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Abstract

The current research set out to investigate what it was like for college and university students who
were forced to switch to distance education because of the COVID-19 epidemic. The purpose of this
study was to answer the question, "What strengths and obstacles are connected with online learning
among undergraduate and graduate students who are suddenly switching from a classroom to an
online learning environment owing to the COVID-19 pandemic?" Thirty students from the College of
Arts and Sciences at Dr BR Ambedkar University and twenty from Andhra University participated in
the study. A 10-item survey was filled out by each participant. A thematic analysis in six stages was
used to understand the data in light of the Community of Inquiry paradigm. Findings suggested that
the benefits of taking courses online included higher levels of student involvement and flexibility, as
well as teachers' and students' familiarity with the material, more free time for themselves, and the
ability to apply a variety of teaching and learning strategies. Troubles arose in the classroom because
of disruptive students, a lack of visual aids, and disruptions from home life. The study's limited
sample size might restrict its generalizability to other pupils. These results shed light on some of the
problems that might prevent students from completing online courses successfully.
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1.Introduction

Quite a few graduate and post-graduate students also take use of online education. Access to
learning experiences via the use of technology best describes this kind of education. Nearly a third of
all college students make use of this kind of education. Students who do use online resources spend
an average of 15.7% of their time studying entirely in this format. Graduate students make up a larger
portion of these figures than do undergraduates. For instance, 38 percent of graduate students enrol in
at least one online course and 29 percent enrol in just online offerings .

This approach to education comes with a lot of advantages and disadvantages. Time and
place constraints can be more easily accommodated, students with special needs have easier access to
course materials and activities, students have more opportunities to collaborate and learn from one
another, students feel less pressure to perform well, and instructors are able to give more in-depth
feedback. The challenges of online education include the need of technical expertise, the difficulty of
teaching practical skills, pupils' short attention spans and lack of academic integrity or plagiarism.
Reduced character reading and writing ability, technical sound challenges, and difficulty relaying
vocal signals are only some of the difficulties unique to teaching a language online .

There is often a face-to-face component to a course, but several institutions and colleges have
begun offering an online component as well (blended-learning). For students who cannot attend
traditional classes or who would like additional material, several colleges now provide online
alternatives. The decision to enroll in a course that is delivered entirely online is often left up to the
individual learner. Unfortunately, many people don't have a choice because of exceptional
circumstances. During the month of December 2019, a new coronavirus was identified as the source
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of a widespread pneumonia epidemic in Wuhan, China. There were 51,857 confirmed instances of the
virus by the middle of February, and it had already spread from China to at least 24 other nations.
According to the World Health Organization (2020), there were 3,517,345 cases of COVID-19 and
243,401 fatalities globally by the beginning of May 2020. Many nations' responses to the danger
included social isolation policies and self-quarantine measures.

Moreover, this epidemic resulted in the temporary closure of schools and institutions, leading
to a shift away from traditional classroom settings and toward online learning. While there has been a
gradual shift toward online education, the recent acceleration is unprecedented. As a result of this
unique circumstance, there is a lack of research on how college students are being affected by the
recent shift in the workforce.

Literature Review

In this part, we'll examine the elements that influence online education from the perspective
of the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework. It is assumed in this paradigm that learning takes
place as a result of the interplay of three factors that also reflect the aspects of role adjustment in a
virtual classroom: students' cognitive presence, their social presence, and the presence of the
instructor. After the conceptual framework has been outlined, its application to previous works is
addressed.

Recalibration of Roles

When students are pushed to make the switch from traditional classroom learning to online
learning, they may find themselves in unfamiliar roles. They may have to adapt to the demands of
being a student, as well as master new tools, ways of interacting with classmates and teachers, and
approaches to independent study and time management. Moreover, the student's physical learning
place shifts from the traditional classroom to something more in tune with their natural habitat.
Kinsel, Cleveland-Innes, and Garrison (2005) conducted research on graduate students who shifted to
an online learning environment. They found that students were concerned about a lack of guidance
from and engagement with professors, as well as the challenge of adapting to new technologies. On
the plus side, students said they were able to build deeper connections with their classmates and felt
more comfortable sharing their thoughts and ideas in an online setting than in a traditional classroom .

Towards a Theoretical Foundation for Communities of Inquiry

The COI encompasses the three pillars cognitive, social, and pedagogicalthat are foundational
to education in every setting. This theoretical framework may be used for elementary, middle, and
high school education, as well as for online learning in higher education. In the context of the COI,
""cognitive presence" is the first component and is defined as “the extent to which the participants in
any particular configuration of a community ofinquiry are able to construct meaning through
sustained communication.Inquiry and higher-order thought processes rely on the development of
critical and reflective thinking, which is related to cognitive presence. The COI's four-staged Crucial
Inquiry Model puts this principle into practise. In the first stage, people get interested in a problem or
topic because of something that piques their interest. The next step, exploration, is when students use
introspection and group work to make sense of a challenging topic. As a final step, integration
encourages critical discussion about the topic at hand between the pupils. They build a rational
structure from which to extrapolate workable answers to the issue at hand. When the process is
complete, students will have chosen and tested a solution .

