despite their experience with
digital technologies (e.g. home computing, mobile applications), many adjustments
to behaviours, awareness, and skill sets were needed during this process. In a small
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sample interview of students at the higher education institution, UKI Toraja, Allo (2020)
observed a variety of responses to the sudden shift from traditional education to online
learning. Whilst some students reported experiencing cost and resources-related chal-
lenges, the acknowledgement of the advantages of persistent digital learning despite
widespread disruption during the pandemic in other industries was viewed as positive
(Allo, 2020). Students reported a need for instructor awareness regarding technological,
material, and access-based challenges in relation to the online curriculum and course
scheduling; however, through social networks and peer support, many hurdles were
overcome (Allo, 2020).

Despite positive assessment of students’ ability to adapt to the digital learning experi-
ence by Allo (2020), other evidence in this field suggests that the transition has been
challenging for both students and teachers. For example, Pobegavlov (2021) reveals
that due to the switch to online education, instructors have been unable to ‘provide
their educational influence’ and leverage their pedagogical skill sets to instruct students
via online courses in the same ways that they would have demonstrated in traditional
classes. Students without the prerequisite skill sets, alternatively, have found their transi-
tion into digital learning a difficult process, one which has resulted in frustration, poor
performance, and pathway uncertainties (Pobegavlov, 2021). Similarly, Hava (2019) has
identified as frustration, discontentment, negativity, and resistance to change among
students. Key concerns such as the time-consuming nature of the educational process,
the difficulty of the digital ecosystem, and the meaning versus value of the digital content
were suggested to lead to student frustrations and an inability to transition into more
productive EFL outcomes (Hava, 2019). There is therefore a lack of consensus across the
literature as to the suitability of online education with regards to EFT and SLA.

Teacher experiences during COVID-19

An aspect of the literature that has emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic has been
the extent to which teachers and lecturers have been impacted by the move to the online
classroom environment. With respect to workload, research is largely split as to whether
the shift has positively or negatively impacted the workload of teachers. Some studies
have indicated that teacher workload has reduced due to reduced contact time with stu-
dents following school/university closures (Kaden, 2020). Alternatively, other studies
have found that 72% of lecturers found remote working stressful, with even those with
prior experience of online teaching finding it more stressful than anticipated (Fhloinn &
Fitzmaurice, 2021).

The risk of the prolonged stress associated with periods of increased workload is the
phenomenon of ‘burnout’ among teachers. Burnout refers to teachers becoming over-
come with stress to the degree that it impacts their well-being and was among the most
prevalent concerns of teachers prior to the onset of the pandemic (Ekinci & Acar, 2019).
It is also a factor highly associated with teachers and lecturers leaving the profession
(Bruce & Cacioppe, 1989), a concern given the continuing high demand for EFL teachers
in Hong Kong (Copland et al., 2020). One study of university lecturers in Malaysia found
a high degree of burnout among personnel who worked at home during the pandemic as
compared with prior to the onset of the pandemic (Fitriasari et al., 2022), indicating that

it may produce negative outcomes for teachers and lecturers.
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A further cause of teacher attrition that may be relevant is the impact of teaching
workload upon work-life balance (Buchanan et al., 2013). Some studies have found that
work that ‘leaves the classroom’ is a major source of stress and worry to teachers as it
reduces the time they have for activities outside of work (Ovendon-Hope et al., 2018)
A meta-analysis of research into work-life balance throughout the pandemic found that
the transition to online learning was associated with a decline in the quality of work-
life balance among lecturers, resulting in poorer psychological well-being (Susilaningsih
et al., 2021). However, other studies have indicated that experienced lecturers were far
less likely to struggle in transitioning towards online education, indicating that years of
experience may be a relevant factor in teacher experience of online education during
COVID (Rapanta et al., 2020). This suggests that experiences may vary between teachers
contingent upon certain variables that provide resistance or susceptibility to the stresses
associated with online teaching.

The context of Hong Kong

Research within the context of Hong Kong exclusively has produced findings relevant to
this study’s topic. Pre-COVID studies were largely positive regarding the potential for
the outcomes for online education as compared with face-to-face lectures (Evans et al.,
2020; Kekkonen-Moneta & Moneta, 2002). However, research carried out during the
COVID pandemic and since has been less positive regarding its evaluations of the out-
comes of online education. One survey of over 1200 university students found that a
majority were dissatisfied with their online learning experiences (Mok et al., 2021). Oth-
ers have found subject-specific problems with recreating learning experiences in online
environments (Gamage et al., 2020). Some studies have attempted to analyse the impact
and its direction with regards to ELT. One study found that an ESL teacher had fewer
interactions with students (Cheung, 2021), though it is notable that the study only uti-
lised interviews with one teacher. Another study of primary-level ESL teachers found
that ICT self-efficacy was correlated with an intention to continue using technology in
post-pandemic teaching practices (Bai et al., 2021), though similar studies at the level of
higher education have not been carried out. This indicates a gap in the literature with
regards to the challenges ESL teachers may face at a university level.

With regards to teacher experiences, some studies have noted impacted psychologi-
cal well-being in the adaptation to online teaching (Cheng & Lam, 2021; Kong & Moor-
house, 2020; Yau et al,, 2022). Others have noted burnout among teachers caused by
stresses associated with the transition to online teaching (Lau et al., 2022). However,
few primary qualitative studies appear to have investigated the impact upon English lan-
guage teachers specifically at the higher-education level within Hong Kong. One study,
for example, utilised in-depth interviews with teachers, but only included two teachers
in the study’s actual findings (Teng & Wu, 2021). However, research at lower levels of
school suggest there may be negative outcomes for EFL teachers (Wong et al., 2022).
Likewise, research on EFL teachers from other states indicates that there may be nega-
tive consequences for the well-being of teachers under the conditions of online teaching
during COVID-19 (Morska et al., 2022), implying the need for more investigation into
these factors in the context of Hong Kong.
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Research gap

As this study has indicated, there is a gap in the literature with regards to the perspec-
tives of ESL teachers at the higher-education level in Hong Kong as to their experi-
ences of online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The literature review has
revealed generally apparent challenges in translating classroom ELT into a virtual
environment both generally and especially within the context of emergency remote
teaching, given the apparent lack of preparedness of institutions, teachers and stu-
dents for this transition. The vaunted benefits to online teaching generally and the
conditions and caveats for its successful practice were not necessarily met under
the conditions of remote emergency teaching as a consequence, though whether
this is the case has not yet been established in the context of Hong Kong. Though
some research indicates difficulties in transitioning to online education during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the challenges facing teachers within other contexts have not
been established on the basis of primary qualitative research into the experiences of
English language teachers in Hong Kong during the COVID-19 pandemic. As such,
there is the need to close the gap in this topic area in order to arrive at recommen-
dations that might improve principles and practice in this area under similar future

conditions.

