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Abstract

:

This study explores the offline and online communication skills of students in higher education. A total of 402 bachelor’s and master’s students from different study programs participated in the survey, such as education sciences, philology, communication sciences, and public relations. The evaluation was based on the scale of online and offline communication skills, which included four components: sociability, emotion decoding, self-disclosure, and assertiveness. The Mann–Whitney nonparametric statistical method was applied to examine the potential differences between the online and offline communication skills of students for the assessed variables of sociability, emotion detection, self-disclosure, and assertiveness. The statistical data analysis led to the following results: significantly higher online sociability; significantly higher online assertiveness; significantly higher offline emotion detection; significantly higher offline self-disclosure; bachelor’s students had significantly higher online skills than master’s students; and there were many differences between the various fields of specialization.
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1. Introduction


Investigating online communication skills, along with offline ones, has become a primary objective, as a result of the expansion of the new form of communication in academic environments, due to the increasingly frequent use of social networks. Exploring them, especially in the educational sector, is important because communication between teachers and students contributes to improving the learning experiences and creating a positive configuration [1]. According to the Handbook of communications skills [2], the evaluation of competence must take into consideration the implementation of three main sets of skills: cognitive, technical, and communication. This “triade of skills” must be complete in order to achieve a certain level of competencies, i.e., the knowledge base of a profession, specialized practical techniques, which are essential to the profession, as well as the ability to interact effectively with the public. Nowadays, professional skills must be developed together with communication skills in order to gain personal and professional success. Therefore, excellent standards in communication skills, particularly oral skills, improve them significantly. Oral communication and presentation skills are considered some of the best career enhancers and the biggest factors in determining a student’s career success or failure [3]. The skills related to emotional intelligence, public speaking, and social interactions have become important in the professional development process. On the other hand, written communication skills involve critical thinking and problem-solving.



Effective communication skills involve one clearly expressing his/her opinion and accepting the other person’s opinion [4]. The optimal environment to train communication skills will include facilitating experiential learning contexts, self-direction, and self-reflection [5]. It is important that universities offer specific activities to develop students’ communication skills, so they can adapt to the challenges of the globalized world [6]. Thus, communication is an essential component in the academic learning process, both in a face-to-face context and in online activities. Vlachopoulos and Makri [7] pointed out that “it is vital to use effective models of online communication to empower students and avoid negative experiences”. In the new context of online teaching, it is important to develop skills for virtual communication, but also for real interaction [8]. The shift to exclusive online teaching and learning has affected the educational process and communication between students and teachers. Timely interactions and communication between students and teachers are becoming essential conditions in online teaching [9]. Teachers must face four major challenges of online education in order to teach successful courses and enhance their professional development [10]; they must demonstrate pedagogical skills in the online classroom, practice managerial roles, establish relationships with students, and provide technical support. Even if students are not digitally competent, the fact that they are “digital natives” [11] facilitates the transition to online education and helps them adapt more easily compared to teachers.



The distinction between offline and online communication skills has emerged with the creation of new ways of learning both in the academic environment and in the university education system. In terms of face-to-face courses, which involve offline communication skills, teachers have the advantage of having students in the same space at the same time, providing a multitude of opportunities and options for teacher–student and peer interaction [12]. In online courses that require new communication skills, teachers focus exclusively on technology to facilitate interactions [13]. Clearly, researchers and educators need to consider whether or not students are ready to communicate online, and how they can best support them to facilitate interaction. The purpose of the present study is to determine whether there is a difference between offline and online communication skills in students.




2. New Approaches in Online and Offline Communication Skills in Higher Education


2.1. Types of Communication Skills


Interpersonal communication is essential for building social networks, helping people establish social trust, and enhancing their sense of belonging and happiness [14]. The core communication skills are various [2], and include nonverbal behavior, questioning, reinforcement, explaining, self-disclosure, listening, humor and laughter, and persuasion. A communication skill represents the ability of a student to learn at the level of oral communication, written communication, and presentation [15]. Effective communication skills refer to appropriate listening and responding behaviors that facilitate relationships between people [16]. Online communication refers to the ability of people to engage in the act of transmitting information without establishing face-to-face interactions [17]. The purposes of online communication are multiple and can be grouped into five categories [18]: entertainment, maintaining relationships, social compensation, social inclusion, and meeting people. Metaphorically, we can suggest that online communication is similar to “Inside the Box”, while offline communication is “Outside the Box”. “Inside the Box” means we are under control, while “Outside the Box” exposes us in front of others. While online communication is a specialized type, predominantly technical and standardized, offline communication is creative and socio–emotional.



Face-to-face communication is synchronic because it occurs when the sender and receiver are in the same place at the same time [19]. This form of communication allows both the sender and receiver to notice cues, such as facial expressions and tone of voice, thus adding context to the verbal message. In online communication, the sender and the receiver do not have to be in the same place at the same time, which allows overcoming the barriers that are inherent in face-to-face communication. Bognar and Matijević [20] differentiated personal communication, which refers to communication between two or more people, and non-personal communication, which refers to communication mediated by a technical environment. If traditional methods of communication, such as letters, telegraphs, and phone calls are specific in the offline environment, innovative means of communication, such as video meetings, are used in the online environment [21]. Online communication involves greater control over self-presentation, greater anonymity, lower perceived social risk, a more intimate and intense self, less disclosure, and social responsibility to others compared to traditional face-to-face communication [22]. Virtual communication allows the expansion of a face-to-face space, which makes students the biggest consumers of online communication [23]. A representation of the essential aspects of offline and online communication skills is shown in Figure 1.



