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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic brought changes around the world, especially in the education field where classes were shifted
to only distance learning. This radical transformation could have affected students’ level of engagement and motivation;
therefore, it might also have had some influence on their performance. This study correlates English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) students’ perceptions of their level of engagement and motivation in virtual environments with factors
such as schedule, gender, and the discipline area they are studying. A two-part-survey was used. The first part includes
demographic information and the second one 22 close-ended questions. It was completed by 703 EFL students in the
Language Department of the University of Cuenca, Ecuador. The results revealed an important level of engagement in
these students. Students’ goals and reasons for learning the language need to be considered as an opportunity to
provide their teachers with some information to enhance students’ language competence, generate strategies for
language learning, and promote significant learning experiences. Research is recommended to discover teachers’ views
and opinions on different aspects involved in online classes and use this information to design and implement more
active, engaging, and effective lessons. These specific findings can be used to improve and implement effective
methodologies that can lead to better practices, not only for EFL teachers, but also for EFL students.

Resumen

La pandemia de COVID-19 trajo algunos cambios en todo el mundo, especialmente en el campo de la educacién; las
clases se trasladaron al aprendizaje a distancia. Esta transformacion radical pudo haber afectado el nivel de compromiso
y motivacién de los estudiantes; lo que, también pudo influir en su desempefio académico. Este estudio correlaciona las
percepciones del nivel de compromiso y motivacién de los estudiantes de inglés como lengua extranjera (EFL) en
ambientes virtuales con factores como horario, género y el area de disciplina que estudian. Se utiliz6 una encuesta de
dos partes. La primera parte incluye informacién demogréfica y la segunda 22 preguntas cerradas. La encuesta fue
completada por 703 estudiantes de EFL del Departamento de Idiomas de la Universidad de Cuenca, Ecuador. Los
resultados revelaron que estos estudiantes tienen un importante nivel de compromiso, por lo que sus objetivos y razones
para aprender el idioma deben ser considerados como una oportunidad que brinda informacién a los docentes para
mejorar la competencia lingiistica de sus estudiantes, generar estrategias de aprendizaje y promover experiencias de
aprendizaje significativo. Se recomienda investigar los puntos de vista y opiniones de los docentes sobre aspectos
relacionados con las clases en linea, de esta manera se contara con insumos para disefiar e implementar lecciones mas
activas, motivadoras y efectivas. Estos hallazgos pueden ser utilizados para mejorar e implementar metodologias que
conduzcan a practicas mas optimas, no sélo para los docentes de inglés, sino también de sus estudiantes.

Introduction

The pandemic brought a drastic change in education around the world. Face-to-face classes shifted rapidly
and unexpectedly to distance learning using e-learning methodologies (Affouneh et al., 2020). Without the
outbreak of the pandemic, our schools and universities would not have begun using distance learning as
pervasively, and Ecuador was no exception. On March 12, 2020, The Ecuadorian Secretary of Higher
Education Science, Technology, and Research (edusuperorec, 2020) and the Ecuadorian Universities,
Polytechnic Schools, and Higher Institutes agreed to stop all academic activities nationwide. Classes in all
educational levels immediately began taking place in a virtual environment. This situation caused several
issues with various online teaching platforms, revealing a lack of resources and prior experience in using
such platforms, as well as poor Internet connectivity (Lepp et al., 2021), just to mention a few of the
problems teachers and students faced during that period.
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The pandemic forced schools and universities to close their doors and start teaching with various virtual
platforms. This new way of teaching and learning became a challenge not only for teachers, but also for
students and their families. However, Oraif and Elyas (2021) found that remote learning can create an active
class environment that fosters student cooperation, enhances a dynamic and interactive class environment,
and engages and motivates students in the learning process depending on the influence of different factors
such as the internet connection, major, students’ participation, schedule, and even gender. Thus, the
pandemic showed teachers and students the effectiveness and potential of this new way of teaching and
learning (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). However, studying at home created challenges as students were distracted
by different situations not encountered at school. In this regard, it is important to inquire about students’
perceptions of their level of motivation and engagement during virtual classes and its correlation with factors
that facilitate or hinder them, topics addressed in this paper.

