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Abstract
With the development of synchronous videoconferencing technology, research on 
the professional practices of synchronous online teaching has been growing at an 
exponential rate. However, little is known about synchronous online teachers’ use 
of motivational strategies, despite the important role of teachers in fostering student  
motivation. To address this gap, this mixed-methods study examined how synchronous  
online teachers utilized motivational strategies and explored the influence of the 
synchronous online environment on the use of motivational strategies. As an ana-
lytical framework, we drew on the need-supportive teaching principles of the self-
determination theory, which present three types of motivational strategies: involve-
ment, structure, and autonomy-support. The quantitative analysis of survey results 
collected from language teachers (N = 72) revealed the perception that autonomy-
support and structure were relatively well suited to the online environment while 
involvement was difficult to implement. The qualitative analysis of follow-up inter-
views (N = 10) elucidated how the online environment influenced the teachers’ use 
of each strategy while producing a new framework and specific strategy lists that 
may be applicable to synchronous online teaching. This study presents important 
theoretical implications regarding the application of self-determination theory in 
online education, while also providing practical implications for synchronous online 
teacher preparation and professional development.
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1 Introduction

Methods for how teachers can effectively support and maintain student motiva-
tion in the classroom have been a central topic in education research (Liu & Oga-
Baldwin, 2022; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Self-determination theory (SDT), a macro-
theory of human motivation, has been widely adopted by educational scholars 
because it provides a framework for analyzing teachers’ motivational styles 
(Cheon et al., 2020; Hornstra et al., 2021). Particularly, based on the assumption 
that students have the three innate psychological needs of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness, the theory recommends that teachers employ strategies that sup-
port the satisfaction of these needs in order to enable students to gain  motiva-
tional benefits (Chiu, 2021; Hsu et al., 2019). Building on this theoretical back-
drop, SDT researchers, especially in the field of language learning, have provided 
empirical evidence and developed informed teaching practices as to how teach-
ers can become more motivating (Liu & Oga-Baldwin, 2022; Oga-Baldwin et al., 
2017).

Meanwhile, with the outbreak of COVID-19 and the rapid advancement of 
videoconferencing technology, synchronous online teaching has now been positioned 
as a common practice across various disciplines, including language education (Jeon 
et al., 2022; Moorhouse et al., 2022). Reflecting on this trend, scholars have explored 
this environment to find its benefits and limitations for teaching and learning (Bailey 
et  al., 2021; Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2022). For example, the synchronous online 
environment makes it possible for teachers and students to use different digital 
affordances that are supportive of educational activities but that do not present in 
offline classrooms (Jeon et  al., 2022). In contrast, the absence of gestures, body 
language, and shared physical experience undermines a sense of community and 
personal connections (Butz & Strupnisky, 2017).

Noting the environmental  differences, researchers have examined what particu-
lar competences and strategies are required of teachers for effective synchronous 
online teaching (e.g., Ashton, 2022; Belt & Lowenthal, 2022; Jeon et al., 2022). For 
example, Wang et al. (2022) found that frequently interacting with students by using 
different remote lecturing skills is one of the most important strategies for teach-
ers to engage students in synchronous online learning. Phelps and Vlachopoulos 
(2020) developed competency guidelines for entry-level synchronous online teach-
ers, considering the unique features available in the digital environment. In addition, 
Moorhouse and colleagues (2021, 2022) conceptualized e-classroom interactional 
competences (e-CIC) as particular competences required to facilitate learning in the 
synchronous online environment. All these efforts indicate a need for teachers to 
rethink their current methods of instruction and adopt different strategies than those 
employed in face-to-face contexts.

Although the previous studies provided insights into teaching competences 
and strategies that are generally required of online synchronous teachers, there 
remains one important gap in the literature: motivational strategies in the syn-
chronous online environment have been largely underexplored, despite the impor-
tant role of teachers in fostering student motivation (Grammens et  al., 2022; 
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Reeve, 2006). To be specific, research on teachers’ motivating styles to date has 
been undertaken almost entirely in face-to-face classrooms (e.g., Cheon et  al., 
2020; Reeve & Jang, 2006) and in a few cases, asynchronous online or blended 
settings (e.g., Chiu, 2021; Hsu et al., 2019). Given the previous evidence indicat-
ing that teachers require particular strategies appropriate for synchronous online 
teaching, we can assume that teachers may also need to employ strategies to moti-
vate students in the synchronous online environment different from ones used in 
other settings, such as face-to-face or blended environments.

Therefore, using SDT as a guiding framework, this study aims to explore how 
motivational strategies are utilized by teachers. It also seeks to identify specific 
strategies that teachers employ in the synchronous online environment while explor-
ing how the synchronous online setting influences the use of the strategies. This may 
help us better understand the complex nature of the synchronous online environment 
and teachers’ use of motivational strategies within that environment, providing spe-
cific implications for synchronous online teacher preparation and professional devel-
opment. In the following paper, we first introduce some background studies relevant 
to motivational strategies. We then describe the methodology used for the study, the 
findings of our inquiry, and then conclude with theoretical and practical implications 
derived from the findings.

2  Literature review

2.1  Self‑determination theory and motivational strategies

According to SDT, individuals become more intrinsically motivated to achieve their 
personal goals when the three innate psychological needs of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness are met in a given environment (Ryan & Deci, 2020): autonomy 
refers to an individual’s willingness and volition regarding his or her behavior, com-
petence indicates the feeling of effectiveness when an individual interacts with the 
environment, and relatedness is related to a sense of belonging (Ryan & Deci, 2020). 
That is, hypothesizing that providing need-supportive environments is critical for 
an individual’s optimal motivation and growth, SDT underscores the importance of 
having environments that satisfy each of the three psychological needs (Jeon, 2022). 
In the field of education, many researchers have used the theory as their research 
framework to examine the need-supportiveness of classroom environments where 
teaching and learning take place (Reeve & Jang, 2006).  Particularly, among vari-
ous factors consisting of classroom conditions, Reeve (2006) stated, “one crucial 
ingredient within the supportive quality of the classroom is the teacher’s motivat-
ing style” (p. 1), as teachers play a central role in fostering student motivation in 
schools.

