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ABSTRACT

This article aims to present findings of a survey conducted on Turkish
students’ experiences of online learning in the wake of the outbreak of new
coronavirus (COVID-19) around the globe. In the aftermath of the new
coronavirus epidemic and the declaration of it as a pandemic by the World
Health Organization on March 11 (Iwai, 2020), universities across Turkey
were closed in an attempt to slow down its spread. Education was shortly
resumed, yet in new settings, as the learning was shifted to virtual classrooms.
This was a sudden and unprecedented change for many learners in Turkey.
Therefore, this paper intends to examine students’ perceptions as well as
reactions to such an unforeseen and rapid transition to remote learning. The
data obtained from 135 undergraduate students across different universities
in Istanbul suggest mixed results. The negative experiences were mainly
associated with technical issues, lack of real communication and difficulty
with staying focused during online lessons. While convenience and flexibility
were reported to as the biggest benefits to this mode of study.
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Transition to online learning due to the outbreak of Coronavirus: students’ perceptions and
perspectives

Coronaviriis’iin Ortaya Cikmasi Nedeniyle Cevrimici Ogrenmeye Gegis:

Ogrencilerin Algilar1 Ve Bakis Acilar

(0Y4

Bu makale, Tiirk 6grencilerin diinya ¢apinda yeni koronaviriisiin (COVID-19)
ortaya ¢ikmasi sonucunda internet {izeri (online) 6grenme deneyimleri
lizerine yapilan bir aragtirmanin bulgularini sunmay1 amaglamaktadir. Yeni
koronaviriis salgininin yayilmasindan ve bunun 11 Mart’ta Diinya Saglik
Orgiitii tarafindan pandemi olarak ilan edilmesinden sonra (Iwai, 2020),
Tiirkiye genelindeki iiniversiteler yayilmasini yavaglatmak amaciyla kapatildi.
Egitim yeni ortama gegilerek, sanal siniflara taginarak kisa siire icerisinde
devam etti. Bu, Tiirkiye’deki bir¢ok dgrenci i¢in ani ve benzeri goriilmemis
bir degisiklikti. Bu nedenle, bu makale 6grencilerin bu 6ngoriilemeyen hizli
bir gegise karst olan tepkilerini ve algilarini incelemeyi amaglamaktadir.
Istanbul’daki farkl1 iiniversitelerdeki 135 lisans 6grencisinden elde edilen
veriler karisik sonuglar vermektedir. Olumsuz yonler temel olarak teknik
konular, gercek iletisim eksikligi ve ¢evrimigi derslerde odaklanmada zorluk
yasamak ile ilgiliydi. Buna karsin zaman uyumu ve esnekligin bu ¢aligma
biciminin en biiyiik faydalar1 oldugu bildirilmistir.

Anahtar kelimeler: COVID-19, uzaktan 6grenme, sanal sinif, ¢cevrimici

ogrenme, ¢cevrimi¢i platform

INTRODUCTION

The outbreak of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) was first registered in
Wuhan, Hubei Province, China in December 2019 (McLeod, 2020). However,
it didn’t take too long for other countries to get affected as the virus proved
to be fast spreading, and in just a few months the infection spread around
the globe and became a pandemic.

Typical coronavirus patient develops symptoms very similar to flu which

include fever and dry cough. Although these symptoms are quite common,
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they may not manifest themselves at all and the incubation period may last
up to 14 days (Mahbubani, 2020). According to the research by Center for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) an infected person may transmit
the virus during this time and may spread it to on average 2.2 others.
To limit this spread many states have declared national lockdowns and
severely restricted travelling. This has produced a profound effect on people
worldwide and it won’t be an exaggeration to say that every single being
on Earth has been affected to a certain extent. Industries such as tourism,
airline, finance and entrepreneurship, etc. have suffered the most resulting

in billions of profits lost.

Brief Chronology of the Events in Turkey

Turkey’s Health Minister Fahrettin Koca officially announced the first case
of coronavirus on March 11, 2020 (Turkish Health Ministry). Following
this disclosure, the Minister of National Education in Turkey- Ziya Selcuk
announced that all schools would undergo a thorough disinfection. It then
(on March 16, 2002) was decided that all schools (primary, secondary and
high) would be closed for a week and that all universities would be closed
for 3 weeks. Starting on 23 March 2020 it was officially announced that
further education in all schools and universities would need to be carried

online (from home).

THE PURPOSE

It’s been 8 weeks now since education across all levels in Turkey has been
being delivered remotely. While it is not a very long-time span, I think
some meaningful conclusions based on students’ experiences with remote
learning can be drawn. From these conclusions, possible recommendations
could also be made.
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PARTICIPANTS and CONTEXT

This study comprised 135 students from different universities around Istanbul
at an undergraduate level. An electronic survey (via Google Forms) was sent
to all students asking about their experiences with online learning. Below

are the survey questions that were sent to students.

