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Abstract

Educational systems worldwide have been affected by government restrictions imposed in
response to the Covid-19 pandemic, causing the temporary closure of many educational
institutions. The new condition has forced teachers to make the transition from onsite to online
teaching. The current study used a descriptive method to examine online teachers’ perceptions
towards online teaching during the transition to online learning at a center for foreign languages
in Vietnam. The results reveal that teachers have a relatively positive perception of online
teaching, although many typical problems of online teaching do present themselves and the
effectiveness of online teaching does not always compare favorably with traditional classroom
teaching. Teachers’ suggestions are significant for improving online teaching quality. Online
teaching is highly likely here to stay and will continue to improve. The transition from traditional
tace-to-face classrooms to online teaching can be successtully achieved and its quality can be
ensured if challenges and ways of improving online learning continue to be closely examined.
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Contribution of this paper to the literature

This study contributes to existing literature by using a descriptive method in order to examine online
teachers’ perceptions towards online teaching during the transition to online learning at a center for
foreign languages in Vietnam.

1. Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has presented most educational institutions with the challenge of converting face-to-
face instruction to online teaching and learning. For many teachers who were trained to work in physical
classrooms, this was a completely new paradigm. Online teaching is challenging because teachers are faced with
new problems, such as facilities, technology literacy, online class management, and teaching methods in the online
environment. At the Center of Foreign Languages at Can Tho University in Vietnam, online teaching and learning
is still in its infancy. It has been expanding recently, particularly since the Covid-19 pandemic when the closure of
all schools forced teachers to turn to online teaching. Many teachers experienced difficulties in the transition to
online teaching. One fundamental problem was that not many teachers had sufficient experience to conduct online
courses in response to the sudden shift to online teaching. A thorough understanding of teachers’ perceptions is
required in order to guarantee that online teaching and learning is implemented successfully. While most studies of
online teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic have centered on university settings, few studies have so far been
conducted in the context of foreign language centers, especially in the Vietnamese context. A study examining
teachers’ perceptions towards online teaching is necessary, not only for teachers but also for educational
institutions to make appropriate adjustments to enhance the quality of online teaching.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Online Teaching and Its Comparison with Onsite Teaching

Online teaching generally refers to any kind of teaching and learning via an internet connection rather than in
person. Online English teaching has seen an incredible growth in popularity in recent years, especially in the past
tew years due to the Covid-19 pandemic, which leads to the necessity of considering the differences between online
learning and the traditional classroom. A traditional classroom involves a standard curriculum delivered by a
teacher in person. Classroom learning helps learners and teachers get to know each other better. This generally
allows teachers to better evaluate the learners’” strengths and weaknesses. In a traditional classroom, learners can
directly share their views and clarify their queries with the teacher, thus getting their questions answered
immediately (Alsaaty, Carter, Abrahams, & Alshameri, 2016).

When we think of learning online, live online lessons such as Zoom meeting sessions are in some ways similar
to traditional face-to-face classes in which a teacher presents lessons and interacts with learners in real time.
However, there are still several major differences between these modes of teaching and learning. The major
difference is classroom management (Lathifah, Helmanto, & Maryani, 2020). In a physical classroom, the teacher
can freely move the learners around, grouping them in different ways to organize difterent activities. Most online
classes use conferencing software that allows for the use of breakout rooms and different arrangements of learners
in the classroom. However, in reality, the most effective way to conduct online lessons is for the teacher or
presenter to manage the group as a whole. Because of this, online classes are more eftective when they are limited
to a smaller number of learners.

In online classes, a lack of visual feedback is a common challenge for teachers. It is important that when
teaching in a physical classroom, teachers are able to adapt their delivery depending on the immediate visual
tfeedback they perceive, such as the learners’ facial expressions. In the online classroom, it is more difficult to get
similar feedback. Furthermore, distractions in online classes are more common and challenging. Posing regular
questions to learners, which they can respond to with voting tools, can be a useful way to check their engagement
in a synchronous online session. In an online teaching and learning environment, different feedback practices are
usually implemented to keep learners engaged with the learning material (Jensen, Bearman, & Boud, 2021).

