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Abstract

:

During the COVID-19 pandemic over the academic year 2020–2021, many universities and faculties had to deal with hybrid teaching by combining face-to-face and virtual teaching approaches. The main objective herein considered was to analyze the perceptions of students and teachers from Spanish universities regarding how e-learning has actually been adopted before, during, and after the COVID-19 lockdown. We also wished to know their opinions about the usefulness and applicability of the e-learning and hybrid teaching methodologies regarding their impacts on the teaching–learning process in the university context. A thematic analysis was performed using three discussion groups (two made up of four teachers each, and another comprising five teachers with university management posts). Seventy-nine open questionnaires completed by students were also analyzed. The participants were from eight different Spanish universities: six public and two private. The obtained results revealed a preference for face-to-face teaching over virtual teaching, and the advantages offered by closer interpersonal relationships were stressed. However, the participants also indicated the potential of the e-learning and hybrid teaching methodologies, which they believed complemented one another and reinforced learning personalization. Thus, a specific need for training in the e-learning methodology and hybrid teaching format was apparent.
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1. Introduction


The situation that arose from the COVID-19 lockdown gave rise to a change in university teaching during the last trimester of the academic year 2019–2020, which involved using the e-learning methodology and a completely virtual format [1,2]. Synchronous or asynchronous virtual teaching became the main teaching format employed to continue the teaching–learning (T-L) process [3]. Despite acknowledging the e-learning-related benefits, having to forcedly make these changes led to certain difficulties for university teachers [4,5]. To name only a few, these issues included a lack of resources adapted to the new online format, a lack of training and experience in this online teaching model, and a lack of student participation. All this led to a generalized perception of improvisation and uncertainty, which in turn caused feelings of work overload, stress, and anxiety [6,7,8]. The students indicated that the necessary skills for the design and management of virtual teaching were lacking, and there were also technical difficulties, no real face-to-face relationships between teachers and classmates, longer computer work times, and in agreement with the teachers’ opinions perceived difficulties in disconnecting from lessons [9,10,11,12]. The teachers could use information and communication technologies (ICT) to adapt their activities and content to individual student performance and to also promote the students’ leading role in control their own learning process given their interests [13]. These personalization learning processes involve different pedagogical and psychological aspects of student motivation, engagement, and progress in learning. In this T-L environment, students could control and co-design their learning, engage in the planning and performance of activities, acquire significant learning experiences with a specific time and space to be analyzed both individually and collectively, use resources and opportunities from the web for different activities, and receive teacher support and monitoring [14]. Personalized learning and hybrid education environments can converge and reinforce one another to generate learning experiences that help students to build learning that is truly meaningful to them [15]. The academic and organizational measures subsequently taken for the academic year 2020–2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic meant that most Spanish universities and faculties implemented a mixed synchronous face-to-face and online or virtual teaching model [16,17,18]. This model was called hybrid teaching. Hybrid teaching could not only be taken as a new and novel teaching method, but could also be understood as a teaching format rather than a method. Nevertheless, the way in which other studies have described and used them can be confusing, as could the terminological and conceptual ambiguities for being conceived and considered to be indistinct from blended learning (b-learning) [19]. Engel and Coll [15] defined hybrid learning as the combination of physical learning spaces in which the participants are present together in the same place with online or virtual learning spaces, or where the participants are located in different places and also in online learning spaces, with them sharing the same physical place.



A hybrid environment removes the barriers between face-to-face and virtual training, and permits not only learning personalization strategies to be applied, but also for their scope and efficiency to be considerably extended [15]. However, the possibilities that ICT offer to support personalization strategies depend on how the ICT are used to design and perform the T-L activities [20]. Therefore, when the intention is to hybridize the T-L process, we must bear in mind that ICT must serve to facilitate, transform, or empower the personalization strategies, and not to simply reproduce them. Therefore, when we propose hybridizing a T-L environment, we first have to wonder about the added value of ICT to facilitate and promote personalized learning [15]. We need to determine the adequacy of implementing the e-learning methodology per se to really know what possibilities are offered in a new university context. The quick and efficient occurrence of emergency remote teaching, which involved a temporary shift to an alternate virtual instructional mode due to crisis circumstances [21,22,23], allowed learning organizations to examine what was needed to more effectively work nurture future possibilities in online and remote teaching and learning contexts [24]. In this sense, the previous Spanish higher education-related literature has focused on quantitative and qualitative methodological approaches to analyze students’ learning experiences and their expectations of the changes made in education during the lockdown in the academic year 2019–2020 [25,26]. The research has also centered on students’ identification of the advantages and disadvantages of the adopted online education mode compared to face-to-face teaching, and on aspects such as equal opportunities, well-being and satisfaction, student empowerment, resources, assessments, and teaching quality [11,27,28,29,30,31]. Regarding hybrid teaching during the academic year 2020–2021, Lorenzo-Lledó et al. [32] and Sáiz-Manzanares et al. [33] found out students’ preferences for the university education mode and identified the difficulties and experiences associated with the received teaching. Another study analyzed the degree of student and teacher satisfaction levels with and their perceptions of establishing bubble groups and pairs, and of using audiovisual platforms to provide theoretical and practical university teaching [34]. However, very few have also considered other university community members’ perceptions. Tejedor et al. [12] analyzed students and teachers’ perceptions of online teaching during lockdown. Boté-Vericad [35] assessed teachers’ perceived barriers to online teaching and preparing education content during lockdown. Díez-Gutiérrez and Gajardo [36] considered families’ perceptions during and after lockdown. Espinosa-Navarro et al. [37] studied teachers’ perspectives regarding the inclusion and use of ICT before and after lockdown. Therefore, it is necessary to keep investigating all of the characteristic elements that contribute to e-learning as a teaching method, and not only before and during lockdown but also during the hybrid teaching period, by considering the perspectives and experiences of those playing leading roles such as students and teachers.