Skinner and Belmont (1993) suggested that teachers can make their classroom 
more need-supportive through the provision of autonomy-support, structure, and 
involvement: autonomy-support indicates the amount of freedom a child is given 
to choose his or her own behavior; structure refers to the amount of information on 
how to effectively achieve desired outcomes; involvement refers to the quality of 
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the interpersonal relationship between teachers and peers. Table 1 shows what each 
need-support dimension consists of specifically. Accordingly, teachers are encour-
aged to use the strategies in each dimension to facilitate the satisfaction of auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness in the classroom. Although having initially been 
developed for the face-to-face classroom (Skinner & Belmont, 1993), this categori-
zation may work as a guide for discerning teachers’ actual motivational strategies in 
online classrooms as well, given the three psychological needs are universal across 
environments (Ryan & Deci, 2020).

Similar to SDT-based research conducted on face-to-face classrooms, studies on 
online settings have also emphasized the role of teachers in creating online environ-
ments that meet the three psychological needs of students. For example, Hsu et  al. 
(2019) explored the viability of SDT in the online context by examining whether need-
support provided by teachers in asynchronous online courses enhances student motiva-
tion. They found a positive relationship between need-support and student motivation. 
However, they did not specify what instructional strategies the teachers utilized to sup-
port students’ needs in the courses. Meanwhile, of more relevance to the current study, 
Chiu (2021) investigated whether the need-support provided digitally in a blended 
learning environment increased student engagement. Furthermore, he suggested how 
teachers can make online teaching more need-supportive by listing specific strategies 
divided into the three dimensions of autonomy-support, involvement, and structure 
(see Chiu, 2021, p. 3). In line with the results of Hsu et al. (2019), Chiu (2021) also 
confirmed the positive relationship between the provision of the three types of need-
support and enhanced student engagement, thus emphasizing the role of teachers in 
preparing technology-based need-support. Overall, these online-based SDT studies, 
with a particular focus on the role of teachers, have yielded similar findings to prior 
studies conducted in face-to-face classrooms, therefore extending the core concept of 
SDT into the online environment.

Although this line of inquiry enriches our understanding of teachers’ motivational 
role in online education, the literature has not covered all forms of online education, 
leaving one mode of online education understudied – online synchronous teaching 
through videoconferencing, an emergent and so far, underexplored form of online 
education (Grammens et al., 2022). As the affordances and constraints of synchro-
nous online environments differ substantially from those of other educational set-
tings (Moorhouse et al, 2022; Wang et al., 2022), different instructional approaches, 
including different motivational strategies, may be required for the effective imple-
mentation of synchronous teaching. Following is a brief overview of the affordances 
of synchronous online settings, with a particular focus on a teacher’s role in lan-
guage learning.

2.2  Synchronous online environments for language teaching

Teachers and students can overcome distance barriers and attend classes by utiliz-
ing conferencing platforms, such as Zoom, which include webcam capabilities 
that provide visual modalities and facilitate user interaction (Händel et al., 2022). 
As Kohnke and Moorhouse (2022) noted, these platforms have significantly 
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increased their relevance in language teaching by adding interactive features, such 
as chat boxes, breakout rooms, screen and file sharing, gesture buttons, annota-
tions, and polling. However, Grammens et  al. (2022) stated, “the large amount 
of options may be overwhelming and teachers need to be able to make informed 
decisions on which of the ample opportunities for interacting they choose or com-
bine for which specific purpose” (p. 12). Given these technological features that 
uniquely shape the online teaching experience (Jeon et al., 2022), we can assume 
that teachers may need to adopt different approaches to teaching in the synchro-
nous online environment, including motivational strategies.

Accordingly, considering the environmental differences, research has 
attempted to provide lists of teacher competences for language teaching through 
videoconferencing technology. For example, after surveying 75 university-level 
English teachers who conducted synchronous online teaching, Moorhouse et  al. 
(2021) presented three sets of competences required of synchronous online teach-
ers: technological, online environment management, and online teacher interac-
tional. Similarly, pointing out that synchronous online teaching requires teachers 
to plan more meticulously than in face-to-face settings, Guichon (2010) suggested 
that language teachers assume multi-layered responsibilities comprised of peda-
gogical skills, socio-affective skills, and multi-media skills. However, as noted 
by recent review work on the role of teachers in the synchronous online setting 
(Grammens et  al., 2022), among the teacher competences explored so far, par-
ticularly from the instructional perspective, how effectively teachers can moti-
vate students in the environment has not received as sufficient attention as other 
competences.

Meanwhile, although not directly relevant to the use of motivational strategies, 
previous research on the use of videoconferencing technology for language learning 
has illustrated the possibility of teachers using affordances of the synchronous online 
environment to increase student motivation. For instance, it has been shown that 
teachers’ appropriate use of webcams can foster students’ sense of social presence 
and thus increase their participation in language class (Kozar, 2016); that allowing 
students to participate via typing, gestures, or emojis can ensure active engagement, 
including by learners with high L2 speaking anxiety (Cheung, 2021); that creating 
additional online spaces enables groups of students to have self-directed L2 
interaction practice in a more engaging manner (Lenkaitis, 2020); and that using 
virtual backgrounds can help create an immersive learning environment (Kohnke & 
Moorhouse, 2022).

