

  sustainability-14-00568




sustainability-14-00568







Sustainability 2022, 14(1), 568; doi:10.3390/su14010568




Article



Online Teaching during COVID-19 Pandemic: Teachers’ Experiences from a Chinese University



Samson Maekele Tsegay 1[image: Orcid], Muhammad Azeem Ashraf 2,*[image: Orcid], Shahnaz Perveen 3 and Mulugeta Zemuy Zegergish 4





1



School of Education and Social Care, Anglia Ruskin University, Young Street, Cambridge CB1 1PT, UK






2



Educational Science Research Institute, Hunan University, Changsha 410082, China






3



Department of Education, The Government Sadiq College Women University Bahawalpur, Bahawalpur 63100, Punjab, Pakistan






4



Department of Psychology and Educational Administration, Asmara College of Education, Asmara, Eritrea









*



Correspondence: azeem@hnu.edu.cn







Academic Editor: Jordi Colomer Feliu



Received: 5 November 2021 / Accepted: 24 December 2021 / Published: 5 January 2022



Abstract

:

This paper explores the experiences of Chinese university teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a particular emphasis on the teaching and learning methods adopted and the benefits and challenges encountered in the process. It is based on semi-structured interviews with 13 Chinese university teachers selected through purposive sampling. The findings suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic forced the university and teachers to adopt online teaching and learning without necessary preparations. Most of the teachers had no adequate ICT and pedagogical training to engage in online teaching and learning. The teachers used the little knowledge they had to learn creating videos and managing online classes gradually. In addition to the flexibility benefits, online learning is expected to transform the teaching and learning process in China to become more interactive and student-centered, which would be a significant achievement for teachers who have been practicing traditional teaching methods. This research provides a better understanding of the benefits and challenges of online learning, which could be vital for future adjustments or educational reforms.
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1. Introduction


The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the world in the health sector and many other sectors such as education, business, and tourism. With the spread of the COVID-19 outbreak and the increased mortality around the world, many countries decided to close schools, colleges, and universities. The closing of educational institutions caused the interruption of students’ learning, especially in countries where internet connections are not strong or students lack vital resources such as computers [1]. In contrast, teaching and learning processes transformed into online learning in countries with reliable information and communication technologies (ICT) [2].



For example, the development and integration of ICT into education have shown significant progress in China, to the level that some cities have gained full coverage [3]. In addition, many Chinese universities have been offering online courses, although research suggests that the proportion of students choosing this approach to education is low compared to face-to-face classes, and it is often targeted to adult vocational students [4]. Furthermore, research reveals that most Chinese students need proper ICT training and a conducive environment to learn online from home [5,6]. These challenges are expected to increase during COVID-19.



The increase of COVID-19 cases and the measures taken to control the spread of the pandemic limited the availability of ample and quiet space for students to study, which primarily affects students from low socio-economic status [1]. With lockdowns forcing most or all family members to stay at home, many students face difficulties finding a conducive environment to focus and learn from home [6]. Moreover, teachers need to design a new method of teaching and learning which might require additional ICT and pedagogical training [7,8]. This is a major challenge for many teachers who have been focusing on traditional teaching and learning [7,9]. Conversely, research indicates that teachers who had been accustomed to interactive technology could adapt to online teaching quickly [10]. In addition, teachers’ perception and understanding of interactive learning theories and practices affect their view on applying different learning activities in the classroom [11].



Despite its vast educational reform and development, Chinese educational institutions are commonly focused on exam-oriented education and, thus, teaching approaches with a tradition of lecturing and limited student participation [9,12,13,14]. Many scholars argue that such teaching practices are connected to the cultural perception of teachers and the academic participation and performance of students [7,9,15,16,17]. Teachers who perceive that they are the providers of knowledge while students are the receivers tend to use teacher-centered teaching, resulting in low student participation and collaborative learning [18]. This approach also hinders students from taking responsibility for their learning [19]. The recent study by Asharaf et al. (2021) also showed that the efforts to adopt blended learning in Chinese schools would be challenging due to teachers’ perceptions and pedagogical knowledge, and the exam-oriented nature of the Chinese education system. This suggests that the transformation of the Chinese education system to online learning could be both challenging and interesting.