Research questions

Identifying that there exists a research gap regarding the experiences of English lan-
guage teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic mandates generating research ques-
tions designed to close this gap. Taking a social constructivist perspective to this also
requires formulating a research question that attempts to close the gap on the types
of teaching practice related to a social constructivist approach to learning. As such,
the following research questions have been devised towards these ends:

What do university-level EFL teachers in Hong Kong view as the advantages and
disadvantages of teaching English in an online classroom?

What did teachers feel were the challenges to implementing online teaching dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly with regards to practices associated
with a social constructivist approach?

What was the experience of teachers of online teaching during the COVID-19
pandemic and how do they feel this impacted them both professionally and per-
sonally?

How do teachers envisage online education being improved in order to better benefit
both EFL teachers and students moving forwards beyond the pandemic?

How these questions might be answered forms the focus of the following section out-
lining this research study’s methodology.

Methodology

This section outlines the design behind this research study, justifying its methodolog-
ical decisions in terms of the theoretical and practical motivations behind its design.
This discussion is carried out through the presentation of the rationale behind the
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design of the study’s data collection and analysis methods, the considerations regard-
ing ethics, reliability and validity that were factored into the study’s design, as well as
describing the actual processes of data collection and analysis themselves.

Design philosophy

With regards to the theoretical framework behind this study, as stated above, this
research is carried out within a social constructivist paradigm. Whilst social construc-
tivism in education is associated with Vygotsky (1978) and learning through interaction
with the social environment (1994), social constructionism describes a broader ontologi-
cal and epistemological position regarding how individuals make meaning out of their
environment (Gergen & Gergen, 2007). In either case, these theories hold that social
practices shape institutions such as schools and are in turn shaped by these cultures
(Witkin, 2012).

With regards to how individuals view the online classroom, it is important to under-
stand that their views will be mediated by the social practices of themselves and oth-
ers due to how social reality is constructed (Shotter & Gergen, 1994). It is worth noting
that—epistemologically speaking—this process of meaning making is also a subjective
process (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009). Understanding why teachers might deliver content
through certain practices requires understanding how they make meaning out of their
interactions with the social environment and likewise how this translates into practice.
At its core, then, social constructivism implies the need for an interpretivist paradigm
to understand how teachers process information and make decisions on the basis of it
(Pulla & Carter, 2018).

There are therefore both theoretical and practical reasons for taking a qualitative
approach to research in order to address the research questions above. For one, empiri-
cal methods of data collection typically focus on material data such as practices them-
selves rather than how individuals interpret them (Given, 2008). Similarly, quantitative
methods of data analysis are better suited to data that may be quantified and examined
for correlations with other sets of data, a process by which individual voices and per-
spectives may be lost (Yilmaz, 2013). By way of comparison, qualitative methods can
yield more personalised and detailed data regarding attitudes and experiences (Baxter &
Jack, 2008). For this reason, qualitative methods of data collection and analysis ought to
prove conducive to answering this study’s research questions.

Data collection

For similar reasons, interviews have been chosen as a method of data collection. Though
surveys were explored in a pilot study, it was decided that interviews were able to offer
more individualised experiences and perspectives (Peters & Halcomb, 2015). One-to-
one interviews were selected due to the potential for group biases in conducting focus
groups (Frey & Fontana, 1991) and the propensity for participants to be more forthcom-
ing in their answers in one-to-one settings (Marvasti, 2004). Interview questions were
designed to be open in order to allow participants freedom in answering, as closed ques-
tions can sometimes be leading or discourage detailed responses (Allen, 2017; Baxter &
Jack, 2008). Questions were semi-structured so as to allow the researcher to encourage
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participants to offer more detail on areas of relevance without leading them in the con-
tent of their answers (Marvasti, 2004).

Sample

In terms of the sample size, six participants were selected for interviews. As the above
literature review observed, previous studies utilised smaller samples, which may impact
the validity of findings (Secor, 2010). Six participants have been argued to be within
the recommended range for undertaking thematic analysis of interview data (Fugard &
Potts, 2014). The participants are all ESL teachers at higher education institutes in Hong
Kong with at least 4 years’ experience so as to control for this variable. There are three
male and three female participants and all are Hong Kong nationals, so as to control for
nationality as a variable.

Data analysis

This study utilised thematic analysis for its approach to data analysis, a process by which
the themes raised across a text are identified and used to generate results and findings
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). As Kiger and Varpio (2020, p. 2) state, thematic analysis ‘is a
method for analysing qualitative data that entails searching across a data set to identify,
analyse, and report repeated patterns’ and involves ‘interpretation in the processes of
selecting codes and constructing themes. Coding therefore largely takes the form of gen-
erating themes themselves, especially themes that may be generalised across an entire
interview or selection of interviews (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

The process of coding utilised was that of inductive coding, by which the researcher
generates codes/themes as they encounter the data, rather than coding according to
a predetermined set of codes for themes they expect to find (Joffe & Yardley, 2004).
This has the advantage of reflecting accurately the themes actually raised across the
text (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019), though does also involve comparably more labour
than compared with deductive coding (Thomas, 2013). In generating themes induc-
tively, researchers are therefore more able to identify patterns across a text, as well as to
emphasise any outliers or particularly emphatic points raised by individual participants
(Gibson & Brown, 2009).

Ethics

Before undertaking the data collection, certain ethical concerns were taken into account.
First, the relevant permissions were sought from the institution with regards to under-
taking primary research. Central to the efficacy and reliability of the research, Wallen
and Fraenkel (2001) observe that ethical responsibility is of paramount concern, direct-
ing oversight and administration to protect the rights and welfare of the sample pop-
ulation. Nonmaleficence, the prevention of harm to participants in a given study, is
identified by Punch (2014) as a core expectation of any primary research techniques.

As undertaking primary qualitative research may be impacted by ongoing or new
COVID restrictions on face-to-face interactions (Tremblay et al., 2021), it was resolved
to use video messaging software to conduct and record interviews. Participants were
informed regarding the purposes of the research and how their data would be stored
and used, with informed consent being collected verbally after this (Oliver, 2010). Data
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was designed to be stored securely and anonymised at the point of transcription so as to
protect the identities of the participants from any personal or professional repercussions
to their participation in the research (Saunders et al., 2015). This also has the effect of
encouraging more honest and open responses from participants (Babbie, 2015).