The process of communicating with students online requires more planning than communicating with students face-to-face [1]. The main advantage of face-to-face communication is that the teacher can use body language and facial expressions to convey the message to the students. Non-verbal cues help the teacher to adapt the teaching to best suit the students’ needs [24]. In the case of online communication, there is no opportunity for teachers to use body language to help students interact. Online communication lacks the natural nonverbal and expressive cues that are present during a physical face-to-face social interaction [25]. However, online communication provides benefits to the teaching–learning process in academia because it creates real interaction between students and teachers and contributes to the dissemination and rapid access to information [26]. Virtual communication helps students and teachers connect and stay in touch with colleagues [17]. The students have the opportunity to communicate online with the help of the internet to strengthen the relationships they have already established with friends in the real world [27]. Along with the benefits that online communication offers, the long-term effects should also be noted. Online communication may reduce or regulate social anxiety in the short term [28], but in the long term, confidence to communicate with others beyond the online context may be undermined if successful online interactions are attributed to anonymity, rather than personal attributes. Knowing the benefits and shortcomings of the two forms of communication is important to determine how to effectively interact with students online.




2.2. Current Studies Focused on the Investigation of Online and Offline Communication Skills


Research studies focused on investigating the attitudes toward online communication among students are increasingly becoming common as they use the internet and social networks. While previous studies have focused on the assessment of offline communication skills, recent studies include online communication in the academic environment into focus.



Ceyhan [16] conducted a study on the academic environment to check whether communication skills perceived by students are different in relation to the main purposes of using the internet. Research results demonstrate that students need effective communication skills to establish effective interpersonal relationships with others. Ohi and Doig [29] investigated the preferred online communication modes of higher education students. Regarding the type of feedback provided in online communication, the results of a study [30] show that participants received negative feedback more than in face-to-face communication. A previous study investigated the balance between professional and personal skills by making semi-structured interviews with employers from different sectors [31]. The interviews revealed a multitude of aspects regarding motivational skills and logical thoughts: critical approach, active listening, assertiveness, proactive attitude, creativity, adaptability, responsibility, team ability, analysis, and synthesis. Vlachopoulos and Makri [7] conducted qualitative research to explore the multidimensional aspects of communication in online learning environments in distance higher education and the different forms of interaction involved. The aim of another study proposed by Kaufmann and Vallade [12] was to identify the elements of interaction for which students are better and less prepared when communicating with their instructor and peers in an online class. Liao et al. [5] conducted qualitative research using semi-structured interviewing to explore the experiences of 26 healthcare students. They highlighted how to teach person-centered communication skills through the use of technology-enhanced pedagogy. Yang and Kim [32] conducted a quasi-experiment to develop online communication skills in fourth-year nursing students. The experimental group showed significantly higher levels of communication skills compared to the control group after completing the training program. Some studies [33,34,35] brought into focus the ethical issues involved in online communication between students and teaching staff in the university environment. Vonkova et al. [36] investigated the (in)comparability of self-reports of online communication skills between two contrasting groups of students: elite, high-performing schools, and economics schools. The purpose of the study by Hurajova et al. [37] consisted of investigating the attitudes and perceptions of university teaching staff in the field of media and communication studies regarding the communication strategies used to ensure the sustainability of the education system during the pandemic.



Some studies [17,28,38,39,40] aimed to measure the correlations between online communication preferences and social skills and different personality dimensions. According to the results, the participants who preferred online communication were perceived as less socially skilled than those who preferred face-to-face interactions. Online social interaction is preferred by people who lack self-presentation skills, which may lead to increased compulsive internet use, causing negative effects [38]. A lack of social skills could predispose an individual to develop a preference for online communication. A moderate positive association was also found between the preference for online social interaction and the desire to meet people, express feelings, and opinions.



There are very few studies [41] that have focused on investigating the online and offline communication skills of students, which can represent a real challenge in the research approach. It has been found that the studies focusing on university students who are studying to be future teachers are very limited [42].




2.3. Research Objectives


The basic aim of this research is to identify the differences between online and offline communication skills in students. Moreover, this research analyzes the differences in online and offline communication skills between students of different residence environments, educational levels (bachelor’s, master’s), and specialization fields. Furthermore, differences will be examined between students preparing for the teaching profession and those of students who are not participate in a psychopedagogical training program.



Overall, the study outlines the following research objectives:




	
To examine the students’ levels of online and offline communication skills;



	
To compare the differences in students’ communication skills between online and offline types of delivery.








To examine the differences in online and offline communication skills among different groups of students according to their characteristics of (i) residence environment, (ii) education level, (iii) specialization field, and (iv) preparation for the teaching profession.





