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Crisis as a catalyst: Reshaping higher education tutor
collaboration to enhance online delivery

Aurelia Cristiana Serban
University of Sheffield, UK

The aim of this study is to investigate the factors facilitating or hindeting collaboration
among higher education tutors during and after the mandatory shift to exclusive online
delivery - a significant and still under-researched context in educational literature. The
study was conducted at the English Language Teaching Centre (ELTC) affiliated with
University of Sheffield, UK. A mixed-methods approach was employed, utilising
questionnaires and interviews. Data was processed through thematic analysis. Findings
reveal that structured, professional factors - targeted training, frequent professional
interaction, and support with lesson planning, materials and curriculum redesign were
paramount in fostering collaboration. Identified barriers included precatious contract
lengths, time constraints and excessive informal interaction. Participants suggested that
increasing opportunities for knowledge exchange and reflection on practice would
enhance tutor cooperation. The study concludes that sustainable collaboration relies on
institutional support for formal expertise-sharing and reflective practice. This research
provides a transferable framework with significant implications for educational policy,
leadership, and professional development in online and hybrid environments worldwide.
It offers evidence-based strategies for building resilient and collaborative academic
communities, contributing original insights to the international discourse on technology
integration and institutional adaptation in higher education.

Introduction

This article investigates peer teacher collaboration within a higher education institution
(HEI) that transitioned to exclusively online course delivery in response to the Covid-19
pandemic restrictions. The ELTC, where the study was undertaken, serves a diverse
international student body through a range of programs. Its tutors liaise with university
module and program-level academics to co-design syllabi, materials, and sessions, and to
team-teach. A more specific example, from the period when the research was conducted,
was the teaching of credit-bearing English for Specific Academic Purposes courses (Music
and Mechanical Engineering), where ELTC tutors taught core modules for postgraduate
students. ELTC staff also teach English for Academic Purposes (EAP) on foundation and
pre-masters programs at the University of Sheffield International College (USIC),
designed to facilitate student progression into degree-level study. Looking ahead, from
September 20206, the ELTC will become part of the University of Sheffield's School of
English, a process expected to foster even more diverse interdisciplinary and
interdepartmental collaboration.

Prior to March 2020, when 193 countries transitioned to remote teaching (UNESCO,
2020), no global event had necessitated the universal closure of educational institutions.
HEIs had maintained the autonomy to selectively adopt or reject remote education. ELTC
staff now faced the urgent task of adapting to this new pedagogical landscape, which
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required quick curriculum redesign and acquisition of new technological skills. Continuing
to teach exclusively online entailed sustained effort and strong collaboration among staff.
The effectiveness of teacher collaboration within this unforeseen context remains largely
unexplored, as scholarly literature before Covid had primarily examined HEIs” voluntary
transitions to online course delivery, while more recent studies have tended to focus on
emergency remote teaching outcomes, technological readiness, or student experiences.
The purpose of this study is therefore to investigate the determinants of successful teacher
collaboration after transitioning to remote teaching. The research questions are:

What are the factors underpinning successful collaboration between language
teachers turning to online delivery in HE? What factors can impede it?

Literature review

Teacher collaboration: Factors supporting or hindering collaboration in online
teaching

Teacher collaboration, defined as activities involving mutual assistance, exchange of
specialised knowledge, joint ventures and fruitful interactions, leads to increased
professional expertise (Ohlsson, 2013; Romeu et al., 2015; Weddle, 2023). It may include
peer teaching and observation, coaching, collaborative research, curriculum development
or redesign, and collegial, constructive support (Dochy et al., 2014; Van den Bossche et
al., 2006; Vangrieken et al, 2015). However, obligatory collaboration can result in
contrived collegiality (Hargreaves, 1994), while voluntary and spontaneous collaboration
better fosters mutual commitment and improved cooperation (Datnow, 2011).

Collaboration can serve as an enabler or accelerator for continued or enhanced
professional development, with studies showing that it can broaden teachers’ skill sets and
support the development of innovative strategies (Sinnayah et al, 2024). In their
systematic review of professional learning communities in English language education,
Handayani et al. (2025) found that regular participation enhances instructional quality, as
teachers can refine their classroom practices through collective analysis and reflection on
their instructional approaches. Collaborating HE teachers thus represent valuable
resources for one another through exchanging insights from teaching practice and sharing
academic interests (Polatova et al., 2025), and may gain increased confidence in their
teaching abilities through sharing and receiving this reflective feedback (Ling Koh et al.,
2024; Moolenaar et al., 2012; Plauborg, 2009; Van der Rijst et al., 2022). Collaboration is
framed as “part of growing as a professional” (Pischetola et al., 2023, p. 23), while
Fitzpatrick et al. (2022) identified it as a key professional development objective for HE
teachers of EAP.

At a time when digital technologies were not yet embedded in HE practice, Harasim
(1990) nevertheless anticipated the growing significance of virtual collaboration for
disseminating pedagogical expertise. Contemporary research supports this, highlighting its
role in enhancing technological proficiency and professional development (Al Maamari et
al., 2025; Al-Naabi et al., 2021; Do et al., 2025; Garcia-Martinez et al., 2020). HE teachers,
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including language tutors, generally report positive attitudes towards technology
integration, shaped by self-efficacy and perceived benefits (Guillén-Gamez & Mayorga-
Fernandez, 2020; Huang et al,, 2023; Ling Koh et al.,, 2024). Technical proficiency is
clearly considered an essential skill for 21st-century HE tutors (Muckenthaler et al., 2020).

