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Abstract 
This case study expounds on the practices of critical pedagogical approach of 
English language teaching by introducing pedagogical authority, which has 
three dimensions: didactic, pedagogic, and deontic. The study specifically 
places its emphasis on the implementation during the COVID pandemic: The 
early time of the pandemic, when teaching was fully online, and after returning 
to campus, when teaching followed the blended mode. The study identified 
various pedagogical authority practices representing the three dimensions in 
the two stages based on the reflective journals and interviews with four lan-
guage teachers, albeit to varying degrees depending on the length of teaching 
experience. Physical interaction was identified as a very important aspect of 
pedagogic and deontic interactions in face-to-face classrooms, while critical 
thinking was found to be more recurrent in virtual classrooms, which 
creates more space for didactic and pedagogic practices. The findings of this 
study will encourage language teachers to rethink their teaching practices in 
the new post-pandemic era. Additionally, it will contribute to available 
practices of critical pedagogy approach for language teaching during emer-
gencies.  
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1. Introduction 

Pedagogical Authority (PA) is an interactional construct created during teach-
er-student interactions. This positive classroom component exemplifies respect, 
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confidence, and responsibility (Harjunen, 2009). PA is also believed to increase the 
quality of teaching and learning processes. Harjunen (2009) identified three di-
mensions of PA practiced in school contexts: didactic interaction, pedagogical in-
teraction, and deontic interaction. Didactic interaction denotes the teacher’s ef-
forts to facilitate learning and guide students toward learning resources that lead to 
high levels of autonomy and motivation, whereas pedagogical interaction refers to 
the personal or humane relationship between teachers and students. On the oth-
er hand, deontic interaction refers to managing the classroom and dealing with 
unexpected situations (e.g. spur-of-the-moment decisions). Harjunen (2009) put 
forward a teacher-student-learning (TSL) framework to explain the relationship 
among these three dimensions.  

Pedagogical authority is a possible goal, whose realization depends on the 
teacher’s ability and desire to be a human being, as well as a teacher: an ethical, 
responsible, caring, and just educator who realizes his/her task and moral values 
through a set of didactic, pedagogical and deontic characteristics present in these 
three interactional spaces in the classroom. (Harjunen, 2009: p. 110) 

Most of the available studies on PA have focused on the context of school 
education or college levels, in mother tongues, (e.g., Afonso et al., 2018; 
Gil-Madrona et al., 2020; Harjunen 2009; Harjunen, 2011; McCullough, 2020; 
Zamora-Poblete et al., 2020; Zamora & Zeron, 2010). Concerning the imple-
mentation of PA in online environments, technologies seem to minimize teach-
ers’ presence and in essence, the importance of PA practices since students can 
obtain knowledge from other sources. There are a few reflective calls for imple-
menting PA in foreign language contexts (e.g., Kutala, 2021; YobouÃ & Michel, 
2018). Available studies in EFL contexts indirectly refer to some aspects of PA 
(i.e., didactic, pedagogic, or deontic) as practices of critical pedagogy approach 
(e.g., Bora, 2020; Afonso et al., 2018). The present study explicitly adapts the 
concept of PA into the field of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) pedagogy, as 
a form of critical pedagogy practices, and thus will classify language teaching 
practices under the three components of PA in order to provide a comprehen-
sive repertoire. Pedagogical discussions in foreign language classrooms in the 
post-COVID era have been encouraged (Saini et al., 2020). Despite the richness 
of literature on EFL teaching during the COVID pandemic, the author of this 
study could not identify studies in the field of education in mother tongue or 
EFL contexts that compare the practices of PA, including its three dimensions, 
in online and on-campus environments, which marks another significance 
point. The availability of such studies, especially amidst the pandemic, will allow 
language educationalists to examine whether teachers find online platforms 
useful for engaging students in a relationship characterized by equal power and 
therefore, continue with the blended mode for successful teaching and learning 
experiences even after the pandemic ends. In addition, such studies aim to elicit 
the attention of language teachers towards the importance of PA and the merits 
it can bring into virtual or face-to-face classrooms, as the literature suggests. Fi-
nally, identifying factors that inhibit or reinforce the practices of PA might in-
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form EFL teacher practices for successful PA implementation, whether in online 
or on-campus classrooms. 