3. Methodology


3.1. Instrument and Measured Constructs


The instrument was based on the scale of Mantzouranis et al. [41], who suggested a set of items to measure the following constructs of online and offline communication skills: (a) sociability, (b) emotion decoding, (c) self-disclosure, and (d) assertiveness. The scale was chosen because of its comprehension in terms of online and offline dimensions, essential for the communication skills of adolescents and young adults. Furthermore, the suggested scale quantifies the relationships between offline social skills and the online counterparts. The scale was developed by the authors on a sample of 657 adolescents and young adults, indicating high levels of validity.



The items of the validated version of the scale were applied in the current study, to identify online and offline communication skills for each one of the above-mentioned constructs. Four items were removed from the initial scale to make the questionnaire shorter and more engaging for the students. The Cronbach’s alpha tests indicated internal consistency (a > 0.6) in the measured constructs for the examined dataset of students. Table 1 depicts the structure of the instrument that was applied in the study.




3.2. Participants and Procedure


The participants in the study were bachelor’s and master’s students at the Vasile Alecsandri University of Bacău. The sampling approach was based on the convenience techniques [43], and a total of 500 students were invited through email to participate in the study. The emailed invitation included a link to the online form of the instrument and a set of sociodemographic questions. A total of 402 students successfully completed the questionnaire. The vast majority of the participants were women (90%), aged between 19 and 25 years old (43%). There was an approximate equal distribution between residence environments since 60% of the students came from urban environments and 40% came from rural environments. Most participants were bachelor’s-licensed students (75%), and fewer were at the master’s level (25%). Moreover, most replied that they had been preparing for the teaching profession (76% vs. 24%).



The students came from four different educational fields of specialization, depicted in Table 2. As depicted, the majority came from educational science and philology fields.




3.3. Data Analysis


The test of normality revealed that the data were not normally distributed (p < 0.05). In particular, the normal distributions of the data were not met in the measured variables for most of the categorical variables, including type of communication (online, offline), gender, educational level, teaching preparation, and specialization. Table 3 depicts the normal distribution results for the measured variables of communication skills across the two types of delivery (online and offline). Table 3 depicts the results of the normality test on the four constructs across the two types of communication skills (online, offline).



The Mann–Whitney nonparametric statistical method was applied to examine the potential differences between the online and offline communication skills of students for the examined variables of sociability, emotion detection, self-disclosure and assertiveness. Similarly, the Mann–Whitney test was applied to examine differences between student populations according to their educational level (license, master’s) and teaching preparation experience (yes, no). A Kruskal–Wallis test was conducted to look for significant differences within specialization-related groups. Gender and age comparisons were not performed in the study because of the unequal sizes in the sample.




3.4. Ethical Considerations


The study was approved by the University Ethics and Professional Deontology Commission of Vasile Alecsandri University of Bacău, Bacău, Romania. Written consent was obtained from all students; participation was completely voluntary. To ensure anonymity in the collected dataset, all survey data were collected anonymously and kept confidential.





4. Results


4.1. Descriptive Statistics


Table 4 depicts the results of our statistical analysis of the students’ communication skills in each of the four constructs (sociability, emotion detection, self-disclosure, assertiveness) for both types of online and offline deliveries. Overall, students reported medium and low levels of communication skills (around 2.50–3.00/5.00) across all domains. Self-disclosure received the highest score, while assertiveness received the lowest. Table 5, shows the students’ communication skills in each type of delivery (online, offline) separately.




4.2. Differences between Online and Offline Communication Skills


Table 6 and Table 7 show the results of the statistical analysis conducted to determine whether there were significant differences in students’ communication skills between the online and offline types of delivery. As depicted in Table 6, there were significant differences in all four constructs (p < 0.05). In particular (see Table 7), students indicated significantly higher offline communication skills in sociability and assertiveness, while emotion detection and self-disclosure were rated higher in the online mode.




4.3. Differences among Groups of Students


The study conducted a group-based analysis between students of different characteristics regarding their residence environment, educational level, specialization, and preparation for the teaching profession. As depicted in Table 8, significant differences mainly occurred between bachelor’s and master’s students, where bachelor’s students expressed higher mean ranks in the constructs of online and offline sociability and emotion detection, online assertiveness, and offline self-disclosure.



Regarding the residence environment, only one difference emerged in the construct of online assertiveness, where students from rural environments indicated significantly higher ranks. Regarding the specialization field, students in the fields of communication and public relations expressed significantly higher ranks in the constructs of online sociability and offline emotion detection, while the lowest ranks were indicated by students in educational sciences and philology.



Finally, only one significant difference emerged between students who were prepared for the teaching profession and those who were not. Interestingly, students who participated in the training program expressed lower levels of online sociability, while all other constructs were not affected.





5. Discussion


While some research studies have highlighted positive attitudes toward offline communication, other studies have indicated positive attitudes toward online communication. The results of previous studies [44] indicated that face-to-face learning can be perceived more positively than online learning in terms of social presence, interaction, satisfaction, and overall quality. Even though online classes may be convenient in terms of saving time, both teachers and students find them less efficient and structured compared to classroom learning. According to research data carried out by Coman et al. [9], the students found the online educational process to be less valuable than traditional face-to-face process. The students preferred the use of e-learning platforms in combination with traditional face-to-face teaching–learning to facilitate the educational process.



