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Abstract: This study explored emotions and self-regulatory learning in postgraduate students, forced
to transition to emergency remote teaching, at a Hong Kong university after the start of the academic
semester. Self-regulation is a critical factor for successful online learning, and emotions are important
antecedents of self-regulated learning. The study adopted a two-phase research design, with an
initial online questionnaire (n = 52) followed by semi-structured interviews (n = 16) to gain a rich
and holistic understanding of students’ experiences. Our findings indicate that: (1) locating a
suitable location to attend online classes and sharing problems with classmates were the two most
frequently self-regulatory learning strategies employed by students; (2) students experienced some
enjoyment attending online classes but experienced increased pressure and time commitment to
complete assigned work; (3) students found online learning to lack a sense of community, making it
challenging to interact with classmates. The findings suggest teachers need to incorporate various
synchronous and asynchronous collaborative activities, and they need to increase their own and
students’ presence online to motivate and facilitate effective teaching and learning.

Keywords: COVID-19; emergency remote teaching; emotions; language learning; learning strategies;
online; self-regulated learning

1. Introduction

As technologies have become more pervasive, the integration of online instruction
into higher education has been called the “new traditional model” [1] (p. 167) or the
“new normal” [2] (p. 207). It has been promoted as a key element in transforming higher
education [3]. Language education in the 21st century has been influenced by the rapid
advance of technology [4], and today’s learners are increasingly turning to technology
to master a foreign or second (L2) language [5]. With this new learning situation, online
language learners must self-regulate their feelings and actions, adjust their learning efforts,
and stay motivated to succeed [6,7]. Specifically, L2 learners’ emotions and motivation
predictors, such as frustration, boredom, and enjoyment, have direct links to their ability
to succeed in this mode of learning [8–11]. Research into technologies suggests that
online learning is highly demanding and that learners feel isolated, experiencing technical
problems with learning management systems, computers, and Internet connections. These
issues lead to undesirable achievement-related emotions, such as anxiety [12–14].

The COVID-19 pandemic forced higher education institutions to suspend face-to-face
teaching and adopt fully online instruction modes, known as emergency remote teaching
(ERT), to minimise physical contact [15]. Unlike online or blended learning courses de-
signed explicitly for synchronous and asynchronous learning, ERT courses were forced to
rapidly modify their course content for fully online instruction due to emergency situa-
tions [15]. ERT has presented new challenges for both teachers and learners prepared for
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courses designed for online, blended, or face-to-face classes. Hong Kong higher education,
the context of the current study, has adopted various modes of synchronous and asyn-
chronous online learning in recent years [6]. Thus, face-to-face courses are supplemented
by asynchronous course material, but the adoption of ERT remains new. Considering that
ERT is implemented for the first time among Hong Kong students, and they have not
been trained previously for this situation, it is likely that they would experience various
emotions, encounter a range of difficulties, and apply diverse strategies. However, little
investigation has been conducted from these perspectives, and thus, it is necessary to
examine the students’ learning experiences, in terms of their emotions and difficulties, and
apply diverse learning strategies during the emergency remote teaching and learning.

Moreover, despite the rapid growth in the online learning rate, very little is known
about L2 students’ self-regulated learning when they are forced to use online learning
after starting a traditional, face-to-face course. This paper, therefore, aims to report on the
findings of a mixed-method study that explores students’ emotions, perceived difficulties,
and learning strategies in response to the current state of forced online teaching and learn-
ing. It extends the limited literature in this area and proposes implications for promoting
self-regulatory learning for online synchronous courses in higher education. These were
the research questions that guided our study:

1. What emotions did students experience during emergency remote learning?
2. What difficulties did students encounter during emergency remote learning?
3. What learning strategies did students apply during emergency remote learning?

2. Literature Review

Although various studies have extensively examined blended learning and online
learning in higher education [16–18], the recently forced adoption of online synchronous
course delivery represents a new trend. Few studies to date have examined higher educa-
tion L2 students’ emotional states and self-regulated learning (SRL) capabilities in response
to emergency remote learning.