The academic year 2021/2022 is marked with the decision made by many 
universities across the world to return to campuses fully or partly. Reopening 
universities was challenging since there were no risk-free strategies (Wrighton & 
Lawrence, 2020). Social distance was necessary in order to avoid infections, and 
this affected the quality of communication, particularly in large classrooms 
where teachers had to speak louder (Tran et al., 2021). In Saudi Arabia, the re-
turn has been gradual since many universities have adopted the blended teach-
ing mode. At some universities, the online mode was activated more than 
on-campus lectures and vice versa. The researcher was interested in knowing 
whether teaching staff at the department of English language at a Saudi univer-
sity were in favor of online teaching that was experienced during COVID lock-
down or on-campus teaching that has been experienced after their return to cam-
puses in 2021 in terms of applying PA practices. Harjunen’s (2009) framework in-
spired the design of this study. Identifying aspects of PA practices and the chal-
lenges of its implementation in VLE and blended environments for English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) programs will not only deepen our understanding of 
successful teaching practices for educational sustainability but also widen the 
scope of critical pedagogy practices in EFL classrooms, since the PA concept fits 
under the critical pedagogy of language teaching. Against this backdrop, the 
present study answers the following questions:  

1) What evidence of PA practices is available in online language classrooms as 
reflected by EFL teachers during the COVID pandemic?  

2) What evidence of PA practices is available in language classrooms after 
returning to campus as reflected by EFL teachers during the COVID pandem-
ic?  

3) What might inhibit or facilitate the implementation of PA practices in on-
line and on-campus EFL classrooms during the COVID pandemic?  

The issue of inequality and learners’ empowerment in foreign language class-
rooms has been raised earlier by some language educationalists (Benesch, 1999; 
Pennycook, 2001). These educationalists have adapted critical pedagogy, a no-
tion proposed by Freire (1970), who stresses the importance of placing learners 
in powerful positions for raising learners’ critical consciousness, also called learn-
ers’ conscientization of their socio-political surroundings in classrooms and in the 
larger society (Norton & Toohey, 2004).  

Although critical pedagogy appeared in the 1970s, it was introduced into the 
field of second language (L2) only by the late 1980s, coinciding with the devel-
opment of the communicative approaches in L2 teaching (Canagarajah, 2005). 
The student-centered critical pedagogy scrutinizes teaching practices that report 
power, variances, or social stratification, including political environments of many 
countries are characterized with issues of diversity, inclusion, immigration, multi-
culturalism, and globalization and preparing students for intercultural commu-
nicative competence (Giroux, 2004; McLaren, 2015; Johnson & Randolph, 2015). 
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Identifying aspects of PA practices and the challenges of its implementation in 
Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) and blended environments for EFL pro-
grams will widen the scope of critical pedagogy practices in EFL classrooms, 
since the PA concept fits under the critical pedagogy of language teaching.  

As evidenced from the above discussion, interaction is the key concept in 
critical pedagogy (Auerbach, 1991; Canagarajah, 1996). The PA concept with 
its three dimensions provides a comprehensive interactional practice of em-
powering learners which is congruent with critical pedagogy and its goals of 
unraveling problematic beliefs and practices which may lead to marginaliza-
tion, particularly during the COVID pandemic when students may feel iso-
lated. The following paragraphs succinctly elucidate the examples of studies 
that have implemented critical pedagogy in EFL classrooms. Critical pedagogy 
studies focus on creating spaces for engagement and opportunities to examine 
sociocultural relations in language learning (e.g. Appleby, 2009; Barry, 2011). 
The proliferation of communication technologies has allowed teachers and 
learners to communicate relevant sociopolitical issues for more productive in-
teractions.  

As a case in point, Kuo’s (2009) work examines the potential of picture 
books to communicate social issues among Taiwanese EFL students, hig-
hlighting the benefits of using personal and cultural resources that lead to crit-
ical responses in addressing discrimination. Tracing the influence of critical 
pedagogy in Indonesian EFL classrooms, Mambu’s (2011) work asserts that 
educators have used the approach in developing advocacies through news edi-
torials and literary appreciation pieces that counter dominant voices in society. 
In the Philippines, poster essays were used to elicit critical responses related to 
labor, migration, and gendered discourse (Valdez, 2012). While critical peda-
gogy has also been implemented in Asian English language classrooms. There 
are common thematic trends for the benefit of researchers and educators 
(Valdez, 2020). For example, critical pedagogy values diversity as a resource 
and not as an obstacle.  

