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ABSTRACT

With the closure of schools due to imposed lockdowns in many parts of the world,
teachers had to make a rapid transition from teaching in physical classrooms to
online teaching, even though they had little to no experience teaching online
prior to the pandemic. Adopting a narrative inquiry approach, this study aims
to explore the factors that influence Malaysian English language teachers’ profes-
sional agency in adapting to online teaching. Data were collected via interviews
with ten secondary school teachers from rural and urban schools. The findings
show how factors such as teachers” perceptions of the affordances of digital tools
and existing support structures influence teachers’ enactment of agency in on-
line teaching and learning. They also demonstrate teachers' agentic potential to
adapt their lessons to suit their learners’ needs. These findings suggest the need
for teacher professional development programs to recognize teacher agency in
the design of future training modules. This involves providing a differentiated
training curriculum that can support and sustain language teachers’ development
organically by taking into consideration their existing technology skills, teaching
experiences and work contexts.

Keywords: Teacher agency; professional development; 1cT; English teachers;
narrative inquiry; online teaching.

RESUMEN

Con el cierre de los establecimientos educativos por causa de las cuarentenas
impuestas en muchos lugares del mundo, los docentes se vieron obligados a hacer
una transicion acelerada de la ensenanza presencial en aulas fisicas a la docencia en
linea, aun cuando tuvieran poca o nula experiencia con ese tipo de docencia antes
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de la pandemia. Adoptando un enfoque de investigacion narrativa, el presente
estudio se propone explorar los factores que influyen en la agencia profesional de los
docentes de inglés malayos en su adaptacién a la docencia en linea. Se recolectaron
datos por medio de entrevistas con diez docentes de educacién bésica secundaria
de escuelas rurales y urbanas. Los resultados muestran como factores tales como las
percepciones de los docentes sobre las posibilidades de las herramientas digitales
y las estructuras de apoyo existentes influyen en el ejercicio de su agencia en la
ensefianza y el aprendizaje en linea. También demuestran el potencial agentivo
de los docentes para adaptar sus clases a las necesidades de los estudiantes. Estos
resultados sugieren la necesidad de crear programas de desarrollo profesional que
reconozcan la agencia del docente en el disefio de futuros médulos de formacién.
Esto implica brindar un curriculo de capacitacién diferenciado capaz de soportar
y sostener de manera orgdnica el desarrollo de los docentes de lengua tomando
en cuenta sus destrezas tecnoldgicas previas, sus experiencias en la docencia y los
contextos laborales.

Palabras clave: agencia docente; desarrollo profesional; T1C; docentes de inglés;
investigacion narrativa; ensefanza en linea.

RESUME

Avec la fermeture des établissements denseignement en raison des quarantaines imposées
dans de nombreuses régions du monde, les enseignants ont été contraints de faire une
transition accélérée de lenseignement présentielle dans des salles de classe a lenseignement
en ligne, méme s'ils navaient que peu ou nulle expérience dans ce genre d’enseignement
avant la pandémie. Adoptant une approche de recherche narrative, la présente étude vise
A explorer les facteurs qui influencent l'agence professionnelle des enseignants d'anglais
malaisiens dans leur adaptation A l'enseignement en ligne. Les données ont été recueillies au
moyen d'entretiens avec dix enseignants d'enseignement secondaire dans des écoles rurales
et urbaines. Les résultats montrent comment des facteurs tels que les perceptions des
enseignants sur les possibilités des outils numériques et les structures de soutien existantes
influencent l'exercice de Iagence des enseignants dans lenseignement et I'apprentissage
en ligne. Ils démontrent également le potentiel agent des enseignants pour adapter
leurs cours aux besoins des éléves. Cela suggere la nécessité de créer des programmes
de développement professionnel qui reconnaissent l'agence de lenseignant dans la
conception des futurs modules de formation. Cela implique de proposer des programmes
de formation différenciée capable de supporter organiquement le développement des
enseignants de langues, compte tenu de leurs compétences technologiques antérieures, de
leurs expériences dans lenseignement et de leurs contextes de travail.

Mots clés : agentivité de 'enseignant ; développement professionnel ; TIC ; enquéte
narrative ; enseignants d'anglais ; enseignement en ligne.
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Introduction

The covip-19 pandemic has impacted the edu-
cation sector in various ways. With the closure of
schools due to imposed lockdowns in many parts
of the world, teachers had to make a rapid transi-
tion from teaching in physical classrooms to online
teaching (Bailey & Lee, 2020; Kaden, 2020; Trust
et al., 2020). A majority of teachers, however, were
not prepared to transition to online teaching hav-
ing had little to no experience teaching online prior
to the pandemic (Gudmundsdottir & Hathaway,
2020). The sudden shift triggered the need for
teachers to quickly learn how to use new technol-
ogies to teach remotely (Carrillo & Flores, 2020;
Daniel, 2020). Examples of implementation can be
seen in an emerging number of studies reporting the
use of digital technologies such as video conferenc-
ing tools in schools for English language teaching
(Cheung, 2021; Singh et al., 2020) and social mes-
saging tools (Budianto & Arifani, 2021). Although
these studies provide us with a better understand-
ing of how language teachers adopted digital tools
for online teaching, little is understood about how
they exercised their professional agency in using
such tools for language teaching.

