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Abstract

COVID-19, which as of March 2021 has impacted 123 
million individuals worldwide and 29 million in the United 
States, generated overnight changes in universities across 
the United States. Instructors had to move their classes 
online in a matter of days and students had to navigate online 
learning, most for the first time. This study takes a basic 
qualitative approach to explore how students in an associate’s 
degree program focused on agriculture are experiencing the 
transition to online learning and its effects both personally 
and academically. Twenty-four students completed semi-
structured interviews during the fall semester of 2020 and 
the data were coded into themes. Students identified their 
personal challenges, challenges with courses moving to 
online instruction, and areas where students felt they were 
successful. A set of recommendations emerged from the 
student input, including: starting synchronously, chunked 
learning, interactive lessons, contained flexibility, adequate 
communication, timely feedback, and a demonstration of 
caring on the part of the instructors.
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Introduction 

Understanding students’ perceptions of their learning 
processes with COVID-19 pandemic restrictions imposed 
on the system is vital to better prepare them to enter the 
workforce. Starting in the spring of 2020, through the 
following fall, most U.S. colleges and universities moved 
to remote teaching as a result of the rapidly spreading 
virus. This transition was unlike anything that has been 
implemented in the past. Many instructors had no previous 
experience or training with online teaching. Many were 
also confronted with their students’ lack of reliable internet 
access. However, it was not only the instructors making 
significant adjustments. In a study from Means and Neisler 
(2020), 43% of students never had taken an online course 

before and were now forced to adapt to learning in new 
ways, many asynchronously, while also being uprooted 
from campus housing, and away from the support systems 
offered by universities for student success. While online 
learning has continued to be heavily researched due to the 
increasing number of courses offered online (Staples, 1999) 
we sought to determine if there are differences between 
online learning and online learning during a pandemic. 
Understanding the lived experiences of the students 
throughout this transition process can provide instructors 
with lessons learned in order to properly prepare for future 
delivery of courses and online instruction. 

Both internal and external factors play a role in students’ 
learning (Bandura et al., 1977) specifically students own 
internal factors such as emotions, skills sets, and motivators. 
The transition to online learning during the pandemic was 
stressful to both students and instructors which contributed 
to a rollercoaster of emotions throughout the semester. A 
student’s emotional state plays a role in their academic 
well-being (Cho and Heron, 2015). Pekrun et al. (2010) 
found that student boredom is positively associated with 
their attention problems and negatively related to intrinsic 
motivation, learning strategies, and academic performance. 
Even with limited research, it is generally known that the 
global pandemic has impacted both the mental and physical 
health of people worldwide. Afifi et al. (2016) explain that 
with uncertainties there is increased anxiety and stress. 
Furthermore, those in rural areas and marginalized 
individuals have experienced greater impacts which directly 
impacts those in agricultural communities and increased 
uncertainties as the pandemic impacted the food supply. In 
addition to emotions, the students’ own idea of their skill 
set plays a role in their online learning experience. For 
example, students with previous online-learning experience 
that are already comfortable with technology and motivated 
to learn technology skills were more satisfied and perceived 
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a better quality of the course (Stokes, 2003). As well as 
comfortableness with online learning, most learners agreed 
that their own idea of motivation and time management also 
plays a role in the success of online learning according to 
a study from Song et al. (2004). Also in looking at studies 
focused on the motivations for why students choose online 
or face to face courses (Jaggars, 2014; Dutton et al., 2019; 
Harris and Martin, 2012) it is clear that the one commonality 
is the students had a choice in the course delivery method. 
The COVID-19 transition to online has presented its own 
set of challenges. It affected a very different population in 
that students who did not, and potentially would not, choose 
distance education are forced into online classes. This 
involuntary conversion inevitably had an effect on student 
learning and motivation. In a spring of 2020 survey of 22,500 
undergraduates at five public research universities, 76 % 
said they lacked motivation for online learning. (McMurtrie, 
2020). In addition, students choose between online vs. face 
to face instruction based on their own internal motivators. 
For example, face to face students typically are motivated 
to take classes as they are motivated from class meetings, 
contact with instructors and fellow students, and learn 
better by listening to lecture whereas online students are 
motivated as their class conflicts with work, commuting time 
is reduced, and there is increased flexibility (Dutton et al., 
2019). 

