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Abstract 
The COVID 19 pandemic has forced the education sector to switch to online learning. To make 
the transition a success, there is a need to understand students’ perception towards online 
learning and design a learning experience around it. Thus, the aim of this paper is to identify 
students’ perceptions towards online learning in terms of motivation, task engagement and 
acceptance. The systematic literature review method was used to search for relevant papers and 
synthesize the findings. 40 articles from the year 2020 obtained from Google Scholar. It is found 
that the most used method in studying students’ perception is the quantitative method and 
students’ acceptance was the most discussed topic. It is also found that the primary factors 
influencing motivation and acceptance are sense of ownership and accessibility respectively. In 
terms of task engagement, only half of the findings reveal that students are engaged in online 
learning. In summary, the three main constructs are important items that should be taken into 
consideration when teaching an online course to ensure the success of the course. Through this 
systematic review, future research can identify and explore different areas and perspectives on 
this topic. 
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Introduction 
The COVID 19 pandemic took the world by storm in 2019. This virus spread to countries all 
around the world at an unprecedented speed. Due to its contagious nature and the length of time 
it took for symptoms to manifest, governments around the world have initiated lockdowns in 
order to curb the spread. A number of sectors were halted because of the lockdown. One of them 
being the education sector. Students in schools and universities were prevented from going to 
their respective campuses for almost a year now. Numerous institutions had chosen to postpone 
all in-person classes, including laboratories and other learning experiences and move all of the 
courses online (Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust, & Bond, 2020). Students and teachers alike were 
forced to stay at home. They had to rely on online learning as a substitution for face to face 
learning. The sudden transition was a difficult yet necessary process in times of pandemic 
(Ranellucci & Bergey, 2020).  
 

In order to manage the transition well, Ali (2020) noted that infrastructure support, staff 
readiness, and student acceptability are among the factors that must be considered. During the 
pandemic, the move from offline to online learning happens quickly. Researchers are publishing 
papers left and right about the strategies and techniques that they use to teach online. As such, 
there is a need to learn more about students' attitudes regarding online learning and how it is 
utilized in the learning and teaching process. This will aid in the implementation of a successful 
online learning experience. Failure to consider the students' perspective on online learning will 
result in a poor learning experience. Besides that, understanding the students’ perspective will 
allow decision makers to analyze and fulfil the needs of students in the online learning context. 
There are numerous studies that have been done to determine students’ perception on online 
learning during COVID 19. However, there is a lack of systematic review studies on the 
students’ perception on online learning. Thus, the aim of the aim of this paper is to identify 
students’ perceptions towards online learning in terms of motivation, task engagement and 
acceptance. The systematic literature review method was utilized. 
 

In delving deeper into students’ perspective, this research will narrow down the 
perspective into three main constructs namely motivation, task engagement and acceptance. 
These three items will guide the search for previous literature and categorize the findings 
accordingly. All of the previous literature that elaborated on these constructs will be included 
and synthesized. The result of the synthesis will give a clear overview of what is actually 
happening with the students as they are going through the online learning experience. In this 
study, three research objectives were outlined which are: 

1) Identify the factors that motivate students to learn in an online class 
2) Identify the level of task engagement during an online class 
3) Identify the factors which influence students' acceptance of online learning. 

 
Literature review 
COVID 19 pandemic and education 

COVID 19 was an unprecedented event that took the world by storm. Almost all countries 
around the globe were affected at the same time. In the education sector, all institutions were 
halted due the lockdown order imposed by governments (Daniel, 2020). When traditional classes 
could no longer be held, educators turned to online learning. Before the pandemic, educators use 
education technology which includes e-learning and m-learning sparingly. However, due to the 
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pandemic, it offers expanded opportunities for learning versatility during the lockdown (Rahiem, 
2020) education technology looked like the saviour of the education sector during the pandemic 
(Teras, Teras, Arinto, Brunton, Daryono & Subramaniam, 2020). As the need for a more robust 
online learning experience, large-scale, national efforts were poured into remote learning, 
distance education and online learning (Ali, 2020). That being said, teachers and students alike 
are still at the crossroad between fully embracing online learning and clinging on to traditional 
face to face class. Online learning was initially thought of as a temporary solution (Torrau, 
2020). Hodges et al. (2020) noted that the online learning experience that is being implemented 
now is not the true form of online learning, it is called Emergency Remote Learning. Despite all 
of the praise for online learning's numerous advantages, it is still viewed as a supplementary and 
complimentary teaching and learning tool, with the teacher or instructor remaining at the centre 
of the process (Kaur & Bhatt, 2020).   
 
