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Abstract

Research on lecturers' achievement goals and their impact

on professional learning in higher education is a topic that

has assumed importance in recent years. However, previous

studies have neglected the multidimensionality of informal

workplace learning and ignored the differences between

self-based and social-based informal learning. Based on the

Achievement Goal Theory, we propose positive links

between learning approach goals and self-based informal

learning, as well as positive links between normative goals

and social-based informal learning. Findings from a first

cross-sectional study with 317 lecturers from higher educa-

tion institutions in Germany show associations that are

largely consistent with our hypotheses. While learning

approach goals are moderately related to self-based infor-

mal learning, normative avoidance goals are slightly related

to social-based informal learning. In a second study, 185 lec-

turers from higher education institutions in Austria received

three text-based vignettes and answered a survey about

which teaching-related informal learning activities they

would use in specific situations (i.e., before, during, and after

the teaching phase). The results replicate most of the find-

ings from the first study; however, the results are not stable

DOI: 10.1002/hrdq.21513

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and

reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

© 2023 The Authors. Human Resource Development Quarterly published by Wiley Periodicals LLC.

Human Resource Development Quarterly. 2023;1–22. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/hrdq 1

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2361-6054
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6931-6447
mailto:julian.decius@uni-bremen.de
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/hrdq
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Fhrdq.21513&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-08-12


when various control variables are included. Moreover, the

associations between achievement goals and informal learn-

ing are largely consistent across the simulated semester,

although lecturers with strong learning approach goals engage

in self-based informal learning particularly before and during

the teaching phase. Our findings provide support for the

notion that personal motivational characteristics, in the form

of achievement goals, are associated with informal learning in

the workplace. We conclude by discussing practical implica-

tions for those teaching in higher education.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Lecturers1 at universities must continuously keep themselves updated to meet their professional requirements, for

instance, to teach high-quality courses. Student engagement, learning, and achievement benefit from high-quality

teaching (BrckaLorenz et al., 2012; Schneider & Preckel, 2017; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005). The work of lecturers

is also societally relevant beyond teaching, as it is used to advise policy decisions (Landry et al., 2003) and is even

linked to economic activity (Weinberg et al., 2014). As a result, lecturers themselves (Diethert et al., 2015), students,

and society benefit from faculty development. Due to the importance of lecturers' professional learning, research on

motivation as a predictor of faculty development has assumed importance (Daumiller et al., 2020; Daumiller &

Dresel, 2020; Diethert et al., 2015; Hein et al., 2021).

However, previous studies on lecturers' professional learning and motivation have mostly neglected three

aspects: (a) the importance of informal workplace learning (IWL), as up to 90% of professional learning does not take

place in formally organized training but informally at the workplace (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Eraut, 2011), and IWL con-

tributes to personal development, performance, and employability (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Decius, Knappstein,

et al., 2023; Kyndt et al., 2016); (b) the multidimensionality of IWL, consisting of behavioral and cognitive compo-

nents (Decius, Knappstein, Schaper et al., 2023; Tannenbaum et al., 2010); and (c) possible fluctuations in profes-

sional learning in different semester situations due to changing tasks and demands in teaching (e.g., preparation for

teaching, delivery of teaching, evaluation of teaching, and student assessment).

According to Lewin (1951), behavior is a function of the person and their environment. Tannenbaum et al.'s

(2010) Dynamic Model of Informal Learning also distinguishes between personal and environmental predictors of

IWL. Thus, in our two-study paper, we examine both personal factors of university lecturers and external teaching

conditions as facilitators of learning. According to Achievement Goal Theory (Elliot & Church, 1997), motivation in

form of achievement goals is a key predictor of achievement-related behavior. In study 1, we therefore focus on lec-

turers' achievement goals as a personal driver for IWL—as recently suggested by Tannenbaum and Wolfson (2022),

whose review highlighted the investigation of different forms of goal orientation and different dimensions of IWL as

1The term lecturer (or instructor) within the German and Austrian higher education systems includes all people with a university degree that take on tasks in

teaching students at universities. Typically, members of the academic staff take on tasks in teaching students and in research. Lecturers include, for

example, doctoral candidates, post-docs, full professors, and practical working graduates with a teaching contract. Doctoral candidates at German/Austrian

universities are typically academic staff members (and not doctoral students).
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a notable research gap. External environmental teaching conditions for lecturers arise from specific job demands dur-

ing a semester: during the semester, for instance, lecturers may feel pressured to prepare and deliver proper teaching

(see, Hein et al., 2020), whereas during semester breaks, they have more time for professional development as they

do not have to teach courses. Accordingly, in study 2, we use text-based vignettes to consider situations before, dur-

ing, and after the semester. This allows us to examine the boundary conditions of the relationship between achieve-

ment goals and IWL more proximately to lecturers' everyday life. To sum up, in our two-study paper we focus on

motivation in the form of achievement goals—a personal characteristic—as an antecedent of IWL and on different

semester situations—an environmental condition.

Our study makes several contributions. First, we argue that IWL can be distinguished into self-based IWL and

social-based IWL. Despite the general agreement on the heterogeneity of IWL, studies on promoting IWL have often

referred to the overall construct without considering differences in different categories (e.g., Cerasoli et al., 2018;

Decius, Schaper, & Seifert, 2021; Jeong et al., 2018; Noe et al., 2013). With our distinction, we extend the theoretical

assumptions of the Octagon Model of IWL (Decius et al., 2019). Second, we propose that different achievement goals

have different associations with the self- and social-based dimensions of learning activities. These associations may vary

at different teaching stages throughout the semester, as the demands placed on lecturers vary. Third, by considering

three semester situations, study 2 also provides opportunities for two additional exploratory analyses: We can compare

the strength of the association between achievement goals and IWL in the three situations, and—in addition to our

broader distinction between self-based IWL and social-based IWL—we can also examine whether the level of each IWL

subcomponent according to the Octagon Model (Decius et al., 2019) differs across the fictitious semester course. In the

following section, we present the theoretical and empirical background of IWL and achievement goals.

