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Abstract

:

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to problems and upheaval throughout the higher-education sector, with university campuses ceasing face-to-face instruction and with assessments shifting to an online model for a few years. As a result, the pandemic prompted educators to teach online, utilizing online lectures, narrated power points, audio snippets, podcasts, instant messaging, and interactive videos, whereas traditional universities had primarily relied on in-person courses. Evaluations, which included assignments and multiple-choice questions, were conducted online, forcing lecturers to reconsider how deliverables were set up to prevent students from having easy access to the answers in a textbook or online. Learning from college students’ experiences throughout this time period will assist higher-education stakeholders (administration, faculty, and students) in adapting future online course delivery selections for higher education. In this study, we investigated the experiences of students learning from a distance, as well as aspects of their learning. We provide recommendations for higher education. The COVID-19 pandemic has clearly resulted in the largest distance-learning experiment in history.
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1. Introduction


COVID-19 has clearly become one of the most significant disturbances that higher education has ever faced. As a direct result of the COVID-19 pandemic, “more than 1.6 billion students” were reportedly unable to participate in face-to-face learning [1]. Due to the COVID-19 epidemic, remote education has become the norm for students throughout the world, and it may continue to be a key aspect of higher education in the future. The term “emergency remote education” is used in the literature to characterize a sudden and unforeseen but necessary structural change from face-to-face classroom lectures to an online education format. This “emergency” online education that was thrust upon universities and colleges during the pandemic in the spring of 2020 differed from normal distance education, which follows a well-established methodology that is planned, designed, structured, and always intended to be carried out online [2]. Due to the fast-paced changes, emergency remote education (ERE) has demonstrated the need for faculty to participate in proactive self-learning to comprehend how to effectively teach courses online [3].



As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, many college students—particularly undergraduate students—left their campuses and returned home in the spring of 2020 to live with their parents or other family members because on-campus housing was closed for several months. The relocation of students from their parents’ homes to on-campus housing when starting college is frequently regarded as a transition toward independence and maturity. Therefore, there is a risk of some developmental consequences if this common transition does not occur. In fact, it is anticipated that the development of students’ maturity will be hampered by not having the chance to experience independence, as well as not being able to engage in different social activities that normally occur when students live away from their parents’ homes and in a more independent setting [4]. Learning and social belonging may suffer as well; in fact, learning and engagement are aided by interactions with instructors and classmates both inside and outside of the classroom [5]. Participation in on-campus study groups and campus clubs has been found to be especially beneficial for students’ growth because these expand and enhance learning and social belonging [6]. The following research questions were addressed in this study:




	
RQ1: How have the teaching and learning approaches been perceived by college students through the pandemic?




	
H1: Students were faced with online learning challenges during the pandemic.








	
RQ2: Will the abrupt change to emergency remote education have an impact on higher education in the future?




	
H2: Technological improvements are needed throughout universities.



	
H3: College students desire changes in the learning experience after the COVID-19 era.














2. Literature Review


The year 2020 will not be easily forgotten due to the advent of a new and unknown virus of animal origin, originally discovered in China, which causes an infectious respiratory disease, SARS-CoV-2—generally known as COVID-19 [7,8]. With globalization accelerating the spread of COVID-19, very few countries have remained excluded from this viral infection [2,7]. As of mid-February 2022, the confirmed cases of infection amounted to more than 413 million, with almost 6 million deaths [8]. To find pandemics of the same magnitude, in fact, it is necessary to go back over a century to the so-called 1918 pandemic (H1N1 virus) of influenza [9].



The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the United States [10] indicate that there are two categories of countermeasures that must be taken in the event of a pandemic: pharmacological ones (the use of vaccines and the administration of antivirals) and those aimed at limiting contact among people. Individuals, families, businesses, and institutions found themselves faced with the need to use digital services to continue to work, study, stay informed, and maintain their family and social relationships [11,12]. The tendency to “transfer” one’s life online, which was already underway for some time, suddenly became routine for most citizens [13,14]. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, digital infrastructure has been confirmed as a strategic asset for most countries throughout the world. In fact, through internet connections, most organizations have been able to continue to operate, albeit with different methods and times compared to their usual practices [15]. Information systems have proved to be a key element in the current emergency situation of the COVID-19 pandemic as a vehicle not only for news, but also for indications of the correct behavior to undertake in limiting infections, with immediate repercussions on safety and health [16].



The aim of this research paper was to investigate the experiences of students learning through a distance/remote online format. Therefore, the setting of this study was the field of higher education. The COVID-19 pandemic has caused substantial challenges in daily educational activities, and we may even see continuing challenges due to the financial crisis and uncertainty that the world has recently faced. Currently, with the introduction of e-learning, academics are confronted with new hurdles and challenges relating to obtaining and utilizing information technology (I.T.) skills in order to teach and transfer course materials to all stakeholders [17].



2.1. The Main Characteristics of Remote Education


Traditional learning is concerned with the direct interaction of instructors with students, with typical face-to-face learning interactions that occur in a physical location, such as in a college campus classroom or laboratory. Remote learning, on the other hand, is defined as a way of studying in which students do not attend a school, college, or university. Rather, they study from where they live, usually being taught and given learning activities that are assigned over the internet [18,19]. The rapid development of technologies has made remote learning significantly easier [20,21]. Similarly, e-learning, according to Guri-Rosenblit [22], is the use of electronic media for various educational aims, ranging from supplementary activities in conventional classrooms to wholly substituting in-person contacts with online interactions. Palma and Garcia-Marques [23] defined e-learning as distance education through remote resources.



As Cojocariu et al. [24] (p. 1999) have stated, “most of the terms (online learning, open learning, web-based learning, computer-mediated learning, blended learning, m-learning, for example) have in common the ability to use a computer connected to a network, that offers the possibility to learn from anywhere, anytime, in any rhythm, with any means”. Picciano [25] and Picciano et al. [26] presented a complete list of terms that describe the educational process in which a teacher and students are physically separated from each other, namely, “distance education”, “distance teaching”, “distance learning”, “open learning”, “distributed learning”, “asynchronous learning”, “telelearning”, “e-learning”, and “flexible learning”. The authors pointed out that these terms have been used interchangeably with “distance learning”. Remote education/learning, distance learning, and e-learning are frequently used interchangeably.



Remote learning activities, as with any teaching activity (including traditional learning), involve the reasoned and guided construction of knowledge through an interaction between instructors and students. Whatever the means through which teaching is exercised, the aims and principles do not change. Therefore, remote learning is proposed as a set of teaching methodologies and strategies aimed at creating a new learning environment that is capable of exploiting the potential of the web and multimedia [14,27,28]. Additionally, remote learning is a set of educational activities that can be carried out without the physical presence of instructors and students in the same place [29]. It is, therefore, a mediated teaching modality, focused on education between instructors and students and between students and other students. With remote learning, the ways of thinking and designing learning content, the ways of organizing and storing content, and the methods of choosing and using content, as well as the systems and platforms used to supply such content, change and differ from those of traditional learning [24,30,31].



The planning, preparation, and development of remote learning activities require a creative approach that considers the complexity of the learning process. Students must be enabled to learn independently, thus fully exploiting the potential of multimedia [32]. At the same time, however, the role of the instructor must continue to be central in the process of constantly verifying and facilitating the results achieved by students [26,33].



The ability of the instructor to understand the needs of the learner in a remote education environment is, in part, also related to concepts such as pedagogy and andragogy that are neither good/bad in themselves; however, they can be extremely useful techniques to consider within the context of a dynamic learning environment [34]. If considered along a spectrum that appreciates the unique learning needs of the student, however, differing levels of pedagogy and andragogy can be strategic methods for enhancing teaching effectiveness. Identifying the goals of the learner or diagnosing the learner’s needs, for instance, can support the modeling of the learning environment to encourage greater levels of self-directedness [35].



Empowering the learner with opportunities to control elements of the learning process in a remote education setting can be an effective strategy in facilitating a more participative approach [36]. Knowles [34] argues that as learners mature, there is a greater sense of immediate application in one’s life, which can lead to a need for greater levels of self-direction. Models of self-direction may include a more multi-dimensional approach to learning and teaching as prior knowledge comes into consideration in an activity, along with a level of discovery built upon previous learning environments [37]. Various levels of self-direction can be determined through the learner’s self-conception, along with the quality and quantity of prior learning experiences that can help the facilitator gauge what level of dependence or independence is appropriate to fit the learning activity [38]. The degree of andragogy, which is more highly associated with adult learning, is often a challenge for the facilitator in maximizing learning potential [39]. Overly restrictive learning environments can lead to resentment from the learner’s perspective, whereas less overbearing learning structures can offer greater levels of empowerment, creativity, and self-direction if facilitated effectively. Guglielmino [40] further argues that self-directed learning readiness is related to a degree of learning capability that can be measured, to some degree, on a continuum for each person. Awareness of the level of dependence and independence in the learning environment, particularly in a remote education delivery model, can be challenging, with a heightened need for a highly skilled facilitator who can effectively support communication and dialogue that meets the individual learner’s multi-dimensional needs.