The transition from face to face learning to online learning 

Most governments have demanded that face-to-face classes be discontinued immediately, 
pushing students and teachers to transition to online teaching and virtual education almost 
immediately (Daniel, 2020). Online learning has always had a stigma of being inferior to 
traditional face to face class. The sudden unprepared transition would have negatively impacted 
the perception towards online learning. This difficult transition would ultimately seal online 
learning as the less robust experience (Hodges et al., 2020). Some institutions have already used 
education technology even before the pandemic. Subsequently, the transition was very smooth 
and easily acceptable by teachers and students alike. On the flip side, there are also some 
institutions that struggled to accommodate with the rapid switch to online learning (Ali, 2020). 
The experience of learning from home can be suitable for some students while challenging for 
others. The experience will be influenced by differing individual needs and social interactions 
(Teras et al., 2020). The main issue with this sudden transition is that institutions focus on 
bringing pedagogy such as content, methods, strategies, and assessment from the traditional class 
into an online platform. There was no thought on changing the pedagogy to better suit the online 
learning needs of the students (Crawford, et al., 2020). As a result, the online learning experience 
felt forced and ineffective. This has affected students’ perception on online learning.  
 
Definitions for the three constructs 

In this study, three main constructs were identified which are motivation, task engagement and 
acceptance. These constructs will become the guidance for the direction of this study. As such, a 
clear definition is needed in order to outline what those constructs refer to. Firstly, motivation 
refers to “energy, direction, persistence and equifinality – all aspects of activation and intention.” 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 69). This definition is in line with Self-Determination Theory (SDT). In 
this theory, every individual has 3 basic psychological needs that must be met in order for him to 
develop himself (Ryan, Ryan, Di Domenico & Deci, 2019). These 3 basic needs are autonomy, 
competence and relatedness. These 3 items will influence the level of motivation a person will 
have when carrying out a particular task. Autonomy refers to the level of initiative and 
ownership of a particular task. This means that a person is able to begin and take control of the 
task on his own without having to be forced by external parties. Next, competence refers to the 
sense of mastery of a particular skill. This means that the level of motivation depends on the 
presence of “optimal challenges, positive feedback and the opportunity for growth” (Ryan & 
Deci, 2020, p. 2). Lastly, relatedness refers to the sense of belongingness to a particular 
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community. The amount of respect and care the community have to one another will affect the 
level of motivation of the individual.  
 

Moving on, the second construct, which is task engagement, refers to students’ ability to 
participate in a particular task given by the teacher or lecturer. This definition is derived mainly 
from a systematic review on Students Engagement done by Bedenlier, Bond, Buntins, Zawacki-
Richter & Kerres (2020). In that systematic review, the author states that student engagement is 
described as the amount of energy and effort students put into their learning community, as 
measured by a variety of behavioural, cognitive, and affective indicators in a period of time. 
(Bond, Buntins, Bedenlier, Zawachi-Richter, & Kerres, 2020). On the other hand, task here 
refers to any form of activity or work the lecturer gives to the students whether it is required to 
be done immediately during class or as a homework to be done outside of the class. In the 
construct of engagement, there also exist the opposite side which is disengagement. Previous 
research has noted that simply using technology without proper planning and pedagogy will 
cause disengagement among the students (Bond et al., 2020). This means that if the online task 
given is not carefully planned and executed, it will impede the learning process (Howard, Ma & 
Yang, 2016). 
 

Lastly, the third construct is acceptance. Acceptance, in this study, will use the original 
Technology Acceptance Model as its framework. Davis (1989) put forth this model as an 
extension of a theory called Theory of Reasoned Action (as cited in Sangrà Vlachopoulos, & 
Cabrera, 2012). This model aims to “determine the acceptance of the use of computers and 
pertinent technologies in various technologies and user groups” (Salloum & Shaalan, 2018, p. 
27). Technology Acceptance Model has seen many changes and modifications, but the core 
model remains the same. According to the original concept, external variables influence two 
personal beliefs: perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use (Davis, 1989). These two beliefs 
will determine whether technology will be used or not in a particular situation. Davis (1989) 
defined perceived usefulness as the “degree to which a person believes that using a particular 
system would enhance his or her work” while the definition of perceived ease of use is “the 
degree to which a person believes that using a particular system would be free from effort.” (as 
cited in Sangrà et al., 2021, p. 27) These definitions will be the guiding principles to which the 
literature in this systematic review would be included or not.  