Despite these motivational affordances that can be introduced to the synchronous 
online classroom, research on how teachers can motivate students in that environment 
is significantly lacking. With the educational use of synchronous online delivery grow-
ing rapidly (Grammens et al., 2022), this dearth in research is especially problematic 
as motivation affects many critical learning outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Thus, to 
address these research gaps and considering that our understanding of motivational strat-
egies for synchronous online teaching is in its early stages of development, this explora-
tory study sought to understand the degree to which teachers use and combine auton-
omy-support, structure, and involvement in the synchronous online environment. It also 
aimed to identify specific motivational strategies that are applicable to that environment, 
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while examining how the synchronous online environment influences the use of motiva-
tional strategies. The following research questions (RQs) guided this study.

1. To what extent do language teachers use each of the three motivational strategies 
(involvement, structure, and autonomy-support) in the synchronous online teach-
ing environment?

2. What are the specific motivating strategies that teachers use and how does the 
online environment influence the use of each motivational strategy dimension?

3  Methodology

This study adopted a two-stage sequential mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2008): the 
authors adopted a quantitative method in the first stage, followed by qualitative data 
collection and analysis. In this way, the qualitative data were used to explain the results 
from the quantitative data analysis. This exploratory, sequential aspect of the design 
allowed the authors to gain a more holistic, complete understanding of teachers’ use of 
motivational strategies in the synchronous online context and provided reliability and 
validity of the findings through data triangulation (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

3.1  Participants

Seventy-two English teachers from different elementary schools in South Korea were 
recruited through purposeful sampling: we invited elementary school teachers with 
experience in synchronous online teaching to complete a questionnaire by dissemi-
nating a link to the questionnaire through a social online forum for elementary school 
teachers in South Korea. The participants all had experience in teaching English as 
a Foreign Language (EFL) in the synchronous online environment for at least four 
months. At the time of the research, the teachers were working at public schools with a 
range of teaching experience – 0–5 years (13%), 6–10 years (53%), 11–15 years (34%) 
– all of whom taught elementary-level classes mostly consisting of students with begin-
ner English proficiency. All teachers completed the questionnaire and then, 10 teach-
ers were further invited to attend follow-up semi-structured interviews. Among teach-
ers who voluntarily expressed interest in joining the interviews through the survey, we 
selected teachers to ensure a variety of ages, gender, and both general and synchronous 
online teaching experience. Table 2 provides the interview participants’ details. At the 
start of the survey and interviews, we obtained the teachers’ informed consent for par-
ticipation: all teachers were informed of the research purpose and how their survey and 
interview responses would be handled in future publications.

3.2  Data collection

To address RQ1, regarding the general landscape of motivational strategies used by 
teachers in the synchronous online environment, we adapted the Teacher as Social 
Context Questionnaire (TSCQ) proposed by Wellborn et al (1988). Using SDT as 
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a theoretical background, Wellborn and colleagues developed the TSCQ for assess-
ing teachers’ motivational strategies; this questionnaire has been widely adopted 
and validated for many years through previous SDT-based literature (e.g., Iglesias-
García et  al., 2020). The questionnaire comprises 41 items divided into the three 
dimensions of motivational strategies of involvement, structure, and autonomy-
support, with a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree.” Internal reliability was calculated to determine whether any of the items 
needed to be excluded in light of the current research context. Four items for 
involvement, three items for structure, and two items for autonomy-support were 
excluded. As a result, 10 items for involvement (Appendix A), 12 items for structure 
(Appendix B), and 10 items for autonomy-support (Appendix C) were used for fur-
ther analysis. Alpha levels for each dimension were confirmed to be 0.83, 0.72, and 
0.86, respectively, which indicated that the revised questionnaire was highly reliable 
(Tuckman, 1999).

Given the exploratory nature of the study, quantitative data collected from the 
questionnaire were analyzed following standard statistical procedures to produce 
descriptive statistics including percentages and frequencies (Jeon et  al., 2022). 
Based on the descriptive statistics, we also conducted content-analysis of the ques-
tionnaire responses to provide further insight. The entire process of analysis in this 
stage was to provide a general, holistic understanding of the participant teachers’ 
use of motivational strategies. Before performing the statistical analysis, negatively 
worded items were reverse-coded and descriptive statistics were worked out using 
the software Jamovi.

Next, semi-structured interviews were administered individually to answer 
RQ2, which addressed the identification of specific motivational strategies and 
the influence of the synchronous online environment on teachers’ use of the strat-
egies. The first author conducted the interviews with each participant through 
Zoom at a time of their choice. At the start of each interview, the interviewer 
provided a brief outline of the study and explained his interest in motivation and 

Table 2  Interview participant profiles

Teacher Age Gender Number of synchronous 
online lessons  
implemented

Duration of synchro-
nous online teaching 
(month)

1 28 Female More than 350 About 4
2 32 Female More than 420 About 5
3 35 Male More than 700 About 12
4 39 Female More than 640 About 12
5 29 Female More than 560 About 8
6 41 Female More than 450 About 6
7 38 Female More than 560 About 8
8 37 Female More than 400 About 5
9 43 Male More than 400 About 5
10 34 Male More than 480 About 6
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online teaching, while all participants were invited to ask questions prior to pro-
viding informed consent that included permission to audio-record each interview 
and to use responses for research.

