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The COVID-19 pandemic and related lock downs have accelerated the need for online and
remote teaching within university settings. However, due to the abrupt nature of the
pandemic, many academic staff were not prepared for this forced transition. This study
aimed to understand how the pandemic affected academics at a New Zealand university,
with regards to their transition to emergency remote teaching. Specifically, it explores the
challenges as well as benefits academics experienced during this transition.
Recommendations for future online learning are also made. Academic staff (N � 67) at
a New Zealand University completed an anonymous online survey. Quantitative data were
analyzed statistically using descriptive and inferential statistics, while qualitative data were
analyzed thematically. Major challenges experienced included miscommunication from the
university, concerns about student access to technology, finding a quiet space to work,
lack of digital competence skills, too much screen-time, managing work hours, and work/
life balance. Benefits included enhanced flexibility, enhanced teacher creativity, increasing
autonomy of learners, and reduced commute time. Looking forward, academic staff
desired future teaching to include blended learning and virtual immersion. New strategies
of working remotely are being explored to facilitate teaching and learning while catering to
the preferences and skills of both educators and students. Our findings honor the
considerable agility of academic staff who sought to sustain and enhance excellence in
remote education. At an institutional level our findings point to the need for staff to be
supported by their institutions as they further refine their work within new-found spaces.

Keywords: COVID-19, higher education, teaching and learning, blended learning (BL), pandemic, learning
organizations, emergency remote education

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Online and Remote Learning
The history of teaching and learning in higher education settings has predominantly been face-to-
face. However, other modes involving distance learning have developed in parallel, including
education by postal correspondence and radio and television courses (e.g. United Kingdom’s
Open University). More recently, lives and education have further shifted as our world has
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become more digital (Bearman et al., 2020). For many, turning to
Google or YouTube to search for information or learn a skill is
common practice (Bhatt and MacKenzie, 2019). Unsurprisingly,
formal learning is also increasingly positioned online. Selwyn
(Selwyn, 2016, p. 6) notes, “The confluence of technology and
education is complicated, contradictory and messy.” This is
reflected in current times, whereby the pandemic has
accelerated, and for some forced, the transition to fully remote
teaching and learning. Online and remote forms of education
have occurred in Australia and New Zealand since around 1922
(White, 1982; Bewley, 1996; Seelig et al., 2019). In the University
where this study takes place, online and remote teaching prior to
2020 was a generally limited to specific undergraduate courses,
however very few were offered fully online.

1.2 Pivoting to Emergency Remote
Teaching and Learning During the
COVID-19 Pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic hastened applications of digital
teaching and learning (Houlden and Veletsianos, 2020). As a
result, many educators did not have the necessary digital literacy
skills. Furthermore, a clear vision for what was required may have
been lacking (Dhawan, 2020). A digital pedagogical pivot
(Anderson, 2020) as an emergency remote teaching option
needed to occur quickly and efficiently.

In New Zealand, the government imposed a level four national
lockdown to limit and control community transmission of
COVID-19 on March 26, 2020 (New Zealand Government,
2020). The entire population was required to stay at home and
shelter “in their bubble” (except for essential workers or those
experiencing an emergency). Travel was severely restricted with
all gatherings cancelled and public venues closed (New Zealand
Ministry of Health, 2020). While some remote learning has been
occurring over many years (Ralston, 2020), the pandemic
accelerated this process and expanded its scope causing what
has been identified in the international literature as “emergency
remote teaching” (Hodges et al., 2020). The terms “emergency
remote teaching” and “online teaching and learning” have both
been used in the context of the pandemic event and need to be
appropriately defined for the purposes of this research.

Emergency remote teaching (ERT) is a temporary shift of
instructional delivery to an alternate mode due to crisis
circumstances (Hodges et al., 2020). It involves the use of fully
remote teaching solutions for instruction and education that
would otherwise be delivered face-to-face or as blended
courses. While this research focused on ERT, the term “online
teaching and learning” was used extensively throughout the
survey. This is because the term ERT is not commonly used in
New Zealand and so would be unfamiliar to participants. In
contrast, online learning is both a social and a cognitive process
(Conole, 2021), not merely a matter of information transmission
via remote information technologies. Careful planning for online
learning therefore includes not only identifying the content to
cover but also consideration of how different types of interactions
will be supported and prioritized. Consequently, development of
online courses may take up to 9 months.

Key components of successful online and remote educators are
identified as including passion for the work, confidence to move
forward, and the skills to successfully make the transition
(Wieland and Kollias, 2020). All three of these key influences
are likely to have been negatively impacted by the pandemic.
Passion may have been muted by the abruptness of a forced
transition while concurrently navigating stressors associated
within family life (e.g. working from home whilst also home-
schooling). Confidence with teaching is likely to be diminished,
when the medium requires digital expertise in new technologies
and communication skills (König et al., 2020; Marshall et al.,
2020; Pather et al., 2020).

Additionally, deep-rooted issues experienced by academic staff
were accentuated during the pandemic, including concerns of
equity, disinvestment, and shifting teaching and learning
platforms (Sălceanu, 2020). At an organizational level
challenges included the lack of consideration for sustainability
relating to abrupt closure of all campuses, a lack of practiced
communication pathways for disseminating information rapidly,
and staff inexperienced in finding resources and personnel while
working remotely.

1.3 Teaching and Learning Remotely in an
Emergency
There is evidence that ERT has equivalence with on-campus
environments with respect to key outcomes such as student
success (McPhee and Söderström, 2012) and student
satisfaction measures (Palmer, 2012). There is also evidence
that ERT benefits educators (Roddy et al., 2017) with
expansion of networks providing a related increase in
opportunities to work collegially. The impact of COVID-19
and the subsequent effect on the operations of the university
raises questions around institutional priorities and strategies to
achieve these positive teaching and learning experiences in
constrained circumstances.

