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ABSTRACT 

Graduates’ perceptions on the design of the online certification course for 
teaching English as a foreign language (TEFL) 

Very little research has been conducted on the design of Teaching English as a 

Foreign Language (TEFL) certification courses. Student feedback is one procedure 

that can be used to identify and address any shortcomings of a course (Harvey, 2011). 

This study focuses on how graduates of online TEFL courses perceive the design of 

the course and whether they felt prepared for the complexities of teaching abroad. The 

study aims at highlighting the TEFL graduates’ perceptions of the overall design of the 

online TEFL course while describing their perceived confidence to teach abroad upon 

completion of the online TEFL course. This study presents findings based on a 

qualitative inquiry that facilitated the study of the participants lived experience and 

allowed the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of their opinions and 

perspectives (Austin & Sutton, 2015). The results of this study propose that the 

participant’s held both negative and positive perspectives. The content of the TEFL 

courses was perceived as being simple to access, well-sequenced, and with a good 

pace. Communication during the course was also shown in a very positive light. 

Participants felt that online TEFL staff replied quickly and course deadlines were 

flexible and accommodating. The participants also appreciated the support that the 

received from their peers. They did, however, feel that the feedback could have been 

more tailored to their specific needs and that more support should be available after 

the completion of their course. It was found that overall the participants did not feel 

prepared for the complexities of teaching abroad. Their suggestions include 

improvement in the following areas; classroom management, specific content 

according to the age, curriculum and culture they were to teach. In-class training was 

also shown to be suggested by every participant. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 

TEFL Teaching English as a Foreign Language 

Foreign Language A Foreign language is a language that is not commonly found in the 

area in which it is being taught and learnt. The student usually only 

meets this language in a formal classroom setting (Moeller & Catalano; 

2015). 

Abroad “Beyond the boundaries of one's country: in or to a foreign country” 

(Merriam-Wlebster online dictionary, 2019) in this study it is used to 

refer to a country that the participant was not born in and is typically very 

different from one’s native country in a variety of ways: such as 

language, cuisine and customs. 

Prepared According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary (2019), the word 

prepared means “ready beforehand for some purpose, use, or activity” 

and to be “put in a proper state of mind”. 

Design Design of the online course is the well thought out and deliberate 

process of structuring content, activities and information to fully achieve 

the course’s objectives and facilitate higher-order thinking (Fink, 2003). 

Instructional Design A process followed by the designer to create an effective course 

(Piskurich, 2015)  

E-learning “Is a relatively new phenomenon and related to the use of electronic 

media for a variety of learning purposes that range from add-on 

functions in conventional classrooms to full substitution for the face-to-

face meetings by online encounters” (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005, p. 469) 

Course A coherent academic engagement with a defined set of learning 

outcomes” (HESA, 2011, p.4). 

Certificate A document attesting to the fact that a person has completed an 

educational course” (Dictionary.com, 2020). 



 

 vii 

Learner Experience 

Design LXD 

The process of creating learning experiences that enable the learner to 

achieve the desired learning outcome in a human centered and goal-

oriented way. (Floor, 2018) 
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CHAPTER 1. GENERAL ORIENTATION 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 “Collecting feedback from students about their experiences in tertiary 

institutions has become one of the central pillars of the quality process.”  

(Williams & Cappuccini – Ansfield, 2007, p.159) 
___________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Quality assurance in education is a highly debated and contested subject. Many 

procedures and protocols should be established to aim toward effective quality control 

of educational enterprises. Many online courses, “still suffer from the stigmas of poor 

quality and low standards” (M'hammed, 2009, p. 281). Student feedback is one 

procedure to identify and address any shortcomings of a course (Harvey, 2011). 

Student feedback should be gathered on an array of aspects such as “teaching, 

learning, course organisation, assessment and the learning resources available” 

(Williams & Cappuccini – Ansfield, 2007, p.160).  

The foundation of quality in online courses is an effective design (Puzziferro & Shelton, 

2008). Many models can be used to aid the course designer whilst developing an 

online course. These models will be discussed in more detail in paragraph 2.3.1. 

Although many models exist to assist in the designing of a course, they all share 

similarities as they aim at producing learner-centred courses that are constantly 

evaluated and upgraded to best suit the needs of all stakeholders. 

Thus, it is important to highlight that teaching and learning online can take many forms 

and fall under many categories and names. For this research, e-learning will be the 

preferred term throughout. E-learning, according to Guri-Rosenblit (2005, p. 469), “is 

a relatively new phenomenon and related to the use of electronic media for a variety 

of learning purposes that range from add-on functions in conventional classrooms to 

full substitution for the face-to-face meetings by online encounters”. E-learning 

provides many opportunities for all types of education, and teacher education training 

online is no exception. Whilst trying to make teachers classroom-ready, preservice 
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teacher education encounters many challenges. Online training expands access to 

education (Bakia, Shear, Toyama & Lasseter, 2012) for future teachers - it also fosters 

its own set of challenges.  

Self-paced e-learning provides the student with the freedom and autonomy to work 

through course content at their leisure and complete assessments in their own time 

(Ghirardini, 2011). Designing an effective self-paced online course can be challenging 

as the designer is required to consider many intertwined factors. Instructional Design 

is explained by Piskurich (2015) as the process followed by the designer to create an 

effective course. Rothwell, Benscoter, King and King (2015) further explain that 

Instructional Design involves evaluating the students’ performance and experiences 

and using this data to continuously update one’s course to not only anticipate future 

problems but address them before they materialize. A course’s design is therefore fluid 

and needs to be ever-changing.  

Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) courses - the focus of this minor 

dissertation - are teacher training courses specifically for teachers who intend to teach 

English to students who are not first language English speakers. To work legally as a 

teacher in many countries, one needs to have at least a bachelor’s degree with a 

minimum of two years related work experience (Baldi, 2016). This bachelor’s degree 

can be in any field, however, if it is not in the field of education the candidate must also 

have a Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) certificate to qualify for a work 

permit. According to International TEFL and TESOL Training (N.D.) a TEFL certificate 

is a “the globally recognized standard qualification for teaching English to non-native 

speakers… many of the most popular countries for teaching English abroad also now 

require teachers to hold a TEFL certification to qualify for a work permit or visa”. 

This chapter will further provide a description of the need to conduct the research. The 

problem statement, aims of the study, and the research design will then be clarified. 

 

1.2 THE NEED TO CONDUCT THE RESEARCH 

There is limited research available on online TEFL courses especially from the 

perspective of the TEFL graduate. Very little research has been conducted on TEFL 



 

   3 

certificates, yet they are still being used as an assurance that anyone with this 

certification is well-prepared to teach English. Any degree and a TEFL certificate are 

enough to secure a job in almost any country - some countries only require a TEFL 

certificate as a bachelor’s degree isn’t a requirement. Although many countries 

continuously crackdown on the requirements for foreign teachers, the tremendous 

demand for English teachers allows some people to fall through the cracks. This 

research is necessary to understand how educators teaching English as a foreign 

language perceive the design of their online TEFL course and how effective it was at 

preparing them to teach abroad. 

 

 The increasing demand for English teachers in foreign countries 

According to the International Association of Language Centers (2016, p.6), English 

is by far the most demanded foreign language where “87% of Asian students choose 

English”. The demand for English teachers in China expresses this demand. Although 

concrete statistics are not readily available for China, Malmsten (2018) explicates that 

the growth in the demand was exponential from 2016 to 2017 – “there was a 298% 

growth from 123.6 billion RMB to 489.7 billion RMB in the English Education market 

in China” and it was predicted that “100,000 English teachers were needed in China” 

and this number was “expected to increase further over the next few years”.  

 

 Quality of training for EFL teachers  

The quality assurance for TEFL courses and certificates are cause for alarm. This will 

be covered in greater detail in Chapter 2, however, it is important to mention here that 

there is no specific accrediting company to check and control the standards of online 

TEFL courses. Preparing teachers for any classroom is a daunting task and even after 

a four-year bachelor’s degree, many teachers are overwhelmed by the pressures of 

being a teacher and they feel ill-equipped for the realities of the classroom. Green, 

Eady and Andersen (2018) explain that there are gaps between tertiary education and 

the real world which leaves graduates feeling unprepared for the teaching profession.  
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Student feedback is a great way to evaluate and monitor the quality of any educational 

experience. Students are at the foreground of the educational experience and are 

often more aware of shortcomings than other internal stakeholders or external 

evaluators (Hill, 1995). Thus, this study aims at exploring the perceptions of the TEFL 

graduates to highlight their opinions related to the certificates’ design and its ability to 

prepare graduates for teaching abroad. 

 

1.3 RESEARCH PROBLEM 

Due to the increase in demand for English teachers in Asia, more people will look to 

TEFL companies for qualifications before moving abroad and becoming teachers. 

These TEFL graduates do not need any prior experience or other teaching 

qualifications. It is therefore pertinent to research how graduates of online TEFL 

courses perceive the design of the course and whether they feel prepared for the 

complexities of teaching abroad, as the TEFL certificate is usually the only form of 

training standing between them and a classroom. 

The research question to be answered in this study is, therefore, how did the TEFL 
graduates perceive the design of their TEFL course, and did they feel prepared 
for the complexities of teaching abroad? 

 

1.4 AIM OF THE STUDY 

This study aims to highlight how graduates of online TEFL courses perceive the design 

of the course and whether they felt prepared for the complexities of teaching abroad. 

This study aims at accomplishing the following objectives in order to answer this 

question: 

➢ Accentuating the participants’ perspectives on the design of the course 

➢ Highlighting participants’ perspectives on application of knowledge and skills 

that they learnt 

➢ Determining whether participants felt prepared for teaching abroad. 
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1.5  THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

McKenney and Reeves (2012, p. i) explain educational design research as blending: 

“scientific investigation with systematic development and implementation 

of solutions to educational problems. Empirical investigation is conducted 

in real learning settings – not laboratories – to craft usable and effective 

solutions. At the same time, the research is carefully structured to 

produce theoretical understanding that can serve the work of others.” 

This next section outlines the research design that is fully explained in Chapter 3. 

 

 Participants in the study 

The participants in this study are teachers of diverse backgrounds who teach abroad 

and have already completed their TEFL certificates. These participants did not have 

any other teaching qualifications when they started teaching abroad - this will also be 

covered in more detail in paragraph 3.2.2.  

 

 The research design 

The qualitative strategy aims at gathering a comprehensive account of human beliefs 

and opinions in the context in which they are formed (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Likewise, 

it facilitates the study of the participants lived experience and allows the researcher to 

gain a deeper understanding of their opinions and perspectives (Austin & Sutton, 

2015). I, therefore, chose a qualitative approach as I am interested in encapsulating 

the perspectives of the TEFL graduates regarding their TEFL course and their 

experiences of teaching abroad. 

Semi-structured interviews will be used in this research to elicit responses from 

participants. A semi-structured interview allows all questions to be answered whilst 

allowing interviewer and participants to digress from questions where necessary. The 

interviews will be somewhat conversational in the sense that certain topics will be 
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covered, and probes will be used to provide a deeper understanding if necessary 

(Harrell & Bradley, 2009). Interviews are well suited to qualitative research because 

they allow the interviewee the chance to entice depth from the explanations. Also, 

interviewees are given a platform to share their voice and given the platform to explain 

their thoughts and feelings (Berg, 2009). The semi-structured interview is effective for 

conversationally gathering data as the interviewer has the freedom to choose the order 

of the questions and digress from the structured questions for further probing. 

According to Harrell and Bradley (2009), it is best used when the interviewer wants to 

delve deeper into the answers provided which, in this case, is the participants’ 

perspective on the online course and whether they felt it prepared them for teaching 

abroad. 

An inductive approach will be adopted for this study and lived experiences of the 

participants will summarise their perceptions of the design of the TEFL course and 

whether they felt prepared for the complexities of teaching abroad.  

 

 Data collection 

This study will comprise of a once-off semi-structured interview with nine participants 

that have a TEFL certificate and have taught English as a Foreign Language. Some 

participants will be interviewed face-to-face and others will be interviewed online using 

WeChat and the video will be recorded for transcription (with their signed consent). 

The audio and video will be made available to my supervisor in order to ensure 

trustworthiness in this minor dissertation. 

