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Abstract

The new norm, post-COVID-19, is characterized by the worldwide espousal of the virtual
classroom. While full-time university academics are typically provided with continuous
training support for their technology integration in online teaching, this is not so for
sessional academics, who are inadvertently deprived of such opportunities. This would
subsequently threaten the quality of online lessons, which could potentially affect
students’ learning. The main aim of this study was to identify the problems sessional
academics faced when conducting online lessons. In addition, it also sought to identify
their training needs so that the necessary training support could be provided to them.
Twenty-one sessional academics from the English language unit of a public university in
Malaysia participated in this study while under the movement control order period.
Quialitative data was collected through individual interviews designed to obtain feedback
regarding their online teaching experience, problems with online teaching, and training
needs. Findings revealed that despite their readiness for online teaching and learning,
there were context-specific issues related to the lack of training that affected this group
of academics’ efficacies in conducting online language lessons.

Keywords: Online teaching and learning challenges, sessional academics,
technology integration, training needs.

Introduction and Literature Review

In times of crisis, such as amid the Movement Control Order (MCO) due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the availability of critical online teaching training and support is
pivotal to contain the disruption to regular teaching. While one public university in
Malaysia was alert to the needs of online training and support to its now off-campus
academic staff, a group of essential sessional academics has been side-lined. The term
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“sessional” has been used to refer to casual or part-time academic staff that are appointed
on short-term contracts. These are typically “ad hoc” (Crimmins, 2017; Heffernan, 2018;
Ryan et al., 2013), and appointments are performed for each session of study, or on a
‘course-by-course’ basis (Dean et al., 2015; Percy et al., 2008). They include staff
working from a university campus, as well as those who work off-campus or from home
(Higgins & Harreveld, 2013). Other terms that are used internationally to refer to this
group of academics include ‘contract’, ‘adjunct’, ‘teaching associate’, or ‘teaching
assistant’ (Baik et al., 2018; Harvey, 2017). This study adopts the definition of sessional
academics of Richardson et al. (2019) “as those engaged in temporary work contracts and
paid according to completion of a specific teaching assignment” (p. 626). The roles of the
sessional academics in this study include teaching English language subjects, tutoring
groups of students, facilitating student discussions, grading tests and assessments as well
as doing basic course-related administration work such as recording students’ marks and
attendance in the university’s student management system.

According to Bryson (2013), “massification”, or the surge in the student
enrolment in higher education, has given rise to the employment of sessional academic
staff (p. 1). Additionally, there are various benefits of engaging sessional academics. One
of the most obvious benefits of employing a higher number of teaching staff is that it
brings down the teacher-student ratio and subsequently allows for more individualized
instruction for students (Knott et al., 2015). Previous studies that Bryson had conducted
since the early twenties indicated that this group of academics was prone to experience a
lack of professional development and unequal opportunity in comparison to their full-
time counterparts (Bryson, 2013). Dean et al. (2015) voiced the same thought and
postulated that sessional staff has “historically been overlooked in terms of ongoing
support, knowledge building, or practice sharing” (p. 166). They have been excluded from
professional development opportunities and often given very limited, or no ongoing
training. In many instances, training and support for sessional academics have not
received the attention they deserve, and this has left this group of professionals
marginalized in terms of chances to obtain training equivalent to their full-time
counterparts, especially when they also have to migrate to online teaching. Most crucially,
if not corrected, the absence or the inadequacy of university-initiated training could
potentially threaten the quality of teaching and learning, leading to ineffective instructions
during this critical period.

The motivation behind this study is to identify the problems faced, and the online
training needs of a group of sessional academics who missed the chance of attending
training courses typically offered to full-time academics. This study is imperative in that
the lack of proper training could potentially lead to ineffective online lessons that affect
students’ learning and subsequently their performance. This study is part of a larger-scale
study set within the Language Center of a public university in Malaysia in efforts to
innovate an online ‘Tech Up’ Program to extend online training and support to sessional
academics to ease the transition into the online teaching mode. The overarching aim was
to offer immediate support to sessional academics to enable them to work more efficiently
during and post-pandemic. Studies on online support communities suggested that the
provision of such platforms could enhance the sense of belonging (Dean et al., 2017;
Thomas et al., 2014), transform teaching practice (Dean et al., 2015), and increase a
sessional staff’s confidence in teaching (Dean et al., 2017). According to Crimmins et al.
(2017), sessional academics are concerned with the four areas of professional
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development as presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Professional development needs of casual academics (Crimmins et al., 2017)

Professional
development
needs of casual

academics

Career advancement

Career pathways
Recognition of training/experience
Research opportunities

As illustrated, the needs of sessional academics include specific training to
improve their technological competence, informational support, and resource sharing
through a community of practice. These will be further discussed in the discussion section.

WHO declared COVID-19 as a pandemic on 11 March 2020. Organizations,
businesses, schools, and higher education institutions were closed to curb the chain of
transmission (Sahu, 2020; Ross, 2021). The pandemic has inevitably forced a transition
from face-to-face physical classes to remote learning. Learning institutions strived to
provide continued learning to their students and the responsibility fell on the academic
staff to repurpose and redevelop resources to support online platforms (UNESCO, 2020;
OECD, 2020; Pather et al., 2020). The sudden transition from conventional teaching to
online teaching — upgrading their technological skills, revamping familiar knowledge
transmitting methods and delivery strategies — is strenuous to every academic staff
(Erikson, 2020; Khalili, 2020; LeBlanc, 2020; Lim et al., 2021). The remarkable mass
exodus and mobilization to remote teaching involve sessional academics, too. At such
short notice, adjusting a syllabus designed for face-to-face teaching to remote teaching
can be a Herculean task for every academic, especially sessional academics who have
limited access to training and whose needs are usually overlooked.