2 | THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1 | Conceptual roots of informal workplace learning

Previous research has demonstrated the importance of IWL for teachers in various settings (Kwakman, 2003; Kyndt

et al., 2016; Lecat et al., 2019; Lohman, 2005, 2006). IWL refers to “non-curricular behaviors and activities pursued in

service of knowledge and skill acquisition that take place outside formally-designated learning contexts” (Cerasoli

et al., 2018, p. 204). In contrast to formal learning, IWL is characterized by a low degree of planning and organization in

terms of learning context, learning support, learning time, and learning goals (Kyndt & Baert, 2013). Early models charac-

terized IWL as a learning cycle consisting of reflecting on new experiences, creating solutions, evaluating consequences,

and drawing conclusions (Marsick & Watkins, 1990). Whereas earlier conceptualizations, such as by Eraut (2004),

included implicit learning through unconscious processing of memory content in addition to near-spontaneous reactive

learning and planned deliberative-behavior learning, more recent conceptualizations of IWL emphasized the intention to

learn and thus the distinction from incidental learning plays an important role (Decius, 2020; Tannenbaum et al., 2010).

According to the Octagon Model of IWL (Decius et al., 2019)—which is an extension of the Dynamic Model of

Informal Learning by Tannenbaum et al. (2010)—IWL is a multidimensional construct consisting of behavioral, cogni-

tive, and intentional components (cf. Decius, Knappstein, et al., 2023). What both models have in common is the

multidimensional perspective on IWL. According to Tannenbaum et al. (2010), IWL includes the four components of

experience/action, feedback, reflection, and intent to learn. The authors argued that IWL is most effective when all

four components are involved in the learning process. In the Octagon Model, the four components are each divided

into two subcomponents: experience/action is divided into trying/applying own ideas and model learning; feedback is

divided into direct feedback and vicarious feedback; reflection is divided into anticipatory reflection and subsequent

reflection; and intent to learn is divided into extrinsic intent to learn and intrinsic intent to learn (Decius et al., 2019).

The first six components are behavioral and cognitive components that are considered less stable over time

(state-oriented), whereas the motivational components of extrinsic intent to learn and intrinsic intent to learn are
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considered less stable over time (trait-oriented) (Decius, 2020). Conceptually, we see some overlap between the

achievement goals and the motivational components of IWL. However, the achievement goals refer to how lecturers

motivate themselves to do their work; the motivational IWL components encompass lecturers' specific learning

intentions to learn informally for intrinsic reasons (e.g., because they enjoy it) or extrinsic reasons (e.g., because they

expect to be rewarded for their learning success) (cf. Decius et al., 2019). This intention to learn is part of the learn-

ing cycle (Tannenbaum et al., 2010)—in our study, however, we focus on the personal antecedents of IWL, which,

according to Achievement Goal Theory (Elliot & Church, 1997; see next chapter), we assume to include the achieve-

ment goals of lecturers. Therefore, we consider the behavioral and cognitive components of IWL in our study.

We divide these six components into two dimensions: self-based IWL and social-based IWL. With this dichotomy,

we follow up on previous research that, for instance, distinguishes between learning from oneself, from others, and

from non-interpersonal sources (Noe et al., 2013). Self-based IWL includes those IWL components that the individual

performs primarily on their own without the involvement of others (Decius et al., 2019): trying/applying own ideas

(e.g., trying out new problem-solving concepts in teaching), anticipatory reflection (e.g., recognizing pitfalls and planning

solution steps), and subsequent reflection (e.g., thinking about what one could do better next time). Social-based IWL

includes those IWL components in which the individual primarily interacts directly or indirectly with others: model learn-

ing (e.g., copying successful patterns of action from colleagues), direct feedback (e.g., seeking feedback on one's own

teaching), and vicarious feedback (e.g., sharing experiences with colleagues about typical teaching situations).

2.2 | Linking achievement goals and informal workplace learning

Building on Achievement Goal Theory (Elliot & Church, 1997), achievement goals predict achievement-relevant out-

comes such as learning (Hulleman et al., 2010). Therefore, in line with research on workplace goal orientation

(e.g., Theis & Bipp, 2019), we argue that the pursuit of specific goals should also guide human behavior in learning

situations. In the context of professional learning, there is empirical evidence to support the notion that motivation

is associated with the subsequent participation of employees in learning activities (Hurtz & Williams, 2009). As it can

be assumed that lecturers working in higher education institutions are mostly in control of their behavior regarding

(in)formal learning activities (Diethert et al., 2015), this target group should be suitable for testing the relationship

between achievement goals and professional learning. In line with Achievement Goal Theory, we propose that lec-

turers' engagement in IWL activities depends on their motivation—which is described by lecturers' achievement

goals. In previous studies, several achievement goals have been associated with professional learning (Daumiller &

Dresel, 2020; Hurtz & Williams, 2009; Kücherer et al., 2020; Nitsche et al., 2013).

Achievement goals refer to the future-focused cognitive representation of competence-related end states and

outcomes that individuals strive for through approach and avoidance behaviors (Hulleman et al., 2010; Payne

et al., 2007). Achievement goals can be divided into mastery, performance approach, and performance avoidance

goals (Elliot & Church, 1997). We will clearly define each achievement goal in our study to avoid using the same term

for conceptually different constructs (Hulleman et al., 2010).

Mastery goals relate to help-seeking for school teachers (Butler, 2007; Daumiller et al., 2019), participation and

intended participation in formal learning activities (Diethert et al., 2015; Hurtz & Williams, 2009; Nitsche

et al., 2013), and reported learning time for formal and informal learning activities of lecturers (Daumiller &

Dresel, 2020; Hein et al., 2020). Mastery goals of lecturers can be further subdivided into task and learning goals

(each of which includes an approach and an avoidance component; see Daumiller et al., 2019). However, we consider

learning approach goals (i.e., the pursuit of further competency development) due to the focus on intrapersonal

development in our studies. This pursuit of competency development goals should be conducive to lecturers' profes-

sional learning. Learning approach goals may thus motivate lecturers to engage in self-based IWL (i.e., trying and

applying one's own ideas, anticipatory reflection, and subsequent reflection).

Hypothesis 1. Learning approach goals are positively associated with self-based IWL.

