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Abstract: The outbreak of COVID-19 has had a critical impact on the educational system around the world.
Unwillingly, all educational institutions transited to online teaching. This study endeavoured to address the
perceptions of Kurdish EFL university students of online education compared to on-campus education in
terms of domains of preference, effectiveness, learning satisfaction, and challenges. To do so, data were
collected quantitively as well as qualitatively. A sample of 200 university Kurdish EFL university students
(112 female & 88 male) from private and public universities of the Iragi Kurdistan Region-Erbil participated.
The results showed that the overwhelming majority of the students have a negative attitude toward online
education. Similarly, they preferred and considered on-campus education more effective. The findings also
revealed that the overwhelming majority of the students stated online education do not suffice their learning
satisfaction. Finally, the challenges articulated by the students during online education included external
factors, such as unstable internet connection, electricity besides internal ones, like time management,
concentration difficulties, and opening cameras due to social issues.
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1. Introduction

The Pandemic of the novel Covid-19 infection has declared on 11" March 2020 by the World Health
Organization, and it has become a detrimental public health challenge globally (World Health
Organization, 2020). Merriam-Webster Dictionary (2020) defines a pandemic as “an outbreak of a disease
that occurs over a wide geographic area and affects an exceptionally high proportion of the population.”
The Covid-19 Pandemic critically affected all facets of life; the education sector is not exceptional. This
is widely regarded as the worst public health disaster of the century and the greatest threat that humans
have faced since World War 1l (Chakraborty, & Maity, 2020). Medical tests soon confirmed the swift
transfer of the virus from person to person and then from a country to another (Paules et al., 2020). To
react against the spread of the virus, strict preventative measurements have been taken, from lockdowns,
compulsory social distancing, travel bans, closure of sports activities, the shutdown of business, to the
suspension of in-person education.
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To save education and continue the academic year, educational institutions worldwide shifted all their
academic programs online. To a great extent, they were not fully ready for such an abrupt transition from
in-person education to a complete virtual education. As Zhang, Wang, Yang, & Wang (2020) stated, many
of them lacked a robust technology infrastructure as well as wise strategies.

In the past few decades, there have been numerous developments in educational technologies, which have
confirmed to be very helpful during this challenging time of Covid-19 (Chatterjee & Chakraborty, 2020;
Dhawan, 2020). This is in addition to the invention of various useful platforms to promote online education
(Nash, 2020). On the other hand, educational institutions found it difficult to chart their instructive
practices in an online environment. Instructors and students have had to deal with a variety of logistical,
scientific, economic, and social issues (Lassoued, Alhendawi, & Bashitialshaaer, 2020; Peters et al., 2020).

Notwithstanding its perilous effects, Covid-19 taught us many important lessons for various spheres of
life, specifically in building a more substantial infrastructure of educational technology to use when facing
any future similar catastrophes. In this line, research uncovering students’ feedback may offer valuable
data for improving possible learning strategies and a better road map in distance education. This will also
assist policymakers in developing interventions and strategies to resolve the crisis's repercussions.
Evidently, the results may help teachers and parents figure out how to serve students during this crisis
better. Therefore, the present study intends to address the following research questions:

1. What are the preferences and attitudes of Kurdish EFL University Students towards online education
during the Pandemic?

2. What are the most common challenges students face during online education imposed by Covid-19?

3. Does online education suffice students’ needs?

2. Literature Review

Electronic transformation is not a recent phenomenon. Like its usage in any other areas, higher education
institutions are now implementing it for several years (Kopp et al., 2019; Leszczynski et al., 2018).
However, since this might not have been used globally everywhere as well as by all institutions, it might
be considered a novel invention to some. Then, recently due to the outbreak of the Covid-19 Pandemic,
which imposed an almost worldwide closure, this idea of digital transformation became more apparent.
The impact of the Pandemic has been devastating to all aspects of life; however, since education is the
most delicate sector, it has been badly affected. This is specifically true to the developing countries where
not having enough experience and tools to face the issue. In nearly 188 countries across the globe, almost
900 million learners have been influenced by school and university shutdown (Nicola et al., 2020, p. 187).
Additionally, As reported by Audrey Azoulay, UNESCO Director-General, “the global speediness and
scope of the current educational distraction is incomparable and, if continued, could threaten the right to
education” (UNESCO Press Release, 3 March 2020).