2.1. Learner Emotions in the Online Environment

Emotions are subjective, complex, and difficult to grasp, but they are fundamental in
facilitating effective teaching and learning [19–21]. In 2002, a seminal study [9] identified
several discrete emotions relating to academics (e.g., enjoyment, hope, pride, anxiety,
shame, anger, boredom, hopelessness). Later on, Pekrun and others [22,23] proposed the
control-value theory, which has been tested in multiple face-to-face and online learning
environments [24,25]. The results support the view that academic emotion is integral to
understanding motivations, learning strategies, and performance.

Research on academic emotions and online learning has identified frustration, con-
fusion, anxiety, isolation [26], enjoyment, confidence, and fear [27] as the predominant
feelings that learners experience. As far as the relationship between emotions and SRL, [28]
boredom and fear have not been found to markedly affect SRL. Enjoyment, however, fosters
it. Notably, emotions have received relatively little attention in the L2 literature [29–31],
which is surprising given L2 learning encompassing a wide variety of emotions, including
joy, gratification, anxiety, and boredom [32]. It is now important to further investigate stu-
dent perceptions of the forced adoption of online learning and how it influences students’
emotions and SRL.

2.2. Learning Difficulties in the Online Environment

Online SRL is not always successful, and studies have identified various difficulties
students may encounter therein. For example, many students may find it challenging
to determine the appropriate time and place for virtual learning [33]. As a result of
these difficulties, learners tend to suffer from high levels of anxiety and frustration [33],
procrastinate, and experience low motivation in online SRL [34]. Additionally, researchers
identified a strong sense of isolation and discomfort commonly experienced by students in
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SRL, which may negatively influence learner motivation and efficiency [35]. Moreover, as
the majority of students have been accustomed to the teacher-centred, face-to-face learning
approach, they have often lacked awareness of, and skill, in planning and managing study
on their own [36].

Although many researchers have identified difficulties in online learning, SRL, and
the resulting impacts on student efficiency and performance, studies focusing on this issue
remain few. To obtain a better understanding of this learning approach, it may be valuable
to investigate learners’ perceived difficulties in the online environment.

2.3. Self-Regulated Language Learning Strategies in the Online Environment

Many SRL theories have been conceptualised in the last several years. One comprehen-
sive review [37] found them to generally represent learning as a recurring process involving
three distinct features: forethought, which includes goal-setting and strategic planning;
performance or volition, which emphasises strategies in focus and self-monitoring; self-
reflection as to how the learner has reacted to earlier learning processes and set future goals.
Research has also established that self-regulatory learners are more active learners [38],
seek help from instructors and classmates [39], generally manage their efforts and complete
tasks with better results [40,41], and have high confidence in their learning [42]. On the
other hand, less self-regulated learners have low confidence, show poor goal-setting, and
fault teachers or course design for unsatisfactory performance [43]. Further research by [43]
(p. 11) established that “self-regulated learners have four key qualities: intrinsic goal orien-
tation, high confidence in learning, high control of learning beliefs, and high task value.”
In online course delivery, there is a strong correlation between self-regulated learning and
achievement, persistence, and satisfaction [40,44]. Successful online learners are proactive,
take initiative in online discussions, complete tasks on time, and regularly review course
materials [45]. Intimately interlaced with learner autonomy, SRL is essential for learner
success [46] and—as the review above shows—is a salient element for describing online
learning experiences. More thorough research may contribute to pedagogical knowledge
of how to deliver online learning.

In L2 education, an increasing number of researchers have established that self-
regulated learners tend to have better language learning outcomes [47]. Research into
technology-enhanced language learning has particularly illuminated the factors contribut-
ing to L2 learners’ SRL and the benefits of SRL to L2 learning. Studies exploring Chinese
EFL students’ online SRL note the positive impact of technology for authentic commu-
nication, helping learners become more informed about the target language and culture
and placing a higher value on memorisation [48]. In another study, [6] explored Hong
Kong students’ technology use outside the classroom and its influence on self-regulation
in L2 learning. Their findings indicated that technology helps learners access learning
resources, creates a more authentic learning experience, and sustains student learning
goals. These findings echo a recent study by [49], in which SRL played an essential role in
a successful language learning experience. However, while several positive attributes have
emerged—as discussed above—less encouraging findings, such as [50] in their study of
Turkish learners, have suggested that technology hampers communication and interaction
between L2 learners.

