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CHAPTER 9

THE POSSIBILITIES OF TEACHING
IN THE CONDITIONS OF THE PANDEMIC:
STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVE

Abstract: At the coronavirus pandemic’s start, higher education faced the need
to implement online classes quickly. An additional challenge was the differences
in the digital competencies of teachers and students. This study aims to examine
students’ views on the possibilities of implementing online and hybrid teaching, with
special reference to practical teaching. The paper presents the views of 134 students
in the 3rd and 4th year at the Faculty of Education in Belgrade on how the education
of future teachers was adapted to the conditions of the pandemic. The research is
based on the descriptive scientific research method. We used survey and scaling
techniques. The instrument is made by the combination of a five-point Likert-type
scale and open and closed survey questions. It was established that students see
the positive aspects of online classes in the use of ICT, flexibility, organization, and
availability of learning materials. The negative aspects were recognized in motiva-
tion and interaction. Students believe that the quality of practical teaching is most
contributed by the realization of lessons in practice schools (AM: 4.39; SD: 1.21)
compared to the lesson simulations (AM: 2.33; SD: 1.38). They highlighted lesson
simulations as suitable for implementation in the 3rd year of education as a basis for
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the implementation of lessons in practice schools. Based on the findings, we formed
recommendations for improving the possibilities of teaching in pandemic conditions.

Keywords: higher education, pandemic, online teaching, hybrid teaching, initial
teacher education.

INTRODUCTION

At the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, it has been a common occurrence
throughout all spheres of society that people feel anxious, worried, and insecure.
Many of them went through trauma and pressure due to the fear of contracting
the virus, lack of treatment, economic loss, and interrupted daily routine (Lakhan,
Agrawal & Sharma 2020). In that atmosphere, higher education institutions faced
a formidable challenge: swiftly adapting teaching methodologies to the concept of
online classes in response to the imperative of mandatory social distancing. Although
E-learning has been a highly researched area of education in the last decades, and
everyone is aware of the many benefits it brings, having no other alternative in such
a short time was very challenging for educators as well as for students. On one side,
“teachers had to be adaptable, flexible and creative enough to improvise and innovate
on the spot and rapidly switch their regular teaching practice to an online environ-
ment” (Stanci¢ & Seni¢ Ruzi¢ 2022: 449). On the other, many students were unable
to engage actively in classes because they underwent psychological and emotional
distress at home/living space (Pokhrel & Chhetri 2021) due to the reduced social
interactions, disruptions in the teaching/learning process, and fear of potential ef-
fects that pandemic will have on their educational outcomes (Stanci¢ & Seni¢ Ruzi¢
2022). It was extremely important to “try to amplify emotional presence in order to
create a climate of empathy and care” (Bozkurt & Sharma 2020: 3).

It is known that if used adequately, interactively, and in accordance with learn-
ing objectives, online teaching could have many advantages: flexibility of teaching
activities, the possibility of organizing and monitoring activities without physical
presence and without going to the educational institution, availability of learning
material, etc. This “undeniably leads to better student success and the quality of
the teaching process” (Petrovi¢ 2020: 218). The teacher’s role is changing — they
are not only lecturers as in traditional teaching because the students now have
access to many sources of information (Beckers 2016). Teachers must be able to
adapt the teaching process to the online environment so that students are involved,
ask questions, draw conclusions, and discuss. On the other hand, there are large
differences in the levels of digital competencies among both teachers and students,
which represents an additional challenge in a situation where online teaching is no
longer a choice but a certainty.
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In this paper, we summarize the main conclusions we reached throughout our
study of how the higher education of future teachers at the Faculty of Education,
University of Belgrade faced the situation and adapted to the conditions of the
pandemic. We examined the students’ perspective on the possibilities and ways of
implementation of online classes.

The research included 134 students in two final years of undergraduate ac-
ademic studies at the Faculty of Education in Belgrade, Serbia. The respondents
had the opportunity to compare the teaching in regular and extraordinary cir-
cumstances, to evaluate the degree of agreement with the statements through the
evaluation scale, as well as to make suggestions, and to highlight their assumptions
through open-ended questions.