Teacher agency depends highly on the teach-
er’s individual qualities in terms of professional
knowledge and skills (Biesta et al., 2015); and
the pandemic has seen teachers across the world
attempting to upskill themselves to adjust to the
requirements of online teaching, including teach-
ers in English as foreign language context in
Malaysia. The Malaysian Ministry of Education
introduced various initiatives as part of the
national effort towards digitizing education,
including most recently Google Classroom' as a
standard digital platform to be used in all primary
and secondary Malaysian schools. However, the
adoption of new technologies among Malaysian
teachers has been varied due to factors such as lack
of access to internet connectivity, lack of facili-
ties, and geographical locations among others (see
Zainal & Zainuddin, 2020). The first Movement

Control Order (Mco) imposed by the Malaysian
Government, which had seen nationwide school
closures from March 18 until March 31 (and then
extended to May 13), has forced teachers to learn
to use Google Classroom including the integrated
video conferencing tool, Google Meet . To explore
these issues, the current study aims to examine
Malaysian English language teachers™ agency in
using digital technologies.

The current study secks to understand how teach-
ers’ professional agency is enacted in their learning
of new technologies to deliver instruction from an
ecological perspective (Biesta et al., 2015). It also
presents an opportunity to closely examine the
ways teachers adapt to new modes of working and
whether this can be efficiently sustained. Another
issue of concern is that this scenario has the poten-
tial to aggravate the inequity between certain
populations of teachers and learners. For instance,
teachers who are from rural schools may find it
more difficult than teachers in urban schools to
implement information communication technol-
ogies (1CT), and this consequently would affect
the quality of learners’ learning. Arguably, there
is a call for “humanizing pedagogies” to online
teaching to overcome the issue of inequity (Mehta
& Aguilera, 2020). However, at present it is
unclear how teacher agency is enacted in response
to the issue of inequity, and through this study,
a more cohesive understanding of the structural
and cultural conditions that support or constraint
teachers” agency in using digital tools during the
pandemic can be obtained. The findings of this
study will also contribute to our understanding of
how teachers perceive the post-pandemic role of
technology in teaching and learning.

Theoretical Framework

With forced closure of schools during the cur-
rent pandemic, teachers had to adopt new ways
of teaching including using digital tools such
as videoconferencing technologies to deliver
instruction. Related literature to technology used
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in language classroom and teacher agency are
reviewed in this section.

Online Teaching and Learning

With the availability of videoconferencing tech-
nologies, such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Google
Meet, among others, synchronous remote teach-
ing and learning is made possible provided that
there is internet connectivity.

Among the advantages that have been highlighted
in usingthe video conferencing technologies is that
they provide an increased sense of equity (Carville
& Mitchell, 2000). Educational equity, according
to The Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development oECD (2012), highlights that
personal or social circumstances such as gender,
ethnic origin, or family background should not be
obstacles to achieving full educational potential.
The perspective of equality should also cut across
learners in the rural and urban areas. However,
access to technology especially amongst learn-
ers in the rural areas is an obstacle in bridging the
gap. Nevertheless, it is noted that educational use
of video conferencing has been more established
in higher education compared to mainstream
schools (see Lawson et al., 2010). The initial uses
of videoconferencing technologies in schools
tended to be “isolated projects” and were com-
monly affected by technical problems making it
difficult to explore their pedagogical potentials
(Lawson et al., 2010, p.303).

The established research literature on video con-
ferencingin the field of computer assisted language
learning (caLL), although mainly conducted in
the context of higher education, provides some
insights into its role in second language learn-
ing. Apart from transferring the lecture style of
teaching into an online environment, some of
these studies have shown that videoconferenc-
ing can potentially be used in interactive ways.
Wang’s (2006) study on university students’ learn-
ing Chinese using videoconferencing technology
has shown that meaningful interaction can be
built into online activities where this can lead to

negotiation of meaning and language acquisition.
Hampel and Stickler (2012) found that the use
of video conferencing can promote multimodal
communication in languagc learning. However, to
assume that schoolteachers are immediately able
to use tools such as video conferencing in interac-
tive ways is rather premature. The pandemic has
clearly highlighted the need to further explore
the skills and competencies needed for online
teaching. As pointed out by Egbert (2020), teach-
ers tend to depend on teacher-directed materials
consisting of multiple-choice questions and drill-
based activities given that they are not too difficult
to put together and require little teacher support.

The existing literature has highlighted different
types of skills needed for language teachers to effec-
tively teach online. Hampler and Stickler (2012), for
example, proposed a skills pyramid where each skill is
built on the mastery of the previous one. They argue
that teachers should start with developing basic 1cT
skills. This is followed by developing specific techni-
cal competence for the software, understanding the
limitations and the capabilities of the technology,
promoting online socialization, promoting commu-
nicative competence, applying creativity and choice,
and finally, adapting to the teacher’s own style.

