Nekardova, Barbora

The role of peer learning among university teachers in integrating digital
technologies into higher education teaching

Studia paedagogica. 2022, vol. 27, iss. 2, pp. [131]-149

ISSN 1803-7437 (print); ISSN 2336-4521 (online)

Stable URL (DOI): https://doi.org/10.5817/SP2022-2-6

Stable URL (handle): https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/digilib.76936
Access Date: 16. 02. 2024

Version: 20221121

Terms of use: Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University provides
access to digitized documents strictly for personal use, unless otherwise specified.

Masarykova univerzita Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts,
Filozoficka fakulta . .
Masaryk University

N
T S digilib.phil.muni.cz

Mmu
AR


https://doi.org/10.5817/SP2022-2-6
https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/digilib.76936

STUDIA PAEDAGOGICA

vol. 27, n. 2, 2022
https://doi.org/10.5817/SP2022-2-6

THE ROLE OF PEER LEARNING
AMONG UNIVERSITY TEACHERS
IN INTEGRATING DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES
INTO HIGHER EDUCATION TEACHING

Barbora Nekardoveia®

2 Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University, Czech Republic

ABSTRACT

The article is based on research aimed at exploring how teachers from the Faculty of Arts
at Masaryk University integrated digital technologies into their teaching in connection with
the transition to emergency remote teaching. The main research question was aimed at
identifying the role played by peer learning among university teachers in integrating digital
technologies into higher education teaching. The data were collected through in-depth
semi-structured interviews with 34 teachers from the Faculty of Arts at Masaryk University
in the fall semester of 2020. The results indicate that although teachers valued the support
of a technological workplace, they more strongly considered consultations with and advice
from their colleagues. | identified four main roles played by peer learning among university
teachers in integrating digital technologies into higher education teaching. The roles are:
offering emotional support, understanding needs, providing intelligible advice, and mediating
experience. | also address two limitations to peer learning that need to be considered: the
limited variety of technological tools and fragmented and unsubstantiated procedures.
Studies have repeatedly shown that peer learning plays a long-term role in the process of
integrating and adapting technologies into higher education; however, until now we have
lacked information on the significance of peer learning for teachers in integrating digital
technologies and on its limitations, both of which I address in this study.
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Introduction

The integration of digital technologies into higher education teaching has
been a long and gradual process in which, until recently, some teachers
participated willingly and others participated less readily or not at all (Naylor
& Nyanjom, 2021). In the spring of 2020, there was a swift and extensive
transition to distance learning as a result of measures to manage the COVID-19
pandemic, and digital technologies suddenly became a key tool for educators.
This sudden shift has been referred to as “emergency remote teaching (ERT)”
(Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020; Weidlich & Kalz, 2021). Scherer et al. (2021) used
an international survey of university teachers to determine that the vast
majority of teachers were explicitly instructed by their schools to switch to
online teaching, with an average of less than seven days to prepare for this
transition. In this study, I focus on how teachers approached the integration
of technologies during the very difficult period of transition to ERT. I present
the fact that although teachers valued the external support of a technological
workplace, they gave greater consideration to consultations with and advice
from their colleagues. I focus on the significance that individual peer learning
roles have in integrating digital technologies, and I discuss their limits.

1. Integration of digital technologies into higher education teaching

The integration of technologies into teaching before the COVID-19 pandemic
appears to have been low and therefore ineffective (Gronseth et al., 2010;
Tondeur et al., 2012). Teachers have played and continue to play a vital role
in incorporating technology into teaching. The integration of digital
technologies into higher education has long been discussed (Baran, 2016;
Buchanan etal., 2013; Ertmer et al., 2015; Schneckenberg, 2009) and teachers’
lack of interest in e-learning and their reluctance to adopt online teaching
have often been criticized and considered to be major obstacles (Rakes &
Dunn, 2015).

