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digital agency, Teachers' digital agency (DA), defined as their capacity to act purposefully
emotional labour, | to address challenges in online instruction, has been increasingly linked to
Learning the dynamic interplay between personal skills and the digitally mediated
Management

environments. Within this context, emotional labour (EL) can be seen as a
regulatory process and as a resource through which DA is enacted.
Building on this perspective, the present study explores how instructors
mobilise EL as part of their agentic responses in online English teaching on
a learning management system (LMS). The study draws on data from 30
Turkish instructors affiliated with a state university, collected through an
online questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. The findings suggest
that negative emotions (NEs) were more prevalent and often associated
with their incompetence in exercising EL, which in turn constrained the
enactment of DA. These results underscore the role of emotional processes
in shaping agentic action and the need for strengthening teachers’ digital
and pedagogical capacities. The study concludes by outlining implications
for future research directions.
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Introduction
With the sudden transition to emergency remote teaching during the Covid pandemic, teachers
were obliged to perform professionally by exerting agentive acts, disregarding personality-based
antecedents or values, which necessitated activating autonomy and developing their identity.
Moreover, lessons conducted largely through an LMS required instructors to adjust their
teaching strategies and control their emotions. According to Hochschild’s (1983) EL theory,
regulating these feelings while teaching may affect instructional quality, classroom interaction,
and learner outcomes. For instance, building on this framework, Benesch’s (2012, 2017) critical
EL model was applied by Nazari et al. (2024) to investigate Iranian English teachers’ EL in an
online education context. Instructors reported conflicts in incorporating materials, challenges
with learner engagement, and limitations in applying effective evaluation methods, as also
reflected in recent work on emotion regulation in digital/home-based teaching contexts (Dong et
al., 2026). These scholars also emphasised teacher agency (TA) in examining how teachers
negotiate their emotions within established norms. Agency thus emerges as a key indicator of
teachers' emotional states and their readiness to adapt actions in challenging circumstances
(Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Fisher et al., 2006; Priestley et al., 2015; Ustuk et al., 2025; Wang et al.,
2017). In parallel, as the other fundamental concept at the heart of this research alongside EL,
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DA represents teachers' sense of ownership and control over instructional practices and the
technical components (Aagaard & Lund, 2019; Ehren et al., 2021). Consistent with post-
structural and sociocultural perspectives (Zembylas, 2005), emotions and EL can enable teachers
to exercise DA in online language instruction (see also Smith et al., 2025; Ustuk et al., 2025).

Some studies suggest that teachers' agency is strongly shaped by suppression and digital
enforcement, highlighting the need to examine DA in-depth, especially during local or global
crises and considering evolving job demands (Anand & Lall, 2021; Ehren et al., 2021;
Gudmundsdottir & Hathaway, 2020; Passey et al., 2018). However, few studies have wedded EL
and DA in practice, creating a gap in the literature that warrants investigation in e-tutoring
contexts (e.g., Ashton, 2022; Priestley et al., 2015; White, 2016). To illustrate, Gudmundsdottir
and Hathaway (2020) reported teachers' DA in using multiple resources and positive reflections
on online teaching, despite limited virtual experience. Similarly, Miller and Gkonou (2018)
noted that beyond cultural and sociocultural factors, teacher emotions were major influences on
DA. Tao et al. (2024) inspected 12 Chinese teachers’ agency and emotions in online teaching,
reporting both positive emotions (PEs) and NEs, and emphasising how agent-context interactions
reshaped emotional experiences.

Beyond these previous analyses, some studies have expanded the scope using Bandura’s
(1991) social cognitive theory and 21st-century skills, examining additional factors relevant to
DA and EL. For example, Passey et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of teachers’ digital
skills, computational thinking, self-efficacy, digital literacy, confidence, and competence in these
contexts. Likewise, Ashton (2022) declared teachers' activation of DA noting both affordances
(e.g., increased learner attendance, reduced lecturing, valuable professional learning) and
constraints (e.g., feeling less like a teacher, limited rapport, concerns about school expectations)
in exercising DA, while emphasising the role of culture, norms, and socio-structural factors. In
contrast, Anand and Lall (2021) reported that teachers struggled with remote teaching and digital
tools, encountering difficulties in activating DA due to insufficient digital autonomy, skills,
confidence, and professional training, leading them to rely on one-way instruction as learner
engagement declined.