In remote education, the educational activity is mediated by a computer and an internet connection, and the instructor becomes a sort of tutor who prepares the material and follows the activities carried out by the student step by step, activating and implementing evaluation practices [30,41]. The instructor’s task is to create learning situations that students can access independently from their homes. The students can decide to work independently or to collaborate with their peers, but without the instructor’s immediate feedback or assistance. Instructors decide if and when to intervene in this self-learning process to perform an evaluation. Additionally, they guide and create further educational opportunities to stimulate reflection and deepen the reasoning among students [22,42].



The evolution of e-learning in the history of teaching has seen three main generations of remote learning. The first generation dates back to the mid-nineteenth century and was based on the support of the postal service and the development of transport networks [43]. Essentially, it consisted of the use of paper didactic material, accompanied by instructions for self-study and verification tests to be returned to the sender (in this case, the instructor). The second generation was developed in the 1960s, with the introduction of color television [44,45]. The educational potential of color television was immediately evident at that time; that is, the positive impact and the strong fascination and attraction of the images on the TV screen. Its impact on mass society was then amplified with the invention of VCRs and videocassettes, which increased the domestic use of TV and videotapes as educational tools as well. The third generation, on the other hand, is linked to the spread of technology since the 1990s. The introduction of the personal computer marked an epochal turning point in the didactic–educational paradigm by strengthening the role of the user (in this case, the students) through the principles of interactivity and multimedia [46,47]. Two main phases have been proposed to characterize the use of personal computers: the “off-line” phase, based on the use of tools that do not require the support of networks and the internet (floppy disks, videodisks (DVDs), CD-ROMs), and the “on-line” phase, characterized by the use of the Internet and the World Wide Web [22,24,30,48,49]. With the advent of remote education, learning has become a dynamic social process that involves the active role of students: the network used is no longer just a tool for accessing information online but is characterized by social characteristics and interactions [50,51].




2.2. Emergency Remote Education and Potential Impact


As previously noted, the COVID-19 pandemic forced the closure of colleges and universities, starting in March 2020 and lasting for almost two consecutive years. Consequently, colleges and universities created contingency plans for delivering courses online for their students. These contingency plans are known as emergency remote education (ERE) [9,19,52]. ERE might entail modifying the curriculum that was previously taught face to face in the form of blended learning or totally remote learning [53]. However, with the introduction of e-learning, academics have been confronted with new challenges related to obtaining and utilizing a broad number of IT skills for teaching purposes [54]. As a result, faculty must venture outside of traditional teaching modes, using online lectures, narrated power points, audio snippets, podcasts, instant messaging, interactive videos, Apps, social media, or simply by displaying calculations or other tasks through the screen.



Studies have examined the pandemic’s impact on economic aspects, regular daily routines and functioning, academic functioning, and physical and mental health, as well as the lack of academic sporting activities [55,56,57]. The pandemic’s negative effects on college students may vary according to students’ socioeconomic status. When all learning is performed online, access to technology and related technical and social infrastructure disparities may have a greater influence. Dorn et al. [58] reported delays of six to twelve months for students of color, and of four to eight months for white students. Minority students reported distractions and family commitments as a hurdle before the epidemic [59], and the pandemic has continued to disproportionately burden minority students even further during the outbreak [58].




2.3. Advantages and Drawbacks of Remote Education


With the advent of digital technology, the conventional workplace transformed into a more interconnected one due to globalization. The pandemic has significantly altered the workplace even further. Because of the variety of options in terms of knowledge and resources brought about by globalization, the world has become more competitive [60]. Although remote education technologies can promote interactive learning, educators may find it difficult to keep students engaged while limiting distraction and technological misuse. Educators need to create content for digital platforms not only to meet the goal of content distribution, but also to develop students’ creative and critical thinking skills [60].



The world is changing, and so must higher education. Societies are undergoing profound changes, and this necessitates the need for new educational models to nurture the skills that societies and the economy will require, both now and in the future. Education paves the way for advancing human rights and dignity, eliminating poverty, strengthening sustainability, and creating a better future for all based on social justice and equality, respect for cultural diversity, global cooperation, and shared responsibility. As Dr. Agarwal, the president of edX, stated, “I do hold to the view we have to rethink all aspects of education from the ground up and that a little tweak here or there is not going to be the answer”, and this has been supported by Walters [61]. Statistics show that in 2021, 40 million new learners enrolled in at least one massive open online course (MOOC) compared to 60 million in 2020, according to Shah [62]. In addition, more than 40% of Fortune 500 organizations regularly and substantially use e-learning. The market is expected to increase by USD 72.41 billion between 2020 and 2024, in contrast with early projections that predicted this growth to be around USD 12 billion [63]. In contrast, Statista.com [64] has predicted the size of the online e-learning market will reach USD 167.5 billion in 2026 compared to USD 101 billion in 2019. Coursera, edX, and FutureLearn have continued to add a substantial amount of new non-university courses to their portfolios [62].



Classroom learning typically takes place in an instructor-directed educational context with face-to-face interaction in a live synchronous environment. Remote education can greatly increase the access to learning [65]. By eliminating geographical barriers and improving the convenience and effectiveness of individualized and collaborative learning, remote learning suffers from some disadvantages, such as lack of peer contact and social interaction, high initial costs required for preparing multimedia materials, and substantial costs of maintaining and updating the learning management systems and platforms, as well as the need for flexible digital support for tutorials [66,67,68].



Hence, remote learning has the advantages of providing students with greater time and spatial flexibility, it allows educators to reach a greater audience, and it provides a wider availability of courses and contents, as well as immediate feedback. However, it also has disadvantages such as the occurrence of different technical and technological difficulties; the potential to lower students’ ability and confidence levels and to make time management more difficult for the possibility of introducing greater distractions, frustration, anxiety, and confusion; as well as lack of physical and personal attention [69,70,71,72,73,74,75]. As a result, it is best to avoid merely copying traditional instruction and activities in a remote learning setting. On the other hand, flexibility and imagination are needed to maximize the advantages of remote learning while limiting its disadvantages [25,29,76].




2.4. Student Satisfaction


Student satisfaction has been identified as an important basis for comparison when trying to compare traditional teaching and remote learning. On the one hand, Fortune et al. [77] found lower overall satisfaction in online courses; however, Artz [78] found that adult student satisfaction was higher in online courses [79,80]. Although a third group of researchers, Allen et al. [81], found no difference in student satisfaction between conventional and online courses, and most researchers achieved the same result, others found that students do not find remote classes equivalent to traditional lessons and perceive online courses as easier [82,83,84,85]. According to Van Wart et al. [86], students find that remote learning is somewhat beneficial, even if it is perceived as lacking in social interaction and communication. For example, remote learning has led universities to be more innovative due to the availability of information technology. However, there is no statistically significant difference in learning preference between the various levels of education (Bachelor’s, Master’s, Ph.D., etc.).



In the service economy, satisfaction, quality, and performance turn out to be mutually related key factors. The higher the quality of the service (and/or the product), the more satisfied the customers are. Therefore, satisfaction is based on customer expectations and perceptions of the service or product quality. The same applies to student satisfaction in the education sector [87,88,89,90]. Education, particularly the higher-education sector, is a key driver of economic growth. The latter is becoming an increasingly competitive market, and student satisfaction has become an important component of quality assurance. Thomas and Galambos [91] argue that students are viewed as consumers of higher education. Current research findings reveal that satisfied students can attract new students by engaging in positive word of mouth to inform acquaintances and friends and can return to the university to take other courses [14,92].



O’Neill and Palmer [93] define university service quality as the difference between what a student expects to receive and their actual perception of their experience. In many countries, the evaluation of teaching by students is the primary tool used for the evaluation of instructors and their teaching, which is also used as a means of communication with students and in regard to public opinion. Rust et al. [94] conducted a survey on a number of universities over a two-year period to determine why students chose a particular university. The eight main reasons identified were: the right course, the availability of computers, the quality of library facilities, a good reputation for teaching, the availability of quiet areas, the availability of areas for study, the quality of public transport in the city, and the friendly attitude of faculty and staff towards students. Clearly, students’ perceptions of university facilities significantly influence their decisions to enroll. Similarly, Sahin [95] established that personal relevance (linking course content with personal experience), followed by instructor support, active learning, and real-life problem solving are the main satisfactory elements for students. Analogously, Douglas et al. [96] and Bush-Gibson and Rinfret [97] found that factors associated with the quality of teaching, learning, and the sense of belonging of students were the key factors for student satisfaction. Even more recently, Billups [98] established that feeling like part of the university community, the effectiveness of the course, and the sense of belonging were the main factors affecting student satisfaction.