To elaborate on the second factor, "social presence,” one may say that “the ability of
participants to identify with thegroup or course of study, communicate purposefully in a trusting
environment, and develop personal andaffective relationships progressively by way of projecting their
individual personalities”. While mingling with one's classmates is essential, the ultimate goal of
social presence in the context of learning is to promote exploration and progress. Students contribute
more to a group's goals when they have a sense of belonging there .

Learning with the COI is facilitated through pedagogical tactics, interpersonal skills, and
structure, all of which go under the heading of "facilitating discourse.” Finally, when we talk about
direct teaching, we're talking about things like clarifying course material, highlighting key ideas,
arranging resources, and developing engaging exercises . Higher-order learning, student happiness,
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class involvement, and response quality are all improved when teachers are present .

Social
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Cognitive
presence

Teaching
presence

Figurel: Theoretical Framework for Communities of Inquiry

Physical and Mental Coexistence

The term "cognitive presence" is used to describe the process of meaning-making and
knowledge-building that takes place in a classroom setting. Cognitive presence in online learning may
be fostered by a number of factors and experiences. Increased student participation in online
classrooms, such as via participation in discussions and completion of homework, is related to the
maturation of students' "cognitive presence”. Role assignment and "externally assisted regulatory
scaffolding"” are two additional elements that contribute to the growth of cognitive presence in online
learning. Regarding the former, teachers who set up a structure for student debate and involvement
are more likely to have triggered an earlier motivating event. Students can't go on to the next levels of
cognitive presence unless this first stage is reached (exploration, integration, and resolution). The
term "role assignment” is used to describe the process of designating certain members of a group to
carry out specific tasks during a conversation .

The Community of Inquiry Model's trifecta of components works together to create a virtuous
cycle. According to Wang et al. (2016), having a strong social presence aids in the maturation of
critical thinking and brainpower. High-quality interactions, which in turn increase learning, are
fostered by both social presence and instructional presence.

Presence in Society

A student's social presence increases their opportunities to improve their mental presence.
Expressing feelings, talking freely, and sticking together are the three pillars of this concept . Students
might feel as if they are participating in genuine social interactions thanks to social presence. This
emotion is crucial for maintaining relationships with other people (Cunningham, 2015). The ability to
see a visual representation of the individual (through an avatar or actual image on video), the ability
to interact with peers, reduced instructor control over student discussion contributions, student
continuation of a discussion thread, student compliments of peers, and student expressions of
appreciation all contribute to the establishment of social presence in an online learning environment.

Learning to Be Present
Teacher presence, which is strongly connected to both cognitive and social presence, refers to
the instructor's involvement in the development of course materials and the manner in which they are
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presented and guided by the teacher. Learning, student happiness, and a feeling of academic
community are all enhanced when teachers are physically present in the classroom . According to (Al
fadda 2020), online courses are used to complement rather than replace in-person instruction. The use
of asynchronous discussion questions, regular and timely feedback, and the establishment of a
personal and social rapport with the teacher are all methods that contribute to a sense of instructional
presence . In addition, teachers need to set up their virtual classrooms in a way that facilitates higher-
order learning by making sure students know what is expected of them, moderating class discussions,
offering constructive criticism, and encouraging students to participate actively (Rubin, & Fernandes,
2013). Being approachable, setting a good example, demonstrating appropriate behaviour, disclosing
personal information, giving constructive criticism, and carrying the most of the instructional load all
contribute to a strong sense of "teacher presence".

Methodology

A qualitative, phenomenological approach was used to understand how students felt as they
made the leap from traditional to online education. In the context of an investigated phenomena,
phenomenology research recounts the actual perceptions of human participants. The goal of this
method is to reduce unique perspectives to a common ground. Data collection via interviews or
guestionnaires, systematic techniques for data analysis that go from the narrow to the broad, and a
description of the core of the experience of the research participants are the pillars of every
phenomenological investigation (Creswell, 2013).

Research Question

The study was motivated by the following research question:

What are the benefits and drawbacks of online education for college and university students
who, in the wake of the COVID-19 epidemic, have been forced to make a sudden shift from a
traditional classroom setting to one that takes place entirely online?

English majors at Dr BR Ambedkarand Andhra universities were the subjects of this
investigation. Individuals that participated in the research were chosen for the study on purpose.
Thirty Iraqi students agreed to participate in the research after signing permission documents. Twenty
out of thirty students who took part in the survey at the college of education for the human sciences
really filled it out and submitted it. Twenty-five adults taking the same teaching course consented in
writing to take part in the research and were issued an online survey with free-form questions to
answer. Twenty out of forty pupils who were given the survey actually finished it.