 
Although there have been numerous studies that have highlighted the issues and 

experiences of online learning from the students’ perspective, there is a lack of a systematic 
literature review on this topic. A systematic literature review would help to summarize and 
synthesize previous studies for the purpose of highlighting the general consensus for their 
findings. Doing so will enable researchers to obtain the gist of the overarching studies and 
choose different routes in carrying out future research.  
 
Method 
This study applies the systematic analysis method on available literature on Google Scholar. The 
search process was done from October 2020 to November 2020. The purpose of this systematic 
literature review is to provide an overview of what is happening in the education field during the 
course of the COVID 19 pandemic. This review focuses only on the students’ perspective and 
experience in this unstable learning environment. A better understanding of the students’ 
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perspective will surely shed some light into executing better learning practices. Hence, in this 
study, the five-phase method proposed by Khan, Kunz, Kleijnen, & Antes (2003) was used. This 
method has been used to produce original research as well as help researchers to critically 
analyze, evaluate and synthesize complex ideas (Khan et al., 2003). The five phases of the 
systematic literature review are: 
 

1) Framing questions for a review 
2) Identifying relevant work 
3) Assessing the quality of study 
4) Summarizing the evidence  
5) Interpreting the findings  

 
Phase 1: Framing questions for a review 

The COVID 19 pandemic has left a huge impact on education. All of the educational institutions 
had to make the leap into online learning regardless whether they were ready or not. In ensuring 
the quality of education is not deterred, a deep understanding about the students’ online learning 
experience has to be made. Hence, this study aims to analyze students’ motivation, task 
engagement and acceptance of online learning during the pandemic. The papers that would be 
analyzed would be between 2019 to 2020. The research questions are: 

1) what motivates students to learn using technology during the pandemic?  
2) what is the level of task engagement among students when using online learning? 
3) what are the factors that influence the students’ acceptance of learning using online 

means? 
 
Phase 2: Identifying relevant work 

The systematic review's second phase is to identify relevant work. This phase consists of two 
processes. The first step is to gather all relevant publications that relate to the study's research 
questions. The second step was to identify appropriate articles based on the criteria for inclusion 
and exclusion. This study only collects data from journal articles. The only database used was 
Google Scholar. In addition, the articles must be published between 2016 to 2020. Articles from 
before the pandemic emerged were chosen as well because they too hold valuable information 
about the online learning experience and practices which can help both teachers and students 
during this pandemic. In the searches in Google Scholar, variations of the keyword “online 
learning,” “technology in education,” “COVID 19” and “motivation, task engagement and 
acceptance,” were used.  
 
Phase 3: Assessing the quality of study 

In ensuring the quality of this study, the journal articles found in Google Scholar would be 
selected based on the framework criteria. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were identified. 
The selection of the articles would be done using the inclusion and exclusion criteria. This would 
ensure the relevance of the articles as well as maintaining the focus of this study. Table 1 shows 
the inclusion criteria and Table 2 shows the exclusion criteria: 
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Table 1: Inclusion criteria 
i.  Online learning must be implemented  

ii.  Sample or respondents are from various levels of education 

iii.  The studies evaluate students’ online learning experience 

iv.  Teaching and learning using online means 

v.  Published between 2019 and 2020 

 
Table 2: Exclusion criteria 

i.  Online learning is not implemented 

ii.  The studies did not evaluate students’ online learning experience 

iii.  Teaching and learning which did not use online learning 

iv.  Articles were not published between 2019 and 2020 

v.  Other than journal articles 

 
Both inclusion and exclusion criteria have been laid out in order to ensure the direction of this 
study is clear. 5 inclusion criteria were identified which include online learning must be 
implemented, sample or respondents are from various levels of education, the studies evaluate 
students’ online learning experience, studies must be related to teaching and learning using 
online means and published between 2019 and 2020. These criteria will be used to find relevant 
articles to answer the research questions. On the other hand, 5 exclusion criteria were identified 
which are online learning is not implemented, the studies did not evaluate students’ online 
learning experience, teaching and learning which did not use online learning, articles were not 
published between 2019 and 2020 and academic papers that are not journal articles. These 
criteria will be used to filter out irrelevant articles to ensure that this review is focused and not 
muddled with unnecessary information.  
 
Phase 4: Summarizing the evidence 

The database used in this study is Google Scholar. In the search bar, the keywords “online 
learning,” “COVID 19,” and “student’s perspective” were used. The results revealed 231 links. 
The results were then filtered according to its accessibility, type of research paper and the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. 50 papers were not included as they were inaccessible. 110 
papers found in the search were not related to the scope of the study. After going through the 
papers in inclusion and exclusion criteria, 31 papers were removed. In summary, from the 231 
results, only 40 articles were included in this study.  
 