To prepare interviews, semi-structured interview protocols (see Appendix 
D for the interview outline) were developed based on protocols used by Taylor 
et  al. (2009) who examined teachers’ use of motivational strategies in face-
to-face teaching. We considered both theoretical and practical aspects of the 
framework based on relevant work in the fields of SDT (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Hornstra et al., 2021; Jeon, 2022) and synchronous online education (e.g., Belt & 
Lowenthal, 2022; Moorhouse et al., 2022; Phelps & Vlachopoulos, 2020; Wang 
et al., 2022) to finalize the protocols. These interview protocols were utilized to 
provide a framework for the interaction between the researcher and each teacher, 
helping the researcher remain both flexible and attentive to emergent issues. The 
initial questions were aimed at exploring the general perceptions and experiences 
of teachers in the synchronous environment. Next, follow-up questions were 
asked about teachers’ use of specific motivational strategies, while also focusing 
on the influence of the synchronous online environment on their choice and use 
of the motivational strategies. The interviews for each teacher lasted from 42 to 
62 min. All interviews were then transcribed verbatim with excerpts translated 
into English for further analysis.

Next, the transcripts of the interview data were qualitatively analyzed to dis-
cover repeated patterns of meaning in relation to RQ2 (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
First, each author recursively read the transcribed data to gain a general under-
standing. Then, specific motivational strategies and relevant parts to the underly-
ing reasons for the teachers’ motivational strategies were extracted for coding. 
Then, codes sharing a similar meaning were colligated into common themes. 
During the entire process, researchers considered the link between the three 
dimensions of motivational strategies and the technological affordances of syn-
chronous teaching. The individual analysis of each researcher was compared, and 
disagreements were resolved through several rounds of discussions. For the last 
step, the researchers refined and finalized the themes to answer RQ2 using the 
reconciled coding.

The two main themes generated were related to the influence of the 
synchronous online environment on the use of motivational strategies: 
environments disadvantageous to conducting involvement strategies and 
more active use of autonomy-support and structure strategies to supplement 
inadequate use of involvement strategies. In addition, the sub-themes focused 
on exemplifying specific motivational strategies that the teachers employed 
according to each strategy category. How and why the teachers selected and used 
each strategy was also analyzed. Finally, representative answers were extracted 
as a method of documenting repeated patterns of meaning behind the teachers’ 
words. The entire data analysis process was triangulated by both cross-checking 
the two different sets of data (i.e., survey and interview) and cross-checking the 
data between the researchers, ensuring the credibility and trustworthiness of the 
findings (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Creswell, 2008).
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4  Results and discussion

4.1  Overall use of motivational strategies in the synchronous online environment

Figure 1 displays self-reports of the teachers’ overall use of motivational strate-
gies in the study. In the synchronous online environment, the teachers perceived 
that involvement strategies (M = 2.35, SD = 0.84) could be utilized relatively less 
than the other two strategies of structure (M = 2.81, SD = 1.01) and autonomy-
support (M = 2.99, SD = 0.87). In other words, the teachers shared that providing 
support to enhance students’ need for relatedness was relatively limited and dif-
ficult to implement in the synchronous online setting, compared to providing sup-
port for enhancing students’ needs for competence and autonomy.

Content-analysis of the questionnaire responses provided more detailed infor-
mation about how the teachers perceived their use of motivational strategies. 
Regarding involvement (Appendix A), most of the items received a score of less 
than 2.5 out of 4, which indicated inactive or limited use of involvement strate-
gies by the teachers. The items that scored lower than 2.5 were related to the lack 
of teachers’ social presence. For example, the teachers perceived that they could 
not “always be available to the students” (Item 4), that they did not “spend time 
with the students” (Item 5), more importantly, they felt that the students were not 
“easy to like” (Items 7 and 9) and that students could not “count on them to be 
there for them” (Item 10).

Compared to involvement strategies, the teachers showed relatively more positive 
perceptions of using structure and autonomy-support strategies. Regarding structure 
(Appendix B), scores for items about communicating teachers’ expectations of stu-
dents (Items 1, 4, and 7) and items about explaining content in understandable ways 
(Items 2 and 6) obtained a greater score than 3, while scores for items about getting 
information regarding student performance (Items 8, 9, and 10) were around 2.5.

Fig. 1  Teachers’ self-reports of motivational strategy use
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As for autonomy-support (Appendix C), five items out of 10 scored more than 3 
points each. Specifically, scores for items about providing detailed instruction (Items 
1 and 2) were around 3.5, and items on explaining the relevance or usefulness of 
learning English obtained greater than 3 points (Items 3 and 4). Items regarding giv-
ing choices (Items 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10) scored relatively less than other items; but 
aside from Item 10 (M = 2.09), these items also obtained scores over the medium 
score of 2.5.

In sum, the questionnaire results revealed the perception that autonomy-support 
and structure were relatively well suited to the online environment while involve-
ment was difficult to implement.

4.2  The influence of the synchronous online environment on teachers’ use 
of motivational strategies

Further exploration was implemented through in-depth interviews with 10 teachers 
to elucidate the quantitative findings. The interviews were focused on how the 
synchronous online environment influenced the teachers’ use of each strategy 
dimension and on identifying a specific list of strategies that they employed. 
Figure  2 shows a framework of motivational strategies for synchronous online 
teaching. While technological affordances, social presence, and offline pedagogies 
dynamically influenced the teachers’ use of the motivational strategies, it is of note 
that, using technological affordances provided in the environment, the teachers 
implemented involvement strategies to create a social presence that had been 

Fig. 2  A framework of motivational strategies for synchronous online teaching
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naturally formed in face-to-face classrooms but that lacked in the online classroom, 
whereas autonomy-support and structure strategies were implemented in a way to 
enhance the teachers’ pedagogies for offline teaching.