There are also studies [29,45,46,47] that showed student satisfaction with online teaching and communication with teachers. The results of the research proposed by Juraković et al. [45] indicate the positive attitudes of students toward communicating with teachers in online teaching. The explanation behind these positive attitudes is related to the online teaching skills of university professors, as well as the digital skills and competence of students as a result of using social networks. Data from the study proposed by Ohi and Doig [29] highlight students’ preferences for using asynchronous forms of digital communication compared to synchronous forms when given the choice. The results of the research carried out by Santos et al. [46] showed that applications that enable interpersonal communication as well as publishing and sharing technologies are preferred by students (in regard to communicating with their teachers).



The research data indicate a significantly higher degree of online sociability among university students. The results of another research [48] showed that online communication was used very frequently to talk with friends, even more often than offline. Online communication is positively associated with the quality of relationships with other colleagues, which has great implications regarding socializing in the academic environment.



Moreover, the research data indicate a significantly higher level of online assertiveness among university students. The results of exploratory research by Baker and Jeske [49] showed that participants who engaged more frequently in online activities reported significantly higher levels of assertiveness.



The education level may be a determinant factor of student perceptions on online communication skills. For example, high school students report significantly lower levels of online communication skills [36]. The results of the current study revealed that undergraduate students expressed higher levels of online communication skills compared to postgraduate students. Although this does not align with previous findings [50], it can possibly be explained by the undergraduate students’ younger ages. Data from one study [51] showed that younger students frequently engage in online communication compared to older students. The result can also be assigned to the unequal representation of students between the two groups of the educational levels.



Regarding the specialization field, previous studies [52] showed significant differences in students’ online communication and collaboration skills, where students enrolled in the field of digital marketing indicated more positive attitudes. Similarly, in the current study, the students in the fields of communication and public relations revealed the highest levels of communication skills, compared to students from education sciences, philology, and sciences. Differentiated academic requirements are, therefore, relevant factors in student self-assessments of online communication skills.



In future research, approaches that combine qualitative and quantitative methods will be needed [53] to better understand the psychological characteristics of those who use online and offline communication in the academic environment.



The basic implications of this study aim to suggest the need to develop safe spaces for online interactions [48] to improve the quality of students’ relationships with friends and colleagues in higher education. The implications of the research can be highlighted from the perspective of the high level of online assertiveness among students. The development of online communication skills among university students will help them practice assertive languages and behaviors in online educational activities in the academic environment. Another implication of the research concerns how students’ communication skills influence the future process of efficient professional integration. According to Vonkova et al. [36], the underestimation/overestimation of online communication skills (by students) could affect their access to various jobs involving the use of information and communication technologies, as well as the effectiveness of educational decision-making. All of these implications show the importance of evaluating the online communication skills of university students, in order to identify the level of online assertiveness and sociability in the online environment at the group level.




6. Conclusions


The results in the current study revealed mixed outcomes, since students expressed higher levels of social skills in some online components (sociability and self-disclosure), as well as higher values in some offline components (emotion detection, and assertiveness). The most significant results of the research are the following: significantly higher online sociability; significantly higher online assertiveness; significantly higher offline emotion detection; and significantly higher offline self-disclosure. Bachelor’s students had significantly higher online skills than master’s students. Depending on the specialization, the students in the fields of communication and public relations revealed the highest levels of communication skills.



One limitation of the current research regards the generalizability of the results which might be limited in some cases because of unequal representations of students across some groups. This is why gender and age comparisons were excluded from the methodology; however, the low representation of master’s students and of students not participating in the teaching training program (almost 76% vs. 24%) might have affected the results in these comparative analyses. Future research should be conducted on a larger population of students with approximately equal representations regarding their socio-demographic characteristics.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, B.-M.A. and L.M.; methodology, K.T. and L.M.; software, B.-M.A. and C.C.-B.; validation, K.T. and L.M.; formal analysis, K.T.; investigation, B.-M.A., L.M. and C.C.-B.; resources, C.C.-B.; data curation, K.T.; writing—original draft preparation, K.T. and L.M.; writing—review and editing, B.-M.A. and C.C.-B.; visualization, B.-M.A.; supervision, L.M.; project administration, K.T.; funding acquisition, C.C.-B. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research was funded by the National Council for Higher Education, Romania, grant number CNFIS-FDI-2022-0208.




Institutional Review Board Statement


The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and approved by the Institutional Review Board (or Ethics Committee) of Vasile Alecsandri University of Bacău, Romania (protocol code 35, 4 November 2022).




Informed Consent Statement


Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.




Data Availability Statement


Not applicable.




Acknowledgments


All authors made equal contributions to this paper. The research was conducted at the “Performed” Research Center and GASIE Research Group at “Vasile Alecsandri” University in Bacau, Romania.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	



Alawamleh, M.; Al-Twait, L.M.; Al-Saht, G.R. The effect of online learning on communication between instructors and students during COVID-19 pandemic. Asian Educ. Dev. Stud. 2020, 11, 380–400. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hargie, O. The Handbook of Communication Skills, 4th ed.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2019. [Google Scholar]

	



Polack-Wahl, J.A. It Is Time to Stand Up and Communicate. In Proceedings of the 30th Annual Frontiers in Education Conference. Building on a Century of Progress in Engineering Education. Conference Proceedings (IEEE Cat. No.00CH37135), Kansas City, MO, USA, 18–21 October 2000; pp. F1G/16–F1G/21. Available online: http://archive.fie-conference.org/fie2000/papers/1084.pdf (accessed on 10 October 2022).