Remote teaching occurred prior to the pandemic with most
academics having some level of familiarity with email, accessing
information through digital library systems, and some knowledge
of learning management systems. However, working exclusively
at a distance from students, colleagues, and institutional support
systems may have generated additional challenges. The
University where this research was conducted provided some
support to ensure smooth running of digital platforms which was
accessible by academics. There were also links on the university
website to the Ministry of Education which may have been of
assistance. However, the extent to which these resources were
utilized remains unclear.

While learning is frequently posited as something students do,
learning how to teach remotely became a major focus for
academic staff. This global phenomenon impacted educators
worldwide. However, it also provided collaboration which
might not have otherwise occurred. For example, the
European Institute for Innovation and Technology provided
accessible resources for online teaching in higher education
(EIT InnoEnergy, 2020). E-collaborations became frequent
(Favale et al., 2020). This was important as most higher

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org October 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6398422

Erlam et al. Emergency Remote Teaching During Pandemic

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


education institutions were forced to pursue some form of remote
education during the pandemic (Houlden and Veletsianos, 2020).
Some universities became part of an international and collegial
network with the aim of keeping institutions both economically
and educationally viable (Nicola et al., 2020).

Tertiary institutions and researchers are now increasingly
learning from the experience of academics, as subsequent
waves of COVID-19 are resulting in repeated lockdowns and
closures. As of November 2020, 32.7% of total enrolled learners
are studying remotely, which accounts for 30 country-wide
closures (UNESCO Institute for Statistics data, 2020).
Specifically, universities are exploring educator experiences to
determine what can be done to improve current teaching (Whittle
et al., 2020; König et al., 2020). This additional digital expertise,
on top of what was already being required, has contributed to
exhaustion and in some cases burn-out of academic staff (Eagle
Hill Consulting, 2020; Pather et al., 2020). For many, the
creativity and energy required to transition to remote teaching
was overwhelmed by the need to “survive” and secure essential
food and supplies for the pandemic lockdown (Almost, 2020).

Recently published research from Germany, Australasia, India
and the United States has explored educator experiences of
emergency remote teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Cameron-Standerford et al., 2020; Gamage et al., 2020; Irtifa
and Richa, 2020; König et al., 2020; Marshall et al., 2020; Pather
et al., 2020). However, to date, there is limited research on the
experiences of academics during the pandemic, including support
mechanisms and unintended benefits. Additionally, as identified
by Sokal et al. (2020), there remains a need for research that
explores the influence of internal and external factors on stress
experienced by academic staff during the COVID-19 pandemic.
While there is considerable interest in the experience of remote
teaching globally, knowing how this was experienced locally (i.e.
within New Zealand), along with strategies in how to better
manage working with students and colleagues requires further
exploration.

The aim of this study is to understand how the COVID-19
pandemic (with its subsequent lockdowns and isolation bubbles)
affected academics in a health faculty at a university in Auckland,
New Zealand with regards to their transition to platforms for
emergency remote teaching. Specifically, it explores the personal,
social, institutional and student-related challenges experienced
during the transition as well as identifying the emerging benefits
during the accelerated transition. Recommendations for future
online and remote teaching and learning were also made by
asking academics to pause and reflect on the effects to their
personal and professional lives. Consideration is given to
strategies perceived as effective, to better prepare for the
future—a movement into a new Frontier.

2 MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 Setting and Sample
This cross-sectional survey study was approved by the university
Ethics Committee (Reference 20/266) and was conducted during
the COVID-19 pandemic from September to October 2020.

During this time New Zealand had eased out of a national
lockdown, but uncertainty remained as regions moved up and
down different alert levels. For example, Auckland moved into a
regional lockdown due to uncontrolled community transmission
from 12 August until the 30th August 2020. This meant that
teaching continued remotely in an emergency mode. Academic
institutions in Auckland reopened for the second time on
October 7, 2020. The survey covered reflections on the initial
experience of ERT during the first lockdown in March, as well as
during the second lockdown when the survey was distributed, and
into the future.

Participants were recruited from a New Zealand university.
This included respondents from four schools within a Science and
Health Faculty. A total of 497 academic staff employed across the
Faculty and were invited to participate in the study.

Faculty participating in this research encompassed the
following subject areas: Clinical health sciences, psychological
studies, exercise science, nutrition, environmental health, medical
laboratory science, food science, and public health. The courses in
clinical health science, exercise science, food science, psychology,
and environmental health involve primarily practical
components including clinical and “industry” placements. The
courses in medical laboratory science, nutrition, and public health
involve primarily theoretical and laboratory components.

Before the pandemic the primary pedagogical approach was
face-to-face teaching and courses were often taught in a
classroom-based setting with associated labs and tutorials.
Students then proceeded to relevant clinical placements as
required by professional qualifications. There was some
expertise in online pedagogical approaches with some remote
teaching in large undergraduate courses, but this expertise was
not widespread. When the lockdown occurred, many face-to-
face laboratories and clinical placements ceased while virtual
labs and simulations were added or expanded in some courses.
There was also need for additional student engagement and
support through group and one-on-one sessions via virtual
office hours.

2.2 Procedures and Measures
2.2.1 Recruitment
The inclusion criteria were academic staff working in the Faculty
during the COVID-19 lockdowns. Staff had to be living in
New Zealand and involved in teaching and learning during
the level four lockdown. Due to the potential limitation on
recruitment caused by the survey being distributed while many
staff were still working remotely, no upper limit for respondents
was set.

Participants were recruited through the Faulty Teaching
and Learning Network, campus posters with QR codes linking
to a research survey, and word of mouth. Data collection
occurred between lockdowns when access to the campus
was modestly restored. The survey link provided both
participant information and access to the online survey,
which was hosted on Qualtrics.