Survey Questions

A Google Form survey in English was sent (emailed) to all students to
collect their responses.

Below are the questions that the survey asked. All of the questions can be

divided into 4 categories namely: Technology, Learning Online and Instructors.

Technology:

Which online platform is being used for your lessons? (Zoom, Google
Meets, BB Collaborate, Other).

How often do you have technical problems? (Never, Sometimes, Often,
Always).

Do you prefer your camera on or off during lessons? (On, Off).

Learning Online:

How do you prefer your classes to be? (Fully Online, Face-to-Face, Mixed:
online with face-to-face)

Do you think online lessons are as effective as classroom lessons? (No, not
at all/ Sometimes/ Most of the time/ Yes, online lessons are as effective as
classroom lessons/ Yes, online lessons are more effective than classroom
lessons).

Do you find it difficult to focus when learning online? (Always, Sometimes,
Often, Never)

Are the online learning materials easy to use? (Yes, very easy, Yes, somewhat

easy, No, not easy at all.)
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Do you agree that exams online are easier than exams in the classroom?
(Yes, No, I don’t know).

What do you think is the biggest advantage of learning online? (Open ended)
What do you think is the biggest disadvantage of learning online? (Open
ended)

Instructors:

Are you getting the right amount of communication and support from your
instructor(s)? (Yes, No).

Do you find it easy to understand your instructor during the lessons online?

(Yes very easy, Yes, fairly easy, No, not easy at all).

RESULTS

This section presents the results of the survey.

Question 1: Which online platform is being used for your lessons?

The options to this question included the following commonly used online
platforms: Zoom, Google Meet, BB Collaborate and Other. The results
reveal that Zoom is by far the most popular online tool currently being used
to facilitate remote learning (58.5% or 79 respondents chose this). 30.4%
(41) of the responses were given to “Other”. BB Collaborate was cited by
8.1% (11) respondents, while Google Meet was chosen by only 3% (4) of

students.

Question 2: How often do you have technical problems?

The majority of students 67.4% (91) said that they sometimes experience
technical problems. A further 18.5% of the respondents (25) reported that
they never have these problems. 11.9 % of those surveyed (16) said that
they often have such problems, and a mere 2.2% (3 students) expressed that

technical issues are always a problem for them.
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Question 3: Do you prefer your camera “on” or “off” during lessons?
The vast majority of the votes 71.9% (97) were given to the “camera off”

option, with 28.1% (38) to “camera on”.

Option 4: How do you prefer your classes to be?

This question offered three alternatives: fully online, face-to-face or a mixed
(online with face-to-face) mode. The results were mixed. 42.2% of those
surveyed (57) opted for a face-to-face option, with 34.1% (46) choosing

mixed and the rest (23.7%) voting for online only mode.

Question 5. Do you think online lessons are as effective as classroom lessons?
Just above a third of all respondents (34.8%) found online lessons not at
all as effective as classroom lessons. A slightly higher proportion 37% (50)
ranked them as sometimes effective, with a further 22.2% (30) saying that
online lessons were equally effective to online lessons most of the time.
The remaining 5.9% (8) of the students maintained that lessons online are

always effective.

Question 6: Do you find it difficult to focus when learning online?

Again, the most commonly picked option was “sometimes” (54.8% or 74
students). For 18.5% (25) of the respondents staying focused is often a
problem. Similarly, 17% (23) said that it is always a problem. 9.6% (13) of

those surveyed said that it is never difficult to focus when studying online.

Question 7: Are the online learning materials easy to use?
For 54.8% (74) of the students surveyed, online materials are somewhat
easy to use. However, 39.3% (53) find them very easy to use with only 5.9%

(8) stating that using online materials is not easy at all.
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Question 8: Do you agree that exams online are easier than exams in the
classroom?

This question produced mixed results with the biggest proportion (39.3%)
of students agreeing with the question (53). 33.3% (45) students disagreed
and 27.4% (37) said that they don’t know yet.

Question 9: Do you find it easy to understand your instructor during the
lessons online?

For almost a half of all respondents (48.9%) it’s fairly easy, with additional
33.3% (45) for whom it is very easy. 17.8% (24) think that it isn’t easy to

understand their teacher.

Question 10: Are you getting the right amount of communication and support
from your instructor(s)?

55.6% of all responses (75) were positive with only 7.4% (10) negative and
the remaining 37% (50) neutral.

Question 11: What do you think is the biggest advantage of learning online?
Given the open-ended nature of this question, the responses varied. However,
the most commonly cited advantages related to convenience and flexibility
that online learning can provide. Another very popular benefit was its time
saving potential. Quite a few of the respondents saw absolutely no advantages
of online learning.

Some of the responses included: “easier to concentrate”, “no other student
disturbs me”.