Previous research has established that quality is the most important factor in satisfac-
tion regarding online interactions between instructor-student, student-peer, and student-
content [51]. Similarly, studies have found that teachers can increase their closeness with
students by incorporating verbal, or non-verbal, behaviours that reduce the perceived
distance [52], creating a sense of community and helping students perform better academ-
ically [53,54]. Consequently, investigating how teachers communicate and interact with
students online—as well as how students communicate, and interact online, with each
other—is especially relevant, as is the role of communication in SRL. This information may
contribute to and inform curriculum design, online instruction, and theory.
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3. Methods
3.1. Setting and Participants

The university studied is one of eight publicly funded universities in Hong Kong, and
it offers undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. We applied convenience sampling
in this study. The elective credit-bearing course of the Master of Education programme
consists of 13 weekly three-hour, face-to-face modules offered to postgraduate students.
Participants originated from Mainland China and spoke Mandarin as a first language
with English as an L2. As such, they were culturally and linguistically homogenous. The
participants, who volunteered for the study, ranged from 21 to 34 years old—34 female
and 18 male—and were proficient in everyday technologies (e.g., mobile phones, tablets,
social media). Though from different academic disciplines, they shared similar educational
backgrounds. All participants had completed undergraduate study and were pursuing a
master’s degree during this research. The study was conducted while strictly following the
research ethics of the university.

The first three weeks of the course in question were taught face-to-face. Students used
Moodle as their course management platform with additional blended learning resources
(e.g., videos, articles, podcasts, discussion forums, websites, and tech tools [Padlet, Lino]).
As COVID-19 spread, all face-to-face courses were suspended, and participants returned
to Mainland China. This led to the adoption of ERT delivery and necessitated students
to attend synchronous classroom instruction for the remainder of the academic semester.
Zoom (https://zoom.us/ accessed on 24 June 2021) was chosen as the delivery platform for
the synchronous sessions because of its lack of being censored in Mainland China, its high
compatibility with different devices and operating systems [55], and its accessibility for both
experienced and inexperienced users [56]. Earlier studies found Zoom to facilitate active
language learning activities, reduce anxiety, and promote participation and meaningful
language production [57,58].

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

The participants’ experiences with Zoom-supported online teaching and its effects
on their emotions and self-regulated learning strategies were collected through a mixed-
method approach, collecting two types of data in two distinct phases. In the first phase,
an online questionnaire (n = 52) adapted from [59] a questionnaire about learner attitudes
and motivation was administered to all students in the course to provide a general
overview of their experiences and inform the second phase of data collection. The second
phase consisted of semi-structured interviews (n = 16) [60]. There were a total of 36 survey
questions falling into four parts: (1) participant demographics; (2) students’ emotions in
remote learning (e.g., “How motivated are you to attend classes remotely?”); (3) students’
perceived difficulties in remote learning (e.g., “How difficult do you feel in peer-to-
peer interaction in remote learning?”; (4) learning strategies students applied in remote
learning (e.g., “How frequently have you sought peer evaluations of your performance
in online classes?”). The questionnaire employed multiple-choice questions and a 5-point
Likert-type scale with response options ranging from 1 (low) to 5 (high). Analysis was
done descriptively.

In the second phase, the authors conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews
with individual participants who had volunteered to participate in the questionnaire.
The interviews ranged from 26 and 41 min and were conducted in English. Interviews
utilised Zoom to minimise face-to-face contact and were audio-recorded to be later
transcribed, allowing the authors to unpack the participants’ statements in a more
fluid manner [61,62]. Themes were identified and evaluated using iterative thematic
analysis [63]. The authors performed the coding independently by hand to allow for
intimate knowledge of the data. Throughout this process, the three authors maintained
closed communication and shared, compared, and discussed the analyses [64] before
labelling themes and subthemes. To increase the reliability of the qualitative data, a
code-recode strategy [65] was employed. After the completion of the first round of

https://zoom.us/
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coding, the authors waited for two weeks and then re-coded the same data. The results
generated were indistinguishable from the first coding, demonstrating the findings as
dependable. Each participant was provided with themes and representative quotes, and
no suggestions were offered in response. The results were combined and compared with
the questionnaire responses to gain rich and holistic insight [61,66]. The broad questions
of the interviews included the following:

• “What’s difficult about online learning?”
• “How do you participate/interact actively in an online class?”
• “Does online learning require more mental effort?”
• “How do you plan for your online lessons?”
• “Do you do anything different in your online studies compared with your previous

face-to-face classes?”