Consent was obtained from respondents by requiring a circle
be ticked at the beginning of the survey. No identifying
information was collected, to preserve anonymity.
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Additionally, the raw data on Qualtrics was password-protected
with only the research team having access.

2.2.2 Survey Development
The survey was developed after reviewing other surveys with
similar aims in Australia, New Zealand (Flack et al., 2020; Pather
et al., 2020), and around the world (Aristovnik et al., 2020;
Cameron-Standerford et al., 2020; Kawaguchi-Suzuki et al.,
2020; Mahdy, 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). Initially, a
framework of key domains of interest within the research
focus were developed. Existing survey questions were then
identified to fit within the domains. Where there were gaps,
existing questions were adapted, or new questions were
developed. The survey instrument was peer-reviewed by an
external researcher with expertise in educational research, and
trialed by several staff within the Faculty, before the survey was
implemented. The central focus of this research was, “What
factors influenced your remote teaching and learning practice
during the COVID-19 lockdowns?” The questions were modified
to match the aims of this research.

Overall categories of impact were developed in order to give a
clearer structure and intent to the survey. The categories included
six sections. In the first five sections, respondents were asked to
rate items in order of importance and respond to Likert-scale
questions. Section one addressed demographics (e.g. age,
ethnicity, school affiliated with, years of tertiary teaching
experience. Section two addressed communication issues as
the lockdown unfolded (e.g. most challenging and most
beneficial communications from university during lockdown).
Section three addressed resources related to Information
Technology (IT) available to educators as well as the speed
and type of Internet access. Section four addressed issues
emerging when working from home and online (e.g. available
quiet space, access to technology, digital competence). Section
five focused on academic experiences while teaching remotely.
Finally, section six focused on how the university might look in
the future. This section contained five questions which allowed
for open-text responses. The survey took between 10 and 15 min
to complete.

2.3 Data Analysis
2.3.1 Quantitative Analysis
The quantitative analysis was primarily descriptive, producing
frequencies, percentages and mean scores or ranks to present the
survey data. SAS version 9.4 (www.sas.com) was used for data
management and statistical analysis.

An analysis of all survey questions demonstrated no
significant correlation for the order in which options for each
question were presented and the preferences of respondents
(Spearman’s rank correlation p � 0.74), which indicates that
there is no significant bias introduced by the order in which
options appear.

2.3.2 Qualitative Analysis
Qualitative analysis involved responses to the open-ended
questions being analyzed thematically in accordance with the
Braun and Clarke (2006) framework. An inductive process was

utilized, whereby the content of the data directed the coding and
theme development process. Two researchers initially
familiarized themselves with the data by reading through it.
They then independently coded the data by assigning codes and
provisional themes to establish further credibility in the analysis
and representation of the data (Thomas and Harden, 2008). A
second reading focused on the development of preliminary
codes and identification of patterns within the responses
(initial themes). Saturation was evident when no additional
data were found to further develop the properties of each
theme. These were then considered by further two other
members of the research team, resulting in further
refinement of the themes, ensuring that the themes identified
were relevant to the research question and added depth to the
quantitative results. Discussions then occurred with all
members of the team in gaining further consensus,
contributing to the credibility and trustworthiness of the
analysis. The qualitative data are reported alongside the
quantitative data, adding richness and depth relating to the
respondents’ experiences of ERT.

2.3.3 Triangulation of Results
Multiple sources of data were included in this research in order to
align several perspectives and lead to a more comprehensive
understanding of the research question. In this research
triangulation involved combining results from three data
sources (i.e. the literature review, quantitative survey data and

TABLE 1 | Participant demographics (n � 67).

No %

Age (years)
20–30 4 6.3
31–40 13 20.3
41–50 23 35.9
51–60 13 20.3
Over 60 11 17.2
Not specified 3 —

Ethnicity
Māori 3 4.5
Pacific 2 3.0
Asian 8 11.9
Pakeha/New Zealand European 34 50.8
Other European 14 20.9
Other 8 11.9

School
Public Health and Interdisciplinary Studies 34 50.8
Clinical Sciences 24 35.8
Sport and Recreation 1 1.5
Science 8 11.9

Tertiary teaching experience (years)
<2 7 10.6
2–5 10 15.2
6–10 13 19.7
11–20 21 31.8
20 ≤ 15 22.7
Not reported 1 —

Experience with online teaching
Extensive experience 15 23.4
Some previous experience 32 50.0
This is my first experience 17 26.6
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qualitative open responses). A convergence of information from
these three sources was used to explore various aspects of the
research question.

3 RESULTS

3.1 Participant Summary
A total of 76 individuals were recruited and started the online
survey. Of these 76 respondents, six did not answer any questions,
one did not give consent, and two only completed demographic
information. Therefore, data was included for 67 respondents for
analysis (13.5% of target population). Themedian amount of time
required for survey completion was 12 min.

Table 1 summarizes the key characteristics of the sample.
Approximately 40% were aged 51 years or older. Half (50%)
identified as New Zealand European. All four of the faculty
schools were represented, however, half of the respondents
were staff in the School of Public Health and Interdisciplinary
Studies and only one staff member from the School of Sport and
Recreation participated.

Regarding teaching experience, 32% of the sample reported
between 11 and 20 years of experience. Twenty-three percent of
respondents reported more than 20 years of experience, and 20%
reported between six and 10 years. The remaining 26% had less
than 5 years of experience. Half (50%) of the respondents had
some previous experience with online teaching and 23% reported
extensive experience. However, this experience may not have
been current or involving the tools and materials that were
available during lockdown. Therefore, because the contexts
were so different, there were no comments about previous
online teaching experiences in the survey responses. However,
27% reported the transition to ERT during the COVID-19
pandemic as being their first experience teaching remotely.
The over-representation of educators who did not have
experience working in digital platforms was concerning due to
additional potential stress. Furthermore, learning in this space
requires strategies which enhance student engagement (Pentaraki
and Burkholder, 2017) which may not have been in the educator
“toolkit.”