Although these are clearly important skills that lan-
guage teachers need to master, they are not without
criticisms. Online socialization among learners is
important for promoting communication in learn-
ing in an online environment; however, Compton
(2009) suggests that online socialization through
learner-learner interaction should not be viewed as
the only method to promote language acquisition.
Understanding how to conduct online teach-
ing is therefore clearly important. To address the
urban-rural disparities, it is important that teach-
ers are able to apply appropriate remote teaching
strategies that consider learners’ contexts. In the
context of Malaysia, teachers, especially in rural
areas, need to consider several context-related
factors that influence the appropriacy of techno-
logical tools (i.c., the internet connection and the
socioeconomic background of the learners).
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Teacher Agency and Professional
Development

Teacher agency can be viewed from the ecolog-
ical perspective, as proposed by Priestley et al.
(2015). While teacher agency was previously
viewed as individual teachers’ capability to take
action (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998), the ecolog-
ical model of teacher agency presents agency as
being influenced by a configuration of temporal
and relational factors. In other words, the model
provides insight into how the teachers’ experience
and environment contribute to their achievement
of agency. It is suggested that teachers’ achieve-
ment of agency may be affected by the following
three dimensions: iterational, projective, and prac-
tical-evaluative. The iterational dimension entails
the role of thoughts and actions accumulated
from the past that form patterns that affect pres-
ent activities. The projective dimension includes
aspirations, both short term and long term, that
influence one’s actions in relation to the possible
trajectories of one’s future. The practical-evalu-
ative dimension is about the ability of the actor in
making decisions based on the alternatives available,
considering the cultural, structural, and material fac-
tors that surround an actor’s present situation. These
aspects could also be enabling or constraining factors
or resources. The iterational and projective elements
may be referred to in one’s decision making. This, in
turn, allows possibilities for one to not only sustain
one’s prior practices but also to modify them. Leijen
et al. (2020) expanded on the ecological model of
teacher agency to demonstrate how teacher agency
can be achieved through components such as teach-
ers professional competence, structural and cultural
context, and professional purpose. They also pro-
pose that different types of teacher reflections have
the potential to strengthen teachers” agency.

Other scholars have highlighted the importance of
teachers’ working environment. Jenkins (2020) sug-
gested that contextual influences such as school
leadership, teacher relationships with others (such
as leaders and colleagues), school operational prac-
tices, and culture and personal motivation affected

teacher agency. Her study found that teachers’
agency is manifested as proactively, reactively,
and passively depending on the contextual fac-
tors. However, adopting a different perspective,
Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2017) argue that
teachers” professional agency is a form of teacher
leadership when they actively make use of their
professional space. They set forth that teach-
ers “evaluate their agentic space and decide how
to act within that space,” and they define evalua-
tion of space “as teachers’ perceived space and to
teachers’ achievement of agency as the exploita-
tion of space” (p. 38). Others such as Halvorsen et
al. (2019) found that teacher agency is shaped by

their perceived professional space.

These recent studies highlight the importance of
examining the mediating aspect of professional
space and values in studies of teacher agency. This
is especially crucial given that teachers’ profes-
sional space is no longer defined by their physical
workplace (the school setting) but rather the dig-
ital space in light of the pandemic.

Teacher Agency in the Time
of the Pandemic

Several studies exploring teacher agency during the
emergency remote teaching have emerged in recent
months. Thumvichit (2021) drew on teachers’
responses to a questionnaire and semi-structured
interviews to identify teachers positioning and
agentic actions. The results suggest that despite
the many constraints that prevented them from
exercising other important responsibilities, the
teachers maintained their positioning as being
professionally responsible for students’ learn-
ing outcomes. Gudmundsdottir and Hathaway
(2020) adopted the PEAT model (Dicte, 2019)
in examining teacher agency. They used a sur-
vey to analyze teachers’ responses according to
the following dimensions: Pedagogical, Ethical,
Attitudinal and Technical. Their preliminary
findings based on data obtained from Norwegian
and US teachers yield some insights into how teach-
ers exercised their agency in the early days of school
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closure. Most of the teachers’ reflections were
focused on the technical and pedagogical dimen-
sions as opposed to the ethical dimension. Teachers
shared their reflections on learning to use new
tools and how to teach online but not so much on
ethical issues of “privacy, copyright and source criti-
cism when teaching online” (p. 243). Nevertheless,
despite having to quickly shift to the online teach-
ing mode, teachers showed positive attitudes.

An implication of Gudmundsdottir and
Hathaway (2020) on teacher education is the need
for more modelling of online and blended learn-
ing environments to prepare teachers for remote
teaching. Another implication is for teachers to be
exposed to teacher training content that empha-
sise the affordances of a specific tool in teaching
online. Findings of research on the use of video-
conferencing in schools also appear to echo this
finding. Its use is more likely to be successful when
its implementation is coupled with curriculum
considerations instead of guided by the tech-
nology alone (Smyth & Fay, 1994). However, in
situations where technology is not available, it is
important to find out how teachers exercise their
agency in ensuring that their students are able to
access education remotely.

Method

The two main questions that drive the study are:
(1) What are the factors that influence and con-
strain their professional agency in adapting to
online teaching? and (2) How do Malaysian
English language teachers’ exercise of professional
agency affect their professional development in
online teaching?

Participants

Ten secondary school English teachers from both
East and West Malaysia participated in the study
on a voluntary basis. All participants were women.
With the exception of one teacher who has a degree
in Business Admin with a diploma in Education, all
teachers have abachelor’s degree in teaching English
as a Second Language (TESL). All of the teachers

have English language teaching experience ranging
from five to 20 years. They teach a mixture of form
levels ranging from Form 2 to Form 6 (ages 14-18)
students. The researchers contacted the partici-
pants and informed them of the particulars of the
study, including the purpose of the study, the activ-
ities during the interviews as well as the research in
general and how much time was required.