This paper examines the transformation and challenges faced by university teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study was based on semi-structured online interviews with thirteen university teachers working in Chinese HEIs. The following two research questions guide the study to improve its focus and organization [20,21]. (1) What teaching and learning methods were adopted by Chinese university teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic? (2) What are the benefits and challenges encountered in the process? The study provides a robust explanation of the teaching and learning process during the COVID-19 pandemic in China. It also contributes to strengthening the literature on the impact of the COVID-19 on education.




2. Teaching and Learning during the COVID-19


As indicated above, HEIs have transformed their teaching and learning process to ‘online teaching and learning’, which is usually considered one method of distance learning that takes place over the Internet [22]. When COVID-19 forced people to remain indoors, online learning played a significant role in helping students continue their studies using virtual classes, which allowed them to attend classes from anywhere in the world. Research by Jena (2020) in India suggested that online class could be as effective as face-to-face ones if it is used with all necessary tools; moreover, online learning is essential to alleviate mental stress that could arise due to the COVID-19 lockdown or boredom [23]. Other authors have also highlighted that sitting idle for a longer duration can affect people’s health and well-being. For example, it can lead to depression and anxiety [24].



However, Pokhrel and Chhetri (2021, p. 134) indicated that online teaching and learning has various limitations: “the weakness of online teaching infrastructure, the limited exposure of teachers to online teaching, the information gap, non-conducive environment for learning at home, equity and academic excellence in terms of higher education”. The authors further suggested a need for different pedagogical approaches that fit the courses taught. Although the research literature in this field is in progress, various authors have indicated that online learning has certain limitations and strengths compared to face-to-face learning [5,25]. Moreover, the challenges to online learning are pertinent both across and within countries. As Schleicher (2020) stated, students from privileged countries and backgrounds tend to have the resources to help them find their way past closed school doors to alternative learning opportunities. They can continue their learning during COVID-19 through the Internet, television, or radio [1,2]. Nevertheless, those from poor countries and backgrounds have no option but to wait for their schools to open after the COVID-19 lockdown is lifted. The COVID-19 lockdown has also depleted the scarce resources of students from disadvantaged backgrounds, as they have not been able to travel to the library and other public spaces where they could get a fast Internet connection and a space to study. This highlights the pandemic’s role in exposing and, perhaps, widening the gap between the privileged and the disadvantaged students and, thus, societies.



When countries went to lockdown to contain the spread of COVID-19, higher education institutions (HEIs) were the first to replace their face-to-face classes with online learning [5]. They started transforming their learning environment so that “digitalization expands and complements student-teacher and other relationships” [1] (p. 4). However, as indicated above, such pedagogical transformation is not easy for teachers who have been practicing traditional teaching methods. Therefore, they need proper training to improve their pedagogical knowledge and ICT skills and competencies [26,27]. This could help them manage online learning effectively and, thus, address students’ learning needs using student-centered pedagogy. It is, therefore, logical to ask: how is the education system in China, a country with deep-rooted traditional learning methods, coping with the outbreak of COVID-19? The sudden and contagious nature of COVID-19, which gave less time for preparation and planning, also makes the question more interesting.



There are several research projects conducted worldwide regarding online teaching and learning, particularly after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic [6,8,26,28,29,30,31,32,33,34,35,36]. However, most of these research papers are based on quantitative studies, particularly on survey of students. Moreover, the few studies that focus on teachers’ experiences do not concentrate on the pedagogical transformation of the Chinese HEIs and its short and long-term implications [4,6,8,37]. On the other hand, Zhang et al. (2020) indicate that teachers shoulder the largest burden in solving the challenges posed by COVID-19 for the education system as they get little guidance and support from their institutions [6]. This calls for additional and, perhaps, longitudinal studies based on teachers’ experiences to extend the available knowledge, which this study partly addresses [38].



