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  Abstract 
Online education has evolved as an alternative to face-to-face classes during the 
COVID-19 pandemic both in schools and in higher education. The positive im-
plications of planed remote learning have been explored however, online teach-
ing in response to a disaster incur limitations especially, in sessions designed for 
educational staff training. This study explores experiences and perceptions of 
college teachers and instructors while participating in online sessions. Thematic 
analysis found two aspects arising from the participants’ experience: (a) most of 
the participants struggled to overcome technical difficulties that undermined 
group intimacy; (b) learning was perceived by most of the participants as inef-
fective due to interpersonal communication problems and online facilitating is-
sues. These findings provide more evidence to ineffectiveness of communication 
in online sessions. In addition, this study have implications for remote training 
programs for both, teachers and students, and the development of video confe-
rencing as a mode of communication in professional contexts. 
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1. Introduction 
The complex reality during the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdowns has made online meetings the only feasible so-

lution for group communication over large distances in many organizations (Steinicke, 2016). Schools and higher edu-
cation institutions had to cenacle face-to-face classes, including labs, workshops and other learning experiences, and 
moved to online education using Zoom and other learning management systems. Indeed, moving online has had many 
benefits especially, enabled flexibility of teaching and learning anywhere and anytime (Barbour, 2010; Barbour et al., 
2020). However, recent studies have suggested significant differences between well-planned online meeting expe-
riences and sessions held in response to a crisis or disaster (Barbour et al., 2020). This study aims to explore participa-
tion of teachers in online training sessions especially, to analyze the impact of the transition to digitally-mediated com-
munication and the meaning of this training as reflected in participants’ experience. 

The literature regarding educational technology has addressed several techniques that have been developed: distance 
learning, mobile learning, online learning and others (Irvine, 2020). Studies have indicated many benefits of online 
learning (Chingos & Schwerdt, 2014; Means, 2010), however, it was argued that online learning is especially effective 
when it is planned and designed carefully in systematic models (Branch & Dousay, 2015). Moreover, in emergency 
situations, these designed processes are absent hence; alongside the acknowledged advantages quite a few limitations 
are found. For example, recent study indicated several students’ difficulties and limitations of online learning during 
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COVID-19 pandemic (Mukhtar et al, 2020). I argue that participating in emergency online learning sessions may be 
especially challenging for educational staff. Thus, I use qualitative data to explore teachers’ perceptions during online 
sessions, that is, how teachers describe their experience in their own words. 

Online group communication often hinders spatial perception of full-body language, deictic relations, or eye-to-eye 
contact (Oeppen et al., 2020). Moreover, strategies of allocating attention and controlling attention change according to 
task demands (Gopher, 1999), so it is plausible that different strategies are employed in virtual meetings compared to 
face-to-face encounters, for example, approach and avoidance motor activations which affect prejudice towards out-
group members (Razpurker-Apfeld & Shamoa-Nir, 2021). Virtual meetings require efficient perception of alternating 
displays, localizing popping voices and filtering out background visuals and noises. 

In addition, virtual space is a fertile ground for a renewed expression of behaviors such as: acting out and anti-group 
phenomena (Steinicke, 2016). Sponsored by technology, such behaviors are represented by a variety of technical as-
pects: dark “picture slots” characterizing discoursing people; group members leaving video mode as meeting goes on, 
and returning to it after managing other duties or pleasure; leaving the meeting without turning off the camera, thus in-
terrupting group communication; communicating via the legitimate chat option in the application for a private or public 
chat which may not always be relevant to the discussion, as long as the eye of the camera could not track the “misbe-
haved” group member. 

1.1 The current study 

The advantages and shortcomings of online group meetings in comparison to traditional meetings have been ac-
knowledged (Webster & Wong, 2008). However, using technologies for online group meetings deserves special atten-
tion when it occurs during an emergency time, e.g., pandemic. In particular since, during COVID-19 pandemic lock-
downs such virtual meetings were compulsory, forcing experienced and novice users to connect through technology. 