	



Deveugele, M. Communication training: Skills and beyond. Patient Educ. Couns. 2015, 98, 1287–1291. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Liao, F.; Murphy, D.; Wu, J.-C.; Chen, C.-Y.; Chang, C.-C.; Tsai, P.-F. How technology-enhanced experiential e-learning can facilitate the development of person-centred communication skills online for health-care students: A qualitative study. BMC Med. Educ. 2022, 22, 60. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Sabbah, S.; Hallabieh, F.; Hussein, O. Communication Skills among Undergraduate Students at Al-Quds University. World J. Educ. 2020, 10, 136–142. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vlachopoulos, D.; Makri, A. Online communication and interaction in distance higher education: A framework study of good practice. Int. Rev. Educ. 2019, 65, 605–632. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tatković, N.; Diković, M.; Tatković, S. Pedagoško Psihološki Aspekti Obrazovanja [Pedagogical Psychological Aspects of Education]; Sveučilište Jurja Dobrile u Puli: Pula, Croatia, 2016. [Google Scholar]

	



Coman, C.; Tiru, L.G.; Mesesan-Schmitz, L.; Stanciu, C.; Bularca, M. Online teaching and learning in higher education during the coronavirus pandemic: Students’ perpective. Sustainability 2020, 12, 10367. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Philipsen, B.; Tondeur, J.; Pareja Roblin, N.; Vanslambrouck, S.; Zhu, C. Improving teacher professional development for online and blended learning: A systematic meta-aggregative review. Educ. Technol. Res. Dev. 2019, 67, 1145–1174. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Frunzaru, V.; Ștefăniță, O. Social Dialogue, Problems and Solutions in Education; Online Education during Pandemic; Tritonic: Bucharest, Romania, 2021; pp. 236–240. [Google Scholar]

	



Kaufmann, R.; Vallade, J.I. Online student perceptions of their communication preparedness. E-Learn. Digit. Media 2021, 18, 86–104. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gutiérrez-Santiuste, E.; Gallego-Arrufat, M.J.; Simone, A. Barriers in computer-mediated communication: Typology and evolution over time. J. E-Learn. Knowl. Soc. 2016, 12, 107–119. [Google Scholar]

	



Langlinais, L.A.; Howard, H.A.; Houghton, J.D. Trust me: Interpersonal communication dominance as a tool for influencing interpersonal trust between coworkers. Int. J. Bus. Commun. 2022, 232948842210809. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Susilowati, N.; Mahmud, A.; Sari, P.N. Communication Skill, Student Engagement and Self-Efficacy: Flow on Effect on Student Online Learning. J. Educ. Technol. 2022, 6, 67–76. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ceyhan, A.A. University Students’ Problematic Internet Use and Communication Skills according to the Internet Use Purposes. Educ. Sci. Theory Pract. 2011, 11, 69–77. [Google Scholar]

	



Kang, S.-M.; Munoz, M.J. Preference for online communication and its association with perceived social skills. Individ. Differ. Res. 2014, 12, 198–208. [Google Scholar]

	



Peter, J.; Valkenburg, P.M.; Schouten, A.P. Characteristics and motives of adolescents talking with strangers on the Internet. Cyberpsychol. Behav. 2006, 9, 526–530. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Siemens, L. The Balance between On-line and In-person Interactions: Methods for the Development of Digital Humanities Collaboration. Digit. Stud./Champ Numér. 2011, 2. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Bognar, L.; Matijević, M. Didaktika [Didactics]; Školska Knjiga: Zagreb, Croatia, 2005. [Google Scholar]

	



Li, C.; Ning, G.; Xia, Y.; Guo, K.; Liu, Q. Does the Internet Bring People Closer Together or Further Apart? The Impact of Internet Usage on Interpersonal Communications. Behav. Sci. 2022, 12, 425. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Caplan, S.E. Preference for online social interaction: A theory of problematic internet use and psychosocial well-being. Commun. Res. 2003, 30, 625–648. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Solano, I.M.; González, V.; López, P. Adolescentes y comunicación: Las TIC como recurso para la interacción social en educación secundaria. Pixel-Bit. Rev. Medios Educ. 2013, 42, 23–35. [Google Scholar]

	



Burac, M.A.P.; Fernandez, J.M.; Cruz, M.M.A.; Cruz, J.D. Assessing the impact of e-learning system of higher education institution’s instructors and students. IOP Conf. Ser. Mater. Sci. Eng. 2019, 482, 012009. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Okdie, B.M.; Guadagno, R.E.; Bernieri, F.J.; Geers, A.L.; Mclarney-Vesotski, A.R. Getting to know you: Face-to-face versus online interactions. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2011, 27, 153–159. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Avram, E.M. The Importance of Online Communication in Higher Education. Netw. Intell. Stud. 2015, 5, 15–21. [Google Scholar]