Review of the Literature
Education in the COVID-19 era

Over three years after the beginning of the pandemic, the current online learning environment has spurred
teachers and students to discover new technologies and implement new ways of obtaining and using
information in class (Alshehri et al., 2020), which might be a giant step in education. Online learning uses
Information Technology (IT) to suit a wide range of educational styles. This innovation helps students and
teachers to interact in positive ways (Alshehri et al.).

This kind of education has advantages and disadvantages. Mahyoob (2020) pointed out that schools have
capitalized on “the accessibility of online education globally, saving time, money, and effort.... The teachers
are reviewing and preparing well for recording, which certainly improves teaching strategies and methods”
(pp. 352-353). He also mentioned the accessibility students have to teachers’ lectures anytime they want,
which can help them review material to better understand their study subjects. He also noted some
disadvantages. For example, in some cases, students do not have the necessary tools to connect to virtual
classes, or they may even have internet connection problems, among other issues.

Prensky (2020) pointed out that nowadays students are very skilled in the use of technology. This allows
them to participate actively in their virtual classes. In this sense, he suggested that EFL teachers should
integrate technology effectively in their classes as a way to motivate students. This is not easy as in some
situations teachers are not very skilled in the implementation of technology in their classes (Trust & Whalen,
2020); however, with the necessary instruction, this weakness could become a strength.

Online learning

In today’s world, internet access has made it possible for most people to have a better quality of life; in this
way, it increases a country’s prosperity (Olivares Carmona et al., 2018). Consequently, not only learning,
communication, and culture can be supported by its use, but also people can be better prepared to face the
new challenges that this ‘new’ world brings (Vera Noriega et al., 2014). Education around the world is one
of the many fields that has been influenced by the appearance of this digital culture, urging an essential
need for this area to be modernized (Freire, 2009). Regarding this change, the transformation process from
traditional education to digital education has been considered for a long time. However, this process needs
to emphasize equal possibilities for everyone (Beltran Llavador et al., 2020), as in some places, students
are not able to keep up with this challenge due to lack of access to the internet, or not enough devices for
the household, which makes it impossible to meet their academic commitments. This situation makes online
learning face structural problems in some areas (Carla Silva et al., 2020).

Research has been conducted on how high school students in Ecuador had access to distance learning tools,
as well as their engagement in this kind of education during the pandemic (Asanov et al., 2020). According
to these authors, both teachers and students demonstrated flexibility. Even though some of them did not
have access to the internet at home, they managed to give and attend their online classes. The Ministry of
Education in the country implemented some useful alternatives for those students who do not have the
necessary tools to connect to their classes. One of these was educational content broadcast by television or
radio, as the majority of students have access to them.

It is important to mention that besides a lack of sufficient technological tools, teachers around the world at
first lacked preparation for virtual teaching and were not trained in using tools to design quality material
(Trust & Whalen, 2020). These problems can limit students’ involvement in in-class activities and negatively
affect learning processes. Besides, Gururaja (2021) found that teachers did not have previous knowledge
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about working in an online environment and did not feel very comfortable using their Information
Communication Technology (ICT) skills.

Engagement and motivation

It is known that the pandemic experience changed English education, as nowadays online English courses
offer some advantages, such as more flexibility, accessibility, and the opportunity to reach a wider group of
students. Nevertheless, it is necessary to take into account that students’ level of engagement and
motivation in these environments might be crucial for effective learning.

Engagement and motivation play a fundamental role in learning, and of course, online learning is not an
exception. On the one hand, motivation, especially intrinsic motivation, is a key element of academic
engagement and performance (De la Barba et al., 2016). On the other hand, engagement is related to
students’ active participation and attention to the learning task (Fredricks et al., 2004). Both elements
(motivation and engagement) could be necessary for success in online English classes.

Despite the many advantages that online education offers, there can also be significant challenges that
could affect students’ engagement and motivation. Among the most mentioned ones, screen fatigue, which
leads to eyestrain, difficulty in concentrating on important tasks, and other physical problems, are some of
the things that need to be considered (Silva et al., 2020). Online education can also lead students to feel
overwhelmed, and of course, it could decrease their interest in studying (Saidi & Al-Mahrooqi, 2012). In this
sense, students may be overloaded by technology, which affects their level of motivation and engagement
(Mese & Sevilen, 2021).

