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Abstract 

COVID-19 pandemic forced several higher education institutions (HEI) to operate remotely. 
Emergency remote teaching, using synchronous and asynchronous instruction, was adopted by 
several HEIs. The experiences of students with remote teaching and learning in certain 
situations are not fully understood, thus need to be explored. This study explored the 
experiences of students with the emergency remote teaching and learning practices adopted 
at a selected HEI in South Africa. A cross-sectional and self-administered survey was used to 
gather data from 243 conveniently sampled returning students within the Department of 
Accounting and Finance. Descriptive statistics were used to make sense of the collected data. 
The study found that students preferred a face-to-face approach to learning to remote learning. 
The respondents underscored insufficient data, unstable network connection, unconducive 
home environments and loneliness as deterrents to effective remote learning. Despite these 
negative experiences, students appreciated the flexibility and convenience of recorded video 
lectures and acknowledged the compassion and support of lecturers during remote learning. 
An understanding of the experiences of students during remote learning provides a basis for 
future teaching plans, which would improve students' learning experiences. In its current 
format and students living in their home environments, remote learning greatly diminishes the 
chances of success for most students. Lecturers need to be compassionate and considerate of 
student’s struggles in their plans for remote teaching and learning as well as online learning.  
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Introduction 

COVID-19 pandemic has caused several governments to take drastic measures to curb its 
effects. One such measure was restricting movements by imposing lockdowns where 
educational institutions, among others, were forced to close. South African government 
announced a national lockdown on the 23rd of March 2020, which was to take effect on the 
27th of March 2021 (South African Government News Agency, 2020). With universities closed, 
the only way of saving the academic year was through the adoption of emergency remote 
teaching and learning [ERTL] (Czerniewicz et al., 2020; Jena, 2020) that was facilitated by 
advancements in technology (Ewing & Cooper, 2021).   

ERTL is a temporary move from face-to-face and blended teaching to a remote approach as a 
response to a crisis (Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust & Bond, 2020). Primarily, it is facilitated by 
technology in higher education (HE) as several studies have showcased (Ferri et al., 2020; 
Mohmmed et al., 2020). Commonly used ICT platforms for ERTL include Learning Management 
Systems (LMS), online video communication and social media platforms (Jena, 2020; Rahiem, 
2020). It is on these platforms that participants engage synchronously or asynchronously via 
lectures, discussions and assessments (Rahiem, 2020) in learning. This study identified and 
described the undergraduate students’ encounters during ERTL, perceptions and preferences 
for ERTL, in a selected HEI. Whilst several authors such as Naidoo (2020), Sokhulu (2020), 
Obuaku-Igwe (2020) and Songca et al. (2021) carried similar studies in South Africa, a common 
characteristic of their studies is that they focused on experiences on limited aspects of ERTL. 
Naidoo and Sokhulu’s studies focused on experiences of digital platforms; Obuaku-Igwe 
considered social isolation experiences whilst Songca et al, considered access to study materials 
and participation efficacy. This study considers experiences from the whole remote learning 
process except for assessments, which most lecturers have not started administering by the 
time of collecting data for the study. It looked at the experiences from interactions with 
lecturers and learning content on platforms used and the interactions with learning content in 
their home environments.  

Background to the selected Higher Education Institution 

Like many other HEIs in South Africa, the selected institution shifted from its blended but 
primarily face-to-face teaching and learning mode to ERTL. Blackboard, customised as WiseUp 
for the selected HEI, was the official learning management system (LMS) adopted.  

Because most students did not have the required ICT tools and data for connection and some 
lecturers needed some training to enable ERTL, the institution did not move to ERTL 
immediately after the lockdown. The institution addressed some of these challenges by training 
its staff members and providing ICT tools and data for both lecturers and students who were in 
need. Training of staff members, especially lecturers, was necessary as it has a direct impact on 
teaching methods which in turn, impact on student learning (Idika, 2020). The delay in moving 
to remote learning meant that the academic calendar had to be adjusted several times, a 
common feature for other HEIs (Czerniewicz et al., 2020). This meant that lecturers and 
students had to complete syllabi in a condensed calendar, which could have been a source of 
stressful experiences.  
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The HEI moved to ERTL after the provision of the enablers but yet encountered a challenge 
with its LMS that could not cope with increased traffic flow. This led to lecturers being limited 
to few functions of the LMS, further affecting the academic plans. Because of the temporary 
malfunctioning of the LMS, the institution’s management informed lecturers to use various 
approaches and platforms for teaching. Whilst the decision enabled learning to continue, it 
exposed students to multiple approaches and platforms, which could have been frustrating for 
students as claimed by Pincock (2020). Transitioning to technology during remote learning 
could overwhelm the students at home, learning how to use the new tools correctly and 
adapting to a new learning setting (Kalimullina et al., 2021; O’Scanaill, 2020).  