Courses and workshops that are insufficiently designed to provide teachers
with skills in the field of information and communication technologies
were marked as a possible reason that teachers do not involve technologies
in their teaching (Chukwunonso & Oguike, 2013; Wentworth et al., 2009).
This reason was supported by a study by Baran (2016) indicating that
workshops focused on strengthening I'T competencies seem to be disconnected
from the authentic teaching contexts of teachers. The results of a study by
Mercader and Gairin (2020) indicated that the most widespread barriers
are professional, and that the most obstacles are perceived in the arts and
humanities.
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This raises the question of how teachers can be encouraged to meet
technological challenges and at the same time achieve the most benefit for
themselves and their students. Downing and Dyment (2013) reported that
the most beneficial strategy for learning with ICT was individual support
from a technological workplace, followed by self-directed (informal) learning
such as reading articles and books. It can be assumed that self-directed
learning includes (or may include) activities involving peer learning between
teachers, which could be beneficial for teacher development in this area (Baran
& Correia, 2014). Georgina and Olson (2008) suggested maximizing teacher
technology training by using the strategy of small group forums with a trainer.
Collaboration in teacher teams is an important approach for facilitating
the transition to distance learning (Downing & Dyment, 2013; Naylor &
Nyanjom, 2021). Studies conducted by Ramlo (2021) and by Englund et al.
(2017) offered different approaches, looking at how subjective teacher beliefs
and teaching concepts interconnect with work with technology.

During the spring semester of 2020, teachers at universities faced an
unprecedented situation in which full-time in-person teaching was cancelled
and teachers and students had to look for ways to teach and learn effectively
in unusual conditions. In their study based on an online questionnaire survey
of 401 instructors, Algabbani et al. (2020) reported that the majority of
instructors at Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University were actually
ready to shift to ERT, which led to high perceived effectiveness. On the other
hand, Scherer et al. (2021) assessed readiness for online teaching during the
pandemic on a sample of 739 university teachers. Their study showed that
most teachers lacked confidence, institutional support, or both. Alvarez et
al. (2009) argued that in virtual teaching environments, teachers’ roles
increase, including planning and design roles, social roles, and instructive
roles. They claimed that each of these roles has its own set of required
competences, which explains why teachers felt that their workload remarkably
increased after teaching moved online. The annotated findings of that study
indicated that the situation associated with the transition to distance learning
was challenging for teachers.

Liu et al. (2020) suggested that tool adoption is a complex process
influenced by learning technologies, academics, context, and strategies. Faculty
education and digital literacy initiatives, as well as structural factors including
resource provision and technical support, need to be taken into account in
order to optimally implement learning technologies. It is clear from these
studies that the integration of digital technologies into higher education is
proceeding, but not yet very successfully. Different expert sources have
suggested various ways to support university teachers who have specific
training needs in the process of integrating digital technologies into higher
education teaching.
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2. Peer learning among university teachers in terms
of digital technologies

Peer learning is a reciprocal learning relationship among peers who have
similar levels of expertise, for their mutual benefit (Boud et al., 2001).
Reciprocity has been identified as a key component of peer learning (Boud
& Lee, 2005). In this study, I describe peer learning among university teachers
in relation to digital technologies; the teachers’ ages and lengths of practice
may vary. It has been emphasized that teachers learn in (mostly) informal,
unplanned interactions with colleagues (Eekelen et al., 2005). Therefore,
the importance of peer learning among university teachers has increased and
is often associated with peer observations in teaching, the benefits of which
have been extensively discussed (Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2006;
Hendry & Oliver, 2012; Hendry et al. 2013; Tenenberg, 2014).

The question now remains of what we know about peer learning in relation
to technology. In their quantitative study of 87 faculty members (43 of
whom responded), Sahin and Thompson (2007) highlighted self-directed
informational sources and collegial interaction as the two most significant
predictors of the level of technology adoption. Nicolle and Lou (2008)
conducted a mixed methodology study using a quantitative survey (n = 117)
and qualitative interview (n = 9). Their results, using a path model, indicated
that peer support had a significant effect on mainstream faculty members’
motivation to integrate technology into teaching and learning. Teachers spoke
about peer learning as beneficial and enjoyable when the sharing of experience
takes place in informal settings. Shattuck and Anderson (2013) discussed peer
learning as communities of practice. The authors collected data using online,
asynchronous, threaded discussion groups as focus groups and described
communities of practice that create networks of practice: formal and informal,
as well as internal (peer communities) and external (in workplaces/professional
organizations) communities that support educational technology professional
development.