As can be seen, a body of research on language teachers’ agency has examined whether
or not teachers succeed, through using analytical, critical, and hypothetical lenses, often yielding
contradictory results. However, intricate ways teachers attempt to exert agency following seismic
disruptions of their routines remain underexplored (Ashton, 2022; Miller & Gkonou, 2018).
Specifically, “pragmatic agency” (Hitlin & Elder, 2007, p. 176) requires a clearer definition in
the context of virtual language education. In addition to this lacuna, the impact of emotions on
DA in web-based teaching warrants careful investigation. Although chronological maps exist on
this topic (Banegas, 2024), and research has examined students' emotions and agency (Dong &
Han, 2025), to the researcher’s knowledge, studies exploring teachers’ emotions or how DA is
influenced by their management in specific contexts remain scarce. Overall, although recent
studies (e.g., Dong et al., 2026; Smith et al., 2025; Ustuk et al., 2025) have scrutinised EL and
TA separately or in partial conjunction with in-service and pre-service contexts, there are no
systematic accounts of how teachers enact or constrain DA through EL in LMS-based English
teaching in higher education, particularly in the aftermath of a crisis-driven case, leaving no clear
idea of how EL shapes agentic responses under such conditions. This study seeks to address this
gap by examining teachers’ DA in relation to their EL within LMS-mediated instruction, while
also offering a basis for further research into how they interact with key factors affecting online
language education.
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Research Questions

The research questions were as follows:
1. What are the most common emotions of the instructors while teaching English on an
LMS?
2. How is digital agency enabled or constrained in instructors’ emotional labour?

Conceptual Framework for the Study

Drawing on Hochschild’s (1983) EL theory and its contextualised form as the critical EL model
(Benesch, 2012, 2017) in language teaching, we can see this research investigates how teachers
exercise their DA while managing emotions in e-courses. The conceptual framework clarifies the
interplay between DA and EL by focusing on teachers’ practices in web-based language
instruction.

Within this framework, EL is treated as a context-sensitive process that both shapes and
is shaped by teachers’ agentic actions, thereby forming a reciprocal relationship with DA.
Teachers’ capacity to enact DA is influenced by their emotion management, which in turn is
affected by EL demands. This relationship is mediated by digital attributes, such as self-efficacy,
confidence, and autonomy, which construct teachers’ actions. Moreover, demographic factors
(e.g., age, teaching experience, and educational background) are considered as contextual
conditions that may enable or constrain these processes by affecting emotional and agentic
practices. In accordance with Benesch’s model, EL is not viewed as an individual trait but as
situated practice, allowing the framework to account for how these variables interact to shape
teachers’ responses to the demands of e-teaching.

Methods

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative case study design to investigate teachers’ agentic experiences
and emotional processes in online teaching. This approach was chosen as it enables a holistic,
context-sensitive examination of participants’ behaviours and supports the development of data-
driven themes.

Participants

The study population comprised English language instructors working at schools of foreign
languages in Tiirkiye. The sample included 30 Turkish instructors teaching English as a foreign
language (EFL) at a state university, who actively conducted e-courses via an LMS and
voluntarily participated in this study. Criterion sampling was employed, and data were collected
at the researcher’s institution for ease of access to participants. Most instructors were female and
highly experienced, aged 37-39 with 16-17 years of teaching experience. One-third held a
master's degree, and one participant (3.4%) had a PhD.

Instruments

Data were collected through a three-part questionnaire and semi-structured interviews in Turkish,
allowing an in-depth exploration of participants’ emotions and DA in e-teaching practices. The
questionnaire included: (1) demographic questions, (2) selection of five emotions from a 21-item
list adapted from Zembylas (2005) with an option to state two additional emotions, and (3) five
open-ended questions on PEs and NEs adapted from Miller and Gkonou (2018), as follows:
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1. Could you describe a typical case from your e-lectures on Blackboard Collaborate
(BBC)?

What did you do to ensure that you feel PEs?

What did you do when you did not feel the PEs?

Did you self-trigger any experiences that induced NEs?

What did you do not to feel a negative feeling?

