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Distance learning during Covid-19 from learner’s perspective
Abstract:

The Global Pandemic introduced a new way of teaching and learning. Previously, the universities, colleges and schools in Pakistan use to follow and focus more on the traditional face-to-face method of teaching. Although, some of the institutes were still offering short courses, never was such a need felt for distance or remote learning. However, Covid-19 introduced a new reality where education has to be imparted through distance learning and steps had to be taken on war-footing. This study aims to study the perspectives of undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in higher education institutes towards the rapid shift to distance learning in the wake of Covid-19. It is a qualitative case study where data was collected from 10 undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in a public sector university using purposive sampling.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted and data was analyzed using thematic analysis. . The findings suggested that students faced many economic, communication, technical and psychological issues. A large-scale study analyzing the perspectives of undergraduate and postgraduate students across different universities can be conducted in future to effectively identify the outcomes of digital education. 
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1. Introduction:
Covid-19 epidemic is described as a global health calamity of our time (WHO, 2020). The novel illness is one of the few infectious disease outbursts that have had devastating impact on nearly every aspect of human life (Quraishi, Asif, Sheeraz, and Amer, 2020). The first case of Covid-19 was reported in December 2019 in Wuhan, China and the cases started to increase exponentially. The World Health organization declared the epidemic as a worldwide public health emergency on 30th January, 2020 (WHO, 2020). However, the initial two cases of Covid-19 virus in Pakistan were confirmed on 26th February 2020 by the Federal Health Ministry in Karachi and Islamabad. Later, due to an increase in the number of cases in the country, the relevant government authorities decided to close all educational institutions across the country (Qureshi et al, 2020). In this regard further directives were issued to higher educational institutions to shift towards distance learning mode, reschedule all types of ongoing examinations and to assist student learning through the online mode until the Covid-19 crisis ends (Khan, Niazi, & Saif, 2020).
Clearly, like many other facets of everyday life, the pandemic had a serious impact on the worldwide education system, affecting learners, instructors and educational institutions from all around the globe (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). Around 1.5 billion students were deprived of face to face education in the world. Teachers have also been influenced by the global lockdown. The pandemic caused all types of educational institutions, primary, secondary, high schools, colleges and universities from across the world to shut down on an immediate basis and to shift towards the distance learning mode. This important decision was taken to adhere to the social distancing guidelines issued by the world health organization (WHO, 2020). Nevertheless, it is important to note that this rapid shift from the conventional learning mode to the new distance learning method brought with it various challenges and obstacles at this point (Teräs, Suoranta, Teräs, & Curcher, 2020). However, as nobody knows when the crisis will fully vanish, the only available option is to optimize the use of current technical resources to provide continuity of learning in higher education institutions in Pakistan, as elsewhere around the world. 
It is important to consider that this is not the first time when the conventional education system came to a halt. The SARS Coronavirus had a negative impact on the traditional education system of a number of countries. Moreover, the HINI Flu outbreak in 2009 had an adverse impact on the education activities of several countries. Correspondingly, the Covid-19 epidemic has forced the academic experts from all around the world to reconsider the traditional face to face teaching methods (Jhaveri, 2020). 
This mode of teaching was already being utilized to some extent in the global world where short courses and online webinars were already being conducted. Similarly, in Pakistan short courses were already being offered by Virtual University under the initiative of Govt. of Pakistan “Digi Skills” where the content was delivered using recorded lectures. The British Council, American English and Coursera have also introduced short certificate courses, MOOCs and E-teacher course related to basic tools for teaching. However only a small number of population: students, teachers and professionals took interest in such developments and got enrolled in these short-term certified courses.  
Covid-19 totally transformed the traditional way of teaching and introduced a new way of teaching and learning through remote locations. As the teaching methodologies transformed worldwide, teachers and students in Pakistan find it too difficult to adopt the new way of teaching and learning. This is because, in Pakistan higher education institutions, a major focus and emphasis is on lecture based teacher-centered instruction. Also, the shortage of resources to quickly adopt the changing teaching practices from traditional to modern digital teaching proved difficult for most of the universities and teachers in particular as this mode of teaching-learning requires, content, material and infrastructural support from the institutions. 
Although online education system can be efficient in digitally advanced and developed states of the world, such as US, UK and European Countries, its ineffectiveness needs to be investigated in Pakistan. As stated earlier, online mode of education was introduced to minimize the academic loss of students staying at home during the time of pandemic (although it was not possible to implement it throughout the whole country such as rural areas as they do not have access to internet).
        1.1 Issues of Technology in Pakistan
As Pakistan is a diverse and multiethnic country, students from different parts of Pakistan come and seek education from reputed public and private sector universities. The pandemic situation forced them to return to their homes in northern areas, underdeveloped areas in Balochistan, rural Sindh and southern part of Punjab. The students residing in the remote areas faced issues of secure, faster and reliable communication network (Rasool, 2020).  Though the scenario of cities is quite different- according to PTA (2020) we have 62 million broadband subscribers, yet many still do not have internet facility available most of the time due to frequent power cuts for long hours. 
Beside the internet issues, the availability of technological equipment and resources is the second most important issue in Pakistan. According to Gallup Pakistan survey (2020) for assessing laptop ownership from 24,000 households with over 115,000 respondents across Pakistan along with various demographic breakdowns shows that only 7% Pakistani households owns a laptop. In the province of Sindh, only 8% households owns a laptop while the 92% population does not own it.  (See Figure 1). This is the current situation of the population in urban areas; the conditions in the rural areas are more drastic where students normally do not own a computer or laptop and rely more on the computer labs in the universities. 
Figure 1 Laptop Facility in Pakistan. Adopted from Gallup Survey (2020)