	



Subrahmanyam, K.; Greenfield, P. Online communication and adolescent relationships. Future Child. 2008, 18, 119–146. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Esfandiari, N.; Nouri, A.; Golparvar, M.; Yarmohammadian, M.H. The relationship between social anxiety and online communication among adolescents in the city of Isfahan, Iran. Int. J. Prev. Med. 2013, 4, 390–395. [Google Scholar] [PubMed]

	



Ohi, S.; Doig, B. Improving Online Communication for Students in Higher Education Contexts. Int. J. Humanit. Soc. Sci. 2015, 2, 55–69. [Google Scholar]

	



Vossen, H.G.M.; Koutamanis, M.; Walther, J.B. An experimental test of the effects of online and face-to-face feedback on self-esteem. Cyberpsychol. J. Psychosoc. Res. Cyberspace 2017, 11, 1. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cîrtiță-Buzoianu, C.; Zichil, V.; Drob, C. Communication within Managerial Culture. In Proceedings of the 6th Review of Management and Economic Engineering International Management Conference, “Performance Management or Management Performance?”, Cluj-Napoca, Romania, 20–22 September 2018; Todesco: Cluj-Napoca, Romania, 2018; pp. 150–155. [Google Scholar]

	



Yang, J.; Kim, S. An online communication skills training program for nursing students: A quasi-experimental study. PLoS ONE 2022, 17, e0268016. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Mâţă, L. Ethical Rules of Online Communication Between University Teachers and Students. In Ethical Use of Information Technology in Higher Education; Mâță, L., Ed.; Springer: Singapore, 2022; pp. 99–112. [Google Scholar]

	



Malkawi, A.H.; Ambusaidi, K. Communication ethics for online social movements: A study on Arab social networks on Twitter. J. Arab Muslim Media Res. 2021, 14, 117. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Krasnova, E.; Kuzina, S.; Sagiryan, I. New Academic Culture: Digital Ethics in Virtual Communication. KnE Soc. Sci. 2022, 7, 114–125. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vonkova, H.; Papajoanu, O.; Kralova, K. Student online communication skills: Enhancing the comparability of self-reports among different groups of students. Educ. Inf. Technol. 2022, 27, 2181–2205. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hurajova, A.; Kollarova, D.; Huraj, L. Trends in education during the pandemic: Modern online technologies as a tool for the sustainability of university education in the field of media and communication studies. Heliyon 2022, 8, e09367. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Caplan, S.E. A social skill account of problematic Internet use. J. Commun. 2005, 55, 721–736. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



López de Ayala López, M.C.; Catalina-García, B.; Pastor Ruiz, Y. Problematic internet use: The preference for online social interaction and the motives for using the Internet as a mediating factor. Commun. Soc. 2022, 35, 1–17. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Valkenburg, P.M.; Peter, J. Preadolescents’ and adolescents’ online communication and their closeness to friends. Dev. Psychol. 2007, 43, 267–277. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Mantzouranis, G.; Baudat, S.; Zimmermann, G. Assessing Online and Offline Adolescent Social Skills: Development and Validation of the Real and Electronic Communication Skills Questionnaire. Cyberpsychol. Behav. Soc. Netw. 2019, 22, 404–411. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Çuhadar, C. Exploration of problematic Internet use and social interaction anxiety among Turkish pre-service teachers. Comput. Educ. 2012, 59, 173–181. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Balta, N. High school teachers’ understanding of blackbody radiation. Int. J. Sci. Math. Educ. 2018, 16, 23–43. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Nambiar, D. The impact of online learning during COVID-19: Students’ and teachers’ perspective. Int. J. Indian Psychol. 2020, 8, 783–793. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Juraković, L.; Tatković, S.; Radulović, P. Students’ Attitudes Towards Online Teaching and Communication During the Coronavirus Pandemic. J. Learn. Dev. 2022, 9, 253–266. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Santos, H.; Batista, J.; Marques, R.P. Digital transformation in higher education: The use of communication technologies by students. Procedia Comput. Sci. 2019, 164, 123–130. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Sun, L.; Tang, Y.; Zuo, W. Coronavirus pushes education online. Nat. Mater. 2020, 19, 687. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gomez-Baya, D.; Rubio-Gonzalez, A.; Gaspar de Matos, M. Online communication, peer relationships and school victimisation: A one-year longitudinal study during middle adolescence. Int. J. Adolesc. Youths 2019, 24, 199–211. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Baker, A.E.; Jeske, D. Assertiveness and anxiety effects in traditional and online Interactions. Int. J. Cyber. Behav. Psychol. Learn. 2015, 5, 30–46. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tzafilkou, K.; Perifanou, M.; Economides, A.A. Development and validation of students’ digital competence scale (SDiCoS). Int. J. Educ. Technol. High Educ. 2022, 19, 30. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Romero-López, M.; Pichardo, C.; De Hoces, I.; García-Berbén, T. Problematic Internet Use among University Students and Its Relationship with Social Skills. Brain Sci. 2021, 11, 1301. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tzafilkou, K.; Perifanou, M.; Economides, A.A. Development and validation of a students’ remote learning attitude scale (RLAS) in higher education. Educ. Inf. Technol. 2021, 26, 7279–7305. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hughes, M.G.; Griffith, J.A.; Byrne, C.L.; Nei, D.S.; Harkrider, L.N.; Zeni, T.A.; Shipman, A.S.; Connelly, S.; Mumford, M.D.; O’Hair, H.D. Examining online communication: A method for the quantitative analysis of qualitative data. In Advances in Knowledge Acquisition, Transfer, Andmanagement: Mixed Methods Research for Improved Scientific Study; Jones, J.E., Baran, M.L., Eds.; IGI Global: Hershey, PA, USA, 2015. [Google Scholar]








