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One aspect of online classes that has recently experienced a paradigm shift is fully online
language environments (FOLEs) — that is, learning settings where 100% of the content of the
class is being delivered online. The SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) outbreak in 2020 called for the
use of fully online teaching in schools and universities in many countries due to confinement
measures. Accordingly, schools have made extraordinary efforts towards implementing home-
based schooling and delivered online courses to their students during the pandemic. In many
universities, online platforms such as Blackboard Collaborate are being used to fulfil the need to
keep up with the requirements of academic programmes. However, research findings addressing
specific FOLE platforms are scarce, with even fewer studies focusing on learners’ engagement
perceptions in those settings. Therefore, the purpose of this mixed-methods exploratory
study was to delve into aspects involved in engagement, such as participation, group work,
instructional materials, and learning strategies, regarded as key factors influencing the success
of FOLEs. Thus, a FOLE questionnaire was administered to 54 EFL university learners, which was
followed by semi-structured interviews conducted with seven participants. Our analysis drew
from FOLE engagement research (Sun, 2014) and the community of inquiry (Col) framework
(Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Garrison et al., 2000). The main findings revealed that the poor
interactions with peers and the lack of peer rapport negatively influenced the social presence of
students (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007), that the instructor can use teaching presence to increase
student awareness of the relevance of the online environment and overcome adaptation issues
(Kebritchi et al., 2017), and that teaching presence can help increase cognitive presence and
facilitate effective interactions with the content. Implications for pedagogy were put forward
as part of a FOLE approach.
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Introduction

Since the beginning of the 21st century, many universities have introduced online modalities in the courses
they deliver. One aspect of online classes that has recently experienced a paradigm shift is fully online language
environments (FOLEs) - that is, learning settings where 100% of the content of the class is being delivered
online (Allen & Seaman, 2013). This area represents “a distinct field of education that has its own unique and
inherent characteristics, significantly different from campus-based education or blended learning” (Wang &
Chen, 2009, p. 4). The SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) outbreak in 2020 has called for the use of fully online teaching
in schools and universities in many countries due to confinement measures. Accordingly, schools have made
extraordinary efforts towards implementing home-based schooling and delivering online courses to their
students during the pandemic (Wang et al., 2020). Indeed, the COVID-19 health crisis has placed online
learning in the spotlight of educational systems around the world, and the need to understand its effects and
its effectiveness has gained relevance accordingly. The pandemic has established differences regarding planned
online learning and emergency remote teaching (ERT). Planned online learning involves a well-designed
approach to the creation of virtual learning experiences that emerge from careful planning prior to the offering
of the course (Schultz & DeMers, 2020). Hodges et al. (2020) refer to ERT as a temporary change in the way that
instruction is delivered due to unforeseen circumstances or crises that requires switching from the previous
mode of delivery (i.e., face-to-face) to a fully online environment. They go on to state that the primary goal for
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ERT approaches is to provide this temporary platform where students can receive instruction despite a current
crisis, rather than establishing a strong educational foothold from which learning will be delivered in the future.
Schultz and DeMers (2020) warn that the hasty implementation of online platforms for reengineered courses
does not help to reduce the perceived shortcomings of online teaching when compared to face-to face delivery.
Thus, the creation of an effective learning community that is based on improving the quality of interactions
between student and content, student and student, and student and instructor, can produce better learning
outcomes in online environments (Bernard et al., 2009).

The effectiveness of community for online learning has also been assessed under perspectives that focus on a
community of inquiry (Col; Garrison et al., 2000; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007), a framework that addresses the
complexities of online learning and highlights the sense of an online community. Garrison et al., (2000) first
identified three essential elements for the delivery of a successful online class: social, teaching, and cognitive
presence. Social presence refers to “the ability of participants to identify with the community (e.g., course of
study), communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop interpersonal relationships by way
of projecting their individual personalities” (Garrison, 2009, p. 352). Social presence can help create group
cohesiveness and effectiveness, which have been found to correlate with learning achievement (Hwang &
Arbaugh, 2006) and satisfaction with the delivery medium (Arbaugh & Benbunan-Fich, 2006). Social presence
is a necessary variable in the development of cognitive presence, as students who develop social bonds are
more intellectually engaged (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). Cognitive presence is defined by Garrison et al. (2000)
as “the extent to which the participants in any particular configuration of a community of inquiry are able to
construct meaning through sustained communication” (p. 89). Effective cognitive presence involves defining a
problem, seeking relevant information, integrating ideas, and testing solutions (Garrison et al., 2010). Finally,
teaching presence is defined by Anderson et al. (2001) as ‘the design, facilitation and direction of cognitive and
social processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning
outcomes’ (p. 5). Teaching presence mediates the quality of the interaction being created by the students’ social
presence. The mere interaction of a learner with other learners or with the content will not ensure effective
online learning (Garrison et al., 2000; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). The teacher is the expert who can design
attainable parameters for the tasks, facilitate the understanding of learners, and finally instruct them to
complete the tasks (Anderson et al., 2001). The community of inquiry framework has been widely used to
explore online course effectiveness and has been linked to student satisfaction, engagement, and learning
outcomes (Caskurlu et al., 2021; Richardson et al., 2017).