Recent literature review reveals that on top of the pressure to adapt to the new
norm, the pandemic has affected the financial growth of higher learning institutions which
lead to a lack of funding and budget reviews by private and public institutions in
Malaysia; this leads to uncertain continued recruitment for contractual employees such as
sessional and untenured staff (Choong, 2020). The same issue is reported by Littleton
and Stanford (2021), where the pandemic disrupted foreign students’ enrolment, caused
financial constraint in the education industry in Australia and created uncertainty in-
sessional staff recruitment. Sessional staff members are vulnerable to imminent
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unemployment as universities' financial status becomes less viable (Filho et al., 2021).
However, with all these challenges, there are still sessional academics who are currently
recruited to teach online courses.

To ensure the continuity of teaching and learning amidst the pandemic, the
Ministry of Education in China has introduced a program known as ‘Ensuring learning
undisrupted when classes are disrupted’ (Huang et al., 2020, p. 1) to combat the effects
of the pandemic and promote online learning. Globally, it has been accepted that learning
should not be compromised (Zhang et al., 2020). Education needs to continue to avoid
disruptions of teaching and learning. The Malaysian government has also mandated
online classes be conducted (Al-Kumaim et al., 2021). However, the emergency shift to
online classes to ensure the continuity of teaching and learning is not a panacea.
Connectivity remains an issue in many Asian countries (Caldwell, 2020; Gufron & Rosli,
2021; Karalis & Raikou, 2020; Lansangan, 2020; Talidong, 2020) and the geographical
location of this study is known for unstable internet connection. East Malaysia states are
noted to be facing greater challenges due to the pressing issue of internet connectivity
(Chung & Mathew, 2020; Johari, 2020; Tawie, 2020). A study by Sia and Adamu (2020)
highlighted the challenges teachers and students were facing; the infrastructure gap
between West Malaysia and East Malaysia and the inadequate academic support that led
to emotional distress. Thus, there is a need for more teaching support for these sessional
academics.

Studies revealed that sessional staff is often neglected and left out when it comes
to opportunities for professional development offered by institutions that recruited them
(Crawford & Germov, 2015; McComb et al., 2020; Ryan et al., 2013). Sessional staff are
often exempted from attending meetings or professional development activities offered
by the institutions; they are remunerated for the class sessions assigned to them and not
obligated to engage in any other activities conducted by the institutions (Byers & Tani,
2014). It is unfortunate that often, sessional staff do not receive adequate professional
support and are left alone to cope with courses designated to them (Harvey, 2017; Higgins
et al.,, 2013; Ryan et al., 2013). It is undeniable that sessional staff members are
experienced and knowledgeable in their respective fields however, engaging in new
technology can be daunting (Banks, 2016). Literature has revealed that institutional
professional development opportunities helped to ensure that knowledge is imparted
effectively to students (Baik et al., 2018; Crimmins et al., 2017; Heffernan, 2018; Higgins
et al., 2013; Richardson et al., 2019).

Knott et al. (2015) concluded that providing training and support to sessional staff
promoted teaching and learning qualities at the university level. In another study, Peacock
and DePlacido (2018) launched the ‘Network’ to support tutors' scaffolding of the
pedagogical shift from physical classes to online learning and found that it promoted
engagement and awareness of adjustments needed to effective learning. Institutions
should also establish a system to handle sessional staff’s needs and context-specific issues
(Lekkas & Winning, 2017). In addition, Wevill and Savage (2020) found that their
strategy to peer-pairing sessional staff benefited classroom management, student
interaction and at the same time provided teaching development and support to the
sessional staff. It was also found in Shen and Slater’s (2021) study that providing coping
strategies through staff development opportunities, strengthened job productivity.
According to McComb et al. (2021), academic development support provided by
institutions could also help sessional staff cope with the teaching demands, especially in
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the new post-pandemic norm.

Apart from that, Luzia et al.'s (2013) research on Benchmarking Leadership and
Advancement of Standards for Sessional Teaching (BLASST) framework found that
participants appreciated the opportunities to share instruments to work towards quality
learning and teaching experience. A study conducted by Khor and Bharucha (2019)
among academic staff in a Malaysian academic institution, indicated that professional
development opportunities enhanced staff work performance on job satisfaction. The
concurrence of research findings towards improved job satisfaction with the institution’s
professional support denoted the importance of a support system for staff (Cowin &
Moroney, 2018; Gulbahar, 2020; Heffernan, 2018; Jameel & Ahmad, 2020; Richardson
et al., 2019; Thevanes & Saranraj, 2018).

There are 20 local public universities in Malaysia. In 2020, the number of student
enrolments totaled 584,576 versus 31,508 full-time academic staff including 1,105 full-
time language teachers (Ministry of Higher Education, 2020a, 2020b). This pronounced
imbalance between the student and language teacher ratio requires public universities to
employ a large number of sessional teaching staff to teach English Language courses.
Data from the Malaysia Ministry of Higher Education (2020a, 2020b) did not specify the
number of English language lecturers. Meanwhile, at the Language Center where this
study was conducted, 5,318 students were taking English Language courses and were
allocated into 177 classes, with 30 students per class. This included students who scored
Band 3 and below in the Malaysia University English Test (MUET) and also students
from the International Relations and Engineering programs regardless of their MUET
results. A Band 3 MUET is equivalent to a CEFR Level B1. Meanwhile, there are 25 full-
time English language staff and 34 sessional staff at the Center. Full-time instructors teach
between three to six classes while sessional academics teach between two to four classes.
This means an instructor teaches an average of three classes.

