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Abstract:. The current COVID – 19 pandemic has had a tight grip on Bulgarian society, students and teachers alike 

for nearly a year and a half, pressing the latter into a complete makeover of chosen methods and approaches in 

teaching English for Specific Purposes (ESP). Physical attendance was superseded by distance and online learning 

via Internet platforms such as Moodle, Google Classroom, Teams etc. For students of ESP at the Medical College of 

the Medical University in Plovdiv, the academic 2020/2021 was completely carried out in distance learning mode. 

This mode has been given a lot of attention in public, engendering a heated debate on its merits, but  scholarly 

approaches on the issue are yet to gain solid ground. There has appeared though a plethora of research on the various 

aspects of ESP online learning methodology, but certain more trivial  matters relating to some at first glance merely 

technical points have been neglected as being marginally relative. However, motivation for learning is a very 

complex case, demanding a multiaspectual perspective. Thus, this article sets itself a novel task in gauging students’ 

motivation in distance learning mode by analyzing the relation between technical problems reported by students 

during online classroom activities and motivation in the course of study. The paper makes use of a manual tracking 

method recording all technical problems reported by the students learning ESP in their second semester of the 

2020/2021 academic year. It also correlates these results with the students’ active participation in the classroom 

activities to measure motivation. The study incorporates all students in their first year at college, taking into account 

that the average level of foreign language fluency of the first-year students at the Medical College at the Medical 

University of Plovdiv is A2/B1 measured by a diagnostic test at the start of the first semester. The results of the 

tracking of reported technical problems and active participation in the classroom activities show, that generally 

speaking, more motivated students in terms of active work in the classroom come across fewer technical glitches. 

These outcomes are not immutable but vary through the course of work.  There emerged three major types of 

students – the first type were very active and had next to none problems with their devices and internet connection. 

The second group had some technical problems at baseline, but gradually smoothed them out and toward the middle 

and especially the end of the semester were on a reasonable level in terms of participation. The third group, which 

luckily was not the most numerous one kept reporting technical issues relating to various reasons – faulty devices, 

poor Internet connection, etc. These students had obviously lacked the motivation to learn in distance mode, as 

attested by their poor attendance in the online classroom and hence insufficient participation. Although limited in 

scope the research does show that as a whole motivation does not depend on technical means to a great extent but 

comes prior to them. Although it is a common fact now that students still prefer and are more at ease with physically 

attending classes, their switching to a different mode of learning does not change their motivation level.  
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 1. INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic swooped over Bulgaria at the start of 2020 and immediately forced the entire educational 

system into a complete makeover of chosen methods and approaches pushing to the fore distance and online 

learning. Teaching English for Specific Purposes was no exception and thus physical attendance at university 

establishments was superseded by online platforms such as Moodle, Google Classroom and Microsoft Teams. A 

year and a half since then it is time for some analyses and conclusions regarding the viability and success of the 

latter methods. For students of ESP at the Medical College of the Medical University in Plovdiv, the academic 

2020/2021 was completely carried out in distance learning mode, so some preliminary research findings are coming 

out in view of various examinations as to the students’ motivation and ease of work. The investigations start from 

adopting some prior suppositions and theoretical approaches with regard to teaching English for academic purposes 

(EAP) and teaching English for Specific Purposes (ESP). Both fields of educational analysis apply a plethora of 

methods and approaches including Internet based ones, aiming at achieving high levels of acquisition of language 

skills (Kern, 1995, Welch & Napoleon, 2015, Boettcher & Conrad, 2016, Dagnev,2019). The use of technologies 

and the Internet in particular present new ways of searching for motivation growth (Armstrong &Yetter-Vassot, 

1994, Joshi & Kaur, 2011, Dagnev et al, 2017). Blended learning  has also arisen as a new and significant 

educational development – a merger of traditional face-to-face instruction with computer-assisted instruction 

(Garrison & Vaughan, 2008, Akbarov et al, 2018, Albiladi & Alshareef, 2019).  
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All these theoretical approaches delving into technology and the benefits it endows education with have been tested 

in the current COVID-19 situation. Research has been quick to emerge on the matter of coronavirus – related 

provision of educational services. Thus, Fatima (2020) writes about the challenges and opportunities of ELT in 

times of the pandemic,  Ashmara (Ashmara, 2020) studies WhatsApp as a means of communication and educational 

tool, Novawan (Novawan et al, 2021) investigate students’ experiences of online English language learning by using 

YouTube, Lori and Lawrence (Lori and Lawrence, 2020) explore foreign language teachers’ cognition about online 

teaching in times of COVID-19, Kohnke and Jarvis (Kohnke &Jarvis, 2021) and Kohnke and Zou (Kohnke and Zou, 

2021)  explore teachers’ success at delivering through online platforms, Dagnev (Dagnev, 2021)  studies the 

attitudes of medical students towards online learning, to name but a few. Motivation has been at the core of 

researchers’ interest, as the rapidly emerging new situation put forward basic questions about the success of long-

awaited and discussed educational matters. One aspect of this debate has been neglected though – viz., how 

students’ motivation is evidenced through the newly-sprung technological methods. One way, quite typical for the 

Bulgarian educational setting and perhaps customary for other countries with similar conditions (the ones in Eastern 

Europe, for instance), is the sustainability of the technical means in the online environment. It has become common 

knowledge, not restrained to the tertiary education, that students lacking in motivation for studying often report 

technical problems, hindering their participation in classwork. As this was the case also at the Medical College at the 

Medical University in Plovdiv, we decided to research into the matter. Thus the current paper aims to discover if 

there is an existing correlation between students participation, as a sign of motivation and technical problems 

reported by students during the online learning process in the time of COVID-19. 