Additionally, students’ self-discipline is a significant factor in online education (Carla Silva et al., 2020). As
mentioned by Ahmed et al. (2019), it is imperative, as teachers, to promote in the students a sense of being
independent learners in order to increase their level of motivation and engagement. In this regard, it is
necessary to implement strategies that enhance EFL online students’ motivation and engagement.

Students engagement and motivation in learning

Student success in academia shows an important connection with their engagement (Muzammil et al.,
2020). The interest in researching student engagement is not new. It has been demonstrated that students’
accomplishment is closely associated with their relative engagement (Mese & Sevilen, 2021). However,
motivation, what drives individuals to accomplish excellent or nearly excellent levels of performance (Tohidi
& Jabbari, 2012), and engagement, “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student
devotes to the academic experience” (Astin, 1984), in online learning environments are a recent topic of
attention (Kyewski & Kramer, 2018; Ozhan & Kocadere, 2019), especially now that education relies much
more on technology, due to the pandemic (Oraif & Elyas, 2021).

Motivation and engagement in online learning settings are considered complex issues. Hartnett et al. (2011)
reported that EFL students do not participate actively in online classes. De Barba et al. (2016) mentioned
that when learning, students’ participation can be linked to intrinsic motivation, which is also connected to
engagement. In this way, intrinsic motivation is important in online class environments, as not only the
number of activities, but also the content presented in the virtual class can influence students’ attention.
Likewise, Chen and Jang (2010) recommended paying special attention to lowering students’ feelings of
nervousness and insecurity. Furthermore, Asanov et al. (2020) found that students who are not engaged in
in-class activities are usually the ones who come from a poorer background. However, there is no evidence
of school attendance in regular face-to-face classes with which to compare.

Learners’ engagement and motivation in English learning

Different factors influence and determine EFL students’ engagement and motivation. Findings indicate that
a variety of features can contribute to students’ success or failure in learning English including gender,
schedule, and discipline area. This suggests that such factors need to be taken into consideration to succeed.

In this sense, it is important to mention some previous studies that reported the influence of the mentioned
factors. The first one is gender. As described by Becirovi¢ (2017), Mori and Gobel (2006), and Saidi and Al-
Mahrooqi (2012), gender plays an important role in this regard. This is because men and women do not
have the same level of engagement in EFL learning. The same authors found that female EFL students
showed higher motivation to learn the target language, which of course influenced their level of engagement
and achievement. Saidi and Al-Mahrooqi (2012) reported that feelings and emotions have a very important
impact on EFL learning. They also mentioned that female EFL learners are better than male students when
trying to understand a written or oral piece of language, as they usually contain lots of emotions and feelings.
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This, of course, affects male learning strategies. as they have to work harder on the language to be able to
understand it.

At this point, it is necessary to mention the role motivation plays in students’ engagement as it is influenced
by cognition, consciousness, and emotions. This could affect how learners structure and perform any
learning activity (Eccles & Wang, 2012). In this regard, Dornyei (1998) asserts “...that motivation is indeed
a multifaceted rather than a uniform factor” (p. 131). He developed a language learning motivation
framework that includes three stages: “(1) the Language Level, (2) the Learner Level, and (3) the Learning
Situation Level” (p. 125). The first is a general stage where students’ engagement is affected by the
student’s reason(s) for learning the language; it is an integrative and instrumental stage. The second stage
is influenced by learners’ characteristics in relation to their perceptions and expectations such as
competence, achievement, and efficacy in using the language. The third stage is influenced by the course,
the teacher, and the group components.

Regarding the influence of motivation and engagement on different aspects of students’ academic life,
Fredricks, et al. (2004) identified three different dimensions of engagement (emotional, behavioral, and
cognitive). The authors stated that these three play a fundamental role in students’ academic engagement
which could positively influence learning and performance. However, they highlighted the necessity of
agreeing on the definition of those dimensions. In the same vein, Kahn (2014) proposed a framework for
academic engagement in higher education, again based on three dimensions, similar to Fredricks et al.
(2004). Kahn described the importance of cognitive and emotional engagement, but instead of behavioral
engagement, the author proposed social engagement as an important component for academic engagement.
In order to have better results in academic performance, there might be an interrelation among these three
types of engagement which were called cognitive, emotional, and social. Lopez-Aguilar et al. (2021) also
mentioned the importance of encouraging academic engagement to benefit students’ academic
performance.

