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Abstract

Over the past years, many educational organizations have been progressively shifting their
courses online instead of conventional classrooms before carrying out online learning,
particularly during the (COVID-19) pandemic. Learners' acceptance and readiness toward
online learning platforms should be considered. This investigation explores and understands
online learning engagement, academic achievements, satisfaction, and challenges. This
research conducted a qualitative approach to address the study questions. This approach
allowed us to collect detailed data regarding learners’ experiences related to their online
learning platforms and understand the present phenomenon from their standpoint. A
focused group discussion (FGD) was implemented to collect the data for this research. This
protocol comprises two key sections: firstly, the background information of the interviewees,
secondly, the research questions of this study. Results showed that the COVID-19 pandemic
highly affected undergraduates' mental health and the quality of their learning experience.
Consequently, study findings have shown that learners’ most significant challenges mainly
lack communications and physical interactions. Moreover, most learners were unfamiliar with
the skills necessary for online learning. Finally, learners have thought that online learning is
only a temporary choice since they were not entirely passionate about online learning as a
teaching-learning technique.

Keywords: Online Learning, E-learning, COVID19, Online Education, Teaching, and Learning

Introduction

It is essential to accept that online learning is a temporary yet crucial problem-solving to
traditional classrooms. Many educational institutions during the past years have been
progressively shifting their courses online instead of traditional classrooms (Bao, 2020). Going
entirely online necessitates considerable preparation and investments from all sectors (Bao,
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2020; Abuhassna et al., 2020; Filius et al., 2019; Abuhassna & Yahaya, 2018). Students could
learn both inside and outside their classroom; education inside the school is through teachers,
whether in a face-to-face environment, fully online environment, or blended learning
environment (mix of face-to-face and fully online learning). At the same time, education
outside the classroom is carried out by students themselves anywhere and anytime outside
of their classes (Panigrahi al el., 2018). Moreover, changes to synchronous online video-
conferencing techniques (for example, FaceTime, Hangouts, Microsoft Teams, WebEx, or
Zoom) can create insecurity for learners and teachers (Knipe & Lee, 2002). The transformation
from traditional to online settings indicates that online learning environments need to
consider both learner and instructor needs and communications among each other’s
(Northcote, 2008). Consequently, before educational institutions implement online learning
in this (COVID-19) pandemic, they should consider learners’ acceptance and readiness to
online learning platforms. However, educational institutions battle to stay up with the latest
advances in digital technology. They might be missing resources, competencies, interests, or
skills; thus, there similarly might be excessive differences among education institutions
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation & Development (OECD), 2012; Kinnula, Laari-
Salmela, & livari, 2015; Smith et al., 2018; Vainionpaa, Kinnula, livari, & Molin-Juustila, 2019;
Godhe et al., 2019; Alsharif et al., 2020a; Alsharif et al., 2021b; Alsharif et al., 2021c; Alsharif
et al., 2021e; Alsharif et al., 2021f; Alsharif et al., 2021g). Consequently, most educational
institutes have closed their doors, and their students have been asked to return home to their
families and are collectively self-quarantined (UNESCO, 2020). Therefore, educational
institutes currently utilize online learning as a temporary solution to this pandemic (UNESCO,
2020).

Literature Review

Online learning is primarily offered in two different styles: synchronous or asynchronous
settings (Jolliffe, Ritter, & Stevens, 2012). Asynchronous online learning is considered more
accessible for the students because of its unique characteristics, which are: (1) the ability to
access all materials anywhere and anytime, (2) the ability to access a more significant mass at
the same time, (3) the informality of the content, unlike synchronous learning where learners
need to be present at the same time with their instructors in online platforms (Google
hangouts, WebEx, Zoom, etc.). Besides the traditional face-to-face classrooms, online learning
has been successfully utilized in the education industry and academia, thus proving its positive
results (Chang, 2016). The geographical nature of online learning in any association could get
their ability to be trained and educated throughout online platforms. Similarly, students can
get their classes at their own favorable time and place, along with the availability of the online
material.

To better understand achieving efficient online learning, it is essential to understand
university students' online learning willingness elements that they must have. Moreover,
what makes online learning platforms more accessible for the students) Masrom et al., 2021;
Van et al., 2021). Prior literature claimed that computers' technical and Internet skills are
associated with learners’ achievement in online learning settings (Peng, Tsai, & Wu, 2006).
Also, students’ understanding of Internet use dramatically affects students’ behaviors and
attitudes online (Tsai & Lin, 2004). Additionally, online learning settings that are not highly
instructors-cantered require students to be more active in their online sessions. Particularly,
learners need to understand their responsibility to be able to control and guide their own
learning experience (Hsu & Shiue, 2005; Hartley & Bendixen, 2001) and for managing their
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own time during the online experience (Hill, 2002; Roper, 2007), as well as communicate with
the class, and finishing their work as they supposed to do (Discenza et al., 2002), finally, to be
active during the course, and to be contributors not only listeners (Garrison et al., 2004).
Subsequently, online learning platforms also permit learners to have greater flexibility during
their learning process, activities and quizzes due time, and arrangements with their instructor.
Online learners will be necessary to make their own decisions about their learning, thus
exercising the ability to control their educational activities in depth, pace, content coverage,
media type, and studying time. Consequently, learner dependence becomes a significant part
of online willingness (Stansfield, McLellan, & Connolly, 2004). Online platforms offer
communication tools to assist interpersonal communication among themselves and their
instructor (Hew & Cheung, 2008; Roper, 2007). By utilizing asynchronous tools, such as email
and threaded discussions, along with synchronous tools and online meetings, instant
messages, and live chat, learners may ask instant queries and exchange ideas among
themselves to improve their learning experience. Online learning, in general, lacks face-to-
face meetings; thus, learners need to communicate confidently and comfortably with their
classmates and their instructors (Salaberry, 2000).