When the MCO started, staying connected with students became a paramount
concern. Ditching the traditional face-to-face classrooms, teachers had to rely on
WhatsApp and Telegram group chats to connect and engage with students in their lessons.
Online platforms were also essential to ensure the continuity of teaching and learning
during the extended MCO period. This had caused anxiety to both teachers and students
as almost all sessional staff members and students had little to no experience in online
teaching and learning. The sudden switch to online platforms hindered teacher-student
relationships and communication on top of the struggle to acquire ICT knowledge
affecting student learning (Al-Kumaim et al., 2021; Philippe et al., 2020). This,
understandably, raised much concern as students’ retention rate is found to be better when
education is student-centered, enabling active learning and two-way communication,
instead of students just receiving instructions from teachers (Lillejord et al., 2018).

Krashen (1982) mentioned that affective factors are a major influence on language
learning. Affective factors include students’ emotions and reactions during class sessions
(Marzban & Sadighi, 2013; Rashidi et al., 2011). Martin et al. (2018) proposed that
students’ motivation to learn and attain a higher level of learning is achieved by timely
feedback from teachers. These indicate that teachers and students need to be well-
connected during class sessions. Hence, a good internet connection is paramount in
ensuring that lessons are delivered effectively. However, in Sabah (Borneo) where this
study is conducted, and in Malaysia in general, unstable internet connections become the
main cause of class disruptions where teachers and students are unable to have effective
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digital ‘face-to-face’ class sessions (Lee, 2021; Mu, 2021; Omar et al., 2021; Zalat et al.,
2021). There is also the issue of digital poverty and the digital divide in Malaysia which
IS a great concern in giving equal learning opportunities to students (Malay Mail, 2020;
NST, 2021). Poor internet coverage affects connectivity, and the absence of visuals
prevents teachers from gauging valuable clues in assessing students’ comprehension and
concentration on what was being taught. This lack of students’ non-verbal feedback, the
affective factor which is important in language learning, through facial expressions or
gestures such as nods, also prevented teachers from assessing the effectiveness of the
instructions given. Apart from that, the lack of teacher immediacy caused by poor internet
connection obstructs teaching and learning (LeFebvre & Allen, 2014). These obstacles
pose major challenges for teachers to provide students with a seamless learning
experience.

As presented in this section, a review of previous studies has indicated a lack of
focus on training for sessional academics on technology integration in their online
classrooms. Hence, this study is significant in that it seeks to address this gap by
identifying the problems faced by sessional academics in online teaching and finding out
their training needs to ease technology integration to improve language teaching and
learning experience. Taking into consideration the constraints affecting language teaching
and learning during the pandemic, this study seeks to answer the following research
questions:

1. What are the problems faced by sessional academics when conducting online
teaching and learning?

2. What are the training needs of sessional academics to enhance students’ online
learning experience?

Method

This qualitative study was undertaken at the Language Center of a public
university in Malaysia. The participants were 21 English sessional academics who were
employed to teach eight English courses offered by the Center. When the study was
conducted, the nation was under the MCO period. While the instructor participants were
all in Sabah (Borneo), Malaysia, their students were distributed across the different states
in Malaysia and internationally. It was also the second semester when the English courses
were conducted fully online. This qualitative study adopted open-ended individual
interviews as its method of data collection as it allowed more in-depth and richer data
collection, which was necessary to understand the participants’ online teaching and
learning experience (Patton, 2002).

Participants
In line with the objective of this study, a purposive sampling method was applied

in participant recruitment. The participants were recruited through the Center’s English
courses’ Chairpersons, who oversaw appointing sessional academics for their respective
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courses. In total, 21 English sessional academics took part in the interviews. All
participants were informed of the purpose of the study and their participation was
voluntary. Their agreement to participate was obtained through a consent form distributed
through Google Forms. To assure anonymity, alphanumeric codes were used to represent
the participants. The extracts of the interviews were labeled as P1 to P21 in the Results
section of this paper. Table 1 provides a summary of the instructors’ profiles.

Table 1
Instructors’ profile (n=21)
Demographic Feature Description and Details
Age 30 — 65 years old
Gender 8 Males
13 Females
Academic Qualification 1 with PhD
11 with Master’s Degree
8 with Bachelor’s Degree
1 with Postgraduate Diploma
Employment status 14 employed in a public learning
institution/school
5 free-lance
2 retired
English teaching experience 3 with more than 5 years
18 with more than 10 years

Data collection instruments

For the interviews, a set of semi-structured questions were utilized. As the main
concern of the study was to investigate the problems faced by the instructors in teaching
online and identify the specific training that could help them to teach their language
classes more effectively, the questions focused on gathering more detailed responses
regarding these. The interview questions were trialed in a pilot study conducted the
semester before the current study. Only minor changes to the wordings were made and
the amended questions are as presented in Appendix A.