3.2 Challenges Experienced
3.2.1 Communication Challenges
Participants were asked to rank several key communications
issues (from 1 to 5) that eventuated during the lockdown
period (Table 2). On average, the highest-ranking
communication issue was the university-wide decision at the

beginning of the level four lockdown to switch to a block format
of delivery from the previous semester delivery (average rank 2.1).
This decision was reversed 2 weeks later, after consultation with
stakeholders. In the interim, academics were forced to reconfigure
calendars, due dates, and overall delivery of their courses with a
subsequent return to original timetables.

On average, the second highest ranked communication
issue was the lack of communication (or conflicting
messages) from the University (average rank 2.6).
However, only 14% of respondents ranked this as the most
important issue. The next most important communication
issue reported was the speed with which the lockdown
occurred (average rank 2.9). New Zealand was given
approximately 2 days (March 23–25) to prepare for the
lockdown. Although on average, this issue ranked lower
than lack of communications, a higher proportion (23%)
ranked this as the most important. The next most
important issue was mastering new technologies (average
rank 3.6) with 14% of respondents identifying this as the
most important communication issue.

On average, the lowest ranked of these communication issues
was the fact that during the lockdown the university experienced
significant challenges involving media coverage of senior staff
along with negative stakeholder response to the block format
(average ranking 3.9). However, 20% of respondents ranked this
issue as the most important.

The challenges relating to communications were expanded
upon in the qualitative data, whereby communication from
management was sometimes experienced as an additional and
frustrating stressor. A concern for the relational work involved
was repeatedly reported. This encompassed work with students
and colleagues which was expected of the university as a learning
institution.

3.2.2 IT Resources and Support During Pivot to
Emergency Remote Teaching
Figure 1 presents summary data on how academics scored the
challenges relating to IT support that have previously been
identified as key for the transition to ERT. On average, the
most challenging resource issue reported was students’ access
to technology/equipment (average score 2.21). This is
emphasized when examining the challenge categories where it
was somewhat or very challenging for 91% of academics.

The second highest average score was finding a quiet space to
work from home (average score 1.97). When looking across all
three responses for this issue, approximately one third is reflected
for each category. This indicates that for approximately one third

TABLE 2 | Communication issues experienced during the initial lockdown.

Communication issues in order of importance (n = 65) Average rank 1st (%) 2nd (%) 3rd (%) 4th (%) 5th (%)

Speed with which lock down occurred 2.9 23.1 29.2 35.4 1.5 10.8
Lack of communication or conflicting messages from organization 2.6 13.8 21.5 36.9 13.8 13.8
Immediate switch to block format, then out of block format 2.1 29.2 20.0 13.8 15.4 21.5
Media coverage emerging around AUT 3.9 20.0 20.0 7.7 35.4 16.9
Mastering new technologies (e.g. Teams, Zoom, Bb Collaborate) 3.6 13.8 9.2 6.2 33.8 36.9
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of respondents this was not a challenge, but for two thirds of
respondents it was somewhat or very challenging (65%).

The third highest average score in the area was low levels of
electronic competence (average score 1.89). However, a majority
(82%) found this only somewhat challenging or not challenging at
all. This indicates that it was not an overwhelming issue for most
respondents. Similar patterns were evident for not knowing who
to contact for support (average score 1.85) and access to
technology (average score 1.81).

These IT-related challenges were also reflected in the
qualitative data. The abruptness of pivoting one’s work into
remote spaces relied heavily on expectations that academic
staff and students would have the software, hardware and
enough Internet connectivity to make this possible. While this
was the case for most, respondents expressed concern for those
whomay be in a less privileged space. Such concern was framed as
one of equity. Equity involved academic staff having both the
tools required for ERT, and the skills involved to avoid student
disadvantage. Some academic staff also struggled with how to
make use of what was available.

3.2.3 Challenges EmergingWhenWorking FromHome
Challenges of working from home given the speed of the initial
lockdown are presented in Figure 2. The highest scored challenge
reported was too much screen time (average score 2.65). This
issue was reported as a slight or major challenge for 95% of
respondents.

The next highest challenges were attributed to managing work
hours (average score 2.45) and balancing work with other life
demands (average score 2.42). There was either a slight or major
challenge for 86 and 89% of respondents respectively.
Interestingly, the fourth highest average issue was stress/
anxiety (average score 2.14) which was a slight or major
challenge for 79% of respondents when working from home.

Isolation (average score 1.92), lack of routine/structure
(average score 1.89) and boredom/lack of motivation (average
score 1.83) all had similar patterns reported with 25–27% of
respondents reporting that these were major challenges, with an
additional 30–43% reporting some challenges.

The lowest rated challenges were access resource issues
(average score 1.72) and technology skills (average score

FIGURE 1 | Challenges in IT resources and support when transitioning to online teaching.

FIGURE 2 | Challenges experienced while working from home, during the initial lockdown.
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1.66), however there was still a large proportion of the
respondents who found challenges with these issues. While
only 8% of respondents for both issues rated them as very
challenging, there were 69 and 60% respectively who found
there were some challenges present.

As reported in the qualitative data, the physicality of one’s
place of work remains an area of undeniable importance.
Participants reported that the reconfiguration of space in
which to work was challenged not only by the equipment
availability (e.g. desks, chairs computers and monitors) but
also by disparate factors. These included living in places
poorly served by Internet providers, or where the Internet
connectivity was insufficient for the demands of multiple
people requiring access from home. Other academic staff
reported an inability to find private spaces to engage in work-
related conversations or from which to provide lectures or
tutorials. Academic staff also expressed an empathetic
understanding that the challenges they needed to negotiate
were likely shared by their students.