Research questions 

It is against this backdrop that the study explored the experiences of students to ERTL by 
answering the following questions:  

 What were the students’ encounters with ERTL at the selected HEI during the selected 
period? 

 What were the perceptions of the selected HEI’s students to ERTL during the selected 
period? 

 What is the preferred learning approach of the students from the selected HEI? 

Literature review  

Since COVID-19 induced lockdowns, which led to the closure of HEIs and the adoption of ERTL, 
many studies have been carried out to explore the experiences of students around the world 
(Amin & Sundari, 2020; Benito et al., 2021; Ewing & Cooper, 2021; Ghazi-Saidi et al., 2020). 
ERTL is considered to be a double-edged sword in that it enabled learning to take place during 
the COVID-19 pandemic but also constrained effective learning (Ewing & Cooper, 2021). It is 
considered to be flexible and convenient (Serhan, 2020) and some authors claim that it caused 
feelings of disengagement, demotivation and isolation among students (Parker et al., 2021). 
Although ERTL enabled learning to take place, it exposed and exacerbated the digital divide 
between students (Krönke, 2020; Shin & Hickey, 2020; Williams et al., 2021). Whilst on 
campuses, students had access to ICT equipment, stable internet connection and did not 
require data for internet connection as Wi-Fi was provided by HEI. These enablers are 
unavailable at most students’ home environments, widening the digital gap between students 
from poor families and rich families.  

Theoretical perspective: Sociocultural Theory 

Vygotsky's sociocultural theory of learning and development (1978) was used to understand 
the experiences of students during remote learning and the related effects on learning. 
Vygotsky (1978) argued that learning happens in social contexts and underscored the 
importance of interactions and culture. He argued that learning was a product of sociocultural 
interactions of individuals and their participation in knowledge practices of a community and 
supported by others in the community who are more knowledgeable than them. Students learn 
in social contexts through interactions with their peers, teachers and other experts. Learning 
takes place when students interact and collaborate with more knowledgeable others, which 
could be teachers and or peers (Vygotsky, 1978). Teachers facilitate learning by creating a 
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learning environment that maximises the student’s ability to interact with other students 
through discussions, collaborations and feedback (Neff, 2021). The interactions among 
students, lecturers and the contextual features of classrooms through activities, impact the 
motivation of students, which influences their learning. Activities in classrooms refer to what 
lecturers and students, and students and students say to and do with one another (Perry et al., 
2006).  

The use of remote learning meant that some student interactions in the selected HEIs, which 
were primarily face-to-face, were disrupted. Whilst it was still possible to continue with 
interactions using online platforms, factors such as lack of compatible devices, inconsistent 
supply of electricity, unstable internet network, high cost of data and unconducive home 
environments negatively impact the quality and extent of interactions. The established 
experiences are discussed considering the online student interactions, which are considered by 
Vygotsky to be critical for effective learning. 

Factors that influence interactions in remote learning 

ICT-related factors and electricity 

To effectively engage in ERL, students require the basics of e-learning that include electricity, 
digital devices, internet connection and data (Czerniewicz et al., 2020), which are unavailable 
to some students (Mohmmed et al. 2020; Ferri et al., 2020). Online interactions are possible 
with digital devices such as smartphones, tablets/iPad and computers. In their exploration of 
students’ readiness for digital learning, Arthur-Nyarko at al. (2020) claim that access to digital 
technologies creates the foundation for implementing technology-enabled learning. The 
devices, which are mostly battery-powered, need electricity for recharging. A stable internet 
connection is another requirement for online interactions. Access to electricity and stable 
internet have a greater impact on students who reside in remote rural areas where there is no 
or erratic supply of electricity and limited or no ICT infrastructure (Ferri et al., 2020; Shim & Lee, 
2020). Most students from the selected HEI live in rural areas and their interactions during ERL 
are curtailed by lack of electricity and unstable internet connections. Even with the 
aforementioned requirements, online interactions are impossible without data that enables 
internet connection. Many students confessed that remote learning required a lot of data, 
which does not come cheaply (Shim & Lee, 2020). The cost of data in South Africa is very high 
(Naidoo, 2020; Rossouw, 2018), thus inhibiting the poor students’ access to learning and 
reducing their chances of success.   

Technology use proficiency 

Whilst having digital devices, electricity, stable network and data improved the chances of 
interactions, the actual interactions depend on the ability of students to use the technology for 
learning. Although most students are digital natives (Prensky, 2001) and are experienced users 
of technology (Basol et al., 2018), their proficiency is primarily in social media, which may not 
assist much in understanding technology for learning (Nami & Vaezi, 2018). The proficiency is 
even worse for students from poor economic backgrounds who are not exposed to the digital 
platforms for learning until they join universities (Czerniewicz et al., 2020). Exposure to 
technology improves students’ e-learning self-efficacy (Khalifeh et al., 2020) and technology 
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proficiency (McCoy, 2010), which are relevant to meaningful students’ engagements with 
learning.  