Technical involvement is another main difference of online teaching. In traditional learning, learners also need
basic technical skills for documentation and for collecting data from the internet. In both traditional and online
learning, technical skills are necessary, but the demands of online learning are greater. To do well in online
courses, learners must necessarily have basic computer literacy. Likewise, teachers must be able to incorporate
different resources into lessons, and make the lessons more engaging using various media, including web pages,
software programs, search engines, and social media (Winter, Costello, O'Brien, & Hickey, 2021).

2.2. Effectiveness of Onsite and Online Learning

Effective classrooms, whether onsite or online, can be measured on some main aspects relating to course
content, pedagogical approaches, interactivity and assessment (Darkwa & Antwi, 2021). Course content is an
essential element of every school curriculum that needs much attention. Generally speaking, content is what
teachers teach. The teacher in a classroom is expected to have a broad and current understanding of the subject
matter’s major content areas. Every teacher’s aim in the teaching and learning environment is to deliver a lesson to
the learners’ satistaction. IFor learners to fully understand a lesson, the lesson’s content should be presented clearly
to facilitate their understanding of it. Also, the lesson should involve a series of activities that involve the students
in the lesson through class participation. Activity-oriented lessons can enhance learners’ understanding of content
through practice.

Pedagogical approaches are the various strategies and skills teachers employ in the classroom to help students
achieve learning outcomes and realize their full educational potential. Learners in the modern language classroom
often learn through techniques drawn from a variety of methods or approaches in what has been labelled an
‘eclectic approach'. Teachers can generally select techniques from various approaches according to the different
needs of their learners (Suleman & Hussain, 2016). While traditional approaches such as the communicative
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approach are still useful for effective language teaching, it is important to explore and implement new teaching
strategies such as the use of smart phones in the new learning environment.

Interactions among learners, and between teachers and learners, are essential to effective classroom learning.
Both online learning and classroom learning require learners and teachers to interact in the teaching and learning
process. All learners crave interaction, whether in face-to-face settings or online environments, and research shows
that interaction can increase learning (Weizheng, 2019). While opportunities for interaction may occur without
much planning in a face-to-face environment, designing and implementing interactive learning experiences online
generally requires more strategic planning to increase interactions between teachers and learners and among
learners.

Assessment is an integral part of both traditional and online education to determine learners’ achievement of
learning outcomes. Teachers use assessment to obtain information they need to make decisions about learners, the
curriculum, and educational policy. In an online learning environment, both formative and summative assessment
practices require an understanding of the features and tools inherent to the electronic medium (Baldwin &
Trespalacios, 2017).

2.8. Online Teaching and Learning during the Covid-19 Pandemic in Vietnam

Due to the widespread Covid-19 pandemic and the implementation of social distancing across the country,
most educational institutions in Vietnam shifted to online education within a short time period, independent of
whether teachers were prepared for the change (Pham & Ho, 2020). In fact, online teaching has been proposed for
years, but has received very little enthusiasm from universities, teachers and students. It was not until the outbreak
of Covid-19 that the Vietnamese government and universities had no choice but to conceive a plan for online
education. Vietnam has been slow to take up online teaching, but the Covid-19 pandemic has provided Vietnam
with a great opportunity to review its online training capacity and potential, particularly regarding its national
policies and legal framework, its [CT infrastructure, and higher education institutions” online teaching capacity. In
the context of Covid-19, it appears that online learning has been widely welcomed and accepted both within
educational institutions and in the wider community. The actions of stakeholders at different levels are building a
firm foundation for the sector to develop further in the near future (Ho, 2021).