 

 The research programme 

The successive chapters are:  

Chapter two comprises of this studies literature review that outlines the literature 

available on this topic. It places this study within the broader context and confirms the 

research paradigm. 
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Chapter three encompasses the research methodology chosen for this study, firstly 

the context of the study will be provided followed by the research design. This study’s 

sampling procedures and data collection methods will then be laid out in detail. 

Chapter four will describe the data analysis procedures that will be used for this study. 

Chapter 5 sketches the findings of the study and explores the implications of these 

findings. Conclusions will be drawn from these findings and advice for future studies 

will be established. 

 

1.6 SUMMARY 

This chapter’s function is to provide an overarching outline of the study. Firstly, online 

teaching and learning and the importance of effective design models were covered. 

Then the TEFL certificate was explained as a preservice teacher training method and 

the problem with quality control was briefly highlighted. The rationale for this study was 

laid out as follows; there is an increase in the demand of teachers and little quality 

assurance of these teachers. The TEFL certificate needs to be well designed to ensure 

that it will be effective in preparing graduates for a foreign classroom as it is often the 

only training that the graduate receives before teaching. Finally, the research design 

and research process were specified. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

___________________________________________________________________ 

“Rethinking conventional education in light of technological developments and 
the need for higher-order educational outcomes is shaking the foundation of the 
educational enterprise. E-learning is the nexus of technological and 
pedagogical developments which has led to insights into deep and meaningful 
learning”          

 (Garrison, 2016, p.1). 

___________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter aims at encapsulating current literature applicable to this study in order 

to provide a robust context. Firstly, online courses will be defined, and various types 

of online courses explored. Then TEFL courses as online preservice teacher training 

opportunities will be discussed, including the factors that influence the demand for 

TEFL courses, and the possibilities and challenges of online preservice teacher 

training courses. Thereafter, literature relating to online course design will be 

considered, paying attention to current design models, design of online TEFL courses, 

and challenges with online course design. Lastly, publications that explore quality 

assurance of online courses will be described underlining quality assurance related to 

TEFL companies, accrediting bodies, and using student feedback to ensure quality. 

 

2.2 ONLINE COURSES 

HESA (2011, p.4) defines a course as “a coherent academic engagement with a 

defined set of learning outcomes”. Allen and Seaman (2013, p. 7) state that for a 

course to be considered “online, at least 80 per cent of the course content” should be 

via the internet. An online course requires an internet connection in order to access 

course materials and assessments (Wasim, Sharma, Khan & Siddiqui, 2014).   
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Sun and Chen (2016, p.157) explains that online teaching and learning holds the 

possibility to create “critical learning spaces, in which students are encouraged to 

increase their capacities of analysis, imagination, critical synthesis, creative 

expression, self-awareness, and intentionality”. However, research conducted by 

Alexander, Truell and Zhao (2012) revealed that students found some challenges 

when studying online; the increased need for self-discipline from the students and 

problems related to not receiving help from instructors regarding assignment or 

technology issues. 

 

2.2.1 Types of online courses 

There are many types of online learning experiences such as self-paced or 

facilitated/instructor-led that can be either synchronous or asynchronous. A self-paced 

course allows students to work through course content at their own pace usually 

without being monitored, whereas a facilitated course usually has stricter schedules 

and involves collaboration with an instructor and potentially other students (Ghirardini, 

2011). Synchronous means that the learning experience occurs in real-time through a 

face-to-face lecture or using technology in real-time such as video conferencing or 

polling apps, whereas asynchronous is not reliant on time and can occur through 

email, messaging, discussion forums (Ghirardini, 2011, p. 13).  

Another type of learning, a form of online learning, is blended learning which according 

to Allan (2007, p.4) is “a mixture of face-to-face and e-learning”.  Lalima and Dangwal 

(2017, p.131) further explain blended learning as a “teaching-learning process that 

incorporates both face to face teaching and teaching supported by ICT (Information 

Communication Technologies). Blended learning incorporates direct instruction, 

indirect instruction, collaborative teaching and individualized computer-assisted 

learning”.  Osguthorpe and Graham (2003) described six explanations as to why one 

may elect to design or use a blended course: “(1) pedagogical richness, (2) access to 

knowledge, (3) social interaction, (4) personal agency, (5) cost-effectiveness, and (6) 

ease of revision”. Graham, Allen and Ure (2003) found that people often chose 

blended learning for three reasons “(1) improved pedagogy, (2) increased access and 

flexibility, and (3) increased cost-effectiveness”. Graham (2006, p.8) does, however, 

say that although Blended Learning has the possibility to “combine the best of both 



 

   10 

worlds”, if not well designed it “can also mix the least effective elements of both 

worlds”. 

 

 Online preservice teaching training courses  

Before further explanation, it is important to clarify that a preservice teacher is 

someone who has not yet entered the teaching profession. Most preservice teacher 

training programs include an in-service phase whereby preservice teachers are 

provided with the opportunity to be immersed in the teaching environment through 

observation and participation, allowing for supervision and assessment (Nguyen, 

2019). Online preservice teacher training courses, for instance, the bachelor’s degree 

offered through the University of South Africa (UNISA), also has a compulsory 

practical phase for five weeks each year over a four-year period (UNISA, n.d). UNISA 

therefore trains preservice teachers through a blended learning approach. The theory 

is provided online, and teachers are also required to attend practical sessions in 

schools in order to obtain their certification. However, most online TEFL courses do 

not offer any practical exposure to their participants and TEFL students can graduate 

without this exposure to the classroom. 

Although there is no one-size-fits-all formula to design an effective preservice teacher 

course, a few authors have recommendations compiled through research in this area. 

Research on graduate teachers seems to unanimously agree that in-service practicals 

are the most beneficial phase of their training (Haigh & Ward 2004; Graham 2006; 

Allen & Wright 2014; White & Forgasz 2016). There also seems to be a call to reduce 

the amounts of theory given in favour of practical teaching strategies (Mayer, et al., 

2017). Graduates also felt better prepared if their practical was completed in the same 

or similar school as they hired. Shulman (1992) discussed the use of case-studies as 

a device to prepare future teachers as teachers were required to apply theories learnt 

to real-world problems with the guidance of others, Darling-Hammond (2013) seconds 

this notion of applying taught knowledge in one’s career through “apprenticeship 

learning”. Perhaps what many online TEFL courses are lacking is a practical arena in 

which students can apply the theories that they have learnt from the course. 
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2.2.1.1 TEFL courses as preservice teacher training and certification  

TEFL courses aim at providing knowledge and skills for teaching English as a foreign 

language. It is important to note that if the student graduates from any 120-hour TEFL 

course they will be considered a certified teacher in many countries. A simple internet 

search will reveal that there are vast amounts of companies and universities that offer 

TEFL courses. Some of these companies include: Vantage, TEFLPros, myTEFL, ITT 

International TEFL & TESOL, Teaching Nomad, International TEFL Academy, i-to-I, 

LoveTEFL, Let's TEFL and Global English TESOL (McCollum-Martinez, 2019).  

A TEFL course can be completed using diverse means.  Go Abroad (2018) published 

an article listing and explaining the different options available for a TEFL course as; 

online, in-person abroad, in-person in the country that the student intends on working, 

in-person in the students’ home country, blended courses that have both online and 

in-person components and in-person through a university. 

The admission requirements for many TEFL courses are not very strict. In an i-to-i 

(2019, p. 2) brochure it states that it isn’t necessary for the student to have “prior 

teaching experience, degree, practical training or the ability to be able to speak a 

foreign language” in order to qualify for the course although most courses prefer 

students over eighteen (Deady, 2018). Although the requirements for English teachers 

are always changing, Premier TEFL (2019) summaries EFL jobs by country and 

provides job requirements amongst other information. This document is separated by 

country and provides information on requirements for English teachers. 

 

 Factors influencing the demand for TEFL courses 

The demand for TEFL courses can be linked to the spread of English around the world. 

Determining the current global prevalence of English is not an easy task, however, 

McCarthy (2018) rates the percentage of native English speakers as the third-largest 

at 379 million, behind Mandarin (1311 million) and Spanish (460 million). Although 

English does not have the most native speakers it is vastly spread around the world. 

According to Eberhard, Simons and Fennig (2017), English is established in 106 
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countries, compared to 37 for Chinese and 31 for Spanish. English is also said to be 

the most commonly learnt second or foreign language (Mosalingua, 2018). 

English is seen as a commodity for international business and education. English 

takes on many roles. It is described as a lingua franca, which means that it is adopted 

as a common language when both speakers do not share a common tongue (Osman, 

2017). It is also said to be a global language. Rohmah (2005) describes a global 

language as one that is used in most cities globally and dominant in most forms of 

media and entertainment. English is also referred to as the language of “science, of 

aviation, computers, diplomacy, and tourism” (Mahu, 2012, p.374). Kaplan (2000) 

explains that approximately 80% or 85% of all the scientific and technological 

information is written in English.  

Thus, the appeal to learn English cannot be denied. English improves the chances of 

further education and this is an important factor because 712,157 Chinese students 

were studying abroad in 2016 (UNESCO, 2016). English is also seen as the gateway 

to the job market (Pang, Zhou & Fu, 2002) and it has even been proven that in many 

instances learning English can result in higher earnings (Chiswick & Miller, 2014; 

Johnson, 2016). It is, therefore, no surprise that China Daily (2015) estimated that, in 

2015, 300 million people in China were studying English. Figures could be exceedingly 

higher now but very little is known about China. Nevertheless, it is known that there is 

a massive demand for English teachers in China. According to Cheng (2019), China's 

early-years English language learning market will see substantial growth, both online 

and offline. The market has been estimated to climb as high as tens of billions of Yuan 

by 2020. 

 

2.2.2.1 Possibilities and challenges with online preservice teaching 

training courses 

After graduating from preservice training programs, teachers are expected to be ready 

for the classroom however research demonstrates that they encounter difficulties such 

as; feeling unprepared for culturally and linguistically diverse students (Mayer, et al., 

2017). There is limited literature available that specifically targets preservice teacher 

training online. This type of training can also be referred to as Initial Teacher 
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Education. Research done in Australia showed that there was a 10 per cent increase 

in off-campus or online enrolment for Initial Teacher Education between 2008 and 

2017 and a fifteen per cent decrease in on-campus training in the same years 

(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2019, p.2). Online teacher 

training is increasing, it holds a lot of potential as it increases the accessibility for many 

students that previously might not have been able to attend the course due to health, 

distance or economic reasons. One also needs to consider the challenges these 

students face due to factors such as lack of support, and technological difficulties, to 

name a few (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2018).  

 

 Challenges with online teacher training 

Due to the limited amount of literature available on challenges for specific to online 

teacher training we assume that challenges that students face in traditional courses 

will also arise for online students. A major challenge identified through literature is 

classroom preparedness. Graduate teachers feel predominantly unprepared for 

classroom management and teaching in classrooms with diverse students. The divide 

between the students’ education and reality is also a challenge for them. Some 

recommendations for these problems were then provided. Subsequently, it is then 

important to consider specific issues related to teaching English as a foreign language. 

 

2.2.3.1 Classroom preparedness 

Preparing teachers for the classroom is the ultimate aim of any preservice training 

course. Jordan, Kurilof, Sutherland, Ponnock and Hoffman (2018, p.4) explains that 

the “majority of new teachers graduate from schools of education feeling 

underprepared to meet the challenge of motivating and engaging students.” 

Preparedness is a complex and multifaceted concept and is dependent on many 

factors and ranges of perspectives. Students may feel prepared and other 

stakeholders may disagree or vice-versa. Teachers that enter the profession are held 

to certain levels of expectations and standards.  
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The aim of a TEFL certificate should, therefore, be to provide preservice teachers with 

“discipline-specific knowledge, pedagogy and assessment methods” (Setty, Iyengar, 

Witenstein, Byker & Kidwai, 2019, p.37). Providing TEFL graduates with these skills is 

not enough, as Bahr & Mellor (2016) explain that preservice teachers will have to have 

congregated this knowledge and skills needed for the classroom and show positive 

attributes associated with an effective teacher such as compassion, humour, open-

mindedness, to name but a few. Preservice teachers need to also be able to apply this 

knowledge and skills to a variety of schools and students (Rowan, Mayer, Kline, 

Kostogriz, & Walker-Gibbs, 2015) which comes with guidance and experience.  