4 DECIUS and HEIN
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Previous research has shown inconsistent associations between performance goals and professional learning

(especially in relation to formal learning; Daumiller et al., 2020; Nitsche et al., 2013). Associations between perfor-

mance approach goals and learning time invested in formal and informal learning activities differ in bivariate and mul-

tivariate analyses (Daumiller & Dresel, 2020). Meta-analytically, neither performance approach goals nor

performance avoidance goals have been found to be significantly associated with distal learning outcomes in samples

of adults in educational and occupational settings (Payne et al., 2007).

Despite these empirical findings, lecturers with high performance approach and avoidance goals may engage in IWL

to achieve favorable judgments of competence and avoid unfavorable judgments by others (cf. Elliot & Church, 1997).

We focus on the normative aspect of performance goals in our study because this goal class is rooted in other-related

standards that are used in competence assessment (Daumiller et al., 2019; Elliot et al., 2011; Korn & Elliot, 2016), which

seems to be particularly relevant for links to social-based IWL. We distinguish performance goals based on other-related

standards into normative approach goals (i.e., striving to be more competent than others) and normative avoidance goals

(i.e., striving to be no less competent than others), consistent with prior research (Daumiller et al., 2019). Seeking direct

feedback, for example, represents a performance situation in which lecturers receive feedback on how they appear to

others. Vicarious feedback allows them to compare their own competencies and strategies to others (without risking

unfavorable judgments). Because of their other-related norms (Elliot et al., 2011), normative goals should motivate faculty

engagement in social-based IWL (i.e., model learning, direct feedback, and vicarious feedback).

Hypothesis 2. (a) Normative approach goals and (b) normative avoidance goals are positively associ-

ated with social-based IWL.

2.3 | Achievement goals and informal learning in different semester situations

In order to explain the different strengths of the associations between achievement goals and professional learning

(Hein et al., 2020; Payne et al., 2007), we aim to investigate under which conditions learning and normative goals are

translated into self-based or social-based informal workplace learning. Research has shown that IWL is not only

individual-driven but strongly contextualized—work environment factors are highly related to IWL (Cerasoli et al., 2018;

Decius, Schaper, & Seifert, 2021). Different stages in the semester may represent an environmental condition that

affects the link between achievement goals and IWL, since the tasks of lecturers vary throughout the semester.

As mentioned, we consider three stages in the semester as a framework of reference for working situations in

the learning context of lecturers: preparation of teaching at the beginning of the semester, implementation of teach-

ing in the middle of the semester, and wrap-up of teaching at the end of the semester. According to the Rubicon

Model of Action Phases, we refer to these three stages as pre-action phase, action phase, and post-action phase

(Heckhausen & Kuhl, 1985). In the learning context, these terms have also been used in the Component Model of

Self-regulated Learning (Schmitz & Wiese, 2006). The pre-action phase at the beginning of the semester is character-

ized by lecturers planning their seminar or lecture. In the action phase, lecturers hold seminars/lectures and guide

students. In the post-action phase, lecturers evaluate their teaching experiences.

Acquiring new knowledge may be more important in the beginning of the semester when lecturers prepare teach-

ing materials. Obtaining feedback (e.g., in the form of student evaluations of teaching) is more likely to occur in the mid-

dle to the end of the semester than at the beginning. From this perspective, the importance of learning goals compared

to normative goals may vary as well as how predictive such goal classes are in terms of IWL. For these reasons, we

examine whether and how the proposed links between achievement goals and IWL vary throughout the semester.

Exploratory research question: Do the proposed associations (see Hypotheses 1 and 2) vary through-

out different semester situations?
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3 | THE PRESENT ARTICLE

In the present article, we report the results of two cross-sectional studies to test the two hypotheses regarding the associ-

ations between achievement goals and IWL (see Figure 1). In study 1 (N = 317), we analyzed the associations of achieve-

ment goals (i.e., learning approach goals, normative approach goals, and normative avoidance goals) with IWL (i.e., self-

based and social-based) using a latent structural equation modeling (SEM). We replicated these findings in study

2 (N = 185) with a complementary research design, namely, a text-based vignette study in which lecturers were asked to

place themselves in each of the three semester situations (i.e., before, during, and after the teaching period). Our purpose

here was to investigate the IWL of lecturers more closely in their everyday lives. The vignette study gave us the opportu-

nity to examine possible fluctuations in the associations between achievement goals and self-based/social-based IWL

throughout the semester in an exploratory analysis. As the levels of IWL could have varied across the three semester situ-

ations as environmental conditions, we included supplementary analyses on this question in an Supplementary Material.2

4 | METHODS––STUDY 1

4.1 | Sample (N = 317)

A total of 317 lecturers (50.6% female, 47.1% male, 2.3% diverse; age: M = 39.05 years, Min = 23, Max = 68,

SD = 10.71) employed at seven public universities and six public pedagogical universities in the state of Baden-

Württemberg in Germany participated in our cross-sectional online study in October 2018. The lecturers had an

average of 8.82 years of teaching experience (Min = 0, Max = 33, SD = 7.35). The sample consisted of doctoral can-

didates (47.9%), post-docs (41.5%), and full professors (9.9%). It is important to note that most doctoral candidates

(Norma�ve) 
Performance 

Avoidance Goals

Learning 
Approach Goals

(Norma�ve) 
Performance 

Approach Goals

Self-Based 
Informal 

Workplace 
Learning

Social-Based 
Informal 

Workplace 
Learning

Covariates:
Academic Degree
Teaching Experience (in Years)

H1

H2a

H2b

F IGURE 1 Conceptual framework of the hypothesized relationships between achievement goals and informal

workplace learning. The thick lines represent the hypothesized relationships (Hypotheses 1 and 2). The thin lines
represent paths modeled for the sake of statistical control in the model.

2For these analyses, IWL is broken down by the six cognitive and behavioral components of the Octagon Model (Decius et al., 2019) for theoretical

reasons (see Supplement Data S1).
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are predominantly lecturers (and not students) at German universities and pedagogical universities, and therefore take

on tasks in research, teaching, and administration comparable to those of other academic staff. The recruitment strategy

resulted in a diverse sample in terms of the �50 disciplines in which the lecturers were employed. Most lecturers

worked in the humanities (24.9%), followed by the natural sciences (21.8%), social sciences (17.8%), and education

(16.7%). Furthermore, smaller groups of participants were working in engineering (10.1%) as well as economics (8.5%).