[image: Sustainability 14 17039 g001 550] 





Figure 1. The essential aspects of offline and online communication skills. 
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Table 1. Structure of the questionnaire.
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Variable

	
Item

	
Item Description






	
Online

Sociability

	
ONS1

	
When I am online, I prefer to talk publicly with many people at a time, rather than staying with a few people.




	
ONS2

	
I really like to increase my circle of friends on the Internet.




	
ONS3

	
On the Internet, when I meet people I find interesting, I suggest them to do other online activities (e.g., exchanging photos or participating in competitions).




	
ONS4

	
On the Internet, I often propose to several people I know to meet together in a private system (e.g., in a group chat).




	
ONS5

	
On the Internet, I often invite people to do certain activities (e.g., games, participate in a discussion group, Facebook tests, etc.).




	
Online

Emotion

Decoding

	
ONED1

	
When I am online, I can easily identify the emotions of the other Internet users.




	
ONED2

	
When a person is sad online, I immediately realize it, even if he tries to hide it.




	
ONED3

	
When I talk with someone online, I also pay attention to the emoticons they use.




	
ONED4

	
When someone is angry on the Internet, I can easily see that.




	
Online

Self-disclosure

	
ONSD1

	
When I chat on the Internet with a close acquaintance, I can easily tell them things I’m ashamed of.




	
ONSD2

	
When I communicate online, I tend to write very long texts.




	
ONSD3

	
I can easily express my emotions when I chat online.




	
ONSD4

	
Through the Internet, I can easily tell a friend about things that make me anxious or frighten me in secret.




	
Online

Assertiveness

	
ONA1

	
When I chat online with friends, I don’t give my opinion if it is different from other people.




	
ONA2

	
On the Internet, if I don’t agree with someone, I say so without any problems.




	
ONA3

	
The people I talk to online consider me as someone who knows how to assert himself.




	
Offline

Sociability

	
OFS1

	
I really enjoy getting to know new people.




	
OFS2

	
People say that I have a lot of friends.




	
OFS3

	
I prefer to spend time with a large group of friends rather than a group of two or three people.




	
OFS4

	
When I have just met a person, I often ask or suggest activities (e.g., going for a coffee, talking about a specific topic).




	
OFS5

	
I often suggest doing new things to people I have just met and who I find interesting and appealing.




	
Offline

Emotion

Detection

	
OFED1

	
When I talk to someone, I also pay attention to their body language




	
OFED2

	
When someone is sad, I see it immediately, even if he tries to hide it.




	
OFED3

	
When someone is angry, I can see that easily.




	
OFED4

	
I am good at identifying other people’s emotions.




	
Offline

self-disclosure

	
OFSD1

	
Sometimes, I have trouble hiding my emotions, even if I try.




	
OFSD2

	
I often tell a close acquaintance about things about myself that I am ashamed of.




	
OFSD3

	
I often tell my close friend things that I am secretly afraid of or that make me nervous.




	
OFSD4

	
I rarely share my emotions.




	
Offline

Assertiveness

	
OFA1

	
When I disagree with someone I respect, I say so.




	
OFA2

	
In general, my friends consider me as someone who knows how to assert himself




	
OFA3

	
When I am with my friends, I do not express my opinions if they are different from those of others.
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Table 2. Students’ fields of specialization.
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	Specialization Field
	Frequency
	Valid Percent (%)





	Education sciences
	138
	34.3



	Philology
	134
	33.3



	Communication and public relations
	63
	15.7



	Sciences
	67
	16.7



	Total
	402
	100.0
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Table 3. Normality test results in the measured constructs across online and offline types of delivery channels.
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Type

	
Kolmogorov-Smirnova

	
Shapiro-Wilk




	
Statistic

	
df

	
Sig.

	
Statistic

	
df

	
Sig.