Furthermore, regardless of the COVID-19 issue, research has shown that traditional instructional approaches are ineffective in responding to students’ learning needs and life situations (Tsegay 2015; Tsegay et al., 2018; Weimer 2003). They fail to promote active engagement of students in the teaching and learning process [17,18,19]. The disconnection between instructional approaches and learning needs influences the students’ social and intellectual development to function in the modern world [39]. Hence, teachers need to shift to interactive teaching methods to help students advance their thinking ability and increase their interest in education [7,37]. Considering the traditional learning methods used in China, we argue that introducing online learning due to COVID-19 could be a ‘blessing in disguise’ for the country’s higher education system. Below we explain the methodology and methods used for this study.




3. Methodology


The research focused on the experiences of Chinese higher education teachers regarding the teaching and learning methods during the COVID-19 pandemic. It used qualitative research design as this helps to explore the contextual conditions and realize the phenomena in a broader sense, in order to enable understanding and critical analysis [40]. In addition, the researchers employed a phenomenological approach to help them describe and interpret the lived experiences of the participants from their point of view [41]. Hunan University granted ethical approval to conduct the study. The following sections describe the sample and sampling procedures, and methods of data collection and analysis.



3.1. Sample and Sampling Procedures


The target population of this phenomenological study were Chinese university teachers, particularly those who were teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. We sent an email to potential participants with information about the study and their consent to participate in the research. Thirteen (seven male and six female) teachers were selected from a single Chinese university to collect data for the study. The sample teachers were selected using purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling technique that focuses on particular characteristics of a population of interest to the researchers to answer the research questions [21,42]. It is based on the study’s objectives and the researchers’ knowledge of the population under investigation [43]. Accordingly, purposive sampling was applied to identify and select potential participants representing a broader group of cases for the study [20,42]. Participants who had a minimum of one year of teaching experience and taught during the COVID-19 pandemic were selected for interviews. In addition, we considered other features such as gender and academic discipline to ensure the maximum diversity concerning these criteria. As indicated in Table 1, the participants of this study were from various fields and with different years of teaching experience.




3.2. Methods of Data Collection and Analysis


This study is based on qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews to investigate the experiences of the university teachers. We used semi-structured interviews to obtain adequate information by making the questions flexible and asking additional questions based on the response of the interviewees [44]. The interviews were conducted online using Zoom video communications, which provide significant opportunities for conducting qualitative research [45]. We asked questions regarding the teaching and learning methods used during the COVID-19 pandemic, students’ engagement, and the benefits and challenges encountered in the process to address the case under study. We prepared an interview protocol containing the purpose of the study, instructions and interview questions to ensure voluntary participation. Through the interview protocol and a consent form, the participants were informed that participation in the study was voluntary and the participants’ responses were confidential [46]. Pseudonyms were used to protect the identity and safety of the participants throughout the research. The interviews were recorded upon the permission of the interviewees. The interviews were conducted in Chinese to allow better communication and expression of ideas and, then, translated to English by one of the researchers (fluent in Chinese and English).



This study employed qualitative data analysis to summarize the key features and offer rich interpretation of the data collected through semi-structured interviews [44,47]. In particular, the study used thematic analysis to systematically categorize and analyze the data and, thus, explore the transcription in different angles for more reliable research findings [43,48]. In doing so, using a hybrid of inductive and deductive coding approaches, the data were first broken into relatively small units [20,47]. Then, a structural skeleton was established through descriptive and explanatory methods to provide for meaningful interpretation and discussion. Finally, the data were interpreted in relation to the literature review to respond to the research questions.