4.2 | Procedure––Study 1

We invited the lecturers via indirect mail invitations that were forwarded by their secretaries. For this, we contacted

421 secretaries to share the study invitation with the lecturers at their chairs or institutes (response rate: 33.3%). Of

the contacted secretaries, 27.1% confirmed that they shared the invitation link, 4.3% of secretaries replied that it

was not possible to share the link, and 1.9% of secretaries were unable to share the study link because they were

out of office during the time of the study. Secretaries who did not respond could have forwarded the study invita-

tion. Participation in the online study was voluntary for all lecturers. The participants completed a short online survey

(which took an average of 15 min to complete) in October or November 2018. The participants had the chance to

win a 50 Euro voucher for study participation in study 1.

We assured the participants that their responses would remain confidential and would only be used for scientific

purposes in both studies. The study was conducted in full compliance with the ethical guidelines of the German Society

for Psychology and the American Psychological Association (APA). At the time the data was acquired, it was not com-

mon practice at most German universities to obtain ethical approval for online survey studies on motivation and self-

reported learning. The study exclusively used only anonymous survey data. We had no reason to assume that our sur-

vey would induce any negative states in the lecturers. At the end of the questionnaire, we asked the study participants

for their final consent. Data of participants who refused the final consent was deleted after data collection.

4.3 | Instruments—Study 1

Lecturers reported their current teaching-related achievement goals and IWL in an online survey. We provide

McDonalds' Omega (Green & Yang, 2015) as a measure for internal consistencies (see Table 1).

4.3.1 | Achievement goals in teaching

Lecturers reported a selection of their current teaching-related achievement goals (Daumiller et al., 2019). The items

included the item stem “In my current teaching activities ….” We assessed lecturers' learning approach (e.g., “… I

want to constantly improve my competences”), normative approach (e.g., “… I want to be better than my

colleagues,”) and normative avoidance goals (e.g., “… I do not want to be worse than my colleagues”) with four items

each. All 12 items were answered on Likert scales ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 8 (completely agree). Confir-

matory factor analysis (CFA) speaks to the reliability and structure of this scale, χ2(51) = 132.433, p < 0.001;

CFI = 0.977; TLI = 0.970; RMSEA = 0.071, 90% CI = [0.056, 0.086]; SRMR = 0.030.

4.3.2 | Informal workplace learning

We used a slightly adapted scale measuring informal workplace learning (Decius et al., 2019) to assess the behavioral

and cognitive components of lecturers' IWL: We changed the wording of the items to maintain a better fit for the
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university context (e.g., chair instead of company). We also used gender-neutral language. The self-based IWL scale

consists of three components with three items each: trying and applying own ideas (e.g., “I try out my own ideas with

new tasks”), anticipatory reflection (e.g., “Before starting a new task, I think about how I can do my work best”), and
subsequent reflection (e.g., “When I have finished a new task, I think about the quality of my work”).

The social-based IWL scale also consists of three components with three items each: model learning (e.g., “I look
at how others at my chair are working to improve my work”), direct feedback (e.g., “I ask my colleagues when I am

not sure how well I worked”), and vicarious feedback (e.g., “I ask my colleagues about the methods and tricks they

use at work”). We combined the respective three components into one higher order factor each of self-based IWL

and social-based IWL. All items were answered on Likert scales ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 6 (completely

agree). CFA with both higher-order IWL scales as correlated factors in one model speaks to the reliability and struc-

ture of IWL, χ2(128) = 256.544, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.953; TLI =0.944; RMSEA = 0.059, 90% CI = [0.048, 0.069];

SRMR = 0.052.

4.3.3 | Control variables

Lecturers' professional stages and learning experience might influence both their motivational structures and their

professional learning activities. Therefore, we included participants' highest academic degree as a control variable,

which was reported in a closed-ended question (1 = Master's degree; 2 = Doctoral degree; 3 = Habilitation). Teaching

experience, which lecturers were asked to report in years, served as another control variable.

4.4 | Analyses––Study 1

We conducted structural equation model (SEM) analysis using R (version 4.1.0; R Core Team, 2021) and the lavaan

package (Rosseel, 2012). The values for skewness (�1.63 to 1.06) and kurtosis (�1.36 to 3.74) are in a low range for

all items, so we can assume normally distributed data (Kline, 2016); therefore, we used the Maximum Likelihood

method for model estimation. Non-systematic missing values (0.92%) were imputed using the Full Information

Maximum Likelihood (FIML) method, as recommended by Kline (2016) for SEM. We used Comparative Fit Index

(CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and Standardized Root Mean

Square Residual (SRMR) as model fit indices. Absolute fit indices for CFI/TLI ≥0.90, RMSEA ≤0.10, and SRMR

≤0.10 are minimum requirements for a decent model; CFI/TLI ≥0.95, RMSEA ≤0.06, and SRMR ≤0.08 represent a

good model fit (Weston & Gore Jr, 2006). If values lie between these limits, “readers should consider the sample size

used to estimate the model (using more stringent criteria for samples larger than N = 500) and the model complexity

(using more stringent criteria for less complex models)” (Weston & Gore Jr, 2006, p. 743).

5 | RESULTS––STUDY 1

Descriptive statistics and correlations can be found below the diagonal in Table 1. SEM analysis revealed good model

fits, both for the uncontrolled model, χ2(389) = 716.832, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.950; TLI = 0.944; RMSEA = 0.052,

90% CI = [0.046, 0.057]; SRMR = 0.052, and for the more complex model with academic degree and years of teach-

ing experience as control variables, χ2(495) = 6950.903, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.950; TLI = 0.944; RMSEA = 0.048, 90%

CI = [0.042, 0.053]; SRMR = 0.052. In the following, we report the results of the controlled model. Table 2

shows that learning approach goals are positively related to self-based IWL (β = 0.50, p < 0.001); thus, the data

from study 1 supports Hypothesis 1. Normative approach goals are not significantly related to social-based IWL
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(β = 0.03, p = 0.703), providing no support for Hypothesis 2a. In contrast, normative avoidance goals show a posi-

tive relationship with social-based IWL (β = 0.19, p = 0.021), supporting Hypothesis 2b.

