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Abstract 
The Coronavirus pandemic has shifted the norms and standard practices in the 
education setting and significantly impacted higher education. This unprece-
dented situation has created uncertainties in students’ learning and the instruc-
tional process in general. Hence, the aim of this study was to explore the learn-
ing experience of students during this Covid-19 pandemic. A total of 68 infor-
mants among undergraduate and postgraduate students from Universiti Putra 
Malaysia (UPM) participated in this case study. They were asked to share their 
learning experiences via open-ended questions that were distributed via an on-
line data collection platform called “JotForm”. The narrative responses were ana-
lysed using thematic analysis. Five themes emerged from the narrative analysis: 
1) Institutional support, 2) emotional engagement, 3) cognitive engagement, 4) 
behavioural engagement, and 5) students’ satisfaction. The results: 1) amplified 
the urgent call for a reliable internet connection to facilitate the online instruc-
tion process, 2) proved the readiness of lecturers to adopt online teaching, 3) 
showed the need to create a conducive online learning environment, and 4) in-
dicated the need to foster learning satisfaction. The deadly pandemic has con-
tinued to spread unabated all over the world, but education at all levels must 
continue. Therefore, appropriate measures must be put in place to facilitate the 
instruction process for the whole community of learners. 
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1. Introduction 

The Covid-19 outbreak, which was declared a global pandemic by the World 
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Health Organization on March 11, 2020, after China alerted WHO of its exis-
tence on December 31. 2019, has impacted over 80% of the worlds’ student pop-
ulation due to the closure of schools and universities worldwide. Due to the rap-
id rise of Covid-19 cases in literally every country, closing education institutions 
seems to be the right move in order to break the chain of this infectious disease. 
Since early 2020, a huge number of universities across the world had either post-
poned or cancelled all campus events, including workshops, conferences, and intra 
and inter university sports, and other activities (Sahu, 2020). After staying away 
from attending schools and universities for about a year now, the situation is 
gradually turning positive for students as many countries have decided to reopen 
all educational institutions this year, with detailed precautions put in place to pro-
tect students. During the “forced” break from normal classes since early last year, 
both students and educators had to make do with learning and teaching online. 
This digital approach is expected to continue even when students return to their 
faculties as usual. 

Online learning is the best approach for educators and learners to ensure there 
is continuity in education during the current ordeal (Morgan, 2020). But the reac-
tions to online education are mixed, where some are for it and others against. 
Mukhtar et al. (2020) are all for its flexibility while Bączek et al. (2021) praise its 
ease of access to educational materials and the privilege for students to pick the 
time and place to study. Another key advantage of online learning is the promo-
tion of student-centred learning, where interactive pedagogy was created to keep 
students very much engaged in their studies. In a way, this method of teaching 
shifts the main responsibility of learning to the students (Dhawan, 2020; Rayens 
& Ellis, 2018). 

But online learning also has its downsides, including difficulties in teaching, 
limited attention span, and lack of attentiveness among students (Mukhtar et al., 
2020). In addition, academic integrity is also an issue. Muhammad et al. (2020) 
cautioned that students could easily copy content from the internet to prepare 
their assignments or tasks without giving proper citations or references. Bączek 
et al. (2021) also raised the challenge of poor interaction between students and 
educators.  

To develop an effective online learning environment, Dong et al. (2009) and 
Uden et al. (2007) suggested the setting up of an e-learning ecosystem, while 
Martins et al. (2020) and Ouf et al. (2017) proposed a smart learning version of 
it. These proposed online learning ecosystems basically need to be supported with 
the appropriate learning guidelines. Morgan (2020) suggested adopting the guide-
lines recommended by the International Society for Technology in Education 
(ISTE), which contained best practices for the implementation of online learning 
for both learners and educators. The guidelines include: 1) ensuring equity, 2) 
communicating expectations clearly, 3) providing student-centred learning, 4) 
using free high-quality resources, 5) responding to the emotional toll, and 6) us-
ing ISTE standard for students and educators. However, to increase the effective 
use of this online learning approach during the current pandemic, it is necessary 
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to gather the views and perceptions of the students as they have differing opi-
nions of this learning method. Meanwhile, several studies on higher education 
have been conducted for students in the medical fields (Bączek et al., 2021; 
Mukhtar et al., 2020; Rajab et al., 2020), but there is a lack of such a study in 
Malaysia, especially one focusing on undergraduates in the social science field 
and using the qualitative method. Therefore, this study aimed to explore students’ 
perspective on their learning experiences and learning struggles during the Co-
vid-19 outbreak.  