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Setting: CF'L and its Online Programs

The Center of Foreign Languages, Can Tho University, Vietnam (hereafter referred to as “the Center” or
CFL), provides different varieties of fee-paid courses in foreign languages, such as English, French, Chinese,
Japanese and Korean, and the online program makes up a small part of different programs at the Center. In
response to the Covid-19 pandemic and the country’s period of social distancing, the Center shifted to online
teaching and learning in early May of 2021 and began to offer more online classes. Currently, there are three
groups of learners in online programs: One group for exam preparation such as for the IELTS, TOEIC or VSTEP
(Vietnamese Standardized Test of English Proficiency), one for General English for adults, and the last is General
English for young learners. The class size is relatively small, between 15 and 24 learners. The teachers generally
use Zoom meetings as the technical tool of instruction. The course duration is between 8 and 10 weeks, and each
class has 2 or 8 Zoom sessions per week.

With the shift to online teaching, the Center has adjusted the course content of all its programs, reorganized
the syllabi, trained teachers in online pedagogical approaches, and, most practically, prepared the necessary
technological facilities, such as Internet connectivity and Zoom service licenses to conduct online classes. As in
traditional classrooms, the role of the online teacher is vital to the success of the program. Teachers’ perceptions of
this new mode of online teaching, after switching from onsite to online teaching, is worthy of consideration
(Scherer, Howard, Tondeur, & Siddiq, 2021).

3.2. Research Design

In this study, a descriptive survey design was employed, in which questionnaires were distributed to all the
current online teachers at the Center. Questionnaires are considered a low-cost research tool that can help to
collect data from a large number of respondents in a short period of time (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2012). A
questionnaire based on a review of previous online learning literature is appropriate in this study because of the
feasibility of delivering it, gathering responses, and producing reliable data.

3.3. Participants
The survey was handed out to all online teachers at the Center. Of the 49 possible respondents, 34 (69.39%)
completed the questionnaire. The basic characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 1.

Table-1. Demographic characteristics of participants (N = 34).

Characteristics Number Percentage
Gender

Female 26 76.5%
Male 8 23.5%
Online teaching experience

No experience g 8.8%
1-2 years 17 50.0%
3-5 years 9 26.5%
More than 5 years 5 14.7%
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3.4. Instrument

The teaching staff were invited to respond to an online questionnaire. There were three main sections. In the
first section, the participants were asked to rank the level of seriousness of various typical problems of online
teaching, using a five-point Likert-scale ranging from 0 (not serious at all) to 4 (very serious). The second section
asked the participants to compare the eftectiveness of online versus onsite teaching using a scale ranging from 0
(much less effective) to 4 (much more eftective). The last section had one open question, asking the participants to
provide their suggestions for improving online teaching.

4. Results

The results and discussion are presented based on a detailed analysis of the data resulting from the three parts
of the questionnaire.

4.1. Teacher’s Problems with Online Teaching

Teaching online classes is a great challenge for many teachers who have been in the habit of conducting
classroom teaching over many years. Teachers have to overcome many challenges to accomplish the objective of
teaching and learning. In this study, the teachers were asked to rate the level of seriousness of common problems in
online teaching. Overall, the average mean scores were around the medium level, as shown in Table 2. The fifteen
problems have been ranked according to their mean scores. The highest mean score was 2.85 for the problem
“maintaining learners’ motivation and engagement” and the lowest mean score was 2.12 for the problem “teacher’s
access to technology”. It is also interesting to note that the difference between the highest mean score and the
lowest mean score was relatively small, less than 1 score value.