Regarding the background of the study, FOLE courses have been growing and gaining a prominent place in
tertiary education systems (Allen & Seaman, 2018), and in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts
(Banados, 2013). FOLEs have played a relevant role in educational settings, helping educational institutions to
reach more learners during the COVID-19 restrictions faced by countries around the world. In many universities,
online platforms such as Blackboard Collaborate are used to fulfil the need to keep up with the requirements of
academic programmes. However, research addressing specific fully online language learning in platforms such
as Zoom or Blackboard Collaborate are scarce, with even fewer studies focusing on learners’ engagement
perceptions in those settings (Kebritchi et al., 2017; Sun, 2014). FOLEs are gaining relevance in EFL settings
such as Chile, where English is extensively used for businesses, education, and technological purposes
(Nickerson, 2010). As English is a global language that allows people to share their ideas with a wider population
(Crystal, 2006), learning English becomes essential for securing better opportunities in a globalised world.
Chile is among the countries that have been making efforts to encourage EFL learning (Author & Diaz, 2020),
which has allowed the country to reach a moderate EFL proficiency level and be ranked 37 out of 100 countries
as assessed by the EF English Proficiency Index (2020)!. These results make it relevant to explore the attitudes
of learners in terms of the difficulties they perceive in fully online EFL learning environments that have been
prompted by ERT. Attitudinal components in this respect have been found to be closely associated with learner
satisfaction, and consequently with learner achievement (Hodges et al., 2020; Sahin Kizil, 2020). Therefore, the
purpose of this mixed-methods exploratory study was to investigate aspects involved in engagement, such as
participation, group work, instructional materials, and learning strategies (Sun, 2014) that are regarded as key
factors influencing the success of FOLEs. It must be noted that FOLEs were discussed and analysed as part of
an ERT approach. This perspective highlighted the attitudinal differences between the previous mode of
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delivery to which students were exposed (face-to-face) and the current one (FOLE), as well as the difficulties
faced by these students in this learning environment. The main research question for the present study is:

What are university EFL learners’ perceptions of their engagement towards aspects of their FOLE lessons?

This research question will be tackled from a quantitative perspective (by means of a quantitative questionnaire)
and from a qualitative perspective (by means of semi-structured interviews).

Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL)

Over the last 15 years, studies have evidenced the rise of the use of online platforms for educational purposes,
where regular lessons are adapted in order for students to receive education online. Beatty (2013) defined
computer assisted language learning (CALL) as “any process in which a learner uses a computer and, as a result,
improves his or her language” (p. 7). CALL approaches share features with computer mediated communication
(CMC), which was first defined by Herring (1996, p.1) as “communication that takes place between human
beings via the instrumentality of a computer.” This definition implies that although CMC tools are not
specifically intended for learning, they have the potential to do so. Indeed, at the turn of the century, researchers
were already arguing that CMC would change socialisation paradigms (Posmes & Spears, 1998; Thurlow et al.,
2004). Furthermore, Yao and Ling (2020) conclude that CMC’s impact on human communication forces scholars
to rethink human communication at every level.

CALL is embedded in distance education, which occurs when the teaching is being delivered at the same time
but from a different place (synchronous distance learning) or at a different time and at a different place
(asynchronous distance learning; Dahlstrom-Hakki et al., 2020; Simonson et al, 2019). Allen and Seaman (2013)
stated that out of the four types of learning modalities that exist — namely, traditional learning, web-facilitated
learning, blended learning, and online learning — three of them make use of distance learning. The authors
make use of a body of research based on national reports tracking online education in the United States to
differentiate the modalities, which are characterised depending on the proportion of the content that is being
delivered online: web-facilitated learning has 1-29% of the content being delivered online; blended learning
has 30-79% of the content being delivered online; and online learning has 80-100% of the content being
delivered online. Pedagogical adjustments must be made to traditional learning for learners to benefit from
distance education tools more efficiently (Hampel & de los Arcos, 2013). Additionally, teachers must reflect on
the necessary skills needed to teach a distance education course. In fact, Hampel and Stickler (2005) argued
that teacher training addressing technical skills, and pedagogical adaptations for online teaching must be
introduced by institutions that offer courses based on distance education. Similarly, Murphy (2015) stated that
instructors must transform their teaching skills in order to deliver a more structured, non-threatening, and
inclusive online teaching experience.

The implementation of CALL is not unidimensional, as there are a variety of ways it can be implemented. Beatty
(2013) identifies approaches to CALL that can include games, digital media, World Wide Web resources, and
major social media platforms such as Facebook or Twitter. A number of studies have been carried out to
measure the effects of CALL on language courses. For example, Marzban (2011) reported positive outcomes for
the inclusion of CALL in EFL language courses by students who took an EFL reading comprehension
instructional course using CALL technologies. These learners outperformed students who were taught the
course through a face-to-face modality. Furthermore, teachers regarded the use of CALL in their classes as a
highly valued alternative in terms of the functions that it provides to deliver the class (Mei et al., 2018).

Learning Management System (LMSs)

The platforms in which CALL takes place are known as learning management systems (LMSs), which have
become prominent in many educational institutions. An LMS is defined as “the infrastructure that delivers and
manages instructional content, identifies and assesses individual and organizational learning or training goals,
tracks the progress towards meeting those goals, and collects and presents data for supervising the learning
process of an organization as a whole” (Watson & Watson, 2007; p. 28). Examples of LMSs include Moodle,
Edmodo, and Blackboard Collaborate. These platforms can be differentiated in terms of their limitations,
efficiency, and overall ideal performance (Cavus, 2013). According to Pella (2014), LMSs are mostly used in
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higher education, as universities seek to carry out classes and courses through online means. Cavus (2013) also
states that the features that an LMS should possess to be considered as such are pedagogical outcomes, a
learning environment, instructor and administrator tools, course and curriculum design, and technical
specifications. Pella (2014) states that LMSs are typically implemented through synchronous communication
and additional online programs whereby the instructor or teacher is the expert who delivers the course to the
students. Recent studies report that students acknowledge the benefits of LMSs and are willing to enrol in
courses that promote them (Raza et al., 2021).

Learner Engagement

The concept of engagement has attracted growing interest among educational researchers and has been tackled
from different perspectives. According to Axelson and Flick (2010), student engagement refers to “how involved
or interested students appear to be, and how connected they are to their classes...” (p. 38). Other approaches
have underscored the sense of belonging of a student in a learning community, the amount of active and
collaborative learning, the involvement in the activities, and the meaningful interactions with teachers (Coates,
2007). Frederick et al. (2004) see engagement as a way to ameliorate school issues such as low levels of academic
achievement or high dropout rates in urban areas. They discuss the multifaceted nature of engagement by
addressing three main aspects: behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement. Behavioural engagement is
linked to the idea of participation, which is defined by Frederick et al. as the level of involvement in academic
activities, a crucial factor in achieving positive academic outcomes. Emotional engagement refers to positive
and negative reactions to teachers, classmates, or the educational environment, which can influence the
willingness to perform a task. Finally, cognitive engagement draws on the idea of investment, i.e., the mental
effort spent to comprehend complex ideas and master difficult skills.