Effectively preparing teachers is a massive task especially considering the complex 

nature of teaching and learning. Therefore, Mayer, et al., (2017) explicates that it is 

more beneficial to consider both the role of the preservice teachers’ education and 

their employment as contributors in the effective readiness for the classroom. This 

notion is supported by further explanation that teacher preparedness may not be a 

static factor and may change over time, teachers may acquire skills through their 

preservice education which develop through hands-on experience in the classroom 

(Mayer, et al., 2017).  

Research conducted by (Mayer, et al., 2017, p.61) suggests that teachers entering the 

profession feel most unprepared in the following areas: 

• classroom management, 

• professional engagement with parents/carers and the community 

• assessment and the provision of feedback and reporting on student learning  

• teaching culturally, linguistically and socio-economically diverse learners. 

 

Many authors emphasized classroom management as an area that new and 

experienced teachers have difficulties with. Siebert (2005) feels that inadequate 

training regarding classroom management in preservice education results in these 

complications. Although teacher education may provide theories on managing a 

classroom applying these theories to create productive and constructive classrooms 

is a difficult and underdeveloped skill (Oliver & Reschly, 2007).  
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Another overarching problem is described as the “theory-practice divide” or “transition 

shock”, these occur as a teacher moves from learning teaching theories to applying 

them in the classroom. Because the classroom is a complex environment influenced 

by many contextual factors it proves difficult to prepare the new teacher to effectively 

navigate these environments in preservice education (Monroe, Blackwell & Pepper, 

2010). 

Although the above-mentioned challenges apply to all new teachers irrespective of 

their mode of study (on-campus, online or blended instruction) some challenges are 

specific to online preservice teachers. Dyment and Downing (2018, p.72) have 

summarised some of these as: 

• feelings of isolation (Murdock & Williams, 2011)  

• lack of support (Heirdsfield, Davis, Lennox, Walker, & Zhang, 2007) 

• lack of confidence or competence in the required technological knowledge 

(Rovai & Downey, 2010) 

• a struggle to take on a greater level of responsibility for own learning (Broadbent 

& Poon, 2015) 

 

TEFL graduates usually receive no other training before entering the classroom, 

therefore they need to be prepared for the classroom after the 120-hour TEFL 

certification. Eilisha (2007) explained that a student’s culture influences their style of 

learning and behaviour. Therefore, preparing TEFL graduates not only to be ready for 

cultural differences but also other classroom realities should be the ultimate aim of the 

TEFL course. 

 

2.2.3.2 Challenges related to teaching English as a foreign language 

TEFL courses are often broad and don’t specify school type of age group, this often 

leads to a problem with linking taught theories to the real-world. Ryan (1979) 

highlighted that many teachers face hurdles in their first year of teaching because they 

are not prepared for specific jobs in specific schools and they have no idea of the 

workload and job expectations.  
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Then there is the problem of TEFL companies promising to help find graduates 

suitable jobs. However, this is a very eager promise as most people that graduate has 

never taught before and are unclear of the differences in schools, curriculums and age 

groups available (Mernin, 2012). Because TEFL companies sell the dream of global 

travel, high salaries and exotic locations, many graduates do not anticipate any 

problems before moving abroad consequently holding high expectations (Wang, 

2011).  Darling-Hammond and Baratz-Snowden (2007) explain that it is easy for a new 

teacher to underestimate the impact of the students’ home and community contexts 

on teaching and learning. 

Accordingly, the problem of the massive shortage of foreign language teachers all over 

the world may be temporarily lulled by hiring any foreign teacher that applies for the 

position, but this presents unique set of obstacles. Punthumasen (2007) explains that 

many foreigners are hired “out of field” meaning that they did not initially study to be a 

teacher or study at all. Thus, many teachers are unprepared for the classrooms and 

are unsure of how to speak English properly (Salahuddin, Khan & Rahman, 2013). 

Many foreign teachers only take a position to travel and need to continuously be 

replaced, which is detrimental to the cohesion of the staff (Punthumasen, 2007). 

Teachers are therefore left without guidance and Darling-Hammond and Baratz-

Snowden (2007, p.118) elucidates that teachers without guidance tend to merely 

“cope rather than to promote learning for all their students.” 

Moreover, teachers are unaware of the extent of their students’ English levels, 

especially in more rural areas. Smith (2017) explained that only about 10 million 

people can speak English, which is fewer than 1 in 100 people. China Highlights (2020) 

estimates that less than 1 per cent of China mainlanders poses conversational levels 

of English. Most TEFL graduates come from countries where English is more common 

and are left completely unprepared for these low proficiency levels. Also, English is a 

foreign language in China, therefore, the TEFL graduates’ students do not encounter 

the vocabulary in their daily lives. Students must be self-motivated to acquire and 

retain vocabulary as it is not readily available Hasan (2016).  Likewise learning English 

is much more than simply learning new vocabulary and sentence structure one needs 

to learn the culture of the language. English is also full of slang and colloquialisms that 

are often not taught in a formal setting, leaving a gap between real life and the 

classroom (Hayat Al-Khatib, 2009).  
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Another consideration of foreigners that move abroad to teach English as a foreign 

language is that they are required to leave the safety and normality of their home 

country to travel to another country that is often very different from their own. 

Therefore, teachers experience culture shock. Culture shock as explained by Oberg 

(1954, p.177) as an “occupational disease suffered by people who have been 

suddenly transplanted abroad” and it is caused by “losing all of our familiar signs and 

symbols of social intercourse”.  Brining (2015) explains that this culture shock may 

have a major impact on the teacher's motivation and assimilation within the new school 

and environment. 

 

2.3 DESIGNING AN ONLINE COURSE  

The design or Instructional Design of any learning experience is a complex and 

multifaceted endeavour and includes the careful planning of all aspects that influence 

learning, such as student prior knowledge, student needs, student expectations, 

course goals, course content, course pacing, course timeframe, assessment, support, 

feedback, collaboration to mention a few (Ghirardini, 2011). Rothwell, Benscoter, King 

and King (2015, p.3) explain that the instructional design is for the development and 

improvement of “performance, efficiency and effectiveness”.  

Hence the design of an online course is vital for its success. According to Chen (2016) 

if an online course is not properly designed students usually become overwhelmed 

and lost. These feelings are exacerbated if the student isn’t accustomed to using 

technology and the internet. A well-designed course stimulates and cultivates active 

and engaged learning (Chen, 2016). Brown (2010, p.1) articulates that detailed and 

careful planning that “occurs before, during, and after instruction is a foundation of 

effective teaching”. Brown (2010, p.1) goes on to express that course content should 

be planned around “central concepts” in order to determine the sequencing and pacing 

in order to ensure content and assignments occur within a feasible timeframe. 

 



 

   18 

 Models used to design online courses 

Although there are many theories and guides to facilitate the effective design of an 

online course a well-known design model is the ADDIE model. ADDIE is an acronym 

that stands for: “Analyze, Design, Develop, Implement, and Evaluate” (Branch, 2009, 

p.1).  Branch (2009) explains that the ADDIE model is used to guide the designer 

through the process of designing a course for varying contexts and aims at providing 

the student with an authentic and effective learning experience. Another relevant 

model for course design is The Dick-Carey model which guides the designer through 

nine steps that also include the evaluation of the course (Dick, Carey & Carey, 2009).  

While the ADDIE and The Dick-Carey model could be used to design any type of 

course, it is important that the designer attempts to be an agent of transformation by 

not perpetuating outdated pedagogies and calling them modern because they utilise 

technology (Conole, Dyke, Oliver & Seale, 2004). Moallem (2003) emphasizes that 

the social aspect of online learning is often left underdeveloped and attempts to 

formulate a model that targets collaboration through four types of support namely; 

community, peer, cognitive and emotional. 

According to Murray’s and Christison’s (2017) research courses that were designed 

to facilitate group and interaction amongst students were found to be most favoured 

amongst students and online courses with no synchronous aspect favoured the least. 

Whichever model or combination of models the designer chooses for their online 

course it is important that they are reflective and constantly adapt and change the 

course to ensure that it is effective (Rothwell, et al., 2015).  

 

 Learning Experience Design and online preservice teacher 

training 

The term “Learning Experience Design” (LXD) was coined by Niels Floor in 2007. Floor 

(2018) describes LXD as “the process of creating learning experiences that enable the 

learner to achieve the desired learning outcome in a human-centred and goal-oriented 

way”. LXD highlights how students learn rather than how they are taught, primarily 
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focusing on the way knowledge and skills are assimilated and applied (Malamed, 

2015).  

The learners are therefore at the centre of the experience, in a process called human-

centred design. Thus, LXD revolves heavily around the goals of the learners (Floor, 

2016). Floor (2019) explains that the designer must get to know and understand the 

people that they are designing the course for by “getting in touch with your target 

audience through interviews, observations”. 

Floor (2019) explains that an experience takes time and leaves an impression, a 

learning experience is any experience that we learn something from and stays with 

us. LXD aims at designing courses that creates a platform for these learning 

experiences to occur. The learning journey is therefore meant to be “enjoyable, 

engaging, relevant and informative.” (Sohal, 2019) explains that putting learning into 

practice is important for LXD. Taking learners down a learning path toward proficiency. 

The learning path is paved with content, feedback, support and reflection (Rosenheck, 

2015). Johnson (2016) explains that the course designer must ensure that the 

progress of each student is effectively communicated to them in a constructive and 

actionable way. 

Rosenheck (2015, p.26) explains that LXD is a great match for teacher training as 

teachers are currently “unprepared for classroom realities, student teaching is 

haphazard, uncoordinated [and it is necessary to] focus on competence”.  TEFL 

courses aim at providing future teachers with “English Language Teaching (ELT) 

methodologies and techniques in order for you to enter the classroom with confidence 

and begin teaching… you owe it to your students to be prepared and know what you 

are doing” (International TEFL Institute, 2020, p.4). Therefore, the goal of the TEFL 

course is to ensure that the TEFL graduate is prepared to teach English abroad. 

 

 TEFL course design 

The design of the TEFL courses depends on numerous factors such as its mode of 

completion, duration, available modules, and provider, to name but a few. TEFL 

courses are predominantly comprised of the following modules: Pronunciation, 
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Grammar, Vocabulary, Lesson Planning, Classroom Management, English Language 

Teaching Methodology, The Four Key Skills: Reading, Listening, Writing and Speaking 

and Error Correction. Some TEFL courses offer more modules whilst others only offer 

a few. Some TEFL courses also include modules on Teaching Young Learners, 

Teaching Adults, and/or Teaching Business English. 

TEFL course assessment also varies depending on many factors; however, many 

courses followed an analogous assessment protocol of multiple-choice style tests 

especially after each module, a section on lesson planning where students were 

required to submit their lesson plans and finally an essay style written assessment. 

 

 Challenges with online course design 

Course designers face many challenges when designing an online course. Many 

interconnected factors provide hurdles for both the instructor and the student. Some 

of these obstacles pertain to; interaction, real-world contexts, students’ technical skills, 

student feeling isolated and student expectations.  

Brunet (2011) explains that students feel that one main disadvantage of learning online 

is the lack of interaction between instructor and student. The course designer must 

ensure that students are provided opportunities to have discussions with their peers 

whilst receiving feedback from their instructors. The feedback from the instructor is 

said to reinforce course material and motivate student engagement (Jacobs, 2013). 

Practical application of learnt theory is very important for student satisfaction, Braxton 

(2003) explains that a student may not complete a course if they felt that the course 

was of little practical use especially if the course was expensive. Although there are 

other driving forces for persistence in a course, this research shows the importance of 

bridging the theory-practice divide. Students feel that developing practical skills is 

underrepresented in their online courses unless practical work experience is a part of 

their course (Cavanagh, Burston, Southcombe, & Bartram, 2015). Although some 

courses offer better links to the real-world contexts, student feedback often suggests 

that students feel a divide between theory and practice (Gillett-Swan, 2017). 
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Although students are perceived as being tech-savvy, Hoffman (2010) explains that 

students are often unfamiliar with the usual desktop programs as these often remain 

untaught to them. Though students use technology to communicate they often battle 

to use other programs intended for educational purposes (Jacobs, 2013). The 

designer of online courses needs to ensure that these possible technical difficulties 

need to be identified early and provisions need to be made to address this problem as 

it is also one of the leading causes to the student feeling isolated. 