In addition, it has been well established that sensitivity to cultural backgrounds is an essential component in the de-
velopment of professional growth of academic staff (Shamoa-Nir, 2014), especially, in colleges that are situated “on the 
periphery” of Israel. As these colleges primarily serve the people who live in this area, both the students and the teach-
ers represent the various sectors and communities of this region (Shamoa-Nir, 2014). In should be noted that, the Israeli 
society is consist of Jews-majority (73.9% of the population), and Arab-minority which is divided into a number of reli-
gious affiliations (18% Muslim, 1.5% Christians, and 2% Druze, in relation to the whole population). Moreover, inte-
ractions between the groups are held in a social context in which the socio-economic status of the Arab minority is low-
er in education, employment and wages compared to Jewish majority. Hence, education in this multicultural setting 
promotes dialogue between groups (Shamoa-Nir, 2014), and incorporates the idea that all students, regardless of their 
religion, gender, or cultural characteristics are entitled to receive an equal opportunity for education (Banks & McGee 
Banks, 2001). Therefore, online education can be considered as an effective model for equal opportunity for education 
in these multicultural settings (Banks & McGee Banks, 2001). Nevertheless, more practical knowledge is needed in 
order to develop strategies for the implementation of these notions in training programs, especially online session for 
academic staff. Thus, the aim of this study is to explore how college teachers and instructors experienced the emergency 
online work sessions during the first COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns; to explore attitudes and emotions that arose dur-
ing the sessions, and whether attending the sessions has contributed to their learning. 

2. Method 

2.1 Participants & Procedure 

These data are part of a larger study on experiences and attitudes during the first lockdowns (March-May 2020) of 
COVID-19 pandemic in Israel. I gathered 63 comments from open internet chats (of four different sessions) in which 
there were 49 participants (14-20 in each session). All participants were Jewish and Arab teachers living and working in 
colleges in Israel, 28 were female and 21 were males. All participants took part in these group sessions as part of their 
professional work and in order to maintain teaching and instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic. The online meet-
ings were tailored training sessions intended to support the transition to online teaching. The sessions were facilitated 
by professional faculty members in the field of distance learning. All participants were teachers who are experienced in 
facilitating face-to-face lessons and meetings. The participants wrote their impressions; thoughts and reflections during 
the online sessions and voluntarily shared their experience and insights in internet open chats. All the names were 
changed in this article to protect participants’ anonymity. 
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2.2 Analysis strategy 

The data were analyzed based on procedures delineated by Bryman (2004) in the following manner: First, analysis 
was conducted on an initial set of 10 comments, which were closely studied for themes by the author and a faculty 
member, separately. Then, the coding scheme was used to analyze all the comments and the presence or absence of re-
levant themes in each comment was marked. After deciding which three themes to proceed, a coding scheme for was 
developed, and the remaining comments were analyzed. The analysis reported in this research is based on the author 
coding. 

3. Results 
Most of the comments (80%) addressed difficulties in relation to the virtual arrangement of online work meetings 

which have been imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic mainly because the participants were actually locked down at 
home. Three themes emerged in the way participants expressed their experiences and attitudes during the online meet-
ings. They mainly reflect the conditions which were expected by the participants to contribute to the communication 
and the learning however in fact, delayed them. 

3.1 The difficulty to gain group intimacy 

Most of the participants (75%) indicated foundational aspects of video conferencing (e.g. creating eye contact, inva-
sion of privacy etc.) as obstacles to gain group intimacy. In fact, unlike face-to-face meeting in which each person is 
free to choose a sitting position, be it by the facilitator or next to a friend; in an online meeting “physical proximity” is 
replaced by other aspects affecting “psychological closeness”. For example, Rachel described: 

While I was happy to watch my colleagues on screen, I could not make eye contact with them, and they felt 
remote, even when virtually interacting with them. And so I found myself drifting between alienation to 
proximity and connection with participants, some of whom were silent, surprised or terrified, while the other 
were talkative, experienced and confident. I also wondered about the impact of visual display on the expe-
rience of the other participants, especially given the option to choose one of several displays. 

Even though about 80% of the participants addressed the physical distance as an obstacle to psychological closeness 
between participants (reflected in a variety of aspects), they were aware of the effects of the remote meeting and tried 
adjust this new format. For example, Sara wrote: 

Sitting comfortably in my house in my familiar room, I was observing many faces that seemed to have in-
vaded my home. Fifteen to twenty staff members attended each meeting, most of the time. Slowly, amid the 
fears and defenses, there came passion and curiosity for acquiring new skills. At the same time, as I was tak-
ing part in a well-recognized activity framed within a new technology, social behavior was reflected in my 
thoughts. I was curious about my own social behavior and that of others, whether and how it was modified in 
comparison to face-to-face group practice. I examined ways of coping with a new communication channel 
while observing and learning. 

