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Abstract

Brief background/rationale: The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic challenged higher
education (HE) institutions across the globe, mainly through necessitating an urgent shift of
their teaching and learning activities to a hybrid approach. Universities came up with several
technological challenges, amongst others, in securing a smooth delivery of their hybrid
approach, yet major obstacles and challenges were also experienced by all university students
owing to this urgent shift. With hybrid teaching and learning to becoming the new pedagogical
norm of the higher education sector globally, this research seeks to assess, evaluate and
compare the students’ new learning experiences of hybrid teaching delivery within two
diverse/distinct teaching environments, and to outline the main impediments and challenges
associated with their learning experience during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Research Aim(s): This study seeks to identify the impediments and challenges faced by
university students in two distinct educational institutions (i.e., British and Bangladeshi), and
to evaluate and compare their learning experiences of online / hybrid teaching and learning.
Research findings: So far, 548 students completed the questionnaire (e.g., 285 British and
263 Bangladeshi). The vast majority from both cohorts are undergraduate students (214 UG /
71 PG British — 168 UG & 95 PG Bangladeshi), with an equal representation of male and
female students. Research findings highlight students’ dissatisfaction of hybrid teaching and
learning, mainly because of the lack of fulfilling their university life experience due to self-
isolation, limited social interaction, lockdown restrictions, technology challenges (e.g.,
bandwidth, connectivity, familiarity with tools, right equipment etc.).

Contribution: This research contributes to the existing International HE literature by providing
important insights relating to the adoption of online / hybrid teaching and learning in two distinct
educational institutions. Our research findings and discussion further offer recommendations
to policymakers to understand, assess and evaluate better key aspects of the hybrid provision,
and accordingly to suggest innovative e-learning solutions post-pandemic. Further research is
called to examine the challenges identified by students, and thus to allow HE institutions to
offer better teaching and learning solutions to enhance their students’ learning experience.
Although this working paper is limited by the selection criteria being employed, it could set the

foundational point of future research.

Key words: University Hybrid Teaching and Learning, Higher Education, International Tertiary

Sector, Covid-19 pandemic.
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1. Introduction

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic challenged organisations of all types to migrate
their operations to an online mode to secure everyone’s health and safety. One of the main
sectors being affected the most was that of the Higher Education (HE) globally. The Covid-19
pandemic has raised significant challenges as well as opportunities for the higher education
community worldwide to learn and explore, with the most urgent being the urgent and
unexpected request for previously face-to-face university courses to be taught online and vice
versa near about the end of pandemic. Such unexpected shift, accompanied by the closure of
many HE institutions, prompted national authorities to suggest emergency plans, including
hybrid teaching (i.e., online asynchronous, and synchronous provision — Hrastinski, 2008) to
ensure that staff and students remain active in this pandemic era. Therefore, the suitability of
conventional methods, such as the traditional face to face teaching, was highly questioned,
and thus being replaced by online, both synchronous and asynchronous, methods (e-learning)
for the time being.

Such an urgent shift to an online / hybrid teaching and learning approach on behalf of the
universities across the globe, also came up with several challenges affecting the smooth
delivery of their pedagogical approach. In addition, other impediments, experienced both from
HE institutions and their staff and students, added to the complexity of this urgent shift, mainly
resulting in negative experiences of the stakeholders being involved. Although there are
studies which uncover the challenges associating with hybrid teaching and learning (Tarus et
al., 2015; Aung & Khaing 2016), research is nascent on examining the university students’
experience of hybrid teaching and learning in the context of the pandemic. The shift from
traditional face-to-face education to online was not an easy journey for many institutions across
the world, as a bunch of changes in terms of digital competencies, pedagogical knowledge,
psychosocial counselling, varied levels of interaction, engagement and assessment strategies,
support structures, were required to be adopted in the institutional policies and practices.