A study by Kamal and Sultana (2000) highlighted that the limited utilization of technology
prevents communication effectiveness in the distance learning process. Thus, the current
research pointed out technology's importance in the distance learning process. Koh and Hill
(2009) highlight that the lack of social communication is an excellent barrier that de-motivates
students in distance learning environments. Thus, this research highlights the importance of
social communication. In addition, the absence of online group work hinders the effectiveness
of communication in distance learning environments. Moreover, in his research, Pillai (2011)
indicated that the lack of subject knowledge and language barriers prevent communication
in distance learning environments.

Hoffman and Lowitzki (2005) indicated that both students’ academic achievement and
student satisfaction are measures of their intellectual accomplishment that determine
distance learner’s satisfaction and allow the evaluation of students’ knowledge and the
communications channels effectiveness. Consequently, there is a solid link between learners'
academic achievements and communications channels between themselves and their
instructors in the learning process (Dhagane and Afrah, 2016). Therefore, the final grade and
distance learners' behavior have affected students' academic performance. Moore and
Kearsley (2011) describe those independent students are looking for courses that do not
stress communications to enhance and clarify their learning development. (Mamman et al.,
2017; Furnborough, 2012; Abuhassna & Yahaya, 2018; Abuhassna et al., 2020; Abuhassna et
al., 2021; Abuhassna et al., 2022) determined that the cooperative feeling of students’ who
communicate with their classmates affects their response regarding their collaboration with
their classmates. Evaluating learners’ enthusiasm for online collaborative learning by a
framework developed to measure the collective learning motivation, potential behaviors for
collaborative learning, and online learning skills was investigated in a recent study (Xiong, So,
& Toh, 2015). Social media use, Mendeley, as well as virtual settings have offered further
current research areas, investigating how students communicate, whether academic
performance among students enhanced, finally, what tools are most to support online
collaborative learning students (Vuopala et al., 2016; Khwaja & Eddy, 2015).
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Research Methodology

A qualitative method was conducted in the current study to provide acomprehensive
understanding and knowledge of undergraduates' online learning engagement and overcome
the challenges they face in online learning settings. Two experts have been consulted on the
interview content validation. A consent letter about the study objective has been derived
from Al-Agsa university — Gaza regarding the sampling and population; this study was carried
out among university students who already have been online learning users at Al-Agsa
University.

This research conducted a qualitative approach to address the study questions. This approach
allowed us to collect detailed data regarding learners’ experiences related to their online
learning platforms and understand the present phenomenon from their standpoint. A
focused group discussion (FGD) was implemented to collect the data for this research. This
protocol comprises two key sections: firstly, the background information of the interviewees,
secondly, the research questions of this study. Figure 1 illustrates the flowchart of the study.

Understanding online learning engagement and
challenges: Qualitative evidence

A qualitative approach 49 undergraduate students

¥FThe background information
of the interviewees

A focused group
discussion (FGD)

The research questions o
this study

Result analysis and
discussion

Figure 1: The flowchart of the study

Interviews

Interviews are instruments for extracting direct data from participants relating to their
experiences and meaning reflection (Seidman, 2006). The interview provides the students
with the opportunity to reflect on their studies. The interviews were designed in this research
to be completed within ninety minutes. Ten participants have been interviewed. Three
participants were included in each FGD; the group sample has typically kept small enough to
manage the group effortlessly (Creswell, 2015). In this study, the interviewees were selected
purposely; thus, we ensure that our sample does have some knowledge regarding online
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learning, so the model has been chosen intentionally to reflect their experiences towards
online learning accurately. The interviewees were invited to sit by a sitting plan to blend them
evenly depending on their performance. The interview length was set approximately to
enable participants to reconstruct their experiences and put them into their experience
context. Every interviewee was offered the consent form to be signed before beginning the
interview, and they were able to withdraw at any point during the interview. Then, the
interviewer presented the interview's objective, involved the interviewees, and has made
them convenient. Additionally, the interview was filmed and voice recorded to avoid losing
data. The interview was performed in Arabic. Further, transcriptions have been translated to
English using the (back-to-back) method. Then the data has been labeled and duplicated.
Next, we transcribed the interviews and then literally translated them into English. The
transcript was transcribed in a word processing format. Then, the transcript was analyzed to
answer the following questions:

When your university announced an online learning strategy, what was your reaction?