Pre-Covid literature focused on HE staff transitioning to remote working with sufficient
adjustment time, where online provision functioned as a supplementary or alternative
mode rather than a replacement for face-to-face teaching (Temte et al., 2019; Yoon et al.,
2020). However, when staff cannot opt out of the rapid imposition of online teaching,
technological unfamiliarity and role changes may have negative effects on teachers and
implicitly on staff collaboration (Flores et al., 2023; Romero-Hall & Jaramillo Cherrez,
2023; Younis & Elbanna, 2022); urgent curriculum redesign, tight deadlines, and
disruption of established routines caused pressure and mental strain (Crawford et al.,
2024; Hill & Smith, 2023). Moreover, technological stress arose from “altered work
patterns, higher performance demands, role ambiguities, and subsequent role overload”
(Boyer-Davis, 2020, p. 3). Therefore, a smooth transition to embracing online teaching
should be strongly supported by departmental policies, i.e. access to training, instruction
and constant assistance (Seo & Han, 2013; Vangrieken et al,, 2015) to minimise the
various disadvantages related to the rapid migration to online work.

The literature highlights various other factors that can impact teacher collaboration, a key
one being leadership. According to Plauborg (2009) and Crawford et al. (2024), leaders
should constantly support and coordinate work, set suitable directions, devote time to
group assignments, and allow time for constructive feedback. Supportive leadership can
thus positively impact institutional effectiveness, staff satisfaction, and collaboration
(Crawford et al., 2024; Glover et al.,, 2024; Saroughi et al., 2025; Schuster et al., 2021),
especially when dedicated time for group assignments and timely feedback is proven to
further enhance these outcomes (Voogt et al., 2016).

Effective cooperation among tutors is also influenced by their personal traits, attitudes,
teamwork experience, and willingness to collaborate (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Schuster
et al.,, 2021; Toikka & Tarnanen, 2022). Building supportive relationships and fostering
comradeship thus enhances peer collaboration (Datnow & Park, 2018; Glover et al., 2024;
Marin et al., 2018; Weddle, 2023). A sense of interdependence and collective responsibility
is vital for teamwork, while a lack of mutual responsibility, low motivation or divergent
views on practices can impede cooperation (Beauchamp et al., 2024).

Collaborative efforts increase socialisation among teachers. According to Ward and
Selvester (2012), collaborative HE structures enable faculty to build connections, share
expertise, and develop professionally as a community. More recent literature supports this
view, finding that sustained collaboration creates opportunities for faculty to connect,
share, and grow together professionally, thus naturally building stronger professional
relationships and a greater sense of community (Mariaye et al., 2022; Sandvoll & Sundset,
2025). Thorgersen and Mars (2021) also highlighted the importance of collegial support
and self-reflection during the pandemic, emphasising the need for institutions to promote
collaborative engagement. Shared workspaces can enhance cooperation, so synchronous
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meetings in online-only settings can prove challenging. Frequent small-group meetings
and collaborative development of materials, lesson plans and curricula further support
teamwork (Booth, 2012; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Schuster et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2023).
Negative factors such as uncertainty about staff professional roles, job security, and staff
turnover can hinder it (Etb & Stevenson, 1999; Hilli, 2020; Joubert & Clarence, 2024;
McKendrick-Calder et al., 2025; Watermeyer et al., 2020; Willson et al., 2026). Workload
and pressure to standardise assessments also prevent teachers from cooperating fruitfully
(Gray et al., 2025; Joseph & Merrick, 2022; Marin et al., 2018; Westheimer, 2008).

Research gap

While the reviewed studies provide valuable insights into collaborative practices, they
collectively offer limited exploration of how collaboration was enacted, sustained, or
constrained among tutors during prolonged periods of fully online provision, particularly
in relation to interaction, relational dynamics, and institutional conditions. The present
study addresses this gap by examining tutor collaboration as a situated professional
practice shaped by crisis-driven change.

Method: Design and rationale

A mixed methods approach was used in order to meet the research goal and provide
answers to the research questions. The combination of quantitative and qualitative
methods (surveys and semi-structured interviews) enabled the researcher to gain more
“breadth and depth of understanding” of the topic (Johnson et al., 2007 as cited in
Creswell and Clark, 2011, p. 4). The questionnaire and accompanying Participant
Information Sheet were published on the ELTC's website (Research section). At the time,
the ELTC employed 110 staff members. 29 completed the questionnaire, yielding a
response rate of 26.4%. For both questionnaire and interviews, participation was
voluntary and based on self-selection. Data collection took place in October-November
2020, with subsequent data analysis in the 2020-2021 academic year. Importantly, the
present study has been updated with more recent research (2021-2026) to enable
comparison with the original findings and to confirm - or, where relevant, to infirm -
patterns observed in 2020, helping to identify which aspects of teacher collaboration
remain consistent and which have evolved in HE over time.

The questionnaire (Appendix 1) facilitated the efficient and systematic collection and
analysis of a substantial amount of data. It consisted of 26 multiple choice, Likert-scaled,
and open-ended questions, the last type allowing an unrestrictive expression of opinion
(Dérnyet, 2007). The participants were asked to:

* describe their collaboration with peers and leaders before and after the move to online
delivery;

* evaluate 13 potential factors impacting online tutor collaboration (Appendix 2), drawn
upon approximately 40 factors that impact cooperation, according to literature
(Appendix 3);

* justify their assessments and provide examples from their experiences;
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* discuss collaboration’s impact on their personal and professional development;
* propose improvements to cooperation in online delivery.