Therefore, student satisfaction can be considered the heart of any teaching method, and it indicates whether the learned information and knowledge meet the students’ expectations. In this context, remote learning can improve student learning effectiveness, thereby increasing student efficiency. According to Oduma et al. [99], remote learning can help universities increase student satisfaction. Although face-to-face learning is perceived as more satisfying, many choose remote learning for convenience, time savings, and the ability to work when they want and not when they have to. In addition, remote education is cost effective and allows students to complete their course of study while they work. However, remote courses present a number of challenges: remote learners may never have visited the physical location on campus and may have difficulties establishing relationships with faculty and other students [14,52,100,101].




2.5. SWOT Analysis Framework


An organization’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats can be identified and analyzed using the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) framework (see Figure 1). The main objective of a SWOT analysis is to raise awareness of the variables that influence business decisions or the formulation of business strategies. In this study, we identified the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that the university sector has faced during the COVID-19 pandemic, and still may be facing due to students not wanting to return to campus. The articles considered suitable for the literature review were divided into four categories, using open coding and a thematic approach by identifying themes. The coding consisted of noting the citation, year of publishing, title of the research article, location, name of publishing outlet, and theme. The information found regarding themes was later compared to the respondents’ open responses.




2.6. SWOT—Strengths and Weaknesses


Universities and their faculty and staff worked quickly to place their courses online at the start of the pandemic. Some studies have shown that students noted flexibility as one of the top key strengths during ERE [102,103,104]. In addition, students reported that being able to re-watch recorded lectures on zoom/teams or concept videos recorded by the professor helped them to retain information better [105,106]. Students also reported not having to commute as a benefit, as they could attend to other responsibilities such as caregiving or part-time work [72,107,108]. Despite being recommended not to socialize in person, digital tools have greatly helped to enhance student socializing [109,110]. Students were able to meet and participate with other students in online social settings. Prior studies have shown that online instruction is as effective as traditional on-campus courses if designed properly [111,112,113]. During the pandemic and its aftermath, students and faculty have learned how to use digital tools more effectively, which will also make the industry more effective in the future [114].



The most glaring difficulties during the pandemic were access to technology, including technical difficulties with synchronous online sessions, and a lack of direct interaction with classmates and professors, all of which may have had an influence on motivation and student retention [115]. Chirikov et al. [116] also brought up the absence of peaceful study rooms at home during confinement. Classroom environments are important places for students to have social experiences; however, due to the closing of campuses and on-campus housing and the related returns to their parents’ houses during the COVID-19 pandemic, social isolation and a lack of interactivity have been considered major shortcomings of emergency remote education [117]. Finally, when universities and stores closed, many overseas students were left without a source of income, which was commonly derived from part-time work on campus or in the neighborhood.



The move to ERE was perceived as hasty by faculty in many instances; it was carried out efficiently but in a hurried way. Many faculty and students found adjusting to an online environment intimidating after transferring all classes and teaching materials online in a matter of days. To cope, the faculty did its best to brush up on concepts of universal design and learning with the help of its administrative staff. In regular times, one would have time to reflect, read, and discuss, but in these times, everything was conducted on the fly [104]. Not being able to have in-person interactions led to weaknesses for many faculty, including increased workloads, unfamiliarity with new technology, and a steep learning curve regarding how to best engage students in their learning process—all of which were found to be challenging as many faculty faced the “black screen” phenomenon during instructions [114,118,119,120]. Many universities have various types of learning labs, and it was considered difficult to replicate these labs online as there was no hands-on experience in this regard [121,122,123,124,125,126]. To move in-person labs online in the future, one would need to experiment and reflect in detail to ensure that students receive an optimal learning experience. There are many technologies in place, but it is also necessary for faculty skills to be updated for the online experience to be optimal.



Although remote learning tools can promote participatory learning, it can be challenging for instructors to maintain student interest while limiting the use of technology for distractions. In addition to achieving the goal of the dissemination of content, faculty need to create content for digital platforms in order to strengthen their implementation and creative thinking skills [127,128]. Coursera, edX, and FutureLearn continued to add a substantial amount of new non-university courses to their portfolios during the pandemic [62]. In a TedTalk, Dr. Agarwal discussed the status and future of education and stated, “What changed? The seats are in color. Whoop-de-do” [129]. Many universities, according to [130], lack the funding and academic capabilities necessary to switch to an online delivery system. They are simply adopting a short-term strategy that might not be viable in the long run. On the other side, the rapid conversion to ERE has given universities extraordinary motivation to upskill their faculty and staff and develop well-thought-out, professionally planned online courses, including the possibility of MOOCs. It also appears to have sparked a strong interest in the literature on teaching and learning.




2.7. SWOT—Opportunities and Threats


At some universities, students can complete all their coursework remotely while still interacting with their peers, attending lectures, participating in subject-specific conversations, or simply socializing due to the availability of advanced technology. However, it will be interesting to see how quickly universities which do not offer remote courses change their delivery methods and offer both. In many ways, COVID-19 changed how we view education and made us better prepared to adopt a 100% digital approach if needed. We have seen that a first-year student may have different needs compared to a third-year student or a graduate student. Teaching and learning do not benefit from a one-size-fits-all approach [131], and various subjects and levels in schools require different approaches [132]. ERE benefited many non-traditional students, especially those working while attending school and those with family responsibilities, because it allowed them to care for their families while setting their own study schedules. The pandemic forced universities to go online. Some say this move is long overdue due to the digital transformation that industries face [133]. It takes time and resources to develop a sustainable remote learning model; therefore, one should learn from the ERE and continue the work. A “best practice” paradigm for remote teaching and learning will guide students’ learning processes [131,134,135]. It will also be crucial to ensure academic honesty and standards by creating procedures that foster trust and confidence among students and faculty [79].



The advantages of remote learning present chances for advancing and renewing the delivery of teaching. The formation of a “pedagogy of care” has been identified as a key issue in the literature [79,133]. A greater understanding of students’ specific needs may result in a more inclusive learning environment. The increased use of Zoom, Teams, Skype, WhatsApp, and WeChat, among others, in the classroom can aid in professional networking and collaboration as students prepare themselves for participation in the modern workforce [131,136,137]. Another possibility is that teaching materials may be shared among institutions as a “resource commons”, allowing faculty to concentrate on teaching rather than the time-consuming effort of producing new resources [137]. Students and faculty can learn from one another as their familiarity with utilizing online technologies grows [138,139], and faculty can expand their professional skillsets [140]. In order to avoid feeling intimidated by added responsibility and spending all of their time preparing materials rather than teaching, faculty may need support in understanding how to effectively use remote teaching technologies and producing materials [141]. By hiring students as assistants to help instructors with remote teaching, universities may be able to provide students with financial aid. This also bridges the resource gap and gives students meaningful work experience. On the other hand, the focus on speedily deploying ERE may have distracted institutions.



Overall, the encounter with ERE during the COVID-19 pandemic has opened up an opportunity for inspiration [133,142,143], allowing universities to develop their remote teaching and learning strategies [131,143]. According to Soria et al. [144], one of the missing links was the unavailability of off-campus mental healthcare during times of crisis. To remain competitive in the current global market, companies frequently outsource their operations or build virtual teams; therefore, it is important to continue digitalization in higher education to better prepare students. New technologies are being used by businesses to increase efficiency, and employees collaborate at work using e-tools. Since it helps students learn how to collaborate online, e-collaboration is essential in today’s classroom environment [139].




2.8. Summary


The pandemic has caused substantial problems in educational activities on a daily basis. The immediate consequence has been lockdowns and the forced closure of colleges and universities over the last two years [143]. However, colleges and universities created contingency plans, delivering courses online for their students. The abrupt implementation of ERE presented several obstacles for the main stakeholders in higher education: students, faculty, and the university. Although the impact on the various stakeholders was frequently comparable, the changeover to ERE affected each group slightly differently. As previously stated, the global pandemic created an unparalleled “distance-learning experiment” [145], and it is critical that this learning opportunity not be squandered. In order to consistently promote possibilities while addressing strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, a long-term strategy that provides flexibility in design, usage, support, and access is essential. The next section examines these concerns. In this study, we aimed to fill a gap in the existing literature by examining a group of students and their perceptions of ERE after two years of forced online education. This was a long period, and it was therefore interesting to see how students’ perceptions of online instruction had changed. The goal of this study was to examine how students coped and how abrupt changes to ERE had an impact on higher education.