Following the recommendations of Podsakoff et al. (2012), we used the common method factor technique to

assess whether common method variance might be a problem. A model with the three achievement goals as correlat-

ing latent factors and the common method factor showed similar latent correlations between the achievement goals

as a model without the common method factor (i.e., 0.07/0.14; �0.08/0.11; 0.55/0.56). This suggests that there is

no bias due to common method variance. A model with the six latent IWL factors did not converge once we added

the common method factor, possibly because we could not account for the more complex second-order structure of

the IWL construct in the analysis. Therefore, we additionally use Harman's single factor test, which, however, has

some limitations (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The model in which all items from achievement goals and IWL loaded on a

single factor yielded a substantially worse model fit than the theory-guided models examined, χ2(405) = 5145.231,

p < 0.001; CFI = 0.262; TLI = 0.207; RMSEA = 0.192, 90% CI = [0.187, 0.197]; SRMR = 0.198. Although we were

unable to generate definite evidence, we conclude on the basis of the two different techniques employed that com-

mon method bias is rather unlikely.

6 | METHODS––STUDY 2

6.1 | Sample (N = 185)

A total of 266 lecturers participated in our study. We excluded 12 participants due to the lack of teaching experience

and 62 participants due to implausibly low completion times (below 200 s; average time to complete the survey was

10.40 min, SD = 7.16 min). This resulted in a sample of 192 lecturers. We also excluded seven participants due to

systematic missing values on the focal variables (i.e., achievement goals and IWL). A total of 185 lecturers (53.3%

female, 45.0% male, 1.7% diverse, age: 42.45 years on average, Min = 25, Max = 72, SD = 11.66 years) employed

at four public universities in Austria reported on their achievement goals and IWL. The professional contexts in uni-

versities in Germany and Austria share many structural similarities.3 Participation in our cross-sectional online study

was possible from September to December 2020. At Austrian universities, this semester was the first complete digi-

tal semester due to the COVID-19 pandemic (after they had to spontaneously switch from present to digital teaching

in the previous semester). Most of the lecturers reported previous experiences with digital teaching (89.5%). On

average, the lecturers had 13.24 years of teaching experience (Min = 0, Max = 42, SD = 10.79). The Austrian sam-

ple consisted of doctoral candidates (33.1%), post-docs (31.5%), and full professors (35.4%). Lecturers worked in dif-

ferent disciplines. Most lecturers worked in the natural sciences (32.0%), followed by humanities (21.5%), education

(18.8%), and the social sciences (12.1%). Furthermore, smaller groups of participants worked in law (7.2%), economics

(6.1%), and engineering (2.2%).

6.2 | Procedure––Study 2

The procedure for study invitation, anonymity, and ethical approval was similar to study 1. We contacted 498 secre-

taries to share the study invitation with the lecturers at their chairs or institutes (response rate: 63.1%). Of the

3The academic staff at Universities in Germany and Austria take on tasks in both teaching and research and can be described as integrated systems

(Kwiek & Antonowicz, 2013). Academic staff in both countries spend on average most hours on research-related activities (39% of the working hours in

Austria and 41% of the working hours in Germany; Kwiek & Antonowicz, 2013). The proportion of temporary positions is high (see Huisman et al., 2002,

for details on temporary contracts in Europe), work conditions for junior academics are precarious (Gallas, 2018), doctoral candidates conduct teaching

(Kwiek & Antonowicz, 2013), and the proportion of junior academics within the academic staff is high in both countries. Furthermore, the same language,

German is spoken in both countries. Due to the similarities, there is a significant fluctuation of academic staff between Austria and Germany.
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contacted secretaries, 57.2% confirmed that they shared the invitation link, and 5.8% of secretaries answered that it

was not possible to share the link. The participants completed a short online survey (which took them on average

13 min) in October or November 2018. The participants had the opportunity to “win” one of the four trees that

would be planted in their name.

Participants reported their current teaching-related achievement goals and were asked to provide details of their

teaching-related IWL in three situations. We provided the lecturers with three short vignette texts and asked them to

imagine how they would act in these situations: (a) preparing to teach before the start of the semester, (b) teaching

within the semester, and (c) revising their teaching at the end of the semester if they were to teach the same content

again. Each lecturer received all three vignette texts in the order listed. After the presentation of each vignette text, the

lecturers were asked to respond to the IWL items with reference in relation to the situation presented. The IWL items

were presented randomly to reduce bias due to order effects. The translated instructions are printed in Appendix A.

To check whether the lecturers had understood the instructional texts, we used a short task after each scenario

description to raise participants' awareness of the situation presented: Participants had to answer which situation

they should be in after reading the instructions. We then informed the lecturers again what situation they should

imagine, so that they were primed with the semester situations twice before answering the IWL questions. In addi-

tion, we used situation-specific item wording to assess IWL for different semester situations. About 62.4% consis-

tently answered the task correctly. Both groups (correct answers vs. incorrect answers) did not differ significantly in

their reported IWL, F(6, 179) = 0.467, p = 0.832. Therefore, we kept all participants in the sample. We pretested

our procedure and scenarios using a qualitative interview (N = 10, 80.0% female, 20.0% male, age: M = 27.90 years,

SD = 2.64) on comprehensibility and realism.

6.3 | Instruments—Study 2

6.3.1 | Achievement goals in teaching

For measuring achievement goals, we used the same scale as in study 1. We provide McDonalds' Omega (Green &

Yang, 2015) as a measure for internal consistencies (see Table 1).

6.3.2 | Informal workplace learning

For IWL, we used a short scale with a small number of items to measure situation-specific IWL after the presentation

of each of the three vignette texts, as this is the best way to capture the current experience (see also Goetz

et al., 2016). To assess the behavioral and cognitive components of informal workplace learning (Decius et al., 2019),

we selected single items for each subscale. We adapted the wording of the items (e.g., preparation of digital teaching,

conducting, and revising digital teaching) to maintain situation-specific items. We selected the items based on their

content that best fit to the situation.4 In the adapted items we used gender neutral language. All items were

answered on Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 8 (agree completely).