3.2 Remote learning: Sense of competition and ineffective communication 

Most of the participants’ negative experiences (80%) were attributed to the challenges of learning a new platform or 
mode of interaction. These participants have supported the transition to online training however, did not feel they had 
significant learning. About half of them criticized the group process in particular, communication between the partici-
pants during the meetings. Thus, it seems that overcoming technological troubleshooting to enable meeting attendance 
brought about quite a few humanly drawbacks which cannot be engineered to an instant solution and caused frustration 
among the participants, as Mira wrote: 

During this lockdown, I have been forced to attend several online faculty meetings and training sessions ar-
ranged by the college in which I teach. Like everything else during these hectic days, this new online learning 
format seemed strange too, and sessions originally designed for circular seating positions were replaced by 
positioned “heads in cubes” on screens […] this experience was very different from participating in face-to- 
face group meetings that enable significant learning and group process[...] this meeting was not effective and 
cannot replace face-to-face communication. 

More than half of the participants (60%) experienced difficulties to speak during the meetings referred the communi-
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cation in terms of “competition” and “survival”, as David wrote: 

At first it seems that there is an advantage here because in the online meeting equal opportunities were given 
to all participants to speak, thanks to a presetting of volume and allowing each voice to be heard separately at 
any given moment. This is, of course, on condition that you were able to unmute the microphone in time. I 
came to know that, as in nature, a survival struggle threatened equal opportunities: those who were faster or 
higher in vocal volume took a more significant place in discussions. 

Moreover, the participants referred to the ineffectiveness of the learning and the group process in light of the “low 
quality of communication” and the discussions, e.g. Moshe wrote: “It was hard to understand the instructor and some-
times impossible to express myself or to really listen and understand the other speakers, not just technically but rather to 
give and get real attention”. In addition, most of the participants (70%) complained that the continuity of the learning 
and discourse that took place at the meeting was not possible. Yael wrote: “In the end of scheduled time, meeting is 
ended and I found myself staring immediately at a faceless screen, not being able to discuss the issues and process I had 
undergone”. 

3.3 Adjusting to online facilitation 

About 70% of the participants noted that “the instructor did not create comfortable conditions for learning”, however, 
they did not directly oppose the facilitator who is a “faculty member in our status” and a “colleague”. As a result, these 
participants described the online encounter as a frustrating experience without the ability to express themselves properly, 
as Debra wrote: 

Using the outstanding function of “mute all” they marvelously enforced order. It answered my need for hav-
ing a responsible character to restore order and guide us, especially given the existential anxiety and disrup-
tion of order in our new lives when COVID-19 is out there. However, there was also my need to trust the fa-
cilitator. But how could I have not doubted the facilitator who did not allow me or my colleagues to raise a 
legitimate discourse by muting us all? Such an act left me frustrated, angry and insulted. 

According to some of the participants, at times, facilitators could not be visible or present. They were absent from 
important discussions due to technical reasons, such as lapses of communication or electricity. There were participants 
who specifically addressed the relationship with the facilitator of the online session, as Amos wrote: 

On the one hand, we saw the facilitator in his domestic territory, which provided a sense of intimacy, which 
most likely would not occur in an actual meeting. In addition, facilitator was very prominent when his image 
display was enlarged, and in addition to being persistently present, he was also seen very clearly. So clearly 
that they seemed close, and we could focus on his face and observe his facial expressions. On the other hand, 
participants could not see the body language of the facilitator and had to rely mainly on clues revealed by 
faces. 

4. Discussion 
This study explores teachers’ perceptions regarding participation in online sessions during emergency situation. A 

thematic analysis was used to analyze comments and descriptions of teachers’ learning experience in online sessions via 
Zoom or Webex. The findings indicated that participating in the online meetings has been a challenging and frustrating 
experience for most of the participants who criticized the online learning process for being ineffective and with poor 
communication between participants. In particular, the participants indicated lack of equality in meetings since they 
were unable to speak freely due a competition and struggles over “talk time”. The participants’ negative experiences 
were not attributed to the overall emergency situation, but mainly to the challenges of learning a new platform or mode 
of interaction, and to the essential aspects of learning through online communication. 