Though many efforts were made, and varying options experienced to save, contain, or at least lessen the
negative impact on education, research has found many barriers and problems that are inevitable, anyway.
Decreased time spent on learning, stress or depression, a transition in the way students communicate, and
loss of enthusiasm for learning are the most visible detrimental effects that may result in distance education
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(Di Pietro et al., 2020). Likewise, Yoo et al. (2012) classify the serious issues of implementing e-learning
successfully into three zones. First, human factors include attitudes of the user, styles of learning, and
teacher’s attitudes and teaching styles. Second, the factors of content and learning consist of the format of
content delivered, structure, and authoring tools. Third, the institutional factors involve administrative
policy, environment, or culture. Asides, as (Al Kurdi et al., 2020) indicates, lack of digital tools, computer
literacy, electricity, and access to a proper internet connection are other issues that are more critical barriers
to the success of different alternatives of physical education.

Soon after the outbreak of the Pandemic Covid-19, a massive body of research in relation to its impact on
education undergone. Students’ perceptions and attitudes towards online learning and their challenges
have been investigated and focused visibly. This due to the significance of the issue that highly correlates
to the success of the learning and teaching process. Several studies unveiled that most of the students are
satisfied with online education. Learners’ attitudes to educational technology strictly impact their learning
process (Ali, 2020). In this line, Garcia Botero et al. (2008) investigated the aspects which impact
behavioural intentions and the implementation of mobile-assisted language learning. The results showed
that students’ attitude suggestively affects their will to use mobile technology for language learning.

Muhammad and Kainat (2020) explored the attitudes of Pakistani students about online learning imposed
by the COVID-19 Pandemic. The findings displayed that online learning cannot achieve desirable
outcomes in developing countries like Pakistan. Likewise, Yunita and Maisarah (2020) explored the
students’ perception of the University of Bengkulu on the implementation of the learning process in time
of covid-19 Pandemic. The findings exposed that the students had a positive perception of the application
of online learning.

Despite some research supporting online education in terms of students’ attitudes, the vast body of research
figures out students show support to the class education over online one. Aguilera-Hermida (2020), in a
survey conducted online to determine college students’ beliefs and opinions towards the adoption, use,
and acceptance of emergency online learning, revealed participants favoured physical learning to online
learning. Similarly, the majority of students to the Chakraborty (2020) study responded they better learn
physically attending classrooms than virtual education. Moreover, Amir et al. (2020) conducted a survey
to figure out the Indonesian students' perspective on classroom learning and distance learning. The results
unveiled although distance-learning might provide them more models of studying as well as more time for
review, yet they do prefer class learning as it is more effective. External factors, namely poor internet
connection, further financial load for the internet quota and internal factors as time organization and
struggle to focus while learning online for a longer period, were named by the participants.

Furthermore, Nugroho et al. (2020) discovered that the overwhelming majority (80%) of respondents
showed negative attitudes to the online lecture mode due to the difficulties they faced and experienced.
Additionally, Kalanit and Veronika (2020) explored the perceptions and challenges of students during
online learning. The results illustrated that student have both technical and cognitive challenges. Thus,
they showed negative attitudes toward online learning. Finally, Blizak, Blizak, Bouchenak, and Yahiaoui
(2020) studied the perception of 380 Algerian university students to online Results, indicating that students
hold a negative perception of online education they are hesitant about digital education and prefer in-class
learning.
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3. The Most Implemented Three Models of Education After Covid-19 Pandemic

Following the disperse of Covid-19 globally, to continue as well as to save the academic year, the sole
remedy at hand universities, schools, and colleges could consult was online education. However, teachers,
students, and even the infrastructure of many educational institutions were not ready for this sudden and
unexpected change (Keshavarz, 2020). Then, enormous ways were endeavored to turn education back on
its proper path. The adoption of any model required technology. Technologies could back virtual-teaching
and would be of great significance in education; however, it would not fully replace and achieve the results
of face-to-face teaching. As Keshavarz (2020) furthers, teaching virtually may not suffices the needs of
all types of learners.