Reliability and validity

As has been discussed above, there are a number of factors that may impact the reliabil-
ity and validity of such research. For one, carrying out primary qualitative research on
the experiences of teachers at one institution in Hong Kong impacts the generalisability
of results as compared with undertaking surveys of teachers from various institutions.
Whilst triangulating results through mixed-methods research often provides a means
of improving the reliability of the findings of small-scale interview studies (Ivankova
et al., 2006), the small-scale nature of this study placed certain practical limitations on its
methods, whilst prioritising the emphasis on teacher experiences and perceptions took
precedence over generalisability. As such, pursuing qualitative methods in isolation was
undertaken at the expense of triangulation (Mertens & Hesse-Biber, 2012).

A further factor that may impact reliability and validity is in terms of the influence of
researcher bias on qualitative studies of this kind. In terms of data collection, there is
the potential for the role of the interviewer to skew the responses of participants given
their role in the research instrument (Cypress, 2017). Here, using open-ended question-
ing was selected as a means of offsetting bias through asking leading questions (Rapley,
2001), as open questioning allows less scope for interviewers to influence participants
(Clark et al., 2019). Nevertheless, taking a semi-structured approach to questioning can
still have this effect and interviewers therefore must be tasked with taking a reflexive and
self-aware approach to the interviewing process (Chenail, 2011).

In terms of data analysis, the role of the researcher can contribute towards bias in
findings (Mackieson et al., 2018). Furthermore, thematic analysis has been criticised
for lacking rigour and for being more open to bias than other approaches to data analy-
sis (Holloway & Todres, 2003). A potential solution to this is to use an analysis method
that involves more than one researcher and that synthesises their findings (REF); how-
ever, this was not possible in this instance due to practical limitations. Instead, other
approaches designed to improve reliability and validity were pursued. For instance, the
process of constant comparison was used when undertaking coding so as to ensure a
thoroughly rigorous approach to the identification of themes across the data (Thomas,
2013). As Nowell et al. (2017) remark, it is also possible to demonstrate the trustwor-
thiness of thematic analysis through describing in detail the decision-making process
underlying the analysis process itself. For this reason, the processes of data collection
and analysis are described in depth below.

Processes

This research was undertaken according to the following processes. First, participants
were invited through an open advertisement placed in teaching groups on social media
internal to the institution where the research was to take place. The advertisement pro-
vided basic information about the study and included a brief demographic survey at the

point of application. From this, potential participants were manually scoped according
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Table 1 Excerpt from participant B's interview

Q: In what ways do you feel that your students benefitted from the online
classroom environment?

A:You mean in terms of uh English acquisition or more broader or-

Q: Either or
No benefitto SLA  A:l think they probably did not benefit in terms of what they learnt in English.  SLA neg
Difficult to CLT Because there was only so much they could speak to each other in that CLT neg
Tech problems environment. We had many problems with technology, with the breakdown of = Tech probs

technology but there were also some benefits

Q: Such as?

Accessibility good  A: Uh, so | think that it was very accessible for people. We had more people in  Access pos
Attendance good  a lesson sometimes than | might get in a lecture. So attendance was actually ~ Atten. pos
very good and | think that they like attending from home. [...]

Table 2 Thematic cluster grid for participants

Advantages and benefits Disadvantages and challenges

Accessibility Motivation Attendance  Communication/  CLT difficulties Informal
interactivity assessment

Online/digital Recorded lessons Tech capabilities  Tech literacy Tech problems

resources

Personal experience Improvements

Workload Work-life balance  Stress Blended class- Pedagogical guid-  Tech training
rooms ance

Burnout New skills Tailored platforms

to the criteria set out above. Prior to the interview, all relevant information was given
and verbal consent was received. Interviews took place through video messaging soft-
ware and audio recording software was used to record the interviews. At the point of
transcription, all personal information was anonymised.

The processes of data analysis were carried out by a sole researcher and followed the
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) model set out by Smith et al. (1999).
Each transcript was read twice prior to any coding, with initial thoughts being recorded
in the left column of the transcript. Following this, the transcript was re-read again, with
thematic codes for that participant being recorded in the opposite margin (Table 1).
Once this process had been completed for all participants, the codes generated for each
participant were sorted into themes and subthemes, recorded in a ‘cluster grid’ (Table 2).
This cluster grid serves as the themes found through the process of thematic analysis
and is used to structure the section on findings that follows.

Findings

This section presents the findings of this research as generated through the thematic
analysis of interviews with six teachers. The themes generated through coding these
interviews have been sorted into a thematic grid reflecting the prevalent and pro-
nounced themes across this body of data (Table 2). The thematic categories for these
themes form the structure to the presentation and discussion of findings that follows.
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Advantages and benefits

The teachers interviewed were asked about the advantages that they felt the online class-
room provided to learners and the benefits they felt they accrued from it as teachers.
The teachers broadly agreed that an advantage to the shift to online learning was that it
allowed for greater accessibility for students and teachers alike. One teacher stated that
it cut down on her journey to work, making it easier for her to work long hours. Another
felt that ‘lazy’ students were more likely to attend when they could access education
online. Five of the six teachers stated that they felt that students were motivated by the
opportunity to use online learning, though one argued that this motivation was in fact
detrimental:

I don’t believe that they engage in the same way when utilising the online classroom
because I think they’re probably watching TV or something at the same time. I'm not
sure they deal well with the distraction even though they may be ‘present. (Teacher
®)

However, the majority of the teachers agreed that attendance had improved during the
move to online education and cited improved accessibility and student motivation as the
reason for this.

Regarding the benefits that they themselves felt online education brought, conveni-
ence was again brought up by a majority of teachers. Participant A argued that though
they struggled initially to adapt to the online platform, there was a plethora of ready-
made digital resources they could employ in their teaching. This, they felt, reduced their
need to plan lessons so thoroughly, such as through transferring content onto multime-
dia platforms for delivery in the physical classroom. Two other participants (B and D)
stated that they used pre-recorded lessons on a couple of occasions and found this was
beneficial in that they could refer students back to timestamps in their lectures. Record-
ing and uploading lectures was a practice they believed to be beneficial, and they felt it
was worth continuing even when transitioning back to the physical classroom due to the
positive impact it had on students.