3. Method


The data for this study were collected through an anonymous questionnaire, which was distributed through Momentive, an AI-driven online market research firm, which offered inclusive demographic information to prevent sample bias. Momentive was utilized in order to gather samples that are more diverse than those obtained from face-to-face interactions or other online and social media platforms [146]. Experts claim that the collection of data online, using entirely web-based systems and providing a more user-friendly interface, has grown increasingly popular in academia [147,148]. Criteria were established to survey college students who were enrolled in a college or university in the United States or Norway during the COVID-19 pandemic. A total of 447 usable surveys were analyzed, including information regarding gender, school level, major in college, and country. Incomplete surveys were discarded, along with those from participants who did not meet the criteria. SPSS was used in the analysis for descriptive statistics, with t-tests and ANOVA.



A quantitative analysis of survey data, as well as a thematic analysis of the open-ended questions, was performed. The survey consisted of both open-ended and closed questions. The questionnaire was distributed with the aim of learning about potential difficulties or positive outcomes that students faced, as well as their coping mechanisms. This allowed for a better understanding of college students’ experiences during the pandemic, as well as their predictions regarding the future of higher education.



The open-ended questions were evaluated using thematic analysis and further incorporated into a SWOT. Thematic analysis is a technique for looking at data to comprehend participant perspectives in a meaningful way. The thematic analysis also reveals data patterns, assisting the researcher in fully comprehending the research findings. To effectively summarize portions of the data and assist in achieving the study’s aims and purpose, it is helpful to group the codes into themes. Reflexive thematic analysis, coding reliability thematic analysis, and codebook thematic analysis are the three forms of theme analysis. Thematic analysis is typically performed on data generated from, for example, surveys, social media postings, interviews, and discussions, since it is particularly helpful when looking for subjective information, such as a participant’s experiences, perspectives, and opinions. In summary, thematic analysis is a useful option for categorizing huge datasets (although enormous datasets are not required), especially if one is interested in subjective experiences. The information gathered from the SWOT analysis in the literature review was compared to the SWOT analysis in the discussion of our results.



The following Likert-scale values were assigned: 1 for “strongly disagree”, 2 for “disagree”, 3 for “neither agree nor disagree”, 4 for “agree”, and 5 for “strongly agree”. Respondents were asked to indicate the level of agreement that best reflected their feelings about these statements. The following two questions were examined: (a) “How have the teaching and learning approaches been perceived by college students through the pandemic?” and (b) “Will the abrupt change to emergency remote education have an impact on higher education in the future?”.




4. Results


The respondents ranged from freshman to graduate students majoring in IT, business disciplines such as hospitality and service management, and other majors. The respondents were studying in the USA and Norway. The descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1.



4.1. Difference between Genders


Furthermore, the data were analyzed by applying t-tests and ANOVA. A significant difference was found between males and females regarding the aspects of campus life that students missed most during the pandemic. Male respondents agreed more with the statement “In-person labs/group work” than female respondents, t (447) = 3.587, p = 0.001 < 0.05. Related to “Study abroad” t (447) = 3.28, p = 0.005 < 0.05, female respondents rated this statement higher. This question corresponded to RQ2 (see Table 2).



A significant difference was found between males and females regarding online learning challenges that students faced during the pandemic. Female respondents scored the following statements higher on all accounts compared to male respondents: “Coordinating group projects and keeping team members accountable” (t (447) = 3.518, p = 0.016 < 0.05); “Finding a quiet place to work” (t (447) = 3.085, p = 0.001 < 0.05); along with “Limitations of learning platforms/system glitches” (t (447) = 3.378, p = 0.001 < 0.05); followed by “Reliable Wi-Fi/internet access” (t (447) = 3.207, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “Accessing college resources (e.g., libraries, academic support)” (t (447) = 3.287, p = 0.011 < 0.05); and “Accessibility of course content/class engagement (due to special needs)” (t (447) = 3.00, p = 0.000 < 0.05). Finally, “Being in a different time zone than my fellow students” (t (447) = 2.524, p = 0.000 < 0.05) was rated significantly more highly by female participants. Despite the significant differences, both genders rated these categories fairly highly. This question corresponded to RQ1 (see Table 3).



A significant difference was found between males and females regarding the pandemic-era experiences that students wanted to retain post-COVID-19. Male respondents were more likely to agree with the statement, “Lectures made available online so you can go back and review material”, than female respondents (t (447) = 4.166, p = 0.005 < 0.05). In regard to “Smaller class sizes” (t (447) = 3.500, p = 0.036 < 0.05), female respondents rated this statement more highly. This question corresponded to RQ2 (see Table 4).




4.2. Differences between Students from Different School Levels


In terms of school level, a significant difference was found between upperclassmen and lowerclassmen regarding the aspects of campus life that students missed the most during the pandemic. In this case, lowerclassmen were first-year students. First-year respondents were more likely to agree with the statement “Friends and social life” than upperclassmen (t (447) = 3.962, p = 0.002 < 0.05), and this was also observed for “Sports/athletics” (t (447) = 3.364, p = 0.024 < 0.05). Upperclassmen, on the other hand, rated “In person resources” higher (t (447) = 3.519, p = 0.014 < 0.05). Furthermore, the category “I don´t miss anything” was scored more highly among upperclassmen (t (447) = 2.7372, p = 0.001 < 0.05). This question corresponded to RQ1 (see Table 5).



A significant difference was found between upper and lowerclassmen regarding remote learning challenges that students faced during the pandemic. The upperclassmen scored the following statements higher on all accounts than the respondents from lower school levels: “Finding a quiet place to work” (t (447) = 3.1218, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “Limitations of learning platforms/system glitches” (t (447) = 3.4744, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “Reliable Wi-Fi/internet access” t (447) = 3.3269, p = 0.001 < 0.05; “Accessing college resources (e.g., libraries, academic support)” (t (447) = 3.4103, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “Navigating learning platforms” (t (447) = 3.3205, p = 0.001 < 0.05); and “Accessibility of course content/class engagement (due to special needs)” (t (447) = 3.0897, p = 0.001 < 0.05). Finally, “Being in a different time zone than my fellow students” (t (447) = 2.8718, p = 0.001 < 0.05) was rated significantly more highly by upperclassmen. This question corresponded to RQ1 (see Table 6).



A significant difference was found between upper and lowerclassmen regarding time-management problems that students faced during the pandemic. The upperclassmen rated the following statements more highly on all accounts than the lowerclassmen: “Increased hours of paid employment” (t (447) = 3.3.2821, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “Had new/additional caregiving responsibilities” (t (447) = 3.4231, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “Joined/participated in an online club or group” (t (447) = 2.8782, p = 0.042 < 0.05); and “Spent time using career center services/on career development” (t (447) = 3.0192, p = 0.001 < 0.05). This question corresponded to RQ1 (see Table 7).



A significant difference was found between upper and lowerclassmen regarding the pandemic-era experiences that students wanted to retain post-COVID-19. The lower classmen rated the following statements more highly on all accounts than the upper-class respondents: “Lectures made available online so you can go back and review material”, (t (447) = 4.3402, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “The option of whether to attend courses in person or online” (t (447) = 4.2405, p = 0.001 < 0.05); “The ability to communicate privately with a professor (such as via chat) during a lecture)” (t (447) = 3.8694, p = 0.018 < 0.05); and “Online access to college support resources” (t (447) = 3.8969 p = 0.022 < 0.05). Finally, “More group projects” (t (447) = 3.1718 p = 0.013 < 0.05) was also rated more highly by the lowerclassmen. This question corresponded to RQ2 (see Table 8). Many students reported a positive opinion of online education, indicating that they preferred having additional flexibility and more digital material compared to their in-class courses.




4.3. Differences among Students with Different Majors


Moreover, as shown in Table 9, there was a significant difference (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.04943) between the majors when it came to their agreement with the statements “Friends and social life” (p = 0.011 < 0.05, SE 0.05685) and “Sports/athletics” (p = 0.010 < 0.05, SE 0.05247). IT students valued these statements the most highly in all three cases, followed by business majors. For the last item, “I don´t miss anything”, there was also a significant difference (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.05898), and business students, followed by the other majors, scored this item the most highly. It is no surprise that students missed their friends and were able to have a social life of some sort. For many months countries were under lockdown, which was difficult for many people. Not being able to go to the gym was also hard for many. For those students needing to attend a lab for their classes, the lockdown period was especially challenging for students and instructors. Some courses are not suited for online delivery, whereas others work perfectly. This question corresponded to RQ2.