Few studies have focused on peer learning in relation to the integration
of technologies during ERT. In their study, Le et al. (2022) reported the
interaction patterns of pandemic-initiated online teaching and how teachers
from the English department at a university in Vietnam adapted to the
situation. Those authors collected data from ten teachers and reported that
the teachers received limited online training and had to learn by themselves
how to engage students remotely. The results showed that teachers hope
for support from a learning management system in their courses to provide
peer support and mentoring and from an online community for sharing their
best practices. A study conducted by Johnson et al. (2020) that focused on
faculty experiences and approaches during the first weeks of the COVID-19
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pandemic had similar results. In that study, 897 higher education faculty and
administrators from the United States responded to a survey. The results
indicated that the need for assistance was related to student support, greater
access to online digital materials, and guidance for working from home.
Peer support and mentoring were mentioned in open-ended comments related
to other options that would be helpful during ERT.

These studies show that peer learning plays a long-term role in the process
of integrating and adapting technologies into higher education teaching.
During ERT in 2020, peer learning became one of the possible supports in
technology integration. However, information has been lacking on the
significance of peer learning for teachers and on what limitations emerge
from this support. My study secks to address this lack of information in terms
of ERT.

3. Methodology

The presented data were acquired in the fall semester of 2020 for the Centre
for Information Technologies (CIT) of the Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University
(FF MU). The CIT aims to support FF MU teachers in the use of digital
technologies for the needs of e-learning, providing them with educational
and counselling services in this area. The aim of the research was thus to
explore how teachers at FF MU integrated digital technologies in their
teaching in connection with the transition to ERT during the spring semester
2020. In-depth semi-structured interviews with teachers across various
workplaces and departments at FF MU were chosen as the method of data
collection (n = 34). The rich data material raised several topics. The approach
to teaching and technology integration revealed by this data is described in
more detail in a study by Sedova et al. (2021). This article focuses on another
topic: the role of peer learning among university teachers in integrating digital
technologies into higher education teaching.

3.1 Sample
The sample was created using the snowball method. The respondents gradually
provided connections to more teachers who were interested in cooperating
in this research and talking about their teaching experiences in the spring
semester 2020. All the FFF MU teaching workplaces except for three that did
not respond to the requests for cooperation are included. The sample had
one pair of teachers who taught their subject together. Most respondents were
heads of individual workplaces at the faculty, but academics were also involved.
It is important to emphasize that user competence alone is not a significant
challenge for teachers and that they are diverse in their relations to technology,
ranging from fascination to rejection. Yetitis possible to trace their inclinations
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to one or the other pole, as shown in the table in the section on approach to
the integration of technologies into teaching. I divided the teachers into those
who had a rather reserved approach to the integration of technologies into
teaching and those who perceived the integration of technologies into teaching
as an opportunity. The representation of teachers is shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Description of the study sample

Number of | Anonymized identification of the respondent
respondents

Gender Female 14 Adel, Anna, Ema, Ester, Hana, Karla,
Libuse, Mia, Milada, Sarah, Simona, Tana,
Vaclava, Virginia

Male 20 Adam, Adam and Libor, Boris, David,
Dusan, Filip, Frantisck, Gabriel, Igor, Johan,
Karel, Leonardo, Matous, Patrik, Pavel, Petr,
Radim, Tadeus, Vaclav, Vendelin

Position of Managerial 13 Adam, Boris, David, Ema, Hana, Filip,
employment position Leonardo, Matous, Milada, Patrik, Pavel,
Radim, Simona

Otrdinary 21 Adam and Libor, Adel, Anna, Dusan, Ester,
academic Frantisek, Gabriel, Igor, Johan, Karel, Karla,
Libuse, Mia, Petr, Sarah, Tana, Tadeus,
Vaclav, Vaclava, Vendelin, Virginia

Approach to Reserved 14 Boris, Dusan, Filip, Gabriel, Hana, Johan,
the integration Leonardo, Matous, Pavel, Radim, Tadeus,
of technologies Tana, Vaclav, Vendelin

into teaching

Opportunistic | 20 Anna, Adam, Adam and Libor, Adel, David,
Ema, Ester, Frantisek, Igor, Karel, Karla,
Libuse, Mia, Milada, Petr, Patrik, Sarah,
Simona, Vaclava, Virginia

