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Abstract

This paper is focused on exploring the learning experiences of students of
Faculty of Education Sciences, University of Elbasan, Albania, during the
period of sudden movement from teaching in auditorium to the online
learning environment due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of the
study was to identify the positive and negative aspects of online learning as
experienced by students, as well as to find out their preference for the most
appropriate form of higher education delivery (face-to-face, hybrid, online)
for young people of digital age. The methodology used in this study included
an item-based questionnaire to collect data which was developed through a
web-based application known as Google Forms and was delivered to students
via Internet. Qualitative and quantitative analysis was undertaken for the
answers obtained by the open-ended and closed-ended questions. The
results of the study showed that the biggest challenge for all students was the
immediate adaptation to the form of distance learning. Most of them had
perceived the online learning dominated more by negative experiences than
positive ones. The study concluded that new reality created by COVID-19
tested the current capacity of Higher Education Institutions regarding the ICT
integration process in teaching. As this process was progressing very slowly,
universities were found unprepared to transfer the teaching process from the
auditorium to the online environment with the same quality. In order to meet
the demands of the future, it is imperative that every university to plan
strategically the increase investment towards its digital transformation.

Keywords: student learning experiences, online learning, face-to-face teaching,
hybrid teaching model, higher education digital transformation.

Introduction

Online learning has shown significant growth over the past decade at most
universities in the world. According to a Tracking Distance Education Report in the
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United States (Seaman, |, et al., 2018) it was estimated that more than half of students
(52.8%) took at least one distance course. Referring to the recent Online Education
Trends Report (Venable, M., 2020) it is learned that the number of students enrolled
in “at least one distance education course” is increased by more than 6% (Ginder, et
al,, 2018).

In Albania, except rare cases of experimenting with online platforms as a part of
Erasmus+ projects, there are no other data on the development of online learning in
higher education before the onset of COVID-19 pandemic.

Due to the situation created by COVID-19, all universities in Albania were being
moved rapidly from face-to-face teaching setting to online learning environment. The
use of online model was considered by the academic staff and higher education
management authorities as the only solution of the moment in the extraordinary
conditions of social isolation.

The focus of this paper was to explore the academic experience of transition from
face-to-face teaching to online learning, based on the perceptions of students who
were attending the study programs in the field of teaching in the Faculty of Education
Sciences, at the University of Elbasan, Albania.

The notion that learning only takes place in real environments (e.g., classrooms,
laboratories) has since been challenged and overtaken by the use of the Internet and
network technologies (Stacey et al, 2004). The access to digital technologies that
allow interaction between subjects at different times and spaces has opened
precedents for new ways of teaching and learning. One of them was the creation of
the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), an electronic classroom, interactive, flexible
and decentralized, in which learners and tutors participate in online interactions of
various kinds, including online learning (Carmo&Franco, 2019).

Online learning or E-learning (Glossary of Online Learning Terms, 2019) refers to an
instructional strategy in which the learners are geographically separated from the
instructor, and the instruction is delivered totally through the computer (WCET,
2004)1. Studies have identified practical and pedagogical benefits from applying
online teaching to universities. The online classes are seen as an effective way with
reduced costs to offer study courses. They allow more flexibility, particularly to the
non-traditional students who may have family or work obligations (Arias ]., Swinton,
J., Anderson, K., 2018). The accessibility of the internet and flexibility of online courses
have made online education an integral part of higher education (Kebritchi, et al.,
2017; Devine, ]., Gordon, M., 2020).

However, moving from face-to-face teaching to online teaching is a complex and
challenging endeavour for the higher education institution, academic staff and
students as well. Adapting to the online learning environment takes time, energy,

1 Cited from Mansour, B. E., Mupinga, D. M., (2007)
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patience, and a willingness to try new teaching strategies and new tools (Boettcher,
J., Conrad, M., 2010).

Given that the online education is expected to be critical for the future of higher
education institutions, this paper is also interested in examining students’
preferences towards the various forms/modes of education delivery at the university
(face-to-face, online, hybrid). A better understanding of this trend can help the higher
education institutions, in particular the faculties that prepare future teacher to build
a new culture of teaching and learning that best responds to the needs of digital age
students.