Likewise, as shown in Table 10, there were significant differences among the data collected from business students, who rated five of the remote learning challenges items the most highly, with these being “Finding a quiet place to work” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.05902), “Navigating learning platforms” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.05122), “Accessing college resources (e.g., libraries, academic support)” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.04943), and “Being in a different time zone than my fellow students” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.05198). The other items, “Uncertainty around COVID-19” (p = 0.029 < 0.05, SE 0.04943), “Limitations of learning platforms/system glitches” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.05289), “Reliable Wi-Fi/internet access”, (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.06187), and “Navigating learning platforms” (p = 0.004 < 0.05, SE 0.05145) scored the highest among the other majors. Every university can learn from the pandemic experience. Learning platforms, online university resources, course content available online, and reliable Wi-Fi were on the top of the list for many who needed improvements. This question corresponded to RQ1.



Furthermore, as shown in Table 11, for additional online learning challenges, a significant difference (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.05555) was observed between the majors when it came to their agreement with the statement “Had new/additional caregiving responsibilities”, “Decreased course load” (p = 0.022 < 0.05, SE 0.04444), and “Spent time using career center services/on career development” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.05408). In all three cases, business students valued these statements the most highly, followed by the other majors. For the last item “Increased hours of paid employment”, there was also a significant difference (p = 0.020 < 0.05, SE 0.05201), with other majors scoring this item the most highly, followed by business majors. This category of questions is interesting because business students have been reported to be the group who seek career counseling the most. In addition, business students reported having to cut back on the number of courses the most, as well as being faced with new and additional caregiving responsibilities. The group of other students was the one increasing the number of working hours. A situation such as this can lead to students not being able to finish their study program on time, or perhaps having to postpone their planned education. This question corresponded to RQ2.



For the post-pandemic era, IT majors rated the following statements the most highly: “Lectures made available online so you can go back and review material” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.04693), “The option of whether to attend courses in person or online” (p = 0.001 < 0.05, SE 0.04552), “The ability to communicate privately with a professor (such as via chat) during a lecture” (p = 0.004 < 0.05, SE 0.04852), “Virtual events/virtual access to live events” (p = 0.039 < 0.05, SE 0.04883), “Online access to college support resources” (p = 0.026 < 0.05, SE 0.04522). As for the two last items, “More individual assignments (p = 0.010 < 0.05, SE 0.04868) and “Online organizations or clubs” (p = 0.008 < 0.05, SE 0.04603), business students rated these items the most highly. These results are not surprising. IT students are perhaps more tech savvy and may enjoy working and playing for multiple hours in front of the computer. One could easily see why IT students are more open to taking online courses, especially in Norway, where online methods were previously not frequently used in higher education. This question corresponded to RQ2 (see Table 12).



In terms of future learning desires, an overwhelming 54.4% of the students indicated there were things that they liked about remote learning but that they still preferred in-class learning. However, 32.7% indicated they would prefer not to return to the old teaching and learning method. Finally, 12.98% indicated that they never wanted to take another Zoom/Teams class again. This question corresponded to RQ2 (see Figure 2).



Furthermore, the participants were asked if they felt any discomfort about having their cameras on while on Zoom. Their responses were mixed, with 46% answering no, 15% answering yes, and 39% answering sometimes. Once students embrace the use of technology and better adapt to its use, their level of discomfort will decrease. Moreover, technology will become more advanced in future years.




4.4. Thematic Analysis


Thematic analysis is a method of examining data to gain a meaningful understanding of participant perspectives. Furthermore, thematic analysis exposes patterns in data, helping the researcher to comprehensively understand the research findings [147,148,149,150,151,152]. Thematic analysis was used to evaluate the open-ended questions and the results were further incorporated into a SWOT. The open-ended questions were categorized as follows: (1) studying and learning from a distance, (2) post-COVID-19 era, and (3) availability of technology. Furthermore, the open-ended replies were connected to the study questions to confirm that the responses matched the research questions.



In the first category, the respondents shared their experiences with distance learning. Those who voiced their opinions indicated that it was difficult and challenging and that they felt a lack of motivation and had mixed feelings. However, some respondents liked online learning. Regardless of their opinions, the pandemic created a special and abnormal situation that urged everyone to keep a safe distance and avoid contact with people as much as possible. The past pandemic years of 2020 and 2021 were atypical and very challenging for most people. In a normal, non-pandemic situation, more students would thrive in an online setting if their daily activities remained intact. These responses correspond to the first research question, “How have the teaching and learning approaches been perceived by college students through the pandemic?” (see Table 13).



In the second category, the respondents explained how they preferred their courses to be taught in the post-COVID-19 era. The written responses were overwhelmingly in favor of online courses. Some mentioned that online methods made it easier to learn, resources were available online, as well as online recordings, greater flexibility, and added convenience, and several courses were found to work well online. These responses correspond to the second research question, “Will the abrupt change to emergency remote education have an impact on higher education in the future?” (see Table 14).



In the third category, the respondents expressed their viewpoints regarding the availability of technology at their institutions. Several of the respondents felt that universities and colleges needed to upgrade their available technologies. The learning management system (LMS) offered by the universities to students as the online courses platform needed to be further modernized, with interactive tasks and Kahoot being integrated into the courses. In Norway, for example, the use of Kahoot was not allowed in “higher education”. There was also a request to standardize the courses, and several felt that instructors also needed assistance with delivering courses online. These responses correspond to the first research question, “How have the teaching and learning approaches been received by students through the pandemic?” (see Table 15).



Based on the above analysis, one can see that universities must continue investing in new technologies to meet tomorrow’s students’ desires. Students have also grown up with various advanced technologies at home. Students also noted the need for standardization and re-tooling by instructors to better handle the delivery of digital services. The participants clearly liked taking courses online, despite the challenging worldwide situation. The flexibility and lower commuting times, as well as access to a new way of learning, were appealing. However, many also found emergency remote education (ERE) challenging. In conclusion, based on the open-ended questions, it was evident that the respondents embraced online courses but recognized the need for improvements in technology in relation to (a) the post-COVID-19 era, (b) studying and learning from a distance, and (c) the availability of technology (see Figure 3).





5. Discussion


In the current study, we investigated the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on the educational and personal experiences of current students in Norway and the United States during the lockdown. The findings indicated disparities in student experiences and in how administrators and officials perceived the issue. These were related to the course delivery, health, overall quality of life, and, most importantly, the future direction of higher education. The aim of this research paper was to investigate the experiences of students learning from a distance/in a remote online format during COVID-19. A SWOT was applied to identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats in relation to higher education. The findings of the SWOT were clearly aligned with the findings from the literature. The SWOT analysis, summarized in Figure 4, indicated that there are opportunities to learn from the COVID-19 pandemic’s abrupt shift to remote education. These results indicate that stakeholders may not want to return strictly to the old norm. The new generation of students has grown up with technology and, in many cases, is more tech-savvy than their instructors.



The aim of this research paper was to investigate university students’ ERE learning experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results of the study were meant to provide context for higher education institutions, as well as those who create distance learning curricula, in addition to providing recommendations to enable universities to better prepare for any other potential ERE situation. Incorporating cutting-edge teaching strategies and approaches into academic institutions’ curricula should be a top priority [153,154]. The lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the reality of the status of higher education today. Progressive universities in the twenty-first century did not seem to be prepared to implement digital teaching and learning tools across the board. Existing online learning platforms did not provide universal solutions and numerous university instructors were not adequately prepared nor equipped to teach classes fully remotely, and absolutely not at the accelerated pace that the COVID-19 pandemic produced. Knowledge of online teaching was primarily limited to sending materials, PowerPoint slides, online exercises, and assignments to students via email, in addition to setting deadlines for submitting completed tasks electronically [154].



Regarding RQ1—“How have the teaching and learning approaches been perceived by college students through the pandemic?”—based on our results, one can clearly see that many of the respondent’s welcomed online education in the future. Students did not expect everything to be fully online, but they preferred having the option of taking a certain number of their required courses online. Students today are more and more tech savvy; additionally, they want flexibility. Therefore, especially in the critical and difficult economic situation that the world is facing at the moment, offering flexibility to students by providing a wider choice of online courses can help to alleviate some of the economic burdens that many are facing. In Norway, transportation, housing, and food have doubled and tripled in price in a very short period. This means that people possess lower purchasing power and have less money to spend on non-essentials. Some of the students reported they had to increase the number of hours they worked during a week, and some had new caregiving responsibilities. Unfortunately, many will continue to face the same challenges due to other crises affecting the world.



Participants reported learning challenges during COVID-19; however, this was a time of uncertainty for all people, as the world was closed down and instructors had to put together online courses at a pace that none were used to. Many were lacking resources in the beginning, ranging from a suitable Wi-Fi connection to equipment that could handle such online activity. Despite the challenges, many increased their technical skills significantly for the better.