 

 2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The sample material comprises of seventy eight students in their first year at the Medical College at the Medical 

University in Plovdiv, in six groups in different specialties, all of whom studying English for Specific Purposes. The 

specialties included Radiographers, Physiotherapists, Assistant Pharmacists, Medical Laboratory Technicians, 

Dental Technicians and Public Health Inspectors. The students were almost evenly distributed in the groups. The 

specified period of investigation was the second semester of the school year 2020/2021, i.e. the spring semester of 

2021. The period consisted of 15 weeks of study with 13 of them constituting effective study – the first and the last 

week were dedicated to tests. The students’ level assessed at base (the first week of the winter semester) was A2/B1 

according to the European Language Framework. The number of the students’ actual attendances was measured, 

excluding absences due to illness or other reason, but absences due to technical problems were accounted for in the 

research. Attendances were measured on each individual occurrence, or in other words, every time a student 

attended class was counted as a single attendance. All students were required to have their microphones at the ready 

and their cameras turned on during classwork. Participation was gauged on the basis of volunteering. Up to two self-

induced turns accounted for active participation, while volunteering three times or more than three times in a session 

was considered a very active participation. Points were ascribed for each type of participation – zero points for lack 

of volunteering, two points for active volunteering and three points for very active volunteering. In this way, three 

groups of students were designated – inactive ones with average score less than 1 point per classwork session 

(Inactive Group – IG), active ones with average score more than 1 point per classwork session(Active Group – AG) 

and very active ones with average score more than 2 points per classwork session (Very Active Group – VAG). 

Technical problems were also measured with regard to every group. As far as they were concerned, all glitches were 

accounted for – temporary logouts, instances of faulty microphones or cameras, sound interferences etc. All logs 

were recorded manually at each classwork session. 

 

 3. RESULTS 

Table 1. Ratio between attendances and participation points in all three groups. 
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Table 1 presents the results reflecting the ratio between attendances and participation. As it can be seen the majority 

of students showed high motivation with almost half of the students being in the active group (AG). Out of 1014 

possible attendances of all students in this thirteen-week period nearly 80 % of all absences were made by the 

Inactive Group (IG). Of these only eight of the absences were reported as due to technical glitches. As far as 

participation is concerned, the Very Active Group (VAG)  far outnumbers the other two groups in terms of points. 

Its results are double the results of the AG and more than triple the results of IG. Correlated to the number of 

technical issues, VAG students attended classes the most, despite minor glitches.  

 

Table 2. Occurrences of technical problems and ratio of these occurrences versus the number of attendances 

 
Table 2 shows the number of technical problems encountered during the semester per designated group. As it can be 

seen, more than half of all reported glitches “belonged” to the IG. Against the backdrop of only 219 attendance 

during the semester, it means that this group (IG) ran into problems more than half of the times. As for the other two 

groups AG and VAG, the ration means that an issue occurred almost every sixth session per attendance of the 

Active Group and every eighth time of the Very Active Group.  

 

Table 3. Times of reported technical problems during the semester. 

 
Table 3 shows that technical problems persisted in the IG throughout the semester, while they were smoothed 

gradually out (without eradicated them completely) by the participants in the other two groups. The number of 

technical issues was most frequent in the IG towards the end of the semester, when most revision is done.  

 

 4. DISCUSSIONS 

The results from the research unequivocally corroborate the idea that there is a clear relationship between 

participation and encountered technical problems. It seems at first glance that the correlation between technical 

problems and participation is inversely proportional. That is to say, students who attended regularly with very few 

absences tended  to have fewer technical problems. It is reasonable to suppose that for true motivation for learning, 

technology cannot pose any difficulty both in terms of technological skills or with regard to faulty devices or 

software. 

Overall, we can roughly divide the students into two types as regards their motivation for learning. One type are 

those who run into technical problems all the time, obviously lacking in high motivation, which is confirmed by 

their poor results in volunteering for active participation. The mere fact that they had technical problems even more 

than every other time makes their involvement in the learning process problematic. It is easy to say that they 

profaned the reported technical issue and made excuses out of them. The data is suggestive of such conclusions, 

without being conclusive. Still, such observations, although well-grounded in common sense and even supported to 

a great extent by the findings, should be attested by more solid scientific studies. The other type were the students 

from both AG and VAG, who had very little technical issues and were fully committed to the learning process. It is 

difficult to state where the boundary between AG and VAG lies, as various factors should be taken into account, for 

instance, success rate, overall motivation, psychological state, character predisposition etc., which in our opinion is 

the subject matter of another research. 