Context of the Study

Four teachers are teaching in rural schools in four
different states in Malaysia, and four are in suburban
schools in Selangor, Johor, Melaka, and Cyberjaya
(See Table 1). All 10 schools are government
funded day schools; however, one is a partial day
school and another school is under the Trust School
Programme, a public-private partnership in educa-
tion initiated by the Ministry of Education (MoE).
It is important to note that the infrastructure for
schools under this program is similar to day schools.
They, however, are assisted by Leap-Ed Sdn Bhd., a
private agency selected by MoE to train and oversee
the collaborative teaching and learning in class-
rooms. Another teacher is currently teaching in one
of the schools that was piloted under an initiative
introduced by the Malaysian Government in the
1990s to reform the teaching learning processes in
schools to prepare learners for the age of Information
Technology (the Smart School Initiative). One
teacher (Trisha) is teaching in Miri, a coastal city
in north-eastern Sarawak. The main languages are
Iban, an indigenous language, and Sarawak Malay,
a variety of Standard Malay language. Her students
live in longhouses (communal houses built on stilts
where several apartments are built under the same
roof ) and most parents are farmers.

Data Collection

Data collected consisted of students narratives
and interviews.

Narratives

In the current study, narratives were collected
through field texts from two sources, including
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Table 1 Background of Teachers and Context of the Study

N.°  Teacher Experience Location of school Type of School
1 Azrin Over 20 years  Klang (Urhan) Day
2 Trisha Over 20 years  Miri (Rural) Day
3 Salina Over 20 years  Taiping (Rural) Day
4 Ema Over 20 years  Bandar Melaka (Urban)  Day (Missionary)
; Liza Over 20 years  Cyberjaya (Urban) Day (Trust School
Programme)
6  Shahida Over 20 years  Tangkak (Rural) Day (Partial Boarding)
7 Nora 20 years Gombak (Urban) Day (smart school)
8  Sherry 20 years Kuala Langat (Rural) Day
9  Afidah 6 years Pasir Gudang (Urban) Day
10 Alana 5 years Pasir Gudang (Urban) Day

individual in-depth interviews. Narrative inquiry
helps discover the underlying meaning of the
teachers actions through the story telling of their
experiences. This approach is very much rooted
in the philosopher and educational theorist John
Dewey but was made known by Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) as a methodology to describe
personal stories of teachers. Narrative inquiry
provides the participants a platform to share their
views and augment voice through imparting their
real-life experiences without having any constraints
or fear. To achieve this, the researcher-partici-
pant relationship is best to be an active one where
researchers need to “continually discuss the partici-
pant’s stories with the participant and reflect on the
personal, social and political background” (Wang
& Geale, 2015, p. 197). Wang and Geale (2015)
also highlighted that this approach is not inter-
ested primarily in the facts or truth of the accounts
given by the participants but rather the underlying
meaning. The stories constructed by the partici-
pants illuminate the intricacy of the event as well as
beliefs that are not articulated verbally but are most
often constructed through actions.

Interviews

After obtaining consent from the participants, ten
interviews were conducted online as the Movement
Control Order (Mco) period was still in effect.

This prevented any crossing of districts and states
to conduct face-to-face interviews. Each inter-
view took between 1 hour 30 minutes and 2 hours
according to the most convenient time for the
participants. As narrative researchers, we let the
participants talk about their experiences without
much interruption. The interviews were carried
out mainly in English, however, there are some
parts of the interaction where the participants
were more comfortable using the Malay language,
especially when sharing their emotions. The ques-
tions in the interview were not limited to the
interview prompts which were prepared prior to
the session. Throughout the interview sessions,
the researchers adhered to the best of their abil-
ity to Hollway and Jefferson’s (2000) principles of
facilitating an interview: the use of open-ended
questions, avoiding /Why questions because these
questions can “encourage intellectualization and
can be threatening” and following up by using
respondents’ ordering and phrasing.

Following Clandinin and Connelly (2000), the
study employed three aspects of the narrative
approach: Interaction, continuity, and situation.
Using this framework, the interviewers analyze
the story of the personal experiences of the par-
ticipants’ interactions with other people. In the
current study, the interview questions focused
more on the Continuity aspect, which involved
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participants’ experience in the past, present, and
future. Open-ended questions were used, as this
method of inquiry is a “way of initiating a research
conversation that reflects dynamic and organic dia-
logical processes” (Etherington & Bridges, 2011).
The researchers began with the participants’ teaching
background and the background of the school and
students. The teachers then shared their experiences
in the rest of the interviews. In order for the research-
ers to prevent any preconceived ideas, meanings were
negotiated with the participants. In checking and
validating their understanding of the experiences
shared by the participants, the researchers continu-
ally reconfirmed the stories with the participants.

Data Analysis

The data was analyzed by both researchers. The
interviews were then transcribed and compared
with the notes taken by the researchers during the
interview. It is important to note that there were
some instances where the reviewer used Malay espe-
cially in expressing their emotions. The data from
both sources were then processed thematically. The
study adapted Richard and Morse’s (2012) coding
approach. They identified three types of coding,
which are descriptive, topical, and analytic. Based
on the questions asked as well as the context, main
ideas are highlighted and categorized into themes.

Findings and Discussion

The aim of this study was to see how teachers nego-
tiate professionalism through their agency in an
online classroom because teacher agency is key to
teachers” capacity in enhancing student learning,
ongoing professional development, and school
improvement (Toom et al.,, 2015). This section
attempts to answer the first research question which
is: What are the factors that influence teachers’ pro-
fessional agency in adapting to online teaching?

