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Enablers and barriers of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic: A case
study of an online university course

Abstract

COVID-19 has affected university students’ learning experiences on a great scale. The aim of this study
was to understand the enablers and barriers to the effectiveness of online learning in a university course
during the COVID-19 pandemic, using a qualitative case study approach. Participants were 44 first-year
university students enrolled in a digital game history and analysis course at a private university.
Structured and semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect the data, which were then organized
and transcribed into full text. Inductive data analysis was applied with content analysis. The researcher
used axial coding to compose themes by considering the commonalities among codes created. Five main
themes emerged, namely online content, online assignments, online assessment, instructor behavior and
practices, and psychological issues. Based on the findings, taking online courses at home and joining
online classes from home positively affected students’ mood during the lockdown. On the other hand,
students declared feeling pressure due to many online courses. All themes and codes are reported in
detail together with direct quotations from students.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has greatly affected students’ learning experiences and forced many
students to switch to online learning (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020). Students have faced many
challenges during this online learning period (Hodges et al., 2020). Understanding students’
experiences and thoughts about this period can inform our understanding of the effectiveness of
online learning. In online learning, students are physically distant from instructors and interact with
technology (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020; Wang et al., 2013). Online learning has great potential for
education because it creates alternative learning opportunities for students (You, 2016). Several
studies have focused on the different dimensions of online learning. Gray and DiLoreto (2016)
investigated the relationships among course structure/organization, learner interaction, student
engagement, and instructor presence on student satisfaction and perceived learning. Student
engagement was also examined in a study by Kahn et al. (2017) and self-regulated learning in online
learning environments is one of the variables most frequently investigated (Beach, 2017; Cho et al.,
2017; Wong et al., 2019). Learning benefits of online peer feedback (van Popta et al. 2017) and
professional development in online learning environments (vanOostveen et al., 2019) have also been
investigated.

There are several studies regarding online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Hew et al.
(2020) investigated the impact of online flipped classrooms on student success during the COVID-
19 pandemic. The results show that the online flipped classroom approach has similar success
compared with traditional flipped classrooms. Yates et al. (2020) examined the home learning
experiences and perspectives of high school seniors during the COVID-19 outbreak. Their findings
indicate that supporting students with efficient use of technology improves the online learning
experience. van Wyk (2020) explored prospective teachers’ views on online tools with academic
supportive roles during the quarantine. The prospective teachers liked the academic support tools
and felt the tools contributed to their learning. Guangul et al. (2020) investigated the difficulties of
online assessment in higher education institutions during the COVID-19 quarantine period. The
findings of their study show that technical problems and failure to maintain academic integrity are
the major challenges in online assessment. Rajabalee and Santally (2020) aimed to examine the
connections among student engagement, satisfaction, and performance in an online learning module.
The results suggest that satisfaction and engagement should be integrated into online learning
processes. Although many studies have been carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, detailed
studies that investigate online learning in specific contexts are still needed.

Some recent studies have also investigated the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on higher
education. Abushammala et al. (2021) conducted a student survey to understand the challenges that
occurred during the pandemic in higher education institutions. Based on the findings, reduced
student satisfaction, extra coursework and inability to pay tuition fees were the main challenges. In
addition, Wilson et al. (2020) examined higher education students’ experiences during the
pandemic. The reflections of four students were deeply analyzed in the study. The findings revealed
that the pandemic not only negatively affected learning experiences, but also created social distance.
Although these studies, which focus more on the challenges, make valuable contribution to the
literature, research studies focusing on the positive and negative aspects of online learning are
needed. Therefore, this study aims to fulfill this gap by investigating enablers and barriers of
effective online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Studies have focused on university students and the factors affecting online learning. Gaytan (2015)
explored student ideas regarding factors related to retention of online learning. An increased number
of online instructions given by faculty, meaningful feedback, course credits, and raising GPA were
the most important factors cited. Afolabi (2017) investigated university students’ practices regarding
the use of open educational resources in online learning. Learning skills, acceptability, perception
and competencies of students were the main factors affecting online learning experiences. Dumford
and Miller (2018) examined student engagement by considering the online courses taken by
university students. The results show that more online classes lead to less engagement in learning
activities. Hobson and Puruhito (2018) investigated the factors affecting students’ academic
performance in online learning environments. Knowledge development, commitment to their future
and self-efficacy are factors that affect student success in online learning. Alqurashi (2019)
examined the effects of self-efficacy and different types of interaction on student success and
satisfaction in online learning. While student-content interaction is the most important factor for
student satisfaction, self-efficacy has a strong effect on student success. Cole et al. (2019) aimed to
explore the factors affecting online student engagement on a student and course basis. The results
show that active learning practices in online classes positively affect the student engagement.

Liu and Pu (2020) investigated the factors affecting students’ continued use of online learning. The
results show that the quality of instructor, course design and usability of the online learning system
positively affect student willingness to continue using online learning. Van Wart et al. (2020)
examined the literature-based concepts in online learning from a student perspective. Technology
and instructor competency are considered the most critical factors for online learning. Finally, Kumi-
Yeboah et al. (2020) investigated the effects of technologies on the learning experiences of online
learners. Digital educational technologies such as blogs, wikis and video lectures, multimedia
presentations and social media tools have positive effects on the online learning experiences of
students. Most of the studies summarized here are related to the engagement, academic performance
and satisfaction of the students. There is still a need for a detailed study investigating enablers and
barriers of online learning.