3.3 Recognized Benefits of Working From
Home
While difficulties were reported with working from home, there
were some benefits reported from this experience (Figure 3). Survey
respondents on average reported that not traveling to work was the
most significant benefit (average score 2.71). A high proportion of
respondents (94%) found this issue a slight or major benefit.

The next highest scored benefits reported were flexibility in
teaching (average score 2.31), followed by an opportunity to
create online resources (average score 2.26), with 45–52%
reporting these new challenges eventuating from the lockdown
as producing major benefits. The fourth highest scored benefit
was having fewer distractions allowing for greater focus at home
(average score 2.16). This is likely because a quiet home space
may limit distractions by colleagues and other events occurring
around buildings and on-campus areas.

The lowest rated benefits were connections with other educators
(average score 1.53), connection with students (average score 1.42)
and a sense of normality (average score 1.37). For these issues major

benefits were only reported for 3–6% of respondents, however of
interest is that 30–40% reported that there were slight benefits.

Academic staff reported various unexpected benefits while
working from home. Within the qualitative data, a surprising
sense of togetherness was most evident. Despite geographical
isolation, online media provided a platform for connecting with
students and colleagues. Being able to utilize such spaces, both
formally and informally, supported the collective purpose of staff
trying to do their best by students. The novelty, as well as a
pressured timeline, substantially increased the workload for most
respondents. This took the form of reflecting on and developing
new ways of working, needing to innovate, and creating or
adapting learning and teaching resources. Strongly voiced in the
open-ended responses was that this occurred within a strongly
supportive and collegial environment. A sense of belonging within
a community of similarly challenged others is evident with
responses demonstrating empathy, trust and a non-judgmental
space for staff to ask, share and practice with each other.

Academics were also asked about the positive aspects of online/
distance education (Figure 4). The highest average reported
positive aspect was flexibility (anytime/anywhere learning)
(average score 2.66) with 98% of respondents reporting that this
was a positive or excellent benefit. This was followed by innovation
in the teaching/learning spaces (average score 2.36) and
customization of teaching with additional learning options
(average score 2.18), both with over 90% of respondents
reporting benefits. Next were the increased autonomy of
learners (average score 2.08) and a wide range of software
options (average score 2.02) with 75–80% of respondents
reporting benefits. Lastly, engagement with students (average
score 1.55) was reported, whereby over 50% reported no benefit
but approximately 40% reported some benefit.

The positive aspect of working online is frequently identified in
the literature as benefiting students with flexibility of time and space.
Less commonly espoused, though strongly represented here and
expanded upon within the qualitative data, is that flexibility is also
greatly valued by those teaching online. Precipitated unexpectedly,
but embraced by most, was the opportunity to critically reflect on
one’s own philosophical and pedagogical intent with how things
might be done differently and for the better. The need and desire for

FIGURE 3 | Benefits of working from home during the initial lockdown.
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many to be innovative in the creation of new teaching resources was
mostly described as a positive outcome.

3.4 Moving Forward
During lockdown periods, teaching and learning occurred exclusively
online in an emergencymode. Given a lack of certainty as to what the
futurewill hold, future directions remain of interest. Respondentswere
asked what they believed to be the ideal teaching/learning modes
moving forward (Table 3). Blended learning (in the form of flipped
classrooms) were preferred by 83% of respondents as the ideal path in
the future. Twenty-four percent expressed an interest in virtual
immersive learning (e.g. avatar, simulation, and virtual
laboratories). Eighteen percent believed that a return to face-to-face
delivery was the best option. Our moving forward is to an uncertain
future with regards to delivery modes.

In the open-ended responses, there was strong support for modes
of learning and teaching that would allow for continuing flexibility.
There was an appreciation of wanting to become more capable and
confident in working remotely. Valued was the ability to be creative
and tomake use of the online space in ways that were complementary
rather than replicating what had previously been done. In
contemplating what might be enhanced further, there was growing
awareness that a blended learning model would likely alter what was
done inside of face-to-face learning and online teaching. A change in
the dynamics of the learning-teaching relationship was generally seen
as increasing autonomy and support for students becomingmore self-

regulatory and self-evaluative regarding their learning. As much as
students are situated as learners, in this instance, academic staff
position themselves as learners also. Taking this further, the
university was required to learn of, and be responsive to, staff needs.

4 DISCUSSION

This research has offered a clearer understanding of the effects of
the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, on
teaching practices in a health and science faculty at a
university in Auckland, New Zealand. The results have
highlighted several challenges and some potential solutions to
ease the transition from face-to-face to online or blended modes
of delivery in tertiary academic settings.

4.1 Communication is Key in Emergent
Situations
The pandemic emerged quickly leaving academics feeling
stressed, unsure, and unprepared for what was ahead
(Rodrigues et al., 2020). There were instances where staff were
directed by the university to take an approach which was
contradicted shortly thereafter. Many academics found
themselves navigating “shifting sands” in both teaching
responsibilities and personal lives. Societal norms were in flux

FIGURE 4 | Positive aspects of online/distance learning.

TABLE 3 | Preferred modes of teaching/learning moving forward.

Ideal mode(s) of teaching/learning moving forward (n = 62) No %

Face-to-face delivery 11 17.5
Asynchronous online delivery 4 6.4
Flipped classrooms with both online and face-to-face delivery 52 82.5
Online live laboratory interaction and simulations 9 14.3
Virtual immersive learning (e.g. avatar, simulation, virtual laboratory work) 15 23.8
Artificial Intelligence driven learning 4 6.4
Other 4 6.4
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with personal and professional lives thrown into a state of
imbalance (Dwivedi et al., 2020). In the current study one of
the complexities affecting the academics at the university was a
need for clear and non-conflictual communication. This was
evident in statements such as the following:

“Don’t frustrate staff with unclear or contradictory
communication. Actively and honestly consult with
staff as stakeholders for the best methods for moving
forward.”