4. Findings and Discussion


4.1. Shifting to Online Teaching


Before the outbreak of COVID-19, most Chinese HEIS were engaged in blended learning, whereas others were still using traditional teaching methods. However, the spread of COVID-19 forced many educational institutions to either suspend their academic activities or shift to online teaching [1]. After a short suspension period, Chinese HEIs transformed their academic activities into online learning [4]. Similarly, the case university changed its teaching and learning activities to online, which was the first experience of teaching online for most of the teachers. Regarding this, Zhu said:




Interviewer: Did you teach online classes before the outbreak of COVID-19?






Zhu: No.






Interviewer: What did you feel the first time you were told to teach online?






Zhu: I was very worried. Like many of our colleagues, I had never taught online before. Therefore, I was worried that I would not find relevant resources for my class. I was also concerned that I would not be able to handle the technology. Besides, many things were not clear. For example, I was told to make a good connection with students. It was scary. Then I started to prepare several days in advance.






Interviewer: How did it go?






Zhu: Ah.. in the first time, I had very low confidence. I didn’t master the technology at that time. But I slowly became familiar with the situation and slowly started developing my capacity and class management.





The concern about teaching online classes was not exclusive to Zhu, but was a common phenomenon among all of the participants of this study. They were not confident about their skills in using the ICTs and pedagogies required to teach online classes. For example, Yang stated:




My first reaction was very ‘confusing’. I was not sure about how to do it. I was not sure whether I could teach well online and whether online teaching has any good effect on students’ learning. I started teaching my classes with these doubts.





This suggests that the teachers were worried that they might not manage to teach online or engage their students properly. Some participants, such as Zhu and Yang, were even unsure whether the online classes would work and they would be good enough to give students adequate knowledge. This study highlighted teachers’ concerns, their perception of online learning, and the lack of training on online teaching. Previous studies have revealed that lack of teachers’ technological knowledge poses a significant challenge to the implementation of online learning [6]. However, this study further indicates that lack of technological knowledge and experience could cause anxiety, doubt, and lack of confidence.



The data also showed that many participants of this study were not keen on online learning. They expressed concerns that online learning was “not organic” and “lacks emotional interaction”. For example, Li reflected:




There is emotional interaction in face-to-face teaching. However, online learning, has limited emotional interaction because it is difficult to follow all the students’ physical and emotional reactions. In addition, many students turn off their videos which blocks visual communication. These challenges limit the teacher-student relationships.





In most cases, these explanations are based on their experiences with traditional or blended teachings, where teachers can meet their students and see their development physically, rather than virtually, as in the case of online learning. As Ashraf et al. (2021) indicated, these limitations of online learning affect teachers’ perceptions of the teaching approach and their motivation to use them. Moreover, the teachers expressed concern that online learning is inferior to face-to-face learning or blended learning. Partly, this was explained in terms of their capacity, and many of the teachers felt that they were not skilled enough to teach online. Explaining this, Zhu and Liu stated:




I often think about the effect of online teaching, and I think it is not as effective as offline one. This is mainly related to the teacher’s confidence, skill, interaction (with students) and the resources. Students can open their computers (online platforms) and might decide to do other things by turning off their videos. It is difficult to get hold of them as in offline classes. So, in this case, I think the quality is inferior. It is not as effective as offline.



(Zhu)






I did not want to teach online. This perception was related to my lack of understanding of online teaching itself. I am also not good at handling IT and similar equipment. On the other hand, I also feel that online teaching is not effective. In the beginning, I was psychologically against this type of teaching.



(Liu)





All of our participants echoed Zhu’s statement. Despite its flexibility and the fact that online teaching was introduced for safety during the pandemic, the data highlighted many challenges teachers and students face. Our findings indicated that teaching online classes from a small screen (mostly computers) appeared to limit the teachers’ interaction with their students. Other research indicates that limited social interaction is a disadvantage of online education [4].