All the information and the respondents were anonymized, as agreed with
the respondents at the beginning of the research. The sampling ended at
34 interviews, when each department (except the aforementioned three) was
represented in the research group by at least one interview and at the same
time the data began to show obvious signs of theoretical saturation, that is,
when the emergence of new topics and information had stopped (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998).
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3.2 Data Collection

Given that the goal was to map the attitudes and thinking of actors in a new
and previously undescribed social situation, a qualitative research metho-
dology was chosen. An in-depth semi-structured interview was used for data
collection. My colleague Katarina Rozvadska and I were the interviewers.
The pre-prepared interview scheme contained a total of 30 questions.
The interviews were conducted in the period from August to December
2020. The interviews were conducted face to face (27 interviews) or online
via MS Teams (seven interviews). The average length of the interview was
90 minutes. The interviews were recorded on a dictaphone and then transcribed
according to a uniform pattern into a text. The resulting data corpus contained
more than 350 pages of text.

3.3 Research questions and analytical procedure
The interviews are a very rich source of data. In this study, I do not attempt
a comprehensive analysis of the collected material, but focus on the following
research questions:
1) What roles does peer learning among university teachers play in integrating
digital technologies into higher education teaching?

The main research question was divided into two secondary ones:
1.1) What significance do these roles have for teachers?
1.2) What limitations emerge from peer learning?

I processed the data in ATLAS.ti software (version 8.0) using several coding
procedures. First, I encoded several interviews using the inductive open
coding method. I then divided the codes into two categories: peer learning
as support and teacher approach to learning with technology. At the same time,
I maintained the level of inductive coding and I marked all passages with
more narrow codes chosen ad hoc in the process of open coding: peer learning:
mutual sharing; peer learning: content knowledge; webinars: disconnection from practice;
and [T fechnicians: professional language.

I then performed a comparative analysis across the interviews. By
comparing the statements of different respondents, I identified four key roles
of peer learning: offering emotional support, understanding needs, providing intelligible
advice, and mediating experience. 1 sought the key aspects in which these roles
were beneficial for teachers: mutual support, saving time, ctc. 1 also sought to
identify limitations, coded as: limited use of technological tools and limited nse of
technological procedures.

The results of this study are organized by first introducing the significance
that the individual roles of peer learning have for teachers, and by then
focusing on the limitations that emerge from peer learning.
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3.4 Study limits
When reading the results, several limitations of this study need to be
considered. First, teachers were involved in the research on the basis of their
own interest and desire to talk about the topic; it can therefore be assumed
that the sample mainly represents teachers who perceive themselves as good
teachers who approached the pandemic conscientiously and looked for ways
and means to learn in this difficult situation.

The second limitation is that the data capture only the teachers’ own view
of their learning during the pandemic. This is a consequence of the fact that
the primary goal of the research was to obtain information about a situation
that had already happened at the time of data collection as the intention was
to obtain data on teaching in the spring semester 2020, and it was necessary
to report on teaching retrospectively.

The third limitation is the lack of observational data from teaching.
It is not possible to determine whether the technologies were really integrated.
Here, research based on observation of higher education is relatively rare,
as academics are afraid of “making” their teaching practices “visible” (Marek,
2009).

4. Results

4.1 Significance of individual roles

Although the teachers consistently asserted that the support from the
technological workplace at the time of the emergence of remote teaching was
adequate, they also repeatedly stated in their interviews that they turned to
their colleagues for support. Although the support of the technological
workplace was appreciated, it did not meet all the needs of the teachers.
In the results, I elaborate on the individual roles that peer learning plays
in integrating digital technologies into higher education teaching and show
the importance of those roles for teachers. The roles are as follows: offering
emotional support, understanding needs, providing intelligible advice, and
mediating experiences.