As in other parts of the world, the academic staff at the
University were forced to adopt new ways of remote working
at short notice. Frustration was experienced with several
respondents commenting on communications they
experienced. Further lack of clarity was witnessed in the
communications of the university with students through
varied media (e.g. university learning management system,
social media, University Facebook page, and the press). Staff
wanted to be actively involved with decisions that would affect
them in their working relationships with students.

4.2 IT Resources and Support When
Transitioning to Emergency Remote
Teaching
4.2.1 Equity and Engagement With Technology
In this study, the highest average concern for academics when
pivoting to ERT was concern for students having access to
technology. A study of New Zealand teachers demonstrated
similar concern particularly for students in remote, rural and
lower socio-economic areas (Flack et al., 2020). A survey
performed by AUT uncovered a digital divide, whereby six
percent of students did not have access to a computer or
tablet at home, and 17% of students did not have broadband
(AUT, 2020). The survey was processed through an online system
and therefore may well have under-represented student needs.
While the university provided laptops and data access packages
for staff and students on request, this offer occurred through
online platforms. The concern staff felt is best encapsulated in one
respondent’s statement:

“Do not assume everyone has access to data or Internet
connection. . .I don’t and I’m a staff member!”

A statement such as this challenges assumptions made. The
expectation that students or staff would openly disclose a need
for assistance, let alone respond to online offers of assistance
when they may have had limited access, demonstrates a flawed
approach. Clearly the mode of communication needs to be
broadened and offers of assistance more freely extended. It
remains unknown if the above respondent did or did not
request a data package during times when the campus was
closed.

However, such challenges are not limited to hardware and
Internet accessibility, as students and staff also needed to navigate
the technology in meaningful ways. As expressed in the following

statement, knowledge of what was available was one issue, how to
make the best of it another:

“I wanted to really challenge the students with different
formats of information delivery and interaction
mediums however [I] had very little understanding of
what was out there in this space.”

“Being forced to push myself to learn new tools and get as
close as possible to reproduce what I do in class. Now I
am thinking about how to not just try to reproduce but
use both face-to-face and online in a complementary
way. This enabled me to critically reflect on my teaching,
including the sequence of activities used and what each
teaching approach/tools enable doing.”

For others the ability to engage differently seemed to come
with some surprise at how engaging online learning could be.

“I enjoy the flexibility of online learning and the flip
classroom approach that places more onus on students to
engage. I also enjoyed how some students really ran with
the chat bar and other ways to use the features of the
platform to communicate.”

4.2.2 Challenges and Benefits of Working From Home
The idea of work/life balance is nothing new, but the pandemic
accelerated imbalance in this area due to ‘shifting sands’ created
by multiple unknowns. There is evidence suggesting that home-
based telecommuting negatively affected work-life balance due to
increasing work-to-life and life-to-work conflicts (Palumbo,
2020). Part of the reason for this is that working from home
has the side effect of diminishing the ability of remote workers to
handle the interplay between work-related commitments and
daily life activities. This may increase work-to-life conflicts in the
form of encroachment of work-related issues in everyday life
(Sarbu, 2018). The resultant blurring of boundaries may also
increase work-family conflict. However, some benefited from
working at home, as the following response indicates:

“I have appreciated that one can derive the satisfaction of
delivering good teaching alongside spending time with
the family.”

Survey respondents on average reported that not traveling to
work was a significant benefit of working from home with 94%
citing this issue a slight or major benefit. Literature supports the
idea that measures of stress (e.g. heart rate, blood pressure, skin
conductance) are correlated with driving a car to work in some
individuals (Paschalidis et al., 2019). By keeping people at home
during the pandemic, academic staff may have experienced
reduced stress by not travelling to work, as well as more time
to complete work-related tasks.

When asked about working from home, the highest average
score reported as challenging was too much screen time. Research
confirms that visual fatigue and discomfort are induced by
viewing screens (Kim et al., 2017). Screen time has increased
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due to a multitude of factors including the need to create more
resources, increased student communications, and increased
team meetings. While screen time proved to be exhausting for
many, this directly influenced the second highest average score
of managing work hours. Eighty-six percent of respondents
found this issue a slight or major challenge. Managing work
hours is a smaller part of a bigger picture involving work-life
balance, increased screen time, and increased student
expectations. Working remotely in an emergency mode
involved both benefits and advantages, which sometimes
occurred concurrently.

4.2.3 Unexpected Benefits of Emergency Remote
Teaching: Pedagogical Pivot Necessitated by
Pandemic
When the level four lockdown was initiated in New Zealand, all
universities were forced into emergency remote teaching and
learning. While there were many challenges with the speed of the
lockdown, there were also unexpected benefits discovered by
academics working remotely. One such benefit supported in
the literature (Roblyer et al., 2009) was increased focus and
delivery of what was essential. Many staff reported enjoying
the opportunity to revamp their courses to focus on crucial
content:

“[Working remotely] has forced me to focus on what
really matters and I think my content is much better for
it, there was lots of necessary stuff in my previous lectures
[I was] forced to do careful planning and the material is
much better for it.”

Flexibility was another reported benefit of working remotely.
While the pandemic forced emergency remote teaching and
learning, many students choose to study remotely specifically
for the flexibility, hoping they can combine their studies with
multiple other responsibilities in their lives (Stone et al., 2019;
Dhawan, 2020). This flexibility was described as benefiting
students and academics alike:

“Offering more flexibility for students juggling multiple
commitments such as child-care and work.”

