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Abstract— The study is an attempt to enquire into the
preference of undergraduate students, after a considerable
and over a year-long experience with Online Teaching and
Learning (OTL), under the emergency preventive measure
of switching from the traditional face-to-face classes to
online. The study followed an exploratory approach, with a
guantitative survey followed by a qualitative one, and a
convenient sampling method to collect responses from a
substantial sample size. The study is positioned after more
than a year of remote classes by the undergraduate student,
and hence represents highly experienced reflections and
preferences from these students, as compared to other
studies conducted last year. The study has profound
implications in considering, and questioning, the
importance of on-campus classes, and significance of the
physical presence of a tutor in the class, and its effect on the
learning experience of undergraduate students

Keywords— COVID-19, online teaching and learning, face-
to-face, learning management system

l. INTRODUCTION

It has been a devastating year since the first cases of COVID-
19 were identified in December 2019, and the virus continues
to haunt the world with over 160 million cases and 3.3 million
deaths [1] worldwide as of 12 May 2021. While several
vaccines, developed in an unprecedented time frame, continue
to be administered across the globe, new mutated variants of
the virus are the latest threat and challenge, unleashing havoc
in few countries such as India.

The United Arab Emirates announced its first case of
COVID-19 on 29th January 2020, and after a few initial
precautionary measures, such as canceling all extracurricular
events and closing universities for four weeks initially, the
UAE’s Ministry of Education finally directed all universities
in mid of March 2020 to switch to Online Teaching and
Learning; and so they have been ever since. Fortunately, UAE
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has one of the highest penetration (98%) of high-quality
internet connection [2], that fundamentally and effectively
supported the institutions, tutors, and students to quickly and
conveniently switch from the traditional on-campus Face-to-
Face (FTF) model, use online video meeting tools, and
manage regular and uninterrupted synchronous lectures. From
March 2020 to April 2021, it has been more than a year of
complete and continued remote learning for university
students. While initially challenging, it is commendable how
both students and tutors have stayed resilient to make the most
out of the situation and continue to progress with academic
progress [3].

The OTL was, and continues to be, a joint effort and
success of four of the following stakeholders who had to step
up to the occasion and make a relevant, significant, and
critical contribution to the process and experience:

The Institutions

e Quickly try, purchase and deploy a robust and
dependable online meeting platform for the students
and tutors.

e Provide technical training and assistance to tutors and
students to get to understand and use the selected
platform effectively and responsibly.

e Establish and inform all tutors, students, and parents
to follow online protocol for an effective, efficient,
and safe learning experience.

Tutors

e Publish and make sure all teaching and assessment
material is conveniently available online, such as on a
Learning Management System (LMS).

e Create bulk calendar events and links for each of
their teaching sessions.

e Start the online teaching session before time,

preferably with the video on.
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e Conduct the session, sharing screens for lecture
presentations and other teaching aids.

e Record attendance.

Students

e Join the teaching sessions before time.

e Keeping the mics off throughout the sessions, unless
excusing for a question, or responding to the tutor's
question.

e Freedom to keep the video on or off, as deem
appropriate.

Parents

e Provide and prepare a designated area for regular and
formal classes at home.

e Provide and monitor the minimum requirements such
as a computer/laptop, camera/mic, and a stable
internet connection.

e Adjust home routines to adequately support online

classes at home with minimum distractions and
disturbance.

While several studies [4] [5] [6] [7] have indicated that
neither of the FTF classes and OTL is easier or more
challenging than the other, and that students may establish and
thrive as good interpersonal relations with OTL just as in FTF
classes; this research is an exploratory study with a mixed
approach, to further re-examine and re-investigate into the
experience of the undergraduate students with the recent year-
long OTL, review their perspective and identify their
preference.

II. RELATED WORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

The entire year of online teaching and learning was underlined
with varying levels of stress, anxiety, and confusion, with
several factors such as serious health and life hazard, financial
and career losses, limited access to technology in developing
countries, with the pandemic showing little signs of slowing
down [8]. Several studies have documented losing motivation
and focus amidst a pandemic [9]. In fact, there’s a big question
mark on when this crisis will be over, and when and how
things will return to normal like they were at the end of 2019
[10].

While [11] have pointed that online teaching develops
feelings of isolation amongst students with no real interactions
with peers, and [12] have highlighted how online teaching is
typically limited with practical studio or lab-based courses;
[13] have raised concern on the limited presence, influence,
and engagement of the tutors in the online classes. [14] say
that the individual personalities of the students are a strong
predictor of their performance and satisfaction with online
learning.
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In their multiple case study with undergraduate students,
[15] found a strong appreciation and longing by the students,
for real and personal interaction between students and tutors,
and among students themselves. This was despite a clear
agreement by the majority of the students that the online
teaching was well transitioned from the regular one, was well
organized, supporting, and effective.