Furthermore, as Liu noted above, the participants of this study indicated that they did not get adequate training concerning online teaching and learning. Many participants of this study noted that this was not a surprise because most Chinese HEIs had little experience in online learning. However, the sudden outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic pushed educational institutions to start working online. The participants further expressed that the lack of (in-service) training was one of the factors that affected their experiences while transforming to online learning due to the COVID-19. For example, Hu said:




I got no training regarding online learning. When I was asked to do online classes, I was confused. I sent messages and asked what kind of classroom the university was talking about. Does this mean using Tencent conference, or what else? I had some knowledge of Tencent conferences and some of the online courses (Massive Open Online Courses-MOOCs) offered by American universities. However, I thought it was not easy for me to use it. Some basic knowledge would not be enough without adequate training on using them. Well, I was not familiar with how to use them.





Many of the participants highlighted their lack of knowledge and training in online teaching and learning and its delivery methodologies. These challenge appeared to affect the teachers’ perceptions of their competence and confidence to deliver quality online classes. Moreover, they influence the students’ participation and interest in the teaching and learning process [18,19]. This suggests that the initial transition stage from offline or blended learning to online learning was not smooth and interactive. Nonetheless, the participants of this study noted that they gradually started to gain experience and transform the teaching and learning process to become more interactive and student-centered.




4.2. Adopting Student-Centered Teaching


The participants of this study explained that they gradually gained more knowledge and experience about online learning, and adopted student-centered teaching. In fact, many argued that one of the strengths of online learning is helping students become independent learners. Nevertheless, this requires the motivation, direction, and inclusion of students in the teaching and learning process to research, collaborate, and become co-producers of their knowledge. For instance, Zhu stated that he was impressed at the engagement and feedback of students when he allowed them to participate in the lesson design.




Before starting the lesson, I discussed the lesson design with my students, and I found that interesting especially to the students. Their participation was very high. I was surprised to hear that the students reported the situation to my department. I was praised for engaging the students during my lesson design. I was called to the department and informed that my students were pleased with my classes. I did not expect such an outcome from the online class that I was worried about. I was impressed.



(Zhu)





Yang also came up with another approach to enable students to become part of the teaching and learning process.




I simplify my lectures to help students quickly get the objectives of my lessons and engage in my class. I divide the contents of my lectures into several parts and use interactive pedagogies in most of them. Such design often motivates students’ involvement in class.



(Yang)





Zhu’s and Yang’s excerpts indicate that online learning could be interactive when teachers have relevant knowledge and skills and are keen to involve students. This finding argues that online learning could be as effective as face-to-face learning [45]. However, students need to be given an opportunity in the lesson design and delivery in order to engage actively in the teaching and learning process. This further suggests that student-centered approach should not only center on student needs and interests [18,19], but it should also emanate from the students.



The findings of this study indicate that teachers need to create a conducive environment and use appropriate teaching methods and materials to ensure student-centered teaching and learning. The participants explained that they often take a long time to prepare for online teaching, particularly to create an environment where students can freely interact. In this instance, Li and Mike said:




I spend a lot of time and energy to ensure a suitable class atmosphere to mobilize students to be part of the teaching and learning process. I also try to design my lectures in a way that motivates students’ participation. For example, I use posing questions to students to stimulate students’ interaction and frame their attention to the lesson. I faced some challenges regarding my lack of skills in teaching online classes, especially in the first few lessons. Exploring various online classes, such as MOOCs and Harvard open classes, was helpful to get relevant teaching resources and understand how online classes should be run.



(Li)






There are many online courses, including MOOCs, that are essential to developing our capacity. I also use them in classes. I watch some good video clips to get a general knowledge about online teaching and relevant to my subject area. These courses/resources are good, but I don’t think they have been adequately utilized in colleges and universities.