Table-2. Level of seriousness of online teaching problems (N = 34).
Problems Mean SD Scale Rank
(] 1 2 3 4

e  Maintaining learners’ motivation and engagement | 2.85 1.184 1 5 5 10 13 1
e  Learners’ access to technology 2.62 1.206 | 2 4 9 9 10 2
e Time spent preparing for online lessons 2.59 1.351 | 2 | 8 | 4 8 12 3
e  Dealing with technical issues 2.59 1.828 | 2 8 3 10 11 3
e Designing engaging activities 2.53 1.308 | 3 5 7 9 10 5
e Arranging online tests/exams 2.53 1.308 3 6 4 12 9 5
e  Time spent communicating with learners 2.47 1.419 | 6 1 8 10 7
e Interaction with learners 2.47 1.831 3 6 7 8 10 7
e  Time spent checking assignments 2.41 1.209 | 1 9 | 7 8 9
e  Learners submitting assighments 2.38 1.129 1 8 8 11 6 10
e  Learners’ understanding of content 2.35 1.368 | 4 6 7 8 9 11
e  Learner absence / retention 2.29 1.194 | 2 7 |11 7 7 12
° Time spent teaching 2.21 1.388 6 5 5 12 6 138
e  Teacher’s pedagogical digital competence 2.21 1.388 | 5 7|6 | 10 7 18
e  Teacher’s access to technology 2.12 1.431 5 9 5 7 8 15

The respondents view the problem of “maintaining learners’ motivation and engagement” as the most serious
problem in online teaching. The result is relatively in line with previous literature (Chiu, Lin, & Lonka, 2021),
indicating that increasing learners’ engagement and motivation is generally a key challenge in the online learning
process.

The second ranked problem was “learners” access to technology” with a mean score of 2.62. The result is in
accordance with a statistical report (Statista, 2020) that showed that in 2020 37.9% of Vietnamese children
encountered technical problems when joining online classes during the Covid-19 pandemic.

The problem of “interaction with learners” was in the middle of the rank. The result is relatively unexpected,
because most previous literature generally emphasizes the challenge of increasing learner interaction in an online
environment (Efriana, 2021).

The problem of learner retention was not perceived as being very serious in this study, with a mean score of
2.29. The result is somewhat different from a recent report (Bawa, 2016) that indicated that a low retention rate is
still a critical concern for many online courses and programs.

The lowest-ranked problem was “teacher’s access to technology”. Although the level of seriousness of this
problem was not high for the respondents in this study, this technological barrier generally poses a great challenge
for teachers who were primarily trained to teach face-to-face (Albrahim, 2020).

4.2. Effectiveness of Onsite and Online Teaching

The eftectiveness of online teaching, when compared with onsite teaching, is still a constant debate in the
extensive literature on the subject (Elfaki, Abdulraheem, & Abdulrahim, 2019; Rachmah, 2020). In this study, it is
worth noting that the participants perceived online teaching to be equally effective with traditional classrooms in
the two aspects of course content and assessment, as presented in Table 3.

With regard to pedagogical approaches, 47.1% of the teachers in this study perceived online teaching as being
equally effective as regular onsite classes. As expected, interactivity is a significant challenge in online teaching;
41.2% of the participants indicated that online teaching was somewhat less eftective than onsite teaching in this
regard. Concerning learners’ performance, only ten teachers (29.4%) in the study perceived online teaching as
being equally eftective, and fully half of the participants considered learners’ performance to be less effective in
online classrooms than in the physical classroom.
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Table-3. Comparison of effectiveness of online teaching versus onsite teaching (N = 84.).
Aspects Much less Somewhat Equally Somewhat more | Much more
effective less effective effective effective effective
Course content 8 17 6 3
(28.5%) (50%) (17.7%) (8.8%)
Pedagogical approaches 1 9 16 3 5
(2.9%) (26.5%) (47.1%) (8.8%) (14.7%)
Interactivity 2 14 10 3 5
(5.9%) (41.2%) (29.4%) (8.8%) (14.7%)
Assessment 9 17 2 6
(26.5%) (50%) (5.9%) (17.6%)
Learners’ performance 1 16 10 3 4
(2.9%) (47.1%) (29.4%) (8.8%) (11.8%)

4.8. Suggestions

Participants were finally invited to suggest ways to improve online teaching. It is interesting to note that over
20% of the teachers reported their satisfaction with online teaching and had no specific suggestions to make. Of the
offered suggestions, most focus on the necessity of training teachers for online teaching, the effectiveness of
creating engaging online activities, the availability of teaching tools, technical support, class schedules, and the
appropriate class size.