The semi-structured interviews, based on open-ended questions and ensuing probing ones
(Appendix 4), represented an ample opportunity to delve even deeper into the themes
emerging from the questionnaire data, such as giving examples of and reasons for
departmental/ small team collaboration going well or not. The three staff members who
volunteered to be interviewed disclosed prior participation in the anonymous
questionnaire; however, to maintain the integrity of the anonymisation protocols, the
interviews were conducted independently of their survey input.

An overview of research participants (Appendix 5) shows that one third of had more than
25 years teaching experience, while another third had been teaching for at least 16 years,
both in international EFL/EAP contexts. Length of setvice at ELTC varied from six
months to eight years; most participants had been employed at the centre for between one
and three years at the time of data collection. They held a wide range of academic and
professional qualifications; all possessed at least a bachelor degree, and most held
postgraduate qualifications, including MA, MEd, or PhD degrees. Professional teaching
credentials such as DELTA, TEFL-Q, CELTA, PGCE, and Trinity diplomas were
common across the sample, indicating a highly qualified and professionally experienced
cohort. A key characteristic of the group was their collective lack of prior experience with
exclusive online teaching before March 2020.

A thematic analysis was employed to interpret quantitative and qualitative data gathered,
as this allows a complex, nuanced interpretation of rich data (Saldana, 2009; Vaismoradi &
Snelgrove, 2019). The process involved meticulously examining the responses to identify
recurring patterns and themes in the survey responses; major themes emerged; Enabling
factors and Obstacles themes helped answer the research questions, a process complemented
by thorough analysis of interview recordings.

This research received official ethical approval. Stringent ethical measures were
implemented, including informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymisation (which
included pseudonym assignation). Member checking was employed to enhance the
credibility and confirmability of the study. Interviewees reviewed their transcripts for
accuracy, after which findings were shared within ELTC through two Teacher
Development sessions: one recorded and one conducted as a live discussion and Q&A
session. Staff were invited to provide feedback during these and via follow-up emails,
commenting on whether the interpretations reflected their experiences. As data was
anonymised, discussion remained at a collective level rather than being attributed to
individuals. This process informed the refinement of the final analysis and functioned as a
validation step, reducing interpretive bias and strengthening the trustworthiness of the
findings.
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Results and discussion

What are the factors underpinning successful collaboration between language
teachers turning to online delivery in HE?

Interpreting the data derived from the thematic analysis reveals the determinants of good
collaboration during online delivery. Table 1 highlights the seven factors assessed as
having a positive or very positive role (frequencies (1) were reconstructed from reported
percentages; where calculations resulted in non-integers, figures were rounded to the
nearest whole respondent to represent discrete data). Only three of the highest-ranked
factors are discussed here.

Table 1: Top seven factors positively contributing to online peer cooperation (N=29)

% of Respondent
Factor
respondents count (7)
Training on remote teaching and skills development 79 23
Frequent professional interaction 75 22
Suppott with lesson planning/ materials/ cutriculum redesign 71 21
Trust (in peers, leadership, etc.) 71 21
Support with new exam formats 68 20
Leadership/ communication with leadets 68 20
Frequent interaction with colleagues (informal) 68 20

1. Training on remote teaching and opportunities for skills development

Almost 80% of the tutors responding to the survey considered that offering robust
training offered is paramount. This confirms findings by Vangricken et al. (2015), Voogt
et al. (2016), Hilli (2020) and Al-Naabi et al. (2021), which revealed that assistance with
new technology contributes to tutors’ knowledge of new practices and techniques. For
instance, Mia says her satisfaction with the training received during this time of crisis
stemmed from the “excellent sessions” provided by the institution’s Technology
Enhanced Learning (TEL) teams. Alana added that her training achieved its intended
effect because:

(...) online delivery felt a little bit more normalised for people; they became a bit more
confident and comfortable working online and teaching in a different way; then (...) the
natural staff collaboration started to rebuild.

Other respondents also believe that the amount of training offered greatly facilitated peer
collaboration, as “some people learn faster than others and can support their colleagues”
(Tiago). Research supports this connection between tutor confidence in new skills and the
successful implementation of teaching practice (Fitzpatrick et al., 2022; Handayani et al..
2025; Ling Koh et al., 2024). Beyond technical skill acquisition, these findings highlight
that training fosters trust and collective efficacy, aligning with Booth (2012) and
Muckenthaler et al. (2020). These results corroborate data from Hill and Smith (2023),
which identified structured training programs as very important for confidence and
collaborative engagement. Hilli (2020) and Al-Naabi et al. (2021) similarly agreed that
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institutional support facilitates adaptation to online teaching. Also, as participants
mentioned, the greater the management support for training sessions, the more significant
the positive outcomes (Crawford et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2023; Seo & Han, 2013),
reflecting the importance of leadership in sustaining collaborative networks.

Beyond the transition to online teaching, teachers engaged with a range of software and
productivity tools to support reflective practice (Garcia-Gonzalez et al., 2022; Joseph &
Merrick, 2022). Very recent analyses show that expertise-sharing now extends beyond
technical skills to collaborative planning and pedagogical strategy (Gray et al., 2025),
which reiterates this ongoing relevance of professional engagement with technology
beyond emergency remote teaching contexts (Yani et al, 20206). Interestingly, Aydin
(2025) found that, even in post-pandemic online and hybrid contexts, students believe
teaching quality seems constrained by insufficient preparation for interactive digital
pedagogy or feedback. While other recent systematic reviews still agree that targeted
professional development can enhance teachers’ digital competence, they also show that
improvements in instructional practice are uneven and not always sustained (Stavermann,
2025) or that preparation alone is insufficient without supportive institutional conditions
(Zhou et al., 2025). Therefore, effective online teaching remains an evolving practice and
these ambivalent findings highlight the need for further empirical investigation.

