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Abstract COVID-19 has forced universities around the
world to suspend in-person teaching and adopt emergency
remote teaching (ERT). To compensate for the suspension
of in-person teaching, many universities mandated that
teachers utilise video-conferencing software (VCS) to
deliver synchronous online lessons conducted through
VCS. This study explored the impact of ERT and the
requirement to teach synchronously online through VCS on
the motivation of university teachers at a major university
in Hong Kong. In-depth interviews were conducted with
nine teachers who had completed a full semester of ERT.
The findings suggest that the teachers fell into two distinct
groups. Teachers in one group (n =5) seemed to thrive,
reporting mainly positive effects of ERT on their motiva-
tion, while the others (n = 4) seemed to be just surviving,
reported mainly negative effects. For members of the
“thriving” group, the semester reinvigorated their teaching
and provided them with new skills; members of the “sur-
viving” group, by contrast, questioned their ability to
teach, found it hard to build a rapport with learners, felt
isolated, and struggled to find job satisfaction. The study
concludes with a discussion of measures that could help
university teachers to maintain their motivation during
online instruction.
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Introduction

COVID-19 has forced universities around the world to
suspend in-person teaching to minimise person-to-person
physical contact and the spread of the virus. Accordingly,
online-only modes of instruction, known collectively as
emergency remote teaching (ERT), have been adopted
(Hodges et al., 2020). Unlike courses specifically designed
for online delivery, ERT refers to courses originally
designed for in-person instruction that have been modified
for online instruction due to emergency situations (Hodges
et al., 2020). ERT presented new and unique challenges for
teachers who were required to adapt rapidly to the dra-
matically different digital teaching and learning environ-
ment (Xie et al., 2019). Hong Kong, the context of this
current study, was one of the first places to be directly
affected by COVID-19 with in-person classes in all higher
education institutions suspended in late January 2020 and
teachers required to teach online for the spring semester
(Chan, 2020).

Hong Kong universities have adopted various modes of
blended learning for several years. It is common for in-
person courses to be supplemented with asynchronous
resources delivered through a Learning Management Sys-
tem (LMS) (Deng & Tavares, 2013). However, to com-
pensate for the suspension of in-person lessons,
necessitated by COVID-19, many universities, including
the one under study, mandated that teachers utilise video-
conferencing software (VCS) to deliver synchronous online
lessons (Crawford et al., 2020). Widespread use of
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synchronous online teaching has only recently been made
possible due to technological advancement and the
widening availability of high-speed internet (Martin &
Parker, 2014). This mode of instruction was new to many
university teachers and students in Hong Kong (Moor-
house, 2020) and the wider global higher education sector
(Metscher et al., 2020).

Due to the rapid implementation or ERT, little research
has explored the impact of adapting to ERT and, in par-
ticular, the requirement to teach synchronously online—
including working from home in social isolation (American
Psychological Society, 2020)—on university teachers’
motivation, well-being, and practice (Wong & Moorhouse,
2020).

It is important to explore how university teachers have
been coping with the changes caused by COVID-19 and
the shift to ERT and synchronous online teaching, in par-
ticular regarding their motivation to teach. Teachers’
motivation can impact the quality of their teaching, mental
health, and long-term commitment to teaching as well as
students’ learning (Carson & Chase, 2009; Dornyei &
Ushioda, 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2020).

This current study, using self-determination theory
(SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020) as an analytical
framework, explores the impact COVID-19 and the expe-
rience of ERT, including the requirement to conduct syn-
chronous online lessons, had on a group of English for
academic purposes (EAP) teachers at a major university in
Hong Kong. An understanding of how teacher motivation
has been impacted can assist university leaders in identi-
fying the best ways to cope with COVID-19 and ERT and,
therefore, provide a more conducive and sustainable
learning environment for students. Furthermore, although
teachers’ motivation to teach online has been explored in
the research literature (e.g., Doo et al., 2020; Wasilik &
Bolliger, 2009), these studies have examined courses
delivered primarily asynchronously, not synchronously.
The utilisation of synchronous online teaching in higher
education is likely to grow beyond the pandemic, due to the
opportunity it provides for students and teachers to interact
in real-time while maintaining the flexibility of online
learning (Martin & Parker, 2014). The potential growth in
synchronous online teaching makes it critically important
to understand better teachers’ motivation to teach through
this mode.