Home environments 

The study environment is another factor that affected ERL. During the national lockdowns, 
most students had to go back to their homes. Whilst the home environments provided a 
comfortable learning environment for some students (Parker et al., 2021), they impeded many 
with financially-poor backgrounds and family responsibilities (Mohmmed et al., 2020; Obuaku-
Igwe, 2020; Shin & Hickey, 2020). Many studies considered home environments unconducive 
for learning (JISC, 2021; Kaisara & Bwalya, 2020) as several students did not have a dedicated 
space to work, undisturbed (Wilcox & Vignal, 2020) which negatively affects student learning.  

Student experiences of remote learning 

Positive experiences 

Experiences of students during ERL have been mixed, with reports of improved learning and 
some negative experiences (Ewing & Cooper, 2021; Wise & Bergner, 2020). Remote learning 
promoted the anytime anywhere learning (Mazana, 2018) and reached people who would have 
been inaccessible (Yuhasriati et al., 2020). Students enjoyed the comfortable home 
environments, efficient time utilisation, smooth interaction (Benito et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 
2020), flexibility, convenience (Wise & Bergner, 2020) and the freedom to structure their 
learning (Jena, 2020; Parker et al., 2021). They had no obligation to attend lectures in cramped 
lecture venues and could learn in more relaxed environments (Parker et al., 2021), improving 
their concentration levels (Pincock, 2020). Remote learning was also desirable to students who 
commute to and from university campuses, as it saved them time (Yuan, 2021) and money 
(Krige, 2020). 

Besides its flexibility and convenience, ERL granted students more opportunities for interaction 
with their lecturers and peers (Huang et al., 2020). Live streaming established a sense of 
community (Yuan, 2021) and promoted interaction by providing a less intimidating learning 
environment (Pincock, 2020), and encouraging introverts to participate (Ghazi-Saidi et al., 2020) 
without being concerned about the attention of peers and lecturers (Serhan, 2020). The ability 
of students to ask questions in remote learning contributed to their positive experiences 
(Parker et al., 2021). Students who preferred remote learning commented on the easiness of 
communicating with lecturers and peers and less distraction from friends and classmates 
(Sokhulu, 2020; Vale et al., 2020). 

The use of videos and recordings was highly appreciated by students (Naidoo, 2020) who were 
keen to utilise recordings for learning (Yuan, 2021) and as a result, reported enhanced learning 
experiences (Benito et al., 2021; Vale et al., 2020). Recordings have been reported to improve 
students’ interaction with the course content as they paid more attention to synchronous 
engagements instead of focusing on note-taking (Nkomo & Daniel, 2021). Lecture recordings 
are a critical resource for review to students who got lost in a class (Czerniewicz et al., 2020) or 
did not understand a concept because of its complexity or difficulties in understanding the 
lecturer (Nkomo & Daniel, 2021). Yuan (2021) argues that recorded videos assist students to 
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connect and understand concepts better, which they can achieve by replaying the video 
whenever they desire.  

Negative experiences 

Although students had positive experiences with remote learning, they also had unpleasant 
ones. For some students, words such as anxious, frustrated, distressed and overwhelmed were 
used to describe their experiences (Almoayad et al., 2020; Subedi & Subedi, 2020; Wise & 
Bergner, 2020). Contrary to the claim by Ghazi-Saidi et al., (2020) and Yuan (2021) that 
engagements improved with ERL, many studies revealed a reduction in engagement levels (JISC, 
2021; Parker et al., 2021; Shin & Hickey, 2020; Wise & Bergner, 2020). Turn-taking in 
synchronous classes inhibited effective interactions as more than a single person could talk 
discouraging others from participating (Wise & Bergner, 2020). 

There is a general distraction associated with online learning, which negatively affected student 
learning experiences (Vale et al., 2020). Students could easily be distracted by other activities 
such as Web browsing (Mohmmed et al., 2020) and chatting on social media platforms (Parker 
et al., 2021) during synchronous sessions and home experiences where most students did not 
have private study spaces (Parker et al., 2021; Serhan, 2020). These distractions led to many 
students losing motivation to learn (Ghazi-Saidi et al., 2020; Shin & Hickey, 2020).  

Social isolation was also a major issue and most students felt isolated from their peers and 
lecturers (Benito et al., 2021; Kaisara & Bwalya, 2020; Shim & Lee, 2020). Students decried the 
lack of interpersonal experiences and connections with other students (Wise & Bergner, 2020). 
ERL was considered to be less personalised (Ewing & Cooper, 2021) and students did not feel a 
sense of community (Shin & Hickey, 2020).  