Teaching Strategies and 1cT Use
Pre-Pandemic

Examining the teachers” discourses on their 1CT
competence prior to the pandemic and the types

of formal training they had received related to
online teaching provides us with a better under-
standing of how teachers exercise their agency in
response to the requirements of remote teach-
ing. Teachers also acknowledged that the context
plays a role in both teachers and students’ access
to the internet and technology. According to
the teachers, their schools were supportive of
ICT initiatives even prior to the pandemic. This
somechow helped teachers to prepare for online
teaching. The schools are generally equipped with
infrastructure such as a computer lab and a mul-
timedia room with LCD screen. However, despite
the availability of such infrastructure, they did not
necessarily use ICT regularly.

Nora, who teaches at an urban school, recalled
that the use of ICT in her classroom prior to the
MCO was limited to showing videos to her stu-
dents in a dedicated room in the library, which is
equipped with LCD projectors. Her students’ use
of ICT was mainly for presentation purposes.

Afidah stated that she did not use the 1cT lab
in her school because teachers had to book it in
advance, and there were teachers of other subjects
who would also want to use the lab. According to
her, although teachers can bring their own LcD
projector and laptop to their classes and set them
up themselves, this would be a hassle if there are
many classes in one day. She said that she would
only use ICT once a month prior to the pandemic.

Salina, who teaches at a rural school, noted that the
environment of the school is supportive of the gov-
ernment initiatives to promote digital technologies
in teaching and learning. Although the school is not
considered an urban school, in terms of 1CT facilities,
the school is well-equipped with an 1CT laboratory
and the Digital Classroom, a dedicated classroom
which has an Internet connection and a television
that can be connected to the computer. Despite this,
she did not use 1CT regularly in her teaching prior to
the pandemic. Her use was restricted to showing vid-
cos in her teaching, and she would usually bring her
own speakers to the classroom.
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Teacher Training on ICT Literacy

The interviews revealed that teachers’ 1CT liter-
acy skills can be attributed to formal training and
informal training. Formal training is programs
initiated by the Ministry of Education or agencies
selected by the ministry.

According to Trisha, the training prior to the
pandemic included introducing teachers to the
use of Google Classroom”. Following the train-
ing, teachers in her school were encouraged to
explore Google Classroom” for teaching. Teachers
in her school were already using it but not regularly,
and they are already competent in using Google
Classroom’. Although Trisha had used the internet
before to search for materials, the move to online
teaching was challenging. She stated that “when it
comes to online learning, I thought it’s quite a big
challenge for me... it’s like starting from zero.”

Similarly, prior to the Mco, Nora did not know
how to use video conferencing tools for teaching
remotely. Although she attended a training session
provided by Pusat Kegiatan Guru (PKG) Gombak
on how to use Google Classroom® prior to the
MCO, it did not prepare her for the use of Google
Meet as the training only introduced teachers to
the basic functions of Google Classroom’. Pusat
Kegiatan Guru (PKG) is a unit under the Education
Technology Division and is responsible for pro-
viding teachers with professional development
programs including ICT training. The formal train-
ing provided by the PKG Gombak on how to use
Google Meet enhanced her skills on using video
conferencing tools for teaching. Her online teach-
ing skills were further strengthened by joining many
courses and webinars voluntarily, including the ones
organized by other PKGs. The teacher demonstrated
an enactment of agency by making an active choice
to join formal but non-compulsory training, even
that offered by PKGs of other districts to upgrade
her skills and competencies in online teaching.

Informal Training in 1CT Skills

The teachers” discourses reveal the enactment of
their agency in terms of developing themselves

professionally are not only by attending for-
mal training on online teaching. Teachers have
reported that they learn about how to embed tech-
nology into their own online on their own. The
importance of social learning and training condi-
tions that contribute to professional agency has
been emphasized by Vihisantanen et al. (2017).
Aspects such as peer-learning and community
learning are also reported by the teachers.

Self-Learning

Azrin acknowledged that the development in
using technology in the classroom during the
emergency online learning is very much an indi-
vidual initiative. Salina attributed her ability to
use Google Meet to teach online as a result of self-
learning. As Salina noted, “YouTube actually helpsa
lot. At the moment we have Google classroom’ and
so on. I learned mostly from YouTube” She learned
how to insert video links to Google Forms from
watching YouTube videos. Sherry also explained
that she learned how to use Google Form/, Padlet,
Wordwall®, and LiveWorksheets® on her own.

Learning from Peers

The teachers in this study attributed their learn-
ing to the existing support structure in schools in
the form of Professional Learning Communities
(pLCs) program, introduced by the Malaysian
Ministry of Education. The PLC initiative serves
as an important platform in promoting teacher
competence in ICT use. We note that the teach-
ers participate in knowledge sharing sessions with
their peers. It was during the Mmco that Salinadevel-
oped her competence in using Google Classroom”.
During one of the PLC sessions, she stated that she
learned how to use Google Meet” to record her les-
sons. The PLC meetings provided opportunities
for her to learn from other teachers such as how
to use the social messaging tool, Telegram, to carry
out quizzes. Liza also said that she learned how to
use new apps for teaching from her colleagues. She
explained that that “we found out about a new app-
the other day Pair Deck... the teacher then shared
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with the panel”. She also said that they would keep
on sharing any information about new apps via their

department WhatsApp® group.
Learning from Commaunities of Practice

Apart from learning from colleagues, the teachers
also revealed that their learning occurred from join-
ing social media groups that connect them to the
community of teachers in Malaysia. Salina stated
that she improved her knowledge on how to use
ICT for teaching and learning when she joined a
Telegram channel, E-didik, an online community
in Malaysia that consists of a group of teacher vol-
unteers who offer educational support to teachers
throughout Malaysia.