Disadvantages and challenges

All six teachers cited interactivity as a potential obstacle to implementing online educa-
tion successfully. Three of the teachers stated that there was difficulty in undertaking
speaking and listening exercises, which they felt were essential to taking a communica-
tive approach to teaching English. One stated that she felt the limitations of the platform
were such that she was forced to resort to a ‘grammar/translation’ method in order to
teach English. She elaborated on the reasons for this:

So there are problems with the platform—the online platform we used that are
inherent to it. Like, we cannot actually have clear back-and-forth discussions
because the audio keeps cutting out. I can’t have little groups of people chatting and
I can watch and interject, the conversation cannot naturally flow, even in breakout
rooms and that’s because of the technology limitations (Participant E).

Another teacher cited difficulties in conducting informal assessments of the students in
his class:
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I cannot judge where their English is up to because I do not hear them all talking
English together. If we are trying to do something immersive, how can we do that if
only one can talk? (Participant F)

All teachers were therefore broadly agreed on the communicative/interactive limitations
of the technology they were being asked to use. This constitutes a finding of this research
that has not previously been reported by research carried out into the emergency remote
teaching of ESL in Hong Kong.

Teachers also stated that they lacked confidence in using the available technology to
the utmost of its capabilities. One teacher stated that as an older teacher she wasn't as
‘confident’ in utilising technology as other teachers. However, a relatively much younger
participant also stated that they weren't as ‘tech literate’ as their students and that this
presented a barrier to using the platform:

In the first weeks, I had to rely on my students to tell me how to operate the platform
and how to use breakout rooms and things. And that's not a great look as a teacher,
it's not very professional. (Participant E)

The teachers also all stated that their lessons were disrupted by technology issues
throughout. Frequent interruptions in tasks and discussions were caused by issues such
as computers freezing, crashing, and internet disconnections experienced by the par-
ticipants. Participant A stated that one of his classes refused to use their cameras—using
technology difficulties as an ‘excuse’—making it difficult to know who was speaking or
who was even present in the class. Such problems interrupted the teaching process and
made the online classroom frequently disruptive.

Personal experience

The teachers interviewed were prompted as to how the shift to an online classroom had
impacted their workload and work-life balance. The participants were largely split on
their answer to this question. Some such as Participant A felt that their workload was
initially greater due to the struggles of adapting to the online classroom but then found
that the availability of digital resources reduced their workload as the weeks went by.
Others such as Participant F felt that their workload had increased due to the unfamili-
arity of planning classes online, as well as the absence of informal chats after lessons,
requiring more correspondence via email than normal.

The participants were also split with regards to how the change had affected their
work-life balance. Two felt that there was no change at all, with Participant E stating
that she was ‘still busy’ regardless of teaching online or in person. Whilst participant A
felt that their workload had decreased as they became accustomed to teaching in the
online classroom, participants B and D stated that it had eaten into their work-life bal-
ance through removing the barrier between classroom and home environments. Partici-
pant B summarised their feelings on this topic:

I have two young children and I've no means for separating that home life and work
life. It just compounds the stress, I'm dealing with work and home stresses at the
same time. I've coped with it but I would rather not have to do it.
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Participant D stated very strongly that they would retire if they felt the future of
teaching was online education due to the amount it was impacting their work-life bal-
ance. The feelings and experiences the teacher described are akin to that of the ‘burn-
out’ phenomenon described in the literature review above.

However, all teachers did state that they had acquired new skills through the shift
to online education. One felt that they would be better equipped for a career outside
education due to improved technology literacy and three others stated that they felt
they were better teachers as a consequence of having to adapt to this environment.
There were therefore indications of professional development instigated by the shift
to the online classroom.

Improvements
When asked about the ways in which online education could be improved, all six
responded by stating that it ought to be balanced with in-person learning in future.

I feel that totally online all the time is only appropriate in such an emergency
and even then only when it is actually required. The transition to and from online
learning should have been smoother, it was not I believe sufficiently guided in
research and planning. (Teacher C)

Whilst two went as far as to state they'd prefer never to teach online education, they
were all agreed that any future for online learning required a blended approach rather
than teaching solely online.

Another avenue for improvement shared among the teachers was that better train-
ing and guidance ought to be offered for teachers.

Yes, in-service training is essential. This should be part of CPD [continuous per-
sonal development] and I don’t understand how we were not given more instruc-
tion and support. It was just a sort of oh, you'll figure it out approach’ That’s not
good enough. (Teacher E)

Whilst some stated they felt the resources were adequate, there was agreement
that there was insufficient guidance as to how to adopt the approaches and meth-
ods to teaching expected of them to an online environment. Similarly, they felt that
it was assumed that they would easily adapt to teaching online, assuming a higher
level of technology literacy than actually existed among teachers. Improved train-
ing and clearer pedagogical guidance were therefore themes across the participants’
responses.

Finally, there was also broad agreement with regards to the need to improve the
online platforms themselves. Two participants suggested creating brand new software
tailored for teaching that included more reliable and suitable methods of communica-
tion. Participant C thought it might be useful to recreate the traditional classroom’s
layout in the application, with a teacher screen and virtual whiteboard dominating the
screen, so as to recreate the teacher experience. Participant A also stated that tech-
nologies such as virtual reality headsets ought to be explored to recreate the physi-
cal classroom in the virtual world. It is clear from this that the teachers broadly felt



Lo Asian. J. Second. Foreign. Lang. Educ. (2023) 8:24 Page 17 of 22

that the online classroom ought to mimic the layout and experience of the traditional
classroom as far as possible and that technologies ought to be adapted to this end.

Discussion

The above results from the data analysis provide some answers to the research ques-
tions of this study. For one, it is clear that the participant teachers view online educa-
tion as entailing both advantages and disadvantages. For example, accessibility and
student motivation to attend classes appear to be a consequence of the shift to online
education. This corroborates existing research that indicates that greater accessibility
may be able to offset deficits some students have in attending lectures, such as mental
health problems such as depression and anxiety (AlAzzam et al., 2021). This study
therefore corroborates the findings of extant research in this regard and establishes
that they hold true within the context of ELT in Hong Kong.

However, the disadvantages are focused largely in terms of difficulties communi-
cating utilising current information communication technologies. Indeed, communi-
cation issues have served as a focus of previous research in this regard also (Baker,
2004). When taking into consideration the high proportion of teachers in Hong Kong
that support CLT (Miller & Aldred, 2016), these technological limitations may be
viewed as an insuperable barrier to effective SLA through online platforms. The find-
ing from this study that English language teachers in Hong Kong may view online
teaching as insufficiently adapted to permit the implementation of CLT in the vir-
tual English classroom is a finding unique to this study and represents a novel contri-
bution to this area of the literature. The degree to which teacher perceptions in this
regard is related to their holding social constructivist perspectives was not itself a
focus of this study, however, though invites further research in this regard from future
studies.