Most of the student’s do not have the basic facility of distance learning that is technological. Therefore, most of the teaching and learning appears to take place through mobile phones.  According to PTA (2020), there are 152 million cellular users among which 59 million are subscribers of 3G/4G technology. Despite the fact that a major chunk of the population in Pakistan owns a mobile phone, many do not have the smart or android phones with the latest technology and tools to readily participate in digital education. 
Another major social and economic problem with regard to distance learning is power failure. Even in urban areas, we have 8 to ten hours of ‘load-shedding’ [footnoteRef:1]while in the rural areas the time is double. Beside, this core issue, teachers and students lack of basic ICT skills appears to be a main hurdle in the success of distance learning and teaching. Hence this paper aims to critically analyze the issues faced by students during online classes in these severe times.  [1:  Electricity failure or action to reduce load in some areas.] 

2. Objective:
To analyze the perspectives of undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in higher education institutes towards distance learning.
3. Research Question:
What are the perspectives of undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in higher education institutes towards distance learning?
4. Literature Review 
Previously before the pandemic hit the world, digital learning was just used for few courses often with limited goals and objectives. Generally, the use of technology was only used to amplify the current methodology of learning. However, with Covid-19 distance or remote teaching and learning became mandatory for everyone.
An early study to know about the technical issues within the education system of Pakistan was conducted by Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald and Bhatti (2016) for British Council Pakistan. It highlights the digital divide in the country noting in particular the lack of availability of the internet facilities in all the cities of Pakistan. The report suggests a strategic vision on prioritizing resources to those provinces with the lowest rate of internet access. The document also visions for development of e-learning at every level with a high priority given to literacy programs. (Jeffery, Oberlander, MacDonald & Bhatti, 2016). 
Shah (2017) explains the efficacy of distance learning in Pakistan claiming that E-learning has revolutionized the traditional method of learning. However, according to him, one of the major obstacle in this lack of infrastructural support and economic issues in transforming to digital education. (Shah, 2017). 
Contrastively, Adnan & Anwar (2020) conducted a survey-based study from the perspective of higher education learners in Pakistan. The research focused on both undergraduate and postgraduate students to find their viewpoint on distance learning during Covid-19. While responding to the survey, 67.5 percent of students reported that digital learning was very different from the conventional learning mode, whereas 18.3 percent felt little difference between the traditional and online learning. However, only 10.3 percent of the respondents said that online learning was more motivating than the traditional face to face classes. The research also highlighted some of the challenges faced by learners during online learning, such as lack of socialization with peer groups on campus, group study difficulties, and the response time of instructors. Hence, it can be concluded from the findings that distance learning cannot guarantee effective results in developing countries like Pakistan, where a large number of students have no or little access to fast and reliable internet connection (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Similarly, Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik and Memon (2020) studied the perceptions of medical students regarding distance learning during Covid-19. The study was conducted using a descriptive cross-sectional method. A questionnaire was emailed to all participants for the research and reliability was determined. The total number of participants were 382 (245 female and 137 male). The results showed that 77% of the participants had a negative perception of distance learning. The study concluded that learners found online learning less appealing as compared to the traditional face to face mode, primarily due to its limitations with respect to the practical aspects that require clinical or lab environment. Also, the study highlighted that while learners were not ready to adapt to this mode of learning in such a short span of time, they preferred online learning in the future (Abbasi, Ayoob, Malik & Memon, 2020). These studies highlight some of the main issues in online classes; yet the focus is primarily on findings from quantitative data.  The present study provides an insider’s view regarding distance learning using a qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews. 
Mukhtar, Javed, Aroog and Sethi (2020) explored the perceptions of both instructors and learners on the topic of distance learning in Pakistan during Covid-19 in a medical institute. The sampling method included maximum variation method, where the study participants included 12 members of the faculty and 12 learners from the University College of Dentistry and University College of Medicine. The data was collected using focus group interviews, and analyzed through Atlas Ti. The results showed both limitations and some advantages of distance learning. The benefits included feasibility of attending lectures from the comfort of home, reduced use of resources and some other expenses. However, the disadvantages included the inability of teaching technical and practical work that requires in-person classes. Other difficulties included a lack of immediate feedback that hindered the learning process. Furthermore, both students and teachers suggested some recommendations to the management. This comprised of an increase in interactive activities and reduction in cognitive load. Other suggestion was to buy premium software that make it easier for the faculty to detect cheating or plagiarism. This study relies on the economic management and curriculum problems in particular; however, there are several other issues that learners face in distance learning. 
Similarly, Quraishi et al (2020) evaluated the impact of pandemic on the education sector by discussing the challenges and providing some recommendations for improvement. Figure 02 summarizes the administrative and academic issues faced by the higher education, in particular keeping in view the situation of higher education institutes in Pakistan.
[image: ]However, it is important to note that the current circumstances are different than the normal digital learning programs, where all academic institutions of the country were forced to implement digital learning methodologies regardless of funds and limited resources. Currently, the few studies available have explored opportunities and challenges associated with distance learning during the pandemic. However, this study specifically tries to get in-depth information about the different problems learners faced in distance learning during Covid-19. Figure 2 Challenges of Online Education. Adopted from Quraishi, N. H., Asif, M., Sheeraz, M., & Amer, K. (2020). 