The interviewees were coded as S1–S16.
All students participated in the questionnaire survey and interview voluntarily and

had the right to withdraw at any time without penalty of any kind.

4. Results
4.1. Students’ Emotions during Emergency Remote Teaching and Learning

This section presents the questionnaire and interview results concerning students’
emotions in response to the transition to online learning. Table 1 shows the results relating
to students’ emotions during online learning regarding their motivation, stress, fatigue,
confidence, loneliness, and enjoyment, along with their willingness to participate in further
online learning.

Table 1. Students’ emotions during online learning.

Students’ Emotions
Very Strong Somewhat Strong Neutral Somewhat Weak Very Weak

N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct.

Motivation 5 10% 28 54% 8 15% 11 21% 0 0%
Stress 20 38% 22 42% 8 15% 2 4% 0 0%

Tiredness 20 38% 16 31% 9 17% 6 12% 1 2%
Confidence 2 4% 9 17% 14 27% 16 31% 11 21%
Loneliness 8 15% 16 31% 9 17% 13 25% 6 12%
Enjoyment 8 15% 21 40% 8 15% 15 29% 0 0%

Willingness of having more
online learning courses 4 8% 12 23% 9 17% 24 46% 3 6%

The above results suggest that overall, students who participated in online learn-
ing experienced mixed emotions. On one hand, most participants felt motivation (with
28 participants feeling somewhat motivated and 5 participants feeling very motivated) and
enjoyment during the online course (with 21 participants feeling it was somewhat enjoyable
and 8 participants feeling it was very enjoyable). On the other hand, they recalled the
pressure (with 22 participants feeling somewhat stressed and 20 participants feeling very
stressed), fatigue (with 16 participants feeling somewhat tired and 20 participants feeling
very tired), loneliness (with 16 participants feeling somewhat lonely and 8 participants
feeling very lonely), and lack of confidence they felt (with 16 participants feeling somewhat
unconfident and 11 participants feeling very unconfident) and expressed a reluctance to
take part in online learning in the future (with 24 participants feeling somewhat unwilling
and 3 participants feeling totally unwilling).
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Desire and determination. Data garnered from participant interviews illustrated student
emotions during online learning. It is unsurprising students were determined to participate
in online learning: the course was an elective and participants were interested in expanding
their knowledge of the professional practice of English Academic Purposes (EAP) teachers
in China. For example, S2 said she “signed up for this course [because] I want to teach
EAP in the future.” S7 similarly attributed her enrolment in the course to a desire to better
understand the nuances of academic English. That being said, she also mentioned that her
motivation decreased when the course moved to an online format, saying, “I don’t think I
can learn as well online.”

Confidence and uncertainty. Several participants expressed an initial lack of confidence
in online learning. Upon further discussion, S7 stated that “learning online is not the
same . . . [it’s] not as much fun, and I don’t enjoy it as much.” While both S1 and S12
mentioned enjoying the course overall and learning from it, they did not feel this as
strongly in the online mode and experienced a sense of loneliness at times—a common
thread in the interview and consistent with previous research [67,68]. Participants further
elaborated that, during the first three weeks of classes, which they attended face-to-face,
they felt more energetic and motivated to study. However, after the transition, they
experienced uncertainty and self-doubt regarding their studies, and their academic results
created feelings of stress and fatigue for several [69]. S5, for instance, commented that he
was unable to sleep as well due to his worries about the new mode of learning. Likewise,
S14 explained that earning her master’s degree was “already stressful.” She was unhappy
about the lack of ability to interact with classmates and study on campus.