On the other hand, it is possible that the online environment is not itself perceived
as a barrier to implementing CLT into English language teaching, but rather that other
factors serve as barriers to this. For example, it may be that teachers’ self-reported low
levels of technology literacy and proficiency may be serving as a barrier. Alternatively
again, poor internet connectivity may be to blame here, as has been indicated by previ-
ous research in Hong Kong (Yeung & Yau, 2022). This is to say that the research cor-
roborated previous research in this area in finding that there are many related issues
perceived by teachers as providing challenges to implementing English language teach-
ing in virtual classrooms. Differentiating between these causes and ranking them goes
beyond the scope of this study, though it is clear that perceived issues in implementing
CLT serves as a common complaint among ESL teachers within this context.

It is little surprise then that the teachers broadly agreed that the platforms ought to be
redesigned to accommodate the communicative demands of ELT. Interestingly, the sug-
gestion that the online classroom ought to be tailored to mimic the physical classroom
suggests that teachers generally do not agree with the democratised nature of the layout
and turn-based speaking format of the online meeting software generally adapted for
teaching throughout the pandemic. It instead suggests that teachers prefer a teacher-
centric model for the classroom and would prefer to see this structure reflected in
the online classroom environment. This is supported by evidence in favour of such an
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approach among teachers in Hong Kong (Wong, 2015). The call for using virtual reality
headsets in teaching may also be considered against existing research into the feasibility
of this technology (Chessa & Solari, 2021).

There is therefore a potential avenue here for future research into the perceptions of
English language teachers in Hong Kong towards both the role and status of the teacher
in the classroom and the translatability of their favoured role to online teaching. It may
be that criticisms of online teaching or perceived shortcomings are related to ideologi-
cal or cultural perceptions of the ideal role of the teacher in the classroom. Though this
study’s findings cannot themselves support such a conclusion, further research in this
regard may be sparked by the revelations of the interviewed teachers’ opinions and atti-
tudes presented above.

Finally, teachers were split as to whether their personal experience of online teaching
was a positive or negative one. Some teachers viewed online teaching as freeing up more
time for them due to an abundance of online resources, whereas others saw online teach-
ing as eating into their work-life balance. This reflects a split in the literature observed in
the literature review, with previous research indicating either point of view (Ozamiz-
Etxebarria et al., 2021; Silva et al., 2021). It ought to be noted that one of the six respond-
ents was particularly emphatic with regards to experiencing stress as a consequence of
the move to online education and they related this to a desire to leave the profession,
in-keeping with the assumed mechanisms of burnout and teacher attrition observed
elsewhere (Madigan & Kim, 2021). However, online teaching did also provide opportu-
nities for professional development, a touted advantage claimed by advocates of online
education (Abaci et al., 2021). There is therefore the potential for adaptation and growth
among teachers, though the barriers and sticking points that discourage teachers require
understanding and addressing also to prevent losses in teachers from the profession.

Conclusion

This research study has explored the attitudes, experience and perspectives of in-service
higher-education ESL teachers in Hong Kong towards online education during COVID-
19. Using a thematic analysis of interview data, this study has found that teachers view
both advantages and disadvantages to the online classroom, emphasising its accessibility
for learners but also the difficulties in communicating and teaching in an interactive way.
This has been attributed to shortcomings in the existing technologies available. Teachers
envisage potential improvements such as developing a tailored teaching experience that
can recreate the physical classroom experience in the virtual environment as far as pos-
sible, as well as through making online communication more reliable.

Teachers were split in their personal experience of online teaching, with some viewing
it as reducing their workload and others seeing online education as eroding their work-
life balance. How factors such as teacher experience, ICT literacy, and age factor into
these experiences may serve as a focus for future research to evaluate why views varied
so much over the course of this research. It is worth noting there is also the prospect
for professional development as instigated by experience of adapting to online teaching.
However, teachers generally view the future role for online teaching as limited to part
of a blended classroom and requiring adequate resources, pedagogical guidance and
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training in ICT. Meeting these conditions may offset some of the challenges and stresses
of teaching experienced by some participants in the study.

In terms of the study’s implications, the study corroborates past findings regarding
the benefits of online learning towards promoting greater accessibility, as well as with
respect to the perceived need among teachers for further support and in-person training
with respect to emergency remote learning. From a personal perspective, the teachers
broadly agreed that there was a need to strike a better work-life balance when under-
taking remote emergency teaching and this provides insight for developing contingency
plans for implementing online teaching in response to crises such as COVID-19.

In addition, novel findings include the revelation that English language teachers in
Hong Kong may view online teaching platforms as not adaptable to the adequate imple-
mentation of CLT in the virtual classroom. The extent to which this reflects social con-
structivist principles on behalf of teachers may serve as a fruitful question for future
research in this area. Additionally, how far teacher experiences, opinions and attitudes
are influenced by broader cultural and personal valuations of the role of the teacher in
the classroom may benefit from further research given the findings of this study.

Acknowledgements
The author declares no financial or proprietary interests in any material discussed in this article. The author meets the
criteria for authorship.

Author contributions
The author wrote the main manuscript text and figures. The author reviewed the manuscript. The author read and
approved the final manuscript.

Funding
This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable
request.

Declarations

Competing interests
The author declares no competing interests.

Received: 13 January 2023 Accepted: 19 May 2023
Published online: 08 August 2023

References

Abaci, S., Robertson, J, Linklater, H., & McNeill, F. (2021). Supporting school teachers'rapid engagement with online
education. Educational Technology Research and Development, 69, 29-34.

Adedoyin, O,, & Soykan, E. (2020). Covid-19 pandemic and online learning: The challenges and opportunities. Interactive
Learning Environments, 31, 863-875.

Agopian, T. (2022). Online instruction during the Covid-19 pandemic: Creating a 21st century community of learners
through social constructivism. The Clearing House: A Journal of Educational Strategies, Issues and Ideas, 95(2), 85-89.

Aguilera-Hermida, A, Quiroga-Garza, A, Gomez-Mendoza, S., Del Rio Villanueva, C,, Allechi, B, & Avci, D. (2021). Compari-
son of students'use and acceptance of online learning due to emergency COVID-19 in the USA, Mexico, Peru, and
Turkey. Education and Information Technologies, 26, 6823-6845.

AlAzzam, M., Abuhammad, S., Hamdan-Mansour, A, & Abdalrahim, A. (2021). Predictors of depression and anxiety among
senior high school students during COVID-19 pandemic: The context of home quarantine and online education.
The Journal of School Nursing, 37(4), 241-248.