In light of this, and in accordance with Torrecillas [38], the experience lived during lockdown, when a shift came about from face-to-face teaching to online teaching and then later to hybrid teaching, is shaping a major change in university teaching and in the way to go about teaching; hence, there is a need to continue to look in depth at evaluating these online T-L experiences. Accordingly, the present study objectives are to analyze the perceptions of students and teachers from Spanish universities by means of a thematic analysis to see: (1) how e-learning has actually been adopted before, during, and after the COVID-19 lockdown; (2) the usefulness and applicability of the e-learning methodology and hybrid teaching, and their impacts on the T-L process in the university context. We intended to look closely at the psycho-educational implications associated with technical (resources used, planning and performing T-L activities, etc.), personal (personal situation, roles, etc.), and social (contact and support, accompaniment, etc.) aspects involved in implementing the e-learning methodology to hybridize the T-L environment. This is a matter of generating empirical evidence for the hybrid teaching model, and one that can allow us to learn its scope.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants


Given the sampling variables of interest, maximum variation sampling was conducted to purposefully pick different university students and teachers in different settings and conditions to maximize the diversity that was relevant for the study purpose. The sampling variables of interest were: GENDER (female/male); TYPE OF UNIVERSITY (public/private); TRAINING (early childhood education teacher training/primary education training); COURSE (second-course/third-course/fourth-course). No first-course students were considered because they would be unable to provide their view of what happened before confinement took place in March 2020. The UNIVERSITY MAGEMENT POST variable was also contemplated for teachers (teachers with and without university management posts).



In this study, the initial sample included 108 participating students (84 women and 24 men) whose average age was 22.98 ± 5.02 years; 29 of them were excluded for answering different open-ended questions in a reduced form (YES/NO). Thus, 79 university students (64 women and 15 men) formed the final sample, whose mean age was 23.01 ± 4.96 years. They were registered for the different courses of the teacher training degrees taught in eight distinct public and private faculties and university centers. According to their training, 39 were early childhood education students, 38 studied primary education, and two studied both degrees at the same time. Five second-course, 12 third-course, and 62 fourth-course students participated.



This study also included 13 teachers (8 women and 5 men), who also came from different public and private university faculties and centers. Their mean age was 43.15 ± 9.85 years and their mean teaching experience was 3.08 ± 6.38 years. Five of them also occupied university management posts, including as vice-deans or degree coordinators (Table 1).



There were no statistically significant differences in the distribution of the criteria of the sampling variables of interest of TRAINING in the students group, and GENDER and UNIVERSITY MAGEMENT POST in the teachers group (p > 0.05). Significant differences were observed in the variables GENDER (χ2 (1) = 28.69, p > 0.05), TYPE OF UNIVERSITY (χ2 (1) = 36.48, p > 0.05), and COURSE (χ2 (2) = 69.84, p > 0.05) in the students group. There were no significant differences between groups for the variable AGE given the course (p > 0.05). In the teachers group, significant differences appeared for the variable TYPE OF UNIVERSITY (χ2 (1) = 6.23, p < 0.05).




2.2. Ethics


This study was appraised favorably by the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of Aragón (Spain) in its Minutes N.: 10/2021. Participation in the study was voluntary and based on informed consent.




2.3. Data Collection Procedure


Data collection was carried out in May and October 2021. The data collection process was carried out in the same way and by the same two trained interviewers (researcher 2 and researcher 4). An invitation was sent to 12 different university faculties and centers from different geographical areas and communities in Spain by email. When they had confirmed their interest in participating, a first questionnaire with socio-demographic aspects was forwarded to the teachers. The data collection strategy was designed to achieve mixed triangulation (tools and participants) to understand the phenomenon through the different involved actors. Three discussion groups were set up: two with four teachers each (TE) and a third with five teachers who also held university management posts (TM). The discussion groups lasted 1 h and were carried out using the Google Meet application. A link to a Google Form that included informed consent was sent to the students. The time range estimated to complete was 10–20 min. The same wording was used in the questions for all participating groups (Supplementary Materials S1). The 14 questionnaire items were defined according to the previously consulted literature [4,39,40,41] and were grouped into two dimensions:




	
Previous teaching with ICT and Internet support. This included, in turn, two different reflection times, with on the one hand an evaluation of employing ICT resources in the usual teaching that ended in March 2020, with questions such as: “Were ICT normally used to support teaching? If so, in what way? With what type of technological and digital resources?”. On the other hand, an evaluation of the way in which the university teaching was carried out during the last trimester of this course, which coincided with lockdown. For instance: “How was the teaching follow-up favored? We refer to aspects such as theoretical sessions, evaluation activities, planning time, tutoring, etc.”



	
Evaluation of e-learning in hybrid teaching. This centered on the academic year 2020–2021 and was characterized by the face-to-face and online teaching combination. It included questions such as: “Do you think that students and centers have enough means (technological resources, devices, and infrastructures) to give hybrid teaching?” or “How do you perceive the role that students play in online teaching? Is it similar to the role they may play during face-to-face teaching?”









2.4. Analysis


Similarly to our previous studies, a thematic analysis was conducted [42,43]. A category system was deductively devised [44]. This allowed the scripts to be used for the data collection tools to be designed. The definitions of the different information units appear in the Supplementary Materials (SM2). One discussion group and 17 questionnaires were randomly selected to run an interobserver concordance analysis, which gave index k = 0.85. No emerging categories appeared in this phase. When the thematic analysis with the whole sample was finished by only one researcher, the value of the new intrapersonal concordance analysis was k = 0.91. The thematic analysis of the questionnaires from the students and the teacher discussion groups was performed using QSR Nvivo (version 12 Plus, https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo/home). All of the participants remained anonymous.





3. Results


Quantitative descriptive analyses were previously performed with the obtained data (see Table 2). As with our previous studies [42,43], this information was used as an indicator to direct the thematic analysis.



This first analysis indicated the difference between the two teacher focus groups and the students group. The teachers especially emphasized the reflections made on the first dimension (about 65% vs. 35% for the second one), while the students looked more at the indicators and categories related to the dimension about the post-confinement course (54%).