Studies have suggested that student engagement directly affects learning outcomes (Carini, et al., 2006). Other
authors such as Klem and Connell (2004) refer to the advantages of having engaged students, as this increases
academic performance and prompts students to persist and allocate attention to their learning. As Pascarella
(2001) argued, successful educational settings are often part of institutions that are concerned with students’
academic and social engagement. More recently, Kahu and Nelson (2018) provided a framework on the
relationship between student engagement and student success, identifying three main factors affecting the
relationship: the interaction between students and institutions; psychosocial constructs such as emotion, well-
being, self-efficacy, and belonging; and the demographic characteristics of the students.

Engagement in Fully Online Learning Environments (FOLEs)

Engagement in FOLEs has been researched in several learning settings. Low retention rates of students in
online courses (Perna et al., 2014) highlight the need to focus on ways in which to secure online attendance for
lectures and offline interaction with materials. Although the use of online communication platforms such as
Zoom has increased due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Dhawan, 2020), Malaysian learners seem to display
negative views towards continuing their studies in FOLEs (Chung et al., 2020). In the United States and Canada,
student engagement has been measured by means of the national survey of student engagement (NSSE). This
survey provides benchmarks on various aspects of student engagement such as the level of academic challenge,
active or collaborative learning, student-faculty interaction, educational experiences, and supportive campus
environment. An online component was included in 2007 that acknowledged the prevalence of online learning
environments (Chen et al. 2010; Meyer, 2014). Student engagement in online learning settings poses new
issues for instructional designers, who require more empirical research to advance knowledge in this area
(Czerkawski & Lyman, 2016). With a focus on web-based learning technology, Chen et al., (2010) administered
the NSSE to 17,819 respondents, and reported a positive relationship between the technologies employed in a
course and levels of engagement in terms of interaction, collaborative group work, and reflective learning.
Czerkawski and Lyman (2016) acknowledged the role of the instructor, the instructional designer, and
instructional design in the literature and created an e-learning engagement framework focused on interaction,
collaboration, facilitation, and feedback. This approach includes four phases — instructional needs, instructional
objectives, learning environments, and summative assessment — that are meant to work as a procedural
framework for instructors to add effective practices that increase student engagement. Focusing on the online
collaborative discussion posts of 49 students enrolling in an online educational psychology course, Rakovi¢ et
al. (2020) identified attributes of the posts that prompted high levels of engagement in a Canvas online
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discussion forum. The authors found that specific rhetorical moves such as asking questions, requesting
justification, and making a claim prompted the highest number of responses, which is in line with previous
findings (Nandi et al., 2012), and highlights the role of instructors and learners in the promotion of constructive
online discussion settings that result in learning achievement. Facilitating discourse is a feature of adequate
teaching presence that can be increased by raising questions, making observations, steering the discussion,
and engaging inactive learners (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).

Engagement and FOLEs in EFL Studies

Regarding EFL studies exploring engagement in fully online learning environments (FOLEs), Yen et al. (2015)
conducted research on enhancing students’ writing and speaking skills using Facebook (asynchronous online
discussions) and Skype (synchronous online discussions) as learning tools. The participants were 42 students
from a business college in Taiwan who were enrolled in an EFL conversation course. They were asked to sit a
proficiency test to assess writing and speaking levels, to engage in online conversational role-playing activities
through Skype, and to participate in Facebook group discussions over a period of 11 weeks. The findings
suggested that using computer-based technologies contributed to increasing the participants’ EFL learning
skills and that engagement increased as anxiety levels were reduced through such activities.

The varied nature of the components of engagement calls for the need to include several aspects of L2
engagement in online settings. Thus, Sun (2014) investigated the difficulties that 46 EFL learners faced when
adapting to fully online learning environments. Sun identified four main aspects that could impact engagement
in online L2 settings: participation, group work, learning strategies, and instructional materials. With respect
to participation and group work, these are relevant to increasing online engagement, as CMC learning “does
not automatically ensure the successfulness of the integration of CMC into language education” (Nguyen, 2011,
p. 1414). Learners may feel disconnected from their peers and from the language learning setting, which can
engender negative attitudes towards online learning (Nor et al., 2012). Regarding learning strategies, the
literature has shown that online communication can prompt students to acquire new skills that support
learning (Sun, 2011) and generate self-regulation strategies mediated by technology (McLoughlin & Lee, 2010).
These strategies can have an effect on online EFL learning and switch the focus of learners from a large class
setting to a more personalized, self-regulated learning environment (Sun, 2011). Finally, instructional materials
play an important role in the teaching and learning process as they can enhance the level of participation and
the strategic approach to the online setting (Sun, 2014). Through a mixed-methods design, Sun (2014)
identified six main difficulties that were related to: (1) programme and study schedule, (2) finding time to work
with classmates, (3) organizing collaborative work, (4) maintaining engagement with the class, (5) nurturing
self-motivation, and (6) socialising. These inter-related aspects were mainly informed by two major sets of
difficulties: interaction and collaboration and learning strategies, which suggests that engagement is a
construct that cannot be measured without looking into the factors that hinder or facilitate its presence.

Materials and Methods
Research Design

The present study applied a mixed-methods design to explore the perceptions of adult EFL learners, which
allowed the researchers to tackle those perceptions from a triangulated perspective. First, a Likert-scale
questionnaire was used to gather 54 learners’ perceptions of FOLEs and their engagement. Then, seven
participants with relevant response profiles were interviewed to further explore their responses on the
questionnaire. Based on the research question posited, the main objective of the study was to explore the
perceptions that these learners hold in relation to the aspects identified by Sun (2014) as influencing
engagement, such as online participation, group work, instructional materials, and learning styles.