6.3.3 | Control variables

For academic degree, we used the same question as in study 1. We used an open-ended question to capture lec-

turers' teaching experience: “Since when have you been teaching courses at the university/college? Please indicate the

4The six items used were based on the following numbered items from Decius et al. (2019): 2, 4, 9, 10, 15, 16.
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year since which you have been teaching (e.g., 2007).” We transformed this variable to teaching experience in years by

subtracting the self-reported value from the year the study was conducted. Because study 2 largely took place dur-

ing a virtual semester due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we also controlled for prior experience with e-learning in their

teaching, using one item on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often): “How often did you provide

courses using e-learning prior to this semester?”

6.4 | Analyses—Study 2

As in study 1, we conducted SEM analysis using R (version 4.1.0; R Core Team, 2021) and the lavaan package

(Rosseel, 2012). The values for skewness (�1.70 to 0.51) and kurtosis (�1.10 to 3.69) are in a low range for all items,

so we can assume that the data are normally distributed (Kline, 2016). Due to the fact that each lecturer was pres-

ented with the same IWL items three times—each time after the text vignette for one of the three semester

phases—we added three uncorrelated methodological control factors to the model in order to statistically control for

this interdependence. Therefore, each item was loaded in the model not only on its content factor (i.e., self-based

IWL or social-based IWL), but also on its method factor (i.e., situation 1, situation 2, and situation 3).

7 | RESULTS—STUDY 2

Descriptive statistics and correlations are shown above the diagonal in Table 1. SEM analysis revealed acceptable

model fits, both for the uncontrolled model, χ2(362) = 679.764, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.936; TLI =0.924;

RMSEA = 0.069, 90% CI = [0.061, 0.077]; SRMR = 0.055, and for the more complex model with academic degree,

years of teaching experience, and prior e-learning teaching experience as control variables, χ2(446) = 794.333,

p < 0.001; CFI = 0.931; TLI = 0.919; RMSEA = 0.065, 90% CI = [0.058, 0.072]; SRMR = 0.062.

Table 2 shows that in the uncontrolled model, learning approach goals are significantly positively related to self-

based IWL; however, the relationship is not stable when the control variables are included (β = 0.16, p = 0.099).

Thus, the data from study 2 do not provide sustained support for Hypothesis 1. The picture looks similar for norma-

tive avoidance goals and social-based IWL: While a significant positive relationship emerges in the uncontrolled

model, it is no longer apparent in the controlled model (β = 0.16, p = 0.109). Thus, Hypothesis 2b is also not

supported by the data. Hypothesis 2a—the hypothesized relationship between normative approach goals and social-

based IWL—is not significant in either the uncontrolled or controlled model (β = 0.07, p = 0.446).

7.1 | Exploratory analysis and results—Achievement goals and informal learning in
different semester situations

With regard to our exploratory question, we computed an SEM analysis similar to that used to test Hypotheses 1

and 2 in study 2 to identify possible differential associations between achievement goals and self-based IWL and

social-based IWL. However, instead of using one latent factor for both self-based and social-based IWL, we formed

three latent factors. These factors were separated by semester situations. For instance, we modeled the three items

for self-based IWL (i.e., trying/applying own ideas, anticipatory reflection, and subsequent reflection) that were asked

after the vignette about the pre-action phase as manifest indicators of the latent factor self-based IWL in the first

semester situation (i.e., in the pre-action phase).

SEM analysis with academic degree, years of teaching experience, and prior e-learning teaching experience as

control variables revealed an acceptable model fit, χ2(423) = 718.054, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.942; TLI = 0.927;

RMSEA = 0.061, 90% CI = [0.054, 0.069]; SRMR = 0.070. SEM analysis results are depicted in Figure 2. Regarding

self-based IWL, learning approach goals are positively related to self-based IWL in the pre-action phase and in the
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action phase, but not in the post-action phase. Normative approach goals correlate positively with self-based IWL

only in the action phase, normative avoidance goals not at all. Regarding social-based IWL, there is a significant cor-

relation between learning approach goals and social-based IWL only in the post-action phase.

8 | DISCUSSION

Study 1 provides support for the relationship between learning approach goals and self-based IWL (Hypothesis 1)

and between normative avoidance goals and social-based IWL (Hypothesis 2b), but not between normative approach

goals and social-based IWL (Hypothesis 2a). Associations with the same tendency emerge in study 2 when consider-

ing the model without including the control variables. However, when controlling for academic degree, years of

teaching experience, and prior e-learning teaching experience, the relationships are no longer significant. Thus, study

2 provides no or only very limited support for the hypothesized relationships. However, the small sample

size (N = 185) must be taken into account: a post hoc sensitivity power analysis performed with gPower

(Faul et al., 2007) for correlative designs revealed that, assuming a desired power of 80% and an alpha level of 5%,

an effect size of ρ = 0.18 could still have been demonstrated in study 2.

Surprisingly, normative approach goals are not related to social-based IWL. Apparently, lecturers who want to

appear more competent than others do not consider it a primary strategy to undertake informal learning efforts for

this purpose. It is possible that these lecturers rather rely on formal training, as this could be perceived as more valu-

able due to the stronger structuring in terms of learning goals, time, and setting (Kyndt & Baert, 2013) or, from the

lecturers' perspective, and as it could send a signal to colleagues that they engage in self-development. Those who

do not learn informally, but participate in formal training, are learning outwardly for all to see. This could be highly

relevant for lecturers who want to be evaluated as capable by others. Regarding the finding of associations with IWL

only for normative avoidance goals, but not for normative approach goals, we would like to note that inconsistent

links between (normative) performance goals and indicators of professional learning are indeed consistent with previ-

ous research (Daumiller et al., 2020; Daumiller & Dresel, 2020; Nitsche et al., 2013).