A wide range of institutions still need to upgrade their equipment on campus, and rooms need to be refitted to meet the needs of tomorrow’s students. This will lead to new innovations and opportunities and a much more flexible education system. Not all students learn the same way; this will lead to a more inclusive learning environment, the potential for a greater level of personalization, and a much more advanced education system.



Regarding RQ2—“Will the abrupt change to emergency remote education have an impact on higher education in the future?”—universities may take the opportunity to learn from the recent years of lockdowns. Better equipment and re-tooling of its faculty members to feel more comfortable with the new teaching and learning environment are needed. Some universities are ahead of the game, especially those that have offered online education for over a decade, and which have continued to improve their delivery methods and platforms. Based on the survey results, 33% of respondents would prefer online courses in the future, whereas 54% reported there were things that they liked about online education that worked for them, but they preferred in-class courses, and only 13% reported that they never wanted to take another Zoom class again. In the next few years, it will be interesting to see whether universities will continue to improve their delivery methods and assessment practices, invest in technology, and refit their classrooms.



The institutions’ initial unpreparedness to deal with the enormity of the COVID-19 epidemic was one of the primary problems identified across the studied literature. Universities will need to address the issues identified in the research if a long-term contactless teaching and learning paradigm is to be established. University services ranging from enrollment and career services to psychological services need to be offered online to ensure retention, as well as to make sure that students are motivated and not struggling, or feeling isolated or disadvantaged in any way due to a lack of access to hardware/software and/or Wi-Fi [104,155]. To combat these issues and ensure the success of online education, equity issues must be carefully examined and handled [102,141]. To avoid frustration and demotivation, universities need to continue to invest in online learning platforms (LMS), as well as opting to use online systems developed by publishing companies such as McGraw-Hill, Pearson, Wiley, etc., and allow other systems such as Discord to be used in class for communication purposes. Universities need to develop ways to check in with students, particularly first-year students [126,144,156,157], as well as students from minority groups and disadvantaged homes, as well as overseas students, who are most at risk of falling behind [144,157].




6. Limitations and Future Studies


Through this analysis, we clearly identified groups of students who were satisfied and embraced the shift toward remote learning and instruction. However, in-class teaching remained the preferred method of instruction. A more in-depth investigation of the impacts of remote learning and digital shortcomings is necessary, and as time passes, it will be interesting to see how education shifts. One can note that, in the workforce, many employees like working from home. Employers have discovered that employees have remained productive while working from home, if not becoming even more productive. In conditions further removed from COVID-19 and the present financial crisis and global uncertainty at a distance, in-depth interviews may be conducted as a follow-up to this study to find out whether the situation has changed.




7. Conclusions


Every year, the discussion comparing remote learning and traditional teaching seems to intensify. Traditional teaching occurs in old-fashioned classroom on campus, whereas remote learning can occur online, anywhere and at any time, at the student’s convenience. In remote learning, the instructor is expected to be more of a facilitator of information and materials, similar to the role of a tutor, who must prepare the materials, plan activities, and constantly evaluate the activities carried out by students [158]. The instructor’s main role in remote teaching is to create learning situations in which students can independently develop skill competencies [159]. Remote learning does not mean that contact with students is lost. Indeed, online instruction is of primary importance for developing and programming different virtual activities, among other online actions, such as tools to ensure constant contact with and between instructors and students [26].



A major difference between traditional learning and remote learning is the profound change in the space–time dimension of the learning process that one encounters in remote learning. It is, therefore, important to change the approach and go beyond traditional practices with distance or online learning. In remote learning, activities in direct connection that occur at exactly the same periods (synchronous activities), such as video lectures and videoconferences, must be constant and continuous, because these serve to maintain contact [158]. However, the need to make students feel supported and cared for must not become a suffocating presence. Additionally, since the concentration threshold of students when they are not in a classroom setting can easily drop [160], it is necessary and beneficial to diversify the tools that the instructor uses, thus not focusing only on videoconferencing and virtual lessons, but including written messages, videos, podcasts, announcements, and online discussions, among other activities, which are still very effective tools for stimulating the attention and interest of the class group, without having direct face-to-face contact with students [161,162]. For the aforementioned reasons, solely implementing the simple reproduction of traditional teaching activities in a remote learning environment should be avoided. Flexibility and creativity, on the other hand, are essential in order to make the most of the potential of remote learning and, at the same time, to limit its disadvantages [14,101].



The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in the largest remote learning experiment in history. The COVID-19 crisis swiftly brought attention to the use of online tools in higher education to transfer knowledge. There are obvious benefits to remote learning, as well as the potential for institutions of higher education to increase their competencies in digital delivery methods. Many classrooms still need to be refitted with appropriate and cost-effective technologies. Universities need to continue experimenting with the technologies available on the market, such as various message boards and chat functions, video and recording software, and increasingly real-time cloud-based applications, to make the experience as streamlined as possible. It is obvious that many students have embraced new technologies, and it is important that faculty expose students to new technologies to better prepare them for future careers. Facilitating self-direction in student learning offers a tremendous benefit if it is thoughtfully implemented, which can lead to a more self-sufficient workforce with varying levels of increased productivity and adaptation to change. Preparing learners and facilitators of learning for rapid change may be an essential approach for many institutions of higher education moving forward.



According to El-Azar and Nelson [163], the long-term disruption to the traditional way of teaching may be so severe that universities that consider traditional teaching as a “go-to technique” after COVID-19 may lose students to competing universities. Blended learning programs, which integrate asynchronous and synchronous communication strategies, experiential teaching, and both in-person and digital training, have great potential in higher education. The advantages of digital or e-learning include more personalization; the option to repeat lectures, if necessary; access to updated/upgraded information; cost savings; scalability (transferability to different settings); and lessened environmental effects [164]. However, as revealed by the outcomes of a study on faculty teaching remotely in the United States and Europe during COVID-19 [143], there is currently an emerging fear of the de-skilling and de-professionalization of faculty. Therefore, in order to avoid this, universities have to cautiously and strategically analyze the current situation and environment and take the necessary precautions and actions.
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Figure 1. SWOT analysis framework. 
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Figure 2. Q9—What are your post-pandemic learning desires? Note: Survey response alternatives: (a) “I never want to take another Zoom/Teams class again”; (b) “Remote classes really work for me and I don´t want to go back to learning in person”; and (c) “There are things I like about remote learning that have worked for me and my learning style, but I prefer in-class courses”. 
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Figure 3. Word cloud summarizing the thematic approach. 
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Figure 4. SWOT matrix. 






Figure 4. SWOT matrix.



[image: Education 12 00721 g004]







[image: Table] 





Table 1. Profile of the respondents (n = 447).
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Characteristics

	
Category

	
Frequency

	
%






	
Gender

	
Male

	
283

	
63.3




	
Female

	
164

	
36.7




	
Level in school

	
Lower classmen

	
291

	
65.1




	
Upper classmen

	
156

	
34.9




	
Major

	
IT

	
298

	
66.7




	
Business

	
69

	
15.4




	
Other

	
80

	
17.9




	
Country

	
Norway

	
278

	
62.2




	
US

	
169

	
37.8
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Table 2. T-test results for Q5—What aspects of campus life have you, as a student, missed the most during COVID-19?
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Male (n = 283)

	
Female (n = 164)




	
Category

	
Mean

	
SD

	
Mean

	
SD

	
MD

	
t






	
In-person labs/group work

	
3.5866

	
1.05627

	
3.2317

	
1.16491

	
0.3549

	
0.001




	
Study abroad

	
2.9717

	
1.07811

	
3.2805

	
1.14339

	
−0.3088

	
0.005
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Table 3. T-test results for Q6—Have you had any COVID-19 online learning challenges?
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Male (n = 283)

	
Female (n = 164)




	
Category

	
Mean

	
SD

	
Mean

	
SD

	
MD

	
t






	
Coordinating group projects and keeping team members accountable

	
3.2686

	
1.09413

	
3.5183

	
0.97498

	
−0.2497

	
0.016




	
Finding a quiet place to work

	
2.5371

	
1.19152

	
3.0854

	
1.26976

	
−0.5483

	
0.001




	
Limitations of learning platforms/system glitches

	
3.0389

	
1.08270

	
3.3780

	
1.05249

	
−0.3391

	
0.001




	
Reliable Wi-Fi/internet access

	
2.6219

	
1.29722

	
3.2073

	
1.24573

	
−0.5854

	
0.001




	
Accessing college resources (e.g., libraries, academic support)

	
3.0071

	
1.15775

	
3.2866

	
1.02583

	
−0.2795

	
0.011




	
Accessibility of course content/class engagement (due to disability)

	
2.6396

	
1.08379

	
3.0000

	
1.09096

	
−0.360

	
0.000




	
Being in a different time zone than my fellow students

	
2.0883

	
1.19216

	
2.5244

	
1.29866

	
−0.436

	
0.000
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Table 4. T-test results for Q8—Pandemic-era experiences that students wanted to retain post-COVID-19.
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Male (n = 283)

	
Female (n = 164)




	
Category

	
Mean

	
SD

	
Mean

	
SD

	
MD

	
t






	
Lectures made available online so you can go back and review material

	
4.1661

	
0.98426

	
3.8902

	
0.98462

	
0.2759

	
0.045




	
Smaller class sizes

	
3.3039

	
0.95625

	
3.5000

	
0.94317

	
−0.1961

	
0.036
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Table 5. T-test results for Q5—What aspects of campus life have you, as a student, missed the most during COVID-19?






