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Abstract
This paper is part of PhD research conducted by two experienced ESL instructors from the 
International University of Sarajevo. The aim was to see whether the instructors at the English 
Language School (ELS) at the International University of Sarajevo (IUS) were turning to some more 
traditional teaching methods and techniques due to the COVID-19 pandemic and emergency online 
instruction. Four experienced English Language School instructors were interviewed and special 
attention was paid to the following aspects of teaching: class activities, feedback, teacher talking 
time and student-instructor rapport. The results showed that despite being fully experienced with and 
knowledgeable about modern teaching methods and techniques, more traditional methods seemed 
to be preferred to modern teaching methods when it came to online instruction. However, to prove 
this even further, some large-scale and more empirical studies would have to be conducted in the 
future.

Keywords: in-person instruction, online instructions, modern methodology, traditional methodology, 
class activities, feedback, teacher talking time, student-instructor rapport

Introduction
The world was put to a stop in the spring of 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic and it affected 

almost all aspects of our lives – work, education, shopping, travelling, to name just a few. Thanks to 
modern technology, education was able to resume its function online, which was crucially important 
to many students and teachers all around the world who would have lost their opportunity to study 
or do their jobs. However, the situation has generated a very important question whether all of us 
who have gotten used to modern teaching methodology and have been applying it in our classrooms 
for many years will have to go back and start applying some more traditional methods due to the fact 
that instruction has been moved online. Online and in-person instruction share many similarities in 
terms of applying both modern as well as traditional methods in our teaching. Nevertheless, it needs 
to be said here that they are not the same and cannot be treated fully equally simply due to the sole 
fact that the environment in which they are executed is not the same. That is why, it is believed that 
online instruction might be pushing us, educators, into some more traditional education in which we 
are starting to re-apply some more traditional techniques in our online classes. The authors of the 
paper decided to approach the issue from the angle of an English as a second language (ESL) 
instructor, so we interviewed four experienced ESL instructors in order to get their opinions and 
views on the issue at hand. This paper will examine whether online instruction makes certain aspects 
of second language teaching more traditional again including some major factors that might 
contribute to it. 

Literature review
COVID 19, online education and traditional education

Due to COVID-19, defined as “severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) is a 
newly identified pathogen and it is assumed there is no pre-existing human immunity to the virus” 
(CDPC 2020), almost all education has been moved online. It is the type of education in which all 
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segments of education such as learning processes, communication between students and 
academicians, individual and collaborative work are all enabled by the Internet. Furthermore, it 
means that distance learning can be facilitated thanks to online delivery by making course material 
available and accessible at any given time and place (Volery and Lord 2000). 

On the other hand, in-person learning is defined as: 
(…) any form of instructional interaction that occurs “in person” and in real time between 
teachers and students or among colleagues and peers. Before the advent of audio, video, and 
internet technologies that allowed people to interact from different locations and at 
different times, all instructional interactions occurred, by necessity, in the same place and at 
the same time. (The Glossary of Education Reform for Journalists, Parents, and Community 
Members)

Although any foreign language teaching methodology focuses mainly on improving the foreign 
language ability and skills of the student, traditional methodology focuses on skills and abilities in 
isolation and is generally teacher-centered. As for modern methodology, it is much more student-
centered with the student being the most active element of the teaching/learning process. Students 
are encouraged to experiment with the language instead of being asked or even forced to memorize 
grammatical rules and isolated vocabulary. Moreover, modern methodology includes a variety of 
techniques and activities in which students are exposed to real-life situations and are asked to use 
the language effectively in those specific simulated situations (Boumová 2008, Richards 1990).

Class activities (pair work, group work, project work)
We, as educators, are all well aware of the fact that pair work, group and project work are all an 

integral part of successful learning, especially in terms of acquiring a foreign language. They give our 
students a fantastic opportunity to practice the target language in a controlled or semi-controlled 
manner by using it in either pair work or group work or by working together on some projects. In an 
in-person ESL classroom, they are used to give students more exposure to the target language, but 
also to reduce the teacher talking time in class. Moreover, this builds the self-confidence of the 
learner since they know that they are talking to someone whose English is at the same or similar level 
of proficiency as theirs. It is definitely different from talking to your teacher, who can be both a 
native or non-native speaker of English (Ballard and Winke 2017), where your confidence is at a 
much lower level due to the fact that you know they can notice each and every mistake you make 
both in oral and written communication. It is definitely different from traditional in-person 
instruction where learners were (and still are) asked to translate from their native into the target 
language and where all kinds of language practice tasks were (and still are) strictly controlled by the 
instructor (Palmer 1921).