The critically oriented English language classroom values differences in di-
alogue. In addition, critical pedagogy depends on the potentiality of technology 
as a tool to bridge the gap between time and distance by providing various 
platforms and resources to negotiate ideas and maximize opportunities for 
engagement. While various methods exist when it comes to implementing 
critical pedagogy in Asian classrooms, developing critical awareness among 
learners sensitizes their notions of agency. Thus, to increase learners’ aware-
ness of their agency, it is important to embrace a more holistic approach to 
implementing critical pedagogy that combines a supportive learning environ-
ment, students’ needs, and balanced student-teacher relationships (Valdez, 
2020). Studies have researched critical pedagogy techniques in non-Asian con-
texts in foreign language classrooms. For example, Bora (2020) examined the 
developmental effects of drama transcripts on oral performance in Italy. Hav-
ing demonstrated some research-based teaching practices for empowering lan-
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guage learners’, the present study reveals that PA, including its three interac-
tional dimensions, contributes to the balanced implementation of critical peda-
gogy. The following paragraphs provide an overview of EFL studies that reflects 
PA practices, although not directly referred to as PA practices, during the time 
of COVID. 

Harjunen’s (2009, 2011) components of the three PA dimensions do not 
represent a novelty in the field of language teaching and learning. In the past, 
several studies have investigated the empowerment of language learners in 
online contexts. For instance, studies have highlighted the importance of 
empowering language learners to increase their level of autonomy amongst 
these learners, particularly in VLEs (i.e. the first dimension: the didactic 
component) (e.g. Chen & Kent, 2020; Inayati et al. 2021; Villamizar & Mejía, 
2019). Chung and Choi (2021) acknowledged the challenges of transitioning 
from face-to-face teaching to online teaching during the nascent phases of the 
pandemic which led to less interaction. Their study suggested some useful 
strategies to increase interaction and social presence, such as asking students 
to turn their cameras on and show empathy for isolation. These strategies are 
aligned with the pedagogic dimensions of PA practices. Regarding the effects 
of teaching experience on online teaching strategies during COVID, Bailey 
and Lee (2020) observed that experienced teachers could tackle the challenges 
of online teaching and provide more materials than their less experienced 
counterparts. 

The availability of various educational platforms and social networks, which 
took place in face-to-face classrooms, made teaching and learning effective and 
increased students’ motivation and confidence, owing to the richness of teaching 
materials and information resources (e.g., Andriivna et al., 2020; Fitria, 2020), 
which fits under the didactic interaction. Some studies have underscored the me-
rits of rapport in the classroom (i.e. the second dimension: pedagogic interaction) 
(e.g. Medina, 2021). Finally, a few studies have addressed the issue of class man-
agement either before or after the pandemic (i.e. the third dimension: deontic in-
teraction) (e.g. Ishino & Okada, 2018). Maican and Cocoradă’s (2021) study of-
fered thorough findings on online language teaching during the pandemic which 
covered nearly all the three dimensions of PA, although the study did not make a 
direct reference to PA. Their study dealt with coping behavior strategies and ac-
knowledged that effective teaching and learning require teachers to empower 
students’ adaptive behavior by paying more attention to low-achieving students 
and personalizing learning for high-achieving students (i.e. didactic dimension). 
The feelings of isolation and anxiety can be reduced by encouraging coopera-
tion, using breakout rooms, online lectures, discussion questions, and emails 
(pedagogic dimension).  

According to the researchers’ knowledge and experience of language teaching 
policies and approaches in Saudi Arabia, there is no direct mention of PA. Some 
studies stress the need for language learners’ empowerment through the imple-
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mentation of critical thinking pedagogies (e.g. Alzahrani & Elyas, 2017). New 
English language course books for schools and universities are designed by 
well-known publishers (MacMillan, Oxford University Press, and Cambridge 
University Press), which place the emphasis on thinking skills as well as the 
21-century skills. Teachers’ training courses focus on implementing thinking 
skills pedagogy; therefore, teachers may practice PA unconsciously because this 
term is not directly referred to in the Saudi policy of language education, even 
though its three dimensions are addressed in the literature (e.g. Alzahrani & 
Elyas, 2017; Jawhar, 2018).  

Like other global educational contexts, the transition to emergency online 
teaching in Saudi Arabia was also replete with challenges in the early stages of 
the pandemic. These challenges have become less evident later, as teachers and 
students have managed to build more positive views toward online teaching and 
learning. For instance, Alsuhaibani (2019) measured perceptual changes among 
Saudi students during the early period of the pandemic in 2020 and later in 2021. 
According to her findings, teachers and students have been building a positive 
view of using BB because of its ease of use, particularly using asynchronous 
tools.  