Therefore, the research questions of this study were:
RQ1. What are the enablers of effective online learning during the COVID-19 Pandemic?
RQ2. What are the barriers to effective online learning during the COVID-19 Pandemic?

Method

The aim of this study was to understand the enablers and barriers of online learning in an online
digital game history and analysis course. A qualitative approach was used as participants’
experiences are of primary significance in the context of this study, and a descriptive case study
methodology was applied for data collection and analysis. Descriptive case study allows researchers
to describe the specific intervention in its real-life setting (Yin, 2003).

Participants

Participants were 44 first-year university students (34 males) enrolled in a digital game history and
analysis course. The average age of the participants was 20 years. Forty-one students were enrolled
in the Digital Game Design department of a private university in Turkey. Two participants were
taking the course as minor students and one was an Erasmus student. The majority of participants
had not taken fully online courses before. However, all stated that they had sufficient ability to use
PCs or smart phones for online learning.

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/issd/11
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Procedures

The COVID-19 pandemic was officially announced in Turkey on 11" March 2020 and face-to-face
education at all universities was cancelled. Distance education began on the 23 March 2020. Thus,
all content of the course ‘Digital Game History and Analysis’ was moved to Blackboard Learn,
which was used as the main platform for online learning. The online course included weekly content,
assignments, quizzes and exams. The content including presentations, videos and documents was
uploaded to Blackboard Learn on a weekly basis. Synchronous online sessions of approximately
one-hour were also held each week to teach the content. For assignments, students were expected to
upload the answers to reflection questions related to the weekly topics. Students completed five
assignments, two quizzes, one midterm and one final exam. The online test component of the
Blackboard Learn system was used for all these quizzes and exams. While only multiple-choice
questions were administered in quizzes, different type of questions, such as ‘fill in the blanks’,
multiple choice and jumbled sentence were implemented in midterm and final exams.

Data collection

Structured interviews were used to understand the enablers and barriers to the effectiveness of online
education. These interviews had two main parts: demographic questions and questions related to the
online process. Sample interview questions were about placement and presentation of course
materials, online exams, students’ experiences and the effects of the pandemic on online learning.
The survey component of Blackboard Learn was used to conduct the interviews. The questions
included in the interview protocol were uploaded to the system and students answered the questions
individually. Participation was voluntary. A total of 32 out of 44 students answered the interview
questions. In cases where answers were not sufficiently detailed, semi-structured interviews with 15
volunteer students were implemented via Zoom. The same questions included in the interview
protocol were asked of students in synchronous online interview sessions. The interviews were
conducted by the researcher and each took approximately 25—30 minutes.

Data analysis

Inductive analysis was mainly applied with content analysis. Content analysis is a technique
enabling researchers to analyze written content (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). Marshall and Rossman
(2011) explained qualitative analytic procedures as “organizing the data, immersion in the data,
coding the data, writing analytic memos, generating categories and themes, offering interpretations,
searching for alternative understandings and writing the report” (p. 209). Qualitative data analysis
thus started with organizing and working with the data. In this step, the data gathered via interviews
were organized and transcribed into an MS Word document. After organizing the data, the coding
which formed the main process of content analysis was applied. Axial coding was used because it
“enables researchers to group the codes according to conceptual categories that reflect
commonalities among codes” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 215). Themes emerged based on the
axial coding. The researcher composed themes by considering commonalities among codes created.
The next step was making interpretations. The researcher tried to create meaningful connections by
looking at the themes and related codes. In the writing up step, the researcher created all themes as
titles and explained all titles in accordance with the research questions by giving quotations.
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Trustworthiness of the study

Ethical procedures were followed to conduct the research. Informed consent was obtained from all
individual participants included in the study. Intercoder reliability was ensured in this study by using
a research assistant as intercoder. The intercoder reliability score was .87, indicating a good level of
reliability (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Additionally, member checking confirmed the accuracy of
the qualitative findings through taking some data from the interviews back to the participants
(Creswell, 2009). Therefore, one of the transcripts of the 15 semi-structured interviews was sent to
the interviewee to check the raw data of the recorded interview. Feedback from the interviewee
indicated the data was consistent with the recorded interview. Finally, peer debriefing (i.e., review
of the research process by a person who has information about the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000))
was implemented. All interviews and case study process were checked and approved by an associate
professor teaching in the same faculty of the university.

Findings
Five main themes emerged: online content, online assignments, online assessment, instructor
behaviors and practices, and psychological issues. Themes, together with enablers and barriers, are

presented in Table 1.