Materials and Methods

This study was conducted with students who were attending a Bachelor or Master
Study Program in the field of teaching for various specialty subjects, in Faculty of
Education Sciences, University of Elbasan, Albania. All study programs were offered
full time for the academic year 2019-2020 which means that they would be developed
through the direct form of teaching in the auditorium.

This study was designed to explore the students’ experience affected by the sudden
movement from teaching in auditorium to online learning environment during the
period of social isolation caused by COVID-19 pandemic.

The purpose of the study was to identify the positive and negative aspects of online
learning as experienced by students as well as to find out their preference for the most
appropriate form of higher education delivery (face-to-face, hybrid, online) for young
people of digital age.

The methodology used in this study was consistent with social research and the
previous studies with similar topics. After reviewing the relevant literature, an item-
based questionnaire was developed to collect data through a web-based application
known as Google Forms. In order to ensure the validity of the questionnaire, its first
draft was subjected to a review and pre-testing (pilot) process on a small size of
representatives from the students’ population to which it was going to be
administered. After that, the final questionnaire was developed with 7 items covering
the following components: (1) The data on the academic profile of the participants;
(2) Students” perceptions towards online learning; (3) Level of mastery of the digital
competence; (4) The web-based applications most used for online learning; (5) The
difficulties with online learning; (6) Students’ preferences towards the various
modes/forms of higher education delivery (face-to-face, online, hybrid) in the future,
and (7) Something else to add.

In the questionnaire were used a total of 5 closed-ended questions with the option to
choose from a set of pre-determined answers, including a five-point Likert Scale as
well, and 2 open-ended questions that allows to be formulated the response as a text
written by the own student.
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This questionnaire was delivered to 118 students via the Internet respecting the
anonymity of each study participant in order to get more accurate information. A total
of 86 (n=86) questionnaires (73%) were collected in return, where 70 of them (81%)
were completed by students who were pursuing a Master Degree and 16
questionnaires (19%) were completed by students who were pursuing a Bachelor
Degree. The questionnaire started in early May, 2020 and after two reminders, data
collection ended in early June, 2020.

Quantitative analysis was undertaken for the results derived from closed-ended
questions which were expressed as percentage of occurrence per item and were
calculated by the Google Forms Program. The answers obtained in the open-ended
questions were extracted from the written text and were analyzed quantitatively for
repeated themes and finally summarized.

Results

The core findings of the study were presented statistically, analyzed and discussed as
follows. The data collected by the questionnaire were expressed as percentage of
occurrence per item and were organized using visual aids in order to make the results
more easily understandable.

The response rate in this study was 73% (n=86) or a total of 86 responses out of the
118 online delivered questionnaires were returned. This result could be justified not
only by the fact that participation in the study was voluntary, but also by the isolation
situation caused by COVID-19, where not all students could have access or a stable
internet connection from home.

3.1. Students' perceptions towards online teaching/learning

The study results regarding the students” perceptions for the sudden movement from
teaching in the auditorium to online learning are summarized in Figure 1.

H 229% were stressed because they had no previous experience in
online learning;

0 22% m 129% were anxious because they did not have the tools and access to
37% . online learning;
‘ 12% 12% were curious about new way of developing online teaching
/l and learning;
12%
0
3% 5% 6% 6% were satisfied because online instructions allows they to gain

3% time for other activities (working, caring for children and family,

attending training courses, etc.);
m 3% were diffident because they did not have the knowledge and
skills needed for online learning;
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Figure 1: The perception of students for the sudden movement from teaching in the
auditorium to online learning.

As it can be seen from Figure 1, approximately 23 % of students reported the positive
experiences in online learning which were expressed with attitudes such as positivity
(5%), curiosity (12%), satisfying (6%).

Positive experiences reported by students toward online learning were mainly related
to factors such as the attractive nature of the internet-based learning model, its
flexibility that allowed individuals to gain time for other activities, self-confidence
about the knowledge and practical skills gained in the field of ICT.