Allen, M. (2017). Survey: Open-ended questions. In M. Allen (Ed.), The SAGE encyclopedia of communication research
methods. Sage.

Allo, M. (2020). Is the online learning good in the midst of Covid-19 pandemic? The case of EFL learners. Jurnal Sinestesia,
10(1), 1-10.

Ambler, R, Huzley, G., & Peacey, M. (2020). Online learning: Are we asking the right questions? HEPI.

Babbie, E. (2015). Practice of social research. Cengage.



Lo Asian. J. Second. Foreign. Lang. Educ. (2023) 8:24 Page 20 of 22

Bai, B, Wang, J., & Chai, C. (2021). Understanding Hong Kong primary school English teachers’ continuance intention to
teach with ICT. Computer Assisted Language Learning, 34(4), 528-551.

Baker, J. (2004). An investigation of relationships among instructor immediacy and affective and cognitive learning in the
online classroom. The Internet and Higher Education, 7(1), 1-13.

Baxter, P, & Jack, S. (2008). Qualitative case study methodology: Study design and implementation for novice researchers.
TQOR, 13(4), 544-559.

Bergin, C, & Bergin, D. (2009). Attachment in the classroom. Educational Psychology Review, 21, 141-170.

Braun, V, & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.

Bruce, K, & Cacioppe, R. (1989). A survey of why teachers resigned from government secondary schools in Western
Australia. Australian Journal of Education, 33, 68-82.

Buchanan, J.,, Prescott, A, Schuck, S., Aubusson, P, Burke, P, & Louviere, J. (2013). Teacher retention and attrition: Views of
early career teachers. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 38, 112-129.

Campbell, L. (2021). Remote learning hasn't been as bad for some kids as parents believed. Retrieved from Healthline: https://
www.healthline.com/health-news/remote-learning-hasnt-been-as-bad-for-some-kids-as-parents-believed

Carrillo, C., & Flores, M. (2020). COVID-19 and teacher education: A literature review of online teaching and learning
practices. European Journal of Teacher Education, 43(3), 466-487.

Chang, C,, & Fang, M. (2020). E-learning and online instructions of higher education during the 2019 novel coronavirus
diseases (COVID-19) epidemic. Journal of Physics: Conference Series, 1574, 012166.

Chen, T, Peng, L., Jing, B, Wu, C, Yang, J, & Cong, G. (2020). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on user experience
with online education platforms in China. Sustainability, 12(18), 7329.

Chenail, R. (2011). Interviewing the investigator: Strategies for addressing instrumentation and researcher bias concerns
in qualitative research. Qualitative Report, 16(1), 255-262.

Cheng, L, & Lam, C. (2021). The worst is yet to come: The psychological impact of COVID-19 on Hong Kong music teach-
ers. Music Research Education, 23(2), 211-224.

Chessa, M., & Solari, F. (2021). The sense of being there during online classes: Analysis of usability and presence in web-
conferencing systems and virtual reality social platforms. Behaviour and Information Technology, 40(12), 1237-1249.

Cheung, A. (2021). Language teaching during a pandemic: A case study of zoom use by a secondary ESL teacher in Hong
Kong. RELC Journal, 54, 55-70.

Clark, T, Foster, L., & Bryman, A. (2019). How to do your social research project or dissertation. Oxford University Press.

Cobb, P.(1994). Where is the mind? Constructivist and sociocultural perspectives on mathematical development. Educa-
tional Researcher, 23, 13-20.

Copland, F, Mann, S., & Garton, S. (2020). Native-English-speaking teachers: Disconnections between theory, research,
and practice. TESOL Quarterly, 54(2), 348-374.

Corden, R. (2001). Group discussion and the importance of a shared perspective: Learning from collaborative research.
Qualitative Research, 1(3), 347-367.

Cypress, B. (2017). Rigor or reliability and validity in qualitative research: Perspectives, strategies, reconceptualization, and
recommendations. Dimensions of Critical Care Nursing, 36(4), 253-263.

Donham, C, Barron, H., Alkhouri, J, Kumarath, M., Alejandro, W.,, Menke, E.,, & Kranzfelder, P. (2022). | will teach you here or
there, I will try to teach you anywhere: Perceived supports and barriers for emergency remote teaching during the
COVID-19 pandemi. International Journal of STEM Education, 9(19), 1-25.

Ekinci, E., & Acar, F. (2019). Primary school teachers’ opinions on professional development (professional development
model proposal). Journal of Education and Training Studies, 7(4), 111.

Evans, J, Yip, H., Chan, K, Armatas, C, & Tse, A. (2020). Blended learning in higher education: Professional development in
a Hong Kong university. Higher Education Research & Development, 39(4), 643-656.

Fereday, J., & Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006). Demonstrating rigour using thematic analysis: A hybrid approach of inductive and
deductive coding and theme development. International Journal of Qualitative Research, 5, 80-92.

Fhloinn, E., & Fitzmaurice, O. (2021). Challenges and opportunities: Experiences of mathematics lecturers engaged in
emergency remote teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mathematics, 9(18), 2303.

Fitriasari, A, Septianingrum, Y., & Purwanti, N. (2022). Analysis of mental workload and work family conflict with burnout
on lecturers who work from home during pandemic. Bali Medical Journal, 11(2), 761-765.

Frey, J, & Fontana, A. (1991). The group interview in social research. The Social Science Journal, 28(2), 175-187.

Fugard, A, & Potts, H. (2014). Supporting thinking on sample sizes for thematic analyses: A quantitative tool. International
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 18(6), 669-684.

Gamage, K, Wijesuriya, D., Ekanayake, S., Rennie, A, & Lambert, C. (2020). Online delivery of teaching and laboratory
practices: Continuity of university programmes during COVID-19 pandemic. Education Sciences, 10(10), 291.

Gergen, K, & Gergen, M. (2007). Social construction and research methodology. In W. Outhwaite & S. Turner (Eds.), The
SAGE handbook of social science methodology (pp. 461-478). Sage.

Gibson, W., & Brown, A. (2009). Working with qualitative data. Sage.

Given, L. (2008). Constructivism. In L. Given (Ed.), The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research methods. Sage.

Groves, M. (2020). Schools post-Covid: Five changes for the better. Retrieved 8 April 2021, from https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/
best-practice/schools-post-covid-five-changes-for-the-better-education-teachers-coronavirus-build-back-better/

Hamat, A, & Embi, H. (2010). Constructivism in the design of online learning tools. European Journal of Educational Studies,
2(3), 237-246.

Hava, K. (2019). Exploring the role of digital storytelling in student motivation and satisfaction in EFL education. Computer
Assisted Language Learning, 34, 1-22.