4.2 Emotional support
Offering emotional support refers to mutual verbal support or sharing concerns
during a challenging situation. The importance of this role is considerable
for teachers and was repeatedly emphasized by the respondents. The important
aspect is that teachers can share their concerns together; they understand
each other and therefore they may then dare to take the next step in the
process of integration. Tadeus described this importance of this role:
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It was difficult. I was quite influenced by an article that a colleague
from an American university shared. [...] About not worrying so much
about it and that it will definitely not be perfect, and that we should
not be stressed. And that helped me, because when I started listing
what would change, I was a little scared.

In this statement, Tadeus recalled the early days of teaching affected by
the COVID pandemic. It was not important for him to immediately find
ways to integrate technology into teaching, but he wanted to share in the fears
and anxieties that the new situation brought up. He therefore mentioned an
article that his colleague had shared that was focused not on how to integrate
technology, but how to “survive” the whole situation. The statement “that
it will definitely not be perfect, and that we should not be stressed,” shows
that the first step was not to prepare excellent teaching, but to prepare for a
challenging situation.

Another aspect to the role of offering emotional support was described
by Ema: “We recorded something yesterday and then we couldn’t find it, then
we didn’t know what we recorded, where we put it, so it was a bit hilarious...
like I cannot say that we did not have a good time after all.” As in the previous
situation, we see the power of mutual sharing. This time, the respondent had
consulted with her colleagues on the specific procedure of integrating
technology into teaching, more precisely, recording the lesson. Even though
the situation was difficult (“we couldn’t find it, then we didn’t know what
we recorded” etc.) the power of mutual sharing managed to turn a desperate
situation into a fun one and Ema was able to continue in the process.

Igor’s statement presents his communication with a colleague about
concerns connected with the further use of technology in teaching:

You know what, I still don’t really know if it’s better for me sitting in
front of my laptop or if it’s better to be in front of an empty classroom
with a camera. [...] I was talking about it with a colleague from Olomouc
and I asked him what it was like, and he said: “Absolutely horrible,
my friend. [...] Youre talking to the camera, like in an empty classroom,
you pretend that there are students, they’re not there, now you’re just
nervous about it and now imagine that it’s recorded somewhere.” So...
yeah, at this point, I am determined to teach online, synchronously,
without recording,

Initially, Igor was not sure if he wanted to record his teaching this way.
At the university at one point, the possibility of recording teaching using
this approach had expanded. But Igor was considering that this might not be
the best way for him. He sought some kind of support for his attitude and
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understanding. To find support, he discussed it with his colleague who had
a similar attitude and a bad experience. Igor decided not to use this approach,
and he found another way to proceed with teaching that fit him better.

4.3 Understanding needs
Understanding needs is linked to the fact that teachers either know each other’s
teaching or, because they teach themselves, they know the context. As a result,
they know exactly how to offer tips on dealing with a particular technology
or on which technology tool to use. These tips are tailored and are very time-
efficient. The situation was described by Mia:

So I attended a webinar, it took an hour and a half and it felt like it
wasn’t enriching for me at all. [...] So the problem with that is that you
just have to spend that real time, an hour and a half, and then you don’t
find out anything you needed and that just reliably discourages me.
1 appreciate what my colleague did, for example, that you tell him,
I need exactly this, and he’ll show you exactly that.

Mia contrasts her participation in a webinar with her experience of getting
advice from a colleague. Unlike attending the webinar, which was time
consuming and did not meet Mia’s teaching needs, consulting with her
colleague proved effective. Her colleague knew the context of her teaching
and provided the specific procedures she needed. Because there are so many
options, it can be very time consuming for teachers to seek the right one for
themselves. It is easier to ask a colleague who can provide precise advice
and instructions.

Karla commented on the situation in terms of technical as well as
pedagogical needs in communication with colleagues:

And we didn’t even talk about the technical support; instead, we talked
about the pedagogical part. [...| So it was like the bigger challenge than
the technical one. That means that when I have a question, I know
which colleague to turn to, because he has some kind of mandate to
actually advise me.