Almost 77% of students reported the negative experiences in online learning. They
showed that had found themselves in difficulty (37%), stress (22%), anxiety (12%)
diffident (3%), and loneliness (3%).

Negative experiences were mainly related to factors such as lack of previous
experience in online learning, lack of available digital tools and internet access, lack
of needed knowledge and digital skills, feeling of isolation and lack of interaction with
classmates, difficulty understanding the specific lessons and assignments in terms of
independent learning.

A comparison of study findings showed that the new online learning situation was
perceived by the vast majority of students (77%) as dominated more by negative
experiences than by positive ones.

3.2 Level of mastery of digital competence rated by the students themselves

One of the issues investigated in this study was also the assessment of students" level
of digital competences by their own perception. A five-point Likert Scale was used to
assess the level of mastery of students™ digital competence. The competence levels
were ranged from a minimum of 1 point (very poor) to a maximum of 5 points
(excellent). The statistical data are presented in Figure 2.

X808 m 5% Very Poor
8% Poor
31% Good
31%

26% Very Good
26% m30% Excellent

Figure 2: Level of mastery of students’ digital competence rated by students
themselves.

As can be seen from the data presented in Figure 2, more than half of respondents
(56%) in total rated themselves at an excellent level (30%) and a very good level
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(26%) of digital competence. There were 31% of respondents who rated themselves
atagood level of digital competence. Only 13% of all respondents self-reported a poor
level (8%) and a very poor level (5%) of digital competence.

To summarize, there were 87% of all students who admitted that they had a high level
of digital competence, compared to 13% who admitted that they did not possess it
sufficiently.

Web-based applications more used for online learning

One of issues included in questionnaire for study purposes was the investigation of
web-based applications more used for online learning. Statistical data are presented
in Figure 3.

12% Zoom Meeting r

3% Video Call
0% Video Conference
0% Skype
8% E-mail I
0% Viber

13% WhatsApp

64% Google Classroom ;

0% Moodle

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Figure 3: The more used web-based applications for online learning

As is indicated in Figure 3, there were some of types of web-based applications more
used for online learning during period when the teaching in auditorium was
interrupted due to COVID-19 pandemic. Majority of respondents (64%) reported the
use of Google Classroom for online learning. There were 13% who reported the use
of WhatsUpp application and 12% declared the use of Zoom Meeting. The web-based
applications rarely used for online learning were E-mail (8%), followed Video Call
(3%).

The results showed that more used web-based applications for online learning was
Google Classroom, followed by WhatsApp and Zoom Meeting. In particular, Google
Classroom and Zoom Meeting are recognized as the cost-effective teaching platforms
that can be easily used if professors and students would have an adequate level of
digital competence.
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The difficulties with online learning

The study also focused on identifying potential difficulties that students could have
encountered during online learning. The data obtained from students in response to
the open-ended questions were extracted from written text and were analyzed
quantitatively for repeated themes, as well as were categorized and presented in the
Figure 4.

80%
60%
40%
20%
0% ‘
(78%) Problemsand  (22%) No problems
difficulties with or difficulties with
online learning online learning

Figure 4: The percentage ratio between the students with and no
problems/difficulties with online learning.

Most students (78%) reported encountering problems or difficulties with online
learning, and the rest (22%) reported that they had not encountered any problems or
difficulties. The nature of problems and difficulties that students had described in
their answers fell into two categories, as presented in Figure 5.