2. Literature Review 

The Covid-19 outbreak has upended the education sector globally, leaving the 
relevant authorities to scratch their heads as to how best to get the learning 
process back on track during these trying times. School closures are happening 
everywhere; hence, students encounter psychosocial and psychological issues that 
hampered their motivation to learn (Cao et al., 2020). There is no doubt that a 
possible educational disruption and confusion about the future of students are 
two of the unavoidable impacts of the pandemic. Even worse, a more profound 
emotional experience may await many students (Franchi, 2020; Sundarasen et 
al., 2020). The hesitance of educational stakeholders is obvious and the unprec-
edented disruption of common instruction practices is evident; hence, effort to 
bring education back onto the right track is necessary. 

The unexpected transformation from face-to-face learning to online learning 
had created a lot of anxieties and frustrations among educational stakeholders, 
especially those who have problems accessing technology or those who simply 
refuse to get on the transformation bandwagon. Additionally, Azoulay (2020) hig-
hlighted that finding the solutions for hi-tech, low-tech, and no-tech facilities to 
ensure the continuity of learning in rural, uncharted, and under-developed na-
tions essentially required an intensive strategy. The significant strategy in educa-
tion is the impact of the pandemic on student learning. The learning has become 
an anomaly, where educators have an inclination for online learning but at the 
same time students are struggling and concerned with how vulnerable their educa-
tion progress has become. It has become a challenge to learn in disruptions as 
the case of a re-spreading, while the curable measures are still unknown. 

Due to the pandemic, educators and students seek any conducive environment 
they can find to accomplish “learning”. They believe that online learning is the 
way to achieve meaningful and positive learning experiences. Thus, it is essential 
to educate the learners’ community in the most limited capacity and in an af-
fordable manner. The academic scenario in this respect goes beyond the teach-
ing and learning norms. A forward-thinking, analytical strategy and realistic ap-
proaches are necessary to face the crisis (Rose, 2020). Taking this scenario in a 
prudent manner, the presence of a flipped classroom to provide individualised 
instruction “anytime, anywhere” through asynchronous learning should be care-
fully implemented. In recent years, many university faculties have transited from 
a tangible classroom to isolated home-based localities to carry out instructions. 
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It is rather difficult to alleviate the concerns of students and educators regarding 
how effective this learning process is and how good the accessibility to online 
learning content is.  

Higher education institutions around the world are turning to online learning 
or distance learning programs. The benefit is that it will allow students to learn 
at their convenience, as there is no need to attend training centres and universi-
ties (Knebel, 2001). This huge shift to online education does not involve face- 
to-face contact between teachers and students, along with their classmates, to 
avoid and monitor the spread of the lethal virus. While this online delivery can 
pose obstacles to teachers because they need to learn online skills in the prepara-
tion, implementation, and performance evaluation of their students, providing 
teachers with appropriate training for the courses will enable them to effectively 
execute the courses through electronic delivery (Yusuf, 2020). Various apps with 
creative tools for teachers are available to facilitate learning for students with di-
verse educational needs. Technology tools, program design, teacher choices, res-
ponsive curriculum, and supportive stakeholders are critical and essential for the 
effective delivery of lessons in the online environment (Barr & Miller, 2013). 
Hence, this serves as an incentive for higher education institutions to increase the 
preparations of online learning teachers. A good teacher preparation in teacher 
education programs may enhance students’ performance, which promotes goals 
that are consistent with the learning objectives of institutions of higher learning 
(Ludeman et al., 2009). 

Moving on with the application of online learning, Bao (2020) listed five high- 
impact principles for online education: 1) high relevance between online instruc-
tional design and student learning, 2) effective delivery for online instructional 
information, 3) adequate support provided by faculty and teaching assistants to 
students, 4) high-quality participation to improve the breadth and depth of stu-
dent’s learning, and 5) contingency plan to deal with unexpected incidents of 
online education platforms. These principles are relevant to invigorate learners’ 
and educators’ motivation towards education. In addition, educational stakehold-
ers among parents, teachers, and students should be prudent in their roles dur-
ing this unprecedented crisis because if the situated learning process is not opti-
mistically supported, this situation can hamper the strategic planning for educa-
tion processes. 