There are minimum five pedagogical benefits of group work that emphasize its potential “for increasing 
the quantity of language practice opportunities, for improving the quality of student talk, for individualizing 
instruction, for creating a positive affective climate in the classroom, and for increasing student 
motivation.” (Long and Porter 1985: 207-208). All of them strongly rely on naturalistic and humanistic 
approaches that make the learning as well as the teaching process more effective, purposeful and 
enjoyable (Asher 1977, Krashen 1985, Krashner and Terell 1983, Winitz 1981).

Feedback 
Constructive and timely corrective feedback (CF) is seen as something inevitable in an ESL classroom. It 

is highly important and necessary and it is an essential part of the teaching/learning process, both in its oral 
and written form. ESL learners used to believe that only their instructors were supposed to be in charge of 
giving feedback on their performance. However, due to different classroom management 
techniques/activities, this view has changed and now peer corrective feedback (PCF) is definitely 
something that is appreciated by both educators and learners due to its effectiveness. Learners tend to 
hesitate less to communicate with their peers as well as with their instructors and seem to consider any 
constructive feedback being given to them as something positive. Needless to say, instructors use many 
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different feedback-giving techniques, both online and in-person, depending on the group of learners, their 
backgrounds and learning objectives.

 “Although learner beliefs regarding CF are unanimously positive across contexts, some studies 
have shown that the extent to which they have a positive view of CF (defined under the framework 
of grammar instruction) varies depending on learners’ cultural backgrounds.” (Sato 2013: 612).  There 
are two important factors to be taken into account as far as the effectiveness of the intervention on 
language development is concerned and they are as follows: a collaborative classroom environment and 
positive social relationships between learners (Sato 2013). Furthermore, if recasts and translations are used 
in the classroom by providing students with the correct model, they do not feel the necessity to respond. 
On the other hand, repetitions, clarification requests, elicitations and metalinguistic feedback generally 
lead to immediate repair of errors and can result in peer and self-correction (Panova and Lyster 2002). 
Finally, errors caused by the speaker’s L1 are no longer seen as interference, but as developmental. They 
could be contrastively analyzed and possibly provide evidence of systematic hypothesis (Corder 1967, 
1973, Selinker 1972).

Teacher Talking Time (TTT)
Reducing teacher talking time (TTT) in an ESL classroom has been viewed as one of the most 

important segments of modern ESL methodology. Obviously, the point of reducing TTT in the 
classroom stems from the idea that learners should be given as many chances as possible to practice 
the target language in the classroom (Jarvis and Robinson 1997, McCormick and Donato 2000). This is 
exactly why all those modern methodological activities, such as pair work, group work, project work, 
peer corrective feedback and so on, have been introduced and applied in modern ESL classrooms. 
TTT should be controlled, limited and highly functional. Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 
advocates argue that the role of the teacher is to establish different situations in which the learner is the 
(key) communicator and interaction between learners is encouraged. “Students interact with others, they 
are actively engaged in negotiation of meaning, they have an opportunity to express themselves by sharing 
ideas and opinions, and they are responsible for their own learning.” (Antón 1999: 303, Brenn 1980 Larsen-
Freeman 1986, Nunan, 1988, 1989 as cited in Antón 1999). 

However, we are facing the situation in our online classes where we are forced to have 
monologues and talk to “account/profile” pictures of our students/learners. There are always a few 
students who are constantly active and participate, but most of them are just passive observers and 
we can only follow their progress through their graded assignments and exams and in individual 
feedback sessions. Despite the fact that we all try to make our online classes as similar as possible to 
those in-person ones, we are all aware of the fact that they are simply not the same. 