5. Methodology:
As the study aims to investigate the perspectives and opinions of students regarding online teaching, therefore a qualitative case study was considered appropriate for the study. The target population for the study was undergraduate and postgraduate students enrolled in a public sector university in Karachi, a metropolitan city where students from diverse and far-off areas are enrolled. Using purposive sampling, data was collected from 5 undergraduate (03 male and 02 female) and 5 postgraduate (04 female and one male) students. These students have the basic facilities of internet in their home, mobile data package (Ufone, Zong & Jazz cellular companies) and computer. While 02 female postgraduate participants had their own laptop as well.  As face-to-face meeting was not a possibility during Covid-19 situation and lock-down, the data was collected using semi-structured Interviews via phone call. The interview was recorded and transcribed. Before, the interviews consent were taken from the participants and the participants were assured that the data will be used for research purposes only. Hence, pseudo names were given to participants as part of research protocols. The transcribed data was analyzed, coded and categorized using thematic analysis and themes were generated.  
6. Findings:
Covid-19 revolutionized the teaching practices in Pakistan. Therefore, the present study aims to analyze the perspectives of learners being part of this revolutionary change in the teaching and learning process. 
Economic Benefits
One of the major advantages mentioned by the participants was the economic benefit of distance learning. However, at the same time some of the participants believed that if technical problems are resolved, distance learning “was much cheaper than face-to-face classes”. While talking about the resources in online classes, it was felt that “easy access to classroom material, lectures, learning resources were easily available otherwise we had to spend a good amount of money in buying the notes and books”. However, for the less-privileged learner “even the access to the classroom and materials due to technical problems was the biggest concern sometimes, which can be catered by notes and books in hand”. However, some believed that “Online teaching is easier and saves a lot of money of physical commute and printing”. Similarly, one other participant said that online classes made convenience and travelling easy as "it made easier for student to study from anywhere in the world”. Hence, keeping aside the technical issues, participants believed that economically in this situation “online classes were ideal”.

