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EXPLORING THE CASE OF ONLINE LEARNING: PROBLEMS AND
SOLUTIONS

Abstract. This article aims to describe the difficulties the master students
faced during education in distance and attempts to describe the solutions
undertaken to solve them at one of the private universities in Kazakhstan. To
identify the problems and solutions the researchers used a questionnaire
consisting of closed and open-ended questions and semi-structured interview.
The findings showed that the most important difficulties were: time-
management; demotivation; adaptation to online learning; technical issues;
internet connection problems. Also, various strategies were identified that
master students tried to apply to solve and avoid these problems. Some of the
most effective ones were: peer support; using a laptop instead of a smartphone;
getting the recordings of the lessons; improvement of ICT skills and asking
support from online instructors.
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AnaaTtna. byn Makana MarucTpaHTTapAblH KAIIBIKTBIKTaH OUTIM aiy
Ke31H/Ie Ke3/IECKEeH KUBIHIBIKTAPBIH JKOHE OJIapbl mrenty yiriH Kasakcranmaarsl
JKEKE KOFaphl OKY OPBIHIAPBIHBIH OIpiH/IE MICIIITeH MEeNIMAep/Il cunaTTayFra
OarpITTanFaH. Mocenerep MEH WICHIIMIEP/l aHBIKTAYy YIIIH 3epTTEYIIiIep
XKaObIK JKOHE allblK CYpakTap MEH apThUlail KYpBUIBIMIAIFaH cyxOaTTaH
TYpPaThIH CayaJTHAMaHbI KOJIJIAHABL. 3epTTeyJiep KOPCETKEHICH, €H MaHbBI3/IbI
KUBIHIBIKTAP: YaKbITTHI OacKapy; JHEMOTHBAIIMS; KEJIUTIK OKbITyFa Oeimaeny;
TEXHUKANBIK Macenenep; WHrepHeTke Kocbuly akaynapbl. Conpaii-ak,
MarucTpaHTTap OChl MpobiieManap/sl Ny kKoHe OOAbIpMay YIIiH KOJIAaHyFa
TBIPBICATBIH OPTYPJI CTpaTerusuiap aHbIKTamabl. Keitbip Tuimainepi MbIHaIap
0onabl: KyplacTap TapamblHAaH Kojjaay; cMapTQOHHBIH OpHBIHA HOYTOYK
KoJJlaHy; cabakrapabiy kaz0anapeia any; AKT marneuiapblH KeTUIIpY JKOHE
OHJIaltH-HYCKayIIbUIapAaH KOJIay cypay.

Tyiiin ce3aep: KeNIiK OKbITY, KAIIBIKTBIKTAH OKBITY.

*kk

AHHOTanusi. B 1aHHON cTaTbe ONUCaHBI TPYOHOCTH, C KOTOPBIMHU
MarucTpaHThl CTOJKHYJIUCh BO BpPEeMs JUCTAHLMOHHOTO OOYYEHMS, a TaKKe
IIONBITKU OIUCATh PELICHUs, IPUHATBIE MJI UX PELICHUS B OJHOM U3 YaCTHBIX
yauBepcureTroB Kaszaxcrana. J[nsg BbIsiBiIeHuss 1npoOieM U perIeHui
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HCCIIEI0OBATENN UCIIOIb30BAIM aHKETY, COCTOSIIIYIO U3 3aKPBIThIX U OTKPBITHIX
BOIIPOCOB U MOJYCTPYKTYPUPOBAaHHOI'O MHTEPBBIO. Pe3ynbTarThl okasainu, 4To
HanOosee Ba)XKHBIMU TPYAHOCTSMHU ObUIM: TalM-MEHEI)KMEHT; JE€MOTHBALIUS;
ajanTanus K oHlaiH-o0y4yeHuto; TexHudeckre HeMCHpaBHOCTH; MPOOIEMBI C
UHTEpHET-coequHeHeM. Takxke ObLIM ONpeleNeHbl pa3jIUyHble CTPAaTErud,
KOTOPbIE MaruCTPAHTHI MbITAIUCH IPUMEHSATH IS PELICHUs U U30eXKaHUs ITHX
npobinem. Cpenu HauOosiee 3(Q(EKTHUBHBIX U3 HUX OBUIM: TMOJJAEPKKA CO
CTOPOHBI CBEPCTHUKOB; HCIOJb30BAHWE HOYTOyKa BMECTO cMapT(doHa;
MoJIly4eHue 3amnuceil ypokos; yiyuineHue HaBblkoB UKT u oOpamienue 3a
MOJJEPKKON K OHJIAMH-UHCTPYKTOPaM.
KuioueBble ci1oBa: oHIIaliH-00yUYeHNe, JUCTAHIIMOHHOE 00yUeHHE.