4.2.1  Theme 1. Environments disadvantageous to conducting involvement 
strategies

Table 3 offers a list of involvement strategies that the participant teachers employed. 
All participant teachers mentioned that keeping their webcams and microphones 
always on was important teacher behavior in the online context, both as an impor-
tant strategy itself and as a starting point for implementing other involvement strat-
egies. They underscored the importance of this behavior by stating that it provided 
students with a sense of teacher presence in the online classroom. The teachers 
stated that, unlike the face-to-face classroom, where the social presence of teach-
ers was naturally created, they had to effortfully create a sense of presence in the 
online environment.

In the offline classroom, we don’t need to try to give students a feeling that we 
are there with them. However, in Zoom classes, we must try to provide the feel-
ing that we teachers are always there. In this sense, teachers must always keep 
their webcams and mics on at all times and in any situation. (Teacher 1)

Teacher 2 further mentioned that the reason for the need to consistently use 
the webcam and microphone was that it acted as a basis for teachers to use more 
active gestures and reactions to students’ utterances which helped to sustain student 
motivation.

In Zoom classes, as you know, we are not physically present, and this nega-
tively impacts student motivation in class. To alleviate this, I need to signal 
to students that I am always there. That’s why I always tried to use big ges-
tures and responded to almost all utterances students made by at least saying 
“A-ha,” “Okay, keep going,” etc. (Teacher 2)

In addition to the strategies related to social presence of teachers, nine teach-
ers utilized more activity-like involvement strategies to build rapport in class. 
For example, compared to their behavior in the face-to-face environment, the 

Table 3  Online involvement strategies

■ Making the online environment similar to the face-to-face classroom
  • Keeping a teacher’s webcam and microphone always switched on
  • Administering a ‘webcam-on’ classroom rule
  • Implementing more extended small talk before and after a lesson
  • Ensuring affinity time and place among students
■ Being there across the screen
  • Engaging students in their physical surroundings through the webcams
  • Using big gestures and active backchannelling
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teachers felt a need to conduct more small talk activities before and after pre-
senting lesson content to create a feeling of relatedness among students. Teacher 
4 elaborated on this aspect:

I always started my Zoom class by asking about their feelings, the weather, 
their health conditions, and their plans for the weekend. By sharing this 
short but warm moment, we can laugh and start the class much more com-
fortably. (Teacher 4)

As with teachers’ use of webcams, the use of webcams by students was per-
ceived to be necessary since this also provided a basis for teachers to implement 
other involvement strategies. All teachers mentioned that they encouraged stu-
dents to keep their webcams always switched on during the entire class. Based 
on their webcam use and use of the breakout room function, eight teachers spe-
cifically mentioned that they provided an affinity place and time where students 
could talk about their daily life with one another.

In particular, six teachers perceived that daily conversation activities could be 
implemented more interestingly in the online environment, given that students 
attended classes outside school. In other words, the teachers were able to engage 
students in new physical surroundings, which had not been possible in face-to-
face classrooms. Teacher 9 stated:

Zoom classes sometimes are a better place for talking about daily topics. 
Students attend class from their homes, so we can talk about their per-
sonal belongings and situation in a more authentic way. One day, I found 
that students were talking about animals by showing their pets through the 
webcams. Using their home environments as a topic for talking is one of 
the benefits we can have from having Zoom English classes. (Teacher 9)

Even though all teachers agreed that a certain degree of social presence can 
be maintained between students and teachers and that rapport building was also 
possible in the online environment, there were clear limits to conducting involve-
ment when compared to the face-to-face setting. All teachers stated that only a 
certain, limited number of strategies were possible as a way to build rapport, 
agreeing that nothing could help teachers perfectly produce a similar amount of 
social presence in the online environment as they are able to in the face-to-face 
environment. This is due to the technological features inherent in the synchro-
nous online environment, such as the limited view of webcams that reveals only 
a part of a participant’s visage and the ease at which students can decide not to 
be present visually or verbally via webcam or mic. All teachers mentioned that 
the synchronous online environment was inherently set to deteriorate the feel-
ings of relatedness. Teacher 7 elaborated her opinion on this issue as follows:

Students could easily choose not to participate by turning off their web-
cams and mics from moment to moment. Everything I took for granted in 
offline classes now became what I had to put my effort into. (Teacher 7)
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4.2.2  Theme 2. More active use of autonomy‑support and structure strategies 
to supplement inadequate use of involvement strategies

In line with the quantitative findings, interviewee teachers revealed their belief that 
the synchronous online environment was relatively more suited to autonomy-support 
and structure strategies than involvement strategies. They thought that they had to 
conduct a more systematic implementation of autonomy-support and structure strat-
egies to address possible issues that might have resulted from the lack of social pres-
ence. As for this aspect, Teacher 6 stated,

In the face-to-face classroom, we can rely on established rapport to engage 
students; however, we are far from one another in the online space so we 
couldn’t do this anymore. That’s why I tried to prepare online classes more 
systematically than in the offline setting. (Teacher 6)

In contrast to strategies for creating social presence, a concept that had been taken 
for granted previously but had become significantly diminished in the online setting, 
the teachers believed that they could use autonomy-support and structure strategies 
in a way that enhanced their existing pedagogy in the face-to-face classroom. That 
is, their use of autonomy-support and structure strategies was facilitated by techno-
logical affordances that were characteristic of the online environment, and in this 
sense, the environment was perceived as advantageous for those strategies.