Table 5. T-test results for Q5—What aspects of campus life have you, as a student, missed the most during COVID-19?





	

	
Lower Classmen (n = 291)

	
Upper Classmen (n = 156)




	
Category

	
Mean

	
SD

	
Mean

	
SD

	
MD

	
t






	
Friends and social life

	
3.9622

	
0.96237

	
3.6218

	
1.15475

	
0.3404

	
0.002




	
Sports/athletics

	
3.3643

	
1.15578

	
3.0962

	
1.26888

	
0.2681

	
0.024




	
In person resources (e.g., career center and academic help)

	
3.2715

	
0.98882

	
3.5192

	
1.04401

	
−0.2477

	
0.014




	
I don’t miss anything

	
2.2234

	
1.18973

	
2.7372

	
1.28571

	
−0.5138

	
0.001
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Table 6. T-test results for Q6—Have you had any COVID-19 online learning challenges?
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Lower Classmen (n = 291)

	
Upper Classmen (n = 156)




	
Category

	
Mean

	
SD

	
Mean

	
SD

	
MD

	
t






	
Finding a quiet place to work

	
2.5326

	
1.18967

	
3.1218

	
1.26666

	
−0.5892

	
0.001




	
Limitations of learning platforms/ system glitches

	
2.9966

	
1.06187

	
3.4744

	
1.05616

	
−0.4778

	
0.001




	
Reliable Wi-Fi/ internet access

	
2.5739

	
1.27193

	
3.3269

	
1.23478

	
−0.7530

	
0.001




	
Accessing college resources (e.g., libraries, academic support)

	
2.9485

	
1.08314

	
3.4103

	
1.12377

	
−0.4618

	
0.001




	
Navigating learning platforms

	
2.8694

	
1.06518

	
3.3205

	
1.07155

	
−0.4511

	
0.001




	
Accessibility of course content/class engagement (due to disability)

	
2.6014

	
1.06958

	
3.0897

	
1.08581

	
−0.4883

	
0.001




	
Being in a different time zone than my fellow students

	
1.9141

	
1.09364

	
2.8718

	
1.28373

	
−0.9577

	
0.001
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Table 7. T-test results for Q7—Time spent during COVID-19 in terms of academics, activities, and responsibilities?
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Lower Classmen (n = 291)

	
Upper Classmen (n = 156)




	
Category

	
Mean

	
SD

	
Mean

	
SD

	
MD

	
t






	
Increased hours of paid employment

	
3.1787

	
0.81939

	
3.2821

	
1.03982

	
−0.1034

	
0.001




	
Had new/additional caregiving responsibilities

	
2.8729

	
1.18073

	
3.4231

	
1.07786

	
−0.5502

	
0.001




	
Joined/participated in an online club or group

	
2.6392

	
1.17607

	
2.8782

	
1.18780

	
−0.239

	
0.042




	
Spent time using career center services/on career development

	
2.4811

	
1.06778

	
3.0192

	
1.19931

	
−0.5381

	
0.001
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Table 8. T-test results for Q8—Pandemic-era experiences that students wanted to retain post-COVID-19.
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Lower Classmen (n = 291)

	
Upper Classmen (n = 156)




	
Category

	
Mean

	
SD

	
Mean

	
SD

	
MD

	
t






	
Lectures made available online so you can go back and review material

	
4.3402

	
0.86964

	
3.5513

	
1.00512

	
0.7889

	
0.001




	
The option of whether to attend courses in person or online

	
4.2405

	
0.85734

	
3.7372

	
1.06020

	
0.5033

	
0.001




	
The ability to communicate privately with a professor (such as via chat) during a lecture)

	
3.8694

	
1.00865

	
3.6282

	
1.04244

	
0.2412

	
0.018




	
Online access to college support resources

	
3.8969

	
0.92645

	
3.6795

	
0.99669

	
0.2174

	
0.022




	
More group projects

	
3.1718

	
1.17063

	
2.8782

	
1.20399

	
0.2936

	
0.013
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Table 9. ANOVA results for Q5—What aspects of campus life have you as a student missed the most during COVID-19?
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Category

	
N

	
Mean

	
SD

	
SE

	
F

	
Sig






	
Friends and social life

	
IT

	
298

	
3.9799

	
0.96727

	
0.05603

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.6232

	
1.08603

	
0.13074

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.5250

	
1.19042

	
0.13309

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.8434

	
1.04499

	
0.04943

	
8.032

	
0.001




	
Sports/athletics

	
IT

	
298

	
3.3859

	
1.15852

	
0.06711

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.1304

	
1.29380

	
0.15575

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
2.9625

	
1.22675

	
0.13715

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.2707

	
1.20187

	
0.05685

	
4.540

	
0.011




	
In-person labs/group work

	
IT

	
298

	
3.5470

	
1.06021

	
0.06142

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.4493

	
1.21916

	
0.14677

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.1250

	
1.14045

	
0.12751

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.4564

	
1.10938

	
0.05247

	
4.639

	
0.010




	
I don’t miss anything

	
IT

	
298

	
2.2215

	
1.17977

	
0.06834

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
2.8261

	
1.34991

	
0.16251

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
2.7125

	
1.26485

	
0.14141

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.4027

	
1.24698

	
0.05898

	
9.979

	
0.001
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Table 10. ANOVA results for Q6—Have you had any COVID-19 online learning challenges?
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Category

	
N

	
Mean

	
SD

	
SE

	
F

	
Sig






	
Uncertainty around COVID-19

	
IT

	
298

	
3.5705

	
0.98647

	
0.05714

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.2464

	
1.25330

	
0.15088

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.6750

	
1.02839

	
0.11498

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.5391

	
1.04502

	
0.04943

	
3.558

	
0.029




	
Finding a quiet place to work

	
IT

	
298

	
2.5503

	
1.20569

	
0.06984

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.1304

	
1.22370

	
0.14732

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.1000

	
1.27884

	
0.14298

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.7383

	
1.24776

	
0.05902

	
10.586

	
0.001




	
Limitations of learning platforms/system glitches

	
IT

	
298

	
3.0268

	
1.05694

	
0.06123

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.5072

	
1.13271

	
0.13636

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.3750

	
1.04790

	
0.11716

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.1633

	
1.08297

	
0.05122

	
7.592

	
0.001




	
Reliable Wi-Fi/internet access

	
IT

	
298

	
2.5973

	
1.28404

	
0.07438

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.2609

	
1.27939

	
0.15402

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.3625

	
1.18261

	
0.13222

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.8367

	
1.30803

	
0.06187

	
16.103

	
0.001




	
Accessing college resources (e.g., libraries, academic support)

	
IT

	
298

	
2.9732

	
1.09450

	
0.06340

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.5362

	
1.07894

	
0.12989

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.2500

	
1.14184

	
0.12766

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.1096

	
1.11816

	
0.05289

	
8.123

	
0.001




	
Navigating learning platforms

	
IT

	
298

	
2.9060

	
1.08148

	
0.06265

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.2609

	
1.06622

	
0.12836

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.2750

	
1.06706

	
0.11930

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.0268

	
1.08772

	
0.05145

	
5.631

	
0.004




	
Accessibility of course content/class engagement (due to disability)

	
IT

	
298

	
2.6309

	
1.08152

	
0.06265

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.2174

	
1.04134

	
0.12536

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
2.9125

	
1.10458

	
0.12350

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.7718

	
1.09905

	
0.05198

	
9.095

	
0.001




	
Being in a different time zone than my fellow students

	
IT

	
298

	
1.9631

	
1.14679

	
0.06643

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
2.8406

	
1.24408

	
0.14977

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
2.8000

	
1.26691

	
0.14164

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.2483

	
1.24871

	
0.05906

	
25.955

	
0.001
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Table 11. ANOVA results for Q7—Time spent during COVID-19 in terms of academics, activities, and responsibilities.
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Category