Yet, the findings of varying and contrasting experiences are expected as students do not have 
homogeneous learning patterns (Arora et al., 2011) and previous experiences (Ghazi-Saidi et 
al., 2020), thus their experiences with ERL would be different. In addition, the students were 
exposed to different structures and cultural environments that influenced their experiences.   

Methods 

Design   

A cross-sectional descriptive study was carried out to describe the experiences of students with 
remote learning from the time when face-to-face interactions were replaced by remote 
teaching until the end of August of 2020. The experiences included students’ encounters, 
perceptions and preferences. The study followed a survey research design, utilising an online 
questionnaire with closed-ended questions. Surveys are considered most appropriate for 
measuring unobservable data such as factual information, preferences, attitudes, beliefs and 
behaviours (Nayak & Singh, 2015).  

Sampling procedures 

A non-probability convenience sampling was used to identify respondents. The survey 
instrument was administered to returning students enrolled in the Department of Accounting 
and Finance (DoAF) in one campus of the selected institution. The study targeted returning 
students because they were more familiar with the institution’s structures and cultures and 
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experienced face-to-face learning before COVID-19-induced lockdowns. As a result, they were 
able to provide meaningful assessments on the shift to ERT. The DoAF had 649 registered 
returning students in the first semester of the 2020 academic year. After a week of sharing the 
questionnaire, 243 students responded. The general characteristics of the respondents are 
summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1. General characteristics of respondents 

Age  Female Male Total Study Level Frequency 

Below 20 years 8 2 10 Second 93 

20 - 25 years 106 48 154 Third 115 

25 - 30 years 37 18 55 Fourth 35 

30 - 35 years 14  6 20   

Over 35 years 3 1 4   

Grand Total 168 75 243  243 

 

As portrayed in Table 1, the total number of students who responded to the questionnaire was 
243 of which 69% were females whilst 31% were males. The level of study which had the 
highest representation was the third year, which made 47% of the respondents. The age class 
of 20 – 25 years had the most respondents comprising 63% of the sample. 

Research Instrument 

A self-administered questionnaire developed by the researchers based on the research 
questions of the study was used to gather data. The questionnaire had five sections. The first 
section solicited socio-demographic information such as gender, age and level of study. The 
second section identified the ICT tools, platforms and approaches used during ERL. Section 
three had nine items that were used to establish the encounters of respondents during the 
period under study. The fourth section had seventeen items that required respondents to 
indicate their feelings about ERL on a Likert Scale. Nine of the 17 items solicit feelings about 
the learning platforms and approaches used as well as the interactions with lecturers. The 
remaining items related to preferences and reasons behind the identified preferences. The last 
section required respondents to indicate their preferred learning platforms but the findings are 
not reported in this paper.  

Reliability and validity 

The internal consistency of the 17 items that were used to explore the perceptions of students 
was established by calculating Cronbach’s Alpha whilst validity was established by extracting 
factor loadings from the principal component analysis. Cronbach’s Alpha and factor loadings 
were calculated using SPSS. A Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.827 was obtained, which showed 
high internal consistency reliability. As a rule of thumb, values above 0.6 for Cronbach’s Alpha 
indicate a reliable research instrument (Sarosa, 2019). For a research instrument to be reliable, 
the rotated factor loadings of any item should not be less than 0.4 (Rahn, 2021). All items had 
factor loadings above 0.4. The reliability and validity scores obtained show the adequacy of the 
research instrument in measuring the perceptions of students during the selected period of 
ERL.     
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Data collection procedures 

The study implored responses from literate participants, thus making a self-administered 
questionnaire an appropriate measurement tool. Data were collected from the 30th August 
2020 to the 4th of September 2020, which was towards the end of the COVID-19 adjusted first 
semester. The end of the semester was selected because it allowed students enough time to 
experience ERL. A hyperlink to the questionnaire was shared via class WhatsApp groups. Key 
ethical issues were addressed throughout the research, especially during the data gathering 
and analysis stages. All respondents were informed about the purpose of the study and how 
the information generated was to be used. Confidentiality was guaranteed and highlighted in 
the introduction of the google form used for data collection. Respondents were informed of 
their right to privacy and refusal to participate at any point in the survey.   