In the specific field of virtual education, Redmond et al. (2018) mentioned the students’ need for permanent
interaction, collaboration, and feedback in online classes to promote their active participation and academic
success. Similarly, Santana Villegas and Santana (2021) studied virtual environments and escape-rooms in
higher education. These authors concluded that through interactive and participatory classes it is possible
to promote long-term learning and students’ academic engagement, crucial elements in academic success.

For the above mentioned, it was essential to study the perceptions that EFL students enrolling in different
levels at the University of Cuenca - Ecuador had about their virtual learning process to shed light on how
this suddenly-and widely-imposed methodology, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, was implemented, and to
help future researchers, educators, and policy makers improve this education modality. As such, the present
study attempts to answer the following research question:

To what extent can factors such as gender, schedule, and discipline area predict students’ level of motivation
and engagement in EFL online classes?

Method

The study took place in the Language Department with the students of the Foreign Language Proficiency
Academic Program (PASLE in Spanish) at the University of Cuenca. A correlational study was carried out to
analyze the possible associations of different conditions and variables (Mertens, 2015). A quantitative design
was used to evaluate these associations statistically and find these relations in an objective way (Creswell,
2014).

This investigation intended to study the degree in which gender, schedule, and discipline area influence EFL
students motivation and engagement in their online classes

Procedures

Permission of the Language Department and its Committee at the University of Cuenca was sought. After
obtaining the needed permissions, EFL students were invited to be part of this research. All the teachers
from the Language Department sent an online survey to their students and motivated them to participate.
These students completed the survey where the objective, potential benefits, confidentiality, and privacy
rights, as well as implications of the study, were explained. After reading this information online, students
knew they could answer the survey if they wanted to do so. To preserve confidentiality and anonymity, each
student was given a unique code (Mackey & Gass, 2005).
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Participants

Students from different fields of study at the University take classes at the PASLE program aiming to reach
the B1 level of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages required to obtain the certified
title at the University (Council of Higher Education, 2019). These students intend to reach the required level
with three EFL levels (Al, A2, and B1) after taking a placement test. However, the students who want to
reach a B2 level can take one more semester which is also offered by the PASLE program.

Due to the pandemic, the University and its Language Department implemented online classes beginning in
March 2020 (edusuperorec, 2020). In this regard, it is important to mention that the Language Department
continued devoting its teachers’ efforts to develop their students’ four skills of the language (listening,
reading, speaking, and writing) (Language Department, personal communication, March 2020).

Seven hundred and three EFL students of different levels (A1, A2, B1, and B2) with ages (from 18 to 33 and
more), different fields of study (Social Science, Biological Science, and Engineering), and different schedules
(morning, afternoon, and evening) at the University agreed to participate and answered the online survey
about the level of motivation and engagement they have in their online classes. A convenient sampling
procedure was used. EFL teachers at the language department shared the survey with their students;
however, students were free to complete the survey or not.

Instrument

The questionnaire used in this investigation measured students’ perceptions of their level of motivation and
engagement in their online EFL classes by assigning different items to each of them within the same
instrument (See Appendix). It was adapted and translated into a Spanish version of the survey conducted
by Oraif and Elyas (2021). This instrument measured both engagement and motivation separately. To
validate this translated version of the questionnaire, it was then checked by three EFL University teachers
who suggested some changes to clarify the instrument. After adapting and validating the instrument and
reviewing the literature, it was observed that for this research-specific context and based on Dd&rnyei’s
(1998) framework, four dimensions were used to classify the questionnaire: (1) Language Level, (2) Learner
Level, (3) Learning Situation Level, and (4) Performance Level (this last dimension was added to the three
previous ones mentioned by Ddrnyei).

The translated, adapted, and validated scale proved highly reliable, as reported with Cronbach's Alpha
coefficient (a=0.918) for the 22 question items of the questionnaire. By performing a correlational analysis
(KMO =0.922 and Bartlett's Sphericity p=0.000) using the unweighted least squares method (Lovia
Boateng, 2020) with Varimax rotation, it was possible to explain at least 50% of the variance by a natural
grouping of four dimensions: (1) Language level engagement; (2) Learner Level; (3) Learning Situation
Level; and (4) Performance Level. After obtaining the University of Cuenca Language Department’'s
permission, the survey was ready to be sent using Google Forms. A link to the survey was sent by mail to
the PASLE teachers who asked their students to participate in this study.

