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Introduction

Without any exaggeration, the abrupt explosion of COVID-19 has brought great
challenges to our ways of living, education in particular. In order to prevent the spread
of COVID-19, many face-to-face social activities were strictly forbidden. Due to this,
teachers’ habitual teaching was also disrupted severely and quick adaptation to online
teaching was required. This was particularly the case for language teachers who may
be have been confronted with the severest disruptions (Ruan and Zheng, 2019; Gao,
2020) as language teaching relies heavily on face-to-face interactions with students.
Even though the impact of online environments on language teaching has been well-
explored by researchers (Gacs et al., 2020; Gonzalez-Lloret, 2020; Tucker, 2020; Zhang
et al,, 2021), little is known about how language teachers respond to emergency online
teaching, that is, a temporary shift to teaching online caused by sudden and serious events
like COVID-19.

With great interest, we read the article entitled Language Teacher Agency in
Emergency Online Teaching by Ashton (2022), which examined language teachers’
agency in emergency online teaching context. Specifically, it focused on the practical-
evaluative agency of language teachers in a temporary shift to online teaching caused
by COVID-19. As we see it, the article has revealed some tricky problems exiting
in emergency online teaching, and the research findings and interpretations are
illuminating and instructive for both practitioners and researchers. Yet, it seems there
is still room to dig deeper from more comprehensive and diverse perspectives to better
understand the interplay of the recurrence of COVID-19 and language teachers’ agency.
Therefore, we would like to comment on the article and share our opinions on language
teacher agency in emergency online teaching, in the hope of providing constructive
suggestions for future research studies and online language teaching practice.

Prior to analyzing the article in detail, it is necessary to elucidate the two
concepts mentioned previously, namely the practical-evaluative dimension of agency and
emergency online teaching, in order to help better understand and interpret the article.

The practical-evaluative dimension of agency is, in essence, a key concept of
the ecological perspective of agency. Generally speaking, an ecological approach at
its core is the chordal triad of agency, that is, the practical-evaluative dimension
(present), the habitual dimension (past), and the projective dimension (future). To be
more specific, teacher agency is finally enacted based on teachers’ reflections on past
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experiences, expectations of future goals and most importantly
practical evaluation of the former two aspects to identify
appropriate courses of action in the present Emirbayer (1998).
Despite the fact that the ecological perspective of agency is
widely applied and greatly developed by a number of researchers
(e.g., Priestley et al., 2012, 2013, 2015a,b; Biesta et al., 2017), the
practical-evaluative dimension of agency has been particularly
neglected and under-theorized (Emirbayer, 1998; Hitlin, 2007),
which is exactly the focus of the article.

The other concept we will clarify is emergency online
of
instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to

teaching. Emergency online is “a temporary shift
crisis circumstances” (Hodges et al., 2020). To avoid confusion,
we think it is necessary to distinguish emergency online teaching
from general online teaching. General online teaching differs
from emergency online teaching as online curriculum design
and pedagogical decisions are carefully planned and considered
beforehand (Hodges et al., 2020), whilst emergency online
teaching means that language teachers are required to move
their teaching online abruptly and have little time to adjust to the
new teaching context. As mentioned before, our understanding
of language teacher agency in emergency online teaching is
rather limited, which necessitates the article’s investigation of
how language teachers enact agency in the context of online
teaching during COVID-19.

The study

As stated in the introduction, the article (Ashton, 2022)
made efforts to explore how language teachers” agentic actions
worked in emergency online language teaching context. In this
section, a summary will be made about the article including its
conceptual framework, method of study, and research findings.

The conceptual framework this study employed is the
ecological perspective of agency introduced by Emirbayer
(1998), echoed by Priestley et al. (2012), broadened by Priestley
et al. (2013, 2015a,b), and further developed by Biesta et al.
(2017). Drawing on the ecological perspective of agency, this
study focused on the practical-evaluative dimension, namely
how teacher agency is enacted in the present, attempting to
further the study regarding the practical-evaluative dimension
which has been particularly neglected and under-theorized
(Emirbayer, 1998; Hitlin, 2007).