(Mike)





As indicated above, Li’s quotation postulates that teachers play a significant role in creating a suitable environment for student learning and the direction and motivation of students. The findings indicate that teachers used different methods to gain their students’ attention and interaction in class. Moreover, Li disclosed capacity-related challenges that teachers face and the strategies they use to ease these challenges, especially where there was a lack of in-service teacher training and relevant resources. Mike, Janet, Zhu, Liu, Yu, and many other participants of this study concur with Li that there are many online courses being taught in other universities that could serve as an example. These courses could help teachers explore various examples of online teaching and online teaching resources to develop their capacity and run their classes smoothly. This suggests that teachers can use other strategies and resources to enhance their professional skills if there is a lack of institutional support for online teaching. For example, Janet highlighted that online resources could be used to support students to be part of the class discussion.



Most of the participants of this study noted that they gradually learned how to run online classes and adopt student-centered teaching. Nonetheless, in most cases, the first online module or course that teachers teach and the first few sessions of the module, in particular, were negatively affected. Li, for example, noted that he used the first week of his course to test his lesson plans and teaching approaches and get feedback from students for improvement.




I started my class [module] in the second week. Along with the students, I understood from the first week that some problems will certainly exist. So, I get prepared for such problems, rather than just being worried about what will happen.



(Li)






I used the first two classes to set my teaching practice. I got feedback from students. They mostly gave me feedback regarding their feelings about the whole course, which was helpful. I also used their class interaction. assignments, teaching resources, and students’ disruptions to understand how the online class is being handled.



(Zhu)





This reflective learning appeared to be common to the majority of the participants, as they tested their teaching approaches and materials for their classes in the first weeks and adapted them. As Zhu stated, the teachers learned from the students’ desire to learn and the level of the class interaction. The teacher participants also assessed if there were any additional barriers to learning, such as students’ disruptions, or outside noise, and availability and clarity of PPTs, videos, and other teaching aids. These factors affect the teaching and learning process and student-centered teaching, in particular. This finding concurs with earlier research that highlights the significance of the environment and teaching aids in promoting student-centered teaching [49].




4.3. Benefits and Challenges


Most of the participants of this study expressed concerns about their experiences of online teaching and learning in general, and during the COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, with reference to their prior experiences of face-to-face or blended learning. Although they generally preferred face-to-face teaching to online teaching, the participants also indicated that online learning has some benefits. The following discusses the benefits and challenges of online learning from the participants’ perspectives.



4.3.1. Benefits


As suggested by the quotes above, many of the teachers who participated in this study indicated that they did not initially have a positive perception of online learning and believed it would be difficult to adopt online learning considering their ICT and pedagogical knowledge. However, the social and structural changes that occurred to education during the pandemic did not leave them with any choice but to transform their teaching approach to online learning. Despite its many challenges, the participants acknowledged that online learning offered the teachers and students advantages related to time, resources, and lifelong learning.



The fact that online learning allows students to learn from home offered both the students and teachers some flexibility, and it saved them some time as they were no longer travelling to classes. Li and Mike described some of their experiences:




There is the limitation of time and space with offline (face-to-face) classes. Online classes avoid such restrictions and help teachers and students to teach/learn from home. The time saved can be used for other purposes such as class preparation. Online learning also helps poor universities as it saves resources.



(Li)






Teaching online does not require going to universities to take classes. I sit in my home and connect to my class through the internet. I believe this is what the future university will look like, maybe after 10 or 20 years. This costs less to students and universities as there are no expenses for transportation, space/classroom, electricity, air conditioner and other services.



(Mike)





From Li’s and Mike’s perspective, using remote teaching can help teachers and students teach, or learn, from any part of the world as long as they have a computer and good internet connection. This saves time and money spent on going and preparing classrooms, respectively. It also removes the limitation of space, particularly classrooms, for teaching. Zhu further added that, in a time of the COVID-19 pandemic, online learning minimized the risk of catching the virus and, thus, helped both teachers and students to focus on education. As Lo Moro et al. (2020) suggest students and teachers need to wear a mask and ensure social distancing in face-to-face learning [50]. However, this may not stop them from worrying about getting the virus in class, and this may mean that it would be difficult for staff and students to focus on the teaching-learning process.