Data analysis 

The data analysis process began by downloading responses from google forms to MS Excel and 
then cleaning it for missing responses. The data presented only one missing response on the 
ICT devices used by respondents, which was not reported in this paper. Data from MS Excel 
was exported to SPSS for reliability and validity testing. In attempting to understand the 
meaning of the data relating to student encounters during the study period, bar charts in MS 
Excel, were used to present the frequencies of each pre-identified encounter. The visualisation 
of the results made the interpretation and understanding of the data easier. The perfections 
and preferences of students were analysed using item statistics of the Likert scale generated 
from the descriptive statistics of SPSS. The five-point Likert scale was reduced to three points 
including strongly agree and agree; neutral; disagree and strongly disagree. The item statistics 
included percentages of options selected for each item and the means for each item. The 
percentages of the options for each item represent the position of respondents regarding that 
item; the higher percentages represent the majority position of respondents. The mean 
represents the average response to each item and ranges between 1 and 5 with 2.5 as the 
middle point. A mean above 2.5 implies responses skewed towards agreeing with a statement 
whilst below 2.5 shows disagreeing with a statement.     

Findings 
The purpose of this study was to identify and describe the encounters of students and their 
perceptions and preferences about remote learning. To have a better understanding of the 
experiences of respondents, it is necessary to present the general teaching approaches used 
by lecturers in their engagements with students. These approaches are summarised in Figure 
1. The results of the students’ encounters, perceptions about remote learning and preferences 
in remote learning are presented thereafter.    
Approaches used for ERT 

Respondents were requested to select the approaches used by lecturers in ERT. Their 
responses are summarised in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Approaches used for ERT 

 

The approaches used for ERT, as presented in Figure 1, included asynchronous pre-recorded 
class videos and class recordings, WhatsApp voice notes and voiceover PowerPoint whilst 
virtual classes were used for synchronous engagements. Pre-recorded videos and virtual 
classes, which were also recorded, were the commonly used approaches for ERT. The primary 
reasons for having pre-recorded videos or recording classes were to enable access to students 
who would have missed classes due to various reasons such as unstable network, insufficient 
data for connectivity and family responsibilities among others.  

Students’ encounters during ERL  
From a list of encounters, respondents were asked to select encounters during remote learning. 
Their responses are summarised in Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Student encounters during ERL 

 

As Figure 2 portrays, the major encounters students had with ERL included struggles to log in 
to learning platforms, inability to download learning content, inaudible synchronous lectures 
and insufficient data. The most frequently selected encounter was running out of data for 
engagement with learning. Students were provided with data that was expected to last them 
for a month but this was not enough for the learning required. Students were expected to 

Pre-recorded 

videosOnline virtual 

classes

WhatsApp 

voicenotes

Voiceover 

PowerPoint

10

47

136

74

102

35

161

35

14

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

Lost phone Phone
freezing

Log in to the
used

platform

Inability to
download
content

Inaudible
lectures

Lost saved
content

Inadequate
data

Too many
platforms

used

Network
challenges



www.manaraa.com

                  
Research in Social Sciences and Technology 

                Volume 6 Issue 2, 2021                                                                             Matarirano, O. et al. Students’ Responses to Multi-Modal Emergency Remote 
                                                                                                                   Learning During COVID-19 in a South African Higher Institution 
 

Research in Social Sciences and Technology                                                                                                                                                                  2021     
E-ISSN: 2468-6891    ressat.org  

208 

attend synchronous virtual classes, download course content, search information for 
assignments and engage in peer discussions amongst other activities. It is also possible that 
students used the provided data for socialisation, which may be necessary for learning 
motivation. The other encounters selected included trouble in logging into learning platforms, 
difficulties in downloading content and inaudible lectures that reflected unstable networks.  
Perceptions about ERL 
The perceptions of students about the learning platforms used, teaching approaches as well as 
their engagements with lecturers are summarised in Table 2.   

Table 2. Perceptions about ERL 

Item 
Strongly 
Disagree/Disagree 

Neutral Agree/Strongly 
Agree 

Mean 

 I enjoy the flexibility of learning using online 
platforms 

59 % 22 % 19 % 
2.3580 

 I like recorded classes/videos because I can 
watch them anytime 

14 % 20 % 66 % 
3.7037 

 I like recorded classes/videos because I can 
watch them at any place 

16 % 22 % 62 % 
3.6502 

 I like recorded classes/videos because I can 
pause and or rewind 

11 % 19 % 70 % 
3.7654 

 Lecturers take long to respond to queries raised 
on platforms 

62 % 27 % 11 % 
2.2469 

 Lecturers do not respond to queries raised on 
an online platform 

80 % 15 % 5 % 
1.9753 

 Lecturers do not constantly visit the learning 
platforms used 

76 % 15 % 9 % 
2.0864 

 Lecturers do not actively engage me on the 
platforms used  

61 % 26 % 13 % 
2.3786 

 I get frustrated by the use of different platforms 
by lecturers 

26 % 22 % 52 % 
3.2634 

In attempting to understand the perceptions of students in interacting with learning content, 
synchronously and asynchronously, they were asked to indicate their feelings about the 
learning platforms used, the lecture and class recordings as well as their interactions with 
lecturers. Table 2 presents the responses to the statements provided. Most respondents did 
not enjoy the flexibility of online platforms, contrary to what is claimed in literature. The mean 
responses to the statement on whether they enjoyed the flexibility of online platforms were 
below the mid-point of 2.5, implying negative perceptions towards used platforms. The 
responses to this item could have been influenced by the challenges respondents encountered 
during remote learning. As portrayed in Figure 2, respondents had insufficient data as well as 
having difficulties in logging into learning platforms, downloading learning content and hearing 
lecturers during synchronous interactions. 