4.2.3  Theme 2.1. Structure strategies

Table 4 shows a list of structure strategies that the participant teachers employed. 
The teachers indicated that planning and conducting more structure strategies was 
necessary to initiate and sustain student motivation in the synchronous online set-
ting. As teachers planned student-centered activities, structure strategies became 
more important because without them the class could easily become chaotic. For 
this issue, Teacher 4 mentioned:

I found that as more interactive the class became, the more difficult it was to 
manage the class well. Teachers should take additional steps to successfully 
manage group activities in the online environment. (Teacher 4)

Table 4  Online structure strategies

■ Providing competence-relevant feedback
  • Monitoring student performance through collaborative websites in breakout rooms
  • Checking student understanding through emoji and chat functions
  • Collecting performance-based evidence for assessment through digital tools
■ Communicating teacher expectations and instruction in a clear manner
  • Setting detailed rules for classroom behavior
  • Providing visual aids along with spoken instruction
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For this, nine teachers underscored the importance of communicating their 
expectations to the class and explaining rules in a detailed and organized man-
ner. As Teacher 10 mentioned, these types of careful instruction were especially 
needed when teachers used the breakout room function, where students had their 
own interactive space while being virtually far away from other peer groups and 
the teacher’s control.

When I first used the [the breakout room] function, I simply prepared an inter-
action activity and said, “Let’s do it!” After, I found that many groups were 
not doing their task. … I asked for the reason and some students said, “we 
didn’t know what to do.” I should have provided more detailed, step-by-step 
instructions because students didn’t have me or even other peer groups around 
to follow. (Teacher 10)

They also noticed that some functions in the synchronous online environment, 
such as the use of collaborative websites, chat response functions, and other gami-
fied platforms, could supplement their teaching practices, particularly for the 
purpose of monitoring and assessing student performance. They perceived these 
affordances to be even more supportive of students’ competence satisfaction than 
in the face-to-face classroom. For example, to provide competence-relevant feed-
back, Teacher 5 used interactive websites (e.g., Google Slide) along with breakout 
rooms and assigned each group to work on a specific slide number. In this way, 
the teacher monitored student performance, while visiting breakout groups to give 
feedback.

I could monitor student performance at the same time using Google Slides. 
The app enabled me to obtain specific information about what students were 
doing. Therefore, I could give more specific feedback about their performance. 
(Teacher 5)

In addition, students were encouraged to use chat or emoji functions when 
responding to the teacher. Nine teachers mentioned that by allowing for dif-
ferent modes of communication, they were able to ensure more active par-
ticipation by students. For example, Teacher 3 noticed that the textual mode 
could allow students to respond simultaneously, thus helping to create an active 
learning atmosphere.

The audio system in Zoom classes does not allow multiple students to speak 
at the same time. Also, some students’ textual answers can work as models for 
peers, sometimes sparking others’ responses further; thus, it helps to create a 
learning atmosphere. (Teacher 3)

Another area that teachers considered to be particularly more suited to the online 
setting was formative assessment. That is, compared to the face-to-face classroom 
where teachers had to record processes and outcomes of student performance, what 
they performed in the online space was digitalized and automatically recorded, 
which enabled teachers to be able to easily collect evidence for assessment. For 
example, Teacher 8 said:
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I could have a great deal of information about student performance, such as 
students’ chat history, audio recording files from Zoom, how many questions 
students got right in Kahoot! and so on. These materials helped me prepare 
and provide more detailed feedback to students. (Teacher 8)

4.2.4  Theme 2.1. Autonomy‑support strategies

Table  5 is a list of autonomy-support strategies that the participant teachers uti-
lized. Regarding autonomy-support, teachers first noted that they shared an online 
space where English is used as a medium of communication among users around the 
world. In this regard, all participants indicated that some strategies, such as explain-
ing rationales for learning the language and indicating the value of language learn-
ing, were able to be conducted in a more convenient, meaningful manner. For exam-
ple, by screen-sharing websites, Teacher 1 demonstrated how English was used as a 
communication tool among different people from various countries:

I sometimes showed how we could use the language in cyberspace to commu-
nicate with other people, such as by making or reading comments about their 
favorite singers or online games. (Teacher 1)

Some teachers further stated that they indicated the value and relevance of their 
language lesson by specifically demonstrating how the lesson could be applied in 
real-life situations online. Teacher 10 introduced one of her strategies as follows:

When teaching “clothes”, I showed how to search and order clothes on Ama-
zon. Students seemed to be very interested in the demonstration. This type of 
activity could be done much more easily and in a much more authentic way in 
the online classroom. (Teacher 10)

Six teachers considered that in the synchronous online environment, they could 
provide students with more self-directed learning opportunities. Teacher 3 specifi-
cally mentioned, “I could let individual students use the online space where they 
could search, select, and apply information regarding class content.” Furthermore, 
all teachers also underscored the importance of allowing students to use different 
response choices such as emoji, written, verbal, gesture, and drawing options. The 
teachers stated that by allowing students to use these options, they could foster 

Table 5  Online autonomy-support strategies

■ Explaining the rationale for learning
  • Showing how English is used as a communication tool on the Internet
■ Indicating the relevance and value of the lesson content
  • Demonstrating how lesson content is applied to the online space
■ Providing different choices for class participation
  • Allowing various response options (emoji, written, verbal, gesture, drawing)
  • Providing an opportunity for self-directed learning with internet search options
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student motivation. Teacher 2 elaborated on this aspect, sharing a story about one 
student.

I was surprised to find that one student was very silent in the face-to-face 
classroom, but he had been very active in the online classroom. He really par-
ticipated well by using typing to communicate with me in the Zoom classes. 
(Teacher 2)

Overall, the specific manifestation of each motivational strategy was affected 
and determined by the affordances that were characteristic of  the synchronous 
online environment  (Grammens et  al., 2022; Händel et  al., 2022; Moorhouse 
et  al., 2022). For example, to build rapport in the classroom, Teacher 9 used 
a webcam to engage his students in their physical surroundings. To provide 
different response options, Teacher 2 introduced different communication 
modes of the interactive features available in the videoconferencing platform. 
To provide competence-relevant feedback, Teacher 3 familiarized herself with 
using different gamified platforms and was able to collect students’ performance 
data. In other words, the motivational strategies appeared differently in online 
teaching than in the traditional classroom in relation to the affordances of the 
online environment. These results support the argument put forth by researchers 
in the previous literature that online teaching requires teachers to possess 
particularly different knowledge, attitudes, and competences from those needed 
in the face-to-face classroom (Grammense et al., 2022; Moorhouse et al., 2022).