Satisfaction. Although several negative sentiments were discussed regarding online
learning transition, two participants expressed feeling more comfortable interacting and
participating in online learning. S16 thought this mode provided “more opportunities” and
S1 expressed “strong satisfaction” with and “enjoyed” online learning, mentioning it being
easier to share ideas using features on Zoom (see [57]). Ultimately, most participants felt
online courses were not conducive to positive learning experiences and would be hesitant
to participate in them in the future.

4.2. Students’ Perceived Difficulties with Emergency Remote Teaching and Learning

This sub-section presents the significant difficulties faced by students during online
learning, including self-regulation, using technology, concentrating on learning, interacting
with peers, interacting with teachers, engaging in practical demonstrations, catching up on
content, participating in activities, and transferring the knowledge and skills learned in
one learning session to others or finding their relevant application. Table 2 presents the
participants’ various perceived difficulties.

From students’ perspectives, the most significant challenges throughout online learn-
ing were self-regulation (with 31 participants feeling somewhat difficult and 13 participants
feeling very difficult) and practical demonstrations (with 18 participants feeling somewhat
difficult and 20 participants feeling very difficult). These two leading challenges were
followed by the difficulty of interacting with peers (with 29 participants feeling somewhat
difficult and 3 participants feeling very difficult), participating in activities (with 27 partici-
pants feeling somewhat difficult and 6 participants feeling very difficult), and catching up
on content (with 27 participants feeling somewhat difficult and 6 participants feeling very
difficult). Meanwhile, the relative difficulty of teacher-student interactions and the use of
technology during online learning appeared largely acceptable for students.
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Table 2. Students’ perceived difficulties with online learning.

Students’ Perceived Difficulties
Very Strong Somewhat Strong Neutral Somewhat Weak Very Weak

N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct.

Perceived difficulty in self-regulation 13 25% 31 60% 1 2% 3 6% 4 8%

Perceived difficulty in
using technologies 6 12% 15 29% 8 15% 18 35% 5 10%

Perceived difficulty in concentration 6 12% 26 50% 6 12% 12 23% 2 4%

Perceived difficulty in
peer-to-peer interaction 3 6% 29 56% 9 17% 9 17% 2 4%

Perceived difficulty in
teacher-student interaction 5 10% 11 21% 8 15% 27 52% 1 2%

Perceived difficulty in
practical demonstrations 20 38% 18 35% 9 17% 4 8% 1 2%

Perceived difficulty in catching up the
teaching and learning content 6 12% 27 52% 6 12% 13 25% 0 0%

Perceived difficulty in participating in
the teaching and learning activities 6 12% 27 52% 8 15% 11 21% 0 0%

Perceived difficulty in connecting the
notes and associating different
teaching and learning sessions

6 12% 24 46% 10 19% 12 23% 0 0%

4.2.1. Uneasiness and Inexperience with Online Learning

Lack of interaction. More information about the difficulties students faced in online
learning became clear over the course of the interviews. Nine of the participants brought up
a lack of interaction—not only with each other but also between student and teacher—and,
at times, a resulting lack of community [59]. Students expressed that an unwillingness
to turn on their video cameras or use the microphone were the main reasons behind this
lack of interaction, as illustrated by S4, who stated, “Most of us don’t turn on the camera.
We just type in the chat, so we don’t really see each other.” In a similar vein, S12 added:
“It’s like we are strangers.” When asked why they did not then turn on their cameras
themselves, both S4 and S12 said they felt uncomfortable with this and found it strange to
see themselves on-screen. This feeling is likely because—as no participants held previous
experience with fully online courses—students were unable to psychologically prepare
themselves for ERT [70].

Inexperience with technology. Participants also shared clear dissatisfaction regarding the
efficiency and efficacy of online learning. This might be ascribable to students’ lack of
experience with the platform(s) used. Though they appreciated being able to continue
attending class after the suspension of face-to-face learning, five of the participants mentioned
not being overly familiar with technology and the various applications they were asked
to use for the course. S7 commented, “We have Zoom, Mentimeter, Lino and something
else [ . . . ], and I have never used them before.” Other examples of barriers provided by
technology were illustrated when S12 noted needing to purchase a new laptop to participate
in the lessons, and S15 brought up asking her parents to invest in faster internet bandwidth
for the purpose of online study. A lack of complete student access to up-to-date computer
hardware and high-bandwidth internet connections are, indeed, critical challenges to the
success of online coursework.