Table 1:

Main themes and related enablers and barriers for the effectiveness of online learning

Theme Enablers Barriers
¢ Online platform including a variety of e Lack of peer support
content options such as presentation, video, e Lack of direct and immediate
web link and documents contact with the instructor
o Synchronous online video conference e Unbalanced distribution of
platform online content
Online o Categorizing the online content as weekly e Unclear statements in content
content modules presentation
e Presenting the online content in an ordered e Dominance of PowerPoint
and limited way rather than all at once. presentations and inadequate
use of other content types
such as summary videos,
visuals and animations.
o Student flexibility in doing online e Limited time duration for
assignments assignment submission
e Detailed feedback on submissions o No grading provided after
o Multiple submission possibilities submissions
‘ e Quick and on-time grading of submissions  ® Lack of detailed feedback
Online o Assignments related to the weekly content about the submissions
assignments or topics e Too many reading materials

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/issd/11

o Clear, explanatory statements used in
assignments
o Allowing late submissions.

needed for doing the
assignments

Unclear or inappropriate
wording in assignment
questions.
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Online
assessment

Instructor
behaviors and
practices

Psychological
issues

¢ Online platform included a variety of test
options such as ‘fill in the blank’, multiple
choice, matching and ordering

¢ Announcing assessment rules/ procedures
before the exams

¢ Balancing the time and number of
questions

o Grading correct answers only

e Balanced distribution of points for related
question types

o Using short answer type questions such as
multiple choice, ‘fill in the blank” and
matching rather than essay questions

o [etting students to see the results and
grading immediately after the online
exams.

¢ Flexible procedures applied by the
instructor

® Being gentle rather than judgmental

o [Informative and positive messages

® Quick response

o Capable of administering online teaching
and learning

o Keeping students updated.

o Comfort of home

o Comfort of unlimited access to online
course content

o The ease of taking online content,
assignments or exams remotely.

Unbalanced timing
Unbalanced difficulty level
of the questions

Question styles not suitable
for online format.

Late responses to student
messages

Negative wording in online
messages

Incompetent with online
procedures.

The stress of staying at
home for days

Feeling pressure with many
online courses

The difficulty of adapting
fully to online courses.

Theme one: Online content

Most students participated in the structured interviews declared that the online content presented via
Blackboard Learn should be rich enough for the topics covered. However, ten of 15 students
participated in the semi-structured interviews mentioned the heavy reliance on PowerPoint
presentations compared to other content types. For instance, a student stated:

“Weekly content should include different types of materials such as videos,

games and animations instead of PowerPoint presentations”.

Another student noted:

“PowerPoint presentations do not make the course effective. When the instructor
uploaded presentations, video and additional exercises into the weekly content,
I enjoyed that course”.
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Twenty-six of the 32 students participated in the structured interviews indicated that the online
courses must be synchronous rather than only providing the course materials asynchronously. On
the other hand, twenty-five students across both structured and semi-structured interview groups
declared that close connections could not be built with their peers. In addition, the majority of
students across both groups described problems related to lack of communication with the instructor.
For instance:

“In [the] classroom, it was easy to get support from my friends. But, in the
synchronous online environment, I cannot directly talk to my friend or share
information. Besides, I don’t feel comfortable in online class compared to
physical class in terms of asking questions or talking to the instructor during the
class”.

Nearly half of the students participated in the structured interviews mentioned the importance of
presenting the content in a structured way. Besides, seven of 15 students from the semi-structured
interview group declared that the content should be distributed evenly across the weeks, for example:

“One of the weeks, there was only one PowerPoint presentation, while other
weeks included a variety of materials, such as videos, web links and animations.
PowerPoint presentation only does not satisfy me in this course. In addition, the
content loads of the weeks should be consistent”.

Seven of 15 students participated in the semi-structured interviews observed that giving all course
content at the beginning of the semester decreased their motivation. They felt the content should be
separated into small modules which can be offered at different times. In addition, twenty of 32
students from the structured interview group said that the titles of the content files should be clear
enough to understand. For instance:

“In our online course, every week, the presentation and reading chapter of the
topic was uploaded to the weekly content of Blackboard system. This motivated
me because I could follow the course easily and the content was easily
understandable”.

Theme two: Online assighments

Twenty-seven students across both groups declared that doing assignments in online classes was an
advantage for them. On the other hand, nineteen of 32 students participated in the structured
interviews indicated that limited time for submissions makes the online learning process difficult.
One student noted:

“In online class, I can search the Internet for the assignment ... I don’t feel
pressure on me for finishing the assignment. But, the time limits for assignments
need to be long enough”.

A majority (28 of 32 students from the structured interview group) mentioned the importance of

feedback. In addition, twenty-three students across both groups said that the grades without
explanations or feedback did not satisfy them. For example:

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/issd/11
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“In online assignments, I want to see detailed comments regarding my
submission. The detailed feedback satisfies me in terms of seeing my correct or
wrong answers. If I get lower scores from an assignment, I need to see the
detailed feedback explaining that score”.

Ten of 15 students participated in the semi-structured interviews preferred multiple submission
opportunities in online platforms. On the other hand, fifteen students across both groups explained
that there should be a page limit on the reading materials read in one week, as it was difficult to
finish all articles or book chapters to answer the questions. They confessed that they submitted some
assignments without finishing the reading list. For instance:

“We have too many reading chapter assignments to be completed in one week.
Fortunately, the instructor always gives the chance of unlimited attempts in our
assignments. This makes me relaxed because I know that I can resubmit the
assignment if I am not satisfied with the uploaded one”.

Thirty students across both groups declared that the grading should be rapid for online learning. For
instance:

“When the instructor does not finish grading our submissions before new
assignments, | feel demotivated. I don’t want to wait for grading because I need
to see my points to consider the upcoming assignments”.