With online / hybrid teaching and learning to becoming the new pedagogical norm of the
higher education sector globally in an attempt to secure their programmes’ learning excellence
in such difficult times, this study seeks to identify and discuss the impediments and challenges
experienced by university students in two distinct HE institutions (i.e., British and Bangladeshi),
and thus to compare their hybrid learning experience during the Covid-19 pandemic in a
developed and developing country respectively. Therefore, the following research questions
were developed to address the objectives set above through the lens of both UG and PG

students:

RQ1: What are the challenges associated with online / hybrid teaching and learning in

universities during the Covid-19 pandemic?
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RQ2: How has the university students’ learning experience affected due to hybrid teaching

and learning?

2. Literature review

With Covid-19 pandemic, it has become clearer that educational systems across the globe
were susceptible to external forces which could jeopardise the smooth operation and provision
of their educational programmes (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). It is widely noted that the digital
transformation, which was necessitated due to the pandemic, for the majority of the HE
institutions’ pedagogical approaches also associated with several logistical challenges and
attitudinal modifications (Ribeiro, 2020). This digital transformation of teaching and learning in
universities is not a novel discovery, as it accompanies HE institutions for some years now
(Kopp et al., 2019). However, this urgent shift to an online / hybrid teaching and learning
approach in HE globally becomes again a topical issue in the context of the Covid-19
pandemic, mainly because of the challenges brought forward by the pandemic, both for
university staff and students. In addition, this working paper features as of high interest to
several internal and external stakeholders to inform HE policies for the post pandemic era.

In the fourth industrial revolution era with the high speed of the Internet, post-Covid
education is expected to be neither fully online nor face-to-face but rather “phygital” in
Education 4.0. A new trend called “phygital” (i.e., a blend of physical and digital space,
“phygital” = physical + digital) learning is gaining popularity in recent times. It is the concept
of using technology to integrate the digital learning space with the physical world for the
purpose of providing a unigue interactive experience to the learners. Phygital is more
comprehensive than digital or face-to-face education and it is not blended learning as the
latter does not blend the best practices of face-to-face and online education instead operates
both singly (Aktaruzzman, 2021).

Online courses must involve contributors doing regular, significant happenings that benefit
to keep them focused. The significance of the regularity of communication in making online
classes was also explained by Hung et al. (2010). It was also found that lack of immediacy in
getting answers to their queries was also found to be a challenge in online education
(Muthuprasad et al., 2021). It was also reported by Hartley and Bendixen (2001), Petrides
(2002), Vonderwell (2003). Hence, care should be taken by the instructor to answer the
gueries of the learners' immediately. Researchers have also employed self-efficacy
instruments in various academic and technology-related courses and observed that it has a
positive influence on students' achievement and persistence in specific tasks (Mishra,

2009). Findings reveal that the lockdown, social distancing and self-isolation requirements
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are stressful and detrimental for many individuals (Nurunnabi et al., 2020). Tendency is a
serious concern among university students that can affect educational achievement both
positively and negatively (Hossain et al., 2019a).

Numerous studies discussed the acceptance of online / hybrid teaching and learning on
behalf of the stakeholders being involved (e.g., academic staff, students, policy makers -
Leszczynski et al., 2018). Hrastinski (2008) and Fry (2001) examined the two types of online /
hybrid teaching and learning (i.e., asynchronous, and synchronous), and suggested that for
these to be effective and efficient the use of various technologies is needed to develop
educational material, as well as to inform the instructional delivery of the programmes offered.
Additionally, Selim (2007) identified the key success factors (KSFs) relating to online / hybrid
teaching and learning in HE institutions, grouping them into three clusters (i.e., academic staff,
students, information technology and institutional support). For academic staff, KSFs include
their informational technology attitude and competencies, while in relation to information
technology, the reliability of the institutional infrastructure is outlined (ibid). Respectively, for
students, KSFs relate to their discipline and time management capacity, whereas in relation to
the institutional support, the technical support provided, and the level of IT experience are
noted (ibid). Selim (2007) argued that lack of consideration of those factors that could influence
users’ acceptance of hybrid teaching and learning could prove challenging and critical for the
successful implementation of a hybrid teaching and learning model. Thereafter, the use and
provision of hybrid teaching and learning features as the key challenge for most HE institutions
during the Covid-19 time and post-pandemic.