Online teaching

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in exploring the possibilities
of online teaching. Compared to the traditional, online teaching brings new roles for
teachers. “The online teacher roles identified in the literature comprised pedagogical,
facilitator, instructional designer, social, managerial, and technical roles” (Baran &
Correimpson 2011: 427). In traditional education, teachers are the main source of
information for students, while in E-teaching “students can procure information
from various documents uploaded on the platform, and the quality of education is
influenced by the level of training that teachers have in using technology, and also
their teaching style” (Coman et al. 2020: 3). Beside simple uploading educational
content on platforms, online education is also “a learning process that provides
learners agency, responsibility, flexibility and choice” (Bozkurt & Sharma 2020: 2).

The application of online teaching is closely related to the use of ICT in teach-
ing. It largely depends on the equipment of schools and faculties and their technical
readiness to implement online teaching. This varies depending on the profile and size
of the school, the level of economic development of the municipality, participation in
development projects, readiness of employees to invest in equipment, etc. (Petrovi¢
2020). The technical and material capabilities of students to follow this type of teach-
ing outside of school must also be considered as its accessibility and affordability are
two main challenges identified with e-learning (Pokhrel & Chhetri 2020).

Hybrid teaching

The term hybridity means combining two elements into one whole. Through
the concept of hybridity, education tends to unite the advantages of two dichoto-
mous concepts: online classes and face-to-face classes realized live in classrooms.
The concept of hybrid learning has existed before, but as countries tried to respond
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to the spread of coronavirus, it became a necessity and was rapidly applied all over
the world. We can say that it became a standard in post-COVID-19 educational
systems (Mor et al. 2021). UNESCO defined hybrid learning as “a learning approach
that combines both remote learning and in-person learning to improve student
experience and ensure learning continuity (UNESCO 2020).

Access to the ICT infrastructure and its growing availability made hybrid
teaching very desirable as the participants are able to communicate in real-time
(Lissillour & Sahut 2022). This approach gives many opportunities for teaching and
learning considering that it “often challenges divisions between teacher/student
roles, formal/informal contexts, analog/digital communication/media, and other
traditionally separable dimensions” (Hill, Nergard & Aaen 2019: 67).

Any combination of online and face-to-face teaching is called hybrid teaching.
In this paper, by this term, we assume an organizational model in which classes
with a large number of participants were organized online, and in contrast to that,
classes with a small group of students were held live in classrooms.

Realization of teaching at the Faculty of Education,
University of Belgrade in the conditions of the pandemic

In a very short time after the declaration of the pandemic, educational insti-
tutions around the world had to move their activities to an online environment to
follow the suggested epidemiological measures on physical distancing. The equip-
ment of the faculty as well as the use of ICT in previous teaching practice had a
significant role in this transition. Employees at the Faculty of Education in Belgrade
previously already used the Office365 platform as an additional method, therefore
there were no major difficulties in training the teaching staff to use the Teams
application, which was recommended for the realization of lectures by video call.

“The digital environment is a significant catalyst for changes in the teaching
process” (Janji¢, Vilotijevi¢ & Saber 2021: 117), and given the diverse modalities
of the teaching process at the Faculty of Education during the pandemic period,
the prior expertise of educators and students in ICT has proven exceptionally
beneficial. At the very beginning of the pandemic and the declaration of a state of
emergency, classes were conducted entirely online. When health safety protocols
allowed it, the teaching process switched to hybrid teaching. This working model,
which was used the most during the 2020/21 school year, implies that lectures with
a large number of attendees (over 100) are held online, while practical classes that
are realized in small groups of students are held live in the classrooms.

It was most important to follow the recommendations of the Ministry of Health
according to which the number of contacts should have been reduced, so students
were prevented from implementing practical activities in practice schools as part
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of methodical teaching subjects. They should have been trained to work with chil-
dren, but without going to school and without contact with them. We believe this
deficiency was the most difficult to compensate for, given that university students
- future teachers, need to work and communicate with children to be methodically
trained for teaching and to receive feedback on the quality of activities they prepared
for them. This turned out to be the biggest challenge that has introduced, in some
teaching subjects, a new form of practical teaching - simulation of teaching classes,
which occurred in the faculty classrooms without contact with children. Students
prepared classes and activities as if they would apply them in school, but they re-
alized them in front of their fellow students. Some educators found this model of
practical teaching to be the best solution given the circumstances. With our study,
we wanted to find out if the students recognized the qualities of the simulations of
teaching classes and whether they should be kept in future practice.

THE METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK OF RESEARCH

Research objective.

The conducted research aims to examine students’ perspectives on the pos-
sibilities and methods of teaching within the context of a pandemic.

Research tasks.