3.1 Online Learning

The speedy advances in technology have ended up in the ease of virtual education (McBrien et al., 2009).
These rapid developments have created various rooms for learning. Most of the terms, namely online
learning, web-based learning, open learning, computer-mediated learning, and blended learning, refers to
the almost exact model of teaching, which is to use a computer connected to a network, which enables us
to learn from anywhere, anytime, in any rhythm, with any means (Cojocariu et al., 2014). According to
Wang, Shannon, & Ross (2013), Wilde & Hsu (2019), distant or online education suggests that learners
are apparently/physically remote from the teachers and claim a transference type/method. Keshavarz
(2020, p. 1386) stated: "traditional teaching strategies are practical; however, with advances in educational
technology, the effectiveness of traditional learning methods has become something of the past.” Despite
the usefulness of such a model of teaching and learning, there are many problems associated with it. These
difficulties range from connection issues, transferring errors, login problems, difficulties with video and
audio, and so on. Personal attention and student engagement are two critical matters facing online learning.
A two-way interaction usually appeals to students more, which via online teaching this gets difficult to
implement fully. The learning is not potentially achieved unless what is taught is practiced by the students,
and usually, the content delivered online is more theoretical and does not allow the chance of practice. In
this line, Song et al. (2004) further the dearth of community, technical difficulties, and problems associated
with understanding directives are the chief obstacles for online learning.

3.2 E-Learning

Earlier to the outbreak of pandemic Covid-19, which forced the world to shift to electronic teaching and
learning options, as Mahajan (2018) stated, E-learning has never been so embraced and accepted as an
authentic learning or the formal model of education. Hall (2003) defined E-learning as the mode in which
instructions and the teaching materials are distributed electronically through the Internet, multi-media
channels such as DVD, CD-ROM, or digital television. As Keshavarz (2020) stated, students are
accountable for those materials needed to prepare for any assessment requirements of the course. However,
E-learning offers numerous opportunities and incentives to the partakers; they must be well-adjusted to
the difficulties encountered in its deployment and management in different contexts (Al-Harbi, 2011;
Qureshi et al., 2012). This form of education there is no Since students and teachers do not meet face-to-
face through this form of education so they can only speak and engage with one another electronically and
through the medium of writing. Though through this method, matters of distance and time are no longer
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barriers to education, yet a sense of learner isolation, absence of immediate feedback, learner frustration,
anxiety, confusion, self-motivation, a strong sense of commitment to online learning, engagement, and
difficulties in communication between the students and teachers are among the prominent challenges.

3.3 Blended Learning

Blended learning is considered the combination of classroom and online learning to allow students to learn
independently, interactively, and collaboratively. However, to put it in a broader context, blended learning
restructures courses that are designed, planned, and executed using a hybrid of online and offline learning
experiences. In this line, Keshavarz (2020) points out that the chief difference of this method to other
forms of virtual education is the combination of both traditional on-campus teaching and online teaching.
Previous research has indicated that blended learning, compared to other models of virtual education,
offers better students’ interest, enthusiasm, commitment, and success (Soltanimehr et al., 2019; Donkin et
al., 2019; Schlenz et al., 2020; & Wang, R. & Liu, C. 2019). This method develops active and autonomous
learning and has embraced various educational contexts as a supplementary method to traditional
education.

4. Methodology

This study attempted to uncover the attitudes and preferences of Kurdish University Students regarding
the online education which forced during the pandemic covid-19. To do so, the most appropriate method
was a mixed research design, including quantitative and qualitative methods. Such research design intends
to uncover how individuals think, perform, or feel in a certain way and find in-depth responses. Therefore,
the implementation of such a research design helped the researcher address a larger number of participants
and better address the objectives and research questions of the study.

4.1 Participant and Setting

The present study comprised of 200 (88 male & 112 female) Kurdish EFL University Students. The
participants were from different universities, including private as well as public ones, in Erbil, Iraqi
Kurdistan Region, ranging from freshmen to seniors. A convenience sampling was used to address the
participants. That is, they were chosen based upon their willingness of participation. The study was
conducted during the academic years 2020-2021. Table 1 below presents a picture of the participants.