Nine of 15 students from the semi-structured interview group emphasized the importance of
consistency between assignments and weekly topics. The majority of students across both groups
felt that the assignments should be clear enough to understand easily; sometimes, the questions were
too long and complex. Most (29 students across both groups) considered the late submission option
an enabler, commenting:

“Some courses, we cannot upload the assignments after due date. I believe that
the submit button should be active after [the] due date. The instructor should
give this option to students. I can be sick or have other problems. hence, I want
to know that I can submit even if the due date has expired”.

Theme three: Online assessment

Eight out of 15 students participated in the semi-structured interviews stated that they prefer to
answer multiple choice, matching or ordering questions in online assessment rather than open-ended
questions. On the other hand, twenty-one students across both groups declared that they need to
know the exam rules before the online exam begins. For example, a student stated:

“The rules must be announced before the exam begins. Otherwise, I cannot relax
and concentrate easily”.

Twenty-four of 32 students participated in the structured interviews emphasized that the time needs
to be consistent with the number of questions in online exams. For instance:
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“In our midterm exam, the duration for the online exam was too short ... |
couldn’t finish the exam ... because the last question was about filling the blanks
in a long sentence. If there was additional time, it would be effective”.

Most students across both groups felt that only correct answers should be graded and there should
be no points subtracted for wrong answers; students find negative marking/subtracting points for
wrong answers unfair. On the other hand, nearly half the students across both groups noted that the
points for questions should be the same or similar to each other. A student stated:

“When the points of the questions are the same, I feel calm and start from the
first question. Otherwise, I worry about the high point questions.”

Twenty-three students across both groups declared that the questions in online exams should not be
too hard to answer. In addition, the majority of students across both groups stated that short answer
type questions are easy to handle in online exams. Besides, eleven of 15 students participated in the
semi-structured interviews pointed out that short answer questions, such as matching, true/false and
“fill in the blanks’ should be used in online exams. For example, a student stated:

“One of the questions was an open-ended question in an online exam. While
trying to answer it, the session ended and my answer was lost”.

Seven of 15 students participated in the semi-structured interviews emphasized that the grades and
correct answers should be announced immediately after the online exam. For instance:

“I want to see the results immediately after the online exam ... Comparing my
answers with the correct answers enhances the course reliability”.

Theme four: Instructor behaviors and practices

Nine of 15 students participated in the semi-structured interviews explained that the instructor
should adapt to procedures in the online environment. For example:

“In our course, the instructor offered several ways to get scores, additional to
online exams. Online assignments and making online presentations were among
these ways ... although my exam scores were low, I could pass the course with
the assignment and presentation scores”.

Nearly half the students across both groups felt that the instructor should understand the needs of
students and try to help them especially while in quarantine. For instance, a student stated:

“I e-mailed the instructor explaining that I cannot make the presentation because
of my sickness. He didn’t give me zero and postponed my presentation to another

time”.

Twenty-four students across both groups mentioned the importance of messaging in online
communication. For example:

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/issd/11
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“I really liked the instructor’s positive attitude shown in the e-mails. He mostly
starts with “hello” and finished with a greeting message. This makes me happy
because some instructors only add body message to their e-mails without
captions or greetings”.

Eight of 15 students participated in the semi-structured interviews favored quick responses to their
emails. One student stated:

“In academia, it is really hard to get quick responses to e-mails ... we were lucky
because I got a response to my emails max in 2-3 hours. Sometimes, [ got a
response at night out of the office or class hours”.

The majority of students across both groups stated that the instructor should be capable of using
online tools such as links and announcements otherwise student motivation decreased. In addition,
twenty-eight of 32 students participated in the structured interviews indicated that they want to hear
updates about the course especially when in quarantine. For example, a student stated:

“In our course, the instructor used online announcements in Blackboard Learn
and he sent e-mails frequently. This was important for me because I could follow
the progress of the course via those e-mails or announcements”.

Theme five: Psychological issues

Twenty-six students across both groups stated that accessing online classes at home made them
relax. However, the majority of the students participated in the semi-structured interviews indicated
that despite the comfort of staying at home, it negatively affected their moods because spending
every day at home was difficult. For example:

“Staying at home has advantages. I do not hurry ... I don’t need to use
transportation ... I don’t need to make schedules for physical classes ... online
learning made my life easier. But, if this situation continues any more, it may
affect my psychology negatively”.

Most students across both groups emphasized that unlimited access to online content and recorded
synchronous sessions gave them flexibility in organizing their time. On the other hand, ten of 15
students participated in the semi-structured interviews emphasized that multiple courses created
pressure for them. For example:

“At the beginning I thought that it was easy to take many courses online. But, as
the time passes, finishing assignments, taking online exams and doing projects
of several courses was too difficult because my psychology was not good enough
to concentrate on all of them. I believe that in online period, especially in
quarantine, there should be a limit on taking online courses per semester”.

Twenty-three students across both groups observed it was easy to attend all sessions remotely. These
online processes did not require any great action. However, twenty of 32 students participated in the
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structured interviews pointed out that adaptation to the online learning was not easy because of
negative moods and a lack of clarity about the future.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to understand the enablers and barriers to the effectiveness of online
learning in an online university course during the COVID-19 pandemic. Five main themes emerged
from content analysis namely online content, online assignments, online assessment, instructor
behavior and practices, and psychological issues. Findings related to each of these themes are
discussed.