Karla described a situation in which the sharing of various technological
procedures took place within a group of colleagues. As we can see in her
statement, the technical problems were not the crucial ones. It was much
more important for Karla to link the technical side with the pedagogical
side, which was a need that her colleagues could help her with pretty well.
At the moment when Karla turned to one of her colleagues, she considered
not only whether the person was able to work with technology, but also
whether they were able to provide her with advice on the teaching process.
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Under these circumstances, it will not surprise most readers that some
teachers subsequently proceeded to create guidelines for integrating
technologies into teaching according to their experience. Libuse commented
on the situation:

At home, I made some instructions for my colleagues on how to click
on something in the informatics system. [...] So I actually made them
like the printscreen with the red wheel and click here. |...] And I know
that some colleagues really did the online lesson, because the students
wanted to.

This statement shows that the shared instructions for other colleagues in this
case did not concern any sophisticated instructions on how to use specific
digital technologies in teaching, but rather instructions and procedures in
the information system of Masaryk University. We can also look at the situation
from Dusan’s perspective: “For us, actually everything was prepared by our
colleague, a younger colleague. He began to instruct us because he had
experience with it, because he had already worked with it in some way.”
Dusan described how instructions were prepared for him by a colleague.
Filip described a similar experience in which he communicated with secondary
school teachers about the tools used online, as he educates future teachers
himself and wanted them to learn to work with a platform that they would
use in practice later on. Based on the knowledge of their colleagues’ teaching
practices and the ability to understand their needs, the provided advice could
become “tailor-made.”

4.4 Providing intelligible advice
Providing intelligible adpice refers to advice and procedures that are shared among
teachers using “the same language” and avoiding the uncomfortable situation
of not understanding the language of IT specialists. Vaclava said:

It’s not that I have never hear the word “stream” or that I have never
registered the foreign expressions that these young people normally
work with, but... [...] For me as a user, the training should probably
be, sorry, more human. The I'T terminology makes me terribly anxious.
[...] Because I always scare myself, “God, what do they want from me?”

It might seem that problems with terminology and technology integration
would now typically be experienced more by older teachers for whom the
language of the technicians may be distant. However, this was not the case.
The problem of mutual understanding repeatedly arose with all ages in the
procession. Although Vaclava was a teacher with more than 20 years of
experience at the university, the problem was not only in ignorance of the
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terms, as described, but in the fact that teachers were not able to think in the
IT language, nor to understand it and learn in it. Adam described the situation
in a similar way:

Sometimes even in that rhetoric, for example, in the instructive text,
I often have to find out what exactly a term means, because after all,
it is different when you work in it and develop those things, so it seems
very obvious and simple to you, but when the recipient encounters
it rarely or for the first time, it is necessary to spend a lot of time
understanding how it’s done.

Adam, like Vaclava, described how incomprehensible texts are to him and,
of course, also time-consuming as individual terms need to be defined. Unlike
Vaclava, Adam was speaking of written materials. A colleague’s language
often seems more user-friendly and comprehensible to teachers, as Libor put
it: “I had this mainly from a colleague, therefore pre-chewed, because
otherwise I probably wouldn’t have made it, as I said, and I still teach at the
grammar school.” Libor described how the explanations from colleagues
became increasingly welcome for him. The comprehensibility of the language
presented a time saver for him, as he did not have to spend a lot of time
thinking about what each term meant.

4.5 Mediating experience

Mediating experience allows teachers to directly try shared procedures or see
their use in teaching. Matous commented: “I have no problem telling him,
‘If you have five minutes, come show me’ and he tells me, ‘Now I tried this
here and it just worked for me.” And the little I've picked up, I’ll share with
my colleagues in turn.” Matous described the advantage of being able to
meet with a colleague and try the described procedures. At the same time,
he described mutual learning and stated that he would not have a problem
working in the same way with a colleague. Similar experiences were shared
by Gabriel: “I wrote to a few colleagues in person [...] and a couple of times,
as colleagues, I helped put some things into the presentations and we started
some recording. So yes, we helped each other.” The value of the opportunity
to try out different technological practices is undeniable.