Most research pertaining to problems with online learning mention student feelings of 

isolation. Lim and Vighnarajah (2018) highlight three types of isolation that students 

may feel: academic, social and physiological. Although the cause of this issue may 

vary and materialise despite the best intentions of the course designer it is important 

to implement monitoring protocols to identify students at risk. Incorporating platforms 

that facilitate communication amongst peers and instructors help to curb this problem 

(Liu, 2008). Tutors have also been shown to provide advice, support and guidance to 

online students (Lynch, 2004).  

Lastly, the expectations of the learners can also pose a challenge to online courses. 

Students may have expectations regarding feedback, assessments, content or other 

aspects of the course. If their expectations are not met, they will not be satisfied in the 

course which may negatively impact their success in the course. The course designer, 

therefore, needs to ensure that these expectations are considered, and course rules 

and procedures need to be clearly outlined before the start of the course (Kebritchi, 

Lipschuetz & Santiague, 2017). 

 

2.4 QUALITY ASSURANCE OF ONLINE COURSES 

The design of any course needs to consider quality assurance which is a multifaceted 

phenomenon. Butcher and Wilson-Strydom (n.d) explain quality assurance as having 

two functions namely, a way to ensure accountability and pathway to improvement. 

Assuring quality in private online courses proves to be a difficult task. Lastly, the role 

of the students’ perspective in quality assurance protocols is a highly debated topic 

and will be discussed. 
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 TEFL company’s quality assurance 

There are many considerations when attempting to assure the quality of online 

courses provided by private companies. Murray (2013) explained that different 

providers of online courses provided different means of quality assurance for their 

course, some declared quality of their instructors without providing the names of these 

instructors, others expressed their accreditation through various private accrediting 

agencies.  

 

2.4.1.1 Accrediting bodies 

Companies have developed a set of criteria by which TEFL companies are assessed 

in order to aim at providing a quality course, this creates its own set of problems. A 

blog on ESL Base (2019) explains that “Just as anyone can create a TEFL course, so 

too can anyone create a TEFL accrediting body”. A blog written by Deady (2018) takes 

it a step further by explaining that “courses will go as far as creating a fraudulent 

accrediting company to give their course a false veneer of legitimacy”.  

There are however a few recognised accrediting bodies for TEFL courses. Stimac 

(2018) lists recognised accrediting bodies for TEFL courses as:  

• ACCET- Association of Language Testers in Europe 

• ACTDEC- Accreditation Council for TESOL Distance Education Courses 

• IATEFL- International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign 

Language, 

• ODLQC- The Open & Distance Learning Quality Council 

• TQUK- Training Qualifications UK 

• WTEFLAC- World TEFL Accrediting Commission 

 

TEFL courses can apply for accreditation from these bodies. ODLQC (2012) for 

instance explains on their website that they aim to “identify and enhance quality in 

education and training”. “The Standards set out the Council's definition of quality.    
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Open and distance learning providers who meet those standards are eligible to apply 

for accreditation by the Council” (ODLQC, 2012). Thus, there are accrediting bodies 

that oversee online TEFL courses. 

However, most schools and training centres are not concerned about the quality of a 

teacher’s TEFL certification. Having a TEFL certification is on the list of requirements 

for the VISA application and no inquiries are made into what the course covered (or 

didn’t cover) and whether the TEFL certificate provider was accredited or not (Deady, 

2018). Murray’s and Christison’s (2017) research showed that 60 per cent of 

participants did not indicate accreditation as a factor for choosing their TEFL courses. 

 

 Using student feedback to ensure quality 

Student feedback has been used for many years to evaluate education. Wilcox (2013) 

explains that there is an irrefutable link between student success and student 

satisfaction, if the student does not perceive the benefit of the course, they are less 

likely to assert themselves. Kress (2006) further explains that student satisfaction is in 

the best interest of the livelihood of the program or institution. Porfilio and Yu (2006) 

explores the notion of the student as the consumer, “economic ideology is being 

normalized within educational arenas as market principles and commercial criteria are 

invading [education]” (Porfilio & Yu, 2006, p.226). Edstrom (2008) however explains 

that student evaluation can be shallow and subjective. Educational programs are 

therefore facing large amounts of pressure to produce positive feedback from the 

students whilst ensuring educational goals are also met (Walker 2001).  

Miwa and Miyahara (2015, p.20) asks “whether the inherently reductive nature of 

student ratings—regardless of their demonstrable validity and reliability—can provide 

the critical insights necessary to drive improved teaching and student learning in the 

increasingly complex and multi-layered learning environments.” These authors also 

express the need to better research the nature of student responses and its role in 

pedagogical decisions. Evidence from their research indicated that using these 

responses to improve teaching “actually worked to undermine academic judgment, 

teaching autonomy and, most seriously, teaching quality and educational standards” 

(Miwa & Miyahara, 2015, p.161). Whilst studying responses made from students the 
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potential and subjectivity needs to be kept in mind. Floors (2019) explains that the 

design must be constantly evaluated to ensure that learning experiences were 

created, and the goals of the course were met. Student feedback is vital as they are 

the centre of the learning experience. 

 

2.5 SUMMARY 

In this chapter literature related to online TEFL courses were described in detail. This 

literature provides a context of online courses, TEFL courses, course design and 

quality assurance.  

The different types of online courses were explored which are dependent on the 

purpose and the needs of the stakeholders. Online TEFL course was then described 

as a preservice teacher training course and the types of TEFL courses were 

discussed. Literature that explains the demand for online TEFL courses related to the 

need for foreign language teachers due to the nature of the English language as a 

lingua franca and a global language used for commerce. The possibilities and 

challenges of online preservice teacher training courses such as TEFL courses were 

explored. Classroom preparedness and classroom management were highlighted as 

challenges. Literature that highlighted specific challenges faced by foreign language 

teachers was then explored. 

Then literature that deliberated course design was presented. Current models used 

for designing courses such as the ADDIE model, The Dick-Carey model were defined. 

Learner Experience Design was highlighted as an important design to be used for 

preservice training such as TEFL courses because it accentuates applying skills and 

knowledge learnt in the course. The design of TEFL courses was then underlined then 

literature pertaining to challenges of designing online courses was described.  

Lastly, the notion of quality assurance of online courses was explored. TEFL course’s 

accrediting bodies were described and finally literature that demarcated the 

possibilities and challenges of using student feedback as a form of quality assurance 

were discussed. 
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In the next chapter, the research design will be explored in detail in order to explain 

how the problem was investigated and provide justification for the methods and 

techniques employed.  
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CHAPTER 3. THE RESEARCH DESIGN- GRADUATE’S 

PERCEPTIONS OF ONLINE TEFL COURSES 

___________________________________________________________________ 

“Qualitative methods are used to answer questions about experience, 

meaning and perspective, most often from the standpoint of the 

participant… interviews are used to understand a condition, 

experience, or event from a personal perspective”  

(Hammarberg, Kirkman & de Lacey, 2016, p.499) 

___________________________________________________________________ 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter describes how the data was collected, recorded and analysed in this 

study. This study aims at exploring the perceptions of TEFL online course graduates 

regarding the design of their online course. This study is therefore qualitative as it 

attempts to describe human experiences embedded in context (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005). Data will be collected through one-on-one semi-structured interviews. These 

interviews will then be transcribed, and the data will then be analysed using the 

procedures and techniques described below.  

The data will be analysed using a thematic approach. Thematic analysis can be 

described as a “data reduction and analysis strategy, by which qualitative data are 

segmented, categorised, summarised, and reconstructed in a way that captures the 

important concepts within the data set” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p.867). Braun and 

Clarke (2006) explain that this method is valuable when striving to compare the 

perspectives of different participants to examine the similarities and variances and to 

uncover unexpected ideas. 

 

3.2 THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

In this section, TEFL courses, the participants, and foreign English teaching will be 

introduced. 
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 TEFL courses 

The details of TEFL courses were covered in section 2.2.2.2.  

Although there are a lot of TEFL courses, all participants in this study have completed 

courses that were at least 120 hours in length. A TEFL course of 120 hours is the 

minimum requirement for many countries to legally obtain a working VISA. For ethical 

reasons, participants were not expected to expose the provider of their TEFL course. 

The mode in which the participants completed the course varied. Two participants 

completed the course 100 per cent online. Four completed blended courses with 100 

hours online and 20 hours in person. Another participant’s TEFL course was also 

blended but with a 60-hour online component and a 60 in-person constituent. Lastly, 

two were completed 100 per cent in person, one of those participants attended the 

course in China where they taught after graduating the course. As mentioned in 

paragraph 2.2 Allen and Seaman (2013, p.7) explain that a course is required to be at 

least 80 per cent online to be constituted as an online course, therefore six of the nine 

participants completed their TEFL course online. Although the focus of this study is 

the design of online courses the data collected from the three participants that were 

not online allowed for comparisons to be made between the perceived experiences of 

the participants completing their TEFL through the different modes. 

 

 The participants in this study 

The participants of this study were sampled by using a purposeful sampling method. 

The participants required for this study had to have a TEFL certificate and to have 

taught in a country abroad. Participants were from different countries and none of them 

were teachers in their home countries. Additionally, none of the participants had other 

teaching qualifications other than the TEFL certificate before entering the classrooms. 

They, therefore, relied solely on their TEFL credentials to prepare them for the 

teaching profession. 
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3.3 THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

A research design is a plan that the researcher follows to convert their research idea 

into a research project (Cheek, 2008). The approach used for this study can be 

described as qualitative, exploratory and evaluative. 

Exploratory research aims at discovering new insight into a topic that has not been 

extensively researched (Akhtar, 2016).  While online courses have been researched 

from many angles, an online course aimed specifically at English teacher preparation 

has not been well researched. Evaluative research is useful to determine merits and 

areas in need of improvement in policy, organisation or in this case a course (Saville, 

2017). Students’ perceptions and evaluations of courses have been widely used to 

collect valuable data on learning programmes (Capa-Aydin, Cobanoglu & Gülmez, 

2017). 

 

3.4 RESEARCH METHODS 

The research methodology used for this study is a generic qualitative approach. This 

approach can also be called a basic qualitative or interpretive approach (Merriam, 

2009). A generic qualitative approach according to Caelli, Ray, and Mill (2003, p.4) “is 

not guided by an explicit or established set of philosophic assumptions in the form of 

one of the more recognised qualitative methodologies” such as phenomenology, 

grounded theory, and ethnography. Generic qualitative studies, therefore, avoid 

conforming exclusively to these more recognised methodologies and can adapt the 

methodologies to the benefit of their study (Lim, 2011). 

Merriam (2009, p.23) explains that interpretive studies revolve around understanding 

“how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what 

meaning they attribute to their experiences.” This study is interpretive as it aims to 

highlight the perceptions of teachers that have obtained TEFL certificates with a focus 

on the design of the online course.  

This study also uses some principles of a grounded theory approach, as it does not 

have predetermined theories to prove, it simply aims at using the data to explore the 

perceptions of the participants and generate new ideas. According to Strauss and 
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Corbin (1990) categories are formed by a deliberate coding process that requires the 

researcher to find similarities and differences in gathered data. The coding process 

will be explained later in this chapter. Because very little research has been conducted 

on TEFL courses this study aims at producing theories rather than testing them 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

 

3.5 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

Data collection is the “collection of information in a targeted fashion, which is further 

analysed thoroughly to lead to answers to research questions” (Parveen & Showkat, 

2017, p3). In this study, primary data will be collected first-hand by the researcher 

through semi-structured individual interviews. 

An interview is useful when delving into the opinions and experiences of participants. 

A deeper insight is provided into the phenomena (Parveen & Showkat, 2017). Semi-

structured interviews as explained by Harrell and Bradley (2009) are interviews that 

have a set of standard questions to be covered by the interviewer however a 

conversational style is adopted as the interviewer can deviate from the questions to 

delve deeper into the phenomena as necessary and allow for a comprehensive 

understanding of the participant’s response. This method of data collection is therefore 

suitable for this study as it aims at exploring the opinions of the participants in-depth 

regarding the design of their TEFL courses and their perceived effectiveness of the 

course’s design on preparing them for teaching abroad. 