Instructors had a large external impact on students as 
they were left to make quick decisions on how to deliver 
courses and implement teaching strategies. Students 
are able to acquire new behaviors through observation 
(Bandura, 1997) whether that is through face to face or 
online learning, often instructors have ample time to create 
their courses using the proper delivery method for that 
course. Delivery methods are one of the topics in online 
learning that have been heavily researched and current 
studies indicate, generally speaking, asynchronous courses 
work better for online students and their lifestyles for the 
students who choose to enroll in online classes (Clinefelter 
and Aslanian, 2017). Students who choose online classes 
are often balancing work, family and other commitments, 
so choosing synchronous courses would not work well 
within these constraints (Hrastinski, 2008). That does not 
mean that asynchronous works in every situation. Weston 
and Cranton (1986) found that synchronous classes allow 
students to get immediate feedback and better facilitates 
social interactions among students. This is parallel to the 
findings of Clinefelder and Aslanian (2017) who found that 
57% of students found it important to be able to regularly 
engage with classmates and instructors in online classes. 
Farros (2019) found that students who participated in 
any amount of synchronous sessions performed better in 
the course. Fowler (2019) found that when synchronous 
orientation sessions were implemented, student success 
as determined by course grades was higher and course 
withdrawals were significantly reduced as compared to 
when asynchronous orientation was used. Research 
suggests that the best approach to online education is 
one that blends delivery methods, with greater emphasis 
on asynchronous modes. Martin et al. (2020) suggest that 
using a blend of synchronous and asynchronous online 

learning can reduce some of the challenges of asynchronous 
learning, including “a lack of immediacy, community, 
interaction, and audiovisual communication.” In looking at 
teaching strategies, research also indicates videos should 
be simple and short to avoid inattention, to keep student 
engagement high, and to improve the efficacy of the 
learning process (Kapoor, 2015; Beheshti et al., 2018). Ou 
et al. (2019) also worked toward figuring out optimal length 
of video segments. Their research builds upon earlier work 
by Goel and Joyner (2016, 2017) suggesting that a 60 
minute lesson should be broken down into clips of length 
ranging from one to five minutes that are interwoven with 
interactive exercises and adaptive feedback. Additionally, 
interactive lessons, gamification, and at-home lab kits for at 
home experimentation resulted in significantly higher exam 
scores and levels of self-efficacy to perform in the topic area 
compared to control groups (Chen, 2018; Moradi et al., 
2018; DeBoer, 2019). Tan Yuen Ling (2018) also found that 
gamification improves motivation, as determined by interest, 
excitement, and confidence, and competence in responding 
correctly to post-activity assessments. Additionally, how to 
develop a community through online learning has also been 
heavily debated. Results from LaPointe and Resietter (2008) 
indicated that although some students found the online 
community helpful to their learning, others perceived the 
online peer connections to not be supportive of their online 
learning processes. It is ultimately up to the instructors for 
how they plan to incorporate peer to peer interactions that 
impact the students either positively or negatively. Both 
the students and instructors play an important role in the 
online learning process but what those specific student and 
instructor roles are could also depend on the type of student 
population and their associated discipline.

The majority of the literature reviews on online learning in 
agriculture programs has been conducted at the bachelor’s 
or graduate level (Jayaratne and Moore, 2017; Joshi et al., 
2020; Muljana and Luo, 2019). However, many institutions 
around the country offer hands-on associate’s degree 
programs in agricultural fields and little is known about the 
learning outcomes in this kind of degree. The associate 
degree programs are different from the bachelor's degree 
programs as the two-year degree offers more applied 
hands-on learning and less general education to prepare 
the students to enter the workforce sooner. In addition, 
the associate of applied science degree is different from 
an associates of arts degree in other community colleges 
because an associates of arts degree mainly focuses on the 
liberal arts whereas, an associate of applied science degree 
is also known as a vocational degree and the classes are 
mainly focused on the students’ major. The limited research 
focused on two-year agricultural students paired with this 
new urgency of online learning during the pandemic has 
created a need to conduct more research. 

Quantitative methods are particularly useful in scholarly 
areas where a number of prior empirical studies have 
already validated or refuted hypotheses that together form 
a theory that fit the data, where all the causal directions 
are established, and where time-ordered variables are 
available. In this case, there is a distinct lack of empirical 
data. There is no theoretical body of work and this 
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suggests that a qualitative approach is the better choice for 
accumulating knowledge, developing appropriate theory, 
and understanding the evolving situation with which we 
are now faced. There is little to no evidence yet on how 
to conceptualize, experience the process, or develop more 
than an artificial thought about the process of learning online 
during a pandemic. Therefore, it is necessary to examine 
raw data to identify main themes and basic ideas, which 
have not been explored to this point. We want to summarize, 
categorize, and interpret causes, effects, and holistic 
patterns. We can accomplish all of these with anecdotal 
cases and provide subjective interpretations, both of which 
can be accomplished by a qualitative approach. Likewise, 
Merriam and Tisdell (2015) describe the purpose of a 
basic qualitative approach as being used by researchers 
to understand how people make sense of their lives and 
experiences.