Several studies examined the challenges associating with the introduction of online / hybrid
teaching and learning in relation to the clusters identified above. From the academic staff's
perspective, Islam et al. (2015) classified challenges into five categories, including those
relating to learning styles and culture, pedagogical approaches, use of technology, IT literacy,
and time management challenges. From an institutional point of view, Aung and Khaing (2016)
and Tarus et al. (2015) highlighted the inadequate institutional IT infrastructure and support,
the lack of interest and commitment to adopt a hybrid approach in some cases, as well as
financial constraints, specifically for developing countries, such as Bangladesh. Borotis &
Poulymenakou (2004) and Aydin & Tasci (2005) provided further evidence on institutional
unpreparedness to introduce hybrid teaching and learning initiatives. Lastly, Watkins et al.
(2004) argued that as many people are attached to already existing pedagogies, that makes
it even more difficult for them to adjust to innovations and upgrade existing practices. Similarly,
from the students’ perspective, Carr (2000) argued that student perception of hybrid teaching
and learning has mostly been negative due to past experiences, further resulting in high
dropouts, low motivation, and low student satisfaction (Baczek et al., 2021; Bali & Liu, 2018;

Ali & Ahmad, 2011). All in all, the mainstream literature/research, examining the challenges
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and/or the factors affecting the use and provision of hybrid teaching and learning, boils down
to three perspectives, all of which should be considered to successfully implement hybrid
teaching and learning approach.

With more and more students being willing to participate in distance education these days,
either because of the pandemic or for any other reasons, an online / hybrid teaching and
learning approach features as an alternative to traditional, well-established, methods.
Therefore, the issue at hand associates greatly to the emergency of moving online and
enhance students’ learning experience and secure their satisfaction. Therefore, this study
focuses primarily on the challenges experienced by students owing to the provision of hybrid
teaching and learning in a developed (i.e., United Kingdom) and developing (i.e., Bangladesh)
county to highlight their similarities and nuances, and thus to set the foundational point of

future research.

3. Methodology and the rationale of case study research.

This working paper employs a case study research strategy to compare British and
Bangladeshi undergraduate (UGs) and postgraduate (PGs) students’ experience of hybrid
teaching and learning during the Covid-19 pandemic. The rationale of adopting two case study
HE institutions lies with our intention to compare the use and provision of hybrid teaching and
learning, and their students’ learning experience, in distinct national and educational contexts,
namely that of a developed and a developing country respectively.

An online survey questionnaire distributed through emails, and through posting it on various
social networks (e.g., Linkedin, Twitter, Facebook). The questionnaire included a range of
open-ended, close-ended, and multiple-choice questions aiming at addressing our three
research questions. The snowball technique was also used to disseminate the survey, and
thus to reach a higher number of participants. The survey questionnaire distributed to
approximately 1400 students in both universities (UGs & PGs), returning 548 valid responses,
thus a response rate of 39% as for today. The vast majority from both cohorts are
undergraduate students (214 UG / 71 PG British — 168 UG & 95 PG Bangladeshi), with an

equal representation of male and female students.

4. Research Findings and Discussion

The present study examined the challenges students in HE institutions identified in relation
to the online provision of their courses during the Covid-19 pandemic. To start with students’
demographics, the graphs below indicate the percentages/total numbers per country

respondents, programme level, age group and gender.
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Fig.1: Sample Demographics

As shown above, there is an almost equal representation of male and female participants
from both educational institutions. However, there is a slightly higher rate of UGs who
completed the survey questionnaire compared to their PG counterparts. That results to a
higher number of participants within the age group of 17-23 years old.