Table 1: Kurdish EFL University Students’ Statistics

No. University type Stage Gender Number
st | 2nd 3rd 4t Male | Female

1 State 13| 29 34 39 47 68 115

2 Private 9 21 18 37 41 44 85

Total 22 |50 52 76 88 112 200
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4.2 Data Collection Instruments and Data Analysis

For the present study, data were collected using a 15 items Likert-scale questionnaire in addition to one
open-ended question (see appendix 1). The researchers devised the questionnaire to determine the attitudes
of Kurdish EFL students concerning online and on-campus teaching. The questionnaire included two parts.
Part one dealt with demographic information, and part two related to the attitudes and perceptions of the
students, which touched upon four domains (attitude domain, effectiveness domain, learning satisfaction
domain, and challenge domain). The collected data were numeric; therefore, they were analyzed using
SPSS.

5. Results

For the gatherings of this survey data, the questionnaire was delivered arbitrarily to the learners through
an online form. The questionnaire survey contained four domains; each domain had different questions;
the first session of the domain is called Perception of Attitude Domain it includes four other questions, the
second session of the domain is called Effectiveness Domain it also contains six questions, the third session
of the domain is Learning Satisfaction Domain it involves five various questions. The fourth and last
domain is called Challenge Domain, and this well contains eight questions, with the responses of (Strongly
Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree).

5.1 Perception of Attitude Domain

The first domain (4 items) in the questionnaire addressed the students’ perception of attitudes and
preferences towards online education to that of physical one. As Table 2 below depicts, a strong majority
of the students 71.5% (S. Disagree & Disagree) hold a negative attitude towards online education. To
further clarify this, students’ responses to item 4 (I am happier with on-campus learning than online
learning) uncovered that the overwhelming majority, 84.8% (Agree & S. Agree), prefer on-campus
education. Similarly, 81.2% of the respondents prefer not to continue the next semester virtually, which
this also supports the negative attitudes of Kurdish EFL university students about virtual education.

Table 2: Perception of Attitude Domain

Items SD D(@)| Total IN(3) |A@) PA(5) [Total
Q) % 1+2) | % % %  |(4+5)
% % %

1. On the overall, | feel good about online |46.6 | 249 | 715 | 4.3 14.3 9.9 24.2
education

2. 1 do enjoy learning online 564 |19.7 | 76.1 |5.2 9.7 9 18.7

3. I want to continue online education for  [60.6 20.6 81.2 3.6 8.8 6.4 15.2
the next semester

4. 1 am happier with on-campus learning 3.3 6.9 10.2 5 25.9 58.9 84.8
than online learning
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5.2 Perception of Effectiveness Domain

Regarding the effectiveness of the online education imposed by the Pandemic, a remarkable majority of
the participants, 76% (S. Disagree & Disagree), stated a negative perception. 80.5% (Agree & S. Agree)
of the respondents stated face-to-face learning is more effective than online learning. Similarly, concerning
assessment, 71.7% of the students were of the idea that assessment is not effectively carried out in virtual
learning. In the same line, 61.7% of the students stated online education is more stressful than traditional
education. Finally, the results also indicated that students find the classroom more helpful and effective in
receiving feedback.