Phase 5: Interpreting the findings 

The final phase is the interpretation of the findings using content analysis to analyze the data. 
Content analysis can be accomplished by using quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods so 
that categorical data can be used to identify trends. From the search in Google Scholar, 231 
results appeared on students’ perspective on online learning during COVID 19 pandemic. Only 
40 were selected that fitted the inclusion criteria. Table 3 shows the number of articles sorted 
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according to the methodology used. From the table, quantitative method was used the most, 
followed by qualitative method and mixed method.  
 
Table 3: Numbers of studies based on methods 
Method Numbers of studies 

Quantitative 19 (47.5%) 

Qualitative 13 (32.5%) 

Mixed method  8 (20%) 

 
Findings 
After going through the five phases of the Systematic Literature Review, the findings yield a 
total of 40 relevant papers. The categories of those papers are further broken down into the three 
constructs of this study namely motivation, task engagement and acceptance. Table 4 shows the 
percentage of studies according to their respective constructs. 
 
Table 4: Number of studies based on constructs 

Construct Numbers of studies 

Motivation 6 (15%) 

Task Engagement 11 (27.5%) 

Acceptance  23 (57.5%) 

 
Discussion 
The aim of this systematic review is to synthesize the findings of previous studies related to the 
students’ perspectives on online learning. The researcher zooms in on the topic by narrowing it 
down to three main constructs namely motivation, task engagement and acceptance. As such, 
there are 3 objectives of this review namely:  

1) Identify the factors that motivate students to learn in an online class 
2) Identify the level of task engagement during an online class 
3) Identify the factors that influence students’ acceptance of learning using online means  

   
40 articles have been analyzed in this study. Among those three constructs, studies about 

Acceptance yielded the most results (23 articles; 57.5%), followed by Task Engagement (11 
articles; 27.5%) and Motivation (6 articles; 15%).  
 

In terms of motivation, previous studies have shown that When implementing online 
learning courses during the COVID 19 pandemic, there are a lot of elements that can encourage 
students. One of them being the sense of ownership (Oe, Takemoto & Ridwan, 2020; Oh, Chan 
& Kim, 2020). Asynchronous approaches such as gamification-based modules and e-portfolios 
can enhance the level of motivation among students as they can develop a sense of ownership 
towards the task given. Students are able to take control of the learning process. They are able to 
do research on their own about the subjects that they are learning (Oe et al, 2020). Besides that, 
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content relevance is also a factor in motivating the students (Famularsih, 2020; Qunfei, 2020). 
Students find it motivating when their teacher provided materials that are relevant to what they 
are learning. In addition, students also find it motivating when they can explore content which 
are of personal interest and relevance (Qunfei, 2020). Moreover, online learning can encourage 
active participation among students (Susilawati, 2020). All of this is in line with the notion of 
autonomy found in psychological needs in Self Determination Theory which explains about the 
level of ownership of a task is related to the level of motivation of students (Ryan & Deci, 2000; 
Ryan & Deci, 2020). 
 

Moving on to the level of task engagement, the trend of the previous studies follows the 
outline from the literature review where there exist both situation of engagement and 
disengagement. 6 out of 11 (55%) articles revealed findings of engagement and 5 out of 11 
(45%) articles revealed findings of disengagement. The pieces of evidence of high level of task 
engagement include indicators such as positive perception of the students towards online classes 
(Schlenz, Schmidt, Wostmann, Kramer, & Schulz-Weidner, 2020; Hattar et al., 2020; Bestari, 
Faiza, & Mayekti, 2020), high satisfaction with the course (Khalil et al., 2020) and high scores in 
online tests (Mulenga & Marban, 2020). Students also find the task engaging when a novel 
learning experience is introduced such as the case of using mixed reality modules (Sepasgozar, 
2020). This is in line with the study by Ali (2020) who stated that there is a huge investment 
poured into remote learning by governments worldwide. As such, the novelty of online learning 
can be experienced by many students. That being said, there is also the other half of the studies 
which show that students have a low level of engagement with the online tasks during this 
pandemic. Many of the students point out the ineffectiveness of online tasks by comparing it to 
face-to-face classes (Besser, Flett, & Zeigler-Hill, 2020; Almoayad, Almuwais, Alqabbani, & 
Benajiba, 2020). Students struggle to transition from a face-to-face to an online approach. The 
amount of responsibilities towards their own independent learning is a huge burden. Aside from 
that, students also reported that they find it difficult to follow video conferencing class due to 
distractions learning at home (Chen et al., 2020) as well as the inability to interact with tactile 
learning materials (Srinivasan, 2020). This may be attributed to the students’ initial perception of 
online learning as the less robust version of education (Hodges et al., 2020). There are also 
students who are simply not excited about technology-enhanced learning (Wang & East, 2020). 
These findings are consistent with the previous literature in which unplanned pedagogy will lead 
to disengagement (Bond et al., 2020; Howard et al., 2016). The sudden transition from a normal 
class into an online class is a challenging process. If there was no effort in transforming the 
pedagogy to better suit the online class, the students will not find the class to be effective 
(Crawford, 2020). 
 