The calculations in study 2 to investigate the exploratory research question whether the associations hypothesized

in Hypotheses 1 and 2 vary between different semester situations showed only minor differences: learning approach

goals play a role in the pre-actional phase, in the action phase, and in the post-action phase, but in the first two semester

phases only related with regard to self-based IWL and in the third semester phase only with regard to social-based IWL.

Lecturers who are highly motivated to learn something seem to learn especially in a self-based way during teaching prep-

aration and execution, for example, through their own trial and error and reflection (Decius et al., 2019). However, when

evaluating their own teaching at the end of the semester, these lecturers seem to rely more on social-based learning, such

Learning 
Approach 

Goals

Norma�ve 
Approach 

Goals

Norma�ve 
Avoidance 

Goals

Self-based 
IWL (Pre-

ac�on Phase)

Self-based 
IWL (Ac�on 

Phase)

Self-based 
IWL (Post-

ac�on Phase)

Social-based 
IWL (Pre-

ac�on Phase)

Social-based 
IWL (Ac�on 

Phase)

Social-based 
IWL (Post-

ac�on Phase)

0.22* 0.22*

0.20*

0.23* 0.18ns
0.12ns

0.15ns 0.14ns

0.16ns

0.08ns 0.12ns 0.13ns

0.14ns 0.03ns –

0.12ns 0.10ns –0.01ns

0.03ns

F IGURE 2 Associations between achievement goals and informal learning separately by semester situations.

N = 185. IWL, informal workplace learning. Standardized coefficients are shown. The Model is controlled for
academic degree, teaching experience in years, and prior e-learning teaching experience.
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as feedback and exchange with others. Normative approach goals show similarly high coefficients in the three semester

phases related to self-based IWL (although only the relationship in the action phase is significant); the nonsignificant coef-

ficients related to social-based IWL are also equally high in the three semester phases. Normative avoidance goals do not

show significant associations with IWL in the three semester phases; however, the nonsignificant coefficients related to

self-based IWL in the pre-action phase and related to social-based IWL in the pre-action phase and action phase are simi-

larly large, albeit small. In the post-action phase, however, the coefficients for both IWL dimensions are close to zero.

Overall, we find that the relationships between achievement goals and IWL are relatively constant across the semester

phases, with the minor exception of the relationship between learning approach goals and IWL.

8.1 | Limitations

Despite the strength provided by the combination of a field survey and a vignette design survey with two independent

samples, our study also has limitations. First and foremost, both studies have a cross-sectional design, so we cannot draw

causal inferences. Due to the conceptually implied rather high stability of achievement goals—which, however, varies

across goal categories (Fryer & Elliot, 2007; Muis & Edwards, 2009; Praetorius et al., 2014)—we can only assume that

goals might have an impact on IWL activities, but we cannot prove this empirically. Future studies could use longitudinal

designs to test the putative effect of goals on IWL or to detect interactions (e.g., in a cross-lagged panel design). In addi-

tion, because we used self-report data, we cannot rule out bias due to common method variance and social desirability

(Podsakoff et al., 2003, 2012). All of the universities of the lecturers surveyed in study 1 are located in one federal state

of Germany (i.e., Baden-Württemberg). This regional focus of the survey might limit the generalizability of our findings.

In study 2, we used vignettes to represent the three semester situations. Although the vignette texts were pre-

tested with 10 lecturers to ensure content validity of the vignette texts, this is a mental simulation. We cannot con-

trol how well the lecturers were able to empathize with the three situations. However, a methodological strength of

our study is that we presented the IWL items in a randomized order. Instead of simulating the three semester time

points with vignettes, future studies should use three measurement time points during the semester. In contrast to a

vignette design, which keeps influences such as professional and personal stressors constant throughout the semes-

ter, a longitudinal approach might also introduce bias—but scholars can additionally collect variables such as job

stressors and thus control for their influences. Time pressure, for instance, has been found to be positively related to

exhaustion, and negatively related to work engagement and self-esteem (Schilbach et al., 2022). Overall, the advan-

tages of the more realistic longitudinal design should outweigh potential biases.

In addition, we cannot rule out the possibility that the sudden shift to teaching online due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic may have influenced our study results in the second study. Achievement goals played a role in how the aca-

demic staff experienced the transition to online teaching (compare Daumiller et al., 2021, for associations with

attitudes toward the shift in teaching, burnout levels, and teaching quality). The sampling for study 2 was conducted

in the semester following the start of the pandemic. Lecturers had already had a semester to adjust to the new situa-

tion, which may have reduced the possible influence of the pandemic situation. Nevertheless, we controlled for prior

e-learning experience in study 2 to minimize situational bias.

8.2 | Practical implications

Motivation in the form of achievement goals is related to IWL activities, mostly consistently across different semes-

ter situations. Learning approach goals are related to self-based IWL, and normative avoidance goals are related to

social-based IWL. These findings serve as a starting point for promoting IWL among lecturers in higher education. In

practice, it may also be possible to activate lecturers' mastery goals through instructions similar to those used with

student samples (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliott & Dweck, 1988). Such instructions could emphasize the impor-

tance of development, teaching quality, and improvement in teaching based on individual changes over time. Such
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goal-activating instructions could be given within formal trainings or by superiors (e.g., full professors in the case of

PhD candidates), preferably combined with transformational leadership behaviors, which show positive correlations

with informal learning among employees (Zia et al., 2022). For example, superiors could highlight the importance of

individual development in teaching across semesters by comparing current teaching evaluations with previous ones

and identifying individual learning potential; they could also act as role models by modeling positive behavior and

thus inspiring others. As the reported studies are no interventional studies, it is not clear whether the mentioned

interventions can activate lecturers' achievement goals and thus influence their professional learning.

Our results also show that the relationship between learning approach goals and self-based IWL is particularly

strong at the beginning and middle of the semester. At the end of the semester, however, there is an exploratory

positive relationship between learning approach goals and social-based IWL. Faculty developers can use this knowl-

edge to increase lecturers' awareness of their preferences in the intrinsic use of self- and social-based IWL through-

out the semester. This raises the question of whether faculty development and their teaching quality would benefit

from promoting specific IWL strategies at particular times during the semester. At this point, it is not clear whether

faculty should be encouraged to engage in the IWL strategy for which they are motivated by their personal achieve-

ment goals at certain points in the semester (e.g., self-based from the beginning to the middle of the semester and

social-based at the end of the semester). Potential strategies for faculty developers are to create sufficient opportu-

nities and time for their own experimentation and reflection during the preparation and delivery of teaching, but to

involve colleagues in the evaluation of teaching (cf. Cerasoli et al., 2018). In terms of university policy, this also

means that faculty exchanges (which may be officially encouraged) should be scheduled at the end of the semester

to allow for a summative evaluation of teaching (cf. Knight, 2002).