Nk W

During the adaptation, items from the data collection tools that were most relevant to the
study context were selected. As for the semi-structured interviews, they focused on the reasons
behind emotions, perceived emotion management, EL, activation of DA, and recommendations
for colleagues. All instruments were approved by an English language teaching (ELT) expert for
content validity and by a linguistics professor for wording and expression integrity.
Methodological triangulation was achieved by combining questionnaire and interview data.
Independent coding by two researchers was compared, and themes were identified through
consensus, resulting in a high inter-rater reliability of 0.87 (Cohen, 1960).

Data Collection

The Google Form link of the questionnaire was distributed via email to all EFL instructors at the
university, who provided consent before completing it. Instructors willing to participate in the
interviews were asked to include their email addresses. One-to-one semi-structured interviews on
Zoom were conducted immediately after the questionnaire, with 10 participants, to ensure
accurate recall of selected emotion words and questions. The interview protocol, generated by
the researcher, included eight questions, in the participants’ native language, about their: most
and least liked aspects of teaching on BBC, reasons for selecting five specific emotions,
perceived management of emotions in challenging and less demanding situations, activation of
DA, coping with stress or anxiety amid the pandemic’s impact on language education, additional
institutional responsibilities during the outbreak, and recommendations for colleagues on
managing emotions in online instruction.

Data Analysis

The researcher first identified the most frequently selected emotion words from the
questionnaire. Following a procedure similar to the open-ended questions, excluding translation,
the audio-recorded interviews were transcribed and translated into English by the researcher and
a freelance ELT academic. The interviews lasted approximately 124 minutes, yielding a
transcript of 7,142 words. Both raters individually coded the interviews without pre-determined
criteria. Data-driven codes were then exchanged refined, grouped, and finalised into themes after
two rounds of discussion (see Boyatzis, 1998; Merton, 1975). As a result, five sub-themes and 15
categories were generated through the thematic analysis method (Table 3). Each Instructor was
assigned a reference number, thus, 11, 12, I3, and so on.

Ethical Clearance
The author confirms that informed consent was obtained from all the involved participants.

Results

Reports on Common Emotions

For the first research question, participants’ word selections showed a tendency towards NEs,
with 91 NE choices versus 62 PE words. The most frequently selected words were caring (N =
18), boredom (N = 17), and anxiety (N = 15). Among other PEs, happiness and enthusiasm were
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common, while disappointment and powerlessness ranked highest among NEs after the two
above-mentioned words. Disgust, awe, and disillusion were not selected. Almost all instructors
also chose additional words from the 21-word list, including NEs (helplessness, inadequacy,
annoyance, inactivity, tiredness, nervousness, powerlessness, and frustration) and PEs (joy,
comfort, satisfaction, optimism, peace, contentment, entertainment, and sympathy). Although
NEs were more numerous overall, a considerable number of participants selected PE words.

DA and EL

To analyse the second research question, participants' self-reflections on e-teaching were
examined to understand their emotional experiences. The first open-ended question revealed that
most instructors were dissatisfied with students' absenteeism and unresponsiveness, which they
found frustrating, pointless, and demotivating. In addition to disrupted communication from
students not turning on their cameras, lack of feedback, and technical issues, instructors noted
mechanical interactions without natural bonds or eye contact. Regarding the second question,
most instructors focused on supporting students' potential improvement during distance
education (Table 1). Although positive comments outnumbered negative ones, other approaches
(teacher-centred, negative, or neutral) suggested that only a minority of instructors appealed to
EL or acted purposefully to exercise agency.

Table 1: Attempts to Experience PEs in the E-class

Positive (N = 24) Negative (N =2) Neutral (N =4)
Learner-centred (N = 16)
I tried to encourage students to To break the ice, I organised I did not take any specific
speak and reinforce their some online meetings with actions.
confidence in perform well. learners, but they were
ineffective.
I tried to make sessions more I repeatedly tried to convince
vivid and enjoyable through myself that lessons would go
humour. smoothly, yet my efforts were in
I was prepared thoroughly, vain.
especially with motivating
materials.

I only focused on delivering the
best possible experience for
students.

I used flexible lesson plans to
create a safe learning
environment.

Teacher-centred (N = 8)

I maintained my awareness that
challenges were situational, not
personal.