The success of the online learning process greatly depends on the ability of teachers to communicate and use
online skills. Online teachers generally need additional training in multiple areas in order to best support the
teaching and learning process. In this study, most of the participants indicated a desire for immediate and informal
workshops or practical training that would share tips and techniques for online teaching.

I hope that I can take part in information technology training sessions so that I can learn new tools or methods for online

teaching from teachers and my colleagues.

1 think the Center should conduct more workshops and meetings to share technology tips and class management techniques.

Engaging students in the learning process can increase their attention and focus, and, consequently, can
promote meaningful learning experiences and increase academic performance. In the online learning process, due
to its isolated environment, it is essential to create activities that enhance engagement. These activities assist
learners in feeling connected and can create a dynamic sense of learning community. In the current study, the
participants suggested that varying activities can be an effective way to mitigate fatigue and make learning more
engaging for online learners.

It would be a good idea if the teacher can apply a variety of in-class activities in an online lesson including songs, games,

video clips, storytelling, asking and answering, role-plays, group work, acting as a model ...

Apart from having a well-prepared lesson plan, I personally think teachers should be able to create different activities for

active learning.

Teachers in this study suggested the need to use various available tools to help instructors become more
proficient so they can meet learning objectives and increase learners’ performance.

I hope that there will be more effective online learning tools to help learners interact with their teachers and friends.

Teachers should use more online teaching tools. In addition, teachers should be more flexible in creating interactions with

learners in the teaching process.

For teachers, the availability of assistance and support in using technology is very necessary to ensure that
they have the necessary resources and skills for effective teaching.

Teachers should be trained and provided with more technical support.

The internet connection must be stable. We need 24/7 support to be available.

Another theme within the participants’ suggestions concerns the adjustment of the lesson length. For effective
lesson presentations in synchronous meetings, most of the teachers suggested a shorter duration for online classes
in comparison with traditional classrooms. As suggested by several online experts, a good length for an online
session 1s under thirty minutes.

For effective teaching and learning, particularly in teaching young learners, several participants suggested
having a more appropriate class size. As suggested in the previous literature (Orellana, 2006) an effective online
class size numbers between 12 and 15 learners.

5. Discussion

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought a radical change to the country’s educational system, necessitating a shift
of the teaching and learning process from face-to-face interaction in the classroom to a virtual classroom
environment. This shift has created challenges for many parties, including teachers as the main agent in the
classroom. For some teachers, conducting online classes is in itself a great challenge because they have been used to
conducting classroom teaching for many years. While adopting the new teaching and learning methodology, the
teachers have to overcome many challenges. In this study, the teachers indicated the perceived level of seriousness
of a number of typical problems of online teaching. The problems ranged from dealing with maintaining learners’
motivation and engagement to teacher’s access to technology. The results are relatively in line with the previous
literature, indicating common challenges that online teachers are faced with (Nugroho, Ilmiani, & Rekha, 2020).
Although the teachers shared similar problems in online teaching, it is worth noting that the level of seriousness of
these problems is not high. Some typical problems of online teaching, such as learner retention, the time
commitment for online teaching and teachers’ technology competence, were not perceived as being very serious in
this study. It is possible that, having some previous online teaching experience, most of the participants in this
study were better prepared for online teaching than most, despite the sudden shift to online teaching caused by the
pandemic. Teachers’ readiness for online teaching is likely to help them deal with problems more effectively and
with more confidence. This explanation, of course, needs further investigation.
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Comparing the effectiveness of online and onsite teaching, the participants in this study were asked to focus on
the five aspects of course content, pedagogical approaches, interactivity, assessment, and learners’ performance.
The results of this study relatively support the previous literature (Elfaki et al., 2019), as the participants tended to
perceive online teaching as being equally effective as traditional classroom education. In fact, onsite and online
teaching share many qualities. Learners are still required to attend class, physically or virtually, learn the material,
and complete assignments, while teachers still have to design curricula, enhance instructional quality, answer class
questions, motivate students to learn, and grade assignments (Paul & Jefterson, 2019).