We now go on to present the thematic analysis by comparing the reflections made by the students, the teachers, and the teachers with university management posts. This came with some fragments of text that were obtained directly from the open questionnaires and the discussion groups. The code employed for this purpose included two elements: a descriptor (“US” for the university students and “TE” for the teachers; “TM” was used for those teachers who occupy university management posts), followed by a number (001–108).



3.1. Previous Teaching Experiences Supported by ICT and the Internet


3.1.1. Employing ICT in Usual Teaching


Only a few data points were collected from the different participants for Indicators 1.1.1. (Frequency of Use and Tasks) and 1.1.2. (Resources Used). Almost all of them were used to number the different employed resources and tools, and the most highlighted ones were PowerPoint presentations, videos, emails, and the Moodle platform. Some of the indicated stressed functions included accompaniment for master classes and being able to share documents.



This perception generated some controversy for the participants with Indicator 1.1.3. (their opinion about the suitability of their use and function). On the one hand, the US barely evaluated this perceived use. On the other hand, the TE and TM recognized that teaching supported by ICT and the Internet use might certainly seem trivial, and both need to be implemented more into the usual teaching. The following reflection is an example of this:




We’re still a long way from a real virtual campus. This is because things arise, let’s say, in a physical or traditional campus, where encounters take place, conversations are held, and students even meet there… I’m not sure. All kinds of academic matters take place there, regardless of them being curricular or extracurricular. But a virtual campus is still simply a repository of contents, it’s not a campus. We can call it a repository. Like, well, I don’t know, like Drive or Dropbox, etc. (TE010)





This concern came over very clearly in the reflections on the perceptions of specific training in this methodology and the involved technological tools (Indicator 1.1.4.). A lack of experience in using these technologies for learning and the fact that they favored implementing the e-learning methodology were indicated. The perceived convenience of using a certain (and limited) number of resources is summarized in TM001 as follows:




Or we’re likely to think that they are because we use certain tools in our comfort zone. But when they present you with new tools, then you say you only know a bit. And that’s what happened because, when we were confined in April, the educational resources service that we had, which manages the Moodle platform, began by doing online training for the teachers and students; from saving a session in Teams and sharing the link, to creating a lesson in Moodle.





Some opinions about the wide training offer range available in the university context were also collected and could explain this lack of specific training in using certain methodologies, as indicated by the words of TE012: “Information about courses arrives, which could be e-learning or other similar ones. As they’re similar, or perhaps you need to choose from among several, you select others that have more to do with your teaching or research contents”. Along these lines, the students detected a certain training insufficiency in their early training. This is shown by US012 when reflecting on the importance of its use in teaching: “In your career, they don’t teach you to use technologies. You must just know how to use them for your teaching future”. Many US also pointed out that more training plans must be included because educational resources and technologies constantly change and evolve. For example, US020 indicated the following about their training in the 4 study years: “I think it’s not enough because technologies and resources are constantly evolving. So it’s necessary to receive training for us all to access a wide range of options to use them”.



In accordance with the previous statement, the TE thought that the US are more skilled for learning how to use educational technologies, regardless of their novelties: “So even though they don’t have specific training, when you present them with technological applications or tools, I think they adapt them quite quickly by taking them in their stride” (TE013). From this reflection, the motivating nature generated in the US when using ICT can be highlighted. This idea is also shared by US029: “I think we must develop more digital competence because it’s important to confidently create active learning experiences that arouse motivation and participation in class”.




3.1.2. Adapting e-Learning during Confinement


The last trimester of the academic year 2019–2020 was marked by the general population being confined. As a result, all of the university TE had to change to an online methodology. The different resources were referenced in Indicator 1.2.1. The technical and technological resources coincided with those mentioned in the previous point (videos, email, Moodle), and a few sporadic examples of more interactive tools were added (e.g., Genially). To hold theoretical sessions (1.2.2. Teaching Action: Theoretical Sessions), a special mention was made to the different tools used to broadcast in streaming (Google Meet, Skype, Zoom).



The more active use of education platforms was particularly stressed. However, despite certain interest being shown in the enriching didactic material (e.g., with videoconferences or inviting external stakeholders to increase motivation), all of the participating groups generally coincided in that passive tools were mostly used; for instance, more documents to act as supplementary readings for theoretical contents or slide presentations with audio to reinforce explanations, but with no possibility of synchronous interaction.



The planned evaluation activities reflected how this way of teaching was applied for this part of the academic year. This indicator (1.2.3. Activities and Evaluation Tasks) was one of those that was more differently perceived by both the TE and US because the former indicated showing more interest and concern in their reflections. Briefly, the TE and TM assumed that the evaluation process was subject to a certain degree of improvisation, which came about by the social situation that the general population found itself in at the time. Therefore, the most widespread option was that of modifying the evaluation and marking criteria by attaching more importance to autonomous US work, as TM001 remembers: “Well exams… well, let’s call it the evaluation, it was complicated. It really had to be made flexible. And perhaps evaluating all the work not included in the exams that the students had done”.



In line with this, the US reported heterogeneous performance depending on the different TE and subjects. An increase in the number of expected evaluation tasks was generally perceived as a means to substitute theoretical sessions in those subjects in which they could not be performed. However, according to what US022 points out, the evaluation activities did not often accomplish the intended learning: “Others continued with their principles with theoretical sessions as if we were in face-to-face classes. Naturally many evaluation activities and sessions didn’t work as they were expected to”. The reasons for this, as verified later, were basically related to connection problems and to difficulties in immediately interacting with both the TE and classmates.



In Indicator 1.2.4. Teaching Follow-Up and Tutoring, the US came over as being quite understanding in a generalized way: “Following up teaching was generally suitable because the blame for any problems that cropped up could not be placed on anyone (connection problems, the Internet, etc.) and they were solved pretty quickly” (TE009). The vast majority pointed out that clearing up the doubts that arose in the various subjects by email or videoconference was generally achieved individually. In this point, the TE reflected on the effort that tutoring tasks involved for both the US and TE themselves. On the one hand, TE002 indicated that the workload was too heavy, especially for the US: “They were so overwhelmed, they spent 8 h looking at screens, and there were also lots of tasks and activities linked with the videoconference sessions that had taken place”. On the other hand, the TE also perceived a feeling of complete availability and no disconnection. TM001 summarizes this as follows: “And what’s more, there was no schedule. As you were shut indoors and couldn’t leave your home, you didn’t mind if someone asked to connect with you at 10 pm”.