 

3.6 DATA ANALYSIS 

A brief introduction to qualitative data analysis methods used in this study to derive 

the categories presented in chapter four will now be discussed. 
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 Introduction 

Data will be collected using semi-structured interviews explained in paragraph 3.5.1. 

Once the data has been collected it will be analysed. Qualitative data analysis is a 

complex process. Suter (2012, p.344) explains that in order “to understand a complex 

phenomenon, you must consider the multiple “realities” experienced by the 

participants themselves—the “insider” perspectives”. Data produced by interviews is 

explained by Denzin (1989) as “thick” because it is rich with the participants’ realities. 

Hence, Patton (2002) describes the aim of qualitative data analysis as discovering 

patterns, insights and themes from these complex and multidimensional data sets. 

Data analysis in this study aims to categorise and compare the perceptions of 

participants that have obtained TEFL certificates with a focus on the design of their 

TEFL course.  This study will also consider the participants’ perceptions on the TEFL 

course’s designs effectiveness at preparing them for teaching abroad and any areas 

of the TEFL online course’s design that participants perceived could be improved. 

 

 Qualitative data analysis procedures 

Qualitative research depends heavily on the insight and perspectives of the 

researcher; it is therefore interpreted by the researcher and subjective (Pope & Mays, 

2006). Thematic analysis is one way of analysing qualitative data (Lacey & Luff, 2009). 

Qualitative data, usually consisting of verbal accounts, can be condensed by 

organising the data into codes or categories (Saldana, 2009). Chenail (2008) 

describes this categorisation as the researcher’s method of bundling the data into 

meaningful entities. These bundles then can be used to make inferences regarding 

the research aim (Thomas, 2006).  

In this study, a grounded theory approach will be used. The data analysis will be open 

to gain new insights and understandings. The coding process will reveal this approach 

as all perspectives related to the TEFL course’s design will be considered. 

Several steps can be followed when analysing qualitative data. After data is collected 

and recorded the following process of analysis occurred: transcription, familiarisation, 

coding, the emergence of themes, and then sorting of themes into categories. During 
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coding, categorisation and generation of themes, and a constant check for saturation 

occurred.  

 

3.6.2.1 Transcription 

Halcomb and Davidson (2006, p.38), explain transcription as the practice of 

“reproducing spoken words, such as those from an audiotaped interview, into written 

text”. Often the transcription should be verbatim, word-for-word, and include non-

verbal cues to ensure rigour and reduce interpretative bias (Loubere, 2017). Lacey & 

Luff (2009, p.20) explain that non-verbal cues can also communicate the participant’s 

feelings such as “silence may communicate embarrassment or emotional distress, or 

simply a pause for thought.”  

I chose to leave out participants’ self-corrections from the transcripts as I felt they did 

not take away from the intended meaning of the participants. An example of such self-

correction was when a participant said, “There is teachers… I mean there are 

teachers.” The transcribing process allowed multiple opportunities to listen to the 

recordings and I was able to better understand the participants’ perspectives regarding 

their TEFL courses. 

 

3.6.2.2 Familiarisation 

After transcribing the interviews, which is the first step in the process of familiarisation, 

I printed the interviews and reread them repeatedly. I also listened to the recordings 

again to double-check for anything I might have missed. Parkinson et al. (2016) 

explains that this step allows the researcher to immerse themselves in the data and 

attempt to develop a holistic idea of all the data. 

 

3.6.2.3 Coding 

Many coding methods were used in this research and had to be constantly refined to 

ensure that I was portraying the participants’ voices most efficiently. Analysing 
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qualitative data requires that the researcher allocates labels or codes to the data to 

facilitate the organisation of the data into “meaningful categories to be analysed and 

interpreted” (Blair, 2015, p.16). Flick (2013, p.11) further explains that coding 

essentially means to “find a label that allows the grouping of several elements 

(statements or observation) under one concept, so that we have a more or less limited 

number of codes (or categories).” Saldana (2009, p.3) explains that codes can “range 

in magnitude from a single word to a full sentence to an entire page of text to a stream 

of moving images”.  

Saldana (2009) divides the coding process into two cycles; first and second cycle. He 

explains the “nature of coding: comparing data to data, data to code, code to code, 

code to category, category to category, category back to data… suggests that the 

qualitative analytic process is cyclical rather than linear” (Saldana, 2009, p.45). I have 

also separated the path of analysis into the first and second cycle, however, there was 

a lot of backward and forward between the two cycles. 

 

3.6.2.3.1 First cycle 

A few different coding methods were used. Since this research was exploratory the 

emergence of codes was used to lead the study and the advancement to the next 

coding method. Firstly, the transcripts were coded using an exploratory coding 

method. A holistic coding method was used first. Dey (1993) explains that a holistic 

approach views the data as a whole instead of line by line, in an attempt to formulate 

themes and issues. These broad ideas and their interconnections can then be refined 

later. This research’s aim was not to prove a theory but rather to generate theories in 

an ill explored area, therefore the holistic approach helped to highlight key aspects 

from the data which referred to the online design of the TEFL course specifically 

looking for positive and negative perceptions of the online course. Recommendations 

stood out as well during the holistic approach. These ambiguous codes were then 

used as the lens for the next coding method: initial coding. 

An initial coding method was then used. This coding method breaks the data into 

distinct sections so that they can be compared for likenesses and variances whilst 

staying open to various directions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The initial codes 
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highlighted the many positives and negative perspectives that the participants had 

towards the online TEFL course. 

This data set included the participants’ perceived preparedness thus emotion coding 

was used to highlight this aspect of the study. Emotion coding can be quite complex 

as it tries to highlight the emotion using language (Saldana, 2009). Although the 

perception of preparedness can be complicated and not solely linked to one cause, it 

is still valuable to highlight how participants recall the feeling and the links they make 

to the design of the online course. These perceived emotions were coded with 

holistically as negative or positive and the link between negative emotions and other 

codes were made.  

Lastly, the codes were further refined with an evaluative perspective. Evaluative 

coding according to Rossman and Rallis (2003) is used to appraise a program’s or 

policy’s value. This standpoint transformed the participants’ perspectives into insight 

on the design’s effectiveness and merit and accentuated recommendations. An 

example would be, one participant said, “you can read a thousand books but it's not 

applied in the classroom setting it's not going to work” (line 862-863). The evaluation 

coding changed this code from “no application of theory” to “Recommendation: 

Actually teaching in order to implement theory and experience classroom realities”. 

Once the initial and emotion codes were formulated and then further refined via an 

evaluative method the second cycle of coding followed. 

 

3.6.2.3.2 Second cycle and categorisation 

The second cycle involves further fine-tuning of first cycle codes. Because there is 

always an interplay between codes, categories and themes these aspects are 

constantly being adjusted under the lenses of the research aims, some codes were 

removed other was amalgamated with similar codes, to formulate the most well-tuned 

responses to the research aim (Saldana, 2009).  

Now focused coding was used, this coding method recognises the consistent and 

significant initial codes and uses these to “sort, synthesize, integrate, and organize” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 46) data further.  Focused coding is more “directed, selective, and 
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conceptual than word-by-word coding” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 56). Focused coding uses 

codes identified during initial coding to further focus and generated themes from the 

data. Charmaz (2006, p. 60) explains “through comparing data to data, we develop 

the focused code. Then we compare data to these codes, which helps to refine them”. 

Through the focused coding method themes emerged.  

  

3.6.2.4 Emergence of themes 

All categories that were formed from the codes were used to answer the research aim, 

what were the participants’ perspectives of the design of their TEFL courses Corbin 

and Strauss (2008, p.104) explain that a theme has the “greatest explanatory 

relevance” to the research. Three dominant themes emerged from the regular initial 

codes and are discussed in detail in chapter 4. These three themes are preparedness 

for teaching abroad, design of online TEFL course and application of skills and 

knowledge incorporated into the design of the online TEFL course. 

 

3.6.2.5 Saturation 

The completion of qualitative data analysis is usually indicated by a stage called data 

saturation. Saturation is reached when “no new themes are emerging, and theoretical 

ideas have been tested satisfactorily” (Lacey & Luff, 2009, p.25). New data and sorting 

only further confirms the ideas and categories already discovered (Suter, 2012). In this 

study, data saturation was reached after the nine participants were interviewed and 

nine rounds of data analysis had been done. The analysis reached saturation after the 

three themes emerged and prominent and most relevant codes were shown to 

resemble these themes effectively to answer the research aim. 

 

3.7 THE TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE RESEARCH 

Since qualitative research involves interpretation of data that is based in context and 

relies upon the interpretation of the researcher it has been seen by some researchers 
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as “lacking in rigour, transparency, justification of data collection and analysis methods 

being used” (Hadi & Closs, 2016, p.1). To ensure quality in research one needs to 

adhere to certain criteria. 

To ensure trustworthiness in qualitative research, the research needs to fulfil the 

criteria for all four of the principles; namely credibility, transferability, dependability and 

conformability (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). These criteria will now be discussed 

individually below. 

 

 Credibility 

Credibility refers to the extent to which the research demonstrates the genuine 

perspective of the research participants, or the “truth value” (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). 

Credibility can be ensured through the practice of procedures such as; peer debriefing 

and member checking (Moon, Brewer, Januchowski-Hartley, Adams & Blackman, 

2016) these two steps will now be explained in detail. 

Firstly, this study utilised peer debriefing which involved sharing the research process 

with my peers to provide different insights on the analysis and interpretation (Moon et 

al., 2016). My supervisor also followed the study and provided insight and a more 

experienced perspective on this study. My supervisor helped to refine my thoughts 

and provide guidance to ensure its credibility.  

Secondly, once the ideas and themes were established member checking was 

performed. Member checking involved communicating the study’s findings to the 

participants to ensure that it truthfully reflected their experiences (Padgett, 2008). 

Once I analysed and coded the interviews, I contacted each participant again to 

ensure that I had completely understood and accurately presented their perspectives. 

 

 Transferability  

Transferability refers to the degree the conclusions defined in one study are relatable 

or suitable to theory, practice, and future research (Lincoln & Guba, 1986), hence 

whether the findings could be transferred to other contexts. Since research is used to 
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modify further policy and practices researchers must state whether their findings are 

relevant to other contexts (Moon et al., 2016). Because of the nature of qualitative 

research, often it is not possible, or appropriate, to ascertain if the findings or 

conclusions from one study apply to other situations (Shenton, 2004). 

Jensen (2008) suggests that two considerations could increase transferability in 

qualitative research. These two aspects include; “purposeful sampling” and a detailed 

description of all aspects of the research design (Jensen, 2008, p.886).  Purposeful 

sampling, with a detailed description of the criteria, used to sample the participants will 

provide the reader with a better idea of the transferability of this study to their context 

or other studies. Also, a thorough research design will provide the same context for 

the reader that they can make an informed decision regarding aspects of 

transferability. This chapter clearly describes the sampled participants and the 

research design which serves to improve its transferability. 

 

 Dependability  

Dependability relates to determining if the study were to be replicated if the results 

would be the same (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). However, in the context of a qualitative 

study, this could pose a challenge because the “research context is evolving and that 

it cannot be completely understood a priori as a singular moment in time” (Jensen, 

2008, p.208).  

Since qualitative research is based on an ever-changing context the study must be 

“open to change and variation” (Jensen, 2008, p.209). These changes need to be 

made to the research design as the context shifts. Changes to the research design 

include “increasing the number of interviews required, tracking nonverbal cues as well 

as spoken text, including document analysis” (Jensen, 2008, p.209) and so on. I did 

not stop interviewing participants until saturation occurred after nine participants. 

Whilst transcribing the interviews nonverbal cues and can be seen in the interview 

transcript (appendix C). 
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 Confirmability  

Confirmability is objectivity in the research, yet Patton (1990) explains that it is difficult 

to ensure rigorous objectivity in qualitative research since interview questions and 

other data collection methods are designed by humans and therefore their bias is 

unavoidable. Nevertheless, some measures can be taken to reduce the amount of 

researcher bias on the study such as; providing extensive documentation and relevant 

materials, including reflective notes and performing member checking.  