Introduction

The Internet has become one of the vital ways for both teachers and
learners in sharing information [1]. Moreover, online learning includes use of
the internet and application of other technological resources in producing
materials to learning and teaching processes [2]. However, implementation of
online learning faces some challenges due to several reasons and therefore, the
issue of online learning is of great importance for all educational stakeholders,
from learners who take online courses, to international communities who want
to improve a quality of online education [3,4] .

Suleyman Demirel University (hereinafter-University) started the
implementation of online learning in 2017 when it was decided to deliver the
classes for master programs in the blended format. The teaching staff was
thoroughly trained to use the platform Webex for online streamings, LMS
Moodle and Turnitin for managing the teaching process. Therefore, the total
transition to distance education during the pandemic of Covid 19 for the most
part of the university instructors was not so unexpected and sudden. However,
for some master students of linguistic majors studying online became quite a
challenge and brought considerable difficulties. It is widely understood that the
effective functioning of the online learning processes depends on the
understanding of the problems and providing the appropriate solutions. Thus,
this paper aims to deliver a discussion of the difficulties that master students
faced during education in distance and attempts to describe the solutions
undertaken by them to solve these problems.

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to explore SDU university master students’
perceptions about challenges and solutions of online learning in the TEFL
program. Realization of this purpose is achieved through the following
objectives:

e To investigate students’ perceptions of challenges of online learning;

e To determine the ways students cope with the challenges of distance
learning.
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1 Literature review

1.1 The definition of online learning

Since online education is an innovative and growing trend, there is a
debate about common definitions among scholars. Most studies emphasize on
characteristics of online learning, by defining it as computer-assisted,
technological-mediated, and internet connected. Moreover, online learning does
not only convey wholly online courses: however, it has various definitions. For
example, according to some definitions, online education has changed from a
fully online course by application of technological resources for delivering
whole or part of the course free from stable place and time [5].

In this study, online learning is regarded as “distance learning”, which is
defined as transmission of video presentation lectures to distant places [6] and
which includes implementation of technology that facilitates the studying
procedure, besides the online teaching [7].

1.2 Challenges of online learning

There are some challenges of online learning. For example, a recent
research [8] indicates some particular difficulties, which are connected to
technology services, equipment, facilities and digital skills, socio-economic
reasons (a disparity in education), assessment and regulation, plenty of
assignments, and consistency (some fields, which is a sport, need physical
communication). Moreover, a deficient connection to the internet causes huge
difficulty in online courses for learners in Southeast Asia [9]. In particular, there
IS no opportunity for instructors and learners in rural places to access the internet
of good quality and to use modern technological tools, and this causes obstacles
to successful online learning [10]. Moreover, parents of learners, from low socio-
economic status cannot afford enough money, also cannot allow technological
tools such as computers/laptops in order to maintain their children’ online study.
Thus, they attend online courses and obtain learning materials, submit home
tasks, and also pass the examination through their smartphones, instead of using
computers [11].