I motivated myself to continue
online classes. I reminded myself
that this was temporary and
manageable from home.

Similar to the second question, the fifth question posed what instructors did to avoid NEs
in online settings as a control question (Table 2). As shown in Table 1, a student-centred
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approach predominated, while other factors (N = 14, in total) failed to offer rational solutions for
the given situation. For instance, one instructor reported:

If I experience a negative feeling, I introduce a topic and have students discuss it. This
helps me manage my confusion, as students provide support. I believe this is the only
way I can conceal my difficulty.

Table 2: Attempts for Exerting EL

Overall attempts (N = 27) No. attempts (N =3)
1. On behalf of learners (N = 16) I did not take any specific actions.
I tried to think positively by seeing the glass half full and

staying energetic.

I tried to vary materials to attract students’ attention.

I reminded myself that students were innocent and had

the right to learn.

1. 1. Putting the responsibility of learning on students

N=3)

I wanted students to attend more.

I tried to cover more speaking activities in lesson plans.

I reminded myself that fulfilling responsibilities was

shared: being good learners was also the students’ duty.

2. On behalf of themselves (N = 6)

I reassured myself that everything would be all right.

I tried to work on personal growth and adapt to this new

context.

Analyses of responses to the third question regarding moments when instructors did not
feel positive during e-lectures, revealed that some were indifferent to potential NEs, prioritising
students' well-being. Others chose to discuss everyday issues with learners, or address problems
by arranging make-up lessons. Conversely, some instructors resorted to ineffective strategies,
such as finishing the course early or attempting to forget the experience, while others revealed
taking no action. Regarding the fourth question on whether NEs were self-triggered, twelve
instructors reported they were not, aside from negative influences from school management.
However, most indicated that stress and anxiety, particularly during exams and the "What if
everything goes wrong?' concern, potentially increased their NEs. Overall, the top three emotions
identified (i.e., caring, boredom, and anxiety) aligned with the questionnaire responses, reflecting
common-sense reactions from learners without generating strong affirmative engagement in
digital learning settings.

Regarding instructors’ reflections on whether teaching English online aligned with their
opportunities to exercise DA via EL and their emotional experiences, nearly all highlighted
negative aspects related to the universal crisis in foreign language education during the
interviews. 11, 12, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 110 noted that the pandemic demonstrated the limitations of
attempting to teach English in this format. In contrast, I3 and 14 realised they had internalised a
biased perspective on online education after observing learners’ and instructors’ achievements.
I5 shared a similar insight:

The pandemic provided useful opportunities to explore new approaches. Although the
lessons cannot be fully delivered online, authorities should consider re-planning the
education system using a hybrid or blended model.
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The researcher then explored what instructors liked most about teaching English on the
BBC platform. Five instructors reported that it facilitated pair and group work without causing
disruption (Table 3). They also valued shorter, thirty-minute lessons with five-minute breaks, as
students tended to become distracted in online settings. However, other instructors indicated that
they did not enjoy teaching in this system, citing the lack of three-dimensional interaction among
instructors, students, and materials, which limited authentic engagement. Overall, the former
group’s adherence to short-term course policies and conventional classroom management reflects
differences in digital competence and accountability compared to the latter group.

Table 3: DA of the Instructors

Sub-

Instructors in the Interview

Theme — pemes  Catesories 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 110
DA ofthe Instructors’ Self-motivation v v
instructors agentic Thorough lesson N4
behaviours preparation
abou‘F their  ~Striving to perform J
emotions effectively
Breaking down the N4 N4
prejudices
Drawing on professional v v
development
Seeking colleagial v
support
Adjusting to pandemic v v
conditions
Instructors”  Encouraging student v v
strategies participation
for Promoting taking v
managing ownership of learning
learners’
emotions in
e-classes
Positive Facilitating pair work v v v
reflections
about BBC
Instructors’  Viewing students with V4 V4
agentic care
responses Demonstrating empathy v v Y v vV
to learner
behaviours
on BBC
Reference Transferring face-to-face v
to practices to online
instructors’  settings
teaching
experience

Each instructor commented on their emotional strains in reply to the succeeding question
concerning the things they liked least while giving lessons on the LMS. Initially, I1 stated:
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Teaching felt like speaking on the phone; I could not track who was doing what or how
the lesson progressed. The system lacked flow and was almost at a standstill.