Online content

A variety of content options such as presentation, video, web link and documents were the first
enabler of effective online learning. This was similar to Hew et al.’s (2020) suggestion that there is
a need to use a variety of media and activities to attract attention of students in online classrooms.
The second enabler was the synchronous online videoconference platform, linked to the need for
videoconferencing-assisted interaction in online asynchronous platforms. Such interaction may
enhance the effectiveness of online learning. As Van Wart et al. (2020) declared, online interaction
is one of the significant success factors in online learning. The third enabler was categorizing the
online content as weekly modules. Organizing content by dividing it into weekly modules can
support students with their learning.

In regard to the barriers, lack of peer support was the first barrier to the effectiveness of online
learning. Dumford and Miller (2018) concluded that university students taking online courses have
little chance to get peer feedback. In addition, some studies emphasized that peer feedback supports
improvement in critical thinking and self-confidence skills of students especially in online processes
of higher education (Ertmer et al., 2007; van der Pol et al., 2008). Hence, lack of peer support can
decrease the effectiveness of online learning. The second barrier was lack of direct and immediate
contact with the instructor. Inability to reach the course instructor or not getting instructor support
was considered an obstacle to online learning. Yates et al. (2020) affirmed that teachers need to
support students to keep them motivated during online learning. Similarly, lack of tutor support
decreases student performance and creates disappointment around online course-taking (Rajabalee
& Santally, 2020). Unbalanced distribution of online content was the third barrier. The unbalanced
loads of weekly online content may create a burden for students. The fourth barrier was unclear
statements in content presentation. Van Wart et al. (2020) support this finding by indicating that
teaching presence, including clear instructions in online content, is one of the critical success factors
for online learning. The last barrier was dominance of PowerPoint presentations and inadequate use
of other content types—such as summary videos, visuals and animations. Reliance on PowerPoint
presentations can weaken the potential of online content.

Online assignments

Flexibility of doing online assignments was the first enabler mentioned by the students. Flexible
online learning environments allow students to decide their learning path and time (Horn & Staker,
2014). Students could choose the best time and way to do the online assignments in these flexible
environments. The second enabler was detailed feedback on submissions. Feedback can improve
the engagement of students and promotes learning (Espasa & Meneses, 2010; Hatziapostolou &
Paraskakis, 2010). Similarly, Alvarez et al. (2012) emphasized that detailed feedback provides

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/issd/11
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guidelines to students not only informing but also improving their work. The third enabler was
multiple submission possibilities. Students considered the chance for multiple submissions as an
enabler for effective online learning, also supported by findings from other studies (Tila & Levy,
2020). The fourth enabler was quick and on-time grading of submissions. Tila and Levy (2020) also
emphasized expectations of timing and auto-grading in online assignments. The fifth enabler was
assignments related to weekly content or topics. Most students believe that assignments should
reflect weekly content or course topics. Similarly, online learning environments should allow
students to demonstrate their success in the course (Sahin & Yurdugiil, 2020). The sixth enabler was
explanatory and clear statements used in assignments. As Alvarez et al. (2012) indicated, students
expect clear and detailed guidelines regarding online assessment or feedback from the teacher. The
last enabler was allowing late submissions—opportunities for late submissions can reduce the
concerns of students especially in quarantine.

Barriers were mostly negative versions of the enablers. The first barrier was limited time for
assignment submissions. Giving a short period of time especially for large assignments can
disadvantage online learners. The second barrier was no grading provided after submissions. As Tila
and Levy (2020) explained, auto-grading provided immediately after online assignments is useful
for students. The third barrier was lack of detailed feedback about the submissions. This is supported
by the finding that feedback improves student performance and ensures satisfaction with online
processes (Espasa & Meneses, 2010). Lack of feedback in online environments may negatively
affect student learning. The fourth barrier was too many reading materials needed for assignments.
An unbalanced academic load may decrease the motivation of online learners. The last barrier was
unclear or inappropriate wording of assignment questions. Spelling mistakes and incomprehensible
expressions in online assignments can cause difficulties for students.

Online assessment

Providing a variety of test options, such as ‘fill in the blank’, multiple choice, matching and ordering
was the first enabler of online learning. Similar to this finding, Gaytan and McEwen (2007) stated
that a variety of assessment techniques (quizzes, timed tests, weekly assignments and projects) can
improve the effectiveness of online assessment. The second enabler was announcing the assessment
rules or procedures before the online exams. This supports the finding that online learners expect
assessment-related notifications (Sahin & Yurdugiil, 2020). The third enabler was balancing the
time of online tests and number of questions to help students avoid exam stress. Grading the correct
answers only was the fourth enabler. Students think that taking only the correct answers into
consideration will support them during the challenging online learning period. The fifth enabler was
balanced distribution of points for related question types. In online exams, the scores for all
questions should be equal and the evaluation should be in favor of the student. The sixth enabler
was using short answer type questions such as multiple choice, ‘fill in the blank’ and matching rather
than essay questions. Short text assignment formats can increase the value and effectiveness of
online assessment processes (Earl, 2013). The last enabler was letting students see their results and
grading immediately after the online exams. Several studies have indicated that students want to
know their grades instantly with online assessment and grading (Betlej, 2013; Khan & Khan, 2019;
Uddin et al., 2016).