1.3 Solutions of challenges in online learning

There have been several recent studies on the challenges and solutions of
online learning, For example, one of the studies that was carried out on the
solutions for the challenges of online learning was [12]. According to the result,
a coping strategy to the difficulties of online learning depends on students’
flexible identity management style, which means that if the student has a flexible
management identity, he can adapt to online learning. Furthermore, it is
suggested that the Ministry that is responsible for education and science and the
Bureau for Development of Education might solve the challenges of online
learning through systemic solutions [13]. Besides, the learners should be
consulted, where decisions are made according to the needs and views of
students. Grading also must be implemented descriptively rather than numerical.
Moreover, a purposeful approach will be required, where different people from

138



SDU Bulletin: Pedagogy and Teaching methods 2021/2 (55)

multiple areas come together and share their experiences in online education.
Finally, achieving compromise might be the best solution. Additionally, Daher
& Baya’a grouped several challenges of online learning and suggested the
possible solutions from the teachers’ perceptions. For example, in order to solve
participants' availability problems, a teacher should be flexible in setting online
lessons that meet the time requirements of the students. In addition, an instructor
should explore the reasons why some students do not attend synchronous classes
and encourage them to participate. Moreover, a recording of the lessons might
be useful for students who did not participate in those lessons [14]. In addition,
a teacher should give more feedback to students, by asserting the teacher's
presence in order to overcome the students’ emotional problems in studying
online. Furthermore, sending learning materials to students beforehand might
solve infrastructure problems, such as the internet connection problems [15].
2 Methodology
This chapter describes the choice of methodology that is applicable to the
aim and questions of the study, sampling strategies, participants and research
tools that were used to collect data. The purpose of the study is to explore
challenges of online learning and solutions that are used by master students in
order to cope with the challenges. According to this purpose, the following
research questions were set:
Research question 1: What are the challenges of distance learning from
master students' perceptions?
Research question 2: How do master students cope with the
challenges of distance learning?
2.1 Research design
Having defined questions and the purpose of the research, qualitative
design of the research was chosen. The aim of choosing qualitative design is
that it allows obtaining detailed information from participants and provides
empirical investigation of the research issue. Moreover, data is obtained
through interviews. This research tool is essential in maintaining reliable and
consistent information about master students’ perceptions of online learning. In
addition, qualitative data facilitate an understanding of possible benefits and
challenges of online learning, and coping strategies that allow students to
overcome those challenges.
2.2 Research site and participants
As an area of research Suleyman Demirel University in Kaskelen was
chosen. The type of sample strategy, non-probability was chosen. This kind of
sample strategy represents a particular group of master students. Additionally,
it is applicable to a small number of participants. SDU was convenient as an
area of study, as the researcher had access to the university. Having access and
permission to practice is important to a researcher [16].
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Table 1. Participants in interview

Samplin Total number of Coded names
g participants Specifi
cs
Students 8 Student 1 Master students of
Student 2 TEFL program
Student 3
etc.

2.3 Ethical issues: The names of learners who took part in the study were
kept anonymous and coded, as Table 1shows, since the purpose of the research
is to investigate learners’ perceptions of online learning, but not to judge the
university and its staff. As, researchers have to consider the impact of research
work on participants of the study and behave in a way that the participants’
dignity is protected as human beings’ [17]. The process of gathering data was
direct, structured, and formal with a consent form. Additionally, it is important
to have a consent form (See Appendix A) while gathering data, since it
emphasizes ethical rules. The main task of the consent form is to get permission
of participants to take part in the study. The participants of this research were
informed about the purpose of the study and their privacies are respected and
kept confidential. Moreover, before conducting an interview, participants’
privacies are respected, and the interviewer asked their permission for taking the
interview and recording their voices.

2.4 Data Collection Tools

Interview: Interview is defined as “an interchange of opinions between
two or more people on a topic of the same interest” [18]. There are several types
of interviews, and one of them is standardized open-ended interviews, which
tend to ask the same questions with the same order from respondents) [19]. This
type of interview was chosen for this research. Moreover, according to other
classification, a semi-structured interview was selected for this study. Semi-
structured interviews are a combination of both structured and unstructured
interviews, where a researcher plans the interview questions beforehand,
however there is an opportunity for an interviewee to brainstorm and explain
some issues through open-ended questions [20]. Interview consists of two major
questions about challenges of online learning and the strategies that help master
students to overcome the challenges of distance learning. In addition, it has
follow-up spontaneous questions according to the context in order to make an
interview question and aim more clear.
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2.5 Data Analysis approach

Qualitative data is applicable to a small amount of participants; therefore
it is detailed and descriptive. Coding approach will be used for evaluating
interviews. Coding approach is transforming the responses to specific
classifications for the aim of analysis [21]. Interview will be listened to several
times by a researcher and transcribed to the written form. Then responses will
be reviewed, also detailed information will also be taken into account.
Moreover, this specific information will be classified and coded under particular
topics according to frequencies of recurrence.