2. Frequent professional interaction

Three quarters of the respondents (22 members of staff) considered that opportunities for
frequent professional interactions benefit collaboration. This quantitative result agrees
with the qualitative accounts, which highlight both the structural and social dimensions of
regular interaction in sustaining effective collaboration among tutors. Robin and Alana
provided concrete examples of excellent cooperation between the nine members of the
Materials Development team and state that communication with peers, Academic
Directors and the TEL team was “instrumental” (Miguel) for professional collaboration
(Ohlsson, 2013), contributing to a sense of belonging to a professional community facing
similar challenges.

These direct accounts support the idea that that interaction extends beyond mere social
contact; it is structured, goal-oriented, and encourages a sense of shared professional
purpose. This evidence concurs with studies outlining the importance of expert leadership
in sustaining collaboration (Glover et al., 2024; Plauborg, 2009; Romeu et al.,, 2015;
Schuster et al., 2021; Sinnayah et al., 2024; Voogt et al., 2016). It also aligns with findings
from Thorgersen and Mars (2021), Van der Rijst et al. (2022), Flores et al. (2023) and
Polatova et al. (2025), which explain that cooperation is extremely valuable when aiming
to enhance digital competence among faculty members.

The research data also highlights the challenges of professional interaction in remote
delivery - this can act as a barrier to tutors’ confidence in their professional role,
particularly when new technologies are involved (Bao, 2020; Romero-Hall & Jaramillo
Cherrez, 2023). Nevertheless, participants demonstrated knowledge of adaptive strategies,
i.e. teachers scaffolded one another’s use of technological resources, mediated transitions
to online practices and created informal support networks, illustrating a crisis-as-catalyst
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effect where sudden challenges prompted intensified collaborative practices. Regular
professional interaction not only maintains collaboration, but also mitigates the potential
stressors associated with rapid shifts to online teaching. These results anticipate the more
recent findings of Al Maamari et al. (2025), who noted that interaction remains critical to
successful collaborative practices and prove that sudden, stronger collaborative practices
were not merely a temporary crisis response.

3. Support with lesson planning, materials, curriculum redesign and online delivery of lessons

This is one of the two factors deemed important or very important by 71% of the
respondents (#=21). Support received was “absolutely invaluable” (Mia), especially in the
very beginning of the transition to online teaching (during the curriculum redesign stage),
when closer collaboration with colleagues was necessary (Younis & Elbanna, 2022). For
some teachers, the success of this contrived collaboration fostered a positive outlook that
has persisted, leading to a reported “high level of teamwork and collaboration” (Robin).
Laurent echoed this sentiment, noting that leaders were consistently “positive, funny,
supportive, and knowledgeable” during this transition period. Mia also commented:

My ability to use technology competently has surpassed all my expectations! This has
been due to the training and reassurance I have received from our team!

These accounts illustrate how institutional and peer support simultaneously enhanced
competence, confidence, and collaborative engagement: sharing lesson materials, tips, and
proactive guidance facilitated more successful teaching outcomes. This evidence further
highlights the pertinent role of structured institutional support in collaboration (Datnow
& Park 2018; Garcia-Martinez et al., 2020; Ling Koh et al., 2024; Pischetola et al., 2023;
Romero-Hall & Jaramillo Cherrez, 2023; Saroughi et al., 2025).

What factors can impede this form of fully online peer collaboration?

Table 2 shows the top four factors negatively impacting peer collaboration; only three will
be discussed in this section.

Table 2: Top four factors negatively contributing to online peer cooperation (N=29)

% of Respondent
Factor
respondents count (7)
Length of contract at the time of the sudden transition to online 35 10
delivery
Time constraints and deadlines 29 8
Frequent informal interaction with colleagues 15 4
Suppott with lesson planning/ materials/ curriculum redesign 14 4%

* Due to rounding, both 14% and 15% correspond to n = 4 (out of N = 29

1. Length of contract at the time of the sudden transition to online delivery

Survey and interview data reveal that 35% of participants (#=10) experienced stress,
anxiety and frustration due to uncertainty regarding contract renewal, particularly in the
context of pandemic-related travel restrictions and fluctuating student numbers. They
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expressed disappointment at not being considered for contract renewal, particularly given
their successful management of increased workload and frequent changes in delivery
methods and platforms. They felt this was unfair, given their diligent work (evidenced by
student outcomes) and successful adjustment to the new technological requirements.
Alana reported that contractual instability intensified everyone’s stress, which in turn
hindered collaboration, as effective communication became more difficult (conversations
shifted from collaborative problem-solving to personal job concerns). She reiterated that
this factor also considerably affected her motivation at work and her teaching. Even
Robin, despite being on a permanent contract, perceived this factor as negative when
reflecting on how peers have been able to cooperate:

Anyone who is teaching on a limited time contract is going to be less motivated to
collaborate (...). I'd be upset, angry, demotivated, disheartened (...). A very limiting
factor in the success and amount of collaboration.