For Indicator 1.2.5. Support Stakeholders, once again differences appeared for the importance that the different participating stakeholders attached, with a much bigger difference for the TM group than for the US group. The TE considered that teaching and contact (or lack of contact) by means of technologies were elements that negatively affected personal relationships. This came over in the reflection made by TE008: “I cite a colleague’s sentence that I think is great “what is affective is effective”. But nothing else because a computer isn’t affective”. By this they believed that the US were the most affected by the situation due to not only the social situation, but also to the uncertain academic situation, as this teacher states: “If it was difficult for us, who are more adult, we can’t imagine what it was like for the students who, during a subject, said that we’re going to do such and such, and then said that we don’t know anything at all during another subject” (TE003). This feeling was also shared by the US, who sometimes pointed out that they felt abandoned:




The teachers were overwhelmed because they didn’t know very well which guidelines to follow, or how to do things; but if there had been more information with the students in general, and not only with delegates, students would not have felt abandoned by the university, which was the way the majority of the students felt (TE001).





The generalized feeling for the TE was that they supported one another, and not only by the encouraging facet, but also in making the attempt to get teaching done in the best possible way by covering the aforementioned feasible lack of specific training: “I think that colleagues’ support here was influential, which we have taken advantage of and we’ve done whatever we’ve wanted” (TM011).



To end the first dimension of the study object, Indicator 1.2.6. Evaluating the Usefulness of this Methodology, offered some reflections that allowed us to view how both the UE and TE perceived the use of a purely online or virtual methodology. From the US’ point of view, and despite the questions about feeling they had too much work or sometimes feeling uncertainty, a lack of knowledge, or being abandoned in some subjects, they believed that the methodology was the right one because it at least allowed them to continue with the course. As pointed out by US007, they saw that the academic community showed an interest: “I didn’t notice more active methodologies being followed, but I did note the intention of feeling empathy for the students and teachers trying to adapt to the students”.



The TE’s interest lies not so much in the end result, but in the developed process. So the first set of problems involved the possible influence that the digital divide had on the students. Regarding this, TE010 indicated: “I wouldn’t take, let’s call it, the “one size fits all” approach, or accepting that everyone had equal access to the Internet and technological means, because it’s impossible”. This situation could affect not only the way that the teaching is followed because people could not participate in videoconference sessions, but also the evaluation of people having problems to freely access platforms to finish the tasks that they had been assigned.



Another main object of concern appeared when they had to continue with the online methodology. Regarding this, TM004 suggested that the marks that the US obtained in the last trimester of the academic year 2019–2020 were not very accurate: “As you mentioned, obviously their marks were marvelous; marvelous. But they didn’t match their actual acquired learning”. This reflection was shared by other participating teachers, who believed that the main point to improve in the following courses would be the evaluation. TE002 summed this up as follows: “The main problems in the evaluation appeared when the face-to-face evaluation systems were transferred. I mean, when the aim was to reduce the evaluation to a final test”. Once again, a real need for specific training in using this teaching methodology in the university context came across.





3.2. Evaluating e-Learning in Mixed Face-to-Face and Virtual (Hybrid) Teaching during the Post-Lockdown Course


The fact that the socio-healthcare situation caused by COVID-19 persisted meant that most universities and faculties set up a hybrid teaching system during the academic year 2020–2021. Given this situation, the various education stakeholders (institution, administration and services personnel, TE, US) had to make the effort to improve the way in which to give the virtual teaching taught in the previous course. They also had to reinforce those aspects that were perceived as strong points or beneficial aspects for the T-L process. This second dimension provided the results about the e-learning methodology evaluation as part of this hybrid teaching approach.



3.2.1. Resources Availability


Based on the experiences lived between March and May 2020, for Indicator 2.1.1. Personal Resource Availability, all participants stressed normalizing the use of mobile devices (especially tablets and laptops) to follow up from teaching. Thus, the majority of comments and reflections centered on providing equipment in classrooms to be able to synchronously hold sessions (Indicator 2.1.2. Adapting the Resources Available in Classrooms and the Center): “All the classrooms have a PC, a projector, a screen, and also some cameras” (US017). However, some reflections were made about the possible digital divide being one of the main limitations to successfully following the e-learning methodology, as US019 pointed out: “It also depends on the level of income at home. It’s not much use having a well-adapted classroom if a student can’t access from home”.



In particular, the TE positively evaluated this change made by the institution, but coinciding with what was referred to in the first dimension of the study object, it required specific training to properly implement this methodology: “The problem is that we’ve improved classrooms, audio, they can listen to us, we have videos. But these aren’t the tools to be implemented, we need learning tools” (TM011).




3.2.2. Giving Hybrid Teaching by Using the e-Learning Methodology


In this category, barely any references were found to the first two indicators, namely Indicators 2.2.1. The e-Learning Concept and its Application to Teaching and 2.2.2. Applying Other Methodologies. Nonetheless, the reflections coincided with the critical position about the way in which e-learning teaching was done. The TE believed that a synchronous teaching attempt was actually made with one part of the US as a face-to-face teaching format and with the other part of the US as an e-learning format at home. This could not be taken as an actual e-learning methodology because it was characterized by other matters. TE002 indicated the following:




A 100% e-learning model was not used because adaptations had to be made, and the possibilities that we all had in knowledge terms were applied. This was because they’re completely different areas. The methods, approaches and times are different.





On this matter, the US were also critical about the way in which the e-learning methodology was presented. They had more didactic resources, but perceived that they did not have the desired effect:




Telling me to watch videos in YouTube or providing me links to 20 articles doesn’t necessarily mean more activity in my learning because it might involve me watching a boring video of no interest at all or a documentary on Channel 2 that means practically nothing or nothing at all to me because I’m a (very) passive consumer of these things (US002).