Unbalanced timing was the first barrier to the effectiveness of online learning. Improper use of time
in online exams can lead to reduced student acceptance and ignored needs (Ilgaz & Adanir, 2020;
Khan & Khan, 2019). The second barrier was unbalanced difficulty level of the questions. While
very easy questions reduce the effectiveness of online assessment, very difficult questions can create
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stress and anxiety. The last barrier was question styles not suitable for the online format. As Gamage
et al. (2020) indicated, innovative assessment methods and criteria suitable for online learning
support students in achieving the targeted learning outcomes.

Instructor behaviors and practices

The first enabler in this section was flexible procedures applied by the instructor. Rapid adaptation
of instructors to the situation helps students increase their online learning effectiveness (Van Wart
et al., 2020). The second enabler was being gentle rather than judgmental. When instructors value
students in online environments they increase students’ academic success and commitment to online
processes (Jaggars & Xu, 2016). Use of informative, positive messages was another enabler.
Students appreciated positive and explanatory feedback messages in online processes. This reaffirms
the finding that feedback should be personal, motivating and appropriate to student expectations
(Hatziapostolou & Paraskakis, 2010). The fourth enabler was quick responses—timely responses to
students’ questions help students increase their motivation for online learning (Hew et al., 2020;
Jaggars & Xu, 2016). The fifth enabler was competence in administering online teaching and
learning. Quality education offered by instructors who have mastered online processes makes it easy
for students to adapt to the online format (Van Wart et al., 2020). The last enabler was keeping
students updated. Continuous and regular notifications are important for students to maintain their
commitment to online education.

The first barrier was late responses to student messages, a negative version of the quick response
enabler. It is clear that delayed responses may decrease student commitment. The second barrier
was negative wording in online messages. Using negative messaging in feedback may cause students
to move away from the online system. Discussion forums, WhatsApp groups and e-mails were the
most preferred online tools by students during the quarantine (van Wyk, 2020), and the content of
messages delivered using these tools should be supportive and motivating. The last barrier was
instructors lacking competence with online procedures. As Van Wart et al. (2020) stated, poor
instructional design, ineffective teaching, and inadequate use of materials related to online processes
can cause students to opt out of online education.

Psychological issues

Students’ psychological situations play an important role in determining the effectiveness of online
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The first enabler in this category was the comfort of home.
According to most students, taking online courses at home and joining online classes from home
positively affected their mood during the lockdown. The second enabler was the comfort of
unlimited access to online course content. Dhawan (2020) described how users can flexibly access
tools for online learning without time constraints in this challenging period. The last enabler was the
ease of taking online content, assignments or exams remotely. Students could attend online classes
without the physical effort of going to university, using public transport and dressing.

Regarding psychological barriers, the first was the stress of staying at home for many days. Although
students mentioned home comfort as an enabler, they also considered it a barrier over an extended
time period. Family members, housework and noise make it difficult for students to concentrate on
online lessons at home (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020). The second barrier was feeling pressure due to
many online courses. Heavy course load in online learning can lead to burnout in students. As
Wanner and Palmer (2015) emphasized, extra workload can raise students’ concerns about online
learning. The last barrier was the difficulty of adapting to fully online courses. This fits with the
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finding that students considered negative mood in online processes as one of the most common
emotional difficulties (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020).

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to understand enablers and barriers to the effectiveness of online learning
in an online university course. Content analysis indicated five main themes: online content, online
assignments, online assessment, instructor behaviors and practices, and psychological issues. The
results indicate that students are aware of both enablers and barriers to online learning especially
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Well-structured online content, assignments and assessment are
factors that make online learning successful. Instructor competence, behavior and attitudes are also
of great importance for effective online learning. This research aids teachers, instructional designers
and relevant academicians, by revealing students’ experiences and thoughts about online learning.

The findings of this study are expected to guide instructors in designing and teaching online higher
education courses. The detailed themes with student quotes can offer practical implications for
instructors and researchers, as the pandemic forced them to switch to online education quickly.
Findings regarding the theme of online content can contribute to the organization of online content
delivered in learning management systems. Students’ thoughts on online assignments and online
assessment themes can be a guide for organizing online assignments and exams using online tools.
Findings on the theme of instructor behaviors and practices can help instructors to be aware of the
effects of their behavior and attitudes on students’ learning in online environments. Student
reflections on the theme of psychological issues can support instructors or instructional designers to
tailor the online learning environment to the needs of learners in the COVID-19 period.

The study has several limitations. First, this research was limited to the views of students who
participated in the study. Second, it may not be possible to generalize the results due to the nature
of the case study. However, findings presented in accordance with well-structured methodology
and research questions may be integrated into similar contexts. Lastly, the author took part in this
research as both a researcher and instructor. To avoid research bias, the author did not make any
distinction between students who participated in the study and those who did not. Participation in
the study did not affect the course scores of the students.

In future, experimental studies investigating the factors affecting online learning are needed. Not
only students but also instructors should be integrated into research to better understand the
effectiveness of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Higher education administrators
could also be included in future work as institutional policies play a key role in online learning
practices in this challenging period.

13



Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, Vol. 18 [2021], Iss. 4, Art. 11

References

Abushammala, M., Qazi, W., & Manchiryal, R. K. (2021). The impact of COVID-19 on the
private higher education system and students in Oman. Journal of University Teaching &
Learning Practice, 18(3), 1-20.