IBM SPSS 25 software was used to analyze data (Field, 2018). Descriptive statistics to calculate central
tendency measures (means), variability measures (Standard deviations), and minimum and maximum
values for each dimension measure were used. The distribution of each dimension of the level of EFL
students’ engagement was explored.

Data Analysis and Results

The results were analyzed with the SPSS 25 program and are presented using descriptors in frequencies
and percentages for the student profile, as well as the five-point scale in averages and standard deviations
(SD) for the results of the four dimensions. In order to measure the central tendency with the value provided
by the median, these results are compared using nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis H and Mann-Whitney U
statistical tests to compare dimensions such as discipline area, schedules, and gender. These statistical tests
were used to ensure the homogeneity of the variance.

Table 1 shows the results of the profile of the students who participated in the study. The participants
studied at one of the four levels offered by the Language Department, the most frequent being level A2,
which corresponds to 54.8%. The age of the students was mainly between 18 and 22 years old (84.6%).
Of the surveyed students, 81.6% were originally from the city of Cuenca, the others came from neighboring
cantons and provinces. Most participants were students in the fields of Social Sciences (52.8%), followed
by Biological Sciences (35.2%) and Engineering (12%). The schedules in which they took English classes
were mainly in the afternoon (45.2%) and evening (32.5%). 97% of students used activities and links
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available on the University's platform, but only 73.8% relied only on the activities available on this medium.
This means that 23.2% looked for more sources of extra practice. Most students were satisfied or somewhat
satisfied with the synchronous classes.

N %
Al 187 26.6
. A2 385 54.8
English level B1 103 14.7
B2 27 3.8
18 — 22 594 84.6
Age 23 - 27 92 13.1
28 — 32 12 1.7

33 or more 3 0.4
Place they come from (_:uenca 573 81.6
Outside Cuenca 129 18.4
Social Science 371 52.8
Discipline area Biological Science 247 35.2
Engineering 84 12.0
Morning 157 22.4
Schedule Afternoon 317 45.2
Evening 228 32.5

Uses activities and links available at the No 21 3.0
University’s platform Yes 681 97.0
If you do. rely solely on these activities No 170 24.2
and links to learn English Yes 518 73.8
. . i i Unsatisfied 25 3.6
‘E’ﬁgﬁﬁcz'lg';s"g'sth synchronous online Somewhat satisfied 233 33.2
Satisfied 442 63.0

Table 1: Participants’ profiles

The results of the four dimensions are shown in Figure 1. The dimension with the highest number of students
corresponds to the Learner Level (Mean 4.35; SD 0.53), which differs significantly from the others. At an
intermediate level are Language Level (mean 3.82; SD 0.66) and Performance Level (Mean 3.88; SD 0.64).
Below all the dimensions indicated, Learning Situation Level (Mean 3.63; SD 0.70) is found, which is
significantly lower than Language Level and Performance.

l 4,35

44
42

4,0

{— 3,88
38 I 3,82
3,63
te

34

95% CI

Language level Learner Level Learning situation Performance Level
engagement Level

Note: CI stands for the coefficient interval at 95%

Figure 1: Averages of the four studied dimensions (Language level engagement, Learner level,
Learning situation level, and performance level)

Figure 2 reports the results according to the areas of knowledge and only significant differences were found
within the Learner Level variable (Kruskal-Wallis H (2gl) = 6.83; p=0.033). When comparing areas of
knowledge, a significant difference was found only at the Learner Level, which shows that students in Social
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Sciences have a significantly higher average than those in Engineering (Z=-2.388; p=.017), the mean of
Social Sciences is 4.39 (SD 0.50) and that of Engineering is 4.29 (SD 0.44).

..... Language level
engagement

—=Learner Level

= Learning situation Level

—=Performance Level

4,40 <

—
~——
-~
-~
-~
o~
e 4 e e

4,00

S ————
——

Mean

.- ——
RLTTNN ———
LT ———
.........