Study Design and Procedures

To collect the qualitative data, in-depth interviews were conducted with all the
participants. The interview method provides an avenue for researchers to explore and
discuss the topic under study with their interviewees. Through this, the researchers will
be able to explore the thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors of the interviewees on a certain
issue or topic (Cohen et al., 2018; Patton, 2002). All 21 interview sessions were conducted
through the Google Meet video conference platform. The interviews were conducted by
four interviewers within two weeks. Before the interview, a briefing was conducted to
ensure that the interviewers were clear about the objective of the study and the interview
questions and procedures. Each interviewer then contacted their assigned interviewees
and scheduled their respective interview sessions. Table 2 shows the list of interviewers
and the participants they interviewed.
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Table 2

List of interviewers and participants interviewed
Interviewer Participants (interviewees)
Interviewer 1 PT6, 7,9, 10,11 & 12
Interviewer 2 PT2, 3, 14,15, & 16
Interviewer 3 PT4,8, 17,18, 19, 20
Interviewer 4 PT1,5,13&21

Data Analysis

Approximately 456 minutes of recorded data was obtained from all the interview
sessions. Each interview was transcribed verbatim into Microsoft Word files and then
imported to the latest NVivo (release 1.5, 2020), which is used for systematic analysis of
qualitative data. The 21 individual transcripts were then coded thematically, according to
the conventions of Braun and Clarke (2006), involving the six stages of, i) familiarizing
self with data ii) generating initial codes, iii) identifying themes, iv) reviewing themes, v)
defining and naming themes and vi) reporting. The interview data were coded by the main
author of this paper. To ensure the reliability of the codes, a research meeting with the
research team members was held to check that the data were coded according to themes
correctly. Where there was disagreement with the coded data, further discussion on the
items was performed until a unanimous agreement was reached to ensure accurate coding
of the themes. The data are presented according to themes in the Results section of this

paper.
Results

This section presents the recurring themes emphasized by the respondents. They
are presented based on three main themes: i. Teaching experience during the pandemic,
ii. problems with online teaching, and iii. training needs of sessional academics, with sub-
themes under each category. Table 3 presents the NVivo codes, cases, and references
based on the themes and sub-themes derived from the interview data.

Table 3
NVivo Codes descriptions, cases, and references
Code description Cases | References
Teaching experience during the pandemic 21 285
e Bad Experiences 17 32
e Communication during pandemic 19 43
e Deciding factor when choosing e-learning platform 20 50
e First impression of online teaching 18 30
e (Good experience 15 27
e Platforms and applications utilized 20 44
Experience using the university’s LMS 13 39
Other platform(s) used at respective workplaces 4 5
Problems with online teaching 19 101
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Suggestion to improve basic training 7 14
Teaching style and lesson format 14 19
Training required/needed 17 62
Types of training received 21 98
e Training provided by the course Chairperson 12 22

e Self-learned 15 23

e |earn from others (family/friends/colleagues) 9 32

e Other workplace training received 10 17
TOTAL 623

As presented in the table a total of 623 references were coded under the three main
themes. It must be pointed out that the codes and frequency of occurrences were not
quantified in this study as the focus was placed on qualitatively analyzing the experiences
of the sessional academic involved rather than demonstrating the prevalence of any single
phenomenon. In presenting the findings, the interview responses were labeled with
alphanumerical representatives in the extracts presented here to ensure confidentiality.

Teaching Experience During the Pandemic

Most sessional academics were worried when they first had to shift to online
platforms when the pandemic struck. Whilst the content of the courses taught were
provided by the course chairpersons, the sessional academics were concerned about their
limited technical knowledge and ability to stay connected with the students. However, as
classes began, the advantages of having online classes emerged.

Improves Knowledge

The alteration from physical classes to digital platforms motivated teachers to
explore, learn more, become more creative, and be less dependent on e-textbooks. PT9
mentioned gaining new technology knowledge by going online, “I can gain knowledge
about using computers. Very good for me...”. This was also a critical learning experience,
as PT 9 put it, “... it is inevitable. It’s either sink or swim... no choice you have to
embrace this technology...”. The use of digital gadgets and platforms could be extended
even after the pandemic especially when classroom space is a constraint. Similarly, PT10,
PT12, PT13, and PT14 also mentioned that remote teaching improved their IT knowledge.

Among the comments of sessional academics during data collection were, going
online helped them to explore, identify other platforms and organize lessons better. In
addition, assistance was received from colleagues, family members, and a network of
friends that supported each other. Students also adopted more independent learning.

Provides Flexible Platform

PT14, PT11, PT12, and PT18 mentioned that teaching online also afforded the
flexibility of using various platforms both synchronously and asynchronously according
to their preferences. Data collected indicated that all of the 21 instructor participants
utilized multiple platforms simultaneously to conduct their online lessons.
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Allows Easy Sharing of Material (Environmentally Friendly)

One of the main advantages to online teaching is the instant sharing of class notes
in the class chat groups such as lesson materials and research articles. PT15 who had
difficulties projecting materials during classes before the pandemic found that sharing the
materials online was much easier and more effective. This method was also
environmentally friendly as it reduced the printing of handouts and other materials. For
students, this was a value-added aspect of online learning as they were able to have quick
and easy access to course materials and resources. Hence, easing the learning process.

Improves Teacher-Students Interactions (Use of Emoticons)

PT7 found that WhatsApp groups had somehow reduced the status barrier
between teachers and students as they were able to use emoticons to make the
conversation fun and less intimidating. PT9 said that students could be in their comfort
zone and were willing to chat with the instructors via Google Meet. He attributed this to
the reason that the students were digital natives and were well-versed with various
platforms. Going digital seemed to give students more freedom and generally, more
responsible for their learning.

Reduces Commuting (Increases Preparation Time)

Although online learning might not be good for the overall teaching experience,
PT3 and PT9 felt that conducting classes online was very convenient as it reduced
traveling time, increased lesson preparation time, and eliminated rushing from one class
or location to another. PT6, PT9, and PT11 mentioned that in general, teaching online
had more positive than negative elements. As PTS8 put it, it “saves time (and) energy”.