Student-instructor rapport
Student-instructor rapport is, without a doubt, crucially important to the teaching/learning process, 

both in-person and online (Bygate, Skehan and Swain 2001, Ellis 2003, Sinclair and Coulthard 1975). It is 
responsible for creating a positive atmosphere which aids learning and for boosting the motivation of both 
the instructor and his/her students. Online instruction makes instructors more available for consults and 
feedback, which additionally makes the learning process easier on students and enables them to acquire 
the necessary knowledge at a faster pace and more conveniently. However, the question that still needs to 
be addressed here is whether instructors and learners have the same perception of the class atmosphere 
online and in-person and whether it is possible to say that the same kind of atmosphere can be created in 
the two modes of instruction – namely, online and in-person.

Despite their wish to build connection and interpersonal relationships with their students, “instructors 
realize that they need to establish themselves as an authority figure in the classroom. Finding this balance 
may be a key to effective rapport building.” (Webb and Obrycki Barrett 2014: 20). 

Furthermore, Webb and Obrycki Barrett (2014) claim that instructors understood that: 
(…) student relationships are quite different depending on the age of the student, and adjusted 
their behavior to accommodate these changes. This finding illustrates a need to conduct research 

ERL Journal Volume 2021-1(5) - COVID-19 - A Source of Threats or Opportunities for Linguistic Education



21

on a various student age levels when examining a rapport–building variable. Findings from a study 
of rapport in an elementary school classroom likely will not always translate to a college setting. 
(20)

So, it is obvious that the instructor’s skills to find the right balance between establishing himself/herself as 
authority and building connections and interpersonal relationships with his/her students as well as the 
student’s age are immensely important if we want to build a positive classroom atmosphere.

Student preference between online and in-person education
In the spring of 2020, both students and educators all around the world found themselves in an 

unknown and unprecedented situation in modern times due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic and had to do their best to tackle all sorts of problems that the new situation was 
presenting them with. All those factors such as their family status, financial situation, health 
condition and many more had to be taken into consideration and all of them, undoubtedly, impacted 
the teaching/learning process. Many students mentioned various causes of stress such as: familial, 
financial, health and other issues that had largely impacted the learning process (Kelly and Columbus 
2020). 

Overnight, we moved from in person instruction to online instruction, we finished the previous 
academic year online, tried to start the new one in-person again, but had to move it online due to 
the rising number of people who tested positive to the virus. However, students were generally not 
enthusiastic about the emergency online instruction. 

An April survey of over 3,000 continuing college students by the education technology firm 
Top Hat found that most students felt the emergency online instruction was unengaging (78 
percent) and inferior to their typical face-to-face experience (68 percent). Yet students were 
sympathetic to the circumstances their school faced, simultaneously reporting the crisis 
response of their institution (70 percent) and professors (66 percent) to be good or excellent. 
(Kelly and Columbus 2020: 3, Top Hat as cited in Kelly and Columbus 2020).

It is clear that the students appreciated the effort and reaction of their professors and institution 
but still found online instruction not to be engaging or challenging enough as its in-person 
counterpart. They were obviously aware of the necessity of the undertaken actions and activities but, 
at the same time, cannot fail to address some obvious drawbacks of the emergency online 
instruction.

Furthermore, Kelly and Columbus (2020) also make a reference to another survey of over 16,000 
incoming and continuing students conducted by the education search platform Niche in which 
students were offered 10 different scenarios for instruction in the fall. According to the survey, 

(…) returning to in-person instruction was by far the most popular choice, appealing to 79 
percent of all respondents and a clear majority of continuing undergraduates at two- and 
four-year colleges. Remaining fully online in the fall was seen as the second-least appealing 
option (28 percent). Interestingly, 57 percent of continuing undergraduates at two-year 
colleges responded that remaining online in the fall was appealing, a striking difference from 
the 24 percent and 36 percent of students at private and public four-year colleges, 
respectively. ( Niche survey as cited in Kelly and Columbus 2020). 

This goes to show that in-person and online instruction are perceived differently by students 
depending on their year of study. However, in-person instruction still seems to be the most preferred 
mode of instruction. 