Another study by Khafaga (2021), which focuses on the deontic dimension of 
online education, observed that online teaching and learning can be a manageable 
environment because of the flexibility of asynchronous tools, availability of learn-
ing materials, and setting out discussions and exams. Al-Samiri (2021) coalesced 
the literature on online education during COVID-19 at the Saudi tertiary level. 
The negative aspects of online education include technical problems, lack of mo-
tivation, distractions at home, social isolation, lack of technology skills, and dig-
ital readiness. On the other hand, positive outcomes of online education were 
identified: easy access anytime and via mobiles, which then boosted the confi-
dence of shy students.  

Unexpectedly, unlike the findings of Bailey and Lee’s (2020), a study by Al-
hawsawi and Jawhar (2021) found that teachers’ experience of online teaching 
did not play a significant role in facilitating online teaching and learning. On the 
contrary, the study suggested that it was the institution’s policy that shaped the 
positive experiences of online teaching and learning. 

2. Methodology 
2.1. Study Design 

This is an exploratory case study design (Yin, 2009). It adapts the qualitative ap-
proach. One of the key advantages of qualitative research is that it offers oppor-
tunities to explore human experience (Creswell, 2012). The researcher was in-
terested in exploring PA practices to acquire a deeper insight into EFL teachers’ 
experiences during COVID pandemic. The rationale for an exploratory case 
study approach was provided by the dearth of previous research on the compre-
hensive implementation of PA that includes the didactic, pedagogic, and deontic 
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dimensions in EFL classrooms, compounded by the changing contexts expli-
cated in the introduction due to the pandemic.  

2.2. Participants and Research Context 

The sampling technique chosen for this study was convenient sampling. The 
study was conducted in the department of foreign language at a Saudi univer-
sity during the first semester of 2021 when the Ministry of Education an-
nounced that university students should return to campus because of the low 
number of COVID cases. When the researcher decided to carry out this study, 
university teachers were in the early weeks of their return to campus, and they 
were busy organizing their teaching plans, offices since they were working re-
motely for almost two semesters. Many of them apologized for not participat-
ing in this study due to time constraints and busy schedules. Only four female 
teachers accepted to participate and signed the consent forms. The participants 
were Ph.D. holders and had different durations of teaching experience (Table 
1). However, none of them were familiar with the synchronous features of BB 
before the pandemic, as their use of BB was limited to the asynchronous fea-
tures.  

2.3. Methods 

In order to determine the teachers’ practices for their learners’ empowerment 
through a PA lens, reflective logs and interviews were deemed more appropriate 
for this study than the scale measures that require teachers to have prior know-
ledge about the PA concept and practices. Following the suggestions of Harju-
nen (2009), the participant teachers were not intimated about the exact research 
topic to avoid any factors affecting their thinking. They just started to tell the 
researchers about their thoughts and experiences of successful online teaching. 
Teachers were asked to reflect on their online teaching experiences in relation to 
Harjunen’s (2009) three dimensions of PA. They were given guiding questions to 
facilitate the writing of the reflections. These questions were premised on the 
findings of previous studies on PA (e.g., Gil-Madrona et al., 2020; Harjunen, 
2009). The interviews were conducted at the end of semester 1, wherein teachers 
were asked to evaluate the entire experience of online teaching and in-campus 
teaching after return, in light of their reflections.  

Data Analysis 
Data from reflective logs and interviews were coded for salient features that 
reflect the PA interaction’s three dimensions: didactic interaction, pedagogi-
cal interaction, and deontic interaction. The reflective questions were as fol-
lows:  

Didactic interaction: 
1) What motivational strategies do you use with your students to engage them 

with learning? 
2) How do you make sure that you have addressed your students’ needs? 
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Table 1. Teacher participants and their duration of experience. 

Teachers Duration of Teaching Experience 

T1 17 

T2 16 

T3 10 

T4 4 

 
3) What do you do to develop the thinking skills of your students? 
4) How do your above-stated online practices differ from in-class practices af-

ter returning to campus? 
Pedagogical interaction: 
1) How do you build rapport with your students and emphasize mutual re-

spect in your online teaching? 
2) How do your above-stated online practices differ from in-class practices 

during the pandemic and after returning to campus? 
Deontic interaction: 
1) What do you do with your students to make them feel they are responsible 

learners and citizens (e.g. following university rules, class attendance rate, avoiding 
plagiarism, and submitting assignments on time)?  

2) What strategies do you adopt for managing the classroom when things go 
wrong or when you need to make a spur-of-the-moment decision? 

3) Do you think that students should take part in these decisions? Explain 
your answer?  

4) How do your above-stated online practices differ from in-class practices 
during the pandemic and after returning to campus?  