There were 10 questions on the survey to get students' feedback on their most recent time
enrolled in an online class. Questions like "how to teach," "how to get started with online learning,"
"how to stay motivated" and "how to balance teaching with family obligations” were covered.
Participants were also given a free-form comment section to provide any more thoughts on the topic.

The data was analysed using Braun, Clarke, and Terry's six-stage theme analysis method
(2015). This method is well suited for phenomenological research since it permits the extraction,
examination, and interpretation of overarching themes present in qualitative data. In order to get
acquainted with the data and do some preliminary analysis, the first step, titled "Familiarization with
Data," calls for many reads of the information. Researchers make offhand comments regarding the
data to keep in mind later while analysing it (Braun, et al., 2015).

In the second step, "Coding the Data," a methodical procedure is followed to derive labels
that adequately characterise the data. A good code is a term or phrase that describes the subject and
the primary topic of the material. Codes are inserted next to the appropriate text on the transcript and
might be either descriptive (summarising the content) or interpretative (providing context for the
text). After coding all of the necessary information, the researcher creates a master list of all codes
and the data samples they represent (Braun, et al., 2015).

The third step of analysis is theme discovery. Codes indicate one level of meaning, while
themes reflect deeper levels of meaning and may be composed of many code clusters. Thematic
review constitutes the fourth stage. It is the goal of this stage to refine the themes so that they provide
a more complete picture of the data and to check that the themes are a good match for the coded data.

Conclusions
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The goal of this research was to uncover the pros and cons, from the perspective of
undergraduates, of the sudden shift to an online learning environment caused by COVID-19. The
findings showed that the utilisation of several learning modes, as well as past experience with
teaching, more personal time, and teacher familiarity with teaching, all contributed to enhanced
engagement and learning flexibility. Problems arise from things like broken technology, less
participation because of family disturbances, and a lack of visual clues in social interactions. The
limited sample size of this research is a potential caveat that prevents the findings from being
generalised to other student populations. Long-term effects of this unusual circumstance on academic
achievement should be investigated in future studies.

DiscussionandFindings

The study's goal was to elucidate the benefits and drawbacks of online education by
examining the transition from traditional classroom settings taken by undergraduates. Cognitive
presence, social presence, and pedagogical presence are all discussed in this section as they pertain to
the Community of Inquiry paradigm .

According to the results, the cognitive presence aspect of this new online world is where the
most pros and cons may be found. Multiple learning modalities were included into the online course,
which contributed to higher levels of student engagement and more flexibility in the learning process.
These results are consistent with those reported by Kovanovic et al. (2015), who found that active
learning promoted the growth of students' "cognitive presence” (Kovanovic, et al., 2015). The fact
that the instructor was already acquainted with the methods utilised in the online course was also a
plus. Students are better able to learn from one another when they are actively involved, adaptable,
and conversant in the classroom setting.

However, despite these benefits, there were two major obstacles to the growth of cognitive
presence. Problems with the lesson's delivery, including a lack of sound or trouble connecting to the
lesson's server, precluded timely participation. Furthermore, there were occasions when student
involvement was low owing to disruptions from family members who were also present in the home
setting.

One advantage was more time for introspection, but one disadvantage was a diminished
capacity to read nonverbal signs such as body language, eye contact, and facial expressions. There
may be a knock-on effect on one's social life if they spend less time worrying about getting to and
from school and more time interacting with their friends online. It seemed like a big problem because
there weren't any visible indicators. The inability to read another person's body language and facial
emotions was cited as a factor in a decline in understanding, focus, zeal, and readiness to explain.
These results agree with those of Cunningham (2015), who indicated that the capacity to see a visual
representation of the person is crucial to establishing social presence in an online learning
environment. Additionally, cognitive presence may mitigate the effects of not being able to perceive
an accurate depiction of peers and their body language, since the two aspects complement one another

The results also highlighted the professors' positive instructional presence. The majority of
teachers surveyed used a variety of teaching methods in their classrooms, and respondents said that
this was because they were comfortable with and experienced with online teaching. Activities that
provide fascinating, safe, and engaging learning environments are crucial to teaching presence, which
in turn aids in the development of students' social presence and cognitive presence. Instructors that
use a wide range of teaching strategies, including class discussion, lectures, and hands-on activities,
have a better chance of catering to students with a wide range of learning styles and aptitudes. It's
possible that students whose needs are addressed in the classroom will put in greater effort, both
intellectually and socially, as a result.

To sum up, the most important takeaways from this study's results are the existence of:

o Benefits from using a variety of teaching strategies, including more student involvement and
adaptability.

o Disinterest in schoolwork as a result of constant distractions from home life.

e Interruptions in instruction that prevent students from learning.

e Time spent on homework and other activities outside of class has increased.
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Using a wide variety of teaching methods in a digital setting.
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