Furthermore, there are certain steps that need to be taken before making any final decisions with 
regard to online vs. in-person instruction. Some of the main issues that have to be taken into account 
when schools get to resume their in-person instruction and how it affects both students and 
teachers/instructors. As for the regulatory flexibility, it was noticed that educational institutions were 
not fully ready for what happened in the spring of 2020 and that most of their rules and regulations 
were ill-suited for the challenges educational institutions faced back then (Bailey et al. 2020).
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Research questions
In order to further investigate whether the COVID-19 pandemic has pushed us back into more 

traditional education, the following questions were designed to guide the data collection and analysis: 

1. Do you organize the activities normally conducted in in-person instruction such as pair work, group work 
and project work in online instruction as well? If so, how often? 
2. Are you mainly in charge of giving feedback in online instruction compared to in-person instruction or is 
it more learner-generated (peer corrective feedback)? Why? 
3. Do you speak more (TTT) in online instruction compared to in-person instruction? Why? How do you feel 
about it? 
4. What is the atmosphere like in online instruction compared to in-person instruction? How does it affect 
student-instructor rapport? 
5. Based on your personal experience, do students prefer online instruction to in-person instruction or is it 
vice versa? Why?

Research methodology
Data collection

All the data needed for this research were collected in interviews with four ELT instructors who 
are both level coordinators and senior teachers at the International University of Sarajevo’s (IUS’s) 
English Language School (ELS). We wanted to hear their first-hand experience with COVID-19 and 
emergency online instruction as well as their opinions through their answers to the research 
questions (listed in 2.7.). Four interviews were conducted in total during the month of December 
2020. Each interview was conducted online (on MS Teams) and recorded for future reference.  

Participants and setting
The four ELS level coordinators and instructors (one male and three female) who took part in this 

research are all experienced ESL teachers with at least fifteen years of experience in teaching. Out of 
those fifteen years of teaching experience, the majority of them have spent at least ten years 
teaching at ELS. Since English is the official language of communication at the International University 
of Sarajevo, English Language School is a prep school at IUS where students who decide to study at 
IUS have to take a Placement exam, which determines their level of proficiency in English. If they 
obtain sufficient number of points in the Placement exam, they take a Proficiency exam, and if they 
pass it, they can start their studies at the faculty of their choice at IUS. If they do not obtain enough 
points in the Placement exam, and depending on their results, they have to take courses of English at 
ELS, ranging from levels A1 to B2 (according to CEFR) (CEFR website and ELS Guidelines for students). 
ELS was accredited by Eaquals in 2017. Eaquals is one of the world leaders in accreditation for 
language teaching organizations (see Eaquals website). The authors of this paper have been working 
at ELS both as instructors and level coordinators for almost 14 years now, so they have the first-hand 
knowledge of the principles, rules and procedures as well as the experience with the ways both 
online and in-person instruction is conducted at ELS. 

Data analysis
The interviews were conducted in English and the participants' answers to the research questions 

have been analyzed and some parallel points as well as differences have been pointed out in terms of 
both progressive/modern approaches and traditional approaches. The aim of this research is for it to 
be a case study “as an approach that involves an in-depth exploration of a single case, for example, 
of the phenomenon under study. A case may be based on any number of units of analysis: an 
individual, a group of individuals, a classroom, a school, or even an event.” (Mertens 2010: 233, 
McDuffie and Scruggs as cited in Mertens 2010). That is why, our research questions are specific 
open-ended questions because we wanted to focus our research on some specific segments of the 
teaching/learning process at ELS in terms of its execution in online and in-person instruction, but we 
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also wanted to give the participants enough space and freedom to share their experiences and views 
with us. 

Results and discussion
Results analysis

Table 1: Progressive/modern themes vs. traditional themes with regard to class activities
Referenced Theme – Class activities Number of References*
Progressive/Modern approach 
Pair work, group work and project work is done on a daily basis in  
online instruction as well.

1

Online instruction procedures should be the same as in-person 
instruction procedures. 

4

Teaching online is easier because all the digital media (video files, audio 
files, etc.) are very easily accessible and the instructor likes the idea of 
online chat rooms or group rooms.

2

The preparation of online classes takes much more time if the teaching 
objectives and learning outcomes objectives are to be met.

2

Traditional approach
Pair work or group work is not conducted in online classes. 3
Private chat rooms or group rooms are not used regularly in online 
instruction because the work does/will not get done. 

2

It is difficult to organize pair work or group work online because 
students are not ready for it.

2

Online classes are mostly lecture-based. 1
*The number of references is the number of the interviewed instructors who mentioned or elaborated on the 
theme.