Teacher Motivation

Teacher motivation has received considerable attention in
educational research in recent years (Dornyei & Ushioda,
2011; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). Motivation is a complex
psychological concept, so defining it in the context of
university educators has been problematic. However,
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scholars have tended to relate teacher motivation to the
reasons that individuals choose to teach and remain in the
profession and the intrinsic and extrinsic factors affecting
the effort that a teacher expends on the job (Han & Yin,
2016). Studies have concluded that teacher motivation is
“primarily derived from the intrinsic value of teaching”
(Han & Yin, 2016, p. 7).

To help understand the factors that facilitate or under-
mine an individual’s motivation and psychological well-
being, Ryan and Deci (2000, 2020) propose the SDT. Ryan
and Deci (2020) suggest that “SDT places its emphasis on
people’s inherent motivational propensities for learning
and growing, and how they can be supported” (p. 1). SDT
argues that for people to be intrinsically motivated, they
require support for their basic psychological needs,
namely, autonomy, competence and relatedness. Therefore,
to develop and maintain inner motivation, teachers need
adequate autonomy and trust—that is, the freedom to
implement practices that best meet the needs of their
learners. They also need to feel competent—that is, possess
the necessary skills and knowledge for the role and witness
the positive impact of their instruction on students. They
likewise need to experience a sense of relatedness—that is,
generally maintain positive relationships with their stu-
dents and colleagues (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Factors that
obstruct or prevent any of these three needs are seen to
impact on a teacher’s motivation and well-being nega-
tively. These factors can include controlling education
policies and administrators’ leadership styles, poorly
implemented reforms (Hargreaves, 2005), standardised
practices and assessments (Moorhouse, 2018), students’
behaviour, insufficient self-efficacy and career structures,
and limited recognition or potential for professional
development (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011). SDT provides a
framework to understand how educational or work settings
either meet or frustrate these basic needs (Klassen et al,
2012; Ryan & Deci, 2020). This framework is adopted in
this study to analyse the impact ERT and the requirement
for teaching synchronously online have had on university
teachers’ motivation and well-being.

Teacher Motivation for Online Teaching

With the dramatic expansion of online modes of teaching
in higher education, researchers have begun to explore
teacher motivation in contexts beyond the traditional
classroom (e.g., Doon et al., 2020; Meyer, 2012; Wasilik &
Bolliger, 2009). Thus, research has reported that university
teachers may be motivated to try online teaching by the
challenge and a desire to implement innovative pedagogi-
cal approaches (e.g., Fredericksen et al., 2000). Their
motivation in teaching online seems to depend on their
perceptions of student learning and the quality of the online
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experience (Fredericksen et al., 2000). Wasilik and Bol-
liger (2009) found that teachers were generally satisfied
with their online teaching experiences, valuing the flexi-
bility of the format but frustrated by the lack of in-person
interaction and technical difficulties. Meyer (2012) identi-
fied a complex mixture of personal factors (e.g., enjoying
change and having young children) and professional factors
(e.g., recognition and saving programmes with low enrol-
ment) that influenced university teachers’ motivation to
offer courses online.

A recent mixed-method study by Doon et al. (2020) of
university teachers’ motivation to teach massive open
online courses (MOOCsSs) corroborates the impression that
their primary motivations are intrinsic. Specifically, they
found teachers to be motivated by “interest in new learning
technology, service to the public and community, desire to
promote subject matter, and personal growth and devel-
opment” (p. 39). They also found them to be frustrated
with the lack of communication and interaction between
themselves and their students.

Emergency Remote Teaching

The term ERT has emerged during the COVID-19 pan-
demic specifically as a way to differentiate between cour-
ses offered online in response to a crisis or disaster that
would have typically been taught in-person, from courses
that are intentionally designed for online instruction
(Hodges et al., 2020). ERT is understood as a temporary
measure to cover the period of crisis before the return to
normality (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). While online alter-
natives to in-person instruction have been deployed in
response to national and regional crisis or disasters (e.g.,
Rush et al., 2016), COVID-19 is the first time ERT has
been implemented on a global scale. The design and
implementation of ERT measures are likely to be depen-
dent on various contextual and human factors and related
challenges. The teachers’ and learners’ access to techno-
logical resources, including high-speed internet, their
readiness for online learning, the instructional support
available, and policies mandated by institutions or gov-
ernments all impact ERT (Hodges et al., 2020). In addition,
teachers need to be able to adapt quickly to the radically
different teaching and learning environment (Xie et al.,
2019), while coping with the social and psychological
effects of the crisis (American Psychological Society,
2020).