Hazaymeh, W. (2021). EFL students’ perceptions of online distance learning for enhancing English language learning dur-
ing Covid19 pandemic. International Journal of Instruction, 14(3), 501-518.

Holloway, I, & Todres, L. (2003). The status of method: Flexibility, consistency and coherence. Qualitative Research, 3,
345-357.

Ivankova, N., Creswell, J., & Stick, S. (2006). Using mixed-methods sequential explanatory design: From theory to practice.
Field Methods, 18, 3-20.


https://www.healthline.com/health-news/remote-learning-hasnt-been-as-bad-for-some-kids-as-parents-believed
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/remote-learning-hasnt-been-as-bad-for-some-kids-as-parents-believed
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/schools-post-covid-five-changes-for-the-better-education-teachers-coronavirus-build-back-better/
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/schools-post-covid-five-changes-for-the-better-education-teachers-coronavirus-build-back-better/

Lo Asian. J. Second. Foreign. Lang. Educ. (2023) 8:24 Page 21 of 22

Joffe, H., &Yardley, L. (2004). Content and thematic analysis. In D. Marks & L. Yardley (Eds.), Research methods for clinical and
health psychology (pp. 56-68). Sage.

Jung, H. (2019). The evolution of social constructivism in political science: Past to present. SAFE Open, 9(1), 1-10.

Kaden, U. (2020). COVID-19 school closure-related changes to the professional life of a K-12 teacher. Education Sciences,
10(6), 165.

Kekkonen-Moneta, S., & Moneta, G. (2002). E-Learning in Hong Kong: Comparing learning outcomes in online multime-
dia and lecture versions of an introductory computing course. BJET, 33(4), 423-433.

Kiger, M., &Varpio, L. (2020). Thematic analysis of qualitative data. Medical Teacher (131), 42, 846-854.

Kodrle, S, & Savchenko, A. (2021). Digital education media in foreign language teaching and learning. £35S Web of Confer-
ences, 273, 1-11.

Kong, K, & Moorhouse, B. (2020). The impact of social uncertainty, protests, and COVID-19 on Hong Kong teachers.
Journal of Loss and Trauma, 25(8), 649-655.

Konig, J,, Jager-Biela, D,, & Glutsch, N. (2020). Adapting to online teaching during COVID-19 school closure: Teacher
education and teacher competence effects among early career teachers in Germany. European Journal of Teacher
Education, 43(4), 608-622.

Kritt, D. (2018). Teaching as if children matter. In D. Kritt (Ed.), Constructivist education in an age of accountability (pp. 3-19).
Palgrave Macmillan.

La Velle, L, Newman, S., Montgomery, C,, & Hyatt, D. (2020). Initial teacher education in England and the Covid-19 pan-
demic: Challenges and opportunities. Journal of Education for Teaching, 46, 596-608.

Lau, S, Shum, E, Man, J,, Cheung, E, & Amoah, P. (2022). Teachers' well-being and associated factors during the COVID-19
pandemic: A cross-sectional study in Hong Kong, China. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health, 19(22), 14661.

Leeds-Hurwitz, W. (2009). Social construction of reality. In S. Littlejohn &K. Foss (Eds.), Encyclopaedia of communication
theory (pp. 892-894). Sage.

Lin, H. (2014). Establishing an empirical link between computer-mediated communication (CMC) and SLA: A meta-analy-
sis of the research. Language Learning and Technology, 18(3), 120-147.

Linneberg, M., & Korsgaard, S. (2019). Coding qualitative data: A synthesis guiding the novice. Qualitative Research Journal,
19(3), 259-270.

Livingstone, S. (2012). Critical reflections on the benefits of ICT in education. Oxford Review of Education, 38(1), 9-24.

Lo, N. (2020). Revolutionising language teaching and learning via digital media innovations. In W. Ma (Ed.), Learning
environment and design (pp. 245-261). Springer.

Lo, N., & Mok, B. (2019). Gaming literacy and its pedagogical implications. In A. Tso (Ed.), Digital humanities and new ways
of teaching, digital culture, and humanities (pp. 133-154). Springer.

Mackieson, P, Shlonsky, A., & Connolly, M. (2018). Increasing rigor and reducing bias in qualitative research: A document
analysis of parliamentary debates using applied thematic analysis. Qualitative Social Work, 18(6), 965-980.

Madigan, D,, & Kim, L. (2021). Towards an understanding of teacher attrition: A meta-analysis of burnout, job satisfaction,
and teachers'intentions to quit. Teaching and Teacher Education, 105, 103425.

Marvasti, A. (2004). Qualitative research in sociology. SAGE.

McKnight, K., O'Malley, K., Ruzic, R, Horsley, M., Franey, J., & Bassett, K. (2016). Teaching in a digital age: How educators use
technology to improve student learning. Journal of Research on Technology in Education, 48(3), 194-211.

McWilliam, E., & Dawson, S. (2008). Teaching for creativity: Towards sustainable and replicable pedagogical practice.
Higher Education, 56, 633-643.

Mertens, D., & Hesse-Biber, S. (2012). Triangulation and mixed methods research: Provocative positions. Journal of Mixed
Methods Research, 6(2), 75-79.

Mheidly, N., Fares, M., & Fares, J. (2020). Coping with stress and burnout associated with telecommunication and online
learning. Frontiers in Public Health, 11,672.

Miller, L., & Aldred, D. (2016). Student teachers’ perceptions about communicative language teaching methods. RELC
Journal, 31(1), 1-22.

Mok, K., Xiong, W., & Rahman, H. (2021). COVID-19 pandemic’s disruption on university teaching and learning and
competence cultivation: Student evaluation of online learning experiences in Hong Kong. International Journal of
Chinese Education, 10(1), 1-20.

Morska, L., Polok, K., Bukowska, M., & Ladanivska, I. (2022). New technologies and their impact on foreign language
teacher professional burnout. Advanced Education, 9(20), 35-44.

Nowell, L, Norris, J., & White, D. (2017). Thematic analysis: Striving to meet the trustworthiness criteria. International
Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16(1), 1-13.

Nunan, D. (1991). Communicative tasks and the language curriculum. TESOL Quarterly, 25(2), 279-295.

OECD. (2020). The impact of COVID-19 on student equity and inclusion: Supporting vulnerable students during school closures
and school re-openings. OECD.

Oliver, P.(2010). The student’s guide to research ethics. Open University Press.

Ovendon-Hope, T, Blandford, S., Cain, T, & Maxwell, B. (2018). RETAIN early career teacher retention programme: Evaluat-
ing the role of research informed continuing professional development for a high quality, sustainable 21st century
teaching profession. Journal of Education for Teaching, 44, 590-607.