Afolabi, F. (2017). First year learning experiences of university undergraduates in the use of open
educational resources in online learning. The International Review of Research in Open and
Distributed Learning, 18(7), 112-125. https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v18i7.3167

Aguilera-Hermida, A. P. (2020). College students’ use and acceptance of emergency online
learning due to Covid-19. International Journal of Educational Research Open, 1, 100011.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2020.10001 1

Alqurashi, E. (2019). Predicting student satisfaction and perceived learning within online learning
environments. Distance Education, 40(1), 133-148.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2018.1553562

Alvarez, 1., Espasa, A., & Guasch, T. (2012). The value of feedback in improving collaborative
writing assignments in an online learning environment. Studies in Higher Education, 37(4),
387-400. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2010.510182

Beach, P. (2017). Self-directed online learning: A theoretical model for understanding elementary
teachers’ online learning experiences. Teaching and Teacher Education, 61, 60-72.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.10.007

Betlej, P. (2013). E-Examinations from Student’s Perspective — the Future of Knowledge
Evaluation. Studia Ekonomiczne, 153, 9-22.

Cho, M. H., Kim, Y., & Choi, D. (2017). The effect of self-regulated learning on college students’
perceptions of community of inquiry and affective outcomes in online learning. The Internet
and Higher Education, 34, 10-17. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2017.04.001

Cole, A. W., Lennon, L., & Weber, N. L. (2019). Student perceptions of online active learning
practices and online learning climate predict online course engagement. Interactive Learning
Environments, 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2019.1619593

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches
(3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Creswell, J. W., & Miller, D. L. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. Theory into
Practice, 39(3), 124-130.

Dhawan, S. (2020). Online learning: A panacea in the time of COVID-19 crisis. Journal of
Educational Technology Systems, 49(1), 5-22. https://doi.org/10.1177/0047239520934018

Dumford, A. D., & Miller, A. L. (2018). Online learning in higher education: exploring
advantages and disadvantages for engagement. Journal of Computing in Higher
Education, 30(3), 452-465. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12528-018-9179-z

Earl, K. (2013). Student views on short-text assignment formats in fully online courses. Distance
Education, 34(2), 161-174. https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2013.793639

Ertmer, P. A., Richardson, J. C., Belland, B., Camin, D., Connolly, P., Coulthard, G., et al. (2007).
Using peer feedback to enhance the quality of student online postings: An exploratory study.
Journal of Computer Mediated Communication, 12(2), 412-433.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1083-6101.2007.00331.x

Espasa, A., & Meneses, J. (2010). Analysing feedback processes in an online teaching and
learning environment: an exploratory study. Higher education, 59(3), 277-292.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9247-4

Fraenkel, J. R., & Wallen, N. E. (2006). How fo design and evaluate research in education (6th
ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/issd/11

14


https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v18i7.3167
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2020.100011
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2018.1553562
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2010.510182
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.10.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2017.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2019.1619593
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047239520934018
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12528-018-9179-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2013.793639
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00331.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9247-4

Kara: Enablers and barriers of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic: A case study of an online university course

Gamage, K. A., Silva, E. K. D., & Gunawardhana, N. (2020). Online delivery and assessment
during COVID-19: Safeguarding academic integrity. Education Sciences, 10(11), 301.
https://doi.org/10.3390/educscil0110301

Gaytan, J. (2015). Comparing faculty and student perceptions regarding factors that affect student
retention in online education. American Journal of Distance Education, 29(1), 56-66.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08923647.2015.994365

Gaytan, J., & McEwen, B. C. (2007). Effective online instructional and assessment strategies. The
American Journal of Distance Education, 21(3), 117-132.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08923640701341653

Gray, J. A., & DiLoreto, M. (2016). The effects of student engagement, student satisfaction, and
perceived learning in online learning environments. /nternational Journal of Educational
Leadership Preparation, 11(1), nl.

Guangul, F. M., Suhail, A. H., Khalit, M. 1., & Khidhir, B. A. (2020). Challenges of remote
assessment in higher education in the context of COVID-19: a case study of Middle East
College. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability, 1-17.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11092-020-09340-w

Hatziapostolou, T., & Paraskakis, I. (2010). Enhancing the impact of formative feedback on
student learning through an online feedback system. Electronic Journal of E-learning, 8(2),
111-122.

Hew, K. F., Jia, C., Gonda, D. E., & Bai, S. (2020). Transitioning to the “new normal” of learning
in unpredictable times: pedagogical practices and learning performance in fully online
flipped classrooms. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher
Education, 17(1), 1-22. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00234-x

Hobson, T. D., & Puruhito, K. K. (2018). Going the distance: Online course performance and
motivation of distance learning students. Online Learning, 22(4), 129-140.
http://dx.doi.org/10.24059/01j.v22i4.1516

Hodges, C., Moore, S., Lockee, B., Trust, T., & Bond, A. (2020). The difference between
emergency remote teaching and online learning. Educause review, 27, 1-12.

Horn, M. B., & Staker, H. (2014). Blended: Using disruptive innovation to improve schools. John
Wiley and Sons, San Francisco.