Table 3: Perception Effectiveness Domain

Items SD |D(2) |Total |(3) A (4) [SA(5) | Total

(1) % [(1+2) | % % % 4+5) %
% %

1. Online learning is effective 50.2 | 25.5 76 59 | 142 | 42 18.4

2. Learning is the same in class and at 47 | 335 |85 |84 | 62| 49 111

home on the Internet

3. Assessment is more suitable 419 | 298 | 717 |61 |104 | 118 22.2

delivered in  online learning

4.1 can better manage my time with 32.4 | 20.6 53 18.8 | 193 | 8.9 28.2

online learning

5. Online learning is less stressful than [39.8 | 21.9 | 61.7 |13.4 | 159 9 24.9

in-class learning

6. | can ask my teacher questionsand  [30.7 | 15.3 46 157 | 259 | 124 38.3

receive a quick response during online

activities

5.3 Learning Satisfaction Domain

The third domain in the questionnaire (5 items) was devoted to exploring students’ perceptions about
learning satisfaction online. As Table 4 pictures, to a great extent, all the five items show that students are
not happy with online education as well as it does not satisfy their learning fulfilment. A substantial
majority of the participants, 78,7% (S. Disagree & Disagree), were of the idea that online education does
not satisfy their learning as on-campus education. 72.7 % (S. Disagree & Disagree) stated that
collaboration with peers is not easy virtually. Similarly, a remarkable majority of the respondents, 71.2%
(S. Disagree & Disagree), oppose the idea that they study more efficiently with online education. Finally,
however, some believe that online education leads to self-directed learning; results of the present study
show an opposite idea; 60.3% of the respondents stated against this belief.
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Table 4: Perception of Learning Satisfaction Domain

Items SD(1) |D(2) |Total N(3) |A(4) [SA(5) | Total
% % [1+2) %| % % %  [4+5) %
1. Online learning gives similar learning 49.3 294 | 78.7 | 11.8 5.7 3.8 9.5
satisfaction as classroom learning

2. Communicating with my classmates 34.6 20 546 | 102 | 20.3 | 149 | 35.2
and instructors is easier electronically

3. I can better collaborate with other 51.1 216 | 72.7 11 94 5.9 15.3
students during online activities

4. | study more efficiently with online 40.7 305 | 71.2 | 146 7.4 6.9 14.3
learning

5.0nline education leads to self-directed 38.2 22.1 | 60.3 | 151 18.7 5.9 24.6
learning, which | prefer it

5.4 Challenge Domain

As to address the challenge domain, students were asked to respond to an open-ended question (Mention
any challenges and difficulties you faced during online education). The responses were categorized, and
the percentage was taken. As Table 5 below illustrates, the challenges and difficulties students faced
include external factors as well as internal ones. Only a small number of the 19.5% did not experience
difficulties during online education. Problems of unstable internet connection 76% and the lack of required
computer skills 72% stated to be the most critical difficulties of a substantial majority of the students.
Additionally, electricity 60.5% was another visible difficulty of the participants, which is not surprising in
our context. Moreover, lack of knowledge of the tools and apps used for online education 49%, opening
cameras during online lessons 45.5%, access to a proper device 44.5%, concentration problems 42%, and
extra financial problems 39% were the challenges and obstacles of the respondents.

Table 5: Perception of Challenge Domain

Items No. Percentage
1. No problems experienced during online learning 39 19.5%
2. No access to a sufficient internet connection for online 152 76%
learning

3. Not having the necessary computer skills for doing online 145 72.5%
learning

4. Having electricity problems for online learning 121 60.5%
5. Having difficulties with the tools and online platforms 98 49%
being used by my university

6. Opening cameras due to social issues 91 45.5%
7. Access to a proper device 89 44.5%
8. Concentration problems 84 42%
9. Extra financial problems 78 39%
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6. Conclusions

Online education is not a novel channel for teaching and learning. It has been in use for a long time, either
partially by some or entirely by some other academic institutions. However, the Covid-19 Pandemic forced
all educational institutions to resort to. The abrupt transition from on-campus education to virtual one not
only was an easy step, despite its aids, but it also resulted in many difficulties. The present study aimed
at addressing this issue from the perspectives of the learners. This is due to the fact that learners are the
ones affected the most. The study focused on various domains, namely Attitude Domain, Effectiveness
Domain, Learning Satisfaction Domain, and Challenge Domain. The findings indicated that a strong
majority of the respondents have a negative attitude towards online education. Likewise, the respondents
favoured and considered on-campus education more effective. The results also exposed that the
overwhelming majority of the students stated online education do not suffice their learning satisfaction.
Finally, respondents stated during online education; they faced various challenges and difficulties. These
challenges included external factors, such as unstable internet connection, electricity besides internal ones,
like time management, concentration difficulties, and opening cameras due to social issues.

The study hopes, based on the findings, to result in prolific pedagogical implications.
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