She highlighted the role of discussions amongst col-
leagues and friends outside the school circle. In the
interview data, she commented on how discussions
and sharing of information and ideas are regularly
done with her friends through social media plat-
forms such as Telegram or WhatsApp. This is a
demonstration of the teacher’s enactment of her
agency in her own professional development. She
cited that one of the outcomes of this Mco is that
it made her want to learn more on how to build on
her newly developed knowledge and skills in using
ICT to teach. Joining such an online forum exposes
her to a Community of Practice consisting of teach-
ers from all over Malaysia. She says, “the support is
not just from our own school but also nationwide.”

Teachers’ Willingness to Adapt
to Online Teaching.

As agency is a form of achievement, it can be
said that the teachers in this study have shown
that they are more competent in using ICT tools
for online teaching compared to how they were
pre-pandemic. With increased competence, the
teachers have also demonstrated their willing-
ness to adapt to this new mode of teaching. This
willingness to adapt to online teaching enhances
their agentic potential in not only learning how
to use digital tools for online classroom prac-
tice but also in adapting their teaching approach

to fit the situation. Being accustomed to teach-
ing in physical classroom settings, the transition
to online teaching required them to go beyond
their comfort zones and to also tolerate aspects
of online teaching that they deemed unsatis-
factory. This section will discuss some of these
aspects. From the interview data, we found that
there is an aspect that is not met when it comes
to pedagogy. This is in terms of self-satisfaction.
For example, for Azrin, she was not able to repli-
cate what she would normally do in a face-to-face
classroom which is to monitor learners’ progress.
She also stated that she liked to share stories and
her experience with learners because she noticed
that her students were more engaged in her lesson
through sharing of experiences. Technology is a
constraint as it prevented her from doing what she
would normally do in a physical classroom. She is
unable to share that part of herself when conduct-
ing online classes. In other words, teacher input
is restricted to the delivery of the content of the
syllabus.

In addition, while technology has the potential
to promote collaborative learning, this process
did not happen in her classes. Unlike in a physical
classroom where the teacher is able to assign group
work in class, the online teaching affected the way
she designed her learning activities. For her, online
teaching has affected her level of self-satisfaction
in how classes are conducted. This is because she
is only able to view the product instead of seeing
how her efforts have positively impacted her stu-
dents’ understanding and performance.

Another challenge stated by some teachers is the
difficulty in getting students’ full participation.
Salina cited the students’ language proficiency asa
constraint. A majority of her students do not like
written messages when the teacher uses Telegram
to communicate. They prefer listening to recorded
audio as they could not comprehend written mes-
sages. Another factor is the students’ geographical
location. Students who lived quite far from Taiping
town had to go to the town to get internet access.
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These factors affected how Salina enacted her
agency in online teaching. Her choice of medium
to communicate with her learners was influenced
by her perceptions of her learners” needs.

Executing Agency in Online Classroom

This section will discuss the findings to answer
the second research question: How do Malaysian
English language teachers’ exercise of professional
agency affect their professional development in
online teaching?

The teachers” discourses on how they conducted
online teachingand how they exercised their agency
can be viewed from the practical-evaluative dimen-
sion of the ecological model of agency (Priestley et
al,, 2015). We note that their agency was influenced
by a host of factors. As suggested by Priestley et al.
(2015), an actor’s decision-makings are based on a
range of alternatives including the cultural, struc-
tural, and material factors available in an actor’s
present situation. In the case of the teachers in this
study, the structural guidelines provided by the
Ministry of Education, the 1CT facilities available,
and internet connectivity, the school culture are
among the factors that affected their agency.

Teachers’ Exercise of Agency
in Relation to Structural Conditions

The guideline given by the Ministry of Education
for teachers to conduct their lessons is based on the
following categories: online, offline, and onsite.
The structural conditions are in place in the form
of how often teachers should teach remotely. In
terms of implementing lessons remotely, some
structure was provided by the school management
such as through the reporting of attendance and
the problems faced by the teachers. Teachers are
allowed to exercise their agency in deciding how
best to conduct lessons as long as the teacher fol-
lows the timetable. The timetable given provided
a form of structure for teachers to implement
online lessons. For online teaching, Azrin used
Google Meet to conduct online lessons for her

class. Two classes were combined in one online
lesson. Social messaging tools such as WhatsApp®
and Telegram® were the most commonly used
tools to communicate with learners.

Even though Azrin indicated that there was less
sense of personal achievement in terms of her stu-
dents’ understanding of her lesson, online teaching
has increased her confidence in using technology.
She learned to use quizzes in her teaching, but she
did not attempt to use other types of 1CT applica-
tions and prefers to use what she is comfortable with
to ensure one hour of smooth delivery of online les-
sons. The teacher is agentic in the sense that she is
able to carry out the lesson using the tools she is com-
fortable with.