Meanwhile, the interview data confirmed the perception identified in the survey 
that fostering a sense of relatedness is difficult to implement in the synchronous 
teaching environment. This result is supported by empirical research that 
described teachers’ difficulties in eliciting students’ emotional engagement in 
the synchronous environment (Ashton, 2022; Cheung, 2021). Also, we identified 
how the environment influenced the teachers’ use of each category of strategies. 
The teachers felt that in the synchronous online environment, they had to strive 
to create a social presence that had been naturally guaranteed in face-to-face 
classrooms. In contrast, the teachers utilized different technological affordances 
in ways that enhanced the pedagogies that they used or valued in face-to-face 
teaching (Jeon et al., 2022).

5  Limitations

This research is not without its limitations. First, this study examined only a 
small number of teachers working as English teachers in elementary-level schools 
located in one country; therefore, the findings may not be broadly generalizable to 
other contexts. Future research should examine teachers from a diverse range of 
subjects, school levels, and countries for further theorizing and empirical exami-
nation of teachers’ motivational strategies in the context of synchronous online 
teaching. Second, this study employed a survey and interviews to examine teach-
ers’ use of motivational strategies. Given the exploratory nature of the study, the 
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use of the research tools might be appropriate; however, they are limited by their 
self-reporting nature. In this regard, it may be an important avenue for future 
research to collect data on teachers’ actual use of motivational strategies through 
observation. This will help us to have a more complete and contextualized under-
standing of the use of motivational strategies. Last, this study did not provide any 
data regarding students. An important and interesting contrast to this study will 
be the examination of teachers’ use of motivational strategies from the student 
perspective. For example, it may be possible to qualitatively analyze how students 
perceive teachers’ use of motivational strategies in the synchronous online setting 
or to quantitatively examine the degree to which strategies in each category facili-
tate student motivation.

6  Implications and conclusion

Despite the limitations mentioned above, this study presents several theoretical 
implications for the use of SDT in online education, while also providing 
practical implications for synchronous online teacher preparation and professional 
development. Regarding the theoretical implications, first, the findings of this 
study demonstrate the value of SDT in identifying room for improvement in online 
teaching settings, providing strong support for the continued use of the theory in 
future research on online education (Jeon, 2022; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Particularly, 
based on the SDT framework (Skinner & Belmont, 1993), the researchers revealed 
that teachers perceive the adoption of involvement strategies in synchronous online 
lessons as constrained and the strategies of structure and autonomy-support as 
relatively well suited to the online environment.

Second, previous SDT-based research found that some contextual factors (e.g., 
teachers’ perceptions of student motivation and institutional pressure on teacher 
performance) affect teachers’ adoption of motivational strategies (Oga-Baldwin 
et  al., 2017; Taylor et  al., 2009). This study adds that the mode of education 
through which teaching and learning take place is also a key factor that influences 
and determines teachers’ motivating styles. Specifically, as shown in Fig.  2, the 
context of online instruction and specific technological affordances provided in 
the environment led to participant teachers exhibiting an imbalanced profile of the 
three motivational strategy dimensions (Hornstra et al., 2021).

Last, the analysis of the interview data shows an interdependent relationship 
between the three motivational strategy dimensions (Hornstra et  al., 2021). 
Specifically, the participant teachers perceived the use of involvement strategies 
in the synchronous online context as constrained; however, this perception led to 
them utilizing autonomy-support and structure strategies more intensively and 
systematically. For example, Teacher 6 was unable to rely on rapport to promote 
student motivation in the online setting, which contrasted with her face-to-face 
classroom experiences where she could use the shared sense of social presence as 
one method of motivating students. However, the results indicate that the teachers, 
including Teacher 6, did not succumb to the challenges that the lack of social 
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presence caused; rather, this issue motivated them to seek out other forms of 
support, namely autonomy-support and structure, to compensate for the deficiency.

The practical implications of this study are as follows. First, the current study 
provided specific lists of motivational strategies (see Tables  3, 4, and 5) that may 
act as an initial guide to enhance the three basic psychological needs of students 
in synchronous online contexts. For teacher educators, the lists can be used as a 
reference to improve their existing training courses for online teaching, while teachers 
themselves can use the lists to reflect on and improve their own online teaching 
practices. For example, teachers, who struggle with fostering a sense of competence 
in the online environment, may wish to compare their current online practices with 
the strategies listed in Table 4 to identify potential room for improvement.

Second, consistent with previous research (e.g., Jeon et al., 2022; Wang et al., 
2022), this research showed that synchronous online environments themselves 
were not perfectly suited to fostering a sense of relatedness. Thus, the findings 
of the study confirmed the need for taking additional steps before and after a 
synchronous session to foster a sense of relatedness in addition to using the 
involvement strategies identified in the study during the synchronous online 
class. For example, as suggested by Ashton (2022), teachers might be able to 
provide more pastoral care and individual communication to students outside 
the classroom. Teachers can also use an asynchronous online forum focused on 
building social relationships (Butz & Strupnisky, 2017). Future research that 
explores different ways of enhancing the feeling of relatedness in the synchronous 
online space is worth investigating more.