In this context, this study utilises the model of online learners’ engagement 
and satisfaction by Kucuk and Richardson (2019) to identify learners’ experience 
in learning during the Covid-19 upheavals. Students’ engagement involved the 
use of resourceful educational platforms, such as Moodle and learning manage-
ment systems, to assist splendid progress in the students’ online learning process 
(Jalil et al., 2019; Lim et al., 2020a; Lim et al., 2020b). Following several attempts 
to communicate with students, teachers are being efficiently trained until they 
master the methods of distribution and accelerate learning through the use of 
information technology (IT) and the internet in a short period. Student satisfac-
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tion refers to their perceptions of educators’ modifications of the pedagogical me-
thods to accommodate their immediate needs (Abd Rahim et al., 2017; Ghadirin 
et al., 2018). This online learning environment, also called e-Learning, contributes 
to productive learning, exploratory learning, experiential learning, expanded lear- 
ning, extended learning, easy-to-use learning, and enhanced learning by optimis-
ing the student-centred learning approach (Goh & Sandars, 2020). With a my-
riad of ways to teach students, the process of instruction now has extensive re-
sources and enables to accommodate students’ learning progress, even in the situ-
ation where the world is struggling with a health crisis. 

3. Methodology 

1) Research Design 
A qualitative method was utilised to collect data in order to achieve the pur-

pose of this study. This research design allows a researcher to explore and un-
derstand the lived experiences of the study’s participants (Merriam, 2009; Aydin 
& Kaya, 2017). For this study, the data were obtained through a narrative reflec-
tion of experiences among university graduates. 

2) Respondents and Context 
A total of 68 informants among undergraduate (n = 58, 85.3%) and postgra-

duate (n = 10, 14.7%) students of Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) participated 
in this study due to them being easily accessible and were taking the selected 
courses. The students were enrolled for one semester in three different courses, 
namely 1) foundation course Application of technology in product design (STE- 
3610) (n = 52, 76.5%), 2) undergraduate course Career in organisation (TVE- 
5004) (n = 7, 10.3%), and 3) postgraduate course Educational leadership (EAD- 
5000) (n = 9, 13.2%). Table 1 shows the characteristics of the informants who 
participated in this study. 

The students were required to sign up for the courses online since the Move-
ment Control Order (MCO) prohibited students from being physically present 
at the university. Online learning via management system Putrablast, which is 
powered by Moodle, was launched by UPM for the benefit of its thousands of 
local and international students. Following the successful implementation of Pu-
trablast, students were able to access the courses online with ease and without 
having to attend face-to-face classes. 

All course components, including the learning content and class meetings, were 
organised using either the asynchronous or synchronous methods via Zoom, We- 
bex or Google Meet according to the different lecturers’ preferences. The class 
sessions were recorded and uploaded to the Putrablast system, while links to these 
recorded sessions were distributed to the students using the WhatsApp applica-
tion. For instance, group-based “Project on Outcome-Based Learning (PO-BL)” 
activity, assignments, and quizzes were designed based on the learner-centred 
approach and assessments were conducted using the online learning platform. 
These learning activities make up a total of 70% of formative assessment and  
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Table 1. Characteristics profile of the informants. 

Characteristic Profile n Percentage 

Gender 
Male 18 26.5 

Female 50 73.5 

Age 

18 - 21 47 69.1 

22 - 25 12 17.6 

26 - 30 7 10.3 

30 and above 2 2.9 

Program 
Undergraduate 58 85.3 

Post-graduate 10 14.7 

Course taken 

STE3610 52 76.5 

TVE5004 7 10.3 

EAD5000 9 13.2 

Living place 

A village 27 39.7 

A small city or town 26 38.2 

A big city 12 17.6 

Campus 3 4.4 

Highspeed internet plan (100 Mbps) 
Yes 33 48.5 

No 35 51.5 

 
30% of summative assessment as the marks for the final examination. 

As the forerunner of online education systems in Malaysia, UPM has pro-
duced hundreds of online courses to cater to students’ learning needs. However, 
in contrast to the conventional teaching modes, the proportion of Massive Open 
Online Courses (MOOCs) is relatively limited, and the development of MOOCs- 
based content requires the time and effort of lecturers and university adminis-
tration. Contrary to the limitations of MOOCs, UPM lecturers have rendered their 
best services via the Putrablast system to ensure minimal disruption in students’ 
learning. 