Regardless, the respondents appreciated the flexibility of pre-recorded lectures and recorded 
classes, which were considered being convenient. As shown in Table 2, students appreciated 
recorded content as they could access it at any time, any place and could pause, rewind and 
fast forward, allowing them to study at their own pace. Class recordings and videos provided 
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another opportunity for students who would have missed the synchronous classes because of 
a myriad of reasons. 

The presence of the lecturer on the learning platforms is critical if students are to have 
meaningful engagements with learning content. Engagements between students and lecturers 
are through learning platforms, emails and social media networks. Respondents were 
requested to indicate their feelings about how the lecturers engaged with them to better 
understand the learning content. Most respondents were content with the efforts and support 
of the lecturers as shown in Table 2. Responses showed that lecturers showed compassion and 
were supportive of students. They claimed that lecturers responded to their queries on time, 
were visible on the learning platforms and actively engaged them on the platforms. The only 
source of frustration from interaction with lecturers was the use of different platforms for 
different subjects. This could be because students were serviced by other departments for 
specialised courses such as commercial law and statistics that are housed in other departments 
separate from DoAF. 

Preferences of learning approach 

Table 3 presents the responses to statements about respondents’ preference between face-
to-face classes and online learning as well as reasons provided for those who preferred learning 
face-to-face on campus.  

Table 3. Preferences for learning approach 

Item 
Strongly 
Disagree/Disagree 

Neutral Agree/Strongly 
Agree 

Mean 

I prefer learning online to a classroom 77 % 13 % 10 % 1.9095 
 I prefer attending classes on campus because:     
 I do not have adequate study space 20 % 19 % 61 % 3.3580 
 I do not have enough study time 20 % 22 % 58 % 3.4074 
 I have a poor network connection 21 % 22 % 57 % 3.3086 
 I do not have adequate data for connection 20 % 23 % 57 % 3.3045 
 I do not have proper ICT equipment 34 % 24 % 42 % 3.0082 
 It is difficult to concentrate when studying from 
home 

25 % 12 % 63 % 
3.6255 

 Remote learning lowers personal relationships 32 % 27 % 41 % 3.1481 

As Table 3 shows, most respondents preferred face-to-face, on-campus learning compared to 
online learning. A paltry 10% preferred online learning compared to 77% that were against it. 
A mean score of less than 2.5 shows that online learning was unpopular with the respondents. 
The respondents were requested to select reasons for preferring face-to-face interactions. The 
reasons selected for the preference of face-to-face learning approach ranged from 
unconducive home environments, ICT-related, to social relations factors. Most respondents 
indicated not having enough time and space to study and difficulty in concentrating at home 
environments. In addition, their preference for face-to-face interactions was partly informed 
by the lack of personal relationships in remote learning. Thus, they could not learn from each 
other through collaborations and discussions. Students get motivation by engaging with their 
peers and a lack of interaction may demotivate them to engage with content, chiefly, if the 
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content is challenging. With all reasons provided, the means, as shown in Table 3, were above 
2.5 proving their preference for face-to-face interactions on campus. Of all reasons, the lack of 
digital devices had the least effect on their perceptions. Still, it was expected that students 
would not consider a lack of digital devices as an inhibitor to remote learning as most students 
received laptops.  

Discussion 

The study intended to identify the encounters of students during remote learning, their 
perceptions of remote learning and their preferred approaches to learning. The results show 
that the students who participated in the survey had insufficient data for learning, had unstable 
network connections which resulted in struggling to log in to learning platforms, downloading 
learning content and hearing lectures in synchronous classes. In terms of perceptions, most 
respondents did not enjoy the flexibility of online learning platforms. However, they 
appreciated the benefits associated with recorded learning content and classes. The 
respondents also considered their interactions with lecturers to have been fruitful and they 
perceived lecturers to be compassionate and affective in the interactions. Most respondents 
preferred to go back to face-to-face classes on campus to learning online. These findings are 
the subject of the following discussion.   