1. Examine students’ assessments of the quality of classes conducted during
the pandemic.

2. Explore the extent to which students experienced challenges while partic-
ipating in online classes.

3. Investigate the degree to which students acknowledge the positive aspects
of teaching during the pandemic.

4. Examine students’ perspectives on the advantages and disadvantages of
organizing practical classes in the context of the pandemic.

Data collection methods, techniques, and instruments.

The research utilizes a descriptive approach, incorporating survey and scal-
ing techniques. The data collection instrument comprises a five-point Likert-type
scale, enabling students to rate their agreement with the provided statements. Ad-
ditionally, both open-ended and closed-ended survey questions were employed.
Open-ended questions were used to gather students’ insights on features of online
teaching that enhanced its quality, their preferences for potential post-pandemic
adoption of these features, and their perceptions of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of practical teaching during the pandemic.
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The participants.
The research included 134 students in two final years of undergraduate aca-

demic studies at the Faculty of Education in Belgrade, Serbia. Among the respond-
ents 10.4% were male and 89.6% were female.

Procedure.

Respondents filled out the questionnaire online at the beginning of March
2021. Data was collected using the free Google Forms application.

Data processing and analysis.

Quantitative data processing was carried out in the IMB SPSS Statistics soft-
ware package, with the use of descriptive statistics techniques (frequencies, per-
centages, arithmetic mean, and standard deviation), as well as the T-test. Quali-
tative data obtained through open-ended survey questions were processed using
thematic analysis.

RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Quality of classes conducted during the pandemic.

In this section, we present the survey results about the quality of online classes
conducted during the pandemic, specifically focusing on communication and mo-
tivation for learning. The survey included statements, and students were asked to
rate their agreement with these statements on a five-point Likert scale. On this scale,
a rating of 1 indicated “Completely Disagree”, 2 represented “Partially Disagree”,
3 signified “Undecided”, 4 denoted “Partially Agree”, and 5 indicated “Completely
Agree”. The results are listed in the following Table 1:

Table 1: Perceptions of Online Classes

Statement N | AM | SD
Online classes have a positive effect on learning motivation.| 134 | 2.54 | 1.22
Online classes have provided the required amount of
interaction among students.

Online classes have provided the required amount of
interaction between students and teachers.
Face-to-face contact is essential for successful learning. 134 | 3.27 | 1.33
I noticed a difference in the quality of teaching after
switching to online classes.

134 | 2.68 | 1.29

134 | 293 | 1.31

134 | 3.28 | 1.34
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Our findings reveal that a majority of students either partially or completely
disagree with the statements suggesting that online teaching positively influences
learning motivation and provides the necessary level of interaction among students
and between students and teachers. A more positive assessment of teacher-student
interaction compared to student interaction suggests a potential deficiency in ac-
tivities that foster group or pair work in online classes compared to traditional
in-person sessions.

Interestingly, the students express agreement with the statement emphasizing
the essential role of face-to-face contact for successful learning which is in line with
the results of similar studies (Bonello et al. 2021). This viewpoint will be further
explored through an analysis of responses to open-ended questions in the ques-
tionnaire. The last statement in this section pertains to students’ observations of
differences in teaching quality following the transition to online learning.

Furthermore, respondents assessed the quality of organization and imple-
mentation of online classes at the Faculty of Education in Belgrade using a five-
point scale. The results (N = 134; AM = 3.43; SD = 1.09) are depicted in Graph 1,
indicating that the largest proportion of students expressed satisfaction with the
quality of online classes (46%).

Quality of online classes

W 1 —Very dissatisfied
M 2 — Dissatisfied

W3 —Unsure

m 4 — Satisfied

W 5—Very satisfied

Chart 1. Student Satisfaction with Online Class Quality

We cannot ignore a significant percentage of students (24%) who were unsure
whether they were satisfied with the quality of online classes or not. This data can
be associated with the fact that the transition from traditional to online teaching
was very fast and unexpected so it takes longer for students to process and evaluate
its quality.
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Navigating Challenges in Online Learning.

The results of this part of the study reveal insights into how students engage
with online learning, including the devices they employ for participation. The
majority of students primarily utilize desktop computers or laptops (N=97, 72.4%)
and mobile phones (N=88, 65.7%) to access online classes, while a smaller fraction
(N=10, 13.4%) rely on tablet computers.