3. Results 
3.1. Evidence of PA Practices in VLE during COVID Pandemic 

In response to research question 1 (What evidence of PA practices are availa-
ble in VLEs during the COVID pandemic?), the results showed that the teach-
ers were indeed applying PA practices without admitted conscious knowledge 
of the PA approach. The sub-sections below present some PA evidenced prac-
tices.  

3.1.1. Didactic Practices 
The instructors concurred that VLEs provided their students with satisfactory 
opportunities to practice critical thinking skills while also showcasing more au-
tonomy.  

“I noticed that my students appreciate BB discussion forums. They negotiate 
concepts like linguistics theory and come up with amazing conversations. I did 
not see these discussions in traditional classrooms, before the pandemic, perhaps 
because I overwhelmed my students with many short exercises from the book 
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and the short class time did not allow the student to express themselves.” (T1/ 
reflective log) 

“Before the pandemic, it was not easy for me to encourage them to participate. 
They did not like to engage in group work, and when I addressed them by name 
to provide answers, things got worse. When classes shift online during the pan-
demic, I saw my shy students participating in BB forums and commenting on 
their classmates’ opinions with evidence and examples. This was surprising! 
They have great thoughts, but they like to share them remotely. In addition, I 
noticed that the quality of their project topics at the end of the semester im-
proved in terms of choosing argumentative topics. I think this happened because 
they had a chance to listen to others and to express themselves in BB forums 
during the semester.” (T2/reflective log) 

“I was teaching a joint course with T2, and we set up a Zoom webinar for 
the two groups where students had to discuss the main concepts of the course. 
This was a very informative experience because there were many debates and 
discussions. This experience reflects the quality of their assignments. We 
could see more creativity in the posters they created and more convincing 
arguments in the final projects. I think in online education, students learn 
from peers more than from teachers because they have more space to think and 
talk” (T3/reflective log) 

T4 highlighted the students’ reluctance to participate as a common challenge 
related to online participation that had been identified in previous studies and 
offered some strategies for solving this challenge.  

“My students were reluctant to participate during the early period of the pan-
demic. Breakout rooms were very helpful. The students had less pressure be-
cause they knew the teacher was there for monitoring, not for judging what they 
said. They came back to the main session with many shared stories and com-
ments which enriched the discussion in the main session.” (T4/reflective log)  

3.1.2. Pedagogic Practices  
All participants concurred on the significance of building rapport with their 
students in online classrooms. As revealed in quotes below, they provide some 
teaching practices for rapport building, such as humor, using the mother tongue, 
respect, and providing students with a space to know each other.  

“I keep a good relationship with my students through telling stories and 
previous experiences of learning and teaching the language. In addition, using 
funny expressions and comments on certain points using the shared L1” 
(T1/reflective log) 

“Being yourself as an instructor by showing your personality, passion, respect, 
and expertise to them.” (T2/reflective log) 

“I divide my students into different groups in online rooms, so they get to 
know one another and create a friendly atmosphere.” (T3/reflective log) 

“I always tell my students that I am available any time and they can reach me 
via email to talk about their studies or even their personal problems and I see 
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how I can help.” (T4/reflective log) 

3.1.3. Deontic Interaction  
The teachers knew the importance of raising their students’ awareness of their 
responsibilities as learners. This awareness strategy took place by setting rules 
for the course as well as study modes to organize learning.  

“Similar to in-class assignments, deadline dates for submitting assignments 
are announced, and students are made aware of their responsibility to submit 
assignments on time.” (T1/reflective log) 

“At the beginning of every semester, I do explain to them that learning the 
language is the learner’s responsibility in the first place. It is his/her role in an-
ticipating a successful or unsuccessful learning journey. At the exercises that re-
quire searching the web or so, I keep reminding them that they are now adult 
learners who can do such tasks themselves.” (T2/reflective log) 

“For me, it was very important to remind students from time to time that 
classes must be attended on time, assignments should be submitted on time. 
Studying from a home does not mean that we can skip deadlines.” (T3/reflective 
log) 

“Firstly, a teacher has to be serious about University rules, class attendance, 
avoiding plagiarism, and assignments as well. By being serious in this regard, the 
students will immediately know that they are now in a university, and they have 
to be serious too. Otherwise, if the teachers do not happen to be serious, the ma-
jority of the students will not become serious about studying. I spent a long time 
training them on how to avoid plagiarism and any other form of non-ethical prac-
tices.” (T4/reflective log) 

The instructors also offered some evidence of managing online classes, solving 
the challenges of online teaching and making spontaneous decisions in order to 
maintain the students’ interest in the lectures, as shown by the following quotes: 