There are similarities between the opinions expressed above and those described by Erb
and Stevenson (1999) and Watermeyer et al. (2020). These authors identified the need for
staff continuity and the necessity for a low turnover within an institution. Interestingly,
these findings do not corroborate with recent work by Glover et al. (2024), who suggested
that teachers may achieve new levels of professional recognition during periods of
exclusive online delivery. In contrast, the present study shows that employment
precariousness can counteract potential professional gains, indicating that structural and
institutional variables play an important role in moderating the benefits of rapid
transitions to online teaching. Previously, Hilli (2020) had also shown that low turnover
and stable staffing positively impact both teaching quality and staff working relations.
These 2020 findings offer early evidence for what has now become a widespread
challenge in hybrid HE environment, very often investigated: precarious contracts
continue to undermine collaboration and trust among staff; they generate stress and
anxiety, limiting engagement in collaborative activities (Gray et al, 2025; Joseph &
Merrick, 2022; Joubert and Clarence, 2024). Al Maamari et al. (2025) and Do et al. (2025)
noted that institutional support and system-level investment are necessary to mitigate
these effects.

2. Time constraints and deadlines

Almost 30% of the respondents (#=8) consider this factor as undermining peer
collaboration - tutors were much busier marking exams on/ine for the first time (Boyer-
Davis, 2020). Also, the introduction of a new platform to complement the new or existing
online materials proved particularly stressful in terms of meeting deadlines. Various
respondents explained that the resulting pressure limited opportunities for equitable
participation in collaborative tasks. This supports data from Westheimer (2008) that
highlighted lack of time as a barrier to cooperation, and further corroborated findings by
Marin et al. (2018), Hilli (2020), and Al-Naabi et al. (2021), who noted that workload and
technical adaptation may hinder collaborative engagement. Robin commented that
socialising is an important factor in collaboration, but catching up with staff during the
transition is challenging and requires scheduling time in advance. Nevertheless, he was
confident to state that time pressure can sometimes motivate cooperation, especially
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within well-established teams. This suggests that scheduling difficulties and competing
professional priorities not only reduce the quantity of collaborative interaction, but also
affect its quality.

Thematic analysis thus reveals that deadlines and time pressure generate a conflict
between task completion and collaborative engagement: tutors prioritise urgent individual
responsibilities - such as marking and lesson preparation - over peer interaction, which
can undermine the development of collective efficacy and reflective practice. This does
not fully corroborate with studies suggesting that collaboration naturally emerges under
shared pressure (Flores et al., 2023), because my findings show that insufficient time can
increase inequities in contribution and limit mutual support.

Contemporary resonance of this negative factor is found in the work of various authors,
such as Do et al. (2025), who highlighted intensified workloads due to administrative
demands and large class sizes; Al Maamari et al. (2025) identified time as a systemic barrier
amplified by digital delivery; Garcia-Gonzalez et al. (2022) and Joseph and Merrick (2022)
noted that excessive workload and online demands exacerbate stress, reducing
opportunities for reflective dialogue. Overall, sources agree that time pressure limits
meaningful collaborative engagement, with modern teaching contexts intensifying this
challenge.

3. Frequent informal interaction with colleagnes

Four out of 29 respondents reported online chats and live quizzes did not greatly help
collaboration. However, the same factor was evaluated as very positive by 20 survey
respondents. Research-wise, it is interesting to understand the reasons behind these
opposing views, le. why different teachers disagree regarding the usefulness of
interactions meant to de-stress and informally engage peers; the analysis of this deterrent
to collegial interaction may offer diverse interpretative perspectives.

The tutors commented that informal chats can be “frustrating rather than enjoyable”
(Maria) or too task-driven; certain tensions between teachers may impede a smooth
collaboration; added screen time to chat informally is reported as far from relaxing, as the
workload does not permit informal interaction. Alana said it is difficult to grasp how
someone feels about something in an online chat discussion; messages may be rendered as
“a little bit passive-aggressive. I've got no way of actually knowing if someone is being
sarcastic”’, she said. Laurent mentioned that informal chat spaces can sometimes become
dominated by repeated work-related queries that are already addressed in existing guides
or module meeting notes. As a result, opportunities for relaxed, collegial interaction may
be reduced. He thus highlighted the importance of being considerate and mindful of
colleagues’ availability, so that informal spaces can fulfil their intended role of supporting
wellbeing and positive peer relationships. Robin thought that chats add pressure and
prompt feelings of always having to be available, especially for those in
support/leadership  roles.  Others expressed difficulty —maintaining  informal
communication channels; they found it challenging to discuss certain topics via email or
chat, due to concerns about privacy (Emily, Hiro, Laurent). Such examples of informal
chat groups at work not functioning well contradict evidence from Seo and Han (2013)
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and Datnow and Park (2018), which supported the role of informal meetings in
socialising.

Mia also described a situation when collaboration had not reached its intended goal. For
her, working in a small team and adapting materials just as the first UK lockdown started
was a case of contrived pairing; chatting informally with her assigned peer did not help -
Mia felt this was probably due to her peer’s individual personality or inability to adapt
quickly to what teaming up online represented. This specific evidence disagrees with
findings stating that cooperation leads to more positive socialisation (Sandvoll & Sundset,
2025; Ward & Selvester, 2012). My study thus emphasises that teams work better if
personalities match or teachers willingly strive to reach common ground in order to
maintain good work relations. This data is also in line with findings stating that personal
characteristics and styles may impact collaboration (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Toikka &
Tarnanen, 2022; Vangrieken et al., 2015). It is clear that forced collegiality may not be
effective unless staff share the same goals (Datnow, 2011; Hargreaves, 1994; Schuster et
al., 2021).