380 e

Social Sciences Biological Sciences Engineering
Figure 2: Averages of the four dimensions according to the discipline area

Figure 3 shows the correlations between class schedules and the three modalities (morning, afternoon, and
evening). In this regard, differences were found in the variables Language Level (Kruskal-Wallis H (2gl)
=8.87; p=0.012) and Learning Situation Level (Kruskal-Wallis H (2gl) = 9.42; p=0.009). The difference
between schedules for Language Level was between the afternoon, which obtained a mean of 3.88 (SD
0.64), and the evening, which obtained 3.71 (SD 0.69), a difference that is considered statistically significant
(Z=-2.99; p=0.003). Furthermore, the variable Learning Situation Level revealed differences between the
morning which obtained an average of 3.75 (SD 0.72), and the night which average is 3.55 (SD 0.67), a
statistically significant difference (Z=-3.15; p=0.002).

..... Language level

4,40 engagement
_——_______,__-—\ —Learner Level
===Learning situation Level

—=Performance Level
4,20

4,00
< —
© | Teme————
= ———— LT
3go| e
.............
.........
..........
3s0f el
3,40
Morning Afternoon Evening

Figure 3: Line diagram of the averages of the four dimensions according to the
EFL students’ schedules.

Figure 4 shows the results of comparing the students’ gender. Language Level and Learner Level show
statistically significant differences between males and females. Females obtained an average of 3.89 (SD
0.64) and males 3.72 (SD 0.69), a difference that is considered statistically significant (Z=-2.95; p=0.003)
in Language Level. Women also exhibited a higher average of 4.40 (SD 0.49) than men 4.27 (SD 0.54), a
statistically significant difference (Z=-3.51; p=0.000) in the Learner Level dimension.
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Figure 4: Averages of the four dimensions according to gender

Discussion

The objective of this study was to explore the influence that some factors have on EFL students’ level of
motivation and engagement in their online classes. The results show that the factors that affect students’
motivation and engagement in online classes are, from the most to the least important, discipline area,
gender, and schedule. In addition, there is a significant difference in the learner level dimension between
the two groups, students who are studying Social Science and the ones studying Engineering. It seems that
students who are not in the hard sciences have a preference for online learning. This situation could happen
because, in online EFL classes, students are usually engaged in analyzing things, discussing different
situations, and debating about a variety of topics which are learning strategies generally used in the social
science fields.

Gender can also influence the level of EFL students’ motivation and engagement. This study found that in
the Language Level and Learner Level dimensions, females are more engaged in online classes than men.
Becirovi¢ (2017) explained that women feel more motivated and enthusiastic when learning a language,
which could explain why they more frequently sustain this feeling in online classes. It seems to be a reality
that female students from Cuenca, Ecuador also face in their EFL online classes. The current results could
also be compared with those of Saidi and Al-Mahroogi (2012), who maintained that women could overcome
anxiety and tension in an educational environment more easily than men, which could be the reason women
have a significantly higher level of motivation and engagement. Moreover, Oraif and Elyas (2021) also found
that EFL female learners showed a positive attitude towards online learning; hence, it can be an indicator
of course motivation and engagement. In this regard, it looks like female students can adapt themselves
smoothly to different learning environments which influences their level of academic engagement and
motivation.

The University of Cuenca offers EFL classes during morning, afternoon, and evening schedules, and each
student can situate their EFL classes in a given schedule according to the student’s needs and availability.
In this study, two situations were found. In the Language Level dimension, afternoon students were more
engaged and motivated than evening students. In the Learning Situation Level dimension, morning students
proved to be more motivated and engaged than evening students. In both dimensions, evening students
exhibited less motivation and engagement in the EFL online classes. This finding resembles Andreoli and
Martino’s (2012) findings that showed that morning students performed better than evening students.
Perhaps due to the morning students’ perception of better academic performance, they also feel more
motivated and engaged in classes than the evening students. Conversely, they also mentioned that later
bedtimes can be linked to lower academic performance, which suggests an effect of night shift studying.
Regarding schedule, participants in this study mentioned they feel pleased as in online classes it is easier
for them to find and choose the schedule that better encompasses the different needs and obligations they
have. It is well known that after a restoring night, students might be more productive and energetic which
could increase their levels of engagement and motivation in EFL online classes. Based on the results and
discussions, the study puts forward the following recommendations.
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Recommendations

EFL virtual classroom environments are places where students feel satisfied and can learn and use the target
language. This is not only because they are required to use the target language using links and virtual
material uploaded to the regular institutional platform, but also because they search out other virtual sources
which can foster language competence. EFL teachers should take advantage of the situation, using it as an
opportunity to improve their students’ academic achievement and to motivate them to develop not only
their language competence but also their critical thinking to promote other meaningful learning experiences.