“Trying to conduct the class by any means. If things go wrong, I may decide to 
postpone the class or rarely cancel it. I always care about the student’s progress 
by contacting them via email and encouraging them to share any difficulties.” 
(T1/reflective log) 

“Back up lectures and lecture recording help me to overcome any internet 
connection issues from the students’ side. They can listen to the lecture later.” 
(T2/reflective log) 

“Stay motivated and motivate your students. If you feel bored, think of brea-
kout rooms. Students like to get together and talk. Keep your students’ informa-
tion (phone numbers, email addresses.) If there is a sudden power failure, a 
server issue, or any other related interruption on BlackBoard.” (T3/reflective 
log) 

“One of the biggest challenges for my student, particularly at the early time of 
on-line classes, was the internet speed. We could not have done anything, but 
some of the alternative solutions were recording classes and using more asyn-
chronous tasks, so students could access the task at their convenient time.” 
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(T4/reflective log)  
The involvement of students in decision-making was another important PA 

practice brought up by teachers.  
“If we need to change anything, it must be done with student willingness, after 

all, they are the main participants and we are doing our best for them. Changing 
assessment methods need to be accepted and welcomed by students, especially 
during the time of Covid. Many students were used for on-campus exams before 
the pandemic. Things changed when the Covid started. We started to rely more on 
asynchronous tools, such as breakout rooms, BB forums, and online submission 
for assignments.” (T1/interview) 

“I always enjoy listening to my students’ comments and views on the course 
and assessment tools. It is a habit for me to ask students to evaluate the course, 
my teaching, and assessment tools three times per semester via a questionnaire 
form. I strongly believe that taking students’ opinions encourages them to learn 
more and succeed in learning.” (T2/interview) 

“Students are the focus of learning and to ensure motivation and autonomy 
we need to include them in decisions. I give my students the freedom to choose 
the topics of their projects and presentations. I should not be a decision-taker at 
all times. Students show more appreciation to teachers who provide with such 
opportunities.” (T3/ interview)  

However, the view of T4 differed from that of other teachers.  
“Depending on their level of maturity and in somehow, we should take their 

opinions in some matters… There are situations in which I cannot take students’ 
views as in assessment and mark distribution. I am required to follow the de-
partment’s instructions and take into consideration the views of my colleagues 
who are teaching the same course. We are more aware than students of how 
learning outcomes should be assessed.” (T4/interview) 

3.2. In-Class PA Practices after Return to Campus versus Full VLE  
during the Pandemic  

This sub-section addresses the results of questions (2) and (3):  
2) What evidence of PA practices is available in language classrooms after re-

turning to campus as reflected by EFL teachers during the COVID pandemic?  
3) What might inhibit or facilitate the implementation of PA practices in on-

line and on-campus language classrooms during the COVID pandemic?  
Teachers were instructed to speak about their experiences of practicing PA in 

classrooms after returning to campus and compare these experiences with their 
PA practices in the online environment during the pandemic. Since the two 
questions were interrelated, the participants provided answers that addressed the 
two questions.  

3.2.1. Evidence of PA Practices for the Didactic Interaction: Challenges  
and Merits 

After returning to campus, teachers continued to apply PA practices, albeit to 
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different degrees. They continued to use the VLE as a form of blended teaching 
because they agreed that face-to-face classrooms decreased learners’ autonomy 
and provided less critical thinking space, unlike VLEs.  

“I used to teach all the classes in the campus for many years. I found myself 
nervous during the lockdown, and I was not used to online teaching. However, 
what made the journey easier is that every colleague was going through the same 
experience. I was trying my best to help my students who were also nervous… 
they were not used to online lectures and exams.” (T1/interview)  

“Online teaching supports an independent learning style whereas in 
face-to-face classes, we learn from and each other. While students are online, 
they can search the Internet and get deeper into the discussion. Classrooms are 
not all equipped with PCs, so students might not be able to refer to the Internet 
during the lessons to search for more information when they have their lectures 
in the classroom …I am still relying on BlackBoard features after returning to 
campus because I believe that students need more space to show us how they 
achieve learning outcomes.” (T1/reflective logs)  

T2 agreed with T1 when it came to the limited autonomy space in face-to-face 
classrooms.  