Purpose and Objectives

In this basic qualitative research study, we explored 
the perceptions and experiences of students in a two-
year agricultural associate degree program transitioning to 
emergency online learning during COVID-19. Determining 
what worked and what overwhelmed them, but also what 
could be done to alleviate the stress, is extremely useful 
in ensuring their continued participation in higher education 
and in propelling them toward eventual academic and 
workforce success. Understanding the actual experiences 
of the students and their reactions to the transition to 
emergency remote learning provides rich insight that will 
be essential in decision-making of instructors and students 
moving forward.

Theoretical Framework

Social cognitive theory shaped this study as it suggests 
there is a relationship in which three elements: the 
individual, his or her environment, and behavior, interact 
with each other to form behavior and any intervention to 
change behaviors (Bandura et al., 1977; Bandura, 1997). 
The social cognitive theory focuses on both internal and 
external factors in determining behavior. A key component 
of this theory is self-efficacy which is considered a person’s 
level of confidence, high or low, in their skills impacts their 
ability to reach their goals (Bandura et al., 1977). This level of 
confidence influences a person’s level of motivation, energy 
spent toward goal fulfillment, and in turn, the likelihood of 
positive outcomes. Bandura et al. (1977) indicated that 
there are four dynamics that impact self-efficacy: master 
experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasions, 
and emotional states. Another key component of the 
social cognitive theory is observational learning in which 
individuals perform new behaviors by exposure to another 
individual through observation, modeling, etc. and are able 
to replicate the same action. For example, students see 
their instructors modeling a demonstration in the classroom 
and are able to repeat it at home. Bandura’s social cognitive 
theory provides a framework for this study regarding learning 

through emergency online instruction and all of the factors 
that contribute to a student’s self-efficacy including their 
emotions, course delivery methods, course content, and 
interactions with the instructor. The students’ own learning 
and self-efficacy shapes their experience in the program 
and can provide justification for future improvements of 
online learning during the pandemic.

Materials and Methods

The main objective of this study was to collect baseline 
information on students and explore how students in a two-
year associate's degree program made meaning of their 
online educational experiences during a global pandemic. 
Further, we were interested in understanding how students 
understood their educational opportunities and personal 
growth. Understanding how students explored their own 
self-efficacy in this situation is key in potentially shaping how 
instructors could improve student outcomes. Worthington 
(2013) indicates that basic qualitative studies can be used 
to uncover strategies and practice of effective teachers. In 
addition, there was a need for a baseline as there has not 
previously been literature about emergency online learning 
during a pandemic for students who did not choose to take 
online courses. 

A semi-structured interview protocol (Rabionet, 
2011) was selected as there were certain topics the 
researchers wanted to address while also allowing for a 
level of exploration of topics students wanted to discuss. 
All interviews were conducted using Zoom. The interviews 
were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed to reveal themes. 
Data were collected from 24 students at which point data 
saturation was reached. For qualitative studies, according 
to Glaser (1965) data saturation is an appropriate method 
for determining sample size. Two of the researchers 
coded the transcripts first, individually. Then, the two 
sets of coded data were compared in a strict cognitive 
comparison to establish intercoder reliability (Olson et al., 
2016). The common, emergent themes were then compiled 
from the data. Credibility was established through inter-
coder reliability as the researchers independently coded 
data and came together to ensure congruence of code. 
A dependability audit was completed that acknowledged 
the findings were consistent (Miller, 1997). Themes were 
analyzed and conclusions were drawn. 

Results and Discussion

Introduction to the Study ParticipantsIntroduction to the Study Participants
The interviewed students represented a diverse cross-

section of educational and background characteristics. 
The names of the students were changed in this article 
to maintain their confidentiality. Seventeen students self-
identified as male and seven as female. With the exception 
of one student, all were students who started on campus 
and moved back home after the university transitioned to 
emergency remote instruction, which effectively moved all 
face to face classes to online delivery of instruction. Sixteen 
of the students started their college career prior to this 
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semester and six were first semester college students. The 
largest number of students were enrolled in the agribusiness 
management program, followed by livestock and poultry 
management, ornamentals and landscape technologies, 
general agriculture, and field crop technologies. There were 
four students who were either double or triple majoring in 
some combination of the above-listed degree programs. 
Continuing students ranged from those who excelled 
academically with a 4.0 GPA through the middle ranks to 
the lowest end with a student on academic probation with a 
1.8 GPA. Those interviewed were full and part-time students 
with between 6 and 19 credit hours, with combinations of 
lecture-only and lecture-lab classes.