In the same category that focused on applying e-learning, Indicator 2.2.3. Measures to Facilitate Teaching Follow-Up, included the different proposals that the TE put forward to carry out hybrid teaching, which particularly referred to the virtual part. Nevertheless, the obtained results showed that there were difficulties with virtually attending to the US. The main stressed aspect was that they perceived learning more in a face-to-face teaching situation for some reasons, such as immediacy or closeness to clear up different doubts and activities. US006 hinted at a lack of suitably performing synchronous hybrid teaching being a possible reason, which was also the generalized view of the US: “Teaching was certainly not similar because teachers were more involved with the students in face-to-face learning, and they’re not qualified to give a class simultaneously online and in person”.



This negative perception was felt by the TE, and especially the TM, who channeled the complaints and negative impressions provided by all the education stakeholders. This was summarized by TE009:




Even in the hybrid format when we had 1 week of face-to-face teaching and 1 week of online teaching, the students mentioned that they understood things much better with face-to-face teaching, and the difference was huge. That’s what the students said. They were also grateful because they said things like “This week I understood everything because I had face-to-face teaching, which doesn’t happen when I’m at home”.





TE008 voiced self-critical concern by doubting the actual scope of the performed work, and despite all the efforts made: “Our participation made us alert all the time so that the students could actively participate. Sometimes you achieved this, but not every time”.



Regarding the role played by those leading the T-L process was perceived (Indicator 2.2.4. Playing the Main Roles: Students and Teachers), the US group gave more references. Nonetheless, the perceptions came in two lines of thought. First of all, the US thought that this type of teaching, especially virtual teaching, involved a heavier workload compared to traditional teaching:




During the online teaching, we worked much more compared to traditional teaching because teachers thought we had more time to perform activities, but we had the same time in fact. This led to a heavier workload (US018).





The arguments about this referred to making the effort to synchronously follow theoretical sessions, and sometimes practical ones, when technical problems (audio, image, connection) sometimes involved concentrating more. At times the evaluation tasks and activities to be performed during the same session were considered, and within a limited timeframe, apart from the supplementary activities set for outside the teaching schedule. All this led to a feeling of no disconnection, plus a second source of concern, leading to perceptions that their doubts had not been cleared up, which involved a much more active role: “When following up teaching, it’s true that they had a lot of work and things to do, but sometimes we felt as though we had no-one to ask” (US022).



Moreover, the TE believed that their role in the virtual format had also changed, and their facet as stakeholders who facilitate information was promoted, but they had to very carefully consider the ways in which to perform their actions and to make their comments. As one main reason for this, TE009 indicated the possible fear of being misinterpreted by the US in the virtual format because this lacked close or direct contact:




You feel you can make a joke or comment on a personal matter, but I didn’t feel so happy about doing these things with the online format. And I even prioritized being more communicative with information in the online format.






3.2.3. Evaluating e-Learning


The advantages and limitations associated with implementing the e-learning methodology are the first two indicators that define this category. Of the three groups of participants, the US presented more codings for both. For Indicator 2.3.1. Advantages and Facilitating Elements, the possibility of adapting to each student’s learning pace (US039) stood out, which allowed them to not only consult the available resources with no set schedule, but they could also access them as many times as they needed to. In relation to this aspect, the TE pointed out the huge advance for all of the involved stakeholders that learning the digital competence represented (TM009), because this enabled didactical resources to be generated and the different proposed evaluation activities to be performed.



Our study also highlights certain disadvantages and limiting elements (Indicator 2.3.2.) due to technical aspects (connection, quality of images or sound, etc.), how the didactic resources worked, or the way the teaching methodology was implemented. However, they all agreed on the US’ lack of attention and engagement during synchronous teaching. US007 provided an example of this: “I think that the biggest disadvantage was the dispersion that using technologies and the Internet involved because it made realizations and giving a value to the contents difficult”. This reflection was very recurrently made by the participants in the TE discussion groups: “This was also one of the peculiarities that we noticed. This is because you don’t really know if a student’s still there, if students have merely connected, and goodness knows what’s really going on” (TE009).



Regarding Indicator 2.3.3. Valuing Perceived Learning and Academic Performance, it is worth pointing out that the three types of participants coincided in the percentages of codings. Moreover, their e-learning perceptions were also similar if we bear in mind that their academic performance during academic year 2020–2021 had been quite badly affected. Doubts arose about the values of the obtained marks. Along these lines, TE002 considered that many US “noted that their efforts had not been rewarded because, in the end, they had obtained the same high marks that everyone else did”. This revealed the flexibility applied to the evaluation process.



Likewise, understanding the academic performance concept as a more complex process, and contemplating not only marks, but also acquired learning, evidently revealed the negative effect that e-learning could have had on more practical subjects, such as “workshops, laboratories, motricity rooms, music rooms, art education rooms, etc.” (TM004). The US recognized their potential (e.g., US103 indicated that “it might be very beneficial to properly use it; if not, taking a sedentary attitude might be easier, but means that none of the parts progresses”), and advocated a supplementary use as part of face-to-face teaching: “For me, ICT are necessary, but this experience has shown me that they are necessary in face-to-face teaching. There is still a long way to go to achieve good effective online teaching” (US104).



Perceiving face-to-face as being more useful than virtual teaching also appeared in Indicator 2.3.4. Psychological Perceptions (emotional and cognitive). Here, the TE pointed out that a lack of connection among US was one of the possible consequences of interaction on screens. TE009 considered that “No group cohesion is produced. Having students who you can’t see, who don’t know one another well, involves certain problems: they don’t integrate, not feeling part of the group, etc.” The US perceived this similarly and criticized the depersonalization in the T-L process, particularly in those university degrees that center on teacher training:




I think that contact has very negative results as I believe that the teacher-student link or relationship is lost because, in the end, “it’s all on the web”. I also think that its use makes us more dependent, and even the link among classmates can be lost (US009).