“[A] way for students to engage equitably-students have
more time to consider content (can set their own
schedule) and have multiple opportunities to review
material & engage (especially asynchronously).”

“[I] appreciated that students could learn from home,
and I could work from home at a time when many were
losing their jobs.”

A further unexpected positive aspect of remote learning is the
increased autonomy. Motivation (Latin “to move”) provides the
fuel for action and increases learner autonomy (Ryznar and
Dutton, 2020). Motivation is moldable and can be enhanced
by design elements such as generating student belief in the value
of course tasks, and then encouraging them positively as to their
ability to succeed (Daniel, 2020; Ryznar and Dutton, 2020).

Increased engagement demonstrates improved motivation as
noted by one academic:

“I enjoy the flexibility of online learning and the flip
classroom approach that places more onus on students to
engage. I also enjoyed how some students really ran with
the chat bar and other ways to use the features of the
platform to communicate.”

Increased scope for creativity was also noted as a benefit in
remote learning. Research tells us that the key to elevating the
reputation of online courses is in giving the power of creativity
back to the teacher (Wieland and Kollias, 2020). This process of
what is done in the teaching environment was described as
concurrently the same and different; that there was increased
awareness of how one’s academic role was being shaped as much
as staff felt they were shaping their own work practices:

“Collaborate Ultra allowed me to draw, write, upload
slides. . . I felt I was teaching using a blackboard in the
classroom. . . not really but similar to that.”

“I think there is room for further creativity when working
online (loss of sage on the stage and more integrative/
immersive learning).”

While for some there is a sense that teaching remotely was
forced, there is also an appreciation for the pedagogical pivot as a
“next step”:

“[ERT] forced me to focus on what really matters and I
think my content is much better for it, there was lots of
necessary stuff in my previous lectures, forced to do
careful planning and the material is much better for it.”

4.3 Moving Forward
4.3.1 Developing Expertise as a Teacher in Online
Spaces
With the need to develop capacity as an academic within online
spaces, came increased awareness of the need to increase competency
and confidence in one’s work. Once access to the Internet and
appropriate hardware are secured, the shift in focus becomes one
of ensuring capacity and confidence (Roddy et al., 2017). A
pedagogical shift prompted by the abrupt need to work online is
evidenced by the desire tomakemore student-centric learning spaces:

“The ability to create spaces online where students can
access material and our support more easily has been an
interesting experience. . ..”

Noteworthy, were differing appreciations for how working
online might influence or necessitate new ways of working. These
are encapsulated within the commentary of responses ranging
from doing what one had done previously but capturing this as a
film, through to the development of ways of working that were
enhanced by the online media. Evident is a thoughtfulness for
moving forward in such unknown space,
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“Lectures were recorded and uploaded on Blackboard for
students to look at them at their own time and space.”

“The ability to create spaces online where students can
access material and our support more easily has been an
interesting experience, though also increased workload as
a result.”

“. . . however, working on new platforms (BBC, Panopto)
took more time to prepare . . ..”

“Being forced to push myself to learn new tools and get as
close as possible to reproduce what I do in class. Now I
am thinking about how to not just try to reproduce but
use both face-to-face and online in a complementary
way. This enabled me to critically reflect on my teaching,
including the sequence of activities used and what each
teaching approach/tools enable doing.”

During lockdown the focus appeared to be on managing the
moment regarding supporting students as best as one was able.
Supporting staff wanting to embed changes or expand skills
moving forward becomes a concern for what Senge (2004) has
termed the learning organization. Such organizations provide for
enhancement of collective actions, recognizing that actions by
individuals tend not to be sustained. Enduring changes are
unlikely in the long term without systemic strategic support.
Focused attention on the needs of the university, oriented toward
facilitative ways of working as a learning organization, is key for
future development.

4.3.2 Sustainability
The pandemic has highlighted that change and challenge are
unavoidable concerns of modern life. Responsiveness to this
unexpected event has provided an occasion for taking a more
proactive approach. Since the lockdown period, many
academic staff and students have chosen or are expecting
remote teaching and learning to continue. An opportunity
to consider sustainable changes proven effective in enhancing
student learning and support is key in moving forward to a new
normal.

In the context of the pandemic, some academics did not adapt
their pedagogical practice to suit the online learning
environment. Practices were limited to uploading existing
teaching resources into the online learning management
system. However, in-class assessments and examinations were
required to be reconfigured for the online environment. Many
staff recognized this minimal approach was a less than optimal
response. Due to the ERT context, there was not time to consider
how students interpreted tasks, took cues from peers, monitored
progress, or adapted their approaches. The assumption was made
that students had self-regulated in their learning.

Self-regulated learning involves developing an understanding
of the task; setting goals and planning; applying study tactics and
strategies; and adapting study for the future (Boud et al., 2018).
The university did not have time to evaluate whether these
abilities were intact for students (and encouraged by academic
staff) when the shift to emergency remote learning occurred.
Additionally, academics may not have recognized such

capabilities as important. Some academics stated they required
further help in how to best support students:

“More guidance on effective use of remote teaching and
learning that meets educational philosophies and
pedagogical theories.”

“[The university] needs to consider the quality of
teaching and learning resources required for students
in the future. This will require investment in the
Instructional Design Team/IT infrastructure (i.e. LMS
that is ‘fit-for-purpose) to support lecturers in the
development of a quality teaching and learning
experience.”

“[Being online] can only succeed if it is well resourced
and driven by learning and teaching goals. If it is
principally done to save $$ it will fail to deliver, and
we will lose students.”

“More immersive and asynchronous learning (but not
just recording of lectures. . .). We need to learn to do this
better.”