Participants and Context
The 54 EFL university learners who participated in the present study were selected by means of purposeful

sampling, as it was necessary to choose participants that were knowledgeable about or experienced with a
phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Thus, these participants were chosen because they were EFL learners
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taking part in an FOLE EFL course at the university level via Blackboard Collaborate for the first time. The
participants were majoring in geology and civil engineering and were native speakers of Spanish attending an
EFL course that has an objective of achieving a B2 level (CEFR framework). An Oxford Quick Placement Test
(OQPT) was used to assess the participants’ proficiency level, which showed a mean score of 24 (lower B2 CEFR
level). The FOLE course was delivered in emergency remote teaching (ERT) circumstances in 2020, so students
had to switch from face-to-face EFL lessons to the FOLE by means of Blackboard Collaborate. This platform is a
learning management system (LMS) that is used for web-conferencing and allows instructors to create virtual
classrooms to interact with their students in real time. Blackboard Collaborate has been implemented in
educational settings to connect students and teachers in a simulated online classroom. Some of its features
include screen sharing, virtual hand raising, on-screen chat, and document sharing. In order to use Blackboard
Collaborate, both teacher and students need computer access and a stable internet connection. This online tool
has been extensively used in online university courses, which have reported its positive impact on performance
(Moonsamy & Govender, 2018) and engagement (Wdowik, 2014). The use of this platform within the selected
FOLE included synchronous and asynchronous online learning activities.

Instruments and Materials

FOLE Questionnaire

The quantitative part of the study was based on the Likert-scale section of the instrument designed by Sun
(2014) to explore students’ perceptions of online learning (Appendix 1). This questionnaire contains 19 five-
point scale items that tap into aspects of participation, group work, instructional material, and learning styles
in FOLEs, and range from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5). Sun reports good internal consistency for
the four components in the instrument (Participation, Group work, Learning styles, and Instructional materials).
An example of an item in the Participation component is “There was not enough opportunity for peer interaction.
I found it more difficult to participate and engage in an online class than a traditional classroom.” To prevent L2
proficiency from interfering with the understanding of the statements, they were translated into the
participants’ L1 (Spanish).

Semi-structured Interview

Sun’s (2014) qualitative section of the survey included 13 open-ended questions about aspects of FOLEs to be
answered in written form. However, we surmised that a qualitative approach based on semi-structured
interviews would produce richer accounts of learners’ perceptions, as these types of questions provide a wider
range of freedom for participants to report on their views (Dunn, 2005), which becomes crucial when they
discuss aspects of engagement. The interview protocol was modelled considering the answers given by the
students in the FOLE questionnaire and included follow-up questions that sought to deepen our understanding
of the participants’ perceptions and attitudes towards FOLEs.

Procedures

Pilot Study of the FOLE Questionnaire

Since data collection was carried out online for both instruments, a Google Forms link to the FOLE questionnaire
was created, and Zoom was used to conduct the interviews. A pilot version of the FOLE questionnaire was
completed by ten students not taking part in the study. The document included a section for feedback on the
structure of the questions, the clarity, and the length of the instrument. The feedback obtained was used to
modify the wording of certain statements for comprehension, and to set a completion time for the questionnaire
(15 minutes). Overall, the pilot study participants found the FOLE questionnaire clear and easy to understand,
and no major issues with it were reported.

Data Collection and Analysis

Before collecting data, consent was secured with an email outlining information about the study and the type
of participation required. Then, we administered the FOLE questionnaire by means of a Google Forms link.
Participants were given a week to return the completed questionnaires and were asked to provide an email
address for potential participation in the semi-structured interviews. The second stage for data collection
involved conducting the interviews with seven participants selected from the 54 participants who completed
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the FOLE questionnaire. The questions included in the interview protocol focused on exploring reasons and
explanations for their previous responses (e.g., In your opinion, was it necessary to have group work and
collaboration in the classroom? Why?). These interviews were conducted in the participants’ L1 and lasted 30-
40 minutes. As for data analysis, the research question in the study was discussed with both quantitative
(descriptive statistics) and qualitative (interview data) approaches. While the former seeks to find general
tendencies in the data (Dornyei, 2007), the latter employs qualitative content analysis, which organises the
meaning of qualitative data in a systematic way (Schreier, 2012). Once the interviews were transcribed, a
codification process was carried out (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), identifying relevant codes and broad themes
emerging from the analysis that served to label and hierarchically categorise the data.

Results and Discussion
Quantitative Results and Discussion

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 below presents data from the FOLE questionnaire on all the components assessed, based on the first
section of Sun’s (2014) instrument. Following Oxford and Burry-Stock (1995), mean scores of 1.0 - 2.4 were
regarded as displaying a low level of agreement with the component; mean scores of 2.5 - 3.4 portrayed a
medium level of agreement; finally, mean scores of 3.5 - 5.0 illustrated a high level of agreement. As can be
seen in the table, the total mean score of the survey (M = 3.51; SD = .44) suggests that these participants had an
overall positive attitude towards the FOLE, and that the online participation component prevented the total
score from being higher.

Table 1

Descriptive statistics for FOLE quantitative questionnaire data

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Dev.
Online participation 54 1.00 5.00 2.61 .93
Collaborative group work 54 2.00 5.00 3.79 .72
Instructional materials 54 2.83 5.00 4.05 .67
Learning strategies and styles 54 1.80 4.80 3.37 71
Total scores 54 2.58 4.47 3.51 44

Online participation

The results show that students regarded online participation as the most lacking out of the four components
assessed (M = 2.61; SD=.93). The participants’ answers suggest that their perceptions of online participation
were not overtly positive in their classes. Figure 1 below illustrates this trend for an item in this component.
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Figure 1

Frequency values for answers to Item 1 (Online participation)
There was not enough opportunity for peer interaction. I found it more difficult to participate and engage in an
online class than a traditional classroom.

40 (18,5%)

63 (29,2%)

70 (32,4%)

29 (13,4%)

14 (6,5%)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Note. Likert-scale ranges from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5).

Learning strategies and styles

Regarding perceptions of learning strategies and styles in FOLE, students’ responses (M = 3.37; SD = .71)
displayed higher scores when compared to online participation but still implied learner neutrality towards self-
directed and self-regulated processes that are relevant to FOLE. Figure 2 below depicts the response trend for
learning styles.

Figure 2

Frequency values for answers to Item 18 (Learning strategies and styles)
My preferences, needs, social life, technology choices, etc. were better served by online learning.

6 (11,1%)
11 (20,4%)
18 (33,3%)
12 (22,2%)

7 (13,0%)
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

Note. Likert-scale ranges from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5).