Table 2: Progressive/modern themes vs. traditional themes with regard to feedback
Referenced Theme – Feedback Number of References*
Progressive/Modern approach 
Feedback is mostly learner-generated. 2
Lower level students (A1-A2) are usually prompted or helped while 
higher level students (B1-B2) should be more capable (of giving 
feedback).

2

Feedback is even more important in online lessons. 2
Traditional approach
Feedback is mostly teacher-generated. 2
Individual feedback is given by the instructor through audio or video or 
directly in online classes.

2

Peer feedback (peer editing), the way it is done in in-person instruction, 
does not exist in online instruction.

1

*The number of references is the number of the interviewed instructors who mentioned or elaborated on the 
theme.
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Table 3: Progressive/modern themes vs. traditional themes with regard to TTT (Teacher Talking Time)
Referenced Theme – TTT (Teacher Talking Time) Number of References*
Progressive/Modern approach 
The instructor generally speaks less in online classes. 2
When the instructor speaks, it is mostly to give instructions, set the task 
or explain certain things. 

2

Applying some physical activities in online classes/instruction or making 
students work on some projects is important to shorten the amount of 
TTT.

2

The instructor gives short instructions, and, also, concrete examples are 
given to support the instructions.

2

The instructor speaks less in online instruction in order to keep the 
students' attention for a longer period of time.

1

Traditional approach
The instructor speaks much more in online classes. 2
The instructor speaks more because he/she cannot see their students’ 
faces, so he/she tends to repeat his/her instructions or some answers 
and explanations, or even due to some technical difficulties.

2

The instructor speaks more and gets more tired in online classes, which 
does not happen in in-person classes.

1

The instructor speaks more because he/she does not have that sense of 
the students' presence and does not know how engaged they are.

2

*The number of references is the number of the interviewed instructors who mentioned or elaborated on the 
theme.

Table 4: Progressive/modern themes vs. traditional themes with regard to rapport
Referenced Theme – Atmosphere/Rapport Number of References*
Progressive/Modern approach 
It depends on the dynamics of the group and on the students’ level of 
proficiency in English.

2

Working with smaller groups is more effective. 2
There are not a lot of differences between online and in-person 
instruction in terms of the classroom atmosphere. 

2

The instructor has to be much more hands-on in online classes. 4
Traditional approach
If the instructor does not know what the students are doing, the 
atmosphere cannot be positive.

3

*The number of references is the number of the interviewed instructors who mentioned or elaborated on the 
theme.

Table 5: Student preference with regard to in-person and online instruction
Referenced Theme – Student preference Number of References*
In-person instruction 
Students generally prefer in-person instruction. 4
The socializing aspect is missing in online instruction. 3
Students are more involved in in-person instruction and some of them 
think online classes are less important.

3

Online instruction
Students get to understand the advantages of online instruction 
through time.

2

*The number of references is the number of the interviewed instructors who mentioned or elaborated on the 
theme.
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Discussion
Class activities

As it can be noticed from the results provided in Table 1, the interviewed instructors understand 
the importance of applying different class activities and classroom management methods. So, it is 
clear that the interviewed instructors are all aware of the benefits and potential of group work (Asher 
1977, Ballard and Winke 2017, Palmer 1921, Krashen 1985, Krashner and Terell 1983, Long and Porter 
1985, Winitz 1981). Furthermore, they acknowledge the fact that all necessary teaching materials are 
more accessible and can be used easily online. Some of them also understand the possibilities of 
online chat or group rooms which, in their opinion, could be exploited more in the future. However, 
the majority of them stated that they had not done it in their online classes yet. Moreover, what can 
be understood from their comments and elaborations is that it might be more challenging and 
difficult to organize pair work, group work or project work and that the preparation for those 
activities in the online setting takes more time.

Comment (1): There is no reason to change the in-person instruction procedures when 
teaching online. 
Comment (2): It seems like a really good idea, but I haven't managed to apply that (pair work, 
group work, project work) in my online classes yet. But I’m going to. It’s one of my goals.
Comment (3): I’m not a big fan of those private kind of chat rooms or group rooms because, 
at instances, I feel that things won’t be done.