Problems with Online Teaching

This section presents problems that the sessional academic experienced during
online teaching about the poor internet connection, technical issues, teaching and learning
impediments, assessment, and challenges in managing students.

Poor internet connection

Poor internet connection was one of the major frustrations during online teaching,
which can be attributed to heavy rain during the monsoon seasons that occur between
May and September, and between November and March in Southeast Asia. PT4 described
her students’ difficulty in joining the online class and “they’d be waiting to get into
Google Meet.” This usually happened at the beginning or in the middle of the lesson. In
the case of PT18, who lives in a rural area, heavy rain and poor internet connection forced
her to travel to the nearest town in search of a location with a strong internet connection
where “I parked my car at the roadside, and I taught the students.”

Students with poor internet connections opted to switch off their video cameras
during online lessons. PT3 supported his students on this matter and instructed them to
turn off their video camera “to improve the latency”. However, PT13 was disappointed
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at not being able to see all her students because “some of them just refuse to switch on
their video camera”. Nevertheless, to compensate for this, the more responsive and active
students would type their responses or ask questions in the chatbox of the video
conference platform.

Technical issues

Google Classroom, Google Meet, Webex, Microsoft Team, and Zoom are some
of the common video conferencing services used by the sessional academics to conduct
online lessons. They reported some technical issues while conducting their lessons, which
usually pertained to their internet connection. Sometimes in the middle of a lesson, PT18
said her students “were not able to hear me”. PT9 explained he was removed from the
meeting room without him realizing it, “My screen looked like I was still talking. I got a
WhatsApp from my students, and they said, “Sir, you left the meeting.” For technical
issues unrelated to the internet connectivity, PT21 learned that inserting too many
animations in her PowerPoint slides would regularly result in her students “not seeing
anything when I display in full screen.” As can be gathered, these led to disruption in
lessons quality and learning time.

Teaching and Learning Impediments

The sessional academics reported that the need to simplify their teaching,
difficulty in giving and understanding instructions, and a lack of authentic learning were
the impediments they encountered during online teaching.

Simplified teaching

PT3 had to modify his online lessons due to the lack of response and participation
from the students particularly when they switched off their video cameras. PT5
redesigned his lesson to explain certain grammar rules and to make the lesson more
interactive.

Difficulty in giving and comprehending instructions

Poor internet connection and problems with technology devices impeded
instructor-student communication during online lessons. PT21 felt rather stressed that her
students were struggling with their internet and “very often they don’t answer me because
they either can’t hear me, or they can’t answer me...sometimes they can’t even switch on
their camera or microphone.”

PT4 described repeatedly getting requests from her students to re-send
instructions, materials, and links to the WhatsApp group even though “I’ve given them
so many times” and some of the notes were already available in the PowerPoint slides.

Lack of authentic learning
PT15 raised an important concern about the lack of authentic learning during

online lessons, particularly with the student's presentation skills. She noted the differences
between presenting on an online platform and to a live audience where “you don’t feel
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nervous facing an audience because you’re in front of your computer.” In addition,
students were reading from slides and “there were no hand gestures.” Without the
opportunity to practice presenting in front of a live audience, PT15 felt that “presentation
skill development is something students didn’t achieve to a large extent” in her course.

Implementing Assessment

Online teaching also had an impact on assessment duration and assessment
validity. A face-to-face assessment that usually takes one week to complete ended up
being extended up to three weeks. According to PT11, this was due to a few students who
“cannot attend some of the assessments at the specified time due to poor internet
connection.” PT6 had to extend her student’s job interview assessment from three to six
hours due to a similar reason. Some of the group assessments were rescheduled to after
midnight at the students’ requests because “they were willing to have the assessments at
that hour when they could get better access to the internet.” Despite telcos' claim to
provide 4G internet connectivity, some students were only able to receive 2G or 3G
connections at their rural locations. This hindered their ability to attend online
assessments particularly during the day due to high internet usage among other users in
their residential areas.

Two sessional academics also raised their concerns regarding the validity of
online assessments. For the online reading assessment, PT9 was concerned about students
copying their answers because “we can’t be monitoring them all the time”. Students were
required to switch on their video cameras but not all students did due to poor internet
connection or to avoid higher data consumption. Meanwhile, PT7 questioned the validity
and relevance of the ‘confidence’ rubric in assessing students’ presentations during the
online assessments, as they were only presenting to the instructor instead of an audience.
PT7 also proposed renaming the interview component of an English course to ‘online
interview’ to reflect a more accurate representation of the assessment.

Challenges in Managing Interaction with Students

The challenges that the sessional academics experienced in managing interaction
with students mainly pertained to a lack of response from students and low attendance.

Lack of response from students

The sessional academic generally agreed about the lack of response from students
during online lessons. PT4 claimed her students were “not very interactive because they
wouldn’t answer your questions.” She kept encouraging her students to answer but
without much success. PT19 estimated about 30 percent of her students were active
during online lessons while the remaining student “just kept quiet, very passive and afraid
to talk.” PT12 persuaded his students to participate by typing their responses in the
chatbox if they had issues with their video camera or microphone.

Among the reasons that students did not participate in online interactions were
due to noisy surroundings at home where there were younger siblings, siblings who were
also attending online classes, or ongoing constructions in the neighborhood. Another
common reason was microphone malfunction in the students’ laptops. Therefore, students
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resorted to typing in the chatbox to interact with their instructor and other students.
However, doing this would not help them to effectively develop their verbal
communication skills, particularly if the course and assessments pertain to oral
communication.