In Hong Kong, as with other contexts, ERT involved the
use of synchronous online teaching (Moorhouse, 2020;
Metscher et al., 2020). While providing benefits, syn-
chronous online teaching can be demanding on the teacher
who needs to teach and communicate content through a
screen, engage learners using two-dimensional images,

facilitate interactions in digital spaces, attend to students’
emotional needs remotely, maintain a sense of presence in
the absence of physical proximity, and troubleshoot tech-
nical problems (Rehn et al., 2018). In addition, the physical
distance between the teacher and learner can make building
relationships, an essential element of motivation (Klassen
et al., 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2020), more challenging (Rose
& Adams, 2014). The combined demands of ERT and the
requirement to shift from the in-person to the synchronous
online classroom are likely to have an impact on teacher
motivation.

The Study
Research Purpose and Question

This study explores the effects of ERT and the requirement
to conduct synchronous online teaching in response to
COVID-19 on nine Hong Kong university EAP teachers’
motivation after teaching exclusively online for a full
semester. The study addresses the question:

(1) What impact has ERT, necessitated by COVID-19,
had on EAP teachers’ motivation?

To address the question, the nine participants from the
selected university were interviewed in late May to early
June 2020 after the spring semester had ended.

Research Context

The teachers interviewed for this study were working at an
English language centre in one of Hong Kong’s eight
publicly funded universities. The university offers under-
graduate and postgraduate programmes in a variety of
disciplines; the majority of courses are taught exclusively
in English. To support their transition to university and the
English-language learning environment, all students take
one credit-bearing EAP course in their first year of
undergraduate studies intended to develop basic compe-
tencies in academic writing. Students also take other
mandatory and optional EAP courses during their studies.

In late January 2020, as COVID-19 was starting to
spread around the world, universities in Hong Kong deci-
ded to suspend in-person teaching to help contain the virus.
This measure was at first temporary, but the ERT was
extended for the full spring semester in March 2020 (Chan,
2020). The teachers in the current study were given
2 weeks to prepare for online teaching, which took the
form of synchronous sessions delivered through VCS. The
semester was extended for 2 weeks to make up for the
preparation time, and workshops helped to prepare teachers
for the new mode of teaching.
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Participants

The participants in this study taught EAP courses to
undergraduate students of various majors. They were
recruited for the project by the second author, an EAP
teacher at the same university, and all agreed to participate.
In total, four male and five female teachers were inter-
viewed. The extent of their experience as EAP teachers
ranged from 3 to 24 years. All held a master’s degree, and
one of them held a doctorate; they were assigned pseudo-
nyms for this study. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, the
teachers had a short experience of ERT in the first seme-
ster, due to the widespread civil unrest in Hong Kong,
which led to the occupation of several university campuses.
ERT, at that time, mainly involved the uploading of
materials to the university LMS for student self-study.
Previously, all the participants were engaged in in-person
teaching and had no experience teaching exclusively
online.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected through individual, in-depth, semi-
structured interviews. The interviews were timed to allow
the teachers to reflect on the full semester of experience
with ERT. The interviews lasted 5070 min each and were
conducted using VCS to minimise person-to-person con-
tact. Both researchers took part in all nine interviews. The
interviews were audio-recorded to facilitate transcription.
The semi-structured format for the interviews was adopted
to facilitate an in-depth exploration of the participants’
lived experiences and perceptions (Cohen et al., 2011) of
ERT during COVID-19. An interview guide was created
specifically for the study with questions regarding the
participants’ motivations for teaching EAP before the
suspension of in-person teaching, their experiences with
ERT, and their opinions about the suspension and the
prospect of teaching online exclusively in future semesters
(See Appendix 1 for the primary interview questions).
Qualitative data from the interviews were subjected to
iterative thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using
SDT as an analytical framework. In the first stage, the
transcriptions were read and re-read to familiarise the
researchers with the data. Second, initial codes were gen-
erated and compared systematically on a shared Google
Doc, then themes and subthemes were identified. At this
stage, the researchers noticed that the data revealed two
distinct groups within the dataset. The data were divided
into two sets: one group that was positively affected by
ERT (n = 5) and one group that was negatively affected by
ERT (n =4). These sets were labelled “thriving” and
“surviving” based on the impact of ERT on their basic
psychological needs. Next, the researchers reviewed the
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themes within each set and agreed on the final set. The
themes were then compared to the SDT analytical frame-
work (See Table 1.). Finally, extracts were selected, and
the report was compiled. Throughout the process, the
researchers maintained close communication to check
understandings, ask for clarification, and discuss differ-
ences in interpretations before reaching a consensus (Co-
hen et al., 2011). Ethical approval for the study was
provided at the university level with all participants giving
informed consent.