 In evaluating their own self-efficacy, students considered 
their level of effort and the academic results they were 
achieving from that effort. The majority of incoming students 
felt the semester was going reasonably well and their 
grades matched their expectations. Continuing students 
were less likely than incoming students to accurately predict 
their overall course grades as a result of their progress after 
the transition to online coursework. 

Student Perceptions Student Perceptions 
Deconstructing student perceptions of their transition 

to emergency online instruction helps instructors see the 
challenges and successes from the student perspective 
and helps pave the way toward future instructor actions 
that improve student success. Understanding how faculty 
decisions impact student perceptions and student learning 
can provide useful feedback in the iterative process of 
course planning, preparation, and delivery. Additionally, 
understanding where and why the pitfalls in the process 
occur may allow for faculty to make changes that help 
students or that help students make better choices for 
themselves because of a change in the structure or the 
culture of the learning environment.

Students reported feelings of being subjected to 
unnecessary government-imposed isolation and of having 
personal freedoms taken away which had a psychological 
impact on everyone involved. When faced with unexpected 
and unwelcome changes, self-doubt also plays a key role 
in performance within the new system. As with all change, 
transition is significantly more difficult for some than others. 

A few students felt they were excelling in the online 
format, but the majority were either totally overwhelmed, 
leading to poor academic performance, or were able to 
take it in stride and adapt. Most said they preferred face-
to-face classes and being on campus. From the beginning 
of the semester, many students expected to move online at 
some point during the semester so this transition was not 
unexpected, but it was undesirable. Harvey summarized 
the general feeling well. He noted, 

“It sucks. It’s not the same. I’d much rather do 
classes face-to-face because it’s much easier to 
learn things. It’s harder to read and learn online. 
You can’t retain it as well. You learn all the sidebars 
and how you connect to the real world when you 
have conversations with your instructors, and I find 
that to be a better learning experience because it 

ties in to the real world. I used to keep an A average 
and I’ve dropped like 20 points.” 

Discussions with all of the participants led to several 
themes from which we can make recommendations that 
future instructors could use to design their courses to 
maximize the potential for success in the learning process 
for students. 

Student Challenges Theme 1: Flexibility Student Challenges Theme 1: Flexibility 
Created a Culture of Procrastination, Created a Culture of Procrastination, 
Alternative PrioritiesAlternative Priorities

Students enjoyed having the flexibility of completing 
their work on their own schedule. That flexibility ended up 
being a benefit to some students and a detriment to others. 
Students were quick to realize that with class meetings 
significantly reduced, they were on their own to digest 
content, work on class activities and projects, and study. 
The challenge with the added time away from classes is 
the ability to put school off in the pursuit of other activities. 
What students liked best about college this semester was 
flexibility in its many forms including free time, being able 
to do things on their own schedule, being able to work, and 
enjoying instructor leniency. Andrew noted, “I’ve had a lot of 
free time because we only meet one day a week for most 
classes. I’ve had a lot of time to kind of work on other class 
projects and other assignments.” This also allowed some of 
the students to spend time socializing, albeit in a different 
manner than normal. Caitlyn noted, “Like college has just 
been different and so we like go on walks now and we find 
cool places to do our homework because we have to do that 
all day now.”

That flexibility led to significant challenges with self-
motivation. It also created distractions because students 
did not take time out of their day to go to a classroom, 
they performed their learning tasks in other places, which 
increased the likelihood of distractions. Many of the 
students had difficulty staying on task and getting the work 
done on their own, even during the brief live Zoom sessions 
each week. Jean indicated that distractions were the main 
problem, saying “It’s weird because you’d rather just lay 
down on the couch than do your Zoom call.” 

Most students also had work commitments that 
expanded to fill the void left by classes not being held. 
Some were asked to step up their work effort on family 
farms while some took on additional part-time jobs to help 
with expenses. Don noted, 

“I had the problem that when we first got out, I came 
back home and went straight to work. I put school 
to the side. I did my work but I didn’t do it to my best 
effort. I was doing my lectures but I was doing them 
at night when I got in from the fields. Now I stop 
what I’m doing and listen to the lecture. I do most 
of my school work sitting right here [in the cab of a 
tractor]”.