Irregular attendance

Poor internet connection was one of the common reasons given by students for not
attending online classes. Although the sessional academics were initially understanding
about the students’ predicament, when they repeatedly used the same excuse to be
exempted from class, the sessional academics started doubting their students. PT18
described her frustration with her students’ low attendance and expressed that typically
“attendance was quite good... but after the first one hour, the students kept going out and
coming in [to Google Meet] and in the end, there were only like 17 students out of 30
students.”

PT16 stated that doubting her students was “a conflict for me (her)” because
although they did not attend online classes, they submitted their work. PT10 tried using a
soft approach to persuade his students by consulting and reminding them to take their
studies seriously. Meanwhile, PT1 described the students’ lack of courtesy about not
informing him of their absence, “some of them are just very quiet and didn’t tell me if
they couldn’t participate ...so I think this shows the students’ attitude.”

Due to the students’ problem with attending online lessons, they are dependent on
lecture notes and video recordings of the lessons. Self-learning is not as effective as
learning with an instructor who can provide the students with direct feedback and
suggestions. In addition, shy students are usually hesitant to contact their instructor and
would have to explore the contents of the lessons on their own if they are highly motivated.

Training Needs of Sessional Academics

Whilst the sessional academics were previously given the freedom to utilize any
method or platform in their lessons, it was no longer the case during the semester when
this study was conducted. The university management had made it compulsory for all
academic staff, including the sessional academics to utilize the university’s in-house
Learning Management System (LMS). For almost all the sessional academics, this posed
a challenge as they were not familiar with the e-learning platform, much less the blended
learning (BL) concept adopted by the university.

Considering the threats of COVID-19, the move to a compulsory BL environment
was apt during the pandemic. Nevertheless, there might have been some oversight on the
part of the university management when making such a move just as the semester
commenced. Not unexpectedly, not all transitions to adopt the in-house LMS were
trouble-free. As PT2 pointed out, there should be time allocated for the sessional
academics to be exposed to the e-learning platform “so that at least we have some ideas. ..
before we start teaching... because we didn’t expect it like this before (laughs)...
everybody was caught”. The same sentiment was also shared by PT17 when she
expressed that “I’m not very familiar with (LMS) okay, ... I was told to use that... to give
info to the students”. The sessional academics were also aware of their duties to support
the university’s BL efforts by utilizing the university’s LMS because “as a part-timer... [
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need to know how to (use the platform) because ... we have to” (PT10).

Despite the sudden pressure to adopt the university’s LMS, many of the
respondents saw the advantage of the platform for their e-teaching use. PT2 described the
LMS as “quite interesting” as it allows easy posting and access to materials. A chat
function also allowed online interaction. However, there were some functions that she
was still exploring. “How am I supposed to do a quiz? I don’t know.... there are still other
functions that | wish uh some of us will be able to look at as well.”

Although most of the course chairpersons provided basic instructions on how to
upload documents and add contents to the platform through written instruction or short
recordings, these were not enough for the sessional academics to fully explore the
potentials of the platform nor to fully capitalize on the platform. PT13 stated that the
course chairperson “has been showing us... been giving us the step-by-step on what to
do, but still, I have to figure it out”. This indicated that despite the detailed instructions
given to them, there were still various functionalities that the sessional academics had to
explore themselves. With training, it was more likely that “everybody won’t feel
intimidated” (PT2). For many of the sessional academics, they had to prioritize learning
only the functions they needed to use to fulfill the BL requirements.

Although the use of the in-house LMS has been made compulsory, there were still
a few sessional academics who had to complement their online teaching with other
available platforms such as Google Classroom or resort to using mobile applications such
as WhatsApp and Telegram due to their unfamiliarity with the assigned platform. To
some of the respondents, this was inconvenient and unnecessary. PT19 questioned, “how
would students benefit? I mean we’re giving them (activities) on Google Meet and Google
Classroom. So, the same thing. You’re gonna put it on the LMS yeah, so what’s the
difference here? It’s like double work.” As perhaps rightly demanded by PT19, a thorough
explanation should be given to justify making the university’s e-learning platform
compulsory and a detailed explanation of the BL requirements would help to explain why
such components were necessary. For respondent PT21, “it’s the handling of the system
that is tough”. Hence, she would need a workshop on how to use the platform “so that my
students go there on purpose to get help or to see what to expect for the rest of the lessons?”’

This view is supported by another respondent when she voiced that “if you expect
us to use the LMS... so, probably that is the one that you need to train” (PT18). In most
cases, the sessional academics were able to set up their courses and use the basic functions
of the platform. Nevertheless, as pointed out by PT8, "there are a lot of things actually
that I need to know right now.” Most importantly, “hands-on training” should be provided
instead of a lengthy manual guide which “doesn’t make for easy reading” (PT9). It is
apparent, therefore, that there should be a thorough explanation of the BL requirements
and how the sessional academics could achieve the stipulated requirements.

Discussion

This study aimed to explore the experience and problems faced by sessional
academics in conducting online lessons and identify their training needs to help with their
transition to full-time online teaching mode. Greater insights have been gained into the
problems they faced in lesson delivery and difficulties in students’ learning, as well as
the types of training they needed to further support their e-teaching. From the study’s
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findings, it was quite obvious that many sessional academics were nervous to face the
shift to online learning and the rapid need for innovations. Whilst some sessional
academics had previous online teaching experience, most still had some degrees of
uncertainty and are concerned with their student’s language learning experience. All were
concerned over the reliability of internet connection, technology struggle, and lessons’
effectiveness (Byun & Slavin, 2020; Li & Lalani, 2020; OECD, 2020). Reports on those
who were disadvantaged by poor internet connection were irrefutable (NST, 23 January
2021; NST, 23 July 2021; The Borneo Post, 19 July 2020; The Star, 14 April 2021). These
problems add stress to an already stressful environment where sessional academics
struggled to upgrade their online teaching skills and at the same time had to help ease
their students into adapting to the new learning norm.