Two subsequent questions in the survey required students to assess their level
of agreement with the provided statements using a five-point scale. The outcomes
are presented in the following Table 2:

Table 2: Perceptions of Online Learning Challenges

Statement N | AM | SD
I've been following all the activities in the online learning
environment regularly.

While following online classes, I did not have any material
or technical difficulties (device performance and quality, 134 | 3.16 | 1.26
quality of internet connection, etc.).

I was able to use ICT for online learning before the
pandemic.

At the time of completing this questionnaire, I was able to
use ICT for online learning.

134 | 3.35 | 1.39

134 | 3.48 | 1.26

134 | 3.66 | 1.35

The findings indicate that students generally participate regularly in online
classes. The experiences of students concerning material and technical difficulties
while engaging in online classes were mixed - 34% of students encountered such
challenges, while 44% did not. Given the exclusive reliance on online teaching
during the pandemic, the percentage of students facing these difficulties should
not be underestimated. Open-ended questions in the survey were used to capture
the most frequently cited causes of these difficulties, including poor or unreliable
internet connections, a lack of necessary equipment, and inadequate quiet spaces
for effective class participation.

Furthermore, an analysis of the t-test revealed a statistically significant dif-
ference, indicating that, according to students’ self-assessment, their proficiency in
using information and communication technology for online learning improved
during the period of online classes (t=31.928, df=133, p<0.01). This result under-
scores the positive impact of teaching in the conditions of the pandemic on digital
literacy and technology integration. Proficiency in ICT has become an essential
skill, not just for emergency situations but for everyday learning. Also, this finding
shows the resilience and adaptability of students who, when faced with challenging
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circumstances, demonstrated a capacity to enhance their ICT skills. This result
could be viewed through the student’s ability to adapt and thrive in an ever-evolving
digital landscape, where technological competence is very important.

Uncovering the positive aspects of teaching during the pandemic.

The final set of statements centers on revealing the positive dimensions of
teaching experienced during the pandemic. Students were asked to assess their level
of agreement with the statements provided, utilizing the same five-point Likert
scale. The results are displayed in the following table:

Table 3: Perceptions of Positive Aspects of Online Teaching

Statement N | AM | SD
Online classes contribute to placing the student at the 134 | 2.67 | 1.28
center of the educational process

Online classes contribute to the flexibility of teaching 134 | 3.25 | 1.35
activities

Online classes contribute to the development of platforms | 134 | 4.17 | 1.24
for online learning
Online classes contribute to the development of ICT skills | 134 | 4.06 | 1.22
Online classes contribute to the development of empathy 134 | 3.00 | 1.35
Online classes contribute to mental health care 134 | 2.96 | 1.45
Online classes contribute to the mutual understanding 134 | 3.29 | 1.39
between teachers and students

The findings shown in Table 3 indicate that the majority of students disagreed
with the notion that teaching during the pandemic prioritized placing the student
at the center of the educational process (an average rating of 2.67), fostering mental
health (2.96), and developing empathy (3.00). Students articulated their view that
these aspects require substantial improvement in the future, a viewpoint gathered
from the analysis of open-ended responses. This data could be connected to the
thesis that if we use technology uncritically it could lead to depersonalization and
a decrease in socialization and interaction (Marici¢ & Vilotijevi¢, 2021), which
is especially important in the field of future teacher education. The study con-
ducted by Bonello et al. (Bonello et al, 2021) which examined the influence of the
COVID-19 pandemic on teacher education in Malta also highlighted the need to
consider both students’ learning as well as their well-being. All of that implies the
need for a deeper understanding of these dimensions and potential enhancements
in the online learning experience.
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The flexibility of teaching activities garnered a more mixed response, with an
average rating of 3.25. While some students acknowledged the flexibility offered by
online classes, others did not fully share this view. This diversity of opinions suggests
a need for further exploration into the factors influencing these varying perspectives.

On a positive note, a substantial percentage of students overwhelmingly
recognized the role of online classes in the development of platforms for online
learning and the enhancement of information and communication technology
(ICT) skills, as indicated by the high average ratings of 4.17 and 4.06, respectively.
This showcases the potential for continued advancements in these areas of online
education as students expressed a desire for its continued application even after
the pandemic - great feedback given that the application of ICT is still expanding.