“Before the pandemic our classroom teaching was restricted by the lecture 
time, covering textbooks assigned by the department. I was not sure if I was lis-
tening to my students. During the full shift to online teaching and learning, I felt 
like I became closer to my students. We were working together to remove our 
stress and suggest together the activities and materials that reinforce learning… 
when you give students time to think, decide, and share their opinions freely, 
you will be astonished by their progress. After returning to the real classroom, I 
felt more confident and capable of varying my teaching resources and strategies. 
I know how to utilize both online teaching strategies and in-class teaching strat-
egies to help my students. I feel that online and in-class teaching are comple-
menting and cannot set apart from now on.” (T2/interview)  

3.2.2. Evidence of PA Practices for the Pedagogic Interaction: Challenges  
and Merits 

Teachers agree that after returning to campus, their teaching practices have not 
changed much, but they do believe that in-class teaching creates a stronger bond 
with students due to physical presence and interaction.  

“There are obvious limitations of not knowing your students personally when 
you teach online, and furthermore, not being able to know the level of their en-
gagement in various learning activities and so on.” (T1/reflective log) 

“I still find my students have more harmony and engagement online than 
in-class lectures. Through text messages in chat rooms; they can easily convey 
their thoughts, which is difficult for some students in regular classrooms. They 
can watch the video recordings of lectures many times to learn.” (T2/reflective 
log)  

“There is not much difference but in a face-to-face class, there is Physical in-

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2023.142015


H. Al-Nofaie 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2023.142015 225 Creative Education 
 

volvement with teacher and peers, more Person to person conversation, and 
more Classroom management. I find my relationship with my students the same 
before the pandemic and now.” (T3/interview) 

“They don’t differ much indeed, yet the nature of the interaction differs due to 
the lack of face-to-face body language understanding. Video classes are not per-
mitted here because the majority of female Saudi students do not accept the ap-
pearance of videos for cultural reasons.” (T4/interview) 

T4 finds that in-class learning is a more fertile learning environment for prac-
ticing the target language than in VLE due to the following reasons.  

“Personally, I may not know whether a student is following or not, but when 
in a classroom, I can see this. Practicing English is more helpful when it occurs 
in face-to-face classrooms.” (T4/interview) 

3.2.3. Evidence of PA Practices for the Deontic Interaction: Challenges  
and Merits 

Not even a single teacher found significant differences between their PA deontic 
practices in VLE and on campus. However, they did highlight some challenges 
and advantages of each teaching mod, such as the efforts and flexibility of tim-
ing.  

T1 reveals that VLE and in-class PA practices “do not differ much from 
in-class practices, but I would rather say online teaching requires a double effort 
to engage all students in the learning process.” (T1/interview) 

“In the case of flexibility in deciding the right time for both parties, this was 
not possible at all in conventional classes.” (T2/interview)  

“My practice on campus is almost the same online, but I feel that class man-
agement is well-practiced in face-to-face classes where you can see students and 
make sure that their assessment is valid because they do the exams in front of 
me.” (T4/reflective log) 

4. Discussion 

By introducing PA as a form of critical pedagogical practice, this study contri-
butes to the critical pedagogical approach to language teaching. The study aimed 
to identify evidence of PA practices implemented by four English language 
teachers in their virtual classrooms during the early period of COVID and 
on-campus after return, as well as to compare the challenges and merits of their 
PA practices. According to the findings, during the pandemic, teachers did 
manage to apply various PA practices that represented the three PA dimensions: 
didactic, pedagogic, and deontic interactions, whether during the fully online 
classes or in-campus classes.  

The findings also show that each phase of PA implementation during the 
pandemic has its advantages and disadvantages, whether fully online mode or 
blended in-campus mode. Regarding the first research question asking about 
evidence of practicing PA during the full online shift, teachers practice PA in 
online classes to different levels. Teachers 1, 2, and 3 were found to implement 
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PA more extensively than the novice teacher (T4) due to their higher expe-
rience. Bailey and Lee (2020) acknowledged the role of teacher experience in 
facilitating online teaching. Also, online environments were found to provide a 
fertile space for learners to practice critical thinking. Asynchronous tools, such 
as breakouts rooms and BB forums, facilitate the evaluation and negotiation of 
ideas. This finding is in agreement with Al-Nofaie’s (2020) study. Giving stu-
dents more space for thinking and expressing themselves had their reflections 
on their increased motivation and autonomy in online learning, which supports 
similar findings by (e.g., Andriivna et al., 2020; Fitria, 2020; Maican & Cocorada, 
2021). This finding suggests that the features of VLE that increase the levels of 
students’ autonomy and critical thinking should continue after the pandemic 
ends.  