3) Data collection and analysis 
JotForm, an online survey platform, was utilised to collect and compile the res-

pondents’ narrative reflections of their online learning process. Open-ended ques-
tions were formulated and validated by experts in online learning. The broad sense 
of the questions allowed the respondents to respond to the questions via narra-
tives and storytelling, and the “openness” among the respondents was stimu-
lated. Responses given by the respondents were bilingual, depending on the stu-
dents’ nationalities, and those responses in the Malay language were translated 
for reporting purposes. The narrative feedback from the respondents was then 
analysed thematically using constant comparative content analysis and colour- 
coded techniques using Microsoft Excel spreadsheets. The coding was classified 
into several categories based on previous studies. Intercoder agreement was at 
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least 90% for each category. The themes that emerged from the study were then 
discussed to describe the subjects’ responses to ensure that the authenticity and 
conformability of the narratives were guaranteed. This case study used narrative 
data derived from university students who could be contacted during the research 
period. The respondents were particularly attached to their personal lives amidst 
the Covid-19 outbreak, including, but not limited to, learning experience with 
online courses and perception of the influence of the online learning ecosystem 
on their thoughts and behaviours. 

4. Results 

Five themes emerged from the coding content analysis: 1) institutional support, 
2) emotional engagement, 3) cognitive engagement, 4) behavioural engagement, 
and 5) teaching satisfaction.  

1) Institutional supports 
To safeguard access and continuity of education, the faculty switched from the 

conventional teaching and learning ecosystem to fully online teaching during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The faculty probed the students’ learning experiences in or-
der to accommodate their needs. Based on the content analysis and coding un-
der institutional support, the list of support mentioned by the informants is pre-
sented in Table 2.  

The narrative content analysis result served as proof of the extent to which the 
faculty had gone to ensure the learning process proceeded as planned during the 
Movement Order Control (MCO) that was imposed nationwide For instance, In-
formant 22 shared his experience as follows: “The faculty had conducted a great 
deal of online learning and had provided support by providing learning records 
for students who were distracted by poor internet connection”. Meanwhile, In-
formant 8 shared that “the faculty had taken various steps to ensure that the vir-
tual classroom is as regular as the normal classroom”. 
 
Table 2. Institutional supports in online learning environment. 

Support Total number mention 
Percentage informant mentioning 

(n = 68) 

Putrablast 8 12 

Online class 20 29 

Online assignment 3 4 

Online announcement 2 1 

Google classroom 1 4 

Google meet 3 12 

Zoom 8 16 

Recording online class 11 3 

Whatapps 2 3 

Total 58 85 
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The lecturers embraced the online learning environment immediately upon 
the imposition of the MCO. The university’s administration abided by the gov-
ernment’s instruction and had planned earlier in ensuring classes would contin-
ue as usual. The online learning initiative was executed by the lecturers, and In-
formant 9 reaffirmed that by saying that “they did such a good work because they 
tried hard to make sure all the lecturers were doing an online class”. Noting that 
every student has limitations and difficulties to study online, Informant 54 said, 
“The lecturer took a good care of every student. In the case of no Internet, the 
teacher also left us a video so that we could study independently”. Numerous 
strategies were implemented to make sure students learn at their convenience. 
This was indicated by Informant 45, who observed that “the faculty accommo-
dated my learning needs. During COVID-19 the faculty used online learning ma-
terials. For example, Zoom and Google Meet and other online learning materials. 
We were also able to communicate through WhatsApp to ensure different tools 
being used to suit students’ needs and the message was conveyed to each student 
effectively”. 

In support of earlier disclosure regarding the university’s preparations for the 
online learning ecosystem, Informant 34 shared that the faculty had taken pre-
cautions early to address Covid-19-related issues, and one of them was by con-
ducting online classes and minimising contact with each other. The power of 
Google Classroom was tapped to the full so that the students would always be 
alerted of the tasks given. The use of different online platforms enhanced the 
process of teaching and learning, where blended learning is regularly executed 
and has become a norm at the university. Hence, the online teaching is deemed 
convenient since students can get a stable internet connection anywhere around 
the campus.  

2) Emotional engagement 
When the Covid-19 nightmare will end is still a huge question mark. Hence, 

application of the new norm of learning and teaching seems to be longer than 
anticipated earlier. As classes remained virtual ones, students have developed var-
ious feelings towards certain courses. The narrative responses reflect the emo-
tional engagement among students during online learning. Narrative content anal-
ysis showed three types of emotional engagement (See Table 3). 