Group work

Students regarded collaborative group work as a positive aspect of their online learning process (M = 3.79; SD =
.72), over Online participation and Learning styles. Figure 3 below illustrates that responses for item 5 were
mainly in agreement with group work activities. Interestingly, the positive attitudes towards group work did
not reflect the views towards online participation.
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Figure 3

Frequency values for answers to Item 5 (Collaborative group work)
I liked the group work we had to do in the online lessons.

10 (18,5%)

20 (37,0%)

18 (33,3%)

3 (5,6%)

3(5,6%)
0 5 10 15 20 25

Note. Likert-scale ranges from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5).

Instructional materials
Finally, the data revealed that the most highly regarded component for these students was Instructional
materials (M = 4.05; SD=.67). Figure 4 displays results for item 11.

Figure 4

Sample of frequency values for answers to Item 11 (Instructional materials)
Authentic learning materials should sometimes be used in the online lessons.

18 (33,3%)
24 (44,4%)
11 (20,4%)
(1,9%)

0 (0,0%)
0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Note. Likert-scale ranges from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5).

Quantitative Discussion: What Are University EFL Learners’ Perceptions of their Engagement Towards
Aspects of their FOLE Lessons?

The quantitative data showed that the main perceptions of learners are salient in terms of their attitudes
towards online participation, which is evidenced by the low-moderate means displayed in the component.
These attitudes are in line with Sampurna et al., (2018), who reported lower levels of participation from
students in non-formal language teaching settings using online platforms such as Facebook and chat tools.
The characteristics of the learning setting (a learning support course not attached to an educational institution)
may have increased the lack of involvement found in that study. In line with this, Sun (2014) reported that
students were only able to interact in small groups in online contexts. While her students stated that they did
interact in online settings, their interaction was typically limited to collaboration with one partner, and that
further instances for interaction were hindered by the lack of initial rapport with students they did not know.
We wanted to explore the reasons behind our findings in terms of online participation, so we pursued this
component further in the semi-structured interviews to address the adaptation issues faced by students in this
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new online learning environment. The fact that online participation is perceived as the weakest aspect by the
participants in our study learners is concerning, as the quantity and quality of student participation in online
courses is directly related to academic performance (Duncan et al., 2012). With respect to perceptions of
learning strategies and styles in FOLEs, results showed higher scores when compared to online participation
but still implied learner neutrality towards self-directed and self-regulated processes. Such processes are
crucial to nurturing successful learning environments, as teacher guidance may not be enough on its own (Sun,
2014). The higher means reported for the group work component are similar to the positive perceptions
reported by Zhu (2012), who found that students were satisfied with collaborative work and aware of its
relevance in the learning process. Finally, the positive reactions towards content materials highlight the level
of appreciation for engaging materials that are designed by teachers but consider learner feedback in their
creation. Furthermore, if students are exposed to materials that are meaningful for them - i.e., materials that
prompt self-regulation and collaboration — they will become more engaged with the course (Kebritchi et al.,
2017). These two aspects (instructional materials and group work) represent the two highest means found in
the present study, which shows how these learners’ perceptions of the FOLE course are influenced by the
quality of the content in the classes.

Qualitative Findings and Discussion
Participants’ Profiles

As was stated before, seven participants were selected from the total sample (n=54) of participants completing
the FOLE questionnaire. The selection of the participants was based on their mean scores in specific
components. For example, participant 1 was interviewed because his positive views on instructional materials
(IM), and his rather low score on online participation (OP). These types of participants were regarded as
relevant for interviewing because we wanted to explore their reasons behind their negative perceptions, and
how they would interact across such components. We also included participants with medium levels of
agreement towards a given component when a difference with other components was established in their
profile (e.g., participant 3). Seven participants with distinct profiles were identified with this process and were
asked to participate in the interviews. Table 2 below shows a general profile description of the participants.

Table 2

Interview participants’ profiles

Participants Program Gender Profile

Participant 1 Civil engineering Male High IM (M=4.83)
Low OP (M=2.25)

Participant 2 Civil engineering Male High GW (M=4.75)
Medium OP (M=2.50)

Participant 3 Geology Male Medium LS (M=3.40)
Low OP/GW (M=2.25)

Participant 4 Civil engineering Male High GW (M=3.75)
Low OP (M=2.25)

Participant 5 Geology Female High GW/IM (M=4.50)
Low OP (M=1.00)

Participant 6 Geology Male Medium IM (M=3.33)
Low LS (M=2.00)

Participant 7 Geology Male High GW (M=4.50)
Medium OP (M=2.75)

Note. GW = Group work IM = Instructional materials OP = Online participation LS = Learning styles
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Main Themes

Analysis of the interviews yielded several themes that were associated with the four components in Sun’s
(2014) FOLE questionnaire. However, the first two components (namely, Online participation and Group work)
were found to overlap strongly in the responses provided by participants, who attributed similar meanings to
both. Therefore, the two components were merged into one. The analysis of the interviews provided below will
refer to the themes impacting three main components: Online participation, Learning strategies and styles,
and Instructional materials.

Online Participation: Interactions among Peers and Peer Rapport

The themes that emerged in this category are related to the interactions between students that can benefit or
hinder learners’ perceptions of FOLE classes, and the quality of the rapport with specific students. For example,
participant 5 (High GW/IM, Low OP) manifested difficulties interacting with peers as a main reason for giving
low ratings to the Online participation component:

I think (the class) is unsatisfactory because I compare it with face-to-face classes, and it is not
the same. Interaction among coursemates is not the same because it is limited to chat and to
have a group work by the end of the class that is just two or three people.

This learner seemed frustrated with FOLE lessons because it was difficult for her to establish meaningful
communication with her peers. This lack of social interactions among students is a factor that impinges upon a
successful educational experience (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005). Student-student interactions can be a source
for cognitive presence and a driver of motivation (Bernard et al., 2009) and can encourage critical thinking and
prompt students to reflect on learning (Mills et al., 2016). This can be illustrated by participant 3’s (Medium LS,
Low OP/GW) dissatisfaction with the lack of peer interaction instances, as they prevented him from receiving
peer feedback, which in turn may affect his motivation to learn:

Another difference that I have noticed is that in (face-to-face) classes I can sometimes approach
the classmate that is next to me and ask him/her: “Hey, what was that again?” and you could
immediately understand. In an online modality, no, you can’t do that.