Findings

The analysis of the data yielded two distinct answers to the
research question regarding the impact of the shift to ERT,
because of COVID-19, on EAP teachers’ motivation. Five
of the teachers thrived during ERT, reporting mainly pos-
itive effects on their motivation, while the other four
reported primarily negative effects. In what follows, the
data relating to the teachers’ long-term motivation to teach
before the shift to ERT are presented here first followed by
the data relating to their motivation during ERT.

The Teachers’ Motivation Before ERT

To understand the impact of COVID-19 and the shift to
ERT on the participants’ motivation, it is important first to
understand their perceived motivation before the period of
ERT and what factors impacted their motivation. All of the
participants considered themselves to be motivated teach-
ers committed to their profession before the shift. They
attributed their motivation to the relationships that they
formed with students and the sense that their instruction
had been making a difference in their students’ academic
development and performance. Anderson, for example,
talked about enjoying his job because of the effect that his
teaching had on his students’ performance:

I enjoy teaching. I’ve taught for a long time ... |
enjoy taking students through the writing process
from the beginning—choosing a topic, doing
research, writing a first draft, revising it together, and
producing the final draft; I think it is quite productive
and quite worthwhile. ... [The students] were able to
make drastic improvements. I’'m quite pleased to say
that motivates me as a teacher to see them doing well.

Tanya similarly attributed her motivation for teaching to
her relationships with her students, and the “energy” that
she felt when from working with them:

One of the key reasons I'm in teaching is because I
really like working with groups of people. I get a lot
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Table 1 Final themes of the data analysis

Thriving group

(Anderson, Anthony, Charlene, Eddy, and Jake)

Surviving group
(Darcy, Kylie, Mandy, Tanya)

The teachers’ motivation before ERT

Motivated and committed to teaching

e Relationship with learners (Relatedness)

e Impact on students’ academic development and performance (Competence)

The impact of ERT on teachers’ motivation Positive effect on motivation

e Reinvigorated teaching (Competence)

Negative effect on motivation

e Questioned professional competence
(Competence)

e Develop new skills useful for career (Autonomy) e Hard to build rapport with learners

Online vs. in-person teaching

(Relatedness)

e Increased effort (Competence)

Preference for in-person over online teaching

e Relationship with learners (Relatedness)

of energy from a group of people. ... [How] I feel
about my job is heavily based on my ability to form
relationships with my students, which I do just
through incidence of chat [sic].

The other participants’ motivations were similar. Eddy
stated, “The relationship between me and the students
motivates me”. Kylie said that teaching “is very exciting,
and I get a lot of energy from [students]. So, at the end of
the class, I'm more awake than [at] the beginning”. Darcy
explained, “You know, [students] come in, and they don’t
know anything about academic writing, and, at least, by the
end of the course ...we have succeeded in giving them a
good step into the academic writing world”.

In the present study, the perceived motivations of par-
ticipants, before the shift to ERT, provided context for the
impact of ERT on their motivation. This context can, in
part, explain the distinctly different ways in which the shift
to ERT impacted the teachers in this study.

The Impact of ERT on Teachers’ Motivation:
Thriving and Surviving

Thriving During ERT

Five of the participants—Anderson, Anthony, Charlene,
Eddy, and Jake—reported positive effects of ERT on their
motivation and seemed to thrive during the transition to
online-only teaching. This “thriving” group expressed the
belief that the experience had reinvigorated their teaching
and provided them with new skills that could aid them in
their careers going forward.