Flexibility can also wreak havoc with managing time 
wisely. Many of the students found that with the reduced class 
time, they were able to procrastinate for longer periods of 
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time. The students with the most life experiences, including 
children, military service, and full-time employment, started 
out with a better handle on managing their time than students 
without these experiences. Some students self-identified as 
dedicated procrastinators even in the best of times but the 
pandemic exacerbated it. Calvin summarized this with 

“When it gets to the end, I can manage my time well, 
but if I have too long, I procrastinate too much until 
the panic sets in, and then I get down to it. Instead of 
doing it in chunks, I do it in all one big cram. I have a 
different problem with it this semester because I’m 
totally managing my own time. I procrastinate with 
face-to-face classes too but at least I go to class.”

Jordan also noted that some students have additional 
work/life balance challenges. 

“Time management and just kinda,[sic] stress 
management, managing life as a student and kind of 
being broke as well. So like with time management, 
me having responsibilities back at home and giving 
those my full attention and not half doing it...still at 
the same time I’m making good grades and trying to 
so then with stress management, just kinda [sic]all 
those things having to juggle all those acts. Those 
were big challenges for me, just kind of financially, 
and then keeping that stress level balanced and 
making sure I’m spending my time wisely and 
everything.”

Many students had difficulty keeping track of the different 
due dates and the dates and times for various assignments 
for their different courses. Instructors who set a schedule 
and kept to it were the most highly regarded. Those that 
tweaked their schedules or due dates, and especially the 
instructors whose schedule and due dates constantly 
evolved, created significant frustration and anxiety within 
their students. 

The students who had the easiest time with time 
management were the ones who had a system for getting 
work done. This ranged from a whiteboard that held due 
dates to planners to online calendars to a study buddy who 
sent out reminders. Whatever their individual system, as 
long as they had one, they were usually able to stay on track. 
Those without a system had significantly more difficulty 
getting the work done and submitted on time, especially in 
the instances where the due dates became a moving target.

Student Challenges Theme 2: Reduced Human Student Challenges Theme 2: Reduced Human 
Contact and Insufficient Communication Contact and Insufficient Communication 
Increases StressIncreases Stress

Insufficient communication and human contact 
were common complaints throughout the discussions 
with students. Although many students found ways to 
congregate or do things collectively, the general perception 
was that the level of human interaction and human to 
human communication without the use of technology was 
insufficient both on a personal level and educationally. 
Students felt isolated from each other and from their 

families. They felt disconnected with other students and 
with their instructors. 

They also felt bombarded with the sheer quantity 
of information sent to them to unpack and master in the 
seclusion of their independent study spaces, oftentimes 
without the class discussions and hands-on learning that 
can bring the key takeaways to light. Victor noted, 

“Just everything being on the computer. I’ve always 
been a pen and paper person. Going to class, 
hearing the professor, writing notes. It’s similar 
with Zoom but different. I’m overwhelmed with the 
amount of material and trying to keep on track.” 

They often associated poor or insufficient 
communications with instructors making learning more 
difficult than it needed to be. In addition, not having the ability 
to get instant feedback created a disconnect that resulted in 
the learning process taking significantly more time than it 
otherwise would have, partly due to the downtime between 
getting answers to questions. Harvey noted, 

“I can’t just raise my hand and ask what it means. 
Even though I can take pictures of it and send it 
to my instructor, there’s always going to be a gap 
that’s going to be between when I’m working on it 
and when they can respond and then backtracking 
and trying to sit down and do that.”

For the students who followed the guidelines and stayed 
isolated, this isolation compounded the learning challenge 
by not allowing them meet with study partners or groups of 
classmates.

Student Challenges Theme 3: Insecurity and Student Challenges Theme 3: Insecurity and 
Anxiety Were Compounding FactorsAnxiety Were Compounding Factors

The six students who felt definitely or very overwhelmed 
cited high stress, assignments added into the schedule at 
the last minute, no fall break, and being mobility-restricted 
as the most common challenges. This ties back into 
Bandura’s self-efficacy theory. The students who had low 
confidence in themselves and their ability to perform online 
were significantly more likely to experience high stress 
level, anxiety, and feelings of being overwhelmed. Jaime 
felt "Overwhelmed. Stressed out. Cry a lot. I’m trying to stop 
procrastinating. Online I don’t have someone pushing me 
to stay on top of it.” Notably, there were no first semester 
students in the definitely overwhelmed category. This could 
be attributed to them having no prior college experience to 
compare this semester to so the migration to online learning 
was not as disruptive a transition as it was for the continuing 
students. 