Adapting Lessons Based on the Understanding
of Context

Access to technology amongst students is one of the
factors that influence teachers” agency in language
classrooms. A common view in the teachers’ narra-
tives is that context or location is a determiner of the
technology used by students. Taylor (1991) stated
that agency is interconnected with responsibility and
self-evaluation, where a person is not only governed
by his or her sense of duty but is also responsible in
their evaluations when making decisions.

Using Social Media to Deliver Lessons
and Conduct Assessments

Although teachers were already competent in
using Google Meet® as a video conferencing tool
to carry out synchronous lessons, it was not fea-
sible for them to use it all the time. Students’ lack
of internet access or unstable internet connection
and lack of access to devices were among the fac-
tors affecting the teachers’ use of Google Meet’.
This was a more common scenario for teach-
ers teaching at rural schools. Nevertheless, it was
observed that these teachers were able to take an
agentive role despite these constraints by using
social media. For example, for Sherry, because
a majority of the students were unable to attend

MepeLLin, CoLomsia, VoL. 26 Issue 3 (SepTemBER-DecemBER, 2021), pp. 587-602, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala

997


http://www.udea.edu.co/ikala

998

thala

AzLIN ZAITI ZAINAL AND SITI ZAIDAH ZAINUDDIN

synchronous sessions via Google Meet®, she used
social media such as Telegram® and WhatsApp” to
conduct lessons with the students.

Shahida noted that the range of online activities
she can implement are limited because the internet
connection can be slow for her learners. This made
her resort to using applications that do not require
strong internet connection like Kahoot". She also
prefers to use Telegram, a social media application
to conduct her lessons as she could not get full par-
ticipation if she were to use Google Meet” all the
time. The use of Google Meet” would be heavy for
her students’ internet data and students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds. For her, Telegram” is
convenient and flexible. She further explained,

Considering where my students come from, the nature
of the internet, so most of my classes are actually on
Telegram. And I see that Telegram can be very conve-
nient. You can have voice chat. So, I can actually talk
to my students, have a discussion. There’s also the video
and quiz. I can ask my students to record and send their
presentations.

From their narratives, the teachers also indicated
an awareness of how assessments can be done using
Telegram®. They would use the quiz feature of
Telegram®or post links to Google Forms® contain-
ing reading or listening comprehension questions.
They would also use voice chats to assess students’

speaking skills.

Using Technology to Support

Learners’ Learning

Another aspect of teacher agency that was notice-
able from the interview data was teachers’ awareness
of how online teaching can be utilized to enhance
certain aspects of language teaching and learning.
Although the teachers had to change their teach-
ing methods from what they were used to doing
in physical classrooms, they also reported how the
use of an online mode of teaching has its advan-
tages. For example, Nora had to adapt her teaching
methods when teaching online. She did not assign
group work to her learners. Although her teaching

approach was not student-centered (unlike when
she teaches in a physical classroom), the use of
Google Forms®to assign her students work allowed
her to focus on areas that her students needed to
improve on. Google Forms®provided the tools to
analyze student responses to plan individualized
interventions.

For Liza, although the school where she teaches is
located in an urban area, the students who attend
the school are from different socioeconomic
backgrounds, ranging from middle-income to
low-income groups. In physical classrooms, some
students may be shy and may not necessarily speak
much. However, during online lessons she discov-
ered that some students appeared to be more active
in lessons. She stated that “introverts are more com-
fortable during speaking practice; they would give
feedback they feel more confident and comfortable.”

The Role of the School Culture
in Supporting Teacher Agency

As suggested by Edwards (2015), there is a signifi-
cant link between teachers” agency and prominent
issues such as social justice, professional isolation,
and teacher autonomy. These issues are even more
prominent in the context of the pandemic. In the
context of this study, the school culture is criti-
cal in addressing the issue of social disparity, that
is the disparity between students with access and
students without access to technological tools. For
Shahida, the school administrative officers played
a role in ensuring that disadvantaged students were
not left behind. Students from a low socioeco-
nomic background who did not have access to a
digital device and internet connectivity were iden-
tified. Her school worked closely with PIBG or the
Parent Teachers Association to provide the neces-
sary devices and internet data for these students.
Without such intervention from the school, the
teacher would not have been able to exercise her
agency in carrying out online lessons.

According to Shahida, the community of teach-
ers in her schools also played a role in ensuring
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that they were able to address any issues that arose
during online teaching. This is also a reflection
of collective teacher autonomy as they gathered
together to discuss ways to assist problematic stu-
dents. These issues may not only be about the
teaching pedagogy but also other matters related
to student attendance and identifying students
who needed more help.

For Sherry, live video conferencing with her stu-
dents was impossible to conduct as a majority of
students in her class did not have internet access.
Online lessons were not feasible for these stu-
dents. However, her school had developed action
plans to address this issue by ensuring that learning
modules were disseminated to these disadvan-
taged students. The school helped with printing
hard copies of these modules and delivered them
to the individual students.

Teachers’ Post-Pandemic Perceptions

of the Role of Technology

Teacher agency can also be viewed from the pro-
jective dimension and how their aspirations
are linked to future trajectories (Priestley et al,
2015). In the context of the current study, this is
related to how the teachers perceived the role of
their professional competence in ICT for future
application. The teachers in this study have dem-
onstrated an increase in their knowledge and skills
in online teaching during the Mco as an out-
come of their agentic action in pursuing new skills
via self-learning, peer learning and by joining an
online community of teachers. The teachers in the
study have also shown agency in their classroom
practices despite the structural and socio-cul-
tural conditions. However, with the opening of
schools, the requirement to teach remotely has
diminished. There is no longer a need to use vid-
eoconferencing technology to deliver instruction
when physical classes resume. Having developed
professionally in using ICT tools as an emergency
response to the pandemic, the question of conti-
nuity in their professional development remains.