Firstly, Lincoln and Guba (1986) provide a list of documents that should accompany 

the study to improve its degree of confirmability. These include: 

• raw data- field notes, video and audio recordings (which have been made 

available to supervisors however to ensure participant confidentiality they 

cannot be included with the official dissertation) 

• instrument development information- interview schedule (Appendix A) 

Also, Jensen (2008) illustrates that confirmability requires that the researcher provides 

evidence that the findings of the study represent the participant’s opinions and ideals 

correctly and are not altered by the researcher’s bias. Member checking done for 

credibility is also useful in this regard. 

 

3.8 ETHICAL ASPECTS OF THE RESEARCH 

Preissle (2008, p.273) explains ethics as “part of human philosophy concerned with 

appropriate conduct and virtuous living”. Research is ethical if it strives to protect its 

human participants by adhering to ethical principles (Orb, Eisenhauer & Wynaden, 

2001). The University of Johannesburg requires that all studies are approved by the 

Faculty of Education Research Ethics Committee before fieldwork such as interviews 

is conducted. This step is to ensure that the study has been reviewed by an ethic’s 

board and received ethical clearance.  

This study received ethical clearance and its approval number is: Sem 2-2019-033. A 

copy of the certificate has also been included as Appendix B. 
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Although this research isn’t seen as high risk it still needs to abide by ethical 

procedures. These procedures included: 

✓ Informed consent of participants (Provided to the supervisor but not included in 

this research paper as it contains the particulars of the participants) 

✓ Confidentiality and anonymity 

✓ Providing the participants with feedback on the findings 

 

3.9  SUMMARY 

This chapter firstly described the setting of the study. Then an explanation of the 

research design was provided. The strategy of research was explained as a generic 

qualitative study thereafter the collection method, a semi-structured interview, was 

described. Thereafter each step involved in qualitative data analysis was defined in 

detail. The trustworthiness of the research was also disassembled into the four criteria; 

credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability, in which each was 

explained in the context of this study. Lastly, the ethical aspect of this study was 

explained, and ethical clearance number was provided. 
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CHAPTER 4. RESEARCH FINDINGS  

___________________________________________________________________ 

“Qualitative research involves asking participants about their 

experiences of things that happen in their lives. It enables 

researchers to obtain insights into what it feels like to be another 

person and to understand the world as another experiences it.”   

                           (Austin & Sutton, 2014, p.436)  

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 4 present the findings resulting from the data collected for this research study: 

Graduates’ perceptions on the design of the online certification course for 
teaching English as a foreign language (TEFL). This study aims to highlight 

opinions relating to the design of online TEFL courses and to explore the participants’ 

perceived preparedness for teaching abroad. Some suggestions for improvement 

provided by the participants of the TEFL online course are also highlighted in the 

findings.  

The data was collected through face-to-face interviews, either in person or online. The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcribed text was analysed using 

qualitative methods described in chapter three. Firstly, perceptions related to feelings 

of preparedness for teaching abroad were also derived and will be discussed in the 

following paragraphs. Secondly, the categories related to the participants’ perceptions 

of the design of the online TEFL course were derived from the data. Thirdly, data 

related to the application of knowledge and skills were considered.  

Appendix A illustrates the participants’ transcripts with line numbers, the line numbers 

will be referred to throughout this chapter. 
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4.2 PREPARED FOR TEACHING ABROAD 

From the data, it was revealed that the participants did not feel prepared for teaching 

abroad. Some participants explained that they felt completely unprepared after 

graduating from the TEFL whilst other data revealed that some felt theoretically 

prepared but felt there was a lack of application of this theory. Most of the data 

highlighted that the participants felt unprepared to manage their classrooms and for 

classroom realities.  

 Feeling completely unprepared 

The data showed that most participants felt completely unprepared for the 

complexities of teaching abroad. “I got thrown in the deep end on day one… I 

wasn't really prepared for anything on day one” (193-195). “I was fresh and new 
and really had no clue what I was doing” (234-235). “TEFL doesn't really prepare 
you for the class experience. I would say that the 100 per cent online TEFL is 
quite different to what you would actually experience in a class” (340-342). “I 
wasn't really prepared after doing a hundred and twenty hours of theoretical 
teaching for a foreign classroom environment” (1112-1113). “I have pretty much 
not used a single thing from my TEFL” (246-248). “The 120 hours course doesn't 
really work. It's a fast track to saying that people are qualified and prepared. And 
really, they won't be. So, it's probably, like, the hundred and twenty hours is 
almost pointless” (1147-1150) “because they didn't prepare me enough for what 
was actually needed for the class” (25-26). 

 

 Feeling theoretically prepared 

Some participants explained that they felt theoretically prepared for teaching abroad 

after the TEFL but as explained in paragraph 4.4 it lacked practical application, “[I was 

prepared] in theory… but it's difficult to apply stuff you've written into a 
computer to a real-life environment” (line 1057-1058). Another said that “you can't 
really imagine it to you're actually there and it's happening, but [their TEFL 
course] definitely gave an idea of what to be prepared for”. (line 1207-1208). 

Another explained that they were prepared “more academically than anything” (line 
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1224). One participant explained that the “grammar, and phonics, the basis of what 
to teach is there. This is definitely well done” (line 351-352). Another explained that 

“the TEFL [course] is adequate in terms of describing what you could expect” 
(line 368-369). 

 

 Feeling unprepared for classroom realities and classroom 

management  

The data displayed that even after completing the online TEFL course participants felt 

unprepared to manage their classrooms. A participant explains that they “did have 
ideas of how to manage a classroom … you don't really learn your own style 

until you get into the classroom and do it yourself. The kids ran all over me for 
a number of months before I figured it out” (line 972-974) this reinforces another 

participant’s idea that “there were some pointers but without the real classroom 
setting there's no way to apply it” (line 837-838) because “I've never been a 
teacher. Done nothing like it. It was impossible to visualize [how the classroom] 
could be, how you could fix [the discipline problems]” (line 552-553). Furthermore, 

another participant exclaimed that they thought it would have been “important to deal 
with classroom management a bit more in [online TEFL courses] and how to 
deal was some actual nitty-gritty” (line 314-315).  

Additionally, the data revealed that participants thought that the online TEFL did not 

prepare them for classroom realities. One participant explained that the content was 

“written from the ideal perspective of a classroom of sixteen students or twelve 
students who really really want to be there and are motivated to learn. And I 
think that's not [the] reality for 90 per cent of people teaching” (line 308-310). One 

participant painted a picture of their classroom reality as; “some of [their students] 
are running about, some of them are not listening. Some of them are yelling and 
they are so excited about this lesson. To bring all of that together is much more 
challenging” (line 361-363). One participant explained that the TEFL course was 

“totally irrelevant to teaching [students] in reality” (line 246-247). 
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4.3 DESIGN OF THE ONLINE TEFL COURSE 

Although the design of any course is made up of many aspects, the content and layout 

of the content TEFL course were accentuated by the participants during the interviews. 

Then aspects of feedback and support were also emphasized in the data. 

 

 Content of the TEFL course 

As mentioned in paragraph 4.2.2 some participants explained that they did feel 

theoretically prepared after graduating from their TEFL course. The theoretical 

knowledge delivered by their TEFL course was mostly perceived as “pretty thorough. 
All of the modules were really well explained” (line 1120-1121). One participant 

explained that the online TEFL course provided “good theoretical knowledge” (line 

449), while others simply acknowledged the amount of theory with comments such as; 

there “was a lot of theory” (line 87), and that the online TEFL course “gave you a lot 
of theories” (line 1073). Another stated that the theories were “put in sort of like a 
simple way… for you to understand and for the students to understand without 

going too deep into it” (line 726-727).  

Regarding gaps in participants’ content knowledge, the data highlighted that grammar 

rules were seen to be accentuated in the content of the online TEFL course. 

Participants explained that “there was a lot of grammar” (line 33-34). These sections 

on grammatical theories seemed to resonate with two participants as they explained 

that being the taught grammar rules of their native language caused them to confront 

gaps in their knowledge that they were previously unaware of. They said that the TEFL 

course “made me a bit more nervous to realize how little I know about my own 
language that I speak… when I'm speaking, I just know from experience that 
word goes in that order in that sentence. So, as a native English speaker we 
don't actually think a lot about structure of sentences and structure of words” 

(line 256-261). Another participant supported this notion by saying that “it taught me 
a lot about my own language that I didn't realise” (line 1197-1198). It can therefore 

be seen that the content pertaining to English grammar rules deepened the 

participant’s understanding of the language by revealing gaps in their own knowledge. 
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Subsequently, it emerged from the analysis that the content of the course was found 

to be well-sequenced and laid out in a user-friendly manner (refer to paragraph 2.2.2). 

One participant stated that the layout of the course “was simple and easy to use” 

(line 307), another explained that it was “very well thought through… concise… 

well laid-out” (line 475-476). In addition to these sentiments, another participant 

illuminated that they thought that “the actual modules were useful and well set out” 
(line 1126-1127). One participant explained that the course “starts slowly and it's 
easy to get into” (line 127). Thus, it was revealed that the participants felt that the 

design of the online TEFL course’s content was laid out in a user-friendly manner and 

effectively sequenced. 

 

 Lack of specified content  

The participants described the TEFL course as a “very basic course… they don't 

really go too in-depth” (line 1064). It was suggested that it “could be more detailed” 

(line 89) and “needs to be more thorough” (line 1153-1154). Three main aspects 

related to content were perceived as lacking in the online TEFL course. These include: 

curriculum specific content, culture specific content and content appropriate for the 

age of the participants’ future students. 

 

4.3.2.1 Content regarding curriculum 

 It was also found that the participants felt that they were not provided with any content 

on the type of curriculum that they would be expected to teach once moving abroad. 

One participant explained that “from day one it's a bit nerve-wracking because you 
didn't really know what to expect. And every school is different” (line 197-199). 

Another participant was explaining that grammar learnt in the TEFL “was wasted” (line 

545) “because in Korea where [they] went first, foreigners were forbidden from 
teaching [grammar]. They were like… you cannot teach this” (line 543-545). 

Another participant explained that there was “no formal training given to the 
teachers. Instead one had to learn on the go and got criticized for not knowing 
a school procedure when it wasn't explained before-hand” (line 807-809). The 
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participants’ sentiments therefore show that they regarded the online TEFL course’s 

content as lacking in specific curriculum knowledge. 

 

4.3.2.2 Content regarding culture 

The data similarly revealed that the most pertinent issue with the content available in 

the online TEFL course was the lack of cultural-specific content and as Paragraph 

2.3.2.2 explains, this issue is a major contributor to culture shock. One participant 

explained that they “couldn't even figure out where Korea was on the map when 
we got the job” (line 253-256). Another explained that the online TEFL should make 

graduates “aware of cultural sensitivities but it didn't really delve into what they 
are, how to approach them and how-to kind of deflect questioning about it” (line 

1087-1089). This participant went on to explain that “anything that we did get taught 
had to be adapted to teaching in China where there are slightly different 
expectations on how classes should be run, and how teachers should behave, 
and how students should behave” (line 1077-1080). Also, some of the resources 

provided were useless because “being in China ... some resources like YouTube 
and this are blocked” (line 100-101). This participant therefore had trouble accessing 

the resources provided to them as they were not accessible in China thus reinforcing 

the idea that it is vital that content and resources are tailored to specific cultures and 

countries. 

Another participant completed an in-class TEFL in China and the data revealed that 

the culturally specific content and advice was perceived by the participant as being a 

better preparation for the classroom. The participant explained that, “my TEFL course 
was done in China. So, I was interacting with Chinese kids. I was getting the 
cultural background from the course instructor” (line 741-743) “when I was in the 
classroom for the first time I wasn't as nervous” (line 704-705) because they had 

“interaction with kids that don't speak English as a first language” (line 704).  
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4.3.2.3 Content categorized according to age 

The data highlighted that the predominant perception of the content provided in the 

online TEFL course was largely irrelevant to the participants because they weren’t 

specified for teaching certain age groups. One participant explained that their first few 

months of teaching in China had been “very different and difficult” (line 1181) 

because their classroom experience was “very different to what I'd experienced in 
TEFL because the kids are a lot younger” (line 1176-1177). Another participant 

suggested that the online TEFL would have been more beneficial if there were “age-
specific courses so if I am going to teach kindergarten maybe something in 
terms of kindergarten” (line 80-82) and another participant’s opinion agreed to this 

idea with the proposal that TEFL could provide an idea of “what [teaching abroad] 
will probably be like. This is what the students will be like. Here's some pictures, 
here's some videos, of what you can actually expect” (line 659-661). The analysis, 

therefore, revealed that participants required that the TEFL was tailored for the age 

group in which they were looking at teaching. The age of the students is an important 

factor in determining the type of teaching styles and content knowledge future teachers 

would need. 