To supplement this, the TE also referred to feeling that they suffered from work overload when preparing and following-up sessions. Sometimes this did not have the desired effect because they did not receive the US’ responses. In the words of TE003:




My emotional management, so to speak, also came into play. I was giving everything, I had prepared a class wholeheartedly with much enthusiasm and took a really good attitude. Sadly, none of this came over due to different circumstances.





They also missed being personally in contact with the US except purely for the teaching activity: “When a class ends, you talk with them about their concerns. If they like your subject, they ask for more. I miss this contact after my classes” (TM001).




3.2.4. Applying and Proposing Improvements


In the last proposed category, the thematic analysis similarly reported a few codings for the three groups of participants about the positive aspects detected when implementing the e-learning methodology (Indicator 2.4.1. Positive Aspects, Successes, or Strong Points), and when perceiving the encountered difficulties or limitations (Indicator 2.4.2. Negative Aspects, Mistakes, or Weak Points). The expressed ideas coincided with what was expressed in a previous category for evaluating e-learning, insofar as noting the spatiotemporal break as something positive, but which was also subject to technical limitations, particularly the methodological application.



This line of thought was that which highlighted the different improvement proposals found in the last indicator (Indicator 2.4.3. Improvement Proposals), where the TM towered above the other participants. They coincided in pointing out that the e-learning methodology offered excellent benefits for teaching, but had to be employed as a supplement by eminently advocating face-to-face teaching because of its many benefits:




I expect we’ll obtain what is good from what is virtual; we’ll be trained in ICT, we’ll use it when it’s necessary, we’ll handle technologies well, but all this doesn’t remain as a hybrid format, and certainly not as a 100% virtual format (TM001).





The TE once again suggested improving the possibility of obtaining more specific training to suitably implement this methodology, and they also indicated its educational potential. TE010 summarized a change in the training offer that the university institution should take on: “We don’t need more computer training courses. We need courses that are more to do with the digital competence that combine didactics, pedagogy, and ICT. And in all senses, in specific didactics, etc.”.



The US also perceived this need, and considered that the e-learning methodology should encourage more participation, but should never involve the aforementioned feeling of work overload. This comes across in these reflections: “For online teaching, classes with more interaction are more practical because those students who go online feel more integrated into the classroom by participating from their respective homes” (US006). “It’s still very hard sitting in front of a PC for hours. We should continue to investigate motivating and enriching proposals and alternatives for students” (US013).






4. Discussion


Knowing the perspective of both the US and TE about the e-learning methodology and hybrid teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic allowed us to emphasize the real possibilities of this type of methodological approach in university training. Hybrid teaching is a teaching format that can become a leading higher education feature if it is understood as a supplement of face-to-face training. However, a lack of skills and orientation to set it up can entail problems for T-L processes [19]. Indeed, as the above-cited authors also consider, it is important to support the TE by offering them hybrid teaching training.



Until lockdown in March 2020, the participants pointed out that using ICT was not customary in normal teaching, and this situation could be related to a lack of specific training. This is in agreement with other previous studies [45,46,47]. The TEs’ age and experience were also established as determining variables that favored a lack of ICT use. It would indeed seem that the forced shift to online teaching that occurred during the months that confinement lasted was a less complex matter for the younger TE [37]. The participants also stressed that the US often lacked such knowledge or specific training, or were not used to handling some platforms and tools in the university context. Hence, the possibility of previous training to allow efficient e-learning methodology use was also requested [48].



The main advantage associated with the various groups of participants with applying the e-learning methodology was the break from the spatial dimension because it could lead to classes being followed-up, even when face-to-face attendance was not feasible. This economic investment in incorporating technological equipment into the different classes was very positively evaluated because different sessions could be broadcast live. Sometimes the prospect of saving classes was offered to respond to possible incompatible schedule problems [49].



The fact that the participants’ evaluations focused on the confinement period allowed a series of limitations related to using the e-learning methodology in the university context to be detected. They included the digital divide, which contemplated not only a lack of devices, but also difficulties with Internet access [16,50]. Moreover, the TE and TM groups particularly stressed the need to have more suitable evaluation means. This was a matter of having evaluation procedures to ensure real or adapted measurements of the US’ achieved learning as an ethical procedure, and one that would not allow the US to partake in deceitful or dishonest conduct [51]. Some difficulties related to a lack of contact or no direct US–TE interaction were also pointed out. All our participants indicated that teaching face-to-face, contact, and social relationships among the different stakeholders (US–US and US–TE) provided a series of benefits that were lost in virtual teaching, particularly when it was asynchronously carried out. Thus, e-learning was perceived as another alternative for teaching, but certainly not as the only model [52,53]. In fact, some authors talked about the possibility of adopting other methodologies such as blended learning [54].



Another result obtained in this study was a reflection on the difficulties that some participants had with their emotional management during confinement. The US often mentioned feeling abandoned by the academic institution. This view was also shared by the TE toward their colleagues. The TE and TM indicated a situation of feeling uncertainly in all areas as their main source of stress. Confinement or having to stay at home, which led to situations of social isolation, and sitting in front of a screen for so long were determining factors for mental health and affected everyone differently [55,56,57,58]. Şahin and Şahin [48] suggest taking into account the possible effects of using technologies on mental health when implementing the e-learning methodology to guarantee their success in the training context.



The main difficulty reported by both the US and TE was a lack of the participating group’s implication in the virtual format. This lack of participation has often been related to the way in which virtual teaching has been given, which does not frequently differ much from traditional face-to-face teaching. In our study, and in line with what the different authors [59,60,61] proposed, the US reported having a generalized feeling of finding it hard to pay attention to and follow-up on screens. They also perceived that they spent too long using screens to implement this methodology, although it could be combined with other types of methodologies such as the flipped classroom method [17,58,62]. Authors such as Malik and Javed [57] and Boca [62] also referred to the perception of the US doing more work in this type of teaching, a point that also came across in the present study. The TE also indicated perceiving work overload and their knowledge-building process not suitably reaching their US. All participants reported that the training process was negatively affected during confinement. This was particularly true for practical subjects, such as workshops, laboratories, and practical sessions. Indeed, previous evidence has demonstrated that the US’ satisfaction with this kind of methodology during confinement could have been influenced by the subject type [33]. Flores et al. [8] highlighted the effect that the methodology had on the academic performance in relation to the practical subjects. Our results showed that this kind of methodology could be better for the theoretical aspects of subjects. The learning inherent to professional action, as achieved by means of interpersonal relationships, could be more negatively affected.