Were there challenges that you encountered during online learning classes? List some of
these challenges (if any)?

What was the impact of the pandemic on students’ challenges?

What strategies do you employ to overcome the challenges?

Data Analysis

We examined undergraduates’ answers in open-ended questions and FGD transcription.
Specifically, we used multilevel coding to classify the transcripts’ codes (Birks & Mills, 2011).
To do so, we have identified the relevant rules from participants’ answers and ranked those
codes based on relatedness or similarities of their dimensions and characteristics.
Subsequently, we conducted a comparative and progressive analysis of cases to enable
initially identified subcategories to emerge and take shape. For the reliability of the current
study, two coders examined the data. The two coders familiarize themselves with the
research method, research questions, research aim, and the study coding scheme. Table 1
demonstrates interviewees main points and summarize the main key point of this
investigation.

Table 1

Interview summary.
Student opinions
Challenges | delay my task and assignments sometimes.

| find it hard to adapt to online learning as an educational platform.

| find it hard to communicate with my instructor and classmates.

| rarely prepare before online classes.

| lack the skills needed sometimes.

| have difficulties on my internet sometimes.

Engagement The instructor keeps us involved during the class.

| ask questions through the chatbox.

| get immediate feedback from the instructor.

Learning online is more accessible than uploading materials and

submitting assignments.
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Results and Discussion

This study examined students’ online learning engagement and challenges in higher
education instructions during the pandemic. We have identified the students' challenges, how
the COVID-19 pandemic influenced their online learning experience and their strategies to
address these challenges. The interviewees remarked that, based on their experience, they
were able to communicate with the other participants, regardless of time and location; the
whole process was simple for them, except that they were shocked by the sudden shift to
entirely online, as they had the chance to log in to e-learning system anywhere anytime. The
discussion through the e-learning platform enabled participants to become more flexible in
the time granted to present their tasks. When they were asked about the challenges, the
participants suggested that online learning would offer them a chance to overcome the
physical separation. However, it might have some challenges, such as the lack of
communication with their classmates and instructor. Consequently, this experiment has
improved their communication skills and e-learning platforms. Attendees stated that this
experience had given them a forum for discussing and sharing their thoughts with their
classmates and lecturers. Lastly, this experience enhanced their teamwork which helped
them generate togetherness through the e-learning platform. Regarding the first question:
When your university announced an online learning strategy, what was your reaction? Most
of the students in this study claimed that they had been choked with the switch to online
learning due to many factors, mainly because of the internet access instability, computer
devices, and the lack of experience towards using online learning platforms. The second
guestion: Were there challenges you encountered during online learning classes? List some
of these challenges (if any)?

The biggest obstacle informed is that those interviewed have been used for physical
interaction with classmates and lecturers. Online interaction was relatively tricky as it was
difficult to know the appropriate time to connect with classmates and lecturers as everyone
has different circumstances. For instance, a few stated that they had to look for places with a
steady internet connection. Others claimed they could share their computer devices with
other household members or get trapped with family responsibility. Furthermore, Internet
unpredictability only made it possible for one-way communication with lecturers for the
duration of online classes. Other students claimed that it is hard to receive a clear and
sustained voice stream from their lecturers. In conclusion, this study could help the students
during this sudden switch to the pure online alternative. It could help them face the
considerable challenges they encounter during the blended learning process. They use online
learning as a support mechanism for face-to-face learning.

Practical Implications

These study findings recommended a group of recommendations and practical implications.
Firstly, for higher education administrators to employ online learning, there should be more
attention provided to the online learning courses as a whole process that needs various
elements to be successful firstly the communications between this process parties, which
mainly are students among their classmates, and students with own instructors, where it
must be based on theories and previous literature. Additionally, instructors must be trained
and skilled to achieve an online learning plate. Seminars and training sessions should be given
for both instructors and students to be more familiar with online learning sessions to benefit
the learning management system like LMS and Moodle and how terms use its tools in the
communications process in online learning sessions. Students’ satisfaction autonomy and
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academic achievements in online learning sessions depend on their online readiness and
communication among themselves and their classmates.

Contribution of the Study

First, this investigation underlined the significance of emergency response capacity and
enthusiasm of higher education organizations if another emergency strikes again. Crucial
dimensions that need the highest concentration include potential inequalities, instructional
delivery, technological resources and infrastructure, protocol and guidelines, national and
institutional policies, staff development, and collaboration among key stakeholders (i.e.,
community, government education agencies, industry, school leaders, parents, teachers, and
students). Second, the conclusions have extended our understanding of the various
challenges learners might encounter when suddenly shifting to fully online education, mainly
those from countries with poor home learning environments, poor Internet infrastructure,
and limited resources. Schools with a comparable education context could utilize the results
of this investigation in enhancing and developing their education continuity techniques to
mitigate the adverse consequence of the pandemic. Furthermore, this investigation would
provide learners with practical knowledge to reflect on the possible strategies they may
employ to overcome the challenges. These are necessary information required for future
implementation of online learning, decision-making effectiveness, and policymaking.
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