The sessional academics in this study found that online teaching offered time
flexibility and they had the choice of conducting synchronous or asynchronous lessons.
However, there was also the uncertainty of internet connectivity and students’
comprehension of the lessons delivered. Apart from that, students’ responses in classes
tended to differ among the sessional academics’ experiences. Some, like PT9, found their
students responsive, “we get more questions online” from students; while others found
that it was difficult to build rapport with students, especially the introverted ones.

Despite the advantages of technologies in bridging geographical gaps between
students and instructors through online lessons, some problems hamper effective teaching
and affect learning experiences such as poor internet connection and technical issues.
Ideally, instructors would prefer to see their students on screen for eye contact and better
interaction. According to Al-Freih (2021), eye contact allowed instructors to gauge their
students’ reactions and facial expressions to assess their understanding of topics and
discussions. A similar finding was found in Khalil et al.’s (2020) study on the perspective
of students at Unaizah College of Medicine and Medical Sciences, Qassim University in
Saudi Arabia, where the students agreed that eye contact with the instructors was crucial
for the learning process and to better understand the content. However, students taking
communication skills in PT5’s and PT13’s classes did not switch on their video cameras
due to bad internet connection. Poor internet connection also results in technical issues
such as lost audio and frozen screen, as experienced by instructors PT9 and PT18. This is
similar to the findings of a study by Smith and Schlaack (2021) on ten elementary teacher
candidates in Hawai’i, America, where the teacher candidates faced issues such as
internet connectivity (screen freezing) and visibility (grid view limitations).

Online teaching is not able to produce the same effectiveness as face-to-face
teaching and, therefore, it needs to be adapted and simplified. Instructors PT3 and PT5
had to modify and make their writing and grammar lessons more interactive due to the
lack of online participation from the students. The findings in this study are consistent
with Al-Freih’s (2021) study with five faculty members in Saudi Arabia who changed
some of their learning materials and pedagogical use of technology tools to increase
students’ engagement. Similarly, 834 faculty staff (93%) who were surveyed in the United
States agreed that they made at least one modification to their teaching practices (Johnson
et al., 2020). Bao (2020) proposed adopting asynchronous and synchronous learning. In
asynchronous learning, the students are required to read the assigned materials before
class and later conduct discussions with other students and the instructor during
synchronous learning. Due to the restricted view and use of body language and facial
expressions during online teaching, Bao (2020) suggested slowing down one’s speech at
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an appropriate speed to allow students to capture the main points of the instructions.

Authentic learning in the context of COVID-19 can still be adapted based on
situatedness and contextualization. Learning activities, which mirror the classroom, can
be designed with the student’s context in mind. For example, Science teachers in New
Zealand instructed students to use safe household products to perform chemistry
experiments at home (Yates et al., 2021). In addition, digital technologies were used to
emulate authentic experiences in Biology lessons, debate, and drama performance (Yates
et al., 2021). Similarly, online assessments also need to be adapted. One such example is
Alshamsi et al.’s (2021) study that reported the changes made by the Higher Colleges of
Technology in Dubai in its students’ assessments during the COVID-19 lockdown while
maintaining the quality and rigor of its student awards. However, in the context of this
study, PT15 lamented that the students were deprived of the authentic experience of
presenting their project in front of a live audience.

Another challenge that instructors experience with online teaching pertains to
managing their students, including lack of response from students and irregular
attendance. Al-Freih (2021) reported a similar challenge among undergraduates in a Saudi
Arabia university whereby only one out of 31 students switched on his/her video camera
and interacted with a guest speaker while the other students preferred to have their video
camera switched off and interacted through the chatbox. On the contrary, Smith, and Kaya
(2021) were able to motivate and actively engage their undergraduate students in two
universities in Australia through the application of a variety of digital programs and tools
such Jamboard, Kahoot, and Padlet. They emphasized that:

It becomes easy for the tutor to fill the void of blank screens and silent gaps with
the answers, but doing so limits and disservices many of the pedagogical strategies
that contemporary teachers identify as pillars of learning such as peer interaction,
collaborative learning, and inquiry-based learning, all of which support the diverse
and dynamic ways that students learn (Smith & Kaya, 2021, pp. 196-197).

Irregular student attendance can be linked to the poor internet connection in the
students’ areas. Al-Amin et al. (2021) and Islam et al. (2020) reported that students’
attendance ranged between 40% - 60% due to the Internet and device-related problems.
To accommodate students who are not able to attend online classes synchronously,
instructors should provide asynchronous classes (Bao, 2020) and upload recordings of
online lectures and self-learning materials (Mahmood, 2020) that students can access via
the university’s LMS platform.