3 Results and Discussion

This part of the study presents findings obtained through the interview.
Results are described according to two research questions, and are divided into
two key topics: challenges of distance learning from master students’
perceptions and solutions that help masters to overcome challenges of distance
learning. Each topic is divided into several subtopics based on interview
questions. The results are structured and described as answers for two research
questions.

3.1 Research question 1: What are the challenges of distance learning
from master students' perceptions?

3.1.1 Challenges that students met during their online learning.
Participants mentioned several challenges of distance learning. For example,
they discussed challenges of psychological nature: time management, staying
motivated; lack social relationship and adaptation to online learning:

There are a lot of challenges; sometimes it is difficult to stay motivated,
because of housework, some tasks at work. Sometimes, we cannot manage our
time, so it depends on the situation, and it depends on the person | know.
Adaptation to online learning is a little bit hard, as all of us have children at
home, and adaptation to technology was a little bit hard before, especially in the
first time, it was difficult to join lessons, but then it is ok (Student 1).

I met several challenges, for example it was distracting from learning
itself...I can not concentrate on one thing, because there is not always that kind
of environment for learning, because | can participate and to study in the car,
my home full of children, workplace, mostly it is hard to concentrate on the study,
because there is no enough feeling of study itself (Student 2).

It is inconvenient to speak as you might have background noise or
interference, as you are at home and your relatives may disturb you, and you are
relaxed and your attention is disrupted by some things. Moreover, you have a
lack of in-personal interaction (Student 4).

The Challenge of online class for me is having quiet places for classes. |
live in a little flat with my brother’s family, and there are 5 kids at home. So, for
me, personally, onsite education is more preferable. Also, after each class | have
a headache because of the excessive use of electronic devices. It is harming my
eyes too (Student 5).
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There are a lot of challenges, you cannot stay motivated. Also, you cannot
communicate with the teacher face to face, it will not be interesting. Moreover,
I have a child and live with my parents-in-law. | cannot manage the time, since
| should pay attention to my family and do housework. For the first time I could
not adapt to the Webex platform, but now it is ok (Student 6).

Staying motivated is impossible, when there is plenty of homework in
online learning. You do not have time to finish all the assignments. Time
management is also difficult, since | do not live alone (Student 8).

Other challenges that students discussed are related to ICT: internet connection
problems, technical issues, technical skills of the teacher:

Also, sometimes the quality of internet connection is bad, especially where
I live, | have really bad internet connection. It is very difficult to turn on my
camera, when teachers ask me, because if | turn on my camera, | cannot hear
what the teacher is saying, but they force me to do, open it and turn it on. And it
is a little bit difficult (Student 1).

One of the challenges is internet connection problems, personally Another
disadvantages of online learning is not all students have technical equipments,
and technical knowledge and even some teachers don’t have that kind of skills,
it can be a huge problem for the process itself, because there are many ways of
making online learning more comfortable, more interesting, and more flexible,
but many teachers do not use it, and not many students can’t use it (Student 2).

We had some challenges, for example, some teachers had internet
connection problems, so we could not hear and understand the lesson (Student
3).

Challenges are based on my current experience: networking problems in
some areas of our country there is a low quality of internet connection. For
overcoming challenges of online learning, I think that it is better to have an
internet connection, it is very important, but internet connection quality does not
depend on us, because it depends on our localization. For example, in our
country, it is a problem, if you live in the countryside, as me you have a bad
internet connection. This should be solved by our government (Student 4).

Another challenge is technical issues, because not all of the students have
a laptop (Student 6).

One of the challenges is you cannot get enough material online, since there
is more material in the library on campus than online. I do not have challenges
with internet connection, time management, staying motivated, technical issues.
The single problem is the library (Student 7).

I met challenges as there is no light at home, internet connection problems,
and other technical issues (Student 8).