22% B Internet-related problems and the lack of available
equipment for the online learning (47 %)

m Difficulty in understanding the lessons in terms of
independent learning (31%)
No difficulty (22%)

Figure 5: The nature of problems and difficulties that students faced with online
learning.
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Approximately 47% of students reported having internet-related problems and
difficulties caused by the lack of an available device to attend online learning, as
follows:

Lack of internet connection at home;
Poor quality of internet distribution on various regions of country;

Lack of a personal computer (PC) or laptop to attend online learning at home
conditions;

Low family income which does not allowed the students to benefit from purchase of
telephone packages to navigate the internet;

Difficulty in using mobile phone during all hours of online teaching;

Writing and reading assignments for a long time on the small screen of mobile phone
have caused eye strain, fatigue, frustration;

Inability to adapt quickly to the use of different online learning applications for
different subjects, because one subject was taught in Google Classroom, others in
Zoom Meeting or WhatsUpp or E-mail;

There are significant statements among students’ answers to internet-related
problems, such as:

“Online learning had its difficulties. Not all students have the financial means to secure
a computer, laptop or continuous internet connection. Most students used cell phones
because they did not have a computer at home”.

“Of course online learning could be effective, but as long as most students do not have
a laptop at home this complicates their learning process. How do you learn a topic or
do a task with a phone? I have personally experienced eye strain every time I
interacted with the small cell phone screen”.

The lack of internet at home and available equipment for the online learning has
exposed a significant number of students (approximately 47% of them) with unequal
opportunities to participate in distance education.

While, 31% of students reported the difficulty in understanding lessons and
assignments in terms of independent learning, such as:

Overloading with individual assignments by a part of professors;

Lack of online services by university library;

Difficulty in finding online literature to perform the individual assignments;
Need for additional explanations by professors about materials of their lectures;

Longing for classroom meeting and interactions with peers;
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Some of significant statements among students’ answers regarding difficulties to
learn independently are:

“In conditions of study from home we have worked only with reduced literature send
by email by our professors. The university library still offers no possibility to use
online textbooks”.

“Doing lesson only with online way was not very effective, because the lack of
necessary textbooks creates a very big gap in getting most complete knowledge”.

“I suggest that online learning be done properly because otherwise it may not be
effective. We were found overwhelmed with assignments while not having access to
internet and tools needed to complete assignments”.

“I'hope to be back in auditorium as soon as possible and have the opportunity to meet
my classmates and professors”.

[t seems that high number of assignments given for independent work in the context
of online learning was perceived by a considerable part of students as overload. The
lack of lecturer-student and student-student interaction has influenced them to take
responsibility for their own learning. The lack of service in university library to
provide online textbooks of various subjects may have pushed students to find other
online sources to obtain information needed to complete assignments. All of this
situation, as well as the need to interact with classmates, seem to have influenced
students to perceive certain levels of difficulty in understanding lessons and
performing assignments independently.

Students’ preferences towards the modes/forms of higher education delivery

The results regarding students’ preferences towards the modes/forms of higher
education delivery (face-to-face, online, hybrid) are presented in Figure 6.

B Face-to-face teaching in auditorium

Online learning
3%

Hybrid form that combines face-to-face teaching
with online learning

Figure 6: The students’ preferences towards modes/forms of higher education
delivery (face-to-face, online, hybrid).

As can be seen in Figure 6, the vast majority of students (70%) had preferred the face-
to-face teaching form in auditorium compared to online or hybrid teaching form. But,
27% of them had preferred the hybrid teaching compared to other forms. Only 3% of
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students had preferred the online learning form compared to teaching in auditorium
and hybrid teaching form.

Among students™ answers regarding their preference towards the forms of higher
education delivery, a participant noted “I like online learning because I'm at work and
cannot attend university class full time. During the period of pandemic, I benefited
from online learning because it allowed me to manage my time to learn
independently”. Someone has written “I think that teaching in auditorium is more
effective than online one. In class we have opportunity to listen to the professors’
explanations and discuss with classmates about various subject matters”. Another
stated “Teaching in auditorium does not compare in terms of values with online
teaching! There is no possibility in a virtual world to concretize the laboratory lessons
or teaching practices”. Others suggested “It would be better to combine teaching in
auditorium with online learning”.

As noted, partly students have showed a positive attitude towards the integration of
online learning at university as a necessary approach in the digital society, but
without underestimating face-to-face teaching.

It was possible that students’ initial personal experience with online learning have
influenced their attitude and preference for the most appropriate mode/form of
higher education delivery (face-to-face, hybrid, online).