4.2.2. Increased Workload and Concentration

Online learning—increased workload. Moreover, interviewees suggested that online
learning increased the difficulty of remaining up to date with their work. They had to
read numerous emails, access the learning management system, locate the assigned tasks,
and post the tasks online once completed. S11 mentioned feeling “there is so much more
information now; we have to read more emails, and the teacher assigns more tasks.”
When asked to elaborate, she named both discussion forums and blogs. Participants also
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expressed exhaustion from the workload, as S4 highlighted by saying, “I feel like I have to
study harder” and that online learning “requires a lot more time.” Similar concerns were
voiced by most students who perceived online learning as more time-consuming [61,71].

Concentration level. Additionally, eight participants said that online learning required a
higher degree of concentration and a more detailed approach to organisation than they had
experienced previously. S7, for instance, found focusing for three hours difficult. S11 added
that screen fatigue was problematic. These factors made online classes more academically
challenging than those taken face-to-face.

4.2.3. Study Environment, Opportunities and “Forced” Interactions

Study location. Another barrier to participation in online classes experienced by those
interviewed was the challenge of finding a suitable physical environment in which to
study. S8 mentioned the difficulty of focusing and finding a suitable place to study, and
participants shared that their parents and siblings were often also working or attending
classes from home, creating a challenge in finding a quiet place to attend class.

Knowledge sharing. While online learning was perceived to create a stressful increase
in workload, several students found it presented new opportunities for learning from
each other. S2, for instance, experienced an increase in knowledge through reading peer
responses to discussion forum-based questions. S12 further noted regarding other students
sharing their ideas on the virtual whiteboard, “I can see what everyone thinks, instead of
only my classmates I’m sitting next to.” Thus, some participants appreciated how the virtual
pedagogical tools facilitated collaboration and interaction, giving them opportunities to be
more actively involved [57,72,73].

Initiative. Another frequent comment was that it was “not easy to follow the class
online” (S8) or “not easy to interact with classmates” (S13). This feeling brought on a sense
of confusion relating to participation and personal preparation for micro-teaching. The
majority of the participants expressed similar sentiments. Moreover, the pressure to interact
online, especially in breakout groups, was, in S10’s words, a “headache”. S11, who referred
to herself as shy, said she felt “like I have to speak, so there is no silence.” This feeling
of forced interaction can lead to anxiety and a lack of confidence that often detracts from
a learning experience. Most of those interviewed revealed that online learning required
them to take more initiative in an environment they were not comfortable in. and their
willingness to participate and complete tasks diminished as a result.

4.3. Students’ Self-Regulated Learning Strategies in the Emergency Remote Teaching Context

This study identified various self-regulated learning strategies that students adopted
to master the art of online learning. As shown in Table 3, selecting an appropriate location
for online learning was the self-regulated learning strategy most employed by students
(frequently applied by 52% of students). The second most popular self-regulated learning
strategy was selecting an appropriate time for online learning (frequently applied by 31%
of students). Other self-regulated learning strategies indicated by over 20% of students as
frequently used were: trying to take thorough notes to summarise their learning (25%),
sharing problems with classmates online (21%), seeking help from the instructor over email
(21%), and communicating with classmates to find out the differences between what they
were learning and what their classmates were learning (21%). The commonality of all
students utilising various strategies, many of which they emphasised were not required for
face-to-face classes, made it clear that the online format is a more taxing one, requiring a
great deal more time and effort for students to feel comfortable and successful.

Table 4 displays further self-regulated learning strategies that students used in online
learning, including:

• Allocating extra study time;
• Setting self-imposed standards for assignments;
• Setting short-term as well as long-term goals;
• Preparing questions before joining the chat room and discussion;
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• Scheduling the time for online classes and observing the schedule;
• Reading aloud the instructional materials that were posted online;
• Finding someone to consult who was knowledgeable in the course content;
• Seeking peer evaluations of their performance in online classes;
• Meeting their classmates face-to-face when needed;
• Working on extra problems beyond the assigned ones to master the course content.