Feedback
As for the results shown in Table 2, one important thing to be emphasized here is the fact that 

one half of the instructors stated that feedback was learner-generated and the other half stated that 
it was teacher-generated, even though they all understand the importance of peer corrective 
feedback (Corder 1967, 1973, Panova and Lyster 2002, Selinker 1972). The elaborations given by the 
instructors who stated that feedback was learner-generated give us an insight into the importance of 
delegating feedback as well as the level of proficiency of students in question. Lower level students 
(A1-A2) seem to need to be more controlled and guided while doing it, while higher level students 
(B1-B2) seem to be more independent and better at doing it (what is also expected of them as far as 
the CEFR levels are concerned). At the same time, the instructors who stated that feedback was 
teacher-generated in their online classes reported that feedback was mainly given by them – on 
paper (digitally) and/or via audio or video. This might be some further evidence for the statement 
given by Sato (2013) that the environment might be crucial for the way feedback is given, and that the 
online environment might be both good or not good enough for its execution depending on the level of 
proficiency of students in question, the types of activities being done and/or the individual approach of the 
teacher/instructor.

Comment (4): I like delegating the feedback moment to students. It all depends on the level – 
lower level students start with discussing certain questions and comparing their answers 
before discussing them together. As for higher levels – they should be more capable of doing 
it (giving feedback) but you still have to guide them. It’s important for fostering their 
(learners') autonomy.
Comment (5): Now, it’s basically me, only me doing all the feedback. As for in-person 
(individual) feedback, I do it via audio or video, not only on paper (digitally). I designate time 
to call the person or the persons up and actually have that one-on-one (feedback) through 
audio or at least through video where I would go step-by-step explaining the feedback to 
them in detail.

Teacher Talking Time (TTT)
Table 3 shows the results as far as the amount of TTT is concerned and whether and to what 

extent it changes depending on the mode of instruction (online or in-person). The instructors all 
acknowledge the importance of reduced TTT (Jarvis and Robinson 1997, McCormick and Donato 
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2000), despite the fact that one half of them report to have spoken more in online classes, while the 
other half report to have spoken less in online classes, but they all seem to be aware of the fact that 
the teacher/instructor is the facilitator of the communicative activities and the environment in which 
it takes place, while the role of the learner is that of a communicator as argued by Antón (1999) in 
which she refers to Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) advocates. The instructors who stated that 
they spoke less in online classes said that they only spoke when giving instructions and when they needed 
to explain something in more detail. Another reason they mentioned (why) they spoke less was to make 
sure that they could keep their students focused on the lesson for as long as possible and that their 
increased TTT would definitely not make it possible. They also emphasized the importance of showing 
things and making sure their instructions were clear to their students. As for the instructors who spoke 
more in online classes, their main reason for doing it was that they could not see their students’ faces at all 
or very rarely (due to their cameras and microphones being turned off) and consequently could not 
interpret their facial expressions and body language.

Comment (6): I speak less in online classes. The reason is really because I’m not quite sure 
that I can keep the students’ attention for a longer period of time. That’s easier to do in the 
(in-person) classroom setting.
Comment (7): I tend to keep the instructions short and I also don’t expect longer answers 
from the students either, unless I ask them to prepare some kind of presentation or to 
answers some questions. If I give instructions, they are always followed by some kind of visual 
materials to make sure that they do understand. I’m a little bit more careful online, giving 
instructions online, basically.
Comment (8): I speak much more in online ... how do you call it? ... online instruction, online 
classes. I get more tired in online classes, which is not the case when I’m doing in-person 
teaching. Definitely, it’s not the case.

Rapport/Atmosphere
It can be noticed from Table 4 that all the instructors believe that you have to be much more 

hands-on (prepared and ready for all sorts of circumstances that may occur) in online instruction in 
order to make the classroom atmosphere as positive and as effective as possible due to its 
importance for the learning/teaching process (Bygate, Skehan and Swain 2001, Ellis 2003, Sinclair and 
Coulthard 1975). Some of them stated that the atmosphere depended on the number of students in a 
group/class and their level of English, and that it was more convenient and effective to work with 
smaller groups of students. It was also argued that it depended on the very dynamics of the group. 
Some of them also argued that there were not a lot of differences between online and in-person 
instruction. But what the majority of them seem to agree on is that if you cannot see your students 
(because their cameras and microphones are generally turned off during online instruction) or you 
do not know what they are doing, the class atmosphere cannot be positive. Moreover, all the 
students at ELS and IUS are older than 18, so, it is generally more challenging to influence them or 
“order” them to do something, compared to some younger students. This might go to prove the 
argument presented by Webb and Obrycki Barrett (2014) that the age of the student is a very important 
factor in building the positive atmosphere in class, both online and in-person.