Positive aspects of online teaching

40%

35% -

30% -

25% -

20% -

15% |

10% -
1.1
o | I

F|e.XIbI|It\/ ICT usage \mproved Online Other
organisation consultations recognising
positive
aspects

Chart 2. Positive aspects of online teaching from the student’s perspective

The data presented in Graph 2 sheds light on the positive aspects of online
teaching which students would prefer for potential post-pandemic adoption, as
revealed through an open-ended question in the survey (N=43). These qualita-
tive responses provide valuable insights into the experiences and perceptions of
students during the transition to online education. The graph demonstrates that
students appreciate various aspects of online teaching, with a substantial number
highlighting the flexibility it offers. The ability to tailor learning to individual
schedules and preferences is viewed positively. Furthermore, the recognition of
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improving ICT usage suggests the importance of fostering a learning community
that remains aligned up with modern technological achievements. Overall, the
responses in Graph 2 reaffirm that while online teaching may present challenges,
it also offers distinct advantages that enhance the learning experience.

Organizing practical classes during the pandemic.

This section of the research delves into understanding the advantages and
disadvantages of organizing practical classes during the pandemic, focusing on
students in their final year of undergraduate studies. The data is based on their
responses to the statements, utilizing the same five-point Likert scale to assess
their level of agreement.

Table 4: Quality of practical classes during the pandemic

Statement N | AM | SD
Lesson simulations on the premises of the Faculty 112 | 2.33 | 1.38
contribute the most to the quality of practical teaching.

Realization of classes in practice schools 112 | 4.39 | 1.21
contributes the most to the quality of practical teaching.

As shown in Table 4, students placed a high value on practical experienc-
es in practice schools. They strongly agreed that the realization of classes in the
classrooms significantly contributed to the quality of practical teaching, with an
impressive average rating of 4.39. This underscores the importance of hands-on
learning in a real classroom setting, even during challenging circumstances.

Students have indicated a relatively modest level of agreement concerning
the effectiveness of lesson simulations conducted within the faculty premises in
enhancing the quality of practical teaching, as reflected by an average rating of
2.33. This suggests a potential area for further exploration, possibly indicative of
a perceived deficiency in practical applicability. On the other hand, students have
acknowledged the pros of lesson simulations which include a familiar environment,
reduced pressure, and enhanced collaboration with peers.

Moreover, their responses to open-ended questions have expressed a desire
for the implementation of lesson simulations in the third year of undergraduate
studies, while reserving practical activities in the final year for realization in practice
schools. Many questions remain open, especially when considering the conclusion
of a similar study conducted in England that suggests that the COVID-19 crisis
provides an opportunity to reflect on the idea that practicum experience may be a
necessary but not, in itself, a sufficient condition for teacher learning (la Velle, 2022).
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CONCLUSION

Throughout the pandemic, the Faculty of Education in Belgrade experienced
a dynamic evolution in teaching methods. Despite prior training in online learning
platforms, the abrupt transition to exclusively online classes presented a significant
challenge.

The purpose of this paper is to give a modest contribution to the current reflec-
tion on the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on higher education. By examining
the literature dealing with this topic, as well as through the conducted research, we
highlighted a few key conclusions that may be significant for further teaching practice.
This analysis provides valuable insights into the multi-faceted landscape of online
teaching during the pandemic. It shows strengths and potential areas for improvement
in the organization of practical classes during the pandemic, with students’ strong
preference for real classroom experiences emerging as a clear advantage.

A critical dimension of this paper lies in the perspective of the students.
“Although they are young and thereby generally not in any of the specific risk
groups at risk of coronavirus infection due to the serious health consequences it
might bring” (Aristovnik et al. 2020: 2), students are recognized as a population
profoundly affected by the repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic. Their expe-
riences, perceptions, and preferences on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on higher education hold immense value. The challenges they encountered and
the advantages they discovered provide a student-centric lens through which we
can evaluate and adapt our teaching approaches. These insights should serve as
guiding principles for curriculum development, teaching methods, and institutional
strategies to enhance student engagement and learning outcomes.

The pandemic has underscored the resilience and innovative capacity of the
educational community. Educators and students adapted to challenging circum-
stances, pushing the boundaries of traditional teaching. This period of shift has
the potential to catalyze positive changes in higher education. The call to action
is clear: to build on the experiences of the pandemic, to embrace adaptability, to
further integrate technology, and to cultivate a student-centered approach that will
define the future of teaching practice in a rapidly evolving educational landscape.
The enduring lessons from the pandemic should inspire us to shape a more robust,
flexible, and learner-centric education system.
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