Finally, according to the interview results, participants mentioned another
challenge of online learning as plenty of assignments:

All the time, we have a lot of tasks to do from the lessons, also we have a
lot of courses, and also we have to write articles and a dissertation (Student 1).
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Thus, the following issues were reported to be the most challenging for master
students: poor internet connection, lack of e-devices, a teacher’s ICT skills, time
management, staying motivated; lack social relationship and adaptation to online
learning.

3.2 Research question 2: How do master students cope with the
challenges of distance learning?

3.2.1 In order to solve the above mentioned challenges, most participants
suggested the following coping strategies, for example, psychological strategies:
motivation and self-organization; time management:

Sometimes | try to motivate myself like, | try to manage time, | try writing
timetables for me and try to write time for lessons each day, and look for it in
advance. Sometimes, | ask some help about technical issues from my colleagues,
for example how to give access, how to enter Moodle (Student 1).

Personally, I think I am trying to make a more comfortable environment
during the class, like isolating myself from other distracting things (Student 2).

I don’t have any problems with time management (Student 3).

Also, you should set up a good learning environment, it is going to be
difficult, for example for students if the computer is set up in the living room, you
are attempting to study, while your family is watching TV. You need to have
dedicated study space, where you won'’t be distracted (Student 4).

| started to walk and do some sports in order to cope with stress | have
thanks to online classes (Student 5).

My coping strategy is that If I do not understand the topic, where to find
materials | ask my groupmates (Student 7).

Moreover, another strategies mentioned by participants is ICT strategies:
improvement of ICT skills, asking support from an online instructor, using
laptop instead of smartphone:

What do | do to overcome challenges, like sometimes | stay at work,
because at work | have good internet connection, because work in the center
of the city, but I live in another end of the city (Student 1).

...and trying to connect to the internet, trying to connect to the class with
a laptop, instead of phones, because phones are not comfortable enough in
attaining classes, and | think there should be some classes for teaching how to
study online. In that way, it would be easier to learn online (Student 2).

Basically, personally, I do not meet many challenges, as I live in the city,
| have a good internet connection, | can open apps, and join without problems.,
technical issues, but my recommendation is students who study online, should
solve their internet connection problems., but it can be solved, because teachers
send materials beforehand or record lessons and put it in google classroom or
moodle (Student 3).

Additionally to the 1st question:. One of the solutions to overcoming
challenges of online learning is computer literacy. Not all our teachers and
students are good at computer literacy. One of the ways of overcoming
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challenges is the availability of online instructors, just because if you have
problems with internet connection, or other technical issues, you can contact
your online instructor, you can solve the problem (Student 4).

...However, 1 think problems like internet connection; technical issues
should be solved by the ministry of education (Student 6).

I cannot solve it but I think | can solve some technical issues. (Student 8)
However, respondents did not suggest coping strategy for some challenges by
explaining that it is not in their hands and impossible to solve:

I don’t have any other coping strategy, because I can not solve the problem
with eye headache issues and having noisy space for my learning. (Student 5)

I do not think that | can suggest coping strategies that allow me to
overcome challenges, because it is not in my hand (Student 6).

By summing up, according to the results, motivation and self-
organization; peer support; using a laptop instead of a smartphone; getting the
recordings of the lessons; improvement of ICT skills and online instructors were
strategies that are used by master students in order to cope with the challenges
of distance learning.

Conclusion

This study critically reviews the literature related to online learning.
More specifically, this paper had an overview on the concept, definitions,
challenges of online learning and possible solutions. It was revealed that there is
no common definition of online learning and while some scholars define it as
internet based learning, or any learning, which is carried out electronically,
others identify online learning as distance learning, hybrid learning and
distributed learning. According to these definitions, the definition of online
learning as “distance learning” was more suitable for this study. According to
the students’ responses, the challenges of online learning for master students
were time-management, demotivation, and adaptation to online learning,
technical issues and internet connection problems. Moreover, by analyzing
students’ responses, there were not exact coping strategies offered by students,
since a learner himself cannot solve some challenges of online learning. Yet,
some participants suggested solutions such as motivation and self-organization;
peer support; using a laptop instead of a smartphone; getting the recordings of
the lessons; improvement of ICT skills and asking support from online
instructors. Overall, it is believed that identifying the challenges is the first step
in finding the appropriate solutions.
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