Illgaz, H., & Adanir, G. A. (2020). Providing online exams for online learners: Does it really
matter for them? Education and Information Technologies, 25(2), 1255-1269.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-019-10020-6

Jaggars, S. S., & Xu, D. (2016). How do online course design features influence student
performance? Computers & Education, 95, 270-284.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2016.01.014

Kahn, P., Everington, L., Kelm, K., Reid, 1., & Watkins, F. (2017). Understanding student
engagement in online learning environments: The role of reflexivity. Educational Technology
Research and Development, 65(1), 203-218. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-016-9484-z

Khan, S., & Khan, R. A. (2019). Online assessments: Exploring perspectives of university
students. Education and Information Technologies, 24(1), 661-677.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-018-9797-0

Kumi-Yeboah, A., Kim, Y., Sallar, A. M., & Kiramba, L. K. (2020). Exploring the use of digital
technologies from the perspective of diverse learners in online learning environments. Online
Learning, 24(4), 42-63. http://dx.doi.org/10.24059/0lj.v24i4.2323

Liu, N., & Pu, Q. (2020). Factors influencing learners’ continuance intention toward one-to-one
online learning. Interactive Learning Environments, 1-22.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2020.1857785

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2011). Designing qualitative research (5th ed.). Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publications.

15


https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci10110301
https://doi.org/10.1080/08923647.2015.994365
https://doi.org/10.1080/08923640701341653
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11092-020-09340-w
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00234-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.24059/olj.v22i4.1516
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-019-10020-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2016.01.014
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-016-9484-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-018-9797-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.24059/olj.v24i4.2323
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2020.1857785

Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, Vol. 18 [2021], Iss. 4, Art. 11

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). An expanded sourcebook: Qualitative data analysis
(2nd ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Rajabalee, Y. B., & Santally, M. 1. (2020). Learner satisfaction, engagement and performances in
an online module: Implications for institutional e-learning policy. Education and Information
Technologies, 1-34. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-020-10375-1

Sahin, M., & Yurdugiil, H. (2020). Learners’ needs in online learning environments and third
generation learning management systems (LMS 3.0). Technology, Knowledge and Learning,
1-16. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10758-020-09479-x

Tila, D., & Levy, D. (2019). Revising online assignments and the impact on student performance
at a Community College. Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 44(3), 163-
180. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.156408-

Uddin, M. A., Ahmar, F., & Alraja, M. N. (2016). E-examinations for management students in
Oman. International Journal of Applied Business and Economic Research, 14(1), 87-95.

van der Pol, J., van den Berg, B. A. M., Admiraal, W. F., & Simons, P. R. J. (2008). The nature,
reception, and use of online peer feedback in higher education. Computers and Education,
51(4), 1804-1817. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2008.06.001

vanOostveen, R., Desjardins, F., & Bullock, S. (2019). Professional Development Learning
Environments (PDLEs) embedded in a Collaborative Online Learning Environment (COLE):
Moving towards a new conception of online professional learning. Education and
Information Technologies, 24(2), 1863-1900. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-018-9686-6

Van Popta, E., Kral, M., Camp, G., Martens, R. L., & Simons, P. R. J. (2017). Exploring the value
of peer feedback in online learning for the provider. Educational Research Review, 20, 24-
34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2016.10.003

Van Wart, M., Ni, A., Medina, P., Canelon, J., Kordrostami, M., Zhang, J., & Liu, Y. (2020).
Integrating students’ perspectives about online learning: a hierarchy of factors. International
Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 17(1), 1-22.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00229-8

van Wyk, M. M. (2020). Academic support under COVID-19 lockdown: what students think of
online support e-tools in an ODeL course. Interactive Technology and Smart Education.
https://doi.org/10.1108/ITSE-08-2020-0121

Wang, C. H., Shannon, D. M., & Ross, M. E. (2013). Students’ characteristics, self-regulated
learning, technology self-efficacy, and course outcomes in online learning. Distance
Education, 34(3), 302-323. https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2013.835779

Wanner, T., & Palmer, E. (2015). Personalising learning: Exploring student and teacher
perceptions about flexible learning and assessment in a flipped university course. Computers
& Education, 88, 354-369. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2015.07.008

Wilson, S., Tan, S., Knox, M., Ong, A., Crawford, J., & Rudolph, J. (2020). Enabling cross-
cultural student voice during COVID-19: A collective autoethnography. Journal of
University Teaching & Learning Practice, 17(5), 1-21.

Wong, J., Baars, M., Davis, D., Van Der Zee, T., Houben, G. J., & Paas, F. (2019). Supporting
self-regulated learning in online learning environments and MOOCs: A systematic
review. International Journal of Human—Computer Interaction, 35(4-5), 356-373.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2018.1543084

Yates, A., Starkey, L., Egerton, B., & Flueggen, F. (2020). High school students’ experience of
online learning during COVID-19: the influence of technology and pedagogy. Technology,
Pedagogy and Education, 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1080/1475939X.2020.1854337

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research: Design and methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

You, J. W. (2016). Identifying significant indicators using LMS data to predict course
achievement in online learning. The Internet and Higher Education, 29, 23-30.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2015.11.003

https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/iss4/11

16


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-020-10375-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10758-020-09479-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.156408-
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2008.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-018-9686-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2016.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00229-8
https://doi.org/10.1108/ITSE-08-2020-0121
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2013.835779
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2015.07.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2018.1543084
https://doi.org/10.1080/1475939X.2020.1854337
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2015.11.003

	Enablers and barriers of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic: A case study of an online university course
	Recommended Citation

	Enablers and barriers of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic: A case study of an online university course
	Abstract
	Keywords

	tmp.1626126876.pdf._CcSy