In this study, the participants perceived the course content of online courses to be as effective as in the
traditional classroom. The result to some extent supports the existing literature in that, although there are some
minor differences, the quality of the course content is always important in both onsite and online teaching (Darkwa
& Antwi, 2021). According to online teaching experts, the development of interactive content and activities that
engage learners to practice and extend their knowledge and skills has a greater emphasis in the online environment
(Abrahamsson & Lopez, 2021).

The transition to online teaching from a traditional classroom may challenge many teachers with regard to
pedagogical approaches. Many experienced face-to-face teachers may find themselves novices in the new online
environment. Teachers generally try to replicate previous pedagogical practices, and this replication generally
cannot capitalize on the dynamic nature of a technologically enhanced teaching and learning environment
(Butnaru, Nita, Anichiti, & Brinza, 2021). In this study, it is reasonable that no more than half of the participants
perceived their online teaching methods to be equally effective. In fact, effective online teachers need adequate
training in pedagogical approaches to adapt to their new teaching environment.

With regard to interactivity, the result of the current study is in accordance with most previous research,
indicating that interactions in online teaching are usually more challenging (Darkwa & Antwi, 2021). Only 29.4%
of the participants perceived online interactivity as being equally effective as in the traditional classroom.
Interactivity in online classes is defined as communication among learners, between learners and teachers, and
between learners and course content. It is necessary to create a blend of all these types of interaction to improve
motivation, satisfaction and achievement in online courses (Mahle, 2011).

Assessment is an integral part of the teaching and learning process. It is interesting that in this study, online
assessment was perceived as being equally effective as assessment in the traditional classroom. It is natural that the
quality of online instruction can be ensured through teachers’ positive perception towards performance
assessments. In the relatively new arena of online education, the assessment challenges are even greater. Some
online education experts suggest that effective online assessment techniques can be based on the characteristics of
traditional teaching and learning; however, online assessment generally requires a more ongoing, systematic
approach than that used in traditional instruction (Abduh, 2021).

In this study, based on teachers’ perceptions in regard to academic performance, online learners generally
performed less effectively than those who participated in onsite learning. The result is relatively in accordance with
some recent studies (Hurlbut, 2018; Spencer & Temple, 2021) that reported that students enrolled in traditional
classes generally received slightly higher grades and assignment scores than those who participated in their online
equivalents. However, it is worth noting that although students performed better in traditional face-to-face
formats, their overall perceptions of online courses were positive and displayed higher levels of preference toward
instructional technologies.

The sudden shift to online teaching might be stressful for some teachers. Understanding their perceptions
toward online teaching, particularly in relation to typical problems and the effectiveness of online teaching, is
important to ensure the appropriate adjustment in their teaching. By making significant changes in their
pedagogical approaches and adapting to technology, teachers are able to perform eftectively.

6. Conclusion

Although online teaching and learning continues to grow rapidly, particularly due to the Covid-19 pandemic, it
still remains at an early stage of development. Therefore it is necessary to consider teachers’ perceptions towards
online teaching to make the appropriate adjustments to improve online teaching quality. In this preliminary study,
it appears that teachers have a relatively positive perception towards online teaching, although many typical
problems of online teaching do present themselves and the effectiveness of online teaching does not always
compare favorably with traditional classroom teaching. Online teaching is here and is highly likely here to stay —
and it will continue to improve. The transition from traditional face-to-face classrooms to online teaching can be
successfully achieved and quality can be ensured so long as challenges and ways for improving online teaching and
learning can be closely examined.
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