Peer learning does not necessarily take place in direct interaction. Due to
the pandemic, the materials that teachers prepared for teaching became more
“visible” to others and their teaching became more accessible. Teachers could
therefore share recordings of their teaching and learn from them: “And that’s
how I managed to create several types of output, which was also practical,
and I probably wouldn’t have thought of it without looking at what other
teachers were doing.” (Sarah) Sarah was describing a situation in which she
observed a recording of another teacher’s teaching and imitated the procedures
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she saw, thus integrating not only various technological tools, but also teaching
methods. This was also described by Peter:

Such a course was offered for free at the faculty, at the Faculty of Law
in Olomouc, and it was just like that, he inspired me with the style that
they are like those lessons, such as law, and they are also divided into
such short blocks so that one does not have to stare at it. So I was
inspired by this, as well.

Peer learning thus takes place not only face to face, but also through the
sharing (in this case) of instructional videos, on the basis of which teachers
learn intuitively (imitation).

Adam also talked about the possibility of using instructional videos from
other teachers for inspiration:

If it were possible to process it with a demonstration or something
like that, if it were possible to actually see what can be done, what
it looks like, what it leads to if something like this succeeds, I think it
would be useful.

Adam thus described a situation in which it would be possible to evaluate
what tools could be used on the basis of the recording and to look at what
effect the tools have in teaching. Peer observation of teaching can lead to its
improvement; at the same time, it is much more understandable for teachers
than instructions and recommendations prepared by technicians. This is
mainly because teachers understand each other’s teaching practices and can
subsequently implement the observed procedures or can consult with
colleagues. Yet, it is essential to realize that while peer learning has significant
benefits, it also has visible limits, as addressed in next section.

4.6 Limits of peer learning

In the following lines, I address the two identified limits that peer learning

entails and that need to be considered. The /Zimited variety of technological tools

indicates that although many teachers in the sample were not technological
dilettantes, they were not full experts. Their knowledge of technological
tools remains limited as they share and recommend or discourage their use.

The fragmented and unsubstantiated procedures indicates that the procedures shared

between teachers were limited by their knowledge of the tools and often

remained at a basic level.

1) Limited variety of technological tools: Adel said: ““They say it’s better over Zoom
than over MS Teams. So I'll try Zoom. Because not only do I actually
teach, but now I will even have an interview with a supervisor via Zoom.”
Teachers shared tips on different technological tools and applications that
they adopted from each other, often not seeking other options. Just as
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positive experiences were shared, so were negative ones, as teachers
established for each other what worked and what they used. An interesting
moment occurred when one teacher shared an experience that did not
work for him. Virginia said:

A colleague said that he was trying to record in the room... yeah
normally in the room where the lessons were supposed to take place,
but just lecturing for the empty chairs, so it wasn’t quite the thing, yeah
so he left it and just went straight to a PowerPoint recording, so we
more or less did it all the same.

Virginia described the situation in which her colleague tried to record a
lecture for the students at the faculty. This was during a time when the
students were not allowed to enter the building and some teachers made
recordings in empty classrooms. Virigina’s colleague’s experience was not
good; Virginia then stated that the teacher abandoned the process and
the other teachers followed. If the tools that teachers tried at the beginning
of pandemic worked, they often remained unchanged, at least in part.

2) Fragmented and unsubstantiated procedures: At a time when teachers were not
aware of the wide range of possible technological tools, they certainly did
not know the variations of the different procedures. In such circumstances,
procedures that are adopted can become fragmented and reproduce
unsubstantiated assumptions about what procedures are desirable and
effective. Vaclava said:

Speaking for myself, I thought that if I could handle the lowest level,
I would be able to sign up for that meeting in some way, organize it
in some way and provide students with some materials [...| that would
be enough for me.

Vaclava described the situation when she learned some basic procedures with
technological tools; she described it as sufficient. Milada described a similar
situation: “A colleague and I made short PowerPoint presentations |...] but at
the moment when I was recording, I got stuck on every other word. [...] and
I didn’t figure out how, in that PowerPoint, how to manage the timing.
Maybe there’s some technical...way but I just didn’t discover it.” Milada was
describing the situation in which she and her colleagues collaboratively
prepared study materials for students by recording PowerPoint presentations;
however, this had the disadvantage of requiring repeated recordings due to
frequent speech errors. Boris described the situation as “We will keep doing
the same thing until the end and we will not create anything.” This could be
interpreted as reflecting not only a limited knowledge of more precise
procedures, but also as a limited will to learn new procedures.
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5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to describe the role of peer learning in the process
of integrating digital technologies into higher education teaching and show
what significance it had for teachers and what limitations this way of learning
entails. It is important to highlight that the context of this study was during
a period of ERT that placed a greater time burden and a greater degree of
stress on teachers than traditional full-time teaching (Marek et al., 2021) and
during a time when teachers had only limited space to develop their
technological competences (Cameron-Standerford et al., 2020).