Comparing a developed and a developing country, and their educational systems, through
the lens of both UG and PG students from a leading university in each country, it was found
that students in developing countries are facing greater challenges (e.g., poor internet
connectivity, inadequate knowledge on the use of IT and weakness of content development)
compared to their counterparts in developed ones. Although students, from both countries,
demonstrated adaptability and success in traditional teaching methods, we argue that this
cannot necessarily guarantee success of a hybrid teaching and learning model. This confirms
Guglielmino and Guglielmino (2003) and Watkins et al. (2004) proposition that a crucial factor
to consider before switching to a hybrid teaching and learning approach is to examine the
students’ readiness and willingness to move in such mode.

Students from both educational institutions, regardless of their level of studies,
classified the following challenges as the most important ones (fig.2).
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Major Challenges Indentified (from both student cohorts)
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Figure 2: Challenges of hybrid teaching and learning in the era of the pandemic

6.41%

', .

3.45%

Our study indicates that accessibility (e.g., getting online, poor connection etc.) is the most

important challenge students are facing because of the hybrid teaching and learning provision.

Alike, sitting online exams made them feel uncomfortable mainly due to the connection issues

they were facing, but also because they have not done this before. Such findings contradict

previous research identifying access and cost of the internet as less important barriers to

hybrid teaching and learning (Muilenberg and Berge, 2005). Yet, we acknowledge that the

authors’ research was conducted in a developed country, thus we considered whether

differentiations and/or similarities exist between the two distinct educational contexts.

Our respondents’ (per country) classification of the same challenges outlines the nuances

between a developing and a developed country (fig.3).
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Top 4 Challenges per student cohort
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Figure 3: Classification of challenges (top 4) per country/student cohort.

In Bangladesh, where students do not have access to portable devices as their British
counterparts, as well as internet connectivity is poor, they classified the “internet connection
issues” challenge as the most important one (35.85%), followed by the “online exams” (23%),
moving then down to 8.04% for the “lack of networking and team collaboration”. Such
suggestions come in line with Ahmed and Nwagwu’s (2006) study where the authors argued
that human resource development, telecommunications, and information technology policies,
among other reasons, were the key challenges for online learning in developing countries. In
contrast, British students classified the “lack of networking and team collaboration” as the most
important challenge (29.45%), followed by the respective suggested from their Bangladeshi
counterparts, yet in lower percentages (internet connection issues 22.48% / online exams
20.19%).

Such differentiation relates to our RQ2, with our research findings clearly indicating
students’ dissatisfaction of hybrid teaching and learning, mainly because of the lack of fulfilling
their university life experience due to self-isolation, limited social interaction, lockdown
restrictions, technology challenges (e.g., bandwidth, connectivity, familiarity with tools, right
equipment etc.), at least mostly for the British sample. Our findings contradict pre-pandemic
research which examined students’ satisfaction of online education (Zaheer et al., 2015). The
authors further revealed students’ suggestion that e-learning can support higher education in
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developing countries where HE institutions are limited; a proposition not confirmed from our
Bangladeshi sample though.

Furthermore, the “low motivation due to resistance to change” challenge associates with
students’ unwillingness and lack of preparation for a complete online experience. The rate was
greater for the Bangladeshi cohort (33.52%), compared to their British counterparts (18.39%).
From a cross-cultural point of view, this could be explained because of the higher “uncertainty
avoidance” score of our Bangladeshi sample (i.e., score 60 compared to 35 for UK). Generally,
students were afraid to change to the new mode as they believed only troubles will bring (e.qg.,
difficulties on sitting online exams). Existing research highlights resistance to change as many
students were attached to accepted, and well delivered, pedagogies (Borotis &
Poulymenakou, 2004). Steinmayr and Spinath (2009) also argued that students’ motivation
levels contribute to their learning experience. Therefore, since students were not prepared to
an online / hybrid teaching and learning model, intrinsically, they were not motivated to adapt.
This also partially justifies students’ identification of the following challenges (e.g., Inadequate
training of the lecturers/teaching teams to deliver online / feasibility of online provision for
specific subjects / Lack of customisation/adaptability of course/module context according to
students' requirements / lower quality of materials online etc.) as the triggers of failure for
hybrid teaching and learning due to the unpreparedness of the institutions and their staff (Aydin
and Tasci, 2005). Yet, we also need to acknowledge that hybrid teaching and learning features
as the most effective way to transition from face-to-face to e-learning as that could allow both
students and teaching staff to acquire the basic training and prepare the material required
(Hoic-Bozic et al., 2008).