	
N

	
Mean

	
SD

	
SE

	
F

	
Sig






	
Increased hours of paid employment

	
IT

	
298

	
2.7987

	
1.08544

	
0.06288

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.0145

	
1.06402

	
0.12809

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.1625

	
1.14122

	
0.12759

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.8971

	
1.09960

	
0.05201

	
3.970

	
0.020




	
Had new/additional caregiving responsibilities

	
IT

	
298

	
2.9060

	
1.18545

	
0.06867

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.4783

	
1.09287

	
0.13157

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.3000

	
1.08383

	
0.12118

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.0649

	
1.17439

	
0.05555

	
8.909

	
0.001




	
Decrease course load

	
IT

	
298

	
2.8490

	
0.85714

	
0.04965

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.1884

	
1.07478

	
0.12939

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
2.8500

	
1.06854

	
0.11947

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.9016

	
0.93950

	
0.04444

	
3.852

	
0.022




	
Spent time using career center services/on career development

	
IT

	
298

	
2.5034

	
1.08323

	
0.06275

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.1449

	
1.16664

	
0.14045

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
2.8750

	
1.20521

	
0.13475

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
2.6689

	
1.14332

	
0.05408

	
10.865

	
0.001
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Table 12. ANOVA results for Q8—Pandemic-era experiences students that wanted to retain post-COVID-19.
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Category

	
N

	
Mean

	
SD

	
SE

	
F

	
Sig






	
Lectures made available online so you can go back and review material

	
IT

	
298

	
4.3389

	
0.87765

	
0.05084

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.5652

	
0.93113

	
0.11210

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.4750

	
1.03085

	
0.11525

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
4.0649

	
0.99226

	
0.04693

	
40.284

	
0.001




	
The option of whether to attend courses in person or online

	
IT

	
298

	
4.2416

	
0.86962

	
0.05038

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.9565

	
1.03519

	
0.12462

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.5000

	
1.00631

	
0.11251

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
4.0649

	
0.96243

	
0.04552

	
20.964

	
0.001




	
The ability to communicate privately with a professor (such as via chat) during a lecture

	
IT

	
298

	
3.8859

	
0.99852

	
0.05784

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.7246

	
1.01292

	
0.12194

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.4625

	
1.07849

	
0.12058

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.7852

	
1.02588

	
0.04852

	
5.628

	
0.004




	
Virtual events/virtual access to live events

	
IT

	
298

	
3.7148

	
1.04246

	
0.06039

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.5942

	
0.94431

	
0.11368

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.3875

	
1.03720

	
0.11596

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.6376

	
1.03231

	
0.04883

	
3.274

	
0.039




	
Online access to college support resources

	
IT

	
298

	
3.8960

	
0.92437

	
0.05355

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.7826

	
0.87228

	
0.10501

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.5750

	
1.09977

	
0.12296

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.8210

	
0.95608

	
0.04522

	
3.663

	
0.026




	
More individual assignments

	
IT

	
298

	
3.3523

	
1.02823

	
0.05956

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.5507

	
0.94769

	
0.11409

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.2875

	
1.09306

	
0.12221

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.3714

	
1.02912

	
0.04868

	
4.639

	
0.010




	
Online organizations or clubs

	
IT

	
298

	
3.2517

	
0.91770

	
0.05316

	

	




	
Business

	
69

	
3.4928

	
0.96441

	
0.11610

	

	




	
Other

	
80

	
3.0000

	
1.12509

	
0.12579

	

	




	
Total

	
447

	
3.2438

	
0.97321

	
0.04603

	
4.860

	
0.008
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Table 13. Responses related to studying and learning from a distance.
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	Theme
	Area
	RQ
	HO





	
	
“It has been a bad time”





	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	2.

	
“Learning remotely is a challenging and not as engaging”






	Challenging, less engaging
	1
	1



	
	3.

	
“It´s hard to keep up”






	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	4.

	
“Terrible”






	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	5.

	
“It is a totally different experience on faculty and students. If people would be less selfish, get the vaccine, and take this seriously, we could be done with it by now”






	Moral
	1
	1



	
	6.

	
“There´s been good things but in person is best”






	Good, prefer in-class
	1
	1



	
	7.

	
“Hard time but got through it”






	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	8.

	
“That is was stressful and harder than it should have been”






	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	9.

	
“It is ok, but the problem comes with so many things left to figure out for oneself”






	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	10.

	
“As a student I have had the upmost amount of difficulty with everything virtual. If I’m paying for college, why am I, essentially, not attending college. Honestly, it’s the biggest waste of time and money in America and in the world right know. I honestly believe that.”






	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	11.

	
“Motivation is really hard to have when there are so many distractions during remote learning”






	Motivation
	1
	1



	
	12.

	
“I was already an online only student (living out of state). The biggest effect for me when covid shutdowns occurred was less class availability due to the addition of previously in-person students now attending online only courses”






	Fever classes available
	1
	1



	
	13.

	
“It was ridiculous to start out because no one was prepared for online”






	No one prepared
	1
	1



	
	14.

	
“I loved how relaxed online school was”






	Like online
	1
	1



	
	15.

	
“Online studying has been a plus”






	Like online
	1
	1



	
	16.

	
“It’s hard to stay on top of things”






	Difficult
	1
	1



	
	17.

	
“I think online studies are the best, it is appealing to me”






	Like online
	1
	1



	
	18.

	
“I miss social interaction, fear is what is killing us and also the lack of love and sharing with others, social distancing is the worst”






	Lack of social interaction
	1
	1



	
	19.

	
“Sometimes it’s good time and some time it’s bad feeling”






	Mixed feelings
	1
	1
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Table 14. Responses related to the post-COVID-19 era.
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	Theme
	Area
	RQ
	HO





	
	1.

	
“I don’t want to go back to in person learning I just want there to be a new structure to online learning”






	Like online
	2
	3



	
	2.

	
“I really like taking courses from a distance”






	Like online
	2
	3



	
	3.

	
“I like distance education a lot. But it took some time to get into it. But now it´s more efficient and works better because it helps save time with not having to commute to school”






	Like online,

Commuting
	2
	3



	
	4.

	
“It’s quite convenient, but it is easier to understand the content when its physical”






	Convenient,
	2
	3



	
	5.

	
“I like online, provides more flexibility”






	Convenient
	2
	3



	
	6.

	
“Digital courses are good as long as the teaching resources are good”






	Like online

Online-resources
	2
	3



	
	7.

	
“It is great to have courses online because it seems like many courses work well online. Also, when the instructor offer small group talks in-class is great if we don’t understand something, I really like that”






	Works well
	2
	3



	
	8.

	
“I enjoy some subject online”






	Like online
	2
	3



	
	9.

	
“It’s convenient having online courses”






	Convenient
	2
	3



	
	10.

	
“Online works fine”






	Like online
	2
	3



	
	11.

	
“Another thing that I personally have liked during the pandemic is that many teachers record their lectures and publish them on the course website on Canvas afterwards, also when we student could come back and attend the lectures on campus. I wish that the teachers continue doing that also after the pandemic”






	Online recordings
	2
	3



	
	12.

	
“I want courses to be online. Anyways I am finished after this semester”






	Like online
	2
	3
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Table 15. Responses related to the availability of technology.
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	Theme
	Area
	RQ
	HO





	
	1.

	
“All professors should have a course in streaming and the school should invest in mics and such”






	Technology knowhow
	2
	2



	
	2.

	
“Standardize the quality of online education”






	Standardization
	2
	2



	
	3.

	
“Good microphones and have good enough knowledge to share screen is important.”






	Technology knowhow
	2
	2



	
	4.

	
“Smooth streaming services, quizzes, discord”






	
	2
	2



	
	5.

	
“I like online. I believe the instructors should receive better equipment to teach digitally so the quality becomes better”






	Technology upgrade
	2
	2



	
	6.

	
“It’s difficult to ask questions in class, so maybe students can send in questions anonymous, and instructors can answer them live etc.”






	Easier to speak up online
	2
	2



	
	7.

	
“Short videos and interactive tasks”






	Videos
	2
	2



	
	8.

	
“Maybe have some interaction like Kahoot so we know how we are doing in the class. Or a way to check if we understand the topic 100%. It can be hard to know if one has picked up the information needed to do good in an online class”






	Kahoot
	2
	2



	
	9.

	
“Interactive platform and not 3rd part platforms”






	MLS
	2
	2



	
	10.

	
“Better webcams, newer computers (Quick tip: Apple is heavily over-priced in terms of price-to-performance). Studio/podcast microphones”






	Technology upgrade
	2
	2



	
	11.

	
“I would like to have better online programs to complete course work”






	MLS
	2
	2



	
	12.

	
“Refunds for students who paid fees for campus services that were impossible to access”






	Tuition reduction
	2
	2
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