[16] [17] documented and quantified the role of closing
schools for students under a pandemic crisis in France. In their
study, they found that closing schools and seizing the contact
between students can decrease the number of cases by 13-17
percent, and could go up to 40% at the height of the pandemic.
[18] too found in his study on the hinl influenza pandemic in
Canada in 2009, that the school closed in time could have
limited the spread of the infection in school-going children by
as much as 50%.

[19] have cautioned the academic community not to
confuse online or virtual learning with the current temporary
remote online delivery, and management of lessons and
assessments, under a dire global pandemic emergency;
terming it as the “emergency remote learning” (ERL). Like in
Afghanistan, where radio and DVDs were used to continue
academic progress in the face of continued violence [20]; and
Palestine, where a web-based interactive program was
developed [21] to counter frequent closing of schools. They
explain how online or virtual teaching has an entirely different
model, approach, and preparation; whereas all the traditional
institutions and students right now are just trying to survive
the academic progress, make the most of it, and will ultimately
return to the traditional setup, as soon as the crisis is
contained. Though they also strongly recommend reviewing,
reflecting, and learning from this unique long experience, and
exploring efficient and effective technical possibilities for the
future.

[22] in her study with undergraduate students in Jakarta
found a paradox in students' experience with emergency
remote learning, where while they liked staying and studying
from home, they also reported several challenges such as
confusion, depression, and isolation. [8] highlights the need
for timely and adequate psychological counseling to the
students, to relieve their anxiety, and to improve concentration
and engagement in online classes. [23] have highlighted a few
limitations of remote learning such as lack of eye contact and
gestures, as well as inappropriateness of home as a space to
study effectively; while also identifying few advantages of
online learning such as availability of recorded lectures,
encouragement of self-directed learning, and tutors learning
new skills and technology,

In a study with 133 undergraduate and graduate students at
the University of Dubai, [24] found that 46% of the students
found online teaching effective, whereas 24% did not. While
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57% of the students expressed concern over very limited
collaboration amongst themselves, 55% of the students liked
the online classes. Finally, concluding that while 49% of
students recommended a blend of on-campus and online
classes, 26% preferred fully online and only 25% preferred
traditional on-campus learning; Nasser goes on to recommend
universities in the UAE to deliver to the students’ demand and
switch from traditional to blend mode of teaching.

I11.  MATERIAL AND METHODS

A. Research Design -

The study undertook a mixed approach undertaking both
quantitative and qualitative research over a period of 3
months. Initially, a short quantitative survey was conducted,
for which 137 responses were recorded. After a settling period
of over a month, an open-ended qualitative survey was issued
to the same participants that recorded 12 responses. The
qualitative survey followed the quantitative to cross-examine
initial trends and results.

B. Participants and Data —

Following a convenient sampling method, the study was
planned and conducted with the undergraduate students of a
British university operating in the UAE. Both the surveys
were prepared on Google Forms and forwarded to students
through the university’s official social media channel.

Table -1 Summary of the respondents

My biggest challenge with remote

. %
learning was
following & understanding the lectures 23.4
technical problem 22.6
concentration 16.1
self-discipline 12.4
motivation 11.7
communication with tutors 8.0
communication with peers 5.8
I felt lost most of the time during %
remote learning
Neutral 43.1
Agree 40.2
Disagree 16.8
The true value of regular on-campus %
classes lies in
physically interacting & engaging with
62.0
tutors
working & learning with competent
. 23.4
students in the class
discipline in class timings & 8.0

examinations

Table -2 The responses for the short quantitative survey

Survey queries Responses

I think remote teaching & learning

is not as effective as on-campus physical

55.1
classes
is as good as on-campus physical classes 33.8
is working better than on-campus 111

physical classes
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accredited degree qualifications 5.8
Response Summary Count | 137 Percentage % \Il\r/}trf:ly experience, | learn & work best %
GENDER . o
Ml gy T T On-campus face-to-face classes 67.9
Female 54 41.2 remote learning 32.1
Other 2 1> I can't wait to resume my regular on- %
campus classes
Philipino 98 73.1 o
Pakistani 25 20.9 Agree 58.8
Other 8 6 Neutral 33.8
Disagree 7.4

Table -3 The most prominent comments from
qualitative survey

the open-ended

between us students, and our teachers, whi
efficiency and potency of our learning.”

“On-campus learning allows a much better interaction

ch increases the

towards the tutor.”

“Face to face classes make students pay proper attention

be able to learn and study at their own pac

“Remote learning allows for students to remain home and

e, removing the
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problem of hectic preparation in the morning to wait for
the bus.”

“Remote classes are less engaging, and physical activities
(like most group activities) are impossible or clunky when
converted to online format”

“Online classes allow too much freedom, students may
slack off and that can also affect group work.”

“On campus learning, learning face to face is more fun.
That's the way of learning we people grew up with, so we
are more capable of learning face to face rather than in
online class.”

“On-campus learning allows both student and teacher to
perform hands-on learning, and better communication on-
site with the teacher.”