Ozamiz-Etxebarria, N., Mondragon, N., Bueno-Notivol, J., Pérez-Moreno, M., & Santabérbara, J. (2021). Prevalence of
anxiety, depression, and stress among teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic: A rapid systematic review with
meta-analysis. Brain Sciences, 11(9), 1172.

Pandit, D., & Agrawal, S. (2022). Exploring challenges of online education in COVID times. FlIB Business Review, 11(3),
261-270.

Peters, K, & Halcomb, E. (2015). Interviews in qualitative research. Nurse Researcher, 22(4), 6-7.

Pobegavlov, O. (2021). Digital education facing Covid-19 pandemic: Technological university experience. E3S Web of
Conferences, 27, 1-11.



Lo Asian. J. Second. Foreign. Lang. Educ. (2023) 8:24 Page 22 of 22

Pulla, V., & Carter, E. (2018). Employing interpretivism in social work research. International Journal of Social Work and
Human Services Practice, 6(1), 9-14.

Punch, K. (2014). Introduction to social research: Quantitative and qualitative approaches. Sage.

Rahimi, M., & Yadollahi, S. (2017). Effects of offline vs online digital storytelling on the development of EFL learners’
literacy skills. Cogent Education, 4(1), 1-13.

Rahman, K. (2020). Learning amid crisis: EFL students’ perception on online learning during Covid-19 outbreak. English,
Teaching, Learning, and Research Journal, 6(2), 179-194.

Rapanta, C, Botturi, L, Goodyear, P, Guardia, L., & Koole, M. (2020). Online university teaching during and after the Covid-
19 crisis: Refocusing teacher presence and learning activity. Postdigital Science and Education, 2, 923-945.

Rapley, T. (2001). The art(fulness) of open-ended interviewing: Some considerations on analysing interviews. Qualitative
Research, 1(3), 303-323.

Reznitskaa, A, Anderson, R., & Kuo, L. (2007). Teaching and learning argumentation. Elementary School Journal, 107,
449-472.

Roberts, N., & Danechi, S. (2021). Autumn term 2020: How COVID-19 affected England’s state-funded schools. House of Com-
mons Library. https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/autumn-term-2020-how-covid-19-affected-englands-state-
funded-schools/

Saunders, B, Kitzinger, J,, & Kitzinger, C. (2015). Anonymising interview data: Challenges and compromise in practice.
Qualitative Research, 15(5), 616-621.

Secor, A. (2010). Social surveys, interviews, and focus groups. In J. Jones & B. Gomez (Eds.), Research methods in geography:
Acritical introduction (pp. 41-59). Wiley-Blackwell.

Shotter, J, & Gergen, K. (1994). Social construction: Knowledge, self, others, and continuing the conversation. In S. Deetz
(Ed.), Communication yearbook (pp. 3-33). Sage.

Siemens, G. (2005). Connectivism: A learning theory for the digital age. International Journal of Instructional Technology
and Distance Learning, 2, 1-9.

Silva, D, Cobucci, R, Lima, S., & De Andrade, F. (2021). Prevalence of anxiety, depression, and stress among teachers dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic: A PRISMA-compliant systematic review. Medicine (baltimore), 100(44), e27684.

Smith, J, Jarman, M., & Osborn, M. (1999). Doing interpretative phenomenological analysis. In M. Murray & K. Chamberlain
(Eds.), Qualitative health psychology: Theories and methods (pp. 218-240). SAGE.

Sun, A, & Chen, X. (2016). Online education and its effective practice: A research review. Journal of Information Technology
Education: Research, 15, 157-190.

Sun, J. (2022). From emergency remote English teaching to online courses: Challenges and remedies under the concept
of constructivism. Curriculum and Teaching Methodology, 5(7), 89-95.

Susilaningsih, F, Komariah, M., Mediawati, A, & Lumbantobing, V. (2021). Quality of work-life among lecturers during
online learning in COVID-19 pandemic period: A scoping review. Malaysian Journal of Medicine and Health Sci-
ences, 17,163-166.

Teh, W. (2021). Communicative language teaching (CLT) in the context of online learning: A literature review. Interna-
tional Journal of TESOL and Education, 1(2), 65-71.

Teng, M., & Wu, J. (2021). Tea or tears: Online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of Education for Teaching,
47(2),290-292.

Thomas, G. (2013). How to do your research project. Sage.

Tremblay, S., Castiglione, S., & Auden, L. (2021). Conducting qualitative research to respond to COVID-19 challenges:
Reflections for the present and beyond. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 20, 1-8.

Viygotsky, L. (1978). Mind in society. Harvard University Press.

Wallen, N., & Fraenkel, J. (2001). Educational research: A guide to the process. Lawrench Erlbaum.

Witkin, S. (2012). An introduction to social constructions. In S. Witkin (Ed.), Social construction and social work practice:
Interpretations and innovations (pp. 13-37). Columbia University Press.

Wong, C,, Pomepeo-Fargnoli, A, & Harriott, W. (2022). Focusing on ESOL teachers’ well-being during COVID-19 and
beyond. ELT Journal, 76(1), 1-10.

Wong, M. (2015). Teacher—student power relations in primary schools in Hong Kong. Lexington Books.

Yau, A, Yeung, M., & Lee, C. (2022). A co-orientation analysis of teachers'and students’ perceptions of online teaching and
learning in Hong Kong higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic. Studies in Educational Evaluation, 72,
101128.

Yeung, M, &Yau, A. (2022). A thematic analysis of higher education students’perceptions of online learning in Hong
Kong under COVID-19: Challenges, strategies and support. Education and Information Technologies, 27, 181-208.

Yilmaz, K. (2013). Comparison of quantitative and qualitative research traditions: Epistemological, theoretical, and meth-
odological differences. European Journal of Education, 48,311-325.

Publisher’s Note

Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.


https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/autumn-term-2020-how-covid-19-affected-englands-state-funded-schools/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/autumn-term-2020-how-covid-19-affected-englands-state-funded-schools/

	Digital learning and the ESL online classroom in higher education: teachers’ perspectives
	Abstract 
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Theoretical framework
	Online education
	Online education and EFL
	Teacher experiences during COVID-19
	The context of Hong Kong
	Research gap
	Research questions

	Methodology
	Design philosophy
	Data collection
	Sample
	Data analysis
	Ethics
	Reliability and validity
	Processes

	Findings
	Advantages and benefits
	Disadvantages and challenges
	Personal experience
	Improvements

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