As shown in Table 3, Informant 67, for example, was struggling with a mo-
notonous lesson that contributed to boredom and ultimately led to meaningless 
learning. The informant revealed that “sometimes I felt quite sleepy and there were 
times I felt lost because I did not focus”. Similarly, Informant 53 reaffirmed the 
disclosure made by the previous informant by saying, “Honestly, attending on-
line classes made me sleepier than attending an actual class. I did not fully under-
stand what lecturers were saying because it was hard to focus”. 

The students’ mental well-being becomes one of the crucial factors in an on-
line learning environment. Some students have a tendency to get depressed and 
anxious when they are forced to participate in online learning, and they attend 
the online class simply to make sure that they fulfil the attendance requirement  
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Table 3. Emotional engagement. 

Emotion Total number mention 
Percentage informant mentioning 

(n = 68) 

Positive emotion   

happy 4 6 

grateful 1 1 

feel safe 1 1 

excited 3 4 

comfortable 1 1 

fun 1 1 

good 5 7 

peaceful 1 1 

Negative emotion  0 

sleepy 2 3 

uncomfortable 1 1 

stress 8 12 

disappointed 2 3 

mentally tired 1 1 

not interested 1 1 

sad 2 3 

Mixed feeling   

happy and sad 3 4 

stress and fun 1 1 

sleepy and happy 2 3 

Total 40 59 

 
for the course. Informant 46, for example, shared, “I felt so stressed and lost my 
concentration on my study”. 

However, at the same time, some students have a liking for online learning. 
Informant 67, for instance, praised her lecturer through her feelings in the narr-
ative by declaring, “I’m happy because I have a dedicated lecturer to teach stu-
dents and feel grateful to receive new input from the lecturer”. Meanwhile, In-
formant 11 felt excited about the new learning environment and managed to 
handle his lessons more conveniently. He shared, “Excited. Because I have never 
experienced an online class. My study schedule at home is very systematic. I have 
more free time”. 

Some students have mixed emotions, as reflected in the narrative of Informant 
21: “Mixed feelings were involved. Some days it stressed me out because of the 
internet line but some days I felt fun learning online classes as the lecturer made 
the learning fun”. All in all, it is a fair argument that the students’ emotions were 
unequivocal as Informant 26 elucidated, “At first, I am not very familiar and in-
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terested in online classes because I prefer face-to-face class. It makes me focus 
more and understand well. But with our situation right now, I can slowly adapt 
to this learning style and try my best to catch up and have a better understanding 
of every topic that we have learned”. 

3) Cognitive engagement 
Cognitive engagement refers to students using their thinking besides engaging 

actively with their instructors and peers (See Table 4). 
Based on the result from content narrative analysis, most students rarely or 

only sometimes interact with their instructors and peers. In addition, a number 
of students seemed to be struggling with the new learning experience and were 
unable to participate actively. For example, Informant 7 shared his frustration by 
saying, “I couldn’t easily ask a question to my lecturer. I’m not focused on online 
class”. This reflection indicates that the teaching and learning do not sync for all 
students sometimes. Informant (57) said, “My learning process was disturbed 
because I did not understand what was being taught on the internet and did not 
have enough reading material to understand”., This described the limitation and 
hassle in gaining access to tangible resources, which disrupted the entire learn-
ing process. 

Some students compared their before and during Covid-19 learning expe-
riences with feelings of nostalgia. For instance, Informant 11 shared, “Anyhow, I 
miss on-site class/learning as it will bring us closer to the lecturer and classmates, 
we can ask anything immediately and be able to get answers as soon as possible. 
Missing university environment.” But she agreed that the deadly coronavirus 
could alter a person’s life by saying, “But if you think about others and your life 
safety, it’s better to be in a safe place like home”.  

The internet plays a critical role in bringing students, peers and teachers to-
gether. As described in the narrative responses, “internet connection” was the 
most repetitive term raised by the participating students. Difficulties in getting a 
good internet connection made it harder for the students to engage in learning 
effectively, so much so that they eventually became frustrated when it comes time 
to attend class online. Informant 33 portrayed her frustration this way: “Very2 
stressful sir. Sometimes until I cry to get in the class but the internet connection 
doesn’t want to support me at all”. Since Informant 4 uttered that “my learning  
 
Table 4. Cognitive engagement. 