Staff still perceive a need to maintain high degrees of professionalism in all interactions
with colleagues when working online (Fitzpatrick et al., 2022). It becomes even more
important to address any issues, especially when frustrations surface due to
misunderstandings, feelings of possible disrespect, lack of patience or mismatched
personalities. This could be explained by the lack of non-verbal cues. Laurent said:

The human factor matters! A chat cannot replace body language, gestures or facial
expressions; these might have helped defuse any conflict in face-to-face staff room
interactions.

Mia also stated that “collaboration has been made much more difficult by not bein
. _ . : Y g
possible to meet in person, as that's where the magic happens - not behind a screen.”

Nevertheless, many other respondents reported that online chats can play a positive role,
potentially benefitting morale, mental health, and team belonging. Interestingly,
subsequent research confirms these findings, as post-pandemic studies consistently
highlight informal interaction as a vital source of social and emotional support that
sustains collaborative networks and mitigates isolation (Garcia-Gonzilez et al., 2022;
Joseph & Merrick, 2022). Gray et al. (2025) added that it strengthens relationships, group
cohesion, and collective problem-solving, particularly during high-pressure periods.
Teachers need membership, camaraderie, and continuous affective connection to the
group (Beauchamp et al., 2024; Glover et al.,, 2024; Gray et al., 2025). These analyses
highlight informal interaction as no longer being peripheral but integral to effective
cooperation.

Conclusion

This study explored peer collaboration among language tutors in a higher education
institution during the mandatory shift to exclusive online delivery. In addressing the first
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research question (What factors underpin successful collaboration between langnage teachers in online
delivery?), the findings show that training on remote teaching and opportunities for skills
development enhanced tutors’ confidence and competence, which in turn encouraged
peer mentoring and knowledge exchange. This corroborates the work of Vangrieken et al.
(2015) and is further supported by Hilli (2020) and Al-Naabi et al. (2021). Frequent
professional interaction was identified by participants as reinforcing collaboration through
structured meetings, engagement with Academic Directors and their Assistants, and
interaction with TEL teams, which facilitated reflection on practice and strengthened
knowledge-sharing networks. These observations confirm the insights reported in
Plauborg (2009), Voogt et al. (2016), Schuster et al. (2021), Flores et al. (2023) and Glover
et al. (2024).

Support with lesson planning, curriculum redesign and synchronous lesson delivery was
the third factor highlighted by tutors as crucial, with proactive sharing of resources
enhancing teaching effectiveness and professional development (Datnow & Park, 2018;
Garcia-Martinez et al., 2020; Pischetola et al., 2023). It is further inferred that these
positive factors were mutually reinforcing: professional training increased confidence,
which encouraged participation in collaborative interactions, while collaborative planning
strengthened shared teaching practices and collective efficacy (Handayani et al. 2025;
Moolenaar et al., 2012).

Regarding the second research question (What factors impede collaboration?) findings indicate
that precarious contract lengths generated stress and reduced motivation, limiting
equitable participation and engagement with peers, confirming similar observations by
Erb and Stevenson (1999) and Watermeyer et al. (2020). The newer literature shows that
this issue has intensified, with temporary contracts now representing a dominant feature
of the higher education workforce. This staff category reports systemic instability, anxiety,
and feelings of exclusion (Joubert & Clarence, 2024; Willson et al., 20206), directly affecting
their motivation and engagement in collaborative work. Thus, the barrier identified in
2020 has not only persisted, but has evolved into a global structural concern
(McKendrick-Calder et al., 2025) that significantly impacts or shapes collaboration
opportunities.

Time constraints and competing deadlines further restricted tutors’ ability to contribute
fully to team tasks (Al-Naabi et al., 2021; Marin et al, 2018; Westheimer, 2008).
Additionally, the loss of informal, face-to-face interactions undermined the affective
dimension of collaboration, reducing opportunities for spontaneous peer support and
social bonding; tutors reported that replacing face-to-face office interactions with informal
staff-room chats helped maintain a sense of community and enabled continued sharing of
teaching materials.

Summarising all factors discussed, it can be concluded that targeted support, structured
professional interaction, and shared planning enhance collaboration, but their
effectiveness is dependent on stable contracts, manageable workloads, and opportunities
for informal collegial engagement. The study confirms the interaction of professional
development, leadership support and organisational structures in sustaining collaborative
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engagement under disruptive conditions (Bao, 2020; Plauborg, 2009; Romero-Hall &
Jaramillo Cherrez, 2023).

Contribution to knowledge and implications for practice

Literature on HE peer cooperation during fully online delivery remains scarce. By
identifying key enabling and constricting factors, this study provides insights into the link
between professional development, pedagogical practice, and supported technology
integration. It adds nuance by highlighting that collaboration is not solely determined by
formal mechanisms; affective, relational, and contextual factors - including contract
stability, time availability, and informal interaction - influence the extent to which tutors
can cooperate effectively. The study also highlights the need to address employment
precarity and workload pressures to sustain professional relationships and morale (Al-
Naabi et al., 2021; Erb & Stevenson, 1999).

Consequently, this paper extends existing frameworks of teacher collaboration and
professional learning by emphasising the multidimensional and dynamic nature of
collaborative engagement in online and hybrid environments. Active leadership
engagement - through recognition of collaborative work and careful workload
management - reinforces trust, motivation, and equitable participation. For managers,
directors, and practitioners, these insights can inform the design of interventions that
support collaboration and enhance staff cohesion, trust, and professional engagement,
leading to a more resilient and adaptive HE education system prepared for future micro-
and macro-level shifts in teaching delivery.