Anderson stated that, before COVID-19, his teaching
had gone into “cruise mode”, while online teaching was
for him “something completely different and a new chal-
lenge” that caused him to re-think his course content,

activities, and methods. Similarly, Eddy felt that he had
been “more motivated this semester” because he had had
to consider his learners’ needs more carefully than before;
thus, he developed a “step-by-step guide before each
assessment to make sure they [the students] could follow
what they are supposed to do during the assessment”.
Charlene spoke of having “more time” to devote to her
teaching and being able to assign additional work to her
learners that bolstered their academic performance. Jake
saw the period of teaching online as an opportunity to
reflect on his practice and think of new ways to engage
learners; he also expressed a desire to create a sense of
“normality” for students, and he was motivated to create a
positive learning environment for them.

In addition to perceiving a positive impact of ERT on
their teaching, Charlene, Eddy, and Jake thought that the
skills that they had developed during the cessation of in-
person classes had the potential to open up new career
opportunities. For example, Eddy stated, “I think that helps
build up the CV as well. Maybe because we all knew that
the universities are thinking of going in this direction, and
[the shift to online learning] has been in the cards for a
number of years”. Charlene felt she could now live any-
where in the world, and teaching students “anywhere in the
world”.

Surviving ERT

Four of the participants—Darcy, Kylie, Mandy, and
Tanya—reported mainly negative effects of ERT on their
motivation and, rather than thriving, seemed merely to
have survived the shift to online teaching. The members of
this “surviving” group stated that the new environment had
caused them to question their professional competence,
made it challenging to develop a rapport with learners, left
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them feeling exhausted, and sapped their satisfaction with
or motivation to engage in teaching.

The challenges associated with ERT, including a steep
learning curve, had eroded these teachers’ self-confidence.
Kylie, who considered herself to have been highly moti-
vated before the shift to ERT, spoke of “this horrible
feeling” of professional incompetence, describing teaching
online as being “kind of like when you are first thrown into
a classroom”. Darcy similarly said that, when beginning
online teaching, she had “really started from nothing”.
This sense of lacking competence frustrated the partici-
pants and was exacerbated by the difficulties they experi-
enced trying to establish a rapport with their students
online. Phrases such as “production-line teaching”,
“teaching into the void”, and “disembodied voices on the
other side [of those who] may or may not be paying
attention” reflect this frustration. Adding to the problem
was the fact that the students were not required to turn on
their cameras during synchronous lessons, and very few did
so—ostensibly owing to privacy issues. The students’
blank screens became the norm in their classes. Darcy
offered a telling anecdote in this regard: having encoun-
tered some of the students whom she had taught online in
the real world, she was unable to recognise them:

I really didn’t enjoy [online teaching] because there
was a lack of personal connection [with learners]. I
didn’t have that same rapport. I definitely developed
some rapport with students. I mean, a couple of them
saw me last week on campus. I don’t know how they
recognised me. They came up to me and said, “Oh,
you’re our teacher”. I had no idea because I don’t
know what they look like.

Such experiences increased the dissatisfaction of the
members of the “surviving” group and sapped their
motivation for the semester. Though most of them tried
to remain motivated, after several weeks of online teach-
ing, they found it difficult to do so. Tanya said that she had
used various strategies at first to try to build a rapport with
learners but that her effort had flagged as the weeks went
by:

In the beginning [of ERT], I tried to ask students to
join the class 10-15 min before the lesson starts, and
I would have a flip chart up with a list of things for
students to do ... and then I asked them to switch on
their mic and tell me something about themselves. ...
But then, I'll be honest, after about four lessons, I
found it exhausting ... I couldn’t sustain it for the
whole course.

Darcy, Kylie, Mandy and Tanya all asserted that
teaching online required a greater effort than teaching in-
person. Tanya said that she had had to cut back on her
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efforts to retain her energy over the semester: “I became
more emotionally exhausted and mentally exhausted, and I
started cutting corners where I could because I knew I
needed the energy to finish the semester”. Kylie contrasted
feeling “exhausted” at the end of an online class with
feeling “energised” after a in-person class. The lack of
interaction with colleagues, since they were encouraged to
work from home, increased their sense of isolation.