Of the six students who self-identified as consistently 
overwhelmed, only one achieved a higher semester GPA 
than their cumulative GPA. Surprisingly, for the continuing 
students who self-identified as definitely not overwhelmed, 
there were mixed results on their earned grades. Two 
students earned higher semester grades, two lower, and 
one identical to their cumulative GPA. There were three first-
semester students who were definitely not overwhelmed 



NACTA Journal • COVID 19 Special Issue •  April 2021 15

but there was no GPA comparison. There were those 
who were only sometimes overwhelmed, for example, 
studying for exams, taking exams, getting behind on tasks, 
and transitioning to online learning. Parenthood creates 
additional challenges. Mikara noted, “I’m trying to balance 
school, working and the kid. I want to have my attention in 
all those places at once and that's part of why I’m feeling 
overwhelmed.”

One-third of the students were not overwhelmed at all, 
with some in this group saying that online worked better for 
them and reduced their anxiety. Jean noted, “I know how 
to work a computer so I haven't been overwhelmed. I was 
used to online in high school because I took a bunch of 
community college classes online so I kind of knew how it 
was.”

Carl felt that being a minority created its own set of 
anxiety-inducing challenges this semester. About anxiety, 
he said, “...being a minority and going through a pandemic 
and one of the most racial climate hotspots probably in the 
past couple of decades. It’s a lot.” 

Student Challenges Theme 4: Technology was Student Challenges Theme 4: Technology was 
a Challengea Challenge

Challenges with poor internet connectivity, the 
learning curve on new instructional software, adequate 
communication through technology, and the highly variable 
transition of moving course materials into an online delivery 
system, and finding ways to meet, study, and work together 
were all components of the technology issues addressed 
by students. Several of the issues addressed in the 
online learning and communications areas stemmed from 
inadequate internet connections of two professors creating 
poor video quality as well as two instructors whose response 
times to email queries were uncharacteristically long. Ella 
noted, “Definitely technology. I wasn’t into technology, so 
I had to learn how to use the computer. I used a computer 
maybe twice a week in high school, but nothing like this!”

Some students were still able to form study groups, 
complete group assignments, and meet other students 
after classes transitioned to virtual learning, however this 
was not the norm. Most students said they were not able 
to make friends or form virtual study groups after classes 
moved online. Heather noted, “I have one group project 
and me and my partner message back and forth about the 
project. I ask him about other classes, but other than that, 
no. I haven’t really tried.” 

Instructor Suggestions Theme 1: Instructor/Instructor Suggestions Theme 1: Instructor/
Administrator Attitude CountsAdministrator Attitude Counts

All students felt their instructors cared about them and 
were concerned about their progress, though there were 
points during the semester that this occasionally came into 
question. Having instructors who cared about them and 
their well-being settled the nerves of some of the students 
and encouraged them to believe in themselves, thereby 
increasing their expectations of a positive outcome. The 
most common themes were that instructors reached out 
by email and text and, with few exceptions, were quick to 
help or provide extra time to complete assignments and get 
back on track. Calvin stated, “it seems like in classes they 

care about how we’re doing.” However, there were some 
exceptions. Carson said “I have reached out to [Instructor]. 
I’ve reached out to him 2 or 3 times by email but he has 
never responded and that stresses me out.” 

Instructor Suggestions Theme 2: Synchronous Instructor Suggestions Theme 2: Synchronous 
Start, Transition LaterStart, Transition Later

Of all students interviewed, only one had a completely 
online schedule at the start of the semester. All others had 
either all face-to-face or a combination of face-to-face and 
online classes that all moved to the online format at the 
end of the second week of class. Students were asked 
to identify the delivery methods of the classes after the 
transition. There were a variety of modalities identified. 
These included:

• Asynchronous with recorded full-length lectures (50 
- 75 minute segments)

• Asynchronous with mini-lectures (multiple 5 - 15 
minute segments)

• Synchronous, live Zoom with required attendance
• Synchronous, live Zoom without required 

attendance with full-length recordings
• Synchronous, live Zoom without required 

attendance but with mini-recordings
• Top Hat enhanced lectures
• Email delivery of content
• Student-led inquiry/Group projects

The most common theme was that live lectures 
either through Top Hat or Zoom worked the best. Again, 
the personal contact with the instructor was an important 
component to reducing mental stress for the students. The 
students whose instructors incorporated a learning platform 
called, Top Hat had the most compliments about that system 
than any other singular item in the interview process. The 
second most common theme was that students who liked 
to work at their own time and pace without being deluged 
with information. Within this group, all indicated that the 
short videos were highly preferable to the full-length lecture 
recordings.