Last, confirming the idea that synchronous online teaching requires specific 
teacher competences (e.g., Belt & Lowenthal, 2022; Choi et al., 2023), this study 
shows a need for teacher training courses specifically designed for synchronous 
online teaching. In response to the affordances and constraints provided by the 
digital environment (Jeon et al., 2022), we have observed that teachers reinforced 
or abandoned some of the motivational strategies that had been utilized in 
face-to-face classrooms while developing some new strategies appropriate for 
the digital environment. That is, the manifestation of the listed strategies was 
mediated by using the specific functions of a synchronous platform or different 
types of external software. However, it is of note that the technologies were 
used in ways that maximized the teachers’ pedagogies. This indicates a need for 
training courses where teachers’ pedagogies are thoroughly taken into account 
when addressing how to select and apply different technologies for synchronous 
online teaching.

To conclude, this research may serve as a starting point for examining the moti-
vational strategies of teachers in the synchronous online setting. The investigation of 
the strategies is of significant importance because it provides a deeper understanding 
of why and how synchronous online teachers are not always successful in motivat-
ing their students. Greater understanding and awareness of teachers’ experiences and 
perceptions, particularly in relation to the nature of the synchronous online environ-
ment, will assist teacher educators in particular and society in general for preparing 
how to help synchronous online teachers provide greater quality teaching.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire results for involvement strategies

No Items M SD

1 When the students of this class do not do as well as they can, I can 
make time to help them find ways to do better.

3.13 0.86

2 I talk with the students of this class. 2.53 0.97
3 I know the students of this class well. 2.38 0.92
4 I can’t always be available to the students of this class. 2.38 0.67
5 I spend time with the students of this class. 2.28 0.77
6 I don’t understand the students of this class very well. 2.21 0.61
7 The students of this class are difficult to like. 2.19 0.60
8 I know a lot about what goes on for the students of this class. 2.18 0.86
9 The students of this class are easy to like. 2.09 0.54
10 The students of this class can count on me to be there for them. 2.09 0.93

Appendix B. Questionnaire results for structure strategies

No Items M SD

1 I try to be clear with the students of this class about what I expect of them in class. 3.59 0.67
2 When the students of this class don’t understand something, I explain it in a lot of 

different ways.
3.59 0.50

3 I find it hard to be consistent with the students of this class. 3.35 0.75
4 I talk with the students of this class about my expectations for them. 3.35 0.66
5 When I discipline the students of this class, I always explain why. 3.21 1.06
6 I find it hard to teach the students in a way they can understand. 3.21 0.87
7 Sometimes I feel I don’t make my expectations clear to the students of this class. 3.12 0.76
8 I can’t tell when the students of this class are keeping up with me. 3.01 0.94
9 It’s hard to know when the students of this class are ready to go on to new material. 2.42 0.88
10 I find it difficult to tell when the students of this class need help. 2.42 0.52
11 I let the students of this class get away with things I normally wouldn’t allow. 2.41 0.78
12 I don’t always have time to follow through with the students of this class. 1.95 1.15
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Appendix C. Questionnaire results for autonomy‑support strategies

No Items M SD

1 I find myself telling the students of this class every step to make when it comes to 
schoolwork.

3.60 0.49

2 I have to lead the students of this class through their schoolwork step by step. 3.50 0.51
3 I encourage the students of this class to think about how schoolwork can be useful to 

them.
3.49 0.50

4 It is difficult to explain to the students of this class why what we do in school is 
important.

3.28 0.79

5 I can’t let the students of this class do things their own way. 3.09 0.71
6 I let the students of this class make a lot of their own decisions regarding schoolwork. 2.79 0.75
7 I try to give the students of this class a lot of choices about classroom assignments. 2.78 0.76
8 My general approach with the students of this class is to give them as a few choices as 

possible.
2.69 0.78

9 I can’t afford to let the students of this class decide too many things about schoolwork 
for themselves.

2.62 0.93

10 It’s better not to give too many choices to the students of this class. 2.09 0.84



11984 Education and Information Technologies (2023) 28:11963–11986

1 3

Appendix D. Interview outline

Guiding themes • Motivational strategies that the teacher employed
• Influence of the synchronous online environment on strategy use

Initial question topics • Background information
• General perception and experience of synchronous online teaching
• Perception of student motivation in the synchronous online environment
• Difficulties encountered during synchronous online teaching
• Advantages of teaching in the synchronous online environment

Specific questions • What are some strategies that you used to motivate students?
• Did you use any strategies to foster students’ sense of belonging?
• Did you use any strategies to enhance students’ feeling of competence?
• Did you use any strategies to facilitate students’ autonomy?
• Can you give me specific examples of when you have used this strategy, and 

how did students respond?
• Why did you choose to use this strategy?
• Did you find using this strategy helpful when teaching in Zoom?
• What difficulties did you have when using this strategy?
• How did you overcome these difficulties?

Major themes Theme 1: Environments disadvantageous to conducting involvement strate-
gies

Teachers felt that many resources that they effortlessly relied on to foster stu-
dents’ sense of belonging in the offline setting became unavailable in the online 
setting. They thought that they needed to effortfully plan and conduct involve-
ment strategies to foster the feeling of relatedness in the online class. Despite 
their efforts, the strategies they deployed did not completely serve the purpose 
because of the limitations inherent in the online context.

Theme 2: More active use of autonomy-support and structure strategies to 
supplement inadequate use of involvement strategies

Teachers thought that technological affordances newly available in the online 
setting were supportive of their implementation of autonomy-support and 
structure strategies. In addition, the perceived limitation in implementing 
involvement strategies encouraged the teachers to seek more systematic use of 
autonomy-support and structure strategies to maintain the quality of teaching.
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from the corresponding author on reasonable request.
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