The participants views centered on group communication and facilitating issues. The participants criticized the faci-
litators for not meeting the variety of their needs, and thereby creating uncomfortable conditions and ineffective group 
process. It seems that this criticism involved an inevitable comparison to face-to-face meetings. Previous studies have 
argued that technology enables facilitators and teachers more management and control than in face-to-face meetings 
(Antonello et al., 2020). For example, facilitators can mute all participants when discussions are out of hand, and they 
can control participants entering and leaving the group. Facilitators have a free choice to use these options or not.  
These benefits, of learning online, were not reflected in the experience of the participants in this study. In addition, it 
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was argued during face-to-face meetings, even when meeting is adjourned, the informal discussions keep flowing and 
are professionally appreciated, almost as much as participating in the meeting itself (Shamoa-Nir, 2017a; Shamoa-Nir, 
2022). This enables enriching learning, which according to the current findings were missing in the online sessions. 

The findings of this study may indicate a dual learning experience as a result of a tension between two conflicting 
views; on the one hand, supporting online teaching due the acknowledged benefits of online education (Barbour, 2010), 
and on the other hand, experiencing ineffective communication due to lack of intimacy and alienation alongside efforts 
to interact with limited social closeness. That is, the advantages of online education associate with frustration among the 
participants. Indeed, previous studies have indicated several limitations of online learning both, technological and psy-
chological, especially online meetings during a pandemic were more stressing for students (Antonello et al., 2020). 
However, this study suggests more evidence of teachers’ difficulties in participating “as students” in distance learning. 
It seems that, when teachers participate in online training “as students” their experiences reflect mainly negative atti-
tudes which reduce most of the benefits of online learning. 

In addition, it should be noted that the multicultural campuses in which this study teachers work are affected by so-
cial tensions arising due to the ethic-religious Israeli-Palestinian conflict (Shamoa-Nir, 2014; Shamoa-Nir & Razpurk-
er-Apfeld, 2020b). Moreover, previous studies in this setting have indicated ingroup favoritism among children (Sha-
moa-Nir et al., 2021) and adults (Shamoa-Nir, 2017b), alongside negative attitudes towards Arab/Jewish out-group 
members (Razpurker-Apfeld & Shamoa-Nir, 2020; Shamoa-Nir & Razpurker-Apfeld, 2019a; Shamoa-Nir & Razpurk-
er-Apfeld, 2019b; Shamoa-Nir & Razpurker-Apfeld, 2020a). However, unlike previous findings, the intergroup conflict 
did not arise at all in the responses of participants, teachers, and facilitators, who were from both ethnic groups. A 
possible explanation for this finding may be the teachers’ perceptions regarding the lack of informal space to discuss 
and digest what happened during the online sessions. Nevertheless, it seems that the participants managed themselves in 
this conflict-affected setting, by focusing on their difficulties of coping with learning in the new method. 

The limitations of the study stem from its being based on an analysis that was conducted on data received from a rel-
atively a small sample of online sessions. This makes generalization of the study findings challenging. However, the 
personal and detailed comments which were gathered produced findings with depth which contribute to our under-
standing of the process that college teachers go through during participation in these sessions. Nonetheless, a study with 
a larger sample is recommended as a follow-up study, especially online learning during emergency times. Moreover, the 
multicultural context in which the present study was conducted emphasizes the equal opportunity for education (Banks 
& McGee Banks, 2001) thus; experiences of remote learning among participants from different ethno-religious back-
grounds should be further investigated. 

This study offers an interesting counterbalance to techno-optimistic vision of technology use mainly by showing how 
participating in online meetings involves an inevitable comparison to face-to-face meetings (Webster & Wong, 2008) 
and thus, holds a constant tension between closeness and alienation, and between comfort and difficulty. Reflected by 
these tensions, online learning is a challenging experience that does not necessarily entail only benefits for both, teach-
ers and learners, and may turn out to be a masterwork. These findings contribute to the understanding that schools and 
colleges working to maintain online teaching should consider expectations and needs of learners in online sessions, es-
pecially those designed in response to a crisis or disaster. More broadly, this study may contribute to the professional 
context that uses video conferencing as a common mode of communication.   
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