IV. DISCUSSION AND RESULTS

It has been a challenging, demanding, and evolutionary year in
every aspect of life ever since the COVID-19 pandemic
gripped the entire world in March of 2020. This study was an
attempt to investigate the preference of university students
with the OTL, as an emergency measure to substitute the
traditional on-campus FTF classes. To begin with, a good
majority of these UG students (55.1%) clearly regarded the
OTL as not being as effective as on-campus FTF classes. This
correlates well with another figure where 40.2% of them have
confessed to feeling lost during remote sessions, which would
have affected the comprehension of lectures, and subsequent
effectiveness of OTL. This correlation can be attributed to the
difference between the presence and absence of a structured
and disciplined schedule, formal physical class environment,
and physical presence of tutor and peers, which can be the key
motivation, pressure, or instigation to pay attention, engage,
and respond to lectures, discussions, and activities; and
ultimately affecting the quality of teaching and learning. One
student has shared in the qualitative survey, how physical
classes support them to focus and pay attention to tutor and
lecture. However, it is also worth noticing how 33.8% of the
students found the OTL to be as effective as FTF classes,
whereas 11.1% regarded it working even better than FTF. This
is very interesting too, in the light of the studies (Li & Akins,
2005; Conrad, 2004; Redmond, 2011; McQuiggan, 2012)
which have compared and equated the efficiency and
effectiveness of OTL with that of FTF classes; as overall, a
very substantial 44.9% of students have regarded OTL as
either as good or better than FTF classes. It is worth
mentioning here how this figure coordinates well with the
findings of Nasser (2020) where 46% of the students found
OTL as effective.

The study found that the biggest (23.4%) challenge the
university students faced with OTL was difficulties with
following and understanding the lectures. This can be
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attributed to the finding of (Hasan & Bao, 2020) where they
indicated a lack of motivation and focus in students when
studying online. Interestingly, only 8% of students pointed to
struggling with communicating with tutors during this period
of online engagement. While it is very reassuring to note that
there was a very little struggle or challenge with
communicating with tutors, the struggle to follow and
comprehend indeed appears to be contributed to a lack of
motivation and focus. Also, it is worth noting how the second
biggest struggle was attributed to technical issues. These
would include access to the connection speed, system
requirements, and availability of a camera or mic. As Hodges
et al., (2020) strongly emphasized recognizing online teaching
and learning since last year, as an Emergency Remote
Teaching (ORT), it is understandable how, when everyone
from institutions, tutors, students, and parents have been
through a sudden switch from regular on-campus to online,
students would have faced technical limitations and issues,
especially during the initial transfer phase. It is also worth
noting how several well established online meeting platforms
such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and Google Meets too were
not ready for online classes with tens of students with
appropriate protocols, and have shown considerable evolution
over the last year responding to the issues of screen sharing,
attendance, archive, security and file sharing.

Despite 44.9% of the students finding the OTL to be either
as or more effective than the FTF classes, a strong 62% of
them have expressed their appreciation and regards for the
physical presence of tutors in the class, which correlates well
with the 55.1% of students not happy with the OTL. This also
coordinated with many comments in the qualitative survey,
where several respondents highlighted the importance and
effectiveness of being physically in class with tutors and
peers, for a more engaging and effective learning experience.

Also, when asked what works best for their learning
between the OTL and on-campus FTF classes, a substantial
majority of 67.9% of the students expressed they learn best
with the FTF classes. This is both substantial, as it is almost
three-fourth of the sample size; as well as significant, as they
have opted for FTF classes in the future after more than a year
of considerable experience with the OTL,; though it contradicts
the findings of Nasser (2020) who found only 25% of the
students voting to return to traditional FTF classes. This
disparity in satisfaction and preference deserves a deeper
investigation to the students' attitude (gray) and also the
subjects of study (Mawn), as both are strong factors that
determine the success and failure of OTL. Finally, another
good majority of 58.8% of the students expressed how they
could not wait to return back to their on-campus classes, with
their tutors and peers.
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V. CONCLUSION

Deploying both a quantitative as well as a qualitative survey,
the study was a substantial attempt to gauge university
students’ preferred mode of study, after a substantial
experience in both physical and online classes. The study can
safely conclude that a majority of the university students
appreciate and value the importance of disciplined on-campus
FTF classes, and most importantly, the physical presence of,
and engagement with, their tutors. They recognize and look
forward to, the learning experience with the physical presence
of a tutor in a class and their peers. The study draws from the
data that even as a good majority of students found the OTL
effective, yet a much bigger majority will prefer, and cannot
wait, to return to the on-campus classes. The study also
recommends against a complete switch from traditional FTF
classes to fully OTL, but does recognize and recommends first
investigating into the achievements and advantages of OTL,
and then consider gradually evolving the FTF classes with
adequate and appropriate incorporation of limited and
meaningful OTL experience for the students.

VI. FUTURE WORK AND RECOMMENDATIONS

A couple of limitations with the study was it being limited to
just one university in the UAE, and also with one particular
nationality in a very big majority. It would be very useful to
run the same study with several universities across a few
countries to draw conclusive and more detailed insights and
conclusions on the learning preference of university students.
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