Limitations

A limitation of the study is potential bias in perspectives, as most respondents may have
been teachers, with probably fewer senior staff contributing, potentially skewing the
findings toward frontline experiences. Additionally, the research was conducted at a single
institution, limiting generalisability. Variations in institutional culture, technological
infrastructure, and managerial approaches at other HEIs could result in differing
collaborative dynamics and outcomes. Nonetheless, the study offers a detailed,
contextually grounded account that can inform further research in similar HE education
settings.

Further research opportunities

This study shows that intensive online collaboration during the pandemic reshaped
professional interactions and relational networks, raising questions about how these
digitally mediated experiences now influence in-person and blended collaboration. Future
research could compare tutors’ reflections before, during, and after exclusive online
delivery to examine how collaborative practices persist, adapt, or change, and whether the
factors identified in 2020 remain valid within fully hybrid models (Hill & Smith, 2023).
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A longitudinal design would investigate whether skills, confidence, and networks
developed online have been sustained or transformed since face-to-face interaction
resumed, and whether early professional support continues to shape collaboration quality.
This would extend earlier work (Van den Bossche et al., 2006) while responding to more
recent post-pandemic scholarship (Beauchamp et al., 2024; Glover et al.,, 2024). Also,
given participants’ reports of enhanced pedagogical confidence, problem-solving, and
wellbeing, further research could systematically examine links between sustained
collaboration, professional development, and resilience, aligning with recent studies on
collaboration, affective engagement, and professional identity (Glover et al, 2024;
Weddle, 2023).

In conclusion, the shift from mandatory online delivery creates a unique opportunity to
explore the legacy of pandemic-era collaboration, its impact on contemporary teaching
practices, and its potential to enhance professional development. Systematic, multi-
institutional, and longitudinal research could extend the present study’s contributions,
offering deeper understanding of how diverse factors interact to shape tutor collaboration
in the higher education's evolving landscape.
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Appendix 1: Research questionnaire

I have read and understand the details of the research project as provided on the
participant information sheet. I have also had the opportunity to ask questions about the
project before giving this consent.

My participation in this research project is voluntary, and I am free to withdraw at any
time without giving any reason and without there being any negative consequences.

I give permission for members of the research team to have access to my responses. My
responses will be anonymised before they are analysed. I understand that my email
address is collected only to ensure the integrity and relevance of the data, i.e. no people
outside University of Sheffield with the link may respond.

I understand that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and I will not be
identified or identifiable in the report resulting from the research. I understand that the
data collected from me will be stored and used in relevant future research in accordance
with the provisions relating to data use, storage and confidentiality explained in the
participant information form.

Other researchers may use my words in publications, reports, web pages, and other
research outputs subject to the preservation of my confidentiality. I will be identified by a
code.

Should I have any concerns about the conduct of the research project, I may raise these
with the research team or my Director.

T agree to take part in this research project.

1. |How many years of teaching experience do you have?

Please detail your qualifications (BA, BSc, TEFL-I, TEFL-Q, MA, MEd, EdD,
PhD, etc):

3. |Number of months/years working with ELTC and USIC (University of Sheffield
International College, part of ELTC):

4. |Briefly describe how you collaborated with your peers/colleagues at ELTC / USIC
(including DoS, ADoS, Line Manager, Team Leader, Director, etc.) before
transitioning to teaching exclusively online:

5. | When you found out that teaching would be done online, you thought this process
was going to be: more difficult than face-to-face teaching easier/the same/Other

6. | Please explain your choice for Question 5:

Please explain the impact of the following factors on PEER COLLABORATION IN
THE CONTEXT OF ONLINE DELIVERY (1=Very negative contribution;
2=Negative contribution; 3=No contribution/ N/A; 4=Positive contribution; 5=very
positive contribution).

7. | Previous experience with online teaching and necessary skills : 1 to 5




Serban 741

8. | Training on remote teaching received and opportunities for skills development: 1 to

5

9. |Support with lesson planning/materials/cutticulum redesign and online delivery of
lessons: 1 to 5

10. | Support with new exam formats: 1 to 5

11. | Frequent professional interaction (staff meetings, contacting someone/a specific
department for support, mutual consultation, etc) : 1 to 5

12. | Length of contract at the time of the sudden transition: 1 to 5

13. | Leadership/communication with leaders: 1 to 5

14. | Time constraints/deadlines, etc.: 1 to 5

15. | Please explain how each of the factors above (7-14) has impacted PEER
COLLABORATION IN THE CONTEXT ON ONLINE DELIVERY. Please
provide your justifications / explanations / reasons / examples.

Please explain how your collaboration with peers while working/teaching online has
been impacted by the following list of factors: (1=Very negative contribution;
2=Negative contribution; 3=No contribution/ N/A; 4=Positive contribution; 5=very
positive contribution).

16. | Frequent interaction with colleagues (informal chats/meetings/video calls, online
group quizzes, drop-in informal chat sessions, etc.): 1 to 5

17. | Trust (in peers, leadership, etc.): 1 to 5

18. | Shared responsibility: 1 to 5

19. | Personality/attitudes (yours and others"): 1 to 5

20. | Opportunity for reflective dialogue: 1 to 5

21. | Explain the above factors' impact on peer collaboration (factors 16-20) in the
context of online delivery; please provide your justifications / explanations /
reasons / examples.