In the context of school reform, teachers are
expected to continue to develop professionally to
achieve reform goals. However, the pandemic cri-
sis is not similar to a school reform scenario. The
crisis has disrupted existing classroom teaching
norms and accelerated change in teachers’ prac-
tice in ways that were not possible in a typical
school reform effort, which can be met with resis-
tance. Teachers’ narratives on how they envision
the post-pandemic role of technology is also key
to understanding their agency in continuing to
develop professionally.

Salina, for instance, changed her attitudes towards
digital technology. Prior to the Mco, she did not
see the importance of learning technologies such
as Google Classroom. Having been forced to learn
to use it, adopting the technology in her teach-
ing and being able to experience the usefulness
of the technology made her want to learn more
about how to use technology for teaching. She is
still interested in learning how to use technology
when school reopens (e.g., designing your own
board games). However, the teacher perceives the
role of technology as supplementary to face-to-
face teaching. For her, technology can be used “to
give extra work during the weekend.”

The peripheral role afforded to post-pandemic
digital technologies, however, is not necessarily
an indication that their classroom practice will be
the same as before the pandemic. Their practice
may evolve in new ways post-pandemic as teachers
adapt their face-to-face teaching to incorporate
digital technologies.

Conclusion

The covID-19 crisis arguably serves as a strong
force that pushes a great majority of teachers to
use their agency in online teaching, a feat that
no previous ICT in education policy was able to
accomplish. The unprecedented scenario has dis-
rupted the existing classroom teaching practices
of language teachers, forcing them to migrate to
online platforms. In the wake of the pandemic,

MepeLLin, CoLomsia, VoL. 26 Issue 3 (SepTemBER-DecemBER, 2021), pp. 587-602, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala

999


http://www.udea.edu.co/ikala

thala

AzLIN ZAITI ZAINAL AND SITI ZAIDAH ZAINUDDIN

teachers had to learn not only how to use new
digital tools but also to take into consideration
the socio-cultural conditions in implementing
online lessons. As shown by the study findings,
the teachers needed to evaluate their own exist-
ing 1CT literacy and seck ways to increase their
competence in order to conduct their lessons
online. To this end, they resorted to secking sup-
port from their peers and online communities and
also had to be prepared to learn how to use the
relevant tools on their own. The existing school
support structure serves as an enabler for teachers
to collaborate with each other and to collectively
improve professionally. Clearly, having such struc-
tural support is an essential element in promoting
teachers’ agentic potential and reflects the ecolog-
ical perspective of agency.

Teacher agency, as the capacity to take action,
was also demonstrated in their online classroom
practices. Transferring their pedagogical content
knowledge to their online space is not straight-
forward as they also had to adjust their teaching
methods to accommodate the constraints of online
teaching. The teachers depended much on their
agency in order to navigate the online teaching
space and ensure that their students were able to
participate in lessons. Teachers’ expectation espe-
cially in replicating teacher-student relationships
when conducting their online classroom was often
not met when compared with the physical class-
room. These teachers were accustomed to applying
student-centered teaching approaches in physical
classrooms. The shift to online teaching, especially
when they had to use video conferencing tools,
required them to reconsider their classroom activ-
ities. The affordances of the tool, the students’
ability to access, and the external support received
from their school all play a role in their manifesta-
tion of agency.

Nevertheless, these teachers” exercise of agency
also had its limitations. The rural-urban dispar-
ity affected the ways the teachers implemented
their lessons. The study revealed that the location

of the students, especially those who lived in the
rural areas, were largely affected by the lack of a
stable internet connection. Without an Internet
connection and appropriate digital devices, these
students could not participate in online lessons.
They missed out on aspects such as teacher-stu-
dent interaction and peer-peer interaction which
are essential for language learning. An implication
of this is that teachers would need to recognize
that their teaching approaches would not only
involve adaptation during periods of lockdown
but also adaptation when the school reopens to
address these students’ needs.

This study explored the factors that contributed
to language teachers’ agency and how their agency
was manifested into their professional develop-
ment in online teaching. All the teachers have
indicated that they now have more knowledge on
how to teach online compared to before the pan-
demic through formal training, self-learning, and
learning from peers and community. One thing
we note from this study is that their peer-learn-
ing, although intentional, is situation-specific.
Teachers reported that they learned about new
apps and how to use digital tools from their peers
as and when the need arose, which reflects the
organic nature of teachers” professional develop-
ment. A limitation of this study is that we did
not look closely at how these teachers exercised
their agency in teaching and testing particular
language skills online and to what extent these
actually reflected professional competence in
online language teaching. Further research into
how teachers utilized 1CT in teaching and testing
specific skills online would be welcomed to under-
stand how teachers’ articulation of their 1CT skills
is related to their professional development. This
would help training providers to plan the types of
courses teachers need according to different needs
and trajectories in the future. Future research may
also include an exploration of teachers’ post-pan-
demic classroom practices, especially how teachers
provided differentiation to their students.
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