Furthermore, in terms of acceptance, there are a number of factors that push students to 
accept and use technology to learn during the COVID 19 pandemic. These factors include 
accessibility, flexibility, interactivity and familiarity. Firstly, students accept the use of online 
distance learning due to its accessibility. The online platforms themselves were easy to use 
(Sobaih et al., 2020). This means is that students are able to attend online classes during the 
lockdown (Khan et al., 2020; Sahbaz, 2020). Students also reported that they could access the 
learning materials easier (Shukla, 2020; Hasan & Khan, 2020; Sahbaz, 2020; Chola, 2020). Next, 
the second factor is flexibility. Flexibility refers to the ability for students to access the learning 
experience anytime (Elhadary et al., 2020; Al-Noafie, 2020; Shukla, 2020; Hasan & Khan, 2020) 
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and anywhere (Shukla, 2020). This level of flexibility is attributed to asynchronous learning 
approach where teachers and lecturers have uploaded the learning materials online for the 
students to go through. By using this approach, Elhadary at al. (2020) states that students are able 
to rewatch lecture videos which contributes to the increased level of understanding among 
students. Moreover, in the use of synchronous learning approach such as virtual classes, students 
find the experience to be very interactive. Students state that the ability to interact with teachers 
and their peers is a huge advantage of virtual classes (Wangmo et al., 2020; Alahmadi & 
Alraddadi, 2020; Lin & Gao, 2020). Sharif et al. (2020) states that “students may find it 
rewarding to ask a question, offer a comment and receive instant feedback” (p. 372). 
Furthermore, there are also studies that show that students can accept the online learning 
experience due to them being familiar with the technology beforehand (Alharbi & Meccawy, 
2020; Guo, 2020). Students have positive attitudes towards the online learning experience as 
they have been using a variety of mobile applications already (Alharbi & Meccawy, 2020).  
 

With that being said, there are also factors that impede students’ acceptance of online 
distance learning during the pandemic. These include technical difficulties and lack of 
infrastructure (Hebebci at al., 2020). Aside from that, students complained about the structure of 
online learning or lack thereof (Nambiar, 2020). Some students find online learning to be 
ineffective because it was their first time carrying it out (Cuschieri & Agius, 2020) while others 
say that certain subjects and classes, such as lab work and tutorials, are not suitable to be carried 
out online (Chola, 2020; Gillis & Krull, 2020). Finally, disturbances in the flow of classes can 
impede students’ willingness to accept online distance learning (Nambiar, 2020). Jett (2020) 
pointed out that there are more distractions when students are learning online at home. All in all, 
these factors are tied together to the previous literature of Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 
1989). These external elements, according to the model, play a role in affecting the two 
perceptions of perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use of technology. As such, educators 
need to take in all of these factors into consideration when implementing online classes so as to 
make sure that the students are able to accept the learning experience. This will ultimately lead to 
the success of online classes. In addition to that, Chen et al. (2020) found that students’ personal 
factor plays a secondary role in user satisfaction. Platform availability plays a more important 
role. This is supported by Almulhem (2020) who stated that students’ satisfaction is tied to three 
main factors, namely course content quality, system quality and service quality; none of which 
are related to personal factor.  
 
Conclusion 
This study aims to identify the students’ perceptions on online learning in terms of motivation, 
acceptance and task engagement. To do that, the systematic literature review method was 
utilized. 40 papers were selected and synthesized. In terms of motivation, the primary factor that 
influenced it is sense of ownership. Acceptance, on the other hand, was primarily influenced by 
accessibility. Finally, the level of task engagement of students towards online learning is at a 
moderate level. These three constructs are influenced by many other factors and should be 
approached holistically. In summary, educators are recommended to design learning experience 
that focuses on independent learning and student-centred learning. Doing so will allow students 
to take control of their own learning experience, become motivated to learn, engaged with the 
lesson and accept the potential of online learning. That being said, this will inevitably lead to 
different issues; however, it will ensure that students learn responsibly and can improve at their 
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own pace. Future research should explore on the effectiveness and implementation of 
independent learning. 
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