Online vs In-person Teaching

While members of the “thriving” and “surviving” groups
responded differently to ERT, all of the interviewees
expressed a preference for in-person teaching. While those
who thrived found aspects of online teaching appealing,
such as the ease of organising and conducting one-on-one
consultations, they still missed the physical and social
environment of the traditional classroom. Many of the
participants echoed Anthony’s sentiment that online
teaching “as an emergency measure is okay, but I wouldn’t
like the university to think that we can now provide all the
courses online”. Charlene stated, “I like online teaching a
lot, but I feel there is something missing ... I do want to
meet the students in person”.

Unsurprisingly, members of the “surviving” group were
eager to return to in-person lessons as soon as possible.
Darcy shared her fear of the prospect of having to continue
online teaching:

We don’t want to [teach online]. ... I'm fine with the
whole idea of blended learning and having some
online teaching. But if someone told me that this is
going to be my job for the future, forever, I would
really have to reconsider my career. Because it was
really draining sitting in front of a black screen for
two or three hours at a time. Everything was teacher-
led. Everything was coming from me without getting
any instant feedback. ... Now, I want to get back to
the classroom.

It is noteworthy that Darcy expressed the intention to look
for another career should the requirement for online-only
teaching continue indefinitely, which shows the impact that
ERT has had on her motivation as well as her sense of job
satisfaction. Such attitudes are concerning, especially since
Darcy, along with the rest of the participants, asserted that
they had been motivated before the shift to ERT.

Discussion and Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought immense chal-

lenges, with higher education being one of the most
affected domains due to its reliance on in-person
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interactions (Hodges et al., 2020). Teachers have needed to
find ways to support student learning and provide a sense
of normality during these uncertain times (Crawford et al.,
2020; Hodges et al., 2020). This approach has led to the
implementation of ERT and, in many contexts, syn-
chronous online teaching (Moorhouse, 2020; Metscher
et al., 2020). Understandably, teachers around the world
were not prepared for this rapid shift online (Wang, 2020).
While technology in higher education has been a standard
feature for several years, these technologies have tended to
supplement in-person teaching (Deng & Tavares, 2013).
COVID-19 has meant that teachers have been required to
teach exclusively online—bringing new and specific chal-
lenges (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). This current study
sought to understand the effect of ERT on university
teachers’ motivation. The small number of participants
notwithstanding, the findings presented here suggest that
teachers have responded to the shift to ERT in very dif-
ferent ways that have significant implications for their
motivation in the synchronous online classroom.

Importantly, all the teachers interviewed expressed a
high level of motivation in their regular teaching practices.
Their motivation primarily came from their rapport with
students and the positive impact they believe their
instruction has on students’ academic development. This
motivation suggests that their teaching role fulfils the basic
psychological needs of competence and relatedness (Ryan
& Deci, 2020). Previous studies have likewise found uni-
versity teachers to be motivated by their relationship that
they form with students and the impact they have on stu-
dents’ academic development (Carson & Chase, 2009; Han
& Yin, 2016).

However, ERT and the need to teach synchronously
online had a positive effect on one group of teachers’
motivations, labelled thriving, and a negative effect on the
other group of teachers, labelled surviving. The members
of the thriving group were reinvigorated and acquired new
skills that could aid them in their careers. They seemed to
relish the opportunity to try new teaching approaches and
seem to get some success from their efforts. This success
fulfilled their sense of mastery, the feeling that they can
succeed and grow despite the challenges of ERT (Ryan &
Deci, 2020). They also valued the opportunity to develop
new skills. This belief may have given them greater own-
ership over their actions while also increasing their sense of
professional competence. These findings are similar to
other studies that have explored teacher motivation for
online teaching, seeing it as an opportunity to innovate and
try something new (e.g., Wasilik & Bolliger, 2009).
Although teachers in previous studies tended to have
selected to use online teaching modes by choice and were
not forced to do so by a global pandemic.