 

 Feedback and support 

There were both negative and positive findings related to feedback and support. Peer 

support was stressed in several interviews as important factors of success during the 

TEFL course and once the participant entered the classroom. 

 

4.3.3.1 Positive aspects related to feedback and support 

The data indicated that the participants felt that the communication between the online 

TEFL staff and the participants was positive. One participant explained that “they 
replied quickly and it was very straight to the point” (line 113-114) and another 

participant supported that notion: “the response that I received when I submitted 
my final essay and my final lesson plan was quite quick and the response was 
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quite concise and nicely laid out” (line 488-490). The participants, therefore, viewed 

the communication during the online TEFL course in a positive light. 

The data emphasized that the participants regarded the online TEFL course to be 

flexible. The course was said to be “set up for people who were working they might 
have a little time or a lot of time” (line 638-639). Over and above this the staff were 

also described as flexible and accommodating. One participant explained that their 

“adjudicators were really useful because we were on a really tight timeframe to 
complete the course. So, they allowed us fast track [their course] and do the two 
assessments at the same time rather than one after the other. They were helpful” 
(line 1138-1140).   

It was also apparent from the analysis that the participants felt that peer collaboration 

was an important part of the support provided by the TEFL course. The participants 

that completed the TEFL course with an online constituent or fully in class expressed 

the importance of the collaboration with their peers. “[W]e did a lot of teaching in 
groups and got a lot of ideas from each other and a lot of support… some of the 

people we're still in contact with” (line 301-302).  

Another participant that completed their TEFL course completely online was in contact 

with friends already teaching overseas and they explained that “your friends that can 
help you. People that have actually taught, people who are actually teachers, 
who know this stuff. Working through the actual issues in a classroom. If that in 
any way can be incorporated within a TEFL, then it'll be the best qualification” 

(line 462-466) also they said, “[their friend’s] help is almost as valuable as a TEFL” 

(line 412). This data shows the participants’ perceived their peer collaboration as an 

important support mechanism for learning to teach abroad. 

 

4.3.3.2 Negative aspects related to feedback and support 

The data highlighted that a participant who completed their TEFL course entirely online 

felt that the course did not provide sufficient support. They explained that “there is no 
help, there's no support system after your TEFL” (line 155). They also recognized 

that job-related assistance was lacking, they explained that the TEFL courses “don't 
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tell you how to get better, how to improve… when you are a TEFL teacher in 
China, there is always that limit, it doesn't matter where you are it's all around 
the same pay” (line 131-133) and they discussed an issue regarding the perceived 

lack of administration support when they recommended that the TEFL course make; 

“notarisation and legalisation areas very clear on [the TEFL course’s] website. 
Or make it so that it can be notarised anywhere or in China or in the country 
they're in” (line 121-123)   

Data analysis revealed that participants recommended that support and feedback 

available through the online TEFL course could be more efficiently tailored to specific 

countries and teaching English as a foreign language. One participant explained that 

they thought “an instructor who has taught ESL in the past” (line 652-653) would 

be beneficial. Another proposed that “people coming back from various countries. 
People who might give you real insights into what countries... will offer different 
experiences. Someone in Asia or someone in the Middle East, someone in 
Europe. You know, these kids will be different, they'll treat you differently, they'll 
have different expectations of you as a teacher” (line 948-952) would help to 

increase the quality of support an online TEFL student could receive. 

 

4.4 PERSPECTIVES ON APPLICATION OF KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS 

The data revealed that the participants felt that there was no application of the theory 

and skills taught in the online TEFL course.  

One participant explained that it was “semi-useful to have a little bit of knowledge 
there wasn't really any practical application” (line 1080-1081). One participant 

explained that preservice EFL teachers “need exposure to a classroom whether it's 
kids or adults. And that that classroom also needs to be Non-English speaking, 
so that you can understand firstly what you're getting yourself into that it's not 
just fun and games” (line 771-774). “It's all well and good reading a book but if 
you have to get up in front of someone and try and sort of implement what 
you've learned. I think that's the hardest thing, actually being confident enough 
to do that” (line 294-297). In order to be better prepared to implement theories and 

skills learnt in their online TEFL course participants recommended practical classes. 
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 Recommendation of practical classes 

It emerged from the analysis that most participants felt that the course needed to 

provide opportunities to deal with classroom realities and implement theories taught. 

A participant said “if you are going to say that TEFL [certificate] is the only thing 
that you need to teach. I think there's a lot of room for improvement… a practical 

class has to be mandatory for you to get your TEFL [certificate]… the 

preparation that you need to do in terms of for a real class is much different that 
you do for a scenario that you would be given in your TEFL exam” (line 406-411). 

Another participant’s idea seconded this: “you can read a thousand books but it it's 
not applied in the classroom setting it's not going to work” (line 862-863). 

Learning “how to teach… comes with experience” (line 352-353). 

One participant suggested that the TEFL courses should “condense the theoretical 
portion down only to the vital and relevant information and rather demonstrate 
how this information is needed, through a practical way. [Provide] a practical 
means on how to implement this information. And allow participants the 
opportunity to teach in a real class. Have them have mock lessons and provide 
critical feedback on that, rather than have them read a passage and answer 
questions. So, apply the knowledge” (line 884-890) because “you don't really learn 
your own style until you get into the classroom and do it yourself” (972-973). 

Participants provided ideas on how to implement a practical class within the online 

course. One participant suggested, “running the courses over summer so that you 
can use English summer schools as a practice ground for teaching or you have 
them do a placement in summer school so that they can watch how teachers do 
it” (line 1150-1153). Another participant proposed “a virtual classroom… where all 

of these issues are simultaneously running where you would have to like 
scramble and deal with them” (line 476-478) or “online jobs if there is some kind 
of partnership” (line 946). 
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4.5 SUMMARY 

The data was categorised into three central themes: firstly, whether participants felt 

prepared for teaching abroad, secondly participants’ perceptions related to design of 

the online TEFL course, then participants’ perspectives on application of knowledge 

and skills 

The data showed that the participants did not feel prepared to teach abroad after they 

graduated from their online TEFL courses. Some felt completely unprepared whilst 

others explained that they felt theoretically prepared but there was a lack of practical 

application to taught theories. Classroom realities and classroom management were 

perceived as the main aspects that the participants weren’t prepared for. 

Thereafter the design of the online TEFL course revolved around content and 

feedback and support. There were positive findings related to the content as it was 

found to be perceived as providing an abundance of theories that were thought to be 

well laid out and easy to navigate. It was expressed that there was a focus on grammar 

rules that revealed gaps in the participant’s content knowledge.  Yet, the data also 

revealed that the participants identified that the content was lacking in three major 

areas: curriculum and culture or country and theories related to their future student’s 

age. 

Feedback and support were also a theme that emerged from the data. Positive 

findings related to the flexible nature of the course’s staff and the speed in which they 

would reply to participants. Peer collaboration was viewed as an imperative feature of 

success for the participants. On the other hand, the data also stressed that the fully 

online students felt that the course did not offer them a satisfactory level of support 

especially after the course and with administration difficulties. Moreover, it was 

established that participants felt that the support and feedback could be improved by 

personalising it to specific countries and teaching English explicitly as a foreign 

language. 

Lastly, perspectives related to application of skills and knowledge during the online 

TEFL course were described. The data revealed that participants felt that there was a 

lack of application in the online TEFL course and this left them feeling unprepared for 

the complexities of teaching abroad, the participants, therefore, advocated for 
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classroom exposure to be made a feature all TEFL courses in order to amend 

perceived classroom management inadequacies amongst other difficulties. 

Chapter five will be used for the overview of this study.  Conclusions will be drawn, 

and deficiencies in the research and recommendations for further research will be 

discussed. 
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS IN THE RESEARCH 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

___________________________________________________________________ 

“You have to get to know and understand the people you design for. 

You want to figure out what drives them and how you can ignite their 

intrinsic motivation. That's why getting in touch with your target 

audience through interviews, observations and co-creation is 

indispensable.” 

   (Floors, 2016, paragraph 9) 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

5.1 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

This study highlights how graduates of online TEFL courses perceive the design of the 

courses and whether they felt prepared for the complexities of teaching abroad.  

Many models exist to assist in the design of any course as shown in paragraph 2.3.1. 

These models all aimed at assisting the designer to produce learner-centred courses 

that are constantly evaluated and upgraded to best suit the needs of all its 

stakeholders. Learning Experience Design outlined in paragraph 2.3.2 is a useful 

model to design online preservice teacher training courses as it aims at creating online 

experiences that focus on applying knowledge and skills, thus putting learning into 

practice. LXD also accentuates the importance of students evaluating courses in order 

for the course to be relevant. In paragraph 2.4.2 using student feedback in order to 

ensure quality was discussed and the considerations and benefits were outlined.  

The need for this research was established in paragraph 1.3 due to the limited 

research available on online TEFL courses especially from the perspective of the 

TEFL graduate. TEFL certificates are used to certify graduates are prepared to teach 

English as a Foreign language. In almost any country a TEFL certificate and any 

degree are enough to secure a teaching job. Some countries only require a TEFL 

certificate and the bachelor’s degree isn’t required. This research is necessary to 
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understand how educators teaching English as a foreign language perceive the design 

of their online TEFL course and how they feel it prepared them for teaching abroad.  

Within this context, the research question was formulated as: “How do TEFL graduates 

perceive the design of their TEFL course and did it prepare them for the complexities 

of teaching abroad?” In order to answer the main question, the following objectives 

were formulated: 

➢ Determining whether participants felt prepared for teaching abroad. 

➢ Accentuating the participants’ perspectives on the design of the TEFL course 

➢ Highlighting participants’ perspectives on application of knowledge and skills 

that they learnt incorporated in the design of the TEFL course 

In chapter 2 a literature review was conducted. Firstly, literature pertaining to online 

courses was highlighted.  The characteristics of different types of online courses were 

described in paragraph 2.2.1. Online preservice teacher training courses were then 

highlighted in paragraph 2.2.2 explaining what these courses are and TEFL 

certification courses as a preservice teacher training course. The demand for TEFL 

courses was then highlighted in 2.2.3. Literature relating to possibilities and challenges 

that occur with online preservice teaching training courses was then portrayed in 

paragraph 2.2.3.1. In paragraph 2.3.4 literature related to challenges with online 

teacher training were laid out as: classroom preparedness and challenges arising from 

teaching English as a foreign language.  

Paragraph 2.3 summarised literature relating to designing an online course: models 

used to design online courses, Learner Experience Design and online preservice 

teacher training, challenges with designing an online course and TEFL course design. 

Finally, paragraph 2.4 revolved around the quality assurance of online courses; TEFL 

companies quality assurance, accrediting bodies and using student feedback to 

ensure quality were discussed. 

Chapter 3 was used to explain the research design and methodology used in this 

study. Firstly, the setting for this minor dissertation was explained in paragraph 3.2. A 

brief overview of TEFL courses was provided, such as the type of TEFL courses taken 
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by the participants and their different modes of completion. Followed by details 

pertaining to the participants that were relevant to this study.  

Chapter three described the research design used to collect, record and analyse the 

data. This study was delineated as qualitative, exploratory and evaluative. Exploratory 

was explained as aiming at discovering new insights into a topic that has not been 

extensively researched. Evaluative research is useful to determine the worth and 

shortcomings of a course, in this case.  

The research method was described as a generic qualitative approach which is 

explained by Lim (2011) as an approach that avoids conforming exclusively to more 

recognised methodologies and can adapt the methodologies to the benefit of their 

study. This method was chosen as it showcases how people perceive their lived 

experiences. The study also used principles of a grounded theory approach as it had 

no predetermined theories to prove but rather aimed at producing a new 

understanding of TEFL courses. The data collection method of this study was one-on-

one interviews.  