These findings ensure that it is possible to implement the PA practices of di-
dactic interaction efficiently during the pandemic. Unlike Lu and Hu’s (2021) 
finding, this demonstrates that PA does not minimize the role of teachers in 
online environments. This is because the teacher monitors and evaluates 
learning and teaching processes. Another finding is that online teaching does 
not hinder pedagogic interaction (e.g. rapport and humor), a point that was 
also mentioned by Medina (2021). Although teachers faced some challenges 
during full online teaching, such as poor internet connection, teachers were 
able to overcome these problems by using other resources such as recorded 
classes. This suggests that deontic interactions were apparent in the participants’ 
experiences.  

When it came to comparing in-class and online teaching and learning, the 
teachers were in favor of face-to-face interactions that occur in real classes, and 
they related their preference to physical presence and interactions (Chung & 
Choi, 2021). Regarding classroom management, teachers did not see a difference 
between deontic interactions in online and in-class contexts. However, the time 
flexibility that asynchronous tools provide was one aspect of deontic interaction 
that they valued highly in fully online teaching. Some researchers have ac-
knowledged the issue of time flexibility (e.g. Khafaga 2021).  

In general, the teachers’ appreciation of online teaching experiences in which 
they managed to implement PA practices encouraged them to continue with 
blended teaching after returning to campus. This indicates that VLE and 
face-to-face teaching need to be combined after the pandemic ends for sustainable 
teaching practices. Notably, PA practices, whether implemented online or in 
blended teaching, are not impervious to limitations, such as technical issues re-
lated to the speed of the internet, teachers’ limited or no understanding of the 
value of PA, and critical pedagogy in their classrooms.  

The significance of this study lies in the fact that it utilizes the practices of 
PA in order to provide a more holistic approach to implementing critical pe-
dagogy that combines a supportive learning environment, students’ needs, and 
balanced student-teacher relationships to increase learners’ awareness of their 
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agency, which has been identified as a gap in the literature (see Valdez, 2020). 
In addition, it reveals some practical aspects for utilizing both virtual and 
face-to-face teaching for sustainable EFL education by comparing PA practices 
during fully online teaching and blended teaching. Thus, the study expands 
available literature on PA for other disciplines, more particularly during 
emergencies.  

The findings of this study may help enhance the awareness of language 
teachers of PA as a comprehensive practice of critical pedagogy during the 
pandemic and post-pandemic era. It may also inform future ELT classroom 
researchers who can then expand the scope of this study to include gender 
differences in practicing PA, age and contexts with a wider sample. Therefore, 
future findings could lead to the design of a teaching guide for language teachers 
who teach during emergencies and for those who teach blended courses. Despite 
the merits of applying PA in EFL classrooms, the implementation of the three 
dimensions of PA can pose some challenges for EFL teachers, especially for no-
vice teachers. The component of each dimension requires teacher training in 
order to acquire the skills needed for online and on-campus teaching.  

One limitation of this study is its inability to provide a generalizable finding 
due to the small number of participants; however, it is hoped that future studies 
investigate PA practices with a larger sample size to design a teaching guide for 
language teachers interested in critical pedagogy approaches or those who have 
to teach during emergencies. 

5. Conclusion 

This case study introduces the concept of PA and its dimensions (didactic, peda-
gogic and deontic) to EFL critical pedagogy. It examines the implementation of the 
three dimensions of PA during the COVID pandemic and looks at two stages of 
teaching during the pandemic: The early stages of the COVID pandemic where 
teaching was fully online and after returning to campus in which teaching fol-
lowed the blended mode.  

This study identifies various PA practices representing the three dimensions 
of PA in VLE during the early stage of COVID. A prevailing finding was that 
the VLE provided a rich space for practicing critical thinking. However, there 
are common disadvantages that might lead to some disturbances, such as 
technical issues. Regarding PA practices after returning to campus, the partic-
ipating teachers continued to implement PA practices, as there was evidence of 
practices that represented the three dimensions of PA. Comparing the full on-
line teaching experience and in-campus teaching experience and considering 
the PA practices, the participants valued the features of PA practices that oc-
curred online and on-campus; however, they revealed that physical interaction 
remains a very significant aspect of pedagogic and deontic interactions. It was 
found that critical thinking that had an impact on the students’ level of autono-
my and increased motivation was more prominent in the VLEs mode of 
teaching as compared with the in-campus mode. The study expands the scope 
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of critical pedagogy in EFL classrooms via introducing the PA dimensions for 
comprehensive implementation. It is hoped that the findings of this study will 
encourage EFL researchers to think of novel teaching practices, more particu-
larly for teaching blended courses and teaching during the time of emergen-
cies.  
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