22. | In your opinion, what (other) factors aid peer collaboration while working online?
Please explain why / give examples:

23. | In your opinion, what (other) factors hinder peer collaboration while working
online? Please explain why / give examples:

24. | Do you believe that collaborating with your colleagues while working online has
had any positive or negative impact on your PERSONAL or PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT? Please explain.

25. | What are your suggestions for improving peer collaboration in the context of online
delivery?

26. | Do you have any additional comments on the topic of how peers collaborate while
working and teaching online?

Appendix 2: Factors which may help/impede collaboration

1. |Previous experience with online teaching and necessary skills

Training on remote teaching and opportunities for skills development

3. | Support with lesson planning, materials, curriculum redesign and online delivery of
lessons
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4. | Support with new exam formats
5. |Frequent professional interaction (staff meetings, contacting someone/ a specific
department for support, mutual consultation)
6. |Length of contract at the time of the sudden transition
7. | Leadership/communication with leaders
8. | Time constraints and deadlines
9. | Frequent informal interaction with colleagues (informal chats/ meetings/ video
calls/ online group quizzes/ drop-in chat sessions)
10. | Trust (in peers/ leadership)
11. | Shared responsibility
12. | Personality/ attitudes (yours and others")
13. | Opportunity for reflective dialogue

Appendix 3: Factors extracted from relevant literature

Factors enabling peer collaboration

Factors hindering peer collaboration

- trust in peers and leaders/organisation

- lack of skills or training

- personal characteristics

- unwillingness to collaborate

- members’ attitudes

- confrontations/personality clashes

- willingness or commitment to collaborate

- poor management of conflicts

- understanding the benefits of teaming

- lack of clarity or disagreements about
group goals

- particular skills, knowledge

- contrived collegiality and team size

- experience in teaming

- mismatched pedagogical philosophies

- frequent professional interaction

- ineffective leadership

- tenure/length of contract at the time of
the sudden transition

- poor communication with peers/leaders

- supportive atmosphere

- lack of staff continuity

- effective leadership

- the need to invest an effort

- moral support

- lack of time to perform, adapt and
collaborate

- opportunity for skills development

- work pressure and pressure of
standardisation

- collective responsibility

- workload

- productive team meetings

- renouncing established routines

- support with lesson planning and
materials creation

- access to training

- support with online delivery of lessons

- independence/ privacy

- permanent virtual workspace which
permits ongoing reflection about teaching

- lack of dialogue

- promoting professional dialogue among
the teachers and permanent interaction
through reflection and debate

- unfamiliarity with technologies

- clear team structure and tasks

- technological stress
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- collaboration facilitation

- time for feedback

- teacher training opportunities

Appendix 4: Interview questions

1.

What has your experience working in a team been like since online delivery started, in
March 2020?

What do you consider to be some of the reasons why the departmental collaboration
is going well during this period?

What major factors affect it positively, in your opinion?

4. | Tell me about a situation you consider you collaborated well with one colleague or
more during the past 8 months. What do you think made this (activity) successful?

5. | Can you refer to any situation where you feel you have not cooperated well with a

colleague?

6. | What do you think made this interaction unsuccessful? /How do you think the
situation could have been handled better?

7. | What do you think would greatly improve the way people in our department
cooperate when working / teaching online?

Appendix 5: Research participant overview

Respond | How many years | How many Please detail qualifications (BA,
No. | ¢t of teaching years have you | BSc, TEFL-1, TEFL-Q, MA,
" | (pseudo- | experience do worked at MEd, EdD, PhD, etc):
nyms) you have? ELTC/ USIC?
1 | Alana 6-10 2 TEFL-Q
2 | Liam 16-20 1.5 MA TESOL
3 | Sofia Morte than 25 8 BA, PGCE, DELTA/TEFL-Q
4 | Matteo More than 25 1 BA (Hons), Dip TEFL, PGCE
5 | Chen More than 25 1.5 MA and TEFL-Q
6 | Mia More than 25 2 PG in Applied linguistics for
language teaching, DELTA
7 | Olivia 10-15 7 BA, TEFL -Q, MA
8 | Ricardo | More than 25 5 BA Double Hons , RSA Dip
9 | Kay 16-20 1 MA
10 | Emily 6-10 0.5 CELTA, BA, MA, PG Cert
11 | Nadia 21-25 1.5 BA(Hons), BA(Mus), PGCE
DELTA
12 | Noah More than 25 MA, PhD
13 | Sakura 16-20 1.5 MSc, BA DELTA
14 | Nala 16-20 BA (Hons) Modern Lang. and
FEcon. Studies, TEFL-Q Delta
15 | Priya 16-20 1 BA, MA, PhD, TEFL-Q
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16 | Noor 16-20 3 MA BA Delta

17 | Maria 6-10 1.5 BA, TEFL-Q

18 | Miguel More than 25 1.5 BA, PGCE, PGC TEAP, MA

19 | Lucas 16-20 7 BA, TEFL Cert, DELTA

20 [ Hiro More than 25 3 PgDip TEFL

21 | Tiago 6-10 2 BA, MA

22 | Muham- | More than 25 25 BA (Hons) Euro. Studies,
mad PGCE in MFL, MA TESOL

23 | Elena 16-20 2 MAs and TEFL-Q

24 | Robin 10-15 7 BA and DELTA

25 | Nadia 6-10 1 BAEd, M. TESOL

26 | Aisha 16-20 1.5 MBA and Dip. TESOL

27 | Laurent | 16-20 2 BA English, MA Ed., DELTA

28 | Alex 1-5 0.5 TEFL-Q

29 | Eliza 10-15 0.5 BA and DELTA
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