Cognitive engagement Total number mention 
Percentage informant 
mentioning (n = 68) 

Interaction with instructor and peers   

none 4 6 

rarely 22 32 

sometimes 14 21 

often 15 22 

Total 55 81 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.99012


M. K. Omar et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.99012 177 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

environment gets disrupted by poor internet connection”, it indicated that the 
tool that connects people also play a significant role in motivating students in the 
online learning process. Hence, students used a Virtual Private Network (VPN) 
to get into a Moodle-based classroom platform. However, they also get discon-
nected, as mentioned by Informant 18: “I use a VPN to connect with people abroad. 
Sometimes VPN is not working so I can’t get a message immediately”. In anoth-
er note, Informant 39 admitted that due to living in a remote place, he often 
struggled to gain internet access. He said it was “unfair for students like me. Be-
cause I live in a village and sometimes I don’t have a good connection”. Some of 
the informants are international students. They also face internet disruptions 
due to legal issues in their home country. 

4) Behavioral engagement 
On the basis that education must proceed even during difficult circumstances, 

like during a pandemic, lecturers prepared learning strategies and tasks for the 
students. The courses the students enrolled in emphasised on project-based tasks 
and required group work. The narrative analysis showed that the behavioural en-
gagement among students was related to completing the assignments online, based 
on the strategies and tasks that were given (See Table 5).  

The result from the narrative content analysis also unveiled feelings of frustra-
tion in uncompleted assignments in the context of learning satisfaction. Infor-
mant 4 voiced out her frustration with using an online platform by emphasising 
that she was “not satisfied because we are not able to complete the fieldwork and 
practical assignment”. Full and partial interactions among members failed to 
produce solutions for their group project. It became a fall back to individual 
projects, where the group leader would be the one completing the project. 
 
Table 5. Behavioral engagement. 

Behavioral engagement Total number mention 
Percentage informant 
mentioning (n = 68) 

Complete assignment   

Manageable to complete 12 18 

Sufficient assignment 14 21 

Uncompleted assignment   

Overload assignment 8 12 

Difficult to complete 4 6 

Difficult to discuss in group work 3 4 

Not understand 3 4 

Lack of materials 2 3 

Internet connection 3 4 

Attention   

Cannot focus 9 13 

Surrounding distraction 5 7 

Total 63 93 
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Informant 3 and 61 reported similar experiences in learning via an online plat-
form. The former said, “I’m mentally tired with online classes because I have to 
process a lot of information and juggling with assignments at the same time as 
the time given to finish everything isn’t enough. It is difficult to follow the class 
schedule because the change from a normal of face-to-face classroom environ-
ment resulted in an online class arrangement based on the lecturer for the course” 
while the latter said, “It’s a bit stressful because I don’t want to miss class but at 
the same time there are two overlapping classes, it’s hard for me to choose so I 
decided to open two and this is stressful but I try to hold and give my very best 
cause it’s been a long time since classes have been sacrificed”.  

Besides the involvement of students in completing given tasks, result from the 
narrative analysis also showed behavioural engagement relating to students’ fo-
cus during online learning. Informant 51 explained, “Actually, I felt that I can’t 
focus when attending the classes online. This is because I can easily get distracted 
when I am at home,” while informant 13 added that “my emotions were stressed 
when I couldn’t join the class and also stressed when I joined the class because I 
felt the class was not giving a positive impact for my study. It is because I do not 
focus well and I don’t try to understand that in a short time”. These suggest that 
all students have their own reasons for their perception that online learning do 
not suit their preferences. 

The attention of students during online lessons was also distracted by their 
learning environment. Informant 26 was placed in the most difficult situation 
when she ended up being a helper in her sibling’s house. She shared this expe-
rience as follows: “I was stuck at the house of my brother and sister who have a 
baby. The house was a common house, so it was a bit difficult for me to get the 
job done in a short time when I got disturbed by their kids. Also, managing my 
time at home and college is a bit different because in college I only need to focus 
as a student, but at home I need to focus as a student and on doing household 
chores for my sister and brother.”  