On the other hand, it might be beneficial to encourage those strategies for which they are less motivated at cer-

tain points in the semester (e.g., social-based from the beginning to the middle of the semester and self-based at the

end of the semester). In this way, external support from faculty developers could compensate for dips in motivation.

Regular opportunities such as peer observation and job shadowing (Yiend et al., 2014) could be offered, especially at

the beginning and middle of the semester, as research has shown that participation in and reflection on formal train-

ing can stimulate IWL (Richter et al., 2020). Opportunities for individual reflection on one's own courses could be

offered at the end of the semester to provide lecturers with a setting and thus time and focus for evaluation. Future

research should aim to answer the question of when to encourage IWL and which IWL strategies would most benefit

lecturers’ teaching quality.

8.3 | Future research agenda

Our study shows differences in the patterns between achievement goals and IWL activities. Thus, we suggest that

future studies also consider IWL as a multidimensional construct (cf. Decius et al., 2019) and distinguish between

self-based and social-based IWL. Although our results support the stability of the correlations between achievement

goals and IWL across different semester situations, we would like to suggest empirical testing. For this purpose, lon-

gitudinal quantitative surveys are useful, but also qualitative interviews to learn more about the fluctuations of IWL

and the dynamics between achievement goals and IWL during the semester.

The results of study 2 suggest that the associations between achievement goals and IWL depend on the teach-

ing experience and different career stages of lecturers. While we were able to replicate the results of study 1 in the

uncontrolled model in study 2, no significant associations emerged when we included the control variables. Future

studies could explicitly examine academic career variables as moderators (see Zacher et al., 2019), for instance, the

influence of a fixed-term contract versus an open-ended contract and associated differences in lecturers' research

and teaching requirements. It might be, for example, that tenured, full professors are more engaged in teaching than

junior faculty who are struggling to find a long-term perspective in academia and thus need to focus their work on

research—which is likely to entail influences on achievement goals, IWL (see also correlations in Table 1), and the

relationship between the two constructs.

DECIUS and HEIN 17

 15321096, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/hrdq.21513 by U

niversitätsbibliothek M
annheim

, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [28/12/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



In our study, we focused on the teaching activities of university lecturers. However, future studies could address

the issue to what extent the same correlational patterns between achievement goals and IWL emerge with respect

to lecturers' research activities. Depending on the type of employment, the mission statement of the university, and

the lecturers’ self-concept, research is a more or less important part of their professional activities. Scholars could inves-

tigate whether IWL activities used in teaching and research differ and whether possible differences depend on achieve-

ment goals. Furthermore, it should be investigated whether IWL related to research activities is independent of the

semester situation or whether there are interactions with teaching phases—possibly influenced by the available time

resources of lecturers, as different work demands force university lecturers to constantly decide how much time they

want to invest in research versus teaching preparation (Esdar et al., 2016). Likewise, studies could examine whether

informal learning by faculty is related to, or even promotes, informal learning by students (see Decius et al., 2022).

Our study results show which achievement goals are associated with which IWL activities (i.e., self-based IWL or

social-based IWL). However, the efficiency and effectiveness of these activities were not part of our study. Future

research could integrate learning outcomes and examine which activities best produce objective learning outcomes

(cf. Cerasoli et al., 2018; e.g., knowledge gain as a proximal outcome, and teaching evaluation results as an indicator

of good teaching as a distal outcome). This would also be relevant for achievement goal research, as it would show

which achievement goals could lead to outcomes such as competence and performance via IWL as a mediator.

9 | CONCLUSION

The presented cross-sectional research, including a vignette-based study, provides new insights into the relationships

between achievement goals and informal workplace learning among lecturers in higher education institutions

throughout different phases of the semester. Key findings from our two-study paper are that IWL may depend on

the level of achievement goals and that these relationships are largely consistent across different simulated semester

situations (i.e., before, during, and after the teaching phase). However, learning approach goals of lecturers in particu-

lar seem to be associated with self-based IWL at the beginning and during the semester. The findings of our study

bridge the gap between achievement goal research and IWL research and suggest possibilities for a stronger integra-

tion of these research strands in future research. Overall, the ideas presented in this article provide a foundation for

future research with the goal of promoting IWL among lecturers in higher education by taking into account both per-

sonal motivational preferences and situational requirements.
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APPENDIX A

A.1 | Instruction texts—Study 2

“Below, you will be presented with three hypothetical scenarios to imagine. To do this, you will first be asked, one

after the other, to put yourself in the situation of designing your teaching before the semester, during the semester,

and after the semester. You are then asked to indicate the extent to which various approaches would apply to you in

these situations.” (English translation)

A.2 | Scenario 1—Before the semester

“Imagine you need to prepare your digital teaching before the next semester. As you probably know, digital teaching

can include, for example, learning videos, interactive online sessions, or the use of online forums. You know that digi-

tal teaching comes with many challenges and you want to improve your current digital teaching; you want to keep

this in mind when preparing.” (English translation)

A.3 | Scenario 2—Within the semester

“Now imagine you want to do your digital teaching during the semester. As you probably know, digital teaching can

include, for example, learning videos, interactive online sessions, or the use of online forums. After all, there is always

something to improve, so think about what you can adapt when conducting your teaching.” (English translation)

A.4 | Scenario 3—After the semester

“Finally, imagine that you want to revise your digital teaching at the end of the semester, since you will be offering

this course again in a year's time. As you probably know, digital teaching can include, for example, learning videos,

interactive online sessions, or the use of online forums. The last semester has passed, and you have noticed some

things that you could improve about the course. You want to consider these ideas in the revision.” (English

translation)
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