Supporting students in the development of evaluative
judgment is integrally entwined with student ability to self-
regulate (Boud et al., 2018). Furthermore, evaluative judgment
develops over time with students initiating and engaging with a
number of significant self-regulatory learning strategies (e.g.
strong internal feedback mechanisms). Students capable of
evaluative judgment have high motivational regulation, high
adoption of self-regulated learning, and better outcomes in
academic performance. It is therefore timely for academics to
explore ways of developing students’ evaluative judgement,
especially in remote teaching and learning environments.
Challenges such as the shape of assessments, given
examinations could not occur on campus, precipitated such
discussions. The desire for further professional development
was evident within the respondent’s comments on the open-
ended questions.

4.3.3 Flipped Classrooms Preferred Platform Into
Future
While many respondents opted for a flipped classroom, there was
no evidence of a cohesive understanding of what this might
involve in the open-ended responses. The flipped classroom is a
more recent pedagogical method, which employs asynchronous
video lectures and practice problems as homework, and active,
group-based problem solving in the classroom (Bishop and
Verleger, 2013). As a sub-type of blended learning, flipped
classrooms are emerging as a promising student-centred
paradigm (Kemp and Grieve, 2014). It may therefore be more
accurate to suggest that the majority of respondents supported a
blended approach moving forward.

Blended learning is a broader category which combines
traditional face-to-face learning and e-learning (Bernard et al.,
2014). Consideration should be given to what motivates learners
and how to best support student needs and demands. Blended
learning adds a flexibility dimension to the traditional face-to-
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face learning process along with improved academic
achievement.

4.3.4 Avatar, Simulation, and Virtual Laboratories
Twenty-four percent of survey respondents expressed an interest
in virtual immersive learning (e.g. avatar, simulation, and virtual
laboratories) for the future. There are several applications for
these learning platforms which have been useful both during the
pandemic and beyond (Richey, 2020). Avatar-based learning has
been shown to be effective in online teaching (Mkrttchian et al.,
2020). Additionally, the use of three-dimensional multi-user
virtual environments to provide learners with realistic
scenarios in which verbal and non-verbal interactions are
simulated has also shown promise in the online learning space
(Tseng et al., 2013). The university has been interrupted in its
development of these platforms in the climate of the pandemic.
Presently, there is a heightened need for professional
development of staff relating to course design and pedagogical
underpinnings which will enhance all learning and teaching
before investing in virtualization planned for laboratory and
clinical skill development.

4.3.5 Institutional Leadership and Strategic Plan for
Future
The challenges of what might be done and strategies for moving
forward have never been more urgent for the university as a
learning organization.

At the time of the pandemic many academics had never taught
remotely. Many were working from what had always been
comfortable. Others had embraced learning opportunities
applicable to online spaces and were willing to share their
expertise. The current experience was hugely reactive. In view
of sustainability, the learning organization needs to examine what
is needed in supporting staff who want to workmore effectively in
remote and online spaces. This would involve:

• Clarity as to purpose. Consideration of the philosophical
and pedagogical possibilities in teaching and learning within
online and remote settings.

• A need to review sustainability within our educational
endeavors. This extends beyond a responsiveness of
sustaining learning and teaching within online and
remote spaces. Strategies for nurturing, developing and
imbedding changes recognized by staff as enhancing the
educational goals of their work needs to occur.

5 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

Strengths and limitations of this research must be
acknowledged. The anonymous and online nature of the
survey may have encouraged more honest responses.
Respondents may be more likely to share personal
information pertaining to sensitive opinions online
(Gnambs and Kaspar, 2015) and anonymously (Fear et al.,
2012; Merry, 2013). Ultimately using an anonymous online
survey to collect data may have minimized the potential

presence of social desirability bias (Joinson, 1999), such as
respondents downplaying their negative experiences or
refusing to share personal struggles that they may perceive
as embarrassing. Additionally, the qualitative open-ended
questions contributed more in-depth and rich data to the
numerical data. Two coders independently coded the
qualitative data and another two reviewed the codes. This
added to the trustworthiness of the analysis by minimizing the
possibility of misinterpretation.

A main limitation was the small sample size, which may have
been caused by the restrictions imposed on the recruitment of
respondents, with invitations to participate being predominantly
restricted to on-campus signage. Ethical requirements limited
recruitment to posters on campus and word of mouth in a time
when many academic staff continued to work remotely. This
influenced the sample size thus limiting the generalizability of the
findings but does not detract from the valuable shared experiences.

6 FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Future research should include multiple universities with a goal of
recruiting a larger sample size. Consideration around how familiar
lecturers are with new technologies and different types of online
and remote teaching, while realizing different levels of engagement,
could provide rich areas of future investigation. It would also be
appropriate to explore the differences between how courses are
delivered before and after the pandemic along with the permanence
of changes. Investigations into student experiences would also be of
value knowing what learning and teaching strategiesmight bemost
positively received moving forward.

7 CONCLUSION

This study has highlighted the experiences and effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic on educators pivoting to a remote teaching environment
at a university in New Zealand. Many academics found themselves
navigating “shifting sands” in both teaching responsibilities and
personal lives. These challenges included conflicting communication
from the university, non-standard access to IT resources, a lack of
dedicated space to work from home, and excessive screen-time, all of
which contributed to disruptions in work-life balance. More positively,
the pivot to remote teaching enabled and encouraged flexibility and
creativity, and an opportunity to reflect onwhat academics do and how
this might be best achieved.

This research has brought to the fore a need to consider
strategies to sustain learning and teaching even during
challenging times. Reiterating the words of one of the
respondents, “We need to learn to do this better.” This
research has provided an opportunity to consider staff
responses and responsiveness during challenging times. Noted
is an interruption to the assumed roles of learners and educators,
with educators also embracing new learning opportunities. The
university as a learning organization needs to consider
sustainability by nurturing future possibilities in online and
remote teaching and learning contexts.
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