6.1 Communicative Reasons
Communication which is the foremost principle of learning in the 21st century seemed less problematic for participants. As almost 55% of them believed that it improved the interpersonal skills of the learners while 45% considered distance learning as a barrier to interpersonal skills.  One participant believed that online classes proved to be beneficial for “developing listening skills”. In the same way, another participant said that “students who possessed introvert personality were benefited from the chat option available in meetings”. Subsequently, another participants said that “some of the shy students got the opportunity to communicate in the live session who hardly speak in the physical classes”. 
However, some of the participants disagreed that online classes enhanced their confidence and provided them an opportunity to interact with students and teachers directly. As “lack of physical interactions restricted the communication and learning process”. The same idea was shared by another respondent, “Online classes are less interactive, and it feels like you are talking to a blank screen in comparison to the physical class”.
6. Use of Technology & Digital Tools
The participants narrated that technology and its usage was the potential problem that most of the learners faced in online classes. Initially, the teachers lacked the competency to operate the tools; however, with time and training, this barrier was not a hindrance any further. 
Almost 70% of the respondents agreed that the major obstacle in online classes was the newly introduced digital platforms and applications.  As one participated said that, we faced “difficulty in comprehending the lectures because of internet and electricity issue sometimes”. Similarly, “the noise in the recorded lectures distracted us from being focused and the content became difficult to comprehend”. Contrastively, one respondent highlighted one major issue as the drawback of technology that “Handwriting activity is almost restricted”. 
Similarly, while commenting about the effectiveness of online classes one participant said that “online classes were known for few distant learning platforms but Covid-19 proved it to be the savior of education”. As some of the participants disagreed with their other learners with respect to content delivery and reported that   “presentations made learning easier for students to understand concepts and teachers to deliver lectures”. In the same way another participant said that “I cannot only listen to the lecture once, but I can listen to it multiple times to clear my concepts”. 
Some of the respondents talked about the usage of different application with regard to their effectiveness as one participant said “Online education became easier with the advent of application/software which were rarely used before and people would have doubt the purpose of their creation earlier”. Also, one other participant said “online classes gave us awareness about new applications”. However, some of the participants felt that “some of the students despite having all the gadgets were still not interested in taking online classes”. Because as narrated by the participants “online classes were not interesting and the teacher merely delivered the lecture”. Similarly, one other participant remarked that “the lectures were borig and less-interactive and offeres no practical learning”.
The participants said that “Applications like Google classroom, Zoom, meet, teams and other applications showed us the power of technology”. As one respondent said that “our teacher use to make our classes effective by incorporating and making us learn a new online tool and we used padlet (online writing tool), Kahoot, Quiziz (online assessment tool) and wordwall (online discussion and speaking tool)” for interaction”.  In the same way another participants said that “we gave virtual presentations through flipgrid (an online video discussion forum) and the experience was amazing”. However, some talked about its drawback as well “that we were unable to watch everyone’s presentations which can in normal physical classes” 
However, few participants disagreed as they believed teachers were unable to operate some of the applications and “teachers took the technology for granted and merely delivered lectured using reading method”.
7.  Attention & Motivation
While responding to the questions related to interest and motivation in online classes, participants said that it was “difficult to maintain attention span and we had shorter attention span than in an on-site class”. The participants attributed this reason to “lack of discussion and activities” which are common on physical classes but are equally possible in online classes as well. 
Some participants highlighted the positive techniques used by the teacher, “taking 3 hours of class was hard sometimes to remain focused but my teacher used the technique of calling out names for answering questions during the lecture”. 
Some of the participants regarded distance learning as full of distractions as “when you are taking classes from home, there is a lot of distraction”. One other participant regarded this issue with “lack of facilities was the major reason to lose interest in online classes”. While some respondents talked about the usefulness of online classes saying that some “students lacked excitement and interest towards class participation”.  In contrast, another participant shared that online classes offer “Comfortable environment” and “one can attend classes by freely roaming in the house as well”. Similarly, another participant while talking about class participants for different age learners said that
“It was inconvenient for women to look after their home chores and take online classes while it’s relatively easier for men. As far as young kids are concerned they have enough time to work on several activities. Like they would feel less lethargic and would serve that time in certain constructive work”.

          6.4.2. Health Problems
Though the attention and motivation can be triggered but the health issues cannot be resolved easily. Some of the respondents talked about the psychological impact and health issues they faced while taking online classes.
As 80% of the participants said that they faced a lot of health problem while taking online classes. As a participant remarked that “due to excessive use of sitting in front of computer/laptop screen, I faced health problems of stiff neck, headache, and insomnia”.  Similarly, another participant said that the “number of hours for online classes are too much while in physical classes we have the opportunity to be engaged in a number of activities.” As we were “concerned initially, that teacher will call our names and what if our internet stops working”. In short, it seems that online classes were stressful for some learners.
          6.5 Curriculum issues:
Another important issue in the online classes was curriculum and its implementation. Though some creative teachers developed new content as per the requirements of the distance learning while other merely relied on lecture approach which affected the attention and motivation of leaners as content plays an important role in learning and online education. As one participant said “theory subjects are easy to learn and discuss but those that involve research and practical work suffer, as they require interaction, collaboration, constant review and feedback”. (M003).In the same way, another respondent said “We were not able to understand the content because of the way it was delivered”.
8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The findings suggest that learners have both positive and negative attitudes towards online learning. There are number of reasons like communication, technological, psychological, economic reasons that facilitate and put a hindrance towards online learning, which needs to be resolved. Previously, the researchers merely focused on the negative outcomes of online education. However, the present study offers first-hand insights from the participants who attributed distance learning as the “savior of education” along with the difficulties they faced in online classes.  

A large-scale survey can be conducted to inquire about effective learning process in online classes as compared to physical classes. Also, appropriate curriculum must be developed to cater to the needs of learners in online classes. Similarly, another comparative study can be conducted to know he perspectives of learners enrolled in online classes in the first and second phase of online education across different universities, as different universities used different learning platforms for online education. 
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