Comment (9): It (atmosphere) depends on the level and it depends on the number of students 
in the group. Working with smaller groups, obviously, is very effective, in my opinion, and if 
they are higher level.
Comment (10): Applying some physical activity, even in online classes, is important for 
building the positive atmosphere.
Comment (11): The sense of presence is very important as well. In online classes, I don’t have 
that sense of presence. The students are not there, I don’t know what they are doing. Some 
are engaged but I feel that the majority is not that engaged, at least when it comes to 
teaching.
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Student preference (online vs. in-person)
As it can be clearly seen in Table 5, in-person instruction is definitely preferred by students by far. 

This was also observed and shown by Kelly and Columbus (2020). The instructors reported different 
reasons why their students preferred in-person to online instruction, varying from the socializing 
aspect or not having enough opportunities to interact with their peers to not being able to ask 
certain questions and get direct answers from their teachers/instructors as in in-person instruction. 
However, some of them also reported their students’ eventual understanding and acceptance of the 
advantages of online instruction as well. This might change even further bearing in mind that 
distance learning is increasing in popularity and that the COVID-19 pandemic is not over yet. As for 
educational institutions around the world, for the time being, online instruction seems to be the only 
option if they intend to keep on running their businesses and earning any income in the present as 
well as in the foreseeable future.

Comment (12): I think number one is the social contact because they miss their friends, they 
miss sharing experiences and having a laugh, which you can't have online, or you can but to a 
certain extent. I think they would always go for the classroom setting, they would go for that.
Comment (13): Most of them are viewing it (online instruction) as the only option that they 
would never choose if they didn't have to.
Comment (14): Students have to realize, and teachers have to realize as well, that online 
instruction has to be the same as in-person instruction. It has to be ... with all its limits and all 
it has ... it has to be.

Conclusion and limitations
What can be concluded is that, although the interviewed instructors all acknowledge the 

importance of applying modern teaching methods (such as pair work, group work, project works, 
learner-generated feedback and reduced TTT) in both online and in-person instruction, they seem 
not to be doing it in online instruction as much as in-person instruction. Their reasons for not 
applying them as much vary from their personal preferences, the technical difficulties they have 
experienced while working online, the level of motivation (or lack of) shown by their students, and 
many more. This all might make us believe that teachers/instructors are relying more on traditional 
approaches in their online instruction compared to in-person instruction, which could be supported 
by the fact that three out of the four interviewed instructors (75%) reported that they had not done 
any pair work, group work or project work in their online classes, or that two of them (50%) reported 
that they spoke more in online instruction compared to in-person instruction. 
Another important point to be mentioned here is the inability of online programs to fully meet the 
needs of our modern and ever-changing world because

(…) in large part, online programs suffer from talking an easy-to-program, grammar-and-
vocabulary-driven approach to language pedagogy, sometimes even employing an online 
textbook. This one-size-fit-all, traditional approach cannot possibly yield results that 
learners seek and companies claim, such as the ability to speak fluently in a foreign 
language with coworkers in an international business (Doughty, 2015: 413).

Furthermore, Doughty (2015) argues that we do not have yet any large-scale empirical studies 
that would compare the outcomes of online and classroom language learning, since both online 
and classroom instruction offer practice outside the course in order for students to make progress, 
while brick-and-mortar classes are getting increasingly blended to provide students with the best 
of the both types of instruction. 

However, we are aware that our results are based on limited data and that in order to prove this 
to a larger degree, more empirical studies, which would include a larger number of both students 
and teachers/instructors as well as the results of both types of instruction, would need to be 
conducted. Moreover, more time needs to be given to online instruction (the way it has been 
executed since the spring of 2020) and more results of this type of instruction need to be analyzed 
before we could make any solid conclusions in terms of its efficiency. Also, more feedback could be 

ERL Journal Volume 2021-1(5) - COVID-19 - A Source of Threats or Opportunities for Linguistic Education



28

obtained from both students and instructors in terms of what can and needs to be done to improve 
online instruction even further.
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