Upon having identified the most important challenges relating to hybrid teaching and
learning during the Covid-19 pandemic, we have asked students to indicate their satisfaction
or dissatisfaction with the approach offered by their educational institutions. Following the
greater accessibility challenges that the Bangladeshi students encountered, their responses
on this particular question also reflected through their lower satisfaction rates compared to
their British counterparts. Precisely, comparing the two student cohorts, the difference is
notable (fig.4).
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Figure 4: Students’ satisfaction of hybrid teaching and learning.

From the responses provided, the conventional classroom seems to be preferred from both
student cohorts due to the socialisation opportunities offered (Zaheer et al., 2015). Despite the
emergency, hybrid teaching and learning featured as the best way to go with during the
pandemic. However, the responses returned by students indicate that they are less likely to
benefit from this type of approach initiated by the institutions. The transition was not smooth,
leaving both students and teaching staff wondering on what to follow (Kopp et al., 2019).

All'in all, our research findings outline the nuances between a developed and a developing
county around the challenges of hybrid teaching and learning, and their student cohorts’
satisfaction of online education. Online education is deeply rooted in adequate planning in line
with existing educational theories and models, but the quick change to hybrid teaching and
learning were put under question because such swift also indicated the absence of proper
planning. All those crisis-response pedagogical methods offered by both educational
institutions were limited to a purely online delivery of material without taking into consideration
relevant educational models and theories, but most importantly without acknowledging their
“customers™ preferences. Therefore, HE institutions’ responses to the pandemic cannot be
fully described as an effective digital transformation, but rather to be viewed as an emergency

remote teaching platform.

5. Theoretical contribution and practical implications

This research adds value to the existing HE international literature by providing important
insights relating to the adoption of hybrid teaching and learning in tertiary sector in two distinct
educational institutions. It further contributes to the existing literature by identifying students’

responses of the associated challenges during the pandemic, and thus offers
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recommendations to policymakers to understand, assess and evaluate better key aspects of
the hybrid provision model, and accordingly to suggest innovative e-learning solutions post-
pandemic.

Especially for developing countries, such as Bangladesh, our practical insights could serve
as potential solutions to the challenges encountered by universities, as well as to represent
the triggers of their digital transformation. Although there are several challenges that students
and teachers face in teaching online, the good news is that there is no doubt that conducting
classes online is a commendable initiative taken by the current Bangladesh government to
reduce the loss of students’ academic activities. For the correct implementation of this task,
students and teachers must be encouraged and viewed as a challenge to carry out
appropriately. Students should be mindful that they are the primary stakeholders and must be
self-motivated to have a greater interest in getting a response to the digital classes with all
their endeavours. There is a need to bring a strategic change from the course curriculum to
the teaching process and ensure an amalgamation of all types of interventions (online / hybrid)
for online learning activities through a unified policy direction such as adoption of a new policy
for a certain period of time, and inclusion of community people, which might play a catalytic
role to minimise the loopholes of online learning in the pandemic.

6. Research limitations and directions for future research

Our study highlights the need for further examination of the challenges identified by
students to allow educational institutions to offer better teaching and learning solutions to
enhance their students’ learning experience. Therefore, although this working paper is limited
by the selection criteria being employed, it could set the foundation point of future research.

Future research could include the teaching and administrative staff to allow for a
comparison of the various perspectives that could be identified. In addition, the inclusion of
more educational institutions could offer deeper insights into the suitability and acceptance of
hybrid teaching and learning, as well as students’ learning experience and satisfaction across
the globe. Respectively, the teaching teams’ experience of hybrid provision could inform future

decisions on similar occasions.
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