The literature reports conflicting evaluations for academic outcomes. On the one hand, Rossettini et al. [63] pointed out the high degree of the surveyed people’s satisfaction with using online learning and reported similar results to those for 100% face-to-face teaching. According to Rizun et al. [64], this positive evaluation can be related to using suitable and intuitive materials, means, and resources. On the other hand, Sáiz-Manzanares et al. [33] showed that the US felt more satisfied with the teaching process when the e-learning methodology was applied during confinement. However, they obtained worse results compared to the next course when e-learning was partially applied. According to these authors, these differences were due to collaborative work, which could have been conducted face-to-face at that time of the pandemic. Previous research studies, such as Chen et al. [65], indicated improved academic outcomes when combining asynchronous learning activities over the Internet and conventional learning activities in the classroom. Nevertheless, their studies referred to a teaching format that tends to be understood more as b-learning than hybrid learning per se. Hybrid teaching in our study was not perceived as a teaching mode related to improvements in academic performance. Indeed, the results obtained in practical subjects could be conditioned.



Performing hybrid teaching allowed the e-learning to be differently conceived, and its virtues were especially stressed in synchronous face-to-face teaching by it becoming an ideal supplement to encourage student motivation, influencing the interactive component [52]. Khan [66] added the possibility of creating learning communities by stressing the need to more actively engage students in their own training process. Nevertheless, some studies such as those by Lin et al. [56] indicated some sources of student dissatisfaction that lead to isolation, emotional instability, and disconnection. These problems were detected in our study, particularly by the TE group. A lack of interpersonal contact, as indicated by Hauer [2], invites reflecting on the suitability of adopting this teaching methodology and format according to the type of subject in question, because e-learning might end up becoming a demotivating element if it does not entail previous habits in its use and handling, particularly in relation to the schedule flexibility and learning pace. In our study, the TE stressed the US’ autonomy and maturity as essential characteristics to optimize the e-learning setup.



The findings that appeared while reflecting on the way in which the hybrid teaching was delivered during the academic year 2020–2021 revealed the efforts made by education institutions to improve the installations as a result of the bad experiences lived during confinement (the last trimester of the academic year 2019–2020). In general terms, the availability of more personal devices and improved Internet connections at both academic centers and home was reported. All this favored using the e-learning methodology and obtaining a more positive evaluation in our study than that achieved in previous months. Nonetheless, like previous studies [4,33], a marked feeling of spending time to implement the learning process was once again highlighted, which was often due to the need to learn how the resources and tools worked.



This study is not without its limitations. There may have been some problems with sampling bias due to distribution differences in variables such as gender and the type of university in the student group, as well as the type of university in the teacher group, which could have affected the feasibility of the conclusions. However, in the Spanish university context, there is a higher percentage of women than men in this type of training, and more public universities than private universities [67]. We could consider that our sample represents the analyzed reality. Otherwise, the adequacy of a sample and its size are related to the ability of the data to provide a rich approach to the studied phenomenon and the study objectives, and cannot be detached from the study characteristics that influence the saturation [68]. As in previous studies [69,70], by using a form of code frequency counts to assess the saturation, which involved counting codes in a set of transcripts until no more codes were identified, and by randomizing the order of data to assess the influence of the sequential bias on the saturation, we determined that we needed eight open-ended questionnaires and two focus groups to complete the themes. Thus, we configured a sample that responded to the methodological demands related to rigor. Another limitation was in forming our study sample, which centered on the TE and US of PETT and ECETT. Future research lines could extend this study to other samples, particularly regarding university degrees in other knowledge macro-areas, so as to establish similarities in the obtained results and any possible differences and reasons that could appear. The perceptions of students with special education needs in an e-learning methodology being implemented could also be evaluated to know whether both the employed technological tools and teaching strategies can adapt to their characteristics and learning paces. Likewise, this study did not bear in mind the administration and services staff members. It might be interesting for future studies to include their perceptions, especially those of the people who are more directly linked with the audiovisual technicians’ posts, who help to maintain classroom equipment. Finally, and in line with the demand for specific training for both the US and TE, it is important to bear in mind that this training could address the way that the e-learning methodology could be effectively incorporated into classrooms and the specific uses of certain technological tools. In this way, the objective of related studies should be to inquire about guidelines to implement the methodology and resources to ensure a positive effect on the academic performance, understood as not only the obtained marks, but also as the learning and competences that the US acquire.




5. Conclusions


As the related research is lacking, our study attempted to extend the evidence in the Spanish higher education system for all characteristics elements that comprise e-learning as a teaching method, not only before and during lockdown, but also during the hybrid teaching period, by simultaneously considering the perceptions of those playing leading roles such as students and teachers. We have provided empirical evidence from a systematic research process that supports the daily experiences at university, by obtaining useful and certainly comparable conclusions. The present study coincides with previous ones that point out the need for specific training in using this methodology and hybrid teaching [63,71,72]. It is necessary to consider technical, personal, and social aspects such as the hybrid environment, through e-learning implementations that must adapt to each context and reality, and to present appealing formulae for the US. In turn, the suitable TE support and communication between students and teachers should be further developed to avoid negative impacts on learning and academic performance. Moreover, the selection of the employed tools and resources, and the materials generated with them, have to be perceived by the US as useful, and must promote motivation [54] and improve the participation of those students who remain at home during sessions [9]. It is necessary to increase both the participation and engagement in the tasks and activities that can be performed online, regardless of them being synchronous or asynchronous [1,73]. Moreover, and as both the TE and TM have emphasized, the employed tools and resources, particularly those used to perform evaluation tests, must ensure the academic honesty, privacy, and confidentiality [74]. Finally, it is mandatory to suitably select and plan the times required to implement e-learning [72] because the balance between the face-to-face and virtual teaching modes may not be the same for different subjects and degrees.