Table 3. Self-regulated learning strategies that students frequently used in online learning.

Students’ Self-Regulated
Learning Strategies

Very Frequently Somewhat Frequently Neutral Somewhat Rarely Very Rarely

N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct.

Selecting an appropriate
location for online learning 27 52% 17 33% 6 12% 2 4% 0 0%

Selecting an appropriate time
for online learning 16 31% 19 37% 7 13% 10 19% 0 0%

Trying to take thorough notes
to summarise learning 13 25% 19 37% 10 19% 10 19% 0 0%

Sharing problems with
classmate online 11 21% 33 63% 2 4% 3 6% 3 6%

Seeking help from the
instructor over email 11 21% 32 62% 6 12% 3 6% 0 0%

Communicating with
classmates to find out the

differences between what they
were learning and what their

classmates were learning

11 21% 25 48% 5 10% 9 17% 2 4%

Table 4. Further self-regulated learning strategies students used in online learning.

Students’ Self-Regulated
Learning Strategies

Very Frequently Somewhat Frequently Neutral Somewhat Rarely Very Rarely

N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct. N Pct.

Allocating extra study time 9 17% 31 60% 6 12% 5 10% 1 2%

Setting self-imposed standards
for assignments 8 15% 12 23% 6 12% 6 12% 0 0%

Setting short-term as well as
long-term goals 8 15% 33 63% 3 6% 3 6% 0 0%

Preparing questions before
joining in the chat room

and discussion
8 15% 18 35% 10 19% 14 27% 2 4%

Scheduling the times for online
classes and observing

the schedule
6 12% 30 58% 8 15% 6 12% 2 4%

Reading aloud the
instructional materials that

were posted online
6 12% 16 31% 5 10% 20 38% 5 10%

Finding someone to consult
who was knowledgeable in the

course content
6 12% 31 60% 3 6% 10 19% 2 4%

Seeking peer evaluations of
their performance in

online classes
6 12% 31 60% 5 10% 8 15% 2 4%

Meeting their classmates
face-to-face when needed 5 10% 21 40% 6 12% 14 27% 6 12%

Working on extra problems
beyond the assigned ones to

master the course content
3 6% 30 58% 9 17% 10 19% 3 6%
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Self-regulated learning Strategies. Interview data held consistent with the questionnaire
results above, with all interviewees mentioning employing similar strategies in their ERT
experience. The majority noted seeking instructor assistance in successfully completing
assignments and tasks more frequently than they would in face-to-face classes, due to
online learning’s inherent uncertainties. This feedback is consistent with the findings of [39].
Participants also delegated more time to completing their assignments in this context—as
S5 noted, “things just take a lot more time online.” More specifically, S9 added, “I need to
complete extra tasks to learn the content better and write down things I can ask during the
lesson.” Several students highlighted this self-regulated learning strategy, being proactive
in their learning by writing down possible questions before class, in preparation for the
live sessions [43,45]. When asked why this was important, S1 said, “The teacher can’t see
my paying attention otherwise.” S14 likewise commented, “In the classroom, the teacher
can see me, you know . . . eye contact. Now I must think of a way for him to notice me.”
This notion of being invisible in the online classroom frustrated students and led to a fear
of appearing “not to do the work” (S1).

Planning. The interviews also brought to the forefront students’ need to set both
short- and long-term goals as a self-regulated learning strategy to ensure they did not
fall behind [37]. For example, S12 said, “It is easy to forget something now.” There were
14 participants who mentioned the need to set specific goals and schedule a specific time to
prepare and review for lessons. One participant, S7, said, “I write down what I need to do
every week so I can be ready.” Likewise, S16 related, “I have to try hard to make goals.”
When asked to elaborate, S16 shared, “You know, how I can study for the assignment, what
I should do to get a high grade.” Another student, S14, echoed this assessment of the need
to set goals: “Now I need to plan carefully, so I don’t fall behind.” The interviews confirmed,
overall, that online coursework required students to take the initiative to self-regulate their
learning to succeed in their studies.