A few other recurring responses were “easier” than face-to-face learning
as students experienced “less anxiety”, it was “easier to participate” and
“easier to communicate”

Other responses were non-recurring and included: “it’s a new skill”, “I

9% ¢¢ 99 s

can sleep longer”, “safe environment”, “it saves our energy because of not
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going to school”.

Question 12: What do you think is the biggest disadvantage of learning
online?

This was another open-ended question which yielded various results. The
range of answers was extensive as students picked up on many different
shortcomings of online learning. Some of the most frequently mentioned
ones were related to connectivity issues and other technical problems. Lack
of real communication and external distractions and limited interaction were
among other common downsides referred to by students.

Instructors’ inability to control class appropriately and unpreparedness to
use technology resulting in students’ time wasted were also mentioned as
some of the drawbacks related to online learning.

bR 1Y

Other cited disadvantages included: “being at home is boring”, “inability

2% 6 EEAN1Y

to teamwork”, “teacher-centeredness”, “a lot of homework™.

Discussion of Results

Based on the data gathered it could be concluded that the students who took
part in this survey had different experiences with online learning. This is
predictable as the participants were all from various universities around
Istanbul and were exposed to different teaching methods.

Overall, it can be said that students didn’t express strong preference to either
online or face-to-face learning. It is obvious that online education, although
associated with certain difficulties, has a great potential and if managed
appropriately might be as effective as a brick-and-mortar classroom. What’s
more, it could be inferred from the data that there’s a lean away from the
physical classroom, as the majority (57.8%) would prefer their studies to
be either mixed (online with face-to-face) or fully online.

Flexibility and time-saving factors were cited as the major benefits to

studying online. These are crucial given the increased pace of life. With
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online classes, students have an opportunity to fit their learning into their
busy schedule and save a great amount of time- the perks which a traditional
face-to-face education doesn’t offer (Brooks, 2019). Besides, many students
maintained that it was easier for them to express themselves, as they didn’t
feel any pressure neither from their teacher nor from peers.

It’s also worth noticing that although lack of real communication was cited
as a drawback of studying online, the majority said that they found it easy
to understand their instructors. Similarly, just over a half thought that they
were receiving enough support from their teachers. What’s more, virtually
all students said that learning materials were fairly easy to use. This is
particularly reassuring giving the fact that for many educators across Istanbul
this has also been a new experience. This implies that teachers managed to
swiftly transit into a new realm and continue to do their best to provide the
most favourable outcome and support to their learners.

Despite the clear advantages, connectivity issues and other technical
problems seem to be the major stumbling blocks of online education. It is
frustrating to get disconnected or be unable to join a classroom because of
poor or unstable connection. This creates additional problems and makes
online learning experience unsettling to many students.

In addition, “lack of real interaction” was among recurring dissatisfactions
with online learning. This is totally understandable as students suddenly were
“forced” to switch into remote learning, which gave them only little time to
adjust to the new “classroom”. Furthermore, students’ frustration aggravated
due to the fact that they had to stay at home as a quarantine measure, which
contributed to the feeling of loneliness and possible boredom. Had the
students had the opportunity to socialize and meet their friends during that
time, the “lack of interaction” might have been less frequently reported.
Some other commonly reported problems with learning online were difficulty
to concentrate and stay focused. Students often have to stay in front of the

screen for several consecutive hours trying to concentrate. This is both mentally
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and physically tiring resulting in students’ level of concentration receding
and motivation dwindling. Although it is hard to deny that concentration is
a big issue in online learning and that many learners genuinely struggle with
it, some students knowingly undermine their potential to stay focused by
studying “from bed”. “Studying without having to leave the bed” or “eating
while studying” were given as some of the positives of online learning. If

that is the case, the concentration issues are not surprising.

CONCLUSION

The outbreak of coronavirus that we are yet to overcome has changed
education around the globe dramatically. Online learning isn’t always
perfect for everyone as it requires a certain degree of self-motivation and
autonomy. Inability to manage time and take control of learning won’t turn
out a positive online experience for anyone. However, one trend is obvious,
online education is evolving rapidly and has already reached the turning point
when it can challenge the physical classroom by offering greater flexibility
and requiring less time investment. This means that further research into
e-learning should be our priority. Investing time and money into educational
technologies to increase online learning efficiency is definitely worthwhile
and the pandemic that we are all living through has proven that.

Present survey has demonstrated that despite developments in technology
the very technology remains to be the biggest obstacle. This suggests that
improving the Internet technologies have to be our primary priority if our
aim is to continue with education online (which is a very likely scenario).
On top of that, course designs need to be revisited with the learning material
being digitized to better suit online delivery. One more suggestion may be
for the teachers to make their students turn their cameras “on” during the
sessions, which may alleviate problems related to concentration and lack
of participation. Finally, it may be worthwhile to conduct more surveys on

students’ online experiences when the situation with the COVID-19 stabilizes
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and life gets back to normal. The results may be surprisingly different.
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