12 and 17 highlighted technical issues, noting that the least enjoyable aspect was
proctoring exams on the platform. They reported feeling anxious due to the high demands of this
task, as the system occasionally disconnected them or students during exams. In contrast, 13
described the experience differently from the others:

This reflects self-awareness; even during on-site teaching, I focused on reading practices,
which I consider a weakness. I conducted research, read extensively, and drew on
collegial input to integrate ideas and develop original approaches.

As shown in Table 3, I3, who demonstrated the highest digital awareness of agency,
prioritised personal values in professional life and acted purposefully during the pandemic,
seeking help from colleagues and preparing thoroughly to address self-perceived weaknesses.
Yet, 14 felt helpless, particularly when teaching grammar, struggling to adapt from board-based
practices to slides and avoiding breakout rooms due to limited technical competence. 16 also
revealed technical difficulties but emphasised students’ weaknesses, requiring extra time to
explain basic tasks, which added to the workload. Meanwhile, 15, 19, and 110 noted that
interaction on the digital platform was less effective and practical than the frontal interaction,
whereas I8 did not perceive any negative aspects of LMS-based lessons.

Regarding the seventh question on instructors’ management of emotions, 13, 14, 15, 17,
and 110 generally reported finding ways to overcome challenges in e-lecturing. 12 and 16 were
less explicit about their strategies, while I8 reported coping by showing empathy and
encouraging students that the target language can always be learned:

I aim to teach English as a hobby, rather than a phobia. The key to this is enabling
students to take risks, realise their potential, and build self-confidence. Empathy plays a
central role in achieving this goal.

Finally, 19, like 12 and 110, aimed to keep students engaged on the platform to exercise
EL, without reflecting emotions to them. Overall, I1, 13, and I8 demonstrated digital awareness
in evaluating their EL capacity and agentive practices. While 12 and 16 took a neutral approach,
14,15, 17, 19, and 110 appeared to exercise agency through EL. However, Table 3 displays
contrasting patterns in their emotional agentic behaviours. Notably, I5 and 16 declared that
emotions had little impact on teaching, as they experienced them internally, highlighting a
barrier to achieving DA.

In the analysis of five selected emotion words, I3 and I8 stood out by viewing students as
their own and showing empathy, reflecting a strong sense of care. 18 did not select any NEs, like
17, despite differing reasons for their choices. Some instructors (I3, 14, and 15) disclosed
experiencing both PEs and NEs, such as anxiety, boredom, disappointment, and happiness, pride,
or enthusiasm. However, 11, 12, 19, and 110 selected only NEs. 12, 19, and 110 agreed that their
interactions were inefficient and that learners shared the responsibility for language learning.
Consequently, these three instructors appeared far from exercising DA despite their perceptions.

A critical point raised by I1 in response to question eight was the perceived advantage of
face-to-face teaching experience. I1 noted that after 11 years with a fixed teaching style, adapting
tasks to online education was frustrating. Similar observations were reported by roughly half of
the participants with 16-20 years of teaching experience, except I8. The participants also offered
suggestions for managing emotions in online English lessons. I1 emphasised the importance of
involving instructors in selecting web-based platforms and in-class materials and recommended
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more flexible lesson planning to allow activities at any point. Based on I1°’s responses, s/he held
a negative view of online education (Table 3) while attributing responsibility to the school.
Analysis of the first question indicated that I1°s irregular teaching to a specific proficiency level
may have threatened DA. Likewise, 110 expressed concerns:

I suggest organising focus-group discussions and attending in-service training. By
clarifying students’ expectations, goals, and needs, we can collaborate to deliver e-
courses more effectively.

Similarly, 12 advised the administration to encourage online learners to turn on their
cameras, as this would enhance communication in e-classes. The instructor also proposed
conducting in-person exams to facilitate assessment, helping staff reduce NEs and engage more
effectively in EL and digital agentive acts. 14 highlighted the importance of solidarity between
instructors and students to overcome challenges in exercising EL, while 16 recommended that
colleagues monitor their own performances and manage emotions. I5 and 17 suggested
leveraging the advantages of online education to practise EL more easily, whereas 19 encouraged
instructors to approach online teaching as if in traditional classes.