Qualitative study in nature, the study adopted the case study
approach to examine the agency of four female language teachers
who were from different countries with different backgrounds
and worked in different institutions in New Zealand in
emergency online teaching when COVID-19 broke out. Data
were collected through multiple sources, i.e., retrospective
interviews, reflection notes, informal conversations and emails,
with interviews being the primary source of data, and teacher
notes, informal conversations and emails being the secondary
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source of data. Data analysis was conducted in three stages.
Firstly, the data were coded as the affordances and constraints
in enacting agency; secondly, the analysis was centered
around individual critical incidents; and thirdly, the analysis
traced through these incidents and how they impact each
participant’s agency.

The research findings of this article show that due to the
COVID-19 lockdown action by their institutions, all the four
case study teachers’ routines were disrupted by the sudden
shift to emergency online teaching, and they experienced the
sense of isolation, loneliness and even hopelessness. Within
this larger shared critical incident, this study discusses the
unique critical incidents that prompted each teacher to reflect on
their practice, the agency they enacted and factors influencing
the actions taken. With rich evidence this study explores
profoundly and thoroughly how each teacher exercised their
agency in line with their professional identities and claims
that social structural factors feature prominently in teachers’
identities and enactment of agency. Furthermore, with the
lens of the practical-evaluative dimension of agency, this study
elucidates how the four case study teachers used their agency to
maximize the benefits, evaluating the “solution” adopted as an
appropriate response to multiple concerns and goals. Obviously,
this study has important implications for teacher development
highlighting the need for professional development programs to
better prepare teachers for the diversity of teaching situations
which they may encounter, particularly in relation to differences
in the role of the teacher, and the power dynamics and
relationships between teacher, students, and parents in different
teaching modes.

Discussion

We appreciate that the article has contributed an interesting
point of view with convincing empirical evidences for us to
understand how language teachers’ agency could be specifically
enacted and adapted to the changing context. In this section,
based on the article, we would make our comments on the
selection of the participants, use of instruments and other
possible variables concerning emergency online teaching for the
purpose of promoting future study.

First, regarding the selection of the participants, the teachers
identified in the case study were all experienced language
teachers, most of whom had been in the service for more
than 10 years. It is clear that experienced teachers are more
mature and more capable of making sound decisions when
they face new problems and challenges in the teaching context
(Zheng and Borg, 2014; Burkhauser, 2017). We think it would
be a good idea to include some novice teachers to examine
how they cope in this tide of emergency online teaching. For
many novice teachers, the first solo effort in emergency online
teaching context is a “sink or swim” experience. New in the
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field and with less experiences, especially when they are placed
in the unforeseen circumstances of technological/pedagogical
teaching context, they might suffer from tension, frustration and
fears (Nurit, 2020). For those novices who are less confident,
frustration and depression may ultimately drive them from the
classroom. In fact, nearly half of all new teachers leave teaching
within the first 5 years (Boles, 2002). Therefore, we suggest
that future study should include teachers in different stages of
career development as the participants to have a more holistic
understanding of teachers’ agency in emergency online teaching
context (Avidov-Ungar et al., 2022).

In addition, we notice that the participants of the study
demonstrated different attitudes toward the involvement of
parents in emergency online teaching. On the one hand, it
proved that the responses of teachers to emergency online
teaching were individualized, yet on the other hand, the
individualization of the four case study teachers was in
such a high degree that it led to the lack of comparability
among cases for the author to objectively investigate deeper
into the discrepancy in the attitudes of the participants
toward parent involvement. Thus, it appears that the study
failed to provide an in-depth analysis for this specific issue
that readers are interested in learning about. Therefore, we
suggest that future study should conduct a more in-depth and
thorough investigation with one or two cases on the issue
of disparity in teachers' responses to parents involvement
and disruption in teacher-parent relationship in emergency
online teaching.