As highlighted by the present research participants, the transition to e-teaching has
impacted their teaching habits and challenged their styles of teaching. The findings of this
study also echo previous research concerning the lack of support extended to sessional
academics in higher learning institutions (Crimmins et al., 2017; Shannon & Doube,
2004). As indicated by the sessional academics, many felt that training on essential or
compulsory applications such as the university LMS platform should be provided for
them to be able to utilize and incorporate the platform in the e-lessons more effectively.
Crimmins et al. (2017) reported that

The need for professional development in information and communication
technology-supported learning and teaching skills was voiced repeatedly. Most
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respondents identified a need for support with navigating the university virtual
learning environment (Blackboard) and using e-learning forums, as well as the need
to increase competence in technology use within the classroom. (p. 149)

The respondents in Crimmins et al.’s (2017) study, who were sessional academics
attending a sessional staff training, felt they should be trained to make effective use of the
university’s LMS and related technologies to fully harness the potential of e-learning
technology. This is similar to the findings of Shannon and Doube (2004) who conducted
a study focusing on the adoption of an Australian university’s LMS and found that one of
the academic staff’s concerns regarding the use of the internet-based teaching support
system was their limited knowledge and skills.

Another important takeaway from this study is that the training needs of the
sessional academics evolve from semester to semester. It has to be pointed out that the
pilot study conducted the semester before this main study was undertaken, found that the
types of training deemed most essential to the sessional academics at that point of time
were video-conferencing platforms for conducting online lessons. However, they have
indicated that this aspect was no longer an issue for them as they are now more familiar
with the various conferencing platforms, and hence, there is a need to focus on learning
other applications that could help enhance their online teaching repertoire.

In the case of this study, the contribution of sessional academics to the teaching
and learning of the university’s English courses is very significant as they make up most
of the teaching team and take up a higher portion of the classes as compared to those
taught by the full-time staff. It is the university’s responsibility to ensure that its sessional
academics’ training needs are met to ensure that they feel supported and are well-
equipped to handle their online lessons. May et al. (2013) found that access to career
support in terms of professional development was associated with the career satisfaction
of sessional academics, which helped them to meet the minimum standard of teaching
quality. Cowin and Moroney (2018) suggested that a support system is needed for
sessional staff to reinforce their expertise and enhance their job satisfaction. Dean et al.
(2017) noted that a support system where sessional staff and facilitators encouraged
sharing of teaching reflections — personal stories, resources, and advice — increased
confidence and sense of belonging among the participants. The contribution of sessional
staff to learning institutions is vital to ensure the continuity of quality teaching and
learning. Hence, the need to provide them with professional support. One of the direct
outcomes of this research project is that since the pandemic, the Center of e-Learning of
the university has conducted LMS training for sessional academics on several occasions.
These training sessions were provided as immediate measures to help their adoption of
the university’s LMS platform.

Limitations

While the findings of this study have revealed in-depth the experiences and
problematic aspects of online teaching, as well as shed light on the training needs of a
group of sessional academics in a university setting, one key limitation of this study is
that the respondents were made up of sessional academics teaching different English
courses. This is due to the distinct difference in the numbers of sessional academics
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recruited for each of the courses. This also meant that they might have been given
different levels of support by the different chairpersons of the courses they were teaching.
To counter this, all of the sessional academics employed during the semester the study
was undertaken were recruited and participated in this study, and this provided the
research team with an overall understanding of what were the common problems they
faced in online teaching and the types of training they needed. Nevertheless, due to the
qualitative nature of this case study, it may not be possible to generalize the findings of
this study to other settings. Thus, it is recommended that future studies explore the
training needs of different groups of sessional academics in other settings or fields and
investigate the impact of training on sessional academics’ performance, motivation, and
job satisfaction.

Conclusion

This study found that there was still a lack of attention placed on sessional
academic training needs due to the typically “temporary” nature of their service. As such,
attention should be placed on this aspect of staff development and efforts should be
undertaken to tackle this issue as long as the employment of sessional academics is
essential to the successful operation of an institution. Online teaching and learning
resources should be provided to sessional academics. During the pandemic, many are
struggling on their own to ensure classes are carried on. To a majority of the sessional
academics, the outcome of their online language lessons could be adversely affected by
the problems they faced, and the lack of essential training given to them before teaching
a course. Nevertheless, such situations can be improved through more thorough
institutional planning involving the training of the sessional academics to better prepare
them for the challenges that they may encounter. The in-depth interviews with the
sessional academics have revealed not only the problems faced but also the specific
training needs of this group of academics, which subsequently allowed the researchers to
propose an online training program that could provide them with the application know-
how to enable them to fully leverage on technology integration for more effective lessons
that promote students learning.
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Appendix A

Interview Questions for Sessional Academic Staff

(A) Experience in teaching the Center’s courses during MCO

1.

wn

Can you describe your experience teaching English courses at the Center during the
Movement Control Order (MCO) period?

What were your first thoughts about using online teaching platforms during the MCO?
What platform and application did you choose for your online teaching?

How did you decide which platform to choose for your online teaching?

Possible follow-up questions:

Was it based on the platform that you used in your place of work?

Was it decided by the course chairperson?

Did you choose the platform that you were comfortable and familiar with?

Can you describe your communication with your students during the MCO?

Possible follow-up questions:

Which platform did you use to communicate with them?

Did you use multiple platforms or applications to stay in touch?

Did you face any problems staying connected with your students?

Can you describe one good experience in teaching English courses at the Center during the
MCQO?

Can you describe one bad experience in teaching English courses at the Center during the
MCO?

(B) Problems in teaching online during MCO

8.

Did you face any problems in conducting online lessons?
Possible follow-up questions:

If yes, what were the problems?

How did you overcome those problems?

Did your students face any problems learning online?
Possible follow-up questions:

If yes, what were the problems?

How did they overcome those problems?

(C) Specific training required

10. Since all the Center’s language courses will be conducted fully online this semester, what

specific training do you need?
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Possible follow-up questions:

Why is the training necessary?
11. Do you have any other suggestions on how training and support for sessional academic staff

could be improved?