Chapter three also included the steps used in this study to analyse the data. The 

stages are explained in detail in paragraph 3.6 but can be summarised as; 

familiarisation, coding, the emergence of themes, saturation. 

Approaches used to ensure trustworthiness in this study were explored under the 

following headings; credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. A brief 

description of the ethical aspects of this study was then provided.  

Chapter four was used for data analysis. Three themes emerged from the analysis of 

the transcripts of the interviews. The categories summarised the perceptions of the 

participants relating to the design of their TEFL course and their feelings of 

preparedness for the complexities of teaching abroad.  

• Perceptions related to feelings of preparedness for teaching abroad.  

From the data, it was revealed that the participants did not feel prepared for teaching 

abroad. Some participants explained that they felt completely unprepared after 

graduating from the TEFL whilst other data revealed that some felt theoretically 

prepared but felt there was a lack of application of this theory. Most of the data 
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highlighted that the participants felt unprepared to manage their classrooms and for 

classroom realities. 

• Participants’ perceptions of the design of the online TEFL course. 

Perceptions related to the content and the layout of the content were positive as the 

participants did feel theoretically prepared after the TEFL and the content was well laid 

out and simple to use. However, the participants felt that the content of the TEFL 

course lacked in three main areas: curriculum, the culture of future students and age 

of future students. Feedback and support also emerged from the data. Positive 

aspects of the feedback and support during the TEFL courses revolved around the 

flexibility and speed of responses from the TEFL staff, and the importance of peer 

collaboration to their success as teachers. Negative aspects included lack of support 

from TEFL staff after the course and lack of tailored support that was specific to the 

country that they were hired in after graduating the TEFL course. 

• Perceptions related to the application of knowledge and skills.  

The data revealed that the participants felt that there was no application of the theory 

and skills taught in the online TEFL course. The participants recommended practical 

classes be added to their online TEFL courses in order to better prepare graduates for 

teaching abroad. 

 

5.2 CONCLUSIONS DRAWN FROM THE FINDINGS 

The research question was laid out in chapter one as: how did the TEFL graduates 

perceive the design of their TEFL course and did they feel prepared for the 

complexities of teaching abroad? The conclusion was determined by the evidence in 

this study as discussed in chapter four. 

 Perceptions related to feelings of preparedness for teaching 

abroad. 

The participants explained that they didn’t feel prepared for teaching abroad after they 

completed their online TEFL courses. Some participants explained that they felt 

completely unprepared for teaching abroad whilst others explained that they felt 
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theoretically prepared, but they struggled to apply what they had learnt in the 

classroom. This will be discussed further in paragraph 5.2.3 

Classroom management was also perceived as a stumbling block for the participants 

as they felt unprepared to manage their classrooms because they weren’t prepared 

for the realities of a classroom. This reinforces the argument presented in paragraph 

2.2.3.1 that although preservice training programmes provide theory on classroom 

management without practical application this remains an underdeveloped skill for 

many novice teachers. As the participants explained that without practical experience, 

they had no way to visualise discipline problems and manage them accordingly. 

Classroom realities were also emphasized as an area in which the participants felt 

unprepared for when entering the classroom for the first time. Mayer, et al., (2017) 

highlighted that many novice teachers reported feeling unprepared for culturally and 

linguistically diverse students, which reinforces the findings of this study. Darling-

Hammond, et al., (2007) also explains that novice teachers have been known to be 

unaware of the impact a student’s context has on the teaching and learning 

environment especially if they are not prepared for this in their preservice teacher 

training. 

 

 Participants’ perceptions of the design of the online TEFL course  

The participants had positive comments about their TEFL’s course content. They felt 

that the course provided a lot of theory that was well explained. The course content 

revealed gaps in the participants content knowledge on topics such as grammar and 

phonics. The participants, therefore, felt that English content knowledge was 

sufficiently covered in their TEFL courses. The TEFL course seemed to be successful 

in providing the participants with English content knowledge needed to teach abroad.  

Participants also found the content to be user- friendly and well sequenced. The 

course was said to start easily and get progressively more difficult, the layout of the 

content was also simple and easy to use. These are commendable as a well-designed 

course ensures that the student doesn’t feel overwhelmed and can be completed in 

the allocated timeframe, as explained in paragraph 2.3. 
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However, the participants felt that the content was very shallow and needed to be 

better tailored to their needs, paragraph 2.3.2, LXD lays out the importance of 

interviewing the learners of the courses to determine their needs before the course to 

ensure the course is relevant to them. They felt that the course could have provided 

more specific knowledge especially when it came to age, curriculum and culture they 

were to teach abroad. In paragraph 2.2.4.2 it was shown that non-specific training 

caused novice teachers to enter the classroom without an accurate job expectation 

leaving them feeling unprepared. Also, in that paragraph, non-specific of preservice 

teachers training led new teachers to miscalculate the influence of their students’ 

culture on teaching and learning. 

Then opinions related to feedback and support also emerged. Positive opinions related 

to feedback and support of the online TEFL course related to communication, flexibility 

and peer collaboration for support. Communication channels available during the 

participants’ online TEFL course were positively regarded as the staff replied quickly 

and the responses were straight to the point. The online TEFL course was said to be 

very supportive in their flexibility of deadlines and course work. This openness and 

flexibility were shown as a challenge for course designers, in paragraph 2.3.2, 

therefore it is very commendable that participants didn’t seem to struggle with 

communication during their online TEFL course. Peer collaboration was also said to 

provide support in those participants that had the 20-hour constituent, this is great 

because feelings of isolation pose a challenge to most students of online courses as 

seen in paragraph 2.3.2. 

The negative comments related to the participant’s feeling that the TEFL course lacked 

support after the course was completed. Also, the support that was provided was very 

generic and wasn’t tailored to the participants’ specific needs. This can be linked to 

understanding expectations of students, paragraph 2.3.2, to ensure they understand 

what the course entails and to check their levels of satisfaction after the completion of 

the course. 
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 Perceptions related to the application of knowledge and skills.  

The data revealed that no practical application of knowledge and skills occurred during 

the participants’ online TEFL. Participants suggested that their online TEFL course 

should have an in-class training aspect to help better prepare graduates for the 

realities of teaching abroad. This in-class training aligns with the apprenticeship 

learning highlighted in paragraph 2.2.4.3 where novice teachers are provided with a 

practical means to apply taught theories and skills and to learn from experienced 

teachers.  

The findings showed that the participants felt theoretically prepared and whilst content 

knowledge (paragraph 5.2.2) is important for a teacher, pedagogical content 

knowledge should be the aim of any teacher. Shulman (1987) explains pedagogical 

content knowledge as a bridge between knowledge and practice. “It represents the 

blending of content and pedagogy into an understanding of how particular topics, 

problems or issues are organised, represented and adapted to the diverse interests 

and abilities of learners and presented for instruction”. Thus, TEFL graduates may 

have been presented with theories of English but without the bridge to apply these 

theories practically into a specific classroom, they are as one participant put it “almost 

pointless”.  

Also, LXD, paragraph 2.4.2, highlights the importance of applying knowledge and skills 

taught in an online course. As shown in paragraph 2.2.1 preservice teachers feel that 

their phase of practical training was the most beneficial to them. Oliver and Reschly 

(2007) explain that teachers acquire skills through their preservice education however 

these skills are only truly developed through hands-on experience in the classroom. 

In terms of the participants’ perceptions related to feelings of preparedness for 

teaching abroad after graduating from their online TEFL courses, some felt 
theoretically prepared whilst most felt completely unprepared, and classroom 
management and classroom realities were highlighted as the main stumbling 
blocks. Then the participants’ perceptions of the design of their online TEFL 
courses were perceived both negatively and positively.  The content and 
feedback and support were highlighted as major findings in the perceptions of 
the design. The content was perceived as being simple to access and well-
sequenced with a good pace. Communication during the course was also shown 
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in a very positive light. The participants also appreciated the support that the 
received from their peers. They did, however, feel that the feedback could have 
been more tailored to their specific needs and that more support should be 
available after they complete the course. They felt that the content lacked in the 
following areas: specific content according to the age, curriculum and culture 
they were to teach. Finally, the participants felt that they needed a platform to 
practice the taught skills and knowledge as this wasn’t perceived to be 

incorporated in the design of their online TEFL course. Practical classes were 
also shown to be suggested the majority of the participants. 

 

5.3 LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

This study only focused on online TEFL courses. Although one participant did provide 

some insight into TEFL courses that were done in person much more needs to be 

done in this area. 

All participants were native English speakers therefore second language English 

speakers could have had a different view on the TEFL course’s design and the degree 

to which they felt prepared for the classroom could have been different.  

TEFL graduates can teach anywhere in the world however the participants of this 

study only taught in China and Korea after graduating. Teaching in other countries 

may have yielded different opinions from the participants.  

Some of the participants had completed the TEFL many years before and have been 

teaching in China for at least six months at the time of the interviews. Some of their 

opinions have likely changed over the years, through the interviews some participants 

state that they cannot clearly remember some of their ideas regarding their TEFL 

courses. Therefore, participants that have just started teaching after they graduate 

might provide different perspectives.  

Another possible limitation is that accrediting bodies of the participants’ TEFL courses 

were not considered and no link or connections could be drawn from courses that are 

accredited by internationally recognised accrediting bodies or not. I have added this 

to the recommendations for future research. 
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It is important to note that I know each participant on a personal level and although I 

was careful not to discuss my own opinions regarding the TEFL courses before the 

interview, it is always possible that word choice or other subconscious triggers led 

them to believe I sought a certain result from the interview and this study, therefore, 

influencing their opinions on the TEFL course. Gathering data anonymously using 

different questions may also reveal different perspectives. 

 

5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study was exploratory in nature as very little information and research has been 

done on any aspects of TEFL courses. Therefore, future research is needed in all 

aspects of TEFL courses. 

▪ Characteristics of people that choose to move abroad and become TEFL 

teachers and the effect this has on the students, schools and education. 

▪ The extent to which third-party assistance allows new teachers to adapt faster 

to novel situations. 

▪ Quality assurance of TEFL teachers and TEFL courses/certificates 

▪ Connections between perceived quality of TEFL courses and approval by 

accrediting bodies 

▪ Differences between online and in-person TEFL courses. 

▪ Professional development of TEFL teachers. 

▪ Creating a country and an age specific TEFL course. 

▪ The benefits and disadvantages of native speakers becoming teachers. 

▪ The effect of cultural differences in the classroom and language acquisition. 
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5.5  FINAL COMMENT 

Online TEFL courses are used by many countries to certify that teachers are ready to 

teach abroad. The perspectives and opinions gathered from the graduates of theses 

TEFL courses and other educational stakeholders are vital to ensure quality in the 

teaching and learning environment. Teachers need to graduate this online course 

feeling prepared to enter a foreign language classroom and teach students English 

efficiently. At the moment the TEFL courses needs to provide more tailored content 

and feedback, as well as providing a practical arena for TEFL students to apply the 

taught theories and skills. 

If online TEFL courses were to incorporate design features of a Learner Experience 

Design in which the needs of the participants were considered at every stage of 

development the TEFL graduates might be better prepared to enter a foreign 

classroom. The participant that did their TEFL course in China, where they went on to 

teach, expressed that they were better prepared for their foreign language classroom.  

There is a great demand for TEFL teachers all over the world. Teachers are often hired 

out of field and with little or no prior experience. Often the only things schools and 

teachers are relying on to prepare these novice teachers is a 120-hour TEFL course. 

This course needs to provide not only content knowledge to novice teachers but also 

provide them with the pedagogical tools needed to teach their foreign language 

students. Without the practical application of the taught theories, they will still be 

walking into their classrooms unprepared for the complexities for teaching abroad. The 

perceptions of the TEFL graduates are vital to understanding the shortcomings of the 

TEFL courses and provide a more wholesome preparation of foreign teachers. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

Roughly in what year did you complete your TEFL? 

How many hours was it for? 

What really stuck with you after your TEFL course? 

Please describe your first few months of teaching abroad. 

Did you feel prepared for the classroom? 

What challenges did you face? 

What do you think the main objectives of the TEFL course were? 

Do you think they were achieved? 

What advice would you offer the TEFL course designers? 
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