Some students proposed learning strategies to help them concentrate and com-
plete the given tasks during online classes. Informant 33 and 23 suggested that 
lecturers use better pedagogical methods. Informant 33 suggested lecturers “make 
the online class more fun, so the student will enjoy and would not feel sleepy”. 
Informant 23 made the following suggestion: “Make the learning and online 
class fun like conducting a few games or activities so it won’t be boring”. Infor-
mant 66 urged the faculty to “give some homework which students can do” to 
assist them in understanding the learning content. Since online learning has be-
come less interesting because lecturers prioritise content rather than activities, 
Informant 39 said, “I need some exercise and supporting video (lecturers were 
teaching/presenting/a cartoon version/an example in real life, etc) to empower 
the lesson”. Besides, the lecturer was able to upload the learning content, from 
reliable sources, in the form of activities that provide some additional learning 
content for students.  

5) Students Satisfaction 
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As the coronavirus continues to turn the world upside down, students and 
lecturers are uncertain about the future of the learning process. It is interesting 
to note the efforts being made by lecturers to ensure the pedagogical methods 
meet the goal of providing the best learning services to students. Table 6 shows 
students’ satisfaction level regarding online learning.  

Based on the content narrative analysis, only half of the participating students 
were satisfied with their learning experience during the Covid-19 outbreak. In-
formant 54 said, “I am satisfied enough with the virtual classroom because the 
lecturers do their best in their teaching and provide enough information.” In-
formant 36 mentioned the important role played by the course lecturer to make 
class time worthwhile by affirming being “very satisfied. Because the teachers are 
very responsible, and I didn’t waste the time this semester”. This evidence shows 
that proactive lecturers will do everything to make sure that learning is possible 
amidst the current challenges and shortcomings.  

However, some students are dissatisfied and frustrated. Informant 2 admitted 
that he was distracted by other matters during online learning and was “less sa-
tisfied because virtual learning has left me less focused and distracted”. However, 
little information was given about the distracting factors that affected his learn-
ing. Informants 41 and 59 can be categorised as the most dissatisfied learners. 
Informant 41 said, “I’m not satisfied at all because I’m the type of person who 
always ask my lecturer or teacher immediately if I don’t understand something 
but this online class had limited me to ask my lecturer. Even I’m asking about 
something I don’t understand in WhatsApp’s (example), I’ll not understand 
even after that because I want specific explanation”. Informant 59 felt “not so sa-
tisfied because usually, in normal classes, lecturers will draw or write more de-
tails to students on the whiteboard for them to understand more”. 

5. Discussion 

To facilitate access and continuity of education while safeguarding the health of 
students during the Covid-19 pandemic, the university shelved the conventional 
teaching and learning ecosystem for online teaching. Due to this significant change, 
this study explored the impact of the Covid-19 outbreak on online learning from 
the perspective of UPM students. As aforementioned, five themes emerged from 
the analysis conducted, namely 1) institutional support, 2) emotional engage-
ment, 3) cognitive engagement, 4) behavioural engagement, and 5) students’ sa-
tisfaction. 
 
Table 6. Students satisfaction. 

Students satisfaction Total number mention 
Percentage informant 
mentioning (n = 68) 

Satisfied 36 53 

Less satisfied 13 19 

Not satisfied 18 26 

Total 67 98 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.99012


M. K. Omar et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.99012 180 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

The first theme touches on institutional support for students’ learning. One 
initiative implemented by UPM was the offering of a virtual educational envi-
ronment by using LMS Moodle to ensure its students can access the courses on-
line, including learning materials, assessments, and tracking their progress. Ke-
rimbayev et al. (2020) described LMS Moodle as a great strategic tool for plan-
ning, conducting, and managing learning activities. The results of the present 
study also demonstrate that the effort to use this open-source learning platform 
is a positive one as students could attend class as usual, even though it is a virtual 
classroom. To ensure that no lessons are missed, the university accommodates 
students with online recording and web or video conferencing that were organised 
using either the asynchronous or synchronous methods. 

The findings also indicate that the effectiveness of this support system is re-
flected by the students’ engagement in online learning. The results highlight the 
occurrence of three types of engagement during the online learning process: 1) 
emotional, 2) cognitive, and 3) behavioural. Georgakopoulos et al. (2020) assert 
that emotional engagement is difficult to measure, unlike behavioural engage-
ment, which can be assessed through the interactions with learning activities. How-
ever, the results prove that emotional engagement among students can be deter-
mined by their positive or negative emotions, including attitude, enthusiasm, and 
interest in learning. Students developed positive emotions because the online 
courses were conducted asynchronously, giving them flexibility in scheduling and 
giving them more free time. In addition, this digital approach to learning makes 
it more fun and meaningful for students to engage in the planned activities. How-
ever, students also do develop negative emotions in online learning. Yu et al. 
(2020) asserted that the relationship between student interaction and learning 
persistence was mediated and moderated by anxiety and boredom. Students feel 
less sense of belonging and have difficulties in concentrating in this relatively 
new learning environment. The consistency of this negative emotional engage-
ment will lead to poor academic performance. 