Instructor Challenges Theme 3: Students Instructor Challenges Theme 3: Students 
shared strong opinions about poor choices of shared strong opinions about poor choices of 
delivery methodsdelivery methods

Students were firm in their dislike of long recorded 
lectures, group work, and self-taught/email delivery. Jenna 
shared, “I don’t like the long recorded lecture. Even though I 
can stop it and come back, my brain doesn’t work that way.” 
In classes with groupwork, students said they appreciated 
having the same group members every week as they were 
able to build relationships with them and ask questions 
about other classes as well. Email monologues were a poor 
choice for content delivery. Harvey shared, “[Instructor] will 
literally send you an email that's like a subscription to a 
magazine. I can’t learn it that way.”



NACTA Journal • COVID 19 Special Issue •  April 202116

Student Results: Initiative, Time Management, Student Results: Initiative, Time Management, 
Professional Communications, Openness to Professional Communications, Openness to 
Change Provided Basis for Soft Skill GainsChange Provided Basis for Soft Skill Gains

Given that the learning environment changed and was 
not the preference for the majority of students, the results of 
this semester were not ideal in terms of gains in learning and 
development of student skills. This is attested to by the fact 
that the university put into place an enhanced satisfactory/
unsatisfactory grading system that allowed students to 
switch from earning a letter grade to having coursework 
count toward degree requirements by earning a satisfactory 
grade. We wanted to see what students identified as their 
greatest gains for the semester and if they could take any of 
the skills, they learned during this COVID-19 semester and 
leverage them as beneficial workplace skills.

Most were able to cite examples of how they took 
initiative differently this semester than previously. These 
included holding oneself accountable, managing teams, 
teaching oneself through YouTube and Khan Academy 
videos, and getting up on time (for synchronous lectures). 
Taking initiative was identified in the learning process itself. 
Jordan said, “Having to transfer to online really forced me 
to go on YouTube and figure things out on my own and 
take the initiative of thinking about how I would use this and 
making it relatable.”

Students identified time management and 
communication skills that they had learned this semester as 
the most useful takeaway from the switch to online learning 
this semester. Caitlyn offered, “better at time management, 
definitely! That’s a key factor in online learning. And learning 
what works for me and giving myself a routine.”

Communication skills also improved with the use of 
technology. Many students were using technology for video 
conferencing for the first time and found it daunting in the 
beginning but quickly became familiar with the systems and 
their features. Lars explained, “Being able to teach myself, 
following step by step procedures, adapting to different 
circumstances.” Likewise, they seemed better versed in 
non-verbal technology than actually speaking to people 
over the phone. Through necessity, students gained skills 
in professional communications. Warren noted, “I’ve gotten 
better at talking over the phone and emailing professors in 
a professional way. I guess just talking to people better. If 
you’re in a breakout with your group and nobody is talking, 
it’s awkward!”

Collaboration was difficult but not impossible after the 
transition. Very few clubs organized online activities online 
so opportunities for student to student connection from 
that channel were limited. The most common thread in the 
collaboration discussion was the frustration of managing 
group participation in an online environment. The most 
utilized communication tools were SnapChat, Zoom, 
FaceTime, text messages, and to a lesser degree, Google 
Suite, email, and phone calls.

Openness to change, or adaptability, emerged in a 
multitude of ways. Some adaptations that students employed 
included learning strategies to control anxiety, problem-
solving, self-teaching, and adapting. Students were able 
to come up with solutions to many of their own challenges 
by figuring out what worked for their specific situations and 

employing those strategies. Harvey offered, “Managing 
anxiety. Being more absorbent. Being more flexible.” Jaime 
said, “I learned that even with Home Depot, everything is 
not going to go the way it normally goes. You have to adapt 
and move on. You have to figure it out as you go.”

Instructor Recommendations: Students Instructor Recommendations: Students 
Validate Best Teaching PracticesValidate Best Teaching Practices

Instructors employed a myriad of teaching methods and 
instructional strategies in an attempt to salvage the learning 
process after switching to emergency remote instruction. 
Some of these tactics served students better than others. 
Based on student feedback, the following recommendations 
are offered to improve online learning in the situation when 
students and instructors are forced into online instruction 
when they would not otherwise have chosen this delivery 
method. Student needs are better met with the following:

• Start synchronous. Starting with 2 to 3 weeks of 
synchronous online instruction is important to set 
the tone, ensure the systems are working for faculty 
and students, establish communication channels, 
and outline expectations for the instructor, the 
course, and the students. Then the course could 
transition into asynchronous if that matches the 
needs of the course.