Discussion

The primary purpose of study was to examine students” perceptions of their online
learning experience during the sudden transition from teaching in auditorium to
online learning environment in conditions of social isolation caused by COVID-19. A
further aim was to find out their preference for most appropriate form of higher
education delivery (face-to-face, hybrid, online) for young people of digital age.

The study findings indicated that the biggest challenge for most of students was the
immediate adaptation to the form of distance learning. Almost 77% of all students
had perceived the online learning situation dominated more by negative experiences
than positive ones, and only 23% of them had perceived the online learning situation
as a positive experience.

Also, there were 78% of students in total who reported having encountered problems
or difficulties with online learning, and the rest (22%) reported that they had not
encountered any problems or difficulties. The nature of problems and difficulties that
students had described in their answers fell into two categories: 1) internet-related
problems or difficulties caused by the lack of an available equipment/device to attend
online learning (47%), 2) the difficulty in understanding the lessons and assignments
in terms of independent learning (31%).

Statistical analysis of study data revealed a significant correlation between the value
in percentage of students (78%) who reported a range of problems or difficulties with
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online learning, and the value in percentage of students (77%) who perceived online
learning as a negative experience. The strong association between these two values
can be considered as an important indicator of study reliability.

The positive and negative experiences such as those perceived by students in this
study could also be explained not only in terms of advantages and disadvantages of
online learning compared to face-to-face teaching or opportunities and digital skills
that students had to attend online course from their home, but also by availability of
university's digital infrastructure to support distance education, as well as the
capacity of academic staff to transfer immediately teaching courses from auditorium
to the online space. Recent studies have suggested that an online class will be as
effective as face-to-face class if it is designed appropriately (Nguyen, 2015).

Despite the internet-related problems and various difficulties, the transfer of teaching
from auditorium to online environment has brought more focus to student-centered
learning. Qualitative analysis of results derived from open-ended questions showed
that the high number of assignments given for independent work and the lack of the
subject textbooks offered online seems to have induced students to take more
responsibility for self-direction of their learning process. Previous research has
pointed out that students who have this sense of responsibility tend to have positive
online learning experiences (Blackmon, S.J., and Major, C., 2012). However, e-learning
may lack real interactions between instructors and students (Mansour, B.E., Mupinga,
D.M,, 2007).

According to study results, 31% of students reported the difficulty in understanding
lessons and assignments in terms of independent learning, especially in cases where
in the online learning context the lecturers had increased the amount of academic
workload for their students and where there was a lack of instructional interaction
between lecturer and students. Given that independent learning is essential
prerequisite not only for the management of online learning but also for lifelong
learning it is very important to be cultivated in students. To succeed in an online
learning environment, instructors should implement good teaching through good
online course design, provide thorough explanations, define goals clearly and seek
continued feedback from students (Crews, Kelly, et al., 2015).t Several studies have
noted that instructors also have a strong influence over student experience, in large
part through their accessibility and through their efforts to provide opportunities to
connect with peers (Blackmon, S.J., Major, C., 2012). In this framework the online
teaching model may have the potential to improve the quality of university learning
in the future, but it need to be seen more carefully before it is applied.

Regarding web-based applications used for online learning, the majority of
respondents (64%) reported that Google Classroom was the most frequently used. It
was a surprising finding the use of social media platforms, such as WhatsUpp, E-mail

1 Cited from Carnasciali,M., Erdil,N., 2020
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and Video Call, for online learning purposes. The use of such social media may be seen
by lecturers as an easy quick way to communicate with students, rather than as an
effective opportunity to teach online. However, these approaches may be a potential
for further research in future.

Although the experiences with online learning platforms were new in faculty, the
analysis of findings showed a much higher dominance of student population (87%)
who admitted that they had a high level of digital competence compared to student
population (13%) who admitted that they did not possess it sufficiently.