Hence, the participants agreed in prioritizing face-to-face teaching over virtual teaching by stressing the inherent benefits of interpersonal contact. They also understood that the e-learning methodology and the hybrid teaching format can offer complementary ways of dealing with subjects in the university context. After our analysis, we concluded that hybrid teaching can be used in higher education as a synchronous and simultaneous form of teaching in the classroom and with students online if it is understood as an option that helps to facilitate learning personalization, depending on the academic and training circumstances, demands, and needs [15,19].
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Table 1. Participants.






Table 1. Participants.





	
Participants

	
Public University

	
Private University

	
Total




	
F

	
M

	
F

	
M






	
ECETT Students

	
27

	
0

	
10

	
2

	
39




	
PETT students

	
25

	
13

	
0

	
0

	
38




	
ECETT + PETT students

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
0

	
2




	
Teachers

	
3

	
4

	
0

	
1

	
8




	
Teachers with university management posts

	
4

	
0

	
1

	
0

	
5








NB: F = Female; M = Male; ECETT = Early Childhood Education Teacher Training; PETT = Primary Education Teacher Training.
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Table 2. Descriptive data analysis.






Table 2. Descriptive data analysis.





	
Category System

	
Code TM

	
Code TE

	
Code US




	
N

	
%

	
N

	
%

	
N

	
%






	
1. Previous teaching experiences supported by ICT and the Internet

	
210

	
64.81

	
258

	
65.82

	
926

	
45.91




	
   1.1. Employing ICT in usual teaching

	
57

	
17.59

	
95

	
24.23

	
303

	
15.02




	
        1.1.1. Frequency of use and tasks

	
13

	
4.01

	
16

	
4.08

	
45

	
2.23




	
        1.1.2. Resources used

	
11

	
3.40

	
15

	
3.83

	
121

	
6.00




	
        1.1.3. Opinion about the suitability of their use and function

	
11

	
3.40

	
26

	
6.63

	
24

	
1.19




	
        1.1.4. Perception of specific training in this methodology and the involved technological tools

	
22

	
6.79

	
38

	
9.69

	
113

	
5.60




	
   1.2. Adapting e-learning during confinement

	
153

	
47.22

	
163

	
41.58

	
623

	
30.89




	
        1.2.1. Technical and technological resources

	
15

	
4.63

	
15

	
3.83

	
79

	
3.92




	
        1.2.2. Teaching action: Theoretical sessions

	
11

	
3.40

	
4

	
1.02

	
67

	
3.32




	
        1.2.3. Activities and evaluation tasks

	
24

	
7.41

	
37

	
9.44

	
47

	
2.33




	
        1.2.4. Teaching follow-up and tutoring

	
42

	
12.96

	
36

	
9.18

	
236

	
11.70




	
        1.2.5. Support agents

	
35

	
10.80

	
26

	
6.63

	
85

	
4.21




	
        1.2.6. Evaluating the usefulness of this methodology

	
26

	
8.02

	
45

	
11.48

	
109

	
5.40




	
2. Evaluating e-learning in mixed face-to-face and virtual (hybrid) teaching during the post-lockdown course

	
114

	
35.19

	
134

	
34.18

	
1091

	
54.09




	
   2.1. Resources availability

	
7

	
2.16

	
6

	
1.53

	
97

	
4.81




	
        2.1.1. Personal resources availability

	
1

	
0.31

	
4

	
1.02

	
36

	
1.78




	
        2.1.2. Adapting the resources available in classrooms and the center

	
6

	
1.85

	
2

	
0.51

	
61

	
3.02




	
   2.2. Giving hybrid teaching by using the e-learning methodology

	
32

	
9.88

	
38

	
9.69

	
331

	
16.41




	
        2.2.1. The e-learning concept and its application to teaching

	
7

	
2.16

	
13

	
3.32

	
74

	
3.67




	
        2.2.2. Applying other methodologies

	
2

	
0.62

	
6

	
1.53

	
4

	
0.20




	
        2.2.3. Measures to facilitate teaching follow-up

	
16

	
4.94

	
10

	
2.55

	
111

	
5.50




	
        2.2.4. Playing the main roles: students and teachers

	
7

	
2.16

	
9

	
2.30

	
142

	
7.04




	
   2.3. Evaluating e-learning

	
42

	
12.96

	
67

	
17.09

	
514

	
25.48




	
        2.3.1. Advantages and facilitating elements

	
8

	
2.47

	
10

	
2.55

	
109

	
5.40




	
        2.3.2. Disadvantages and limiting elements

	
4

	
1.23

	
10

	
2.55

	
129

	
6.40




	
        2.3.3. Valuing perceived learning and academic performance

	
24

	
7.41

	
29

	
7.40

	
148

	
7.34




	
        2.3.4. Psychological perception (emotional and cognitive)

	
6

	
1.85

	
18

	
4.59

	
128

	
6.35




	
   2.4. Applying and proposing improvements

	
33

	
10.19

	
23

	
5.87

	
149

	
7.39




	
        2.4.1. Positive aspects, successes, or strong points

	
4

	
1.23

	
7

	
1.79

	
29

	
1.44




	
        2.4.2. Negative aspects, mistakes, or weak points

	
8

	
2.47

	
7

	
1.79

	
49

	
2.43




	
        2.4.3. Improvement proposals

	
21

	
6.48

	
9

	
2.30

	
71

	
3.52




	
Total

	
324

	
100

	
392

	
100

	
2017

	
100








BM: TM = teachers with university management posts; TE = teachers; US = university students.



















	
	
Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.











© 2022 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






nav.xhtml


  sustainability-14-12003


  
    		
      sustainability-14-12003
    


  




  





media/file0.png