Discussion and Implications

Relationship to Existing Literature

Most participants displayed NEs that appeared to constrain their DA, largely due to limited
capacity to enact EL, aligning with Tao et al. (2024). This finding is consistent with Anand and
Lall (2021) but contrasts with studies reporting more enabling relationships between emotions
and agency (Benesch, 2012, 2017; Ehren et al., 2021; Gudmundsdottir & Hathaway, 2020;
Miller & Gkonou, 2018). A plausible explanation lies in the sudden and externally imposed shift
to online teaching, where external pressures limited pedagogical control and intensified
emotional strain, thereby directly shaping TA. In this sense, emotions appear as outcomes and
also mediating forces guiding how teachers respond to digitally constrained environments.
Recent work supports this by highlighting how EL can affect teachers’ practices (Smith et al.,
2025), depending on context, agency, and identity-related factors (Ustuk et al., 2025).

These findings underscore the need to strengthen teachers' digital attributes, such as
confidence, self-efficacy, and autonomy to sustain agency under restrictive conditions (Aagaard
& Lund, 2019; Passey et al., 2018). They also signal the importance of developing teachers'
awareness of emotional demands and strategies to manage them in digitally mediated contexts
(Wang et al., 2017), as these directly influence engagement and instructional choices (Dong et
al., 2026). Finally, the study clarifies why supporting DA is essential for meaningful
instructional outcomes by introducing how insufficient digital competence not only hinders
technical performance but also actively limits agentic decisions (Nazari et al., 2024). Taken
together, the findings extend current understanding of EL by showing that its role is not only
regulatory but constitutive in shaping teachers’ DA under constraints.

Policy and Practice Implications

The findings reveal that institutional policies should move beyond rigid, one-size-fits-all
approaches since strict adherence to pre-defined curricula may reduce flexibility and
opportunities for agentic practice, as also emphasised by Biesta and Tedder (2007). Given that a
substantial proportion of participants demonstrated limited digital competence, there is a clear
need for context-sensitive professional development that directly targets both pedagogical and
emotional dimensions of online teaching (Ashton, 2022; Nazari et al., 2024). Explicitly
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integrating EL and DA into professional development ensures that teachers can navigate
emotional pressures while enacting agency, thereby directly improving teaching quality rather
than merely technical proficiency (Smith et al., 2025). Additionally, aligning assessment
practices with internationally recognised frameworks (e.g., TOEFL or IELTS) can further
enhance reliability and support agentic decision-making in digital assessment contexts.

Directions for Future Research

Future research could extend this line of inquiry by examining a wider range of web-based
language teaching platforms beyond the specific LMS context explored in this study, as different
technological environments may afford or constrain agency in distinct ways. Investigating the
bidirectional influence of teacher and learner emotions and agency could reveal how they
coevolve in online contexts (Dong & Han, 2025). Building on “pragmatic agency” (Hitlin &
Elder, 2007, p. 176) and extant research on DA, longitudinal studies can more explicitly probe
the mechanisms through which EL enhances or inhibits agentic actions. Moreover, comparing
pre-service and in-service teachers may clarify developmental trajectories of DA, while large-
scale or comparative studies across educational levels could illuminate how contextual, cultural,
and technological variables shape the EL and DA relationship (Dong et al., 2026; Ustuk et al.,
2025). These directions are critical, as they indicate why understanding these mechanisms
matters for designing interventions that strengthen DA.

Implications for Global Research

By highlighting how DA and EL interact in LMS-based language teaching, this study offers a
learning-for-development perspective relevant across international contexts. Revealing that
teacher emotions affect agentic practices, it underscores the need for cross-cultural and cross-
contextual investigations into how educational systems, technological infrastructures, and
cultural norms influence the interplay of EL and DA, especially during major setbacks or crises.
Future global research could examine language teaching across diverse educational systems,
compare online and hybrid instructional environments, and reveal the interaction between local
and global variables to influence both emotional and agentic dimensions (Anand & Lall, 2021;
Dong et al., 2026). Such studies would inform curriculum design and professional development
programmes aimed at sustaining TA in digitally mediated classrooms worldwide.
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