I identified four main roles that peer learning among university teachers
plays in integrating digital technologies into higher education teaching. Offering
emotional support refers to mutual verbal support in a challenging situation,
encouraging teachers to take the next step in the integration process.
Understanding needs is when teachers share tips and the support is tailored and
very time-efficient, as teachers know the context of each other’s teaching.
Providing intelligible adpice reters to advice and procedures shared among teachers
using “the same language” and avoiding the uncomfortable situation of not
understanding the I'T specialists. Mediating experience allows teachers to directly
try shared procedures or see their use in teaching.

I also addressed two limitations that peer learning entails. The /Jmited
variety of technological tools refers to the fact that although many teachers in the
sample were not technological dilettantes, they were also not full experts.
As a result, their knowledge of technological tools remained limited as they
shared and recommended or discouraged their use. The fragmented and
unsubstantiated procedures indicates that the procedures shared among teachers
were limited by their knowledge of the tools and often remained at the basic
level.

The question arises as to how to relate the results to the findings of other
researchers. Studies have long suggested that one reason technologies are not
integrated into higher education is insufficiently designed courses and
workshops (Baran, 2016; Chukwunonso & Oguike, 2013; Wentworth et al.,
2009). Ecekelen et al. (2005) reported that teachers learn in (mostly) informal,
unplanned interactions with colleagues and described their learning as non-
linear; Sahin and Thompson (2007) and Nicolle and Lou (2008) observed
collegial interactions to be significant predictors of the technology adoption
level. The results of this study confirm these findings. In contrast to webinars
and other sources of support, in peer learning teachers perceive mutual and
targeted support that happens to be effective for them. I consider the fact
that teachers cannot find “the same language” with the IT technicians
who generated most of the support for teachers to be an important finding.
Webb et al. (2002) showed that in order for the help offered to the learner
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to be beneficial, the learner must understand the explanation, have the
opportunity to apply what they understood, and use this opportunity. In this
context, Horsburgh and Ippolito (2018) argued that it is important to think
in the language of a particular discipline.

Studies focused on peer learning in relation to the integration of techno-
logies during ERT are still rare. Le et al. (2022) showed that teachers hoped
for the support of a learning management system in coutrses, to provide peer
support and mentoring, and for online communities to share their best
practices. A study by Johnson et al. (2020) showed that peer learning was
a sought-after source of support and that it had clear benefits for teachers.
This can certainly be agreed, but it is essential to realize that while peer
learning surely has significant benefits, it also has visible limits. At a time
when teachers are looking for support among themselves, there is a high risk
that they will be left with limited opportunities to use technological tools as
well as insufficiently learned procedures that specialized I'T technicians would
be able to pass on. In addition, teachers may share mistrust for certain
technological tools and practices and thus not integrate technologies into
teaching effectively, or only at the basic level. Lintner (2020) mentioned
the use of social network analysis to examine teacher relationships and also
their collaboration. As far as we know, teachers are diverse in their relations
to technology, ranging from fascination to rejection; it would be interesting
to look at how networks between teachers work (or are created) and whether
teachers create networks among other teachers with the same attitudes and
how this further shapes their professional development.

Conclusion

This study presented teachers’ approaches to integrating digital technologies
into higher education teaching during ERT. Teachers used peer learning
as a main source of support. I identified four roles of peer learning and its
significance for teachers as well as its limitations. This study can be seen as
contributing to the debate on conducting webinars and offering support for
higher education teachers in integrating technologies into their teaching.
However, it is important to recall that the study is based on data that reflect
a period of ERT and that teachers quite logically looked for the most effective
and casiest way to teach in this challenging period.
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