The impact on the surviving group was radically dif-
ferent. This group questioned their professional compe-
tence, struggled to build rapport with learners, felt isolated,
and struggled to gain any satisfaction from teaching. Their
basic psychological needs of relatedness and competence
were, therefore, unfulfilled (Ryan & Deci, 2020). This lack
of fulfilment seems to have led to a sense of emotional and
physical exhaustion, with one teacher even suggesting
leaving the profession. The use of VCS to teach syn-
chronous online lessons seems to have the biggest negative
effect on the teachers’ motivation. Students not turning on
the cameras and not actively engaging in the lessons made
the teachers feel disconnected from learners. This lack of
connectedness has been found in other research with online
teachers (Rose & Adams, 2014). As the teachers identified
their relationship with the learners as one of their main
motivators before the need for ERT, it is understandable
that the loss of this relationship would impact them in such
a way. In addition, teaching synchronously online requires
specific skills (Rehn et al., 2018), which the teachers may
not have felt they possessed, leading to the feeling of
incompetence. Worryingly, previous studies have shown
that if teachers’ need for relatedness and competence are
not met, this could reduce their engagement (Roth et al.,
2007) and increase their emotional exhaustion (Klassen
et al., 2012). This reaction does seem somewhat evident in
the responses of the “surviving” group, with some mem-
bers struggling to maintain the effort needed to teach online
throughout the period of ERT.

Interestingly, all the participants wanted a return to in-
person teaching. This desire seems to be primarily due to
the need for relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Therefore,
while the thriving group may see short-term benefits to the
chance to teach online, the need for relatedness makes in-
person teaching more attractive in the long term. Although
not explicitly discussed in the interviews, their preference
for in-person teaching could be due in part to the feeling of
connectiveness the teachers feel with the learners in the
different modes, or social presence. Most research of social
presence in online environments have explored whether
students in online courses perceive those they are inter-
acting with online are real people (Sung & Mayer, 2012).
However, due to the lack of learners’ response and their
practice of switching off cameras, this study may suggest
that teachers lack a sense of social presence during syn-
chronous online teaching. This could explain the frustra-
tions evident in the thriving group, and the preference for
in-person teaching of all the participants.

The factors that may predispose a teacher to thrive or
merely survive are not clear in this study. There is a need to
exploring the personal and professional factors, such as
experiences, teaching strategies, and beliefs, that could
affect whether a teacher survives or thrives during ERT.
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Still, this study indicates that teachers who are motivated in
the traditional classroom do not necessarily maintain their
motivation when forced by circumstances to transition to
online teaching. Individual teachers have responded to the
situation caused by COVID-19 in distinct ways. Signifi-
cantly, though, even those who have thrived during ERT
may struggle to maintain their motivation should the
uncertainties caused by COVID-19 continue indefinitely
(Wong & Moorhouse, 2020).

Accordingly, universities, faculties, and department
leaders need to recognise the factors that can affect
teachers’ intrinsic motivations, such as competence,
autonomy, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2020) and
together with teachers explore ways to facilitate the tran-
sition to online teaching. Teachers come to ERT equipped
with various competencies, needs, and expectations, and
understanding the differences among them is essential
(Hodges et al., 2020; Wang, 2020). University leaders, for
their part, should acknowledge the potential negative
impacts of online teaching on teacher motivation and
implement initiatives designed to prepare and support
educators psychologically in addition to providing peda-
gogical and technological support. For the benefit of their
students, teachers need to thrive rather than merely survive
(Beltman et al., 2011).

Although this study has yielded valuable findings, it has
limitations with respect to scale and methods. Thus, a more
extensive study exploring the impact of ERT and other
responses to and impacts of COVID-19 on teachers from
various departments and in various contexts is warranted.
In addition, the use of different research methods would be
informative. Qualitative approaches are appropriate for an
initial investigation in an emerging field, but a mixed-
method study combining qualitative and quantitative
methods could yield more robust results. Furthermore,
scholars should conduct observations of synchronous
online lessons. Through exploring the interactions between
the teacher and students, and the use of teaching strategies
or technologies in the synchronous online classroom, we
may better understand the conditions required for teachers
to thrive during ERT.

Appendix 1

Primary Interview Questions

1. How would you describe your motivation to teach
before the suspension of in-person classes? What fac-
tors influence your motivation to teach?

2. How has the suspension of in-person teaching and
requirement to teach exclusively online affected your

@ Springer

motivation to teach? If it has changed, what factors
have influenced the change? If it has not, why not?
3. What could be done to increase your motivation to
teach?
4. What are your thoughts on the possibility of teaching
exclusively online in the future?
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