Meanwhile, cognitive engagement focuses on how students use active learning 
and higher order thinking to master learning (Schindler et al., 2017). However, 
the findings show that the students seem to struggle to effectively engage in learn-
ing. They often have difficulties interacting with their instructors and peers. As a 
consequence, it was difficult for them to understand online learning content well. 
This one-way communication became a major obstacle for the instructors to pro-
vide meaningful learning to students. Instructors need to identify the best prac-
tices to communicate effectively in order to encourage students to participate in 
an online learning environment. Another challenge that also interfered with the 
students’ cognitive engagement is internet connection. Unstable and poor inter-
net connectivity make online learning difficult.  

Behavioural engagement is also part of the students’ experiences in online lear- 
ning. This engagement refers to students’ participation in completing assignments 
and their attention during online learning (Kucuk & Richardson, 2019). Most of 
the students felt burdensome to complete the assignments given by their instruc-
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tors. In fact, group online projects represented the main challenge for them. Free 
riders, time consuming, limited verbal and unsynchronised communication are 
common factors hindering the effectiveness of completing group projects (Chang 
& Kang, 2016). Regarding the students’ attention in the virtual classroom, most 
of them were distracted by the home atmosphere as it was a non-private place to 
study. Apart from that, attention distractions often occur when students lack time 
management skills, which caused them to do household chores and class assign-
ments simultaneously. Some students suggested new learning strategies to help them 
develop deeper engagement and achieve online learning satisfaction.  

Quality teaching is believed to directly influence students’ satisfaction. Masse-
rini et al. (2019) believed teaching quality dimensions to be the main determi-
nants of students’ satisfaction. The findings of this study indicate that students 
were satisfied when the teachers deliver good teaching quality. However, some 
students also expressed their dissatisfaction with their lecturers’ teaching style in 
online learning classrooms. Hence, to improve the pedagogical strategy, lectur-
ers should strive to utilise numerous online learning platforms, such as Zoom, 
Webex, and Google Meet. In most cases, lecturers are still adapting and trying to 
understand the whole functionality of the various online learning platforms. In 
some online classes, lecturers focus more on content delivery rather than devel-
oping interactive content in the form of student-centred learning and game-based 
learning. Hence, their students might feel dissatisfied because they did not get 
the same treatment they received in conventional classrooms. Overall, there are 
still barriers to implementing online learning at home because not all students 
have good internet access. Technological facilities have become the major barrier 
to online learning. As a matter of fact, not all students can afford the required 
technological tools. 

6. Study Limitation 

The current study was limited to students of UPM, Malaysia. Hence, the findings 
of this study cannot be generalised to all institutions of higher learning in the 
country. The emotions and perceptions of the faculty regarding the usage of tech-
nology and knowledge are different for different users. We identified numerous 
technical issues when it comes to data consumption and usage. Future studies can 
address this research gap and focus on other modes to collect empirical data that 
can be analysed for better results. In addition, future studies can focus more on a 
hybrid system of education that is a mixture of both online and offline learning. 

7. Conclusion 

In view of this rapidly evolving global health crisis, the quality of learning is 
deemed more important than content delivery for both learners and educators; 
hence, a vast amount of trial and error in learning methods is necessary. For these 
strategies to be successful, institutions of higher learning should foster close co-
operation among themselves, particularly in the form of regionalisation of edu-
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cational teleconferences and allowing access to nearby institutions to ensure all 
students have access to high-quality education during these trying times. This 
should include access to a stable internet connection. Private entities can assist 
by providing the necessary facilities and the government providing the necessary 
support to enable teaching and learning to take place effectively and without 
disruption. In the implementation of a distance-learning ecosystem, due empha-
sis must be given to support student learning in terms of emotion, cognition and 
behaviour. This means that all programs should contain appropriate measures to 
preserve these important elements. 
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