Since the success of online learning depends primarily on mastery of digital
competence, this result can also be seen as a significant indicator of the readiness of
the majority of students to attend the web-based learning courses in future. However,
there are other factors identified by research that influence the student readiness for
online learning such as self-directed learning, self-efficacy, digital engagement, and
motivation for learning (Doe, at al,, 2017).

The data analysis showed that a vast majority of students (70%) preferred face-to-
face teaching and a minority of them (30%) preferred other forms that integrate
online technology. There may be a number of reasons why students showed an
extremely strong preference for teaching in auditorium. However, it seems that this
choice has been largely influenced by problems and difficulties they encountered
during immediate transition from face-to-face teaching to online learning, where
according to present results of study, almost 77% of all students had perceived the
new situation of online learning dominated more by negative experiences than
positive ones, as well as 78% of all students had reported problems or difficulties with
online learning. While the rest of respondents (30%) who showed more preference
for the hybrid or online teaching/learning forms seems to have been able to explore
or appreciate some of the advantages of distance education offered by university
during the period of social isolation caused by COVID-19 pandemic.

It is known from research that online learning offers several advantages over
traditional classroom learning. Among these are the elimination of barriers of time
and space. The online learning environments offer flexibility of instructional pace, and
more control over which learning activities are more appropriate to engage in
(Alexandra, 1996).! In contrast to these findings many still feel that online learning
excludes some within society, the poor/less well-of, the socially disadvantages, who
are unable to effort the equipment that is essential to this mode of study. The
arguments against online learning are focused mainly on the concern for loss of
traditional classroom face-to-face interaction, and potential feelings of isolation
(O'Donoghue, et al., 2004).

1 Citet from Mansour,B.E., Mupinga,D.M,,2007
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Conclusions and Recommendations

This study is in line with other studies which have contributed to the idea that student
opinion is essential for improving quality of distance learning in the higher education
system.

Hence, the findings of present study on the favorable and unfavorable perceptions by
students regarding online learning can be considered as important indicators of
quality of teaching transfer from classroom to the online environment. However,
some recent studies focusing on educational situation influenced by COVID-19, have
suggested that this new experience should not be seen as a threat by students and
educational institution based on conventional teaching, but should serve to adapt the
benefits of online education system to their teaching (Ramirez-Hurtado, et al.,, 2021).

The study concluded that the new reality created by COVID-19 tested the current
capacity of higher education institutions regarding the ICT integration process in
teaching. As this process was progressing very slowly, universities in countries like
Albania were found unprepared to transfer the teaching process from the auditorium
to the online environment with the same quality.

Therefore, the academic initiatives to apply in the near future a full approach to online
teaching still seem difficult. However, more research is needed to examine the current
needs of higher education institutions in Albania regarding the improvement of
infrastructural conditions that support distance education as well as training needs
of lecturers about adapting the course content and developing innovative materials
and methods to deliver online teaching.

The evolution of online instruction and continuous search to incorporate the best
educational methods from both traditional and virtual environments has led to many
institutions adopting a “hybrid,” also known as blended learning (Dziuban, et al,,
2004). The goal of blended learning should be to unite the best features of in-class
teaching with the best features of online learning, to promote active, self-directed
learning opportunities for students (Garnham & Kaleta, 2002)?

In order to meet the demands of the future, the recent studies have recommended
that every university should set up in its strategy clear and concrete goals towards its
digital transformation, taking into consideration three main areas: its digital
infrastructure, the development of its academic staff's skills to use digitally-based
methods in their teaching and the improvements of its students’ digital skills
(Grosseck, G., Malita, L., Bunoiu, M., 2020).

1 Cited from Joutsenvirta,T., Myyry,L.2010
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Limitations

This study has some limitations which can affect generalizing study results in other
contexts. The participants in study were students of a faculty at University of Elbasan,
Albania. If the study had been extended to other universities of country, than results
of study could have been different. Also, the study is carried outin a very short period
of time attempting to take a snapshot of a changing situation. Students™ perceptions
can change over time. The recorded results are limited to time, place and culture
where the study was conducted. However, this study may serve to promote in future
the further studies on online learning at university.
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