• Chunked learning. Short (multiple 5 - 20 minute) 
sessions are highly preferred to full length (50 - 75 
minute) live lectures or recordings.

• Interactive lessons. Interactive lessons, whether 
live or recorded, were the most desired form of 
instructional delivery. Top Hat was the most cited 
interactive tool, though some instructors also 
utilized Kahoot!

• Contained flexibility. Allow students to work at 
their own time and pace but within a structured 
framework.

• Content that matters. Evaluate every course 
element against the course objectives to make sure 
that they are relevant and necessary for inclusion.

• Communicate weekly expectations. At the 
beginning of each week, communicate with the 
entire class with expectations and deadlines for 
that week. Consistency of timing and media are 
both important.

• Response time matters. Communicate what the 
instructor’s commitment is in terms of responding to 
students and follow through with timely responses 
to students when they reach out for help or with 
questions.

• Multiple assessments with timely feedback. Provide 
students with multiple assessments of learning 
along with timely or iterative feedback on those 
assessments.

• Demonstrate caring. Instructors who demonstrate 
caring and concern for students have a positive 
impact on the mental, emotional, and academic 
outcomes for the students.

• Allocate class time for group work. When assigning 
group projects in an online class, provide periodic 
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synchronous class time for groups to meet.

Summary

Students identified many challenges that they faced 
when the university moved to emergency remote instruction. 
These included feelings of isolation and increased 
symptoms of anxiety and depression. When forced into 
online learning, students who would not have made this 
choice for themselves often feel insecure and unsure of 
their ability to succeed. Instructors can help mitigate these 
debilitating mindsets by demonstrating care for the needs of 
their students, being responsive to student questions, and 
proactively reaching out to students to check on their well-
being and offer resources.

Students who assessed the semester as “not going 
well” were struggling not only with their classes but other 
challenges including emotional and mental health (anxiety 
and depression, COVID diagnoses), and financial health 
(access to sufficient resources). This coincides with what 
the previous research says about students’ well-being 
impacting their success as a student (Cho and Heron, 2015; 
Pekrun et al., 2010). Students who felt they had someone 
they could count on managed their stress and anxiety better 
than those who did not. Students who felt their instructors did 
not care about them indicated that this lack of caring added 
to their stress or created stress when it was not already 
present. Pairing or grouping students at the beginning of the 
semester could provide students a tangible connection that 
could be helpful in combating the anxiety and depression 
students faced.

Although a few students assessed that they were doing 
much better online and would be happy to continue, the 
majority did not and would not choose to continue. When 
forced into online courses, students indicated they preferred 
synchronous to asynchronous classes, and short videos 
or short live sessions to long videos or long live sessions. 
This coincides with findings from Kapoor (2015); Behesht 
(2018); and Ou et al. (2019) that students preferred short 
videos for learning online. After considering the semester 
in its entirety, most agreed that moving forward in an 
online environment, with this semester’s experience on 
which to draw, a mixture of delivery methods is preferable 
as long as the delivery method matched the needs of the 
course. Instructors should consider the delivery method 
they are using and ensure it is matched appropriately to 
course content, while also considering the average student 
attention span. 

Most of the students were scared to go online either 
because they lacked technological skills or felt insecure 
learning in an online environment. Their preconceived 
expectations in their ability to be successful in an online 
course was also perceived to be a key factor in their actual 
accomplishments during the semester for many students. 
This aligns with Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory. 
In some cases, the synchronous classes acted as a safety 
net, allowing students to maintain direct communication with 
instructors every week and provided a measure of comfort 
and regular answers to questions. Once students gained a 
level of self efficacy they were willing to see that there were 

benefits to most delivery methods. This is congruent with 
the findings of McMurtrie (2020). 

Personal connections with instructors and believing 
instructors cared about students and their success was 
perceived as a key determinant in reducing the stress of 
moving to online learning. Connecting students in a way 
that helps alleviate stress would be beneficial for the mental 
health of the students. Examples could include putting 
students into breakout rooms as they enter the Zoom class 
to encourage informal chatting or having them work on 
problems in small groups with an annotated whiteboard 
during class. However, these interactions should not 
account for significant grading components. 

The biggest perceived gains in student learning were 
in time management skills, improved technology and 
communication skills, and adapting to both personal and 
academic challenges. Students also felt that courses 
that incorporated hands-on learning, labs, and interactive 
lessons provided systems where academic content was 
easier to learn.
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