The findings provide evidence that the level and quality of interactions between students and 
lecturers and students and students, which are critical to learning, as argued by Vygotsky (1978), 
were greatly affected. Besides student-lecturer and student-student interactions, the student-
content (Moore, 1989) interaction was also affected. Moore (1989), in his discussion on 
students’ interactions in distance learning, argued that students need to interact with content, 
lecturers and other students for effective learning to take place. Any factors that do not 
promote these interactions would negatively affect student learning and reduce their chances 
of success.  

Encounters of students during ERL 

The major encounter of respondents during remote learning was insufficient data for 
engagements with learning. This finding was expected as most respondents are from 
disadvantaged families, do not have internet access at home and cannot afford to buy data, 
which is considered to be expensive in South Africa (Naidoo, 2020; Rossouw, 2018). Inadequacy 
of data makes engagement with learning content, lecturers and peers a challenging exercise. 
However, this encounter is not isolated to the respondents in this study as other studies around 
the world found insufficient data to be an issue for meaningful remote learning (Kaisara & 
Bwalya, 2020). 

The struggles of respondents to log in to learning platforms, inability to download learning 
content and inaudible lectures during synchronous classes highlight the unstable network that 
most students encountered. An unstable network connection has been cited in several studies 
as one of the major obstacles to remote learning in both the developing (Kaisara & Bwalya, 
2020; Songca et al., 2021) and developed world (Wilcox & Vignal, 2020; Williams et al., 2021). 
Students with poor internet connections cannot fully engage with content, interact with peers 
and lecturers online, which makes ERL a struggle for them (Shin & Hickey, 2020; Vale et al., 
2020). Inability to engage with content, especially in synchronous interactions, negatively 
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affects students’ chances of success (Benito et al., 2021) as attendance affects performance 
(Vale et al., 2020). Similar to insufficient data, an unstable internet connection reduces the 
levels of interactions between students and learning content, their lecturers and peers, thus 
reducing their chances of success. Learning is considered a social and cognitive engagement 
(Shin & Hickey, 2020), so a lack of social interaction impedes effective learning (Almoayad et 
al., 2020).  

Students’ perceptions about ERL 

Despite the negative experiences of remote learning, many respondents appreciated the use 
of lectures and class recordings. Use of recordings put students at ease as they could access 
the learning content they could have missed and gave them another opportunity to interact 
with learning content. In addition, recordings also provided flexibility and convenience for 
learning. With recordings, students could get clarification on concepts missed out in classes, 
access the content when they had time and ‘quietness’. They could download content when 
they had data and a stable network and could study offline. This was very important as the data 
package students received, as a result of the negotiation between the selected institution and 
network providers, had more night proportion data than daytime. Having recordings available 
anytime meant that students could utilise this data by downloading the videos at night. 
Students could also rewind, pause and fast-forward recordings to improve their understanding. 
This finding is echoed in many prior studies that claim recordings to be useful to students 
(Benito et al., 2021; Naidoo, 2020; Vale et al., 2020; Yuan, 2021) and are preferred to 
synchronous instruction (Songca et al., 2021). These studies argue that recordings benefit 
students by enhancing engagement, supplementing classes (Nkomo & Daniel, 2021), providing 
an alternative to missed classes (Mohmmed et al., 2020) and allowing students to review 
unclear concepts (Czerniewicz et al., 2020; Yuan, 2021).  

The respondents also acknowledged the efforts of lecturers in making their experiences in 
remote learning bearable. They claimed that lecturers actively interacted with them on various 
platforms, provided timely responses to queries/consultations and were flexible, which 
improved their engagements with learning content. Such presence could have improved the 
learning of students as lecturers’ active involvement is critical to providing support and 
encouragement (Aristovnik et al., 2020). Many studies carried out to assess the experiences of 
students during remote learning also found lecturers to be compassionate and made 
themselves available for interactions with students (Songca et al., 2021; Yuan, 2021). The only 
concern with respondents regarding their interactions with lecturers was the use of multiple 
platforms for engagements. This concern was likely to result from no specific guidance being 
provided for student instruction and lecturers were likely to use methods they were 
comfortable with. In addition, students were, in some subjects, instructed by lecturers from 
departments other than the DoAF. Whilst it could be easier for lecturers from the same 
department to agree on using similar platforms, the same could not be said about different 
departments which adopted and recommended different platforms.  