Furthermore, the findings from this study indicate that one of the significant effects of COVID-19 on teaching and learning was the rapid transformation of the Chinese higher education system and the teaching approaches, in particular, from traditional to digital and, most importantly, to develop new interactive teaching methods. All of the participants also emphasized that the implementation of online learning was a step forward to the development of education in China. It is with this notion that Li stated:




Online learning is changing the long tradition of teaching and learning in Chinese classes. In fact, using traditional or face-to-face teaching approaches were common and teachers were resistant to change. Using online learning due to COVID-19 is an important step in changing the long-established teaching approaches and using the available ICTs.





As can be seen, the teacher participants argued that the adoption of online learning due to the outbreak of COVID-19 could have a long-term impact on the Chinese education system. The majority of classes might return to face-to-face learning after the eradication of COVID-19. However, all participants of this study noted that they would not turn back to the traditional “teacher-dominated” teaching approach. Moreover, the findings indicated that the teachers have learnt to extend their pedagogical practice by using different teaching approaches and integrating ICTs in their classes. They suggested that teaching could become more lively and enjoyable when students become active learners and engage in cooperative and co-productive learning, rather than simply sitting and copying whatever is given to them. This is what most critical educators and Freire (2010) and Hooks (2010), in particular, have been arguing for decades. Overall, the findings from this study indicated that the adoption of online learning could change Chinese academia towards blended learning and student-centered approaches to teaching and learning.




4.3.2. Challenges


The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic forced countries to either suspend the teaching and learning process or transform it to online learning. As a result, most Chinese HEIs transformed their teaching to online learning. Although the adoption of online learning has some short and long-term benefits, this change was not without limitations. Many of the challenges or constraints identified by the participants were related to lack of uninterrupted electricity/internet, teachers’ ICT skills, and physical/emotional interaction. For example, Zhang stated:




Not all students have uninterrupted electricity and a strong internet connection. There are cases where students choose to switch to mobile data, but that is not convenient to simultaneously turn on their videos, follow the slides and interact. Well. in face-to-face teaching and learning, we did not have such concerns.





Zhang’s argument corroborates other studies that indicate the impact of socio-economic inequalities on online learning [1]. Although the development and integration of ICT into education has shown significant progress in China [3], the quality and quantity of education remain different between urban and rural areas, and within different provinces and municipalities [12,51]. Moreover, Chinese students have different socio-economic status [52,53]. Therefore, it is not surprising that some students lack relevant ICTs while others enjoy them to the fullest. These challenges affect the teaching and learning process. As Zhang et al. (2020) noted, teachers shoulder additional burdens to solve the challenges faced by distributing their teaching materials and other relevant resources [6].



This study also indicates that online learning limited the students’ collaborative learning, outdoor learning, and praxis. As shown below, this is partly associated with the online educational setting, management of group discussions, and/or lack of physical and emotional interaction.




The number of undergraduate students is not small. I want to organize class discussions, but it’s very troublesome. When everyone starts talking at the Tencent conference, it becomes noisy and challenging to manage. Once the number of people is large, there is confusion. Things also become worse when the students are new [i.e., students that the teacher has not taught them before] because I do not know who is talking.



(Zhang)






Online learning is not the best method in capturing students’ non-verbal communication. In addition, many students do not open their videos, which makes it difficult to see students’ body language. By looking at students’ eyes, I can know whether they have got my ideas or are confused. This is mostly impossible or limited in online learning. There is lack of emotional interaction.



(Hu)





Most of the participants argued that lack of physical and emotional interaction in online learning could lead to boredom for students and teachers. Moreover, as Zhu noted above, when the students have their camera turned off, the teachers might not know that their students are not happy or if they are not concentrating and doing other things. The teachers further highlighted that lack of physical and emotional interaction could lead to limited class participation, weak student-teacher relationships, low learning interest, and, finally, ineffective learning or acquisition of knowledge. As Zhang stated above, this also connects to the class size considering the time the teacher can devote to class interaction. Research has indicated that large class size is one of the challenges for students’ class interaction because the teacher could not get enough time to recognize all the students at a time [15,17].