 



KNOWLEDGE – International Journal                                                                                                                      

Vol.49.6 

 
1202 

 5. CONCLUSIONS 

The presented research has its limits. Its main task is to identify a relationship between reported technical issues and 

motivation for study. In this respect it has fulfilled its goal, although it does not attempt to delve into the intricacies 

of the relationship between technical matters and motivation. Some illumination into the matter has been provided. 

We can decisively say though, that technology in itself or any problems thereof cannot be a reason for negative 

motivation as most students from the Active Group and the Very Active Group have proven. These students also 

encountered technical problems, but took them in their stride and eventually put them under control. As a broad 

corollary, it becomes apparent that technology issues can become another means of misuse when lack of motivation 

is manifested.  

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to Dr. Ivaylo Dagnev for giving me many useful pieces of advice, as well as for revising and 

proofreading this article. 

  

REFERENCES 

Akbarov, A., Gönen, K., & Aydoğan, H. (2018). Students' attitudes toward blended learning in EFL context. Acta 

Didactica Napocensia, 11(1), 61-68. doi:10.24193/adn.11.1.5. 

Albiladi, W. & Alshareef, Kh. (2019).  Blended Learning in English Teaching and Learning: A Review of the 

Current Literature. Journal of Language Teaching and Research, March,. doi: 10.17507/jltr.1002.03 

Armstrong, K.M. & Yetter-Vassot, C. (1994). Transforming teaching through technology. Foreign Language      

Annals, 27(4), 475-486. 

Ashmara, R. (2020). Teaching English in Virtual Classroom Using WhatsApp During COVID-19 Pandemic. 

Language and Education Journal, Volume 5, No 1, April 2020. 

Boettcher, J.V.& Conrad, R.M. (2016) The Online Teaching Survival Guide: Simple and Practical Pedagogical 

Tips. Jossey-Bass: San Francisco, CA, USA. 

Bonk, C. J., & Graham, C. R. (2012). The handbook of blended learning: Global perspectives, local designs. San 

Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons. 

Dagnev, Iv. (2019).Strategies and Innovations in Teaching EAP to Medical Bachelors, ICTTE, ISSN 2603 – 445X, 

DOI: 10.15547/ictte.2019.03.065 

Dagnev, Iv. Barabanakova, K., Tsvetkova, D. (2017). Technology in the Classroom: What do Bachelors in Medicine 

Think about Electronic Platforms?, 75 Years of Medical College – Plovdiv: Challenges and Realities in 

Health Education and Practice, Non Scholae, Sed Vitae Diskimus, 

https://medcollegeplovdiv.org/UserFiles/HTMLEditor/Docs/Research_Activity/Scientific_session_2017/Vari

a/Texnologiata%20v%20klasnata%20staja.pdf 

Dagnev, I. (2021). Attitudes of Medical Bachelors in COVID-induced Online Learning of English for Academic 

Purposes. Knowledge International Journal, 46(6), 987 - 991. Retrieved from 

https://ikm.mk/ojs/index.php/KIJ/article/view/5255 

Fatima, N. (2020). English Language Teaching During the Times of COVID-19- Challenges and Opportunities: A 

Brief Study of GFP Students in Muscat College. Journal for Research Scholars and Professionals of English 

Language Teaching. Issue 21, Vol. 4, ISSN: 2456-8104 

Garrison, D. R., & Vaughan, N. D. (2008). Blended learning in higher education: Framework, principles, and 

guidelines. San Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons. 

Joshi, R. & Kaur, G. (2011). The Role of Internet in a Language Classroom. Journal of Technology for ELT. Vol. I 

No. 4. ISSN 2231-4431 

Kern, R. (1995). Restructuring classroom interaction with networked computers: Effects on quantity and quality of 

language production. Modern Language Journal, 79(4), 457-476. 

Kohnke, L.& Jarvis, A. (2021). Coping with English for Academic Purposes Provision during COVID-19. 

Sustainability, 13, 8642, https://doi.org/10.3390/su13158642 

Kohnke, L. & Zou, D. (2021). Reflecting on Existing English for Academic Purposes Practices: Lessons for the 

Post-COVID Classroom. Sustainability, 13, 11520, https://doi.org/10.3390/su132011520 

Lori, G. & Lawrence, Zh. (2020). Teacher Learning in Difficult Times: Examining Foreign Language Teachers’ 

Cognitions About Online Teaching to Tide Over COVID-19. Frontiers in Psychology. published: 15 

September 2020 doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.549653 

Novawan, A., Alvarez-Tosalem, S., Ismailia, T., Wicaksono, J., Setiarini, R. (2020). Students’ Experiences of 

Online English Language Learning by Using YouTube. Proceedings of the First International Conference on 



KNOWLEDGE – International Journal                                                                                                                      

Vol.49.6 

 
1203 

Social Science, Humanity, and Public Health (ICOSHIP 2020). Available Online 2 January 2021. DOI 

https://doi.org/10.2991/assehr.k.210101.048 

Welch, A. & Napoleon, L. (2015). Professional Teaching Dispositions of Online Instructors: Why they Matter. 

           Procedia Soc. Behav. Sci. 171, 584–589  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  