Lack of interest. Two participants in particular, S5 and S14, expressed frustration and
blamed the online learning model for their submitting assignments late and falling behind
on coursework. S5 said that “online learning is boring” and S14 added, “It was far from
fun, [ . . . ] too much energy and effort.” These students found they could not motivate
themselves to do what they perceived as additional work to receive an acceptable grade.

5. Conclusions

It is likely that ERT will continue to be the new normal in higher education for the
foreseeable future. This study examined a group of university students forced to switch
to online learning three weeks into the academic semester. The situation generated both
positive and negative emotions. Most of the students indicated that they felt motivated:
they were eager to improve their academic English skills and determined to participate
in online learning. Almost as many reported that they enjoyed the online classes. A few
even felt that they received more opportunities to interact online than in the physical
classroom. However, the students also reported stress, fatigue, and loneliness, as well as a
lack of confidence, in ERT—in some cases, because of their inexperience with it. This led to
uncertainty, self-doubt, and concern about grades.

Difficulties, especially in self-regulation, experienced during ERT included finding
a time and place to study, taking notes and reaching out to classmates and instructors to
obtain and share knowledge. Many of the students mentioned feeling isolated because
they were alone before, during, and after class. They were also uncomfortable being forced
to interact online and seeing themselves on camera. The need to take the initiative to
communicate with the teacher and other students, to ensure that they understood what
was being taught, increased their sense of stress and reduced their enjoyment of online
learning. Several students had technological problems that made them doubt their abilities
to succeed (e.g., an underpowered laptop or trouble using software or the LMS) and were
uncomfortable with the amount of screen time required.
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Students developed learning strategies to overcome difficulties associated with ERT.
Those who considered themselves successful set weekly goals and crossed them out upon
completion [74]. Similarly, students who adjusted their working methods in the face
of ERT (e.g., changing where and when they studied or taking notes differently) and
proactively contacted classmates before, during, and after the live sessions felt less isolated,
had more confidence in their work, and completed assignments on time or before they
were due [57]. These learning strategies were directly correlated, with success, in this new
mode of learning. In contrast, students who struggled with time management often fell
behind and blamed the teacher or the online format for their frustration, confusion, and,
sometimes, for unsatisfactory grades. These students were unable to sustain motivation
and self-regulate learning [33,34].

Pedagogical Implications

The findings of this study have important pedagogical implications. Four strategies
could help English learners reduce learning anxiety and foster self-regulation during ERT.
First, teachers could take advantage of their LMS to make course materials and supplemen-
tal materials easily available. Second, they could take advantage of asynchronous tools on
the LMS to promote social engagement (e.g., discussion forums, wikis, and blogs). Third,
they could pair up students for classwork, and out-of-class assignments, to foster a sense
of community. Fourth, they could encourage collaborative learning during live sessions by
incorporating Zoom features such as polls, screen sharing, annotation, reactions (emojis),
breakout rooms, and chats [75].

Student-response systems, such as GoSoapBox and Mentimeter, could be used to
enhance the learning experience and create social engagement [57,76,77]. Teachers could
provide pre-session, and follow-up session, emails or podcasts to remind students of
weekly tasks and explain how to complete them. They could as provide feedback on
assignments and homework using a screen recorder (i.e., screencast) to ensure that stu-
dents feel connected to the course and teachers. These pedagogical suggestions would
suppress learning anxiety and improve online learning skills in emergency remote online
English learners.

This study was conducted in Hong Kong with mainland Chinese learners enrolled in a
Master of Education program. The learners were culturally and linguistically homogenous,
which might bias the findings. Nevertheless, the findings provide a starting point for future
research; few studies have explored the role of emotions and self-regulation during ERT.
Because this study was small, future researchers may consider inviting a larger number of
students to participate. We only investigated students in a master’s degree program. It
is uncertain whether undergraduates would have similar feelings about online learning
and develop comparable learning strategies. Thus, future studies should recruit both
postgraduate and undergraduate students. Most importantly, more effort should be made
to understand student emotions that are important in mastering self-regulated learning.
Additionally, future research may consider conducting statistical analyses of the data and
identifying correlations between students’ use of self-regulated learning strategies and
their academic performance.
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