In line with this, students referred to the quality of the interactions obtained when they do not know their
peers taking part in the FOLE lesson:

Participant 2 (High GW, Medium OP): “For example, suddenly you had to do group work with
new people that you didn’t know, for example, people from other cities. These EFL lessons
include students from all the campuses, and I even had colleagues from other programmes.”

Participant 6 (Medium IM/Low LS): “You don’t know anybody, and you don’t know how the
other person will react if you ask him/her something or if you say to him/her: ‘Let’s do this.””

These students reported their reluctancy to interact with unknown classmates from different departments in
their EFL FOLE lessons because they felt that the lack of rapport with such students leads to poor collaborative
work. Indeed, adequately sharing task objectives can help develop useful learning skills and a better
understanding of the content (Brindley et al., 2009). The interaction issues identified are closely related to
Sun’s (2014) findings, which showed that students reported limited opportunities for socialisation and
interaction. Opportunities for collaboration among peers are crucial in the design of effective online learning
environments (Czerkawski & Lyman, 2016). Moreover, encouraging students to increase online contact with
each other is a predominant variable when predicting learning outcomes (Lundberg & Sheridan, 2015), as it
allows for the nurturing of a social presence in the online community that can in turn improve socio-emotional
outcomes in the course (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007). It is challenging for students to develop the trust in their
course mates that can lead to a sense of ‘online camaraderie’ (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007), but skilled instructors
can facilitate these interactions by means of the FOLE platforms being used. It would seem that for these
students, the lack of social presence is preventing them from achieving a more complete cognitive presence, as
they would in face-to-face learning. The extracts underscore the importance of the affective function in
establishing social presence and, perhaps more importantly, illustrate the opportunity for the instructor to
increase teaching presence and create a non-threatening learning environment that help develops language
skills (Murphy, 2015).
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Learning Strategies: Adaptation to External Issues, Adaptation to Class Schedules, Self-regulated Strategies
With respect to learning strategies and styles, we identified three closely related themes: Adaptation to
external issues, Adaptation to class schedules, and Self-regulated strategies. Participants perceived that
awareness of their particular learning styles is relevant for learning and entails the nurturing of a self-regulated
process that enhances academic achievement outcomes (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010). Regarding adaptation to
external issues influencing the FOLE experience, participant 6 (Medium IM/Low LS) referred to them in relation
to his performance in the class:

The most complex thing is to be able to pay attention in an EFL class because (my) internet
connection is not that good, and few students have good internet.

What this participant expresses evidences the potential logistic issues that are involved in setting up an online
environment. Further evidence of the existence of external issues is related to fatigue due to prolonged
Blackboard sessions, as participant 7 (High GW, Medium OP) reports:

I think I need glasses that reduce eyestrain, and I do not wear glasses at all. I spend too much
time in front of a screen, and most of the time I feel that my eyes are tired.

These types of external factors are regarded as secondary compared to factors directly related to the class
experience (Liu et al., 2010). However, such factors may gain more relevance in EFL contexts that lack a set of
guidelines to organise the way in which lessons are delivered. Participant 1 (High IM, Low OP) reported an
adaptation issue in relation to his class schedule:

The classes are delivered back-to-back sometimes, and lunch breaks are very short. Sometimes I
have lunch very late, and it is about mental fatigue, more than anything, spending all day in
front of a screen.

Participant 1 seems to be affected by mental fatigue, which renders him unable to overcome the difficulties
caused by the new organization of his online schedule. This is not uncommon in students, as Chen et al. (2008)
found that some participants did not hold positive views on the temporal and spatial flexibility that online
courses can provide. Another extract focusing on the scheduled time of the classes was provided by participant
4 (High GW, Low OP):

It is difficult to adapt to the schedules because going to face-to-face classes is different from
attending classes through a computer. Over time, it becomes easier. You get used to it.

The comment made by participant 4 reveals that the adaptation process may improve once the participant
becomes more familiar with the new learning environment. This is in agreement with a case study investigation
conducted by Ayebi-Arthur (2017), who concluded that students eventually become more resilient after
engaging and re-engaging with online learning. It can be argued that increased awareness towards effective
learning strategies can help learners navigate the adaptation process:

Participant 3 (Medium LS, Low OP/GW): “The class was all self-taught, so in the end I focused
on my own actions to study, but I was always guided by what (the teacher) told me in class;
otherwise, it wouldn’t have made sense.”

Participant 5 (High GW/IM, Low OP): “Well, I think that a good part of online learning is that we have the
lessons recorded, so if there is something that I did not understand, I can go and listen to it over and over. Or if
they upload material (to the platform), I can go and check it while I watch the class [...] In face-to-face classes,
if you could not attend classes you would just lose the content of the class, and you would keep your questions
to yourself.”

These students stated a preference for a self-regulated learning process where they expect and accept the
guidance from the teacher, who is seen as the expert who can create constructive online learning settings
(Nandi et al., 2012), but can also implement activities that increase self-directed learning (Lambert & Fisher,
2013). Although online learning environments represent challenging activities for learners who are adapting to
them (Kebritchi et al., 2017; Luyt, 2013), learners can benefit from teacher guidance together with a self-
regulated approach to the online classroom. Increased awareness of the relevance of the FOLE for language
learning is strongly connected to self-regulation processes (Baran et al., 2011; Kebritchi et al., 2017), and
student-instructor interaction can create and nurture such processes, while at the same time providing
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emotional and motivational support (Bernard et al., 2009). In addition, adequate teacher guidance can also
increase students’ levels of awareness and satisfaction with the course (Lee et al., 2011).

Instructional Materials: Class Planning, Content, Online Platform Instruction

Since perceptions towards instructional materials was the highest rated component on the FOLE questionnaire,
participants reported mainly positive perceptions towards it, focusing on three main themes: Class planning,
Content, and Online platform instruction. Participant 7 (High GW, Medium OP) pointed out a good FOLE
experience by means of class planning:

I find that the method used by the teacher is very good because she gives us examples. [ mean,
she talks about some examples and then she gives us some activities. Then, she tells us that
anyone can write on the interactive board.