	
Sociability

	
Online

	
0.113

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.970

	
402

	
0.000




	
Offline

	
0.093

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.989

	
402

	
0.004




	
Emotion Detection

	
Online

	
0.069

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.987

	
402

	
0.002




	
Offline

	
0.116

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.968

	
402

	
0.000




	
Self-disclosure

	
Online

	
0.089

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.983

	
402

	
0.000




	
Offline

	
0.101

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.981

	
402

	
0.000




	
Assertiveness

	
Online

	
0.153

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.958

	
402

	
0.000




	
Offline

	
0.159

	
402

	
0.000

	
0.956

	
402

	
0.000
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics of students’ mean communication skills in both online and offline types of delivery (n = 402).
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	Construct
	Mean (1.00–5.00)
	Std. Deviation





	Sociability
	2.6213
	0.70189



	Emotion detection
	2.6895
	0.70527



	Self -disclosure
	3.1152
	0.60755



	Assertiveness
	2.5041
	0.65120
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Table 5. Descriptive statistics of students’ communication skills in online and offline types of delivery (n = 402).
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	Mean (1.00–5.00)
	Std. Deviation





	Online skills
	
	



	Sociability (ONS)
	2.4500
	0.70346



	Emotion detection (ONED)
	2.9042
	0.79047



	Self-disclosure (ONSD)
	3.0448
	0.60715



	Assertiveness (ONA)
	2.5978
	0.77575



	Offline skills
	
	



	Sociability (OFS)
	2.7927
	0.75262



	Emotion detection (OFDE)
	2.4747
	0.69976



	Self-disclosure (OFSD)
	3.1855
	0.70446



	Assertiveness (OFA)
	2.4104
	0.68663
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Table 6. Significant differences between online and offline constructs (Mann–Whitney test, n = 402).
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	Sociability
	Emotion

Detection
	Self-Disclosure
	Assertiveness





	Mann-Whitney U
	58,330.000
	54,297.500
	72,385.500
	70,052.000



	Wilcoxon W
	139,333.000
	135,300.500
	153,388.500
	151,055.000



	Z
	−6.850
	−8.089
	−2.574
	−3.305



	Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.000 *
	0.000 *
	0.010 *
	0.001 *







* Correlation is significant at level p = 0.05.
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Table 7. Mean ranks of the online and offline communication skills constructs (n = 402).
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Construct

	
Type

	
Mean Rank

	
Sum of Ranks






	
Sociability

	
Online

	
346.60

	
139,333.00




	
Offline

	
458.40

	
184,277.00




	
Emotion Detection

	
Online

	
468.43

	
188,309.50




	
Offline

	
336.57

	
135,300.50




	
Self-disclosure

	
Online

	
381.56

	
153,388.50




	
Offline

	
423.44

	
170,221.50




	
Assertiveness

	
Online

	
429.24

	
172,555.00




	
Offline

	
375.76

	
151,055.00
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Table 8. Significant differences among groups of students.
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ONS

	
ONED

	
ONSD

	
ONA

	
OFS

	
OFED

	
OFSD

	
OFA






	
Grouping variable: residence environment (urban. rural)




	
Mann-Whitney U

	
18,250.50

	
18,940.50

	
19,245.50

	
16,693.00

	
18,346.00

	
18,856.00

	
17,906.50

	
18,998.00




	
Wilcoxon W

	
31,945.50

	
32,635.50

	
32,940.50

	
44,896.00

	
32,041.00

	
32,551.00

	
46,109.50

	
47,201.00




	
Z

	
−1.142

	
−0.537

	
−0.270

	
−2.523

	
−1.057

	
−0.612

	
−1.445

	
−0.491




	
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)

	
0.254

	
0.592

	
0.787

	
0.012 *

	
0.291

	
0.541

	
0.149

	
0.624




	
Grouping variable: education level (bachelor’s. master’s)




	
Chi-Square

	
4.161

	
7.915

	
2.111

	
9.678

	
5.376

	
8.278

	
9.287

	
0.371




	
df

	
1

	
1

	
1

	
1

	
1

	
1

	
1

	
1




	
Asymp. Sig.

	
0.041 *

	
0.005 *

	
0.146

	
0.002 *

	
0.020 *

	
0.004 *

	
0.002 *

	
0.543




	
Grouping variable: specialization (education science, philology, communication and public relations, sciences)




	
Mann-Whitney U

	
12,726.00

	
11,961.00

	
13,311.50

	
11,686.00

	
12,448.500

	
11,903.00

	
11,733.00

	
14,147.50




	
Wilcoxon W

	
17,479.00

	
16,714.00

	
18,064.50

	
16,439.00

	
17,201.50

	
16,656.00

	
16,486.00

	
18,900.50




	
Z

	
−2.040

	
−2.813

	
−1.453

	
−3.111

	
−2.319

	
−2.877

	
−3.047

	
−0.609




	
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)

	
0.041 *

	
0.005 *

	
0.146

	
0.002 *

	
0.020 *

	
0.004 *

	
0.002 *

	
0.543




	
Grouping variable: preparation for the teaching profession (yes. no)




	
Mann-Whitney U

	
12,442.50

	
14,166.00

	
14,223.50

	
13,344.50

	
13,533.00

	
13,087.50

	
13,257.00

	
14,355.50




	
Wilcoxon W

	
58,802.50

	
60,526.00

	
60,583.50

	
59,704.50

	
59,893.00

	
59,447.50

	
59,617.00

	
60,715.50




	
Z

	
−2.187

	
−0.433

	
−0.376

	
−1.277

	
−1.076

	
−1.533

	
−1.360

	
−0.243




	
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed)

	
0.029

	
0.665

	
0.707

	
0.202

	
0.282

	
0.125

	
0.174

	
0.808








* Correlation is significant at level p = 0.05.
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