Students’ learning preferences 

Asked if they would prefer learning online or face-to-face on campus, it is unsurprising that 
most respondents preferred being on campus compared to learning online. Face-to-face 
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interactions gave them meaningful interactions and increased their chances of success. The 
benefits of remote learning such as flexibility and convenience (Benito et al., 2021; Serhan, 
2020) were overshadowed by the negative experiences associated with remote learning. This 
finding is shared by Benito et al., (2021) who found face-to-face classes to be more effective to 
learning than remote learning. University campus environments provide resources and study 
spaces that are missing in most home environments. At home, most students, who share 
spaces with their families, have many family responsibilities and home chores, which limit the 
time they have for interacting with learning content. This challenge is worse for students who 
are parents or females as they have to take care of their families, in addition to studying full 
time (Czerniewicz et al., 2020; Shin & Hickey, 2020). The home environments have several 
disturbances that make concentration almost impossible as most respondents in the study 
alluded. This argument is supported by Vale et al., (2020) who found that it is easier for students 
to concentrate in face-to-face classes than in online environments. Adding to study spaces and 
study time, students from most rural areas do not have electricity, which further limits the 
extent of all relevant interactions. Most of the identified challenges resonate with the 
challenges faced by students in remote learning, which include lack of quiet study spaces, no 
access to campus resources, additional familial responsibilities and unreliable internet 
connection (Wilcox & Vignal, 2020). The campus environments neutralise the negative 
experiences associated with home environments by providing study spaces, ICT-related 
resources as well as places for social interaction. According to UNESCO (2020), university 
campuses are hubs of social activity and human interaction, which are essential to learning and 
development.  

Remote learning denied students an opportunity for physical and social engagements with 
peers, negatively affecting their social life. Rodriguez-Segura et al., (2020) argue that the social 
life of students plays a huge role in their learning, which is in line with the sociocultural learning 
theory which argues that learning occurs in social contexts through interactions (Vygotsky, 
1978). According to Hurst et al., (2013), social interaction improves student learning by 
enhancing their critical thinking and problem-solving skills. Okita (2012) claims that interacting 
with other people assists students in organising their thoughts, reflecting on their 
understanding and finding gaps in their reasoning. In African societies that practice a culture of 
‘ubuntu’, where there is a dependency on each other, isolation may cause a sense of being lost, 
which may lead to a loss of desire and motivation to learn. Online social interactions are 
hindered by insufficient data and unstable network connections.  

The findings of this study point to the mixed feelings students experience during remote 
learning. This is because, as much as remote learning brought inequalities between students to 
the fore, it also provided several opportunities that were not fully explored pre-Covid-19. As 
Ewing and Cooper (2021) claimed, remote learning evoked both positive and negative 
experiences from students as it aided and inhibited student interactions with learning content, 
lecturers and peers. Insufficient data, unstable networks, unconducive home environments and 
use of multiple platforms reduced the level of interactions whilst the use of recorded materials 
and availability of lecturers to students when there was a need, improved the interactions. 

This study adds to the body of knowledge for online learning and how decisions for online 
should have a student’s voice if they are to be effective. In making decisions about online 
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learning, the findings of the study show that the primary focus must be on student learning and 
not necessarily how versatile lecturers may be when using online platforms. The choice of 
learning approaches and platforms should not be left to the lecturers but involve students. 
Such decisions would lead to students focusing on learning rather than other issues such as 
learning platforms, which disrupt them learning.  

Limitations and areas for further research 

Although the findings of this study conform to findings from other similar studies, the study 
was exclusive, making the findings ungeneralisable. First, the sample was from one department, 
which is not representative of all students of the selected HEI. The short time provided to 
respond (one week) may have excluded students who did not have data, network or ICT tools 
at the time data was collected. A longer data collection period might have improved the 
number of responses and be more inclusive. The study excluded students who had no 
WhatsApp at the time of administering the survey instrument. Interactions with assessments 
were excluded from the study, which could have broadened the insights into the remote 
learning experiences. In addition, the study did not get qualitative explanations for the 
experiences and perceptions during ERTL. Future studies need to consider qualitative 
explanations of the experiences and also consider the effects of different societal structures 
such as gender on student experiences in remote learning.  

Conclusion 

The study findings showed that students encountered a number of challenges, key among them 
being insufficient data, and unstable network connection. They also decried unconducive home 
environments which made them prefer being on campus. Their preference for face-to-face on-
campus learning may therefore, not be a sign of dislike for online learning but a reflection of 
the challenges they encountered during remote learning. Most of the challenges experienced 
are not new to most students but they were exposed by ERTL. The university campuses 
concealed these deep social inequalities that exist within South African societies. Regardless of 
these negative experiences, they appreciated the use of recorded material and the compassion 
of lecturers. 

Although the findings of the study cannot be generalised, they provide a resource for proper 
planning of teaching and learning, not only during pandemics but also for the future of e-
learning. The findings show that online learning will not be feasible with all the challenges 
students encountered when learning from home. Effective engagements, which are inhibited 
by the circumstances of home environments, are only possible with students being on campus. 
The findings also point to the need for lecturers to consider the challenges students encounter 
in their plans for teaching and learning. The lessons learnt from studies such as this help in 
planning for the future of teaching and learning.  
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