This participant feels that the class planning performed by the teacher fulfils his expected learning objectives.
This was a common theme among the participants, as most of them reported that a well-planned class fostered
their motivation towards online learning. The appropriate introduction of self-learning skills by the teacher as
described by participant 7 allows teachers to help learners develop self-regulated strategies in online courses
(Baran et al., 2011). The disposition of the instructor towards increasing participation in students is essential
for helping students feel they are part of an online classroom experience (Comas-Quinn, 2011). Satisfaction
with the content of the class organised by the teacher was also reported by participants 4 and 5, who expressed
satisfaction with the content of the class:

Participant 4 (High GW, Low OP): “The teacher is always trying to search for material that talks
about what we study since I share my English course with geology and metallurgical engineering.”

Participant 5 (High GW/IM, Low OP): “I like the material that this teacher gives and how she
conducts the classes that focus mainly on geology topics, which is what we study. She is
constantly asking what deficiencies we have, or what is right or what is wrong (in the class), so
as a class group we tell her about the material (that they would like to see in the class) and she
finds it for us.”

These extracts represent the general perception that students have about the materials used in the FOLE
lessons, which rely heavily on the quality of the content and its meaningfulness. Content that is relatable to
some aspect of learners’ lives and considers their needs during online courses can be more relevant and thus
prompt further engagement (Chametzky, 2014; Mills et al., 2016). The students also recognised the teacher’s
efforts to include feedback in her online classes, which increases engagement with class planning, and nurtures
the cognitive presence of the students as they go from an information-seeking state to a resolution stage in a
community of inquiry. Participant 5 also refers to the immediacy of the feedback, which is a crucial feature in
online environments (Mills et al., 2016) and a reflection of the expertise of the instructor regarding both the
content and the pedagogy (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).

Some participants held negative perceptions towards the instructions provided to use the online platform.
Participants 3 and 6 displayed negative views towards the instruction process before accessing the online
platform:

Participant 3 (Medium LS, Low OP): “I think that there was a lack of delivered instructions
about Blackboard because we were still learning how to use it as we started the course. Suddenly,
there were notifications on my screen, and I had no idea how to access them.”

Participant 6 (Medium IM/Low LS): “They (the university) told us that we have to get on the
Blackboard platform and there are all your courses, and you will have your classes (there). So, at
the beginning (I was) like: “Where do I get in the class?”, or: “Where do I raise my hand?”, and:
“How do I turn on my microphone?”

The issues presented in these extracts suggest that teachers need to take into account their learners’ levels of
awareness of Blackboard and other technologies, along with their ability to understand and use them (Hussein,
2016). Instructional materials will be effective only if learners’ awareness of how to access them and take
advantage of them is improved. Students demand online environments that allow them to be in control by
means of flexible technological tools (Tabor, 2007). To achieve this, the interactions between the students and
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the content must include accurate and complete information in relation to the learning activities, the
assignments required, and any supporting materials (Siragusa et. al., 2007). In addition, some level of technical
competence is required from students so that they can apply creativity and achieve a ‘sense of puzzlement’,
that is, a desire for further inquiry and information exchange (Murphy, 2015). This relevance of the delivery
aspect of instructional materials and its matching with the online learning skills of students has also been
underscored by Delen et al. (2014), who argued that including supplemental functions for instructions in online
environments with specific user needs in mind will enhance learning. Providing personal insights regarding
the structure of the course and guidelines to use the medium more effectively are desirable activities for
instructors to help tackle learner-content interaction issues (Caskurlu et al., 2021; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007).

Overall, the qualitative aspect of the research question posed in the present study provided more specific
insights into these learners’ perceptions and attitudes towards FOLEs. Aspects of online participation and
group work, learning strategies, and instructional materials were found to influence the participants’
experiences when taking part in a FOLE EFL course. Figure 5 below presents a summary of the exploratory
findings reported in the qualitative section and how they influenced these learners’ perceptions towards
engagement with the course.

Figure 5

Aspects influencing FOLE perceptions of engagement

Conclusion

The present exploratory case study sought to understand the perceptions and difficulties faced by Chilean EFL
university students when facing a fully online learning environment. The main findings revealed that students
were not satisfied with the online EFL course in terms of the participation levels they expected. Semi-structured
interviews evidenced that the poor interactions with peers and lack of peer rapport negatively influenced their
social presence. Reported perceptions towards external issues, the class schedule, and self-regulated strategies
used by learners suggest that the adaptation process can impinge upon the online classroom experience, and
that the instructor can use teaching presence to motivate learners to become more aware of the relevance of
the online environment and overcome those adaptation issues. Finally, the use of instructional materials was
the highest rated component in the FOLE questionnaire. The interviews revealed that students focused on
three main aspects to discuss the materials: Class planning, Content, and Online platform instruction. These
aspects highlight the importance of the delivery of the instructions to achieve task goals in FOLEs, and the
value of increasing teaching presence to help develop cognitive presence in these learners.

It must be noted that this study is exploratory in nature, and it focused on a specific learning context (namely,
Chilean adult EFL learners who were required to attend FOLE classes in 2020). The unexpected nature of the
changes to the modality of the classes delivered prevented the researchers from reaching a larger number of
participants for both the quantitative and qualitative parts of the study. Furthermore, the participants were
exposed to one semester of FOLE classes before data collection, which may not represent an exhaustive account
of more well-formed perceptions towards FOLEs. The inclusion of more participants with specific profiles for
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the interviews could have provided more data to confirm the findings presented here. Future studies will need
to consider a larger sample in diverse learning settings to establish comparisons across learning contexts.