Female EFL/ESL students display keener interest and are more motivated and engaged in the learning
process, and they seem to be able to manage academic stress and anxiety more effectively. Future research
is indicated to explore whether there is a different level of motivation and engagement in the same
population between virtual and face-to-face classes.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the educational system globally, opening several possibilities for
implementing helpful new methods and approaches to teaching and learning. This study’s results indicate it
is necessary to consider that attending to the learner level is necessarily essential for EFL virtual education.
This is because students’ own reasons and intentions for learning the language play a fundamental role in
their level of motivation and engagement. Besides needing to meet the university’s requirements to achieve
a certain level of target language proficiency in order to graduate, students’ other personal reasons to take
these classes might affect their level of motivation and engagement in EFL classes. A fundamental aspect
to consider is the fact that the learning situation level needs to be attended to since being at home or in any
other place which was not designed for educational purposes might influence students’ level of concentration
and attention span. In this sense, teachers play a fundamental role in helping their students increase their
motivation and engagement in the language learning process. Also, the EFL/ESL class should provide a
variety of dynamic tasks and assignments using available technological resources and websites, while also
employing a variety of methodologies and approaches to take advantage of such opportunities in language
learning. Taking this situation into account might have important implications in EFL/ESL teaching and
learning as students and teachers can take more advantages of the teaching and learning process.

EFL teachers need to pay more attention to their students who take their classes at night, as they appear
to be the least motivated and engaged students. Many factors need to be considered as after a long studying
or working day; learners may want to rest and relax, which is why EFL instructors need to provide many
meaningful and interactive activities, plus a variety of opportunities for learners to use the target language
in class. This can get them motivated and engaged in the process, which can decrease students’ anxiety
and fatigue and increase their concentration and enjoyment while studying during the night shift. Fostering
students’ interaction should also increase students’ motivational and engagement level in EFL virtual night
classes.
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Appendix

Students’ Engagement and Motivation in Online English Classes Questionnaire
PART 1:

Please mark your answers with an X.

What discipline area are you studying? Social Science: __ Biological Science: __ Engineering: ___
Mark the English level you are studying: A1: _ A2:  Bl: __ B2:
What schedule is your class: Morning: ___ Afternoon: __ Evening: ___

Mark your age rank: 18-22:  23-27: _ 28-32: __ 33-older: __
Do you live: In Cuenca: __ Outside Cuenca: ___

Gender: Male: __ Female: __ Other: ___

Do you use the activities and links available for the English subject on the University platform?
Yes: __ No: __ If your answer is No, please specify:

If yes, do you rely solely on these activities and links to develop your English language skills?
Yes: __ No: ___ If your answer is No, please specify:

How satisfied are you attending synchronous English classes?

Satisfied: __ Somewhat satisfied: __ Unsatisfied: ___Explain your reasons:

PART 2:

To what extent do the following statements describe your behavior and feelings while studying online for your English
course? On the scale provided, please select the statement that best describes your feelings and behavior:

5 = Very characteristic of me

4 = Characteristic of me

3 = Moderately characteristic of me

2 = Not really characteristic of me

1 = Not at all characteristic of me

| study on a regular basis:

| put forth effort: ___

I do all the activities and exercises

| pay attention to the teacher in online classes

I look over class recordings and notes to make sure | understand the material: __
| am organized:

| take good notes in class: ___

| listen carefully in class: ___

| come to class every day:

I find ways to make the course material relevant to my life:
| try to apply course material to my life:

I find ways to make the course interesting to me: ___

I really want to learn: ___

| participate in class: ___

I ask questions when | don’t understand the teacher:

I have fun in class: ___

| participate actively in small group discussions:

| sometimes ask the teacher for extra explanations after class:
I help my classmates:

| get good grades:

I do well in the tests:

I am confident that | can learn and do well in class: ___