The majority of the participants also explained that lack of ICT skills and online teaching experiences are other challenges that hinder quality online teaching and learning. Li and Hu stated:




In the beginning, I was taking more time to prepare a video recording. I used to finish one video after many trials. I had to start again if something went wrong. This took me a long time as I had no special training to do such things. I think computer training or assistance [from specialists] would be a great help.



(Li)






I am not familiar with computer systems and software. I have not received any training. However, I have an advantage at home. My son-in-law specializes in computers, and my daughter is a web designer. Both of them are familiar with computer applications.



(Hu)





Li’s and Hu’s points indicate that while the university had no history of online learning, the institution and the teachers changed to new teaching practices without making necessary preparations due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This required that teachers learn how to use ICTs independently and seek help from others. Moreover, as shown above, this study indicates that teachers felt that they lack pedagogical skills and knowledge and a positive perception towards digital learning. All these situations make teachers shoulder multiple responsibilities, primarily to fully accept online learning and prepare for it in terms of ICTs and pedagogy [6,35]. This suggests that online teaching and learning require good planning and communication strategies that allow teachers and students to work collaboratively.






5. Conclusions


Like many other HEIs globally, Chinese universities adopted online learning during the COVID-19 outbreak. Considering the deep-rooted traditional face-to-face teaching methods in China, the teachers who participated in this study found it challenging to transform to online learning. Moreover, the sudden and contagious nature of the COVID-19 pandemic did not give HEIs ample time to offer ICT and pedagogical training to their teachers. Most teachers used the little knowledge they had to learn how to create videos and manage online classes independently. In contrast, others depended on external support, such as family support. This study also revealed that, at first, many of the teachers had a negative perception towards online learning, which affected teachers’ and students’ confidence and motivation [7,54,55]. However, they gradually recognized the benefits that online teaching and learning could offer. These findings add relevant insight to the evidence presented by Ashraf et al. (2021) and Jena (2020). Online learning could be more effective if used with relevant teaching approaches and teaching aids.



Despite its challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic could transform the traditional teaching approach to an interactive and, perhaps, student-centered method. The findings of this study indicated that online learning has limitations related to lack of social interaction and field study. Nevertheless, the teaching and learning approach has short and long-term benefits. It helps protect anxiety and depression that could arise due to long-term COVID-19 lockdown and sitting idle. Online learning could also transform the deep-rooted traditional teaching approach in China. Teachers are expected to strengthen using student-centered approach and integrating ICT in their classrooms after the eradication of COVID-19. In this case, the study concurs with Zhang et al., (2020) that teachers shoulder the most considerable responsibilities in implementing online learning and solving any challenges faced [6].



This study has investigated the adoption of online teaching in Chinese HEIs during the COVID-19 outbreak. However, it is confined to a limited number of participants from a sample university. Therefore, similar studies regarding the adoption of online learning by academic disciplines or fields of study are required to strengthen the findings and broaden people’s understanding of the case.
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Table 1. Participants’ profiles.






Table 1. Participants’ profiles.





	Pseudonym
	Gender
	Discipline
	Teaching Experience (Years)





	Janet
	F
	Business management
	3



	Liu
	F
	Education
	18



	Lo
	F
	Philosophy
	5



	Quan
	F
	Education
	1



	Xu
	F
	Education
	10



	Zhang
	F
	Design
	12



	Hu
	M
	Education
	16



	Li
	M
	Philosophy
	3



	Mike
	M
	Design
	19



	Yang
	M
	Education
	19



	Yu
	M
	History
	24



	Yuan
	M
	Education
	2



	Zhu
	M
	Education
	5
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