Implications for pedagogy

In educational environments that have been influenced by COVID-19 restrictions, the way in which lessons
were being delivered changed in 2020. Online platforms have forced teachers and learners to adapt to the new
circumstances. This study provided an overview of some of the aspects that were affected by these new
circumstances, which can prompt teachers to consider learners’ opinions when creating and delivering FOLE
EFL lessons and materials. The relevance of effective instructional materials highlights the need for meaningful
materials that are clearly explained under the guidance of the FOLE teacher. In addition, the results obtained
in this study evidenced a need for training prior to the use of online platforms for academic purposes. This
information is important for teachers when engaging in online lessons since instruction addressing the correct
use of the platform is essential for them to know what to expect as they teach, and for learners to have a clear
understanding of what is expected of them. The need to include teacher training that focuses on technical
skills and online pedagogical adaptations in institutions that offer courses based on distance education
(Hampel & Stickler, 2005) gains even more relevance in the online learning settings researched in the present
study. Being aware of the perceptions towards the issues reported by FOLE students can only improve the
approach to EFL in online learning settings and can allow teachers to focus on acquiring new tools and
strategies that can foster online learner engagement.
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APPENDIX

Adapted AND TRANSLATED statements based on Sun’s (2014) FOLEs questionnaire

a

@)

))

@

)
(6)
@)

C))

Participacion (Preguntas 1-4)
Participation (Questions 1-4)

No hubo suficientes oportunidades para la interaccion entre pares. Me resulté mads dificil participar en
una clase en linea que en un aula tradicional. (There was not enough opportunity for peer interaction. I
found it more difficult to participate and engage in an online class than a traditional classroom).

En lugar de interactuar con muchas personas en una clase (interacciones multidimensionales), mis
interacciones con mis comparieros a menudo se limitaban a un pequeiio grupo de estudiantes de la
clase. (Instead of interacting with many people in a class (multidimensional interactions), my
interactions with classmates were often limited to a small group of classmates).

Aprendi en un grupo pequeiio en lugar de en una clase grande. Por ejemplo, solo practiqué con un
grupo de compaiieros de clase, ya que solo conocia un pequeiio porcentaje de compaiieros de lo que lo
hubiera hecho en el aula tradicional. (I learnt in a small group rather than in a big class, e.g., I only
practiced with a handful of classmates as I knew fewer classmates than I would have done in the
traditional classroom setting).

El Profesor necesitaba mucho trabajo para fomentar la construccion de una comunidad de aprendizaje
en linea. (Much work was needed by the teacher to foster the building of an online learning community).

Trabajo en grupo. (preguntas de la 5-8)
Group work (Questions 5-8)

Me gusté el trabajo grupal que tuvimos que hacer en las clases en linea. (I liked the group work we had
to do).

El trabajo grupal y el tipo de proyecto son partes importantes en el aprendizaje en linea. (Group work
and project-type work are important parts in online learning).

Se debe fomentar la cooperacion y colaboracién de los alumnos en el aprendizaje en linea. (Learner
cooperation and collaboration should be encouraged in online learning).

Debia haber mds discusiones grupales sobre asuntos relacionados con el estudio entre los estudiantes y
los profesores. (There needed to be more group discussions on study-related matters amongst class
members and with the teachers.)

Material instructivo. (Preguntas de la 9-14)
Instructional material (Questions 9-14)

Las siguientes seis declaraciones a continuacion (preguntas de la 9-14) representan las aspiraciones e ideales
sobre como deberia ser generalmente el material de instruccion en linea. En relaciéon con su experiencia
usando plataformas en linea para aprender el idioma, ;qué tan de acuerdo estd con las siguientes
declaraciones? (The next six statements below (Question 9-14), rather than specifically refer to the online
Chinese paper(s) you did at AUT, they represent the aspirations and ideals as to how online instructional
material should be generally. Looking back in your experience, how much do you agree with these statements?)

®)
(10)

11

(12)

La instruccion de aprendizaje de idiomas en linea debe basarse en tareas en lugar de aprender de
memoria. (Online language learning instruction should be task-based rather than rote learning).

El material de aprendizaje de idiomas en linea deberia ayudar a desarrollar habilidades de pensamiento
critico y resolucion de problemas de la vida real. (Online language learning material should help develop
real-life problem solving and critical thinking skills).

A veces se deben usar materiales de aprendizaje auténticos. (Authentic learning materials should
sometimes be used).

Se deben alentar las iniciativas de los alumnos en lugar de que todo lo prepare y organice el profesor.
Por ejemplo, teniendo algunas actividades de aprendizaje sugeridos por los alumnos. (Learner
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(13)

(14

15)

(16)

a7)

s

19)
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initiatives should be encouraged rather than everything prepared and spoon-fed by the teacher, e.g.,
having some topics of learning suggested by learners).

Se debe alentar a los estudiantes a que construyan en conjunto con el profesor los recursos de la clase y
el entorno de aprendizaje, y que creen en conjunto con el educador nuevos aprendizajes y conocimientos.
(Learners should be encouraged to co-construct class resources and the learning environment, and co-
create new learning and knowledge).

Se debe alentar la creatividad del alumno. (Learner creativity should be encouraged).

Estilos de aprendizaje (preguntas desde la 15-19)
Learning strategies (Questions 15-19)

Sin una sala de clases y la presencia de un profesor, descubri que el aprendizaje en linea es mds
autodirigido y autorregulado. (Without a classroom and the presence of a teacher, I found online
learning to be more self-directed and self-regulated).

El aprendizaje en linea es individualizado o personalizado. Permite flexibilidad, fomenta la
autodireccion y la eleccion. Por ejemplo, no siempre segui las instrucciones del profesor o pude
reorganizar el material de aprendizaje, o elegir mis propias herramientas en linea, y configurar el
entorno de aprendizaje para que se adaptara mejor a mi objetivos y necesidades de aprendizaje.
(Online learning is individualized or personalized learning. It allows flexibility, encourages self-direction
and choice, e.g., I did not always just follow the teacher’s instructions, or I was able to re-arrange learning
material, or choose my own online tools, and configure the learning environment to best suit my learning
goals and needs).

Creo que otros miembros de la clase también formaron sus propios entornos personales de aprendizaje.
(I believe other class members formed their own personal learning environments too).

El aprendizaje en linea sirvio de mejor forma a mis preferencias, necesidades, vida social, opciones
tecnoldgicas, etc. (My preferences, needs, social life, technology choices, etc. were better served by online
learning).

Senti que tenia control sobre el proceso de aprendizaje. (I felt that I had control over the learning
process).
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