Second, as stated in the article, when teaching was
moved from face-to-face offline classroom to virtual online
classroom, one of the major challenges that the four case
study participants encountered was the ambiguity of their
identities and roles (Foreman-Brown et al., 2022). In traditional
offline classrooms, most of the teachers regard themselves as
knowledge deliverers though sometimes they also think they
can be a walking resource center ready to offer whatever
help if needed. However, when teaching was moved online,
teachers’ traditional roles stop working and their sense of
professional identity was confronted (Robson, 2017). As a
resource, teachers need to change their roles from knowledge
deliverers to prompters, in other words, teachers must guide
their students to use available resources such as social
networking system. On the one hand, teachers might not be
as prepared as they should be in terms of digital literacy
and online pedagogical repertoire (Noor et al, 2020), and
on the other hand, with the traditional lecturing teaching
mode students are easily bored and the classroom could
easily be out of control. Therefore, the inability to cope
with the abrupt shift of teacher identity inevitably has led
to tensions such as low agency, greater responsibility, and
low professional preparation (Mostafa, 2021). As far as we
are concerned, this factor should be included in the future
research studies.
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Another challenge of emergency online teaching on
language teachers manifested by this article is the change of
power relationship between teachers and students, and even
between teachers and parents. When the habitual teaching
approach broke down in emergency online teaching, teachers
were forced to reconsider the relationship between students
and themselves. According to Ashton (2022), in traditional
face-to-face teaching context, teachers’ major concern was
students’ academic needs. Teachers were forced to realized that
students’ emotional and pastoral needs were more important
in emergency online teaching. As a result, teachers had to
change the power distance with the students and spent more
time in nurturing students’ emotional health and well-being.
To put it another way, teachers need to become the “leader”
and “accompanier” of students through effective guidance
and communication (Yao et al, 2020) in emergency online
teaching. Meanwhile, the power distance between teachers and
parents also changed. While parents only get to go to the
school on specific occasions in off-line teaching context, with
emergency online teaching, parents were able to be constantly
on the background observing the class and monitoring their
children, which could result in tension between teachers and
parents and led to the self-consciousness of teachers as being
“watched” and “on display”. As we see it, future study in
teacher agency could track how teachers cope with changes
in power relationship with students and parents to better
understand the cognitive world of teachers in emergency
online teaching.

Third, besides the influencing factors discussed in the
article, there is yet another important factor that can influence
teacher’s enactment of agency in emergency online teaching,
that is, the influence of digital affordances on teacher agency
in emergency online teaching context (Chen, 2022). As
Vongalis-Macrow (2007) points out, digital affordances are
another critical factor in realizing the enactment of teacher
agency. Studies have shown that despite the limitations on
digital affordances for remote teaching, the desire to maintain
the pedagogical objectives of face-to-face courses compelled
teachers to make the most of their teacher agency by
exploring diverse instructional technologies to engage students
online (Chen, 2022). As stated in the introduction, there
is a distinctive difference between general remote teaching
and emergency online teaching. General online teaching,
or planned online teaching, differs from emergency online
teaching in that online curriculum design and pedagogical
decisions are carefully planned and considered beforehand
in general online teaching (Hodges et al, 2020). While
the digital affordances compelled teachers to realize their
role in general online teaching, it largely remains unknown
how the limitation of digital affordances influences teachers’
enactment of teacher agency in emergency online teaching
context. It is pity that this article almost left this factor
untold. Hence, we suggest the investigation of interaction
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between digital affordance and teacher agency should be another
direction for future study of teacher agency in emergency
online teaching.

Conclusion

To sum up, we find this article a timely piece, clearly-
illustrated and thought provoking. It revealed that language
teachers were willing to adapt to their new situated teaching
environment by exercising and exerting their agentic actions
in emergency online teaching context, that language teachers
are social learners and through their personal reflection they
would stimulate teacher agency and take actions accordingly,
and that they were all able to exercise their teacher agency in
line with their new professional identity. It also helps bring to
the spotlight problems and challenges arising from emergency
online teaching. Through the theme of critical incidents and
focus on the practical-evaluative dimension of the cordial triad
of agency, the study provides insights and references as to how
teachers can enact teacher agency in difficult teaching context.
Hence, we have no hesitation in recommending it to anyone
who is interested in the interplay of teacher agency and changing
instructional environment.
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