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Abstract

:

The temporary shift from face-to-face instruction to online teaching at North American universities as an alternative solution in response to the COVID-19 pandemic brought significant challenges to international students who had to study abroad from their home countries. Studies on how international students perceive their study-abroad-from-home experiences in such an emergency remote teaching (ERT) context remain scarce. Through the lens of community of inquiry and an additional perspective of emotional presence, this study explored 13 first-year international graduate students’ perceptions and experiences of their learning in ERT. Based on the analyses of the pre-learning questionnaire survey results and a series of three reflection journal entries, the study finds that teaching presence has played a vital role in shaping students’ understanding and experiences when they participated in a study-abroad graduate program from their home countries. In addition, the participants demonstrated mixed emotions of both frustration and appreciation/thankfulness as well as an isolation–connectedness emotional trajectory during their learning process. The study inspires an exploration of more diverse options for international education programs and continued effort in providing institutional support to ensure better learning experiences in a post-COVID community of inquiry.
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1. Introduction


As one of the top study-abroad destinations, Canada hosts a large population of international students every year. In 2020, international students represented 23.7% of the total enrolments in Canada [1]. Students who choose to study abroad usually aim at being immersed in the languages and cultures of the host countries while enjoying a quality education. However, the prevalence of COVID-19 in 2020 has made it very challenging for a large number of international students, particularly first-year international students, to come to Canada for their study-abroad programs. With international travels restricted, university campuses shut down, and classes moved online, they had no other choice but to study abroad from home by taking online courses.



Although online learning is not something new, it is worth noting that the courses that were temporarily shifted online in response to the COVID-19 crisis were situated within the emergency remote teaching (ERT) context, in which access to instruction is provided “in a manner that is quick to set up and is reliably available during an emergency or crisis” [2] (p. 7). They are different from the courses that are initially planned and designed to be taught online.



According to Khotimah [3], during the COVID-19 pandemic, 107 countries implemented national school closures on 18 March 2020. Higher education in many countries was forced to switch to ERT on that day or roughly around the same time. Since the outbreak of COVID-19, there has been a growing body of literature that explores students’ ERT experiences in many parts of the world such as Jordan [4], the US [5], Serbia [6], South Africa [7], Slovakia [8], the UK [9,10], and Hong Kong [11]. However, these studies focus on students in general with no special attention to international students. In addition, there has been little discussion about international students’ ERT experiences in a Canadian context. This study intends to fill these gaps by exploring the experiences of first-year international students who were admitted to a Canadian university in the fall of 2020 and studied remotely from their home countries during the first semester into their graduate program. In light of the ongoing concern of COVID-19 and its long-term impact on future international education, it is crucial to obtain a better understanding of international students’ learning experiences in the ERT context and to explore practical implications for optimizing international students’ learning experiences in the post-COVID era.




2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review


2.1. Community of Inquiry


This study draws on the community of inquiry (CoI) framework [12]. Since its initial publication in 2000, the CoI framework has been widely used, cited, and developed and has become one of the most extensively used frameworks in the research and practice of online learning [13,14,15,16]. The CoI framework provides a comprehensive model that includes three elements: cognitive presence, social presence and teaching presence [12].



In this model, cognitive presence involves four phases of practical inquiry (the exploration, construction, resolution, and confirmation of understanding) and is considered as being vital for critical thinking and academic success [12]. While cognitive presence is used to describe the process of practical inquiry, social presence refers to the creation of a climate that supports and encourages such intellectual inquiries. It includes three broad categories: emotional expression, open communication, and group cohesion [12]. Emotional expression refers to the ability to express feelings that are associated with educational experience and is often conveyed through the use of symbolic representations in an online learning context, such as emoticons, as well as the expression of humor and self-disclosure. Reflecting trust and acceptance, open communication encourages constructive responses to community members by asking questions, expressing agreement, quoting other’s messages, expressing appreciation, and so forth. The third category, group cohesion, refers to a sense of belonging and community building. The third element of the CoI model, teaching presence, involves instructional design and organization, facilitating discourse and direct instruction [17,18]. In light of the purpose of achieving meaningful online learning experiences, teaching presence plays a vital role in integrating and supporting the cognitive and social processes [17]. Instead of using teacher presence, as Garrison [17] explained, teaching presence allows every member of the community to make a contribution to achieving self-directed and self-disciplined learning outcome.



The CoI model provides a comprehensive guide for the understanding and research of online learning experiences [12]. During the past two decades, the CoI framework has been extensively applied and examined [19,20,21,22,23], both qualitatively and quantitatively, resulting in a critical understanding of the relationships among the three presences and how they are connected to other elements. Some researchers suggest considering other possible presences, such as learning presence [24], autonomy presence [25], and emotional presence [26,27,28]. Although these presences are closely related to the elements in the original CoI framework, there seems to be an increasing interest in exploring the possibility of viewing them as an additional component of the framework.




2.2. Emotional Presence


Among these additional components, emotional presence has been receiving more attention particularly due to recent discussions on the relationship between emotion and online learning [29,30,31]. As Tores and Evans [30] stress, emotion plays a significant role in preventing an isolated online learning experience and is as important as the curriculum itself. However, it has not been extensively examined or considered in research and practice [26,30]. In the CoI framework, “emotional expression” is referred to as both conventional and unconventional expressions of emotion (such as punctuation, capitalization, and emoticons) and is placed as a sub-component of social presence [17]. Cleveland-Innes and Campbell’s [26] findings indicate that emotion is present in online learning communities and plays a role in all three presences of the CoI framework. Based on their findings, Cleveland-Innes and Campbell [26] (p. 283) provide the following definition for emotional presence:



Emotional presence is the outward expression of emotion, affect, and feeling by individuals and among individuals in a community of inquiry, as they relate to and interact with the learning technology, course content, students, and the instructor.



Cleveland-Innes and Campbell’s [26] proposal has inspired further explorations of emotional presence as an additional component of the CoI model. For example, Majeski et al.’s [28] study investigated the relationship between emotional presence and teaching presence. With an understanding of emotional presence as emotional perception, understanding, regulation, and facilitation, they conceptualized emotional presence as part of teaching presence that affects learner emotional presence, social presence, and cognitive presence. Using Cleveland-Innes and Campbell’s [26] emotional constructs, a recent study by Jiang and Koo [27] examined the emotional presence and relationship building in a group of non-traditional graduate students’ online learning and identified mixed emotions and a desperate need for emotional support. While the CoI model [12,17] provides a holistic model to guide the design and conduction of the present study, the additional element of emotional presence is carefully considered in the analysis of the research findings with particular concerns regarding the impact of COVID-19 on students’ emotions in online learning.




2.3. Online Learning and Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT)


The current teaching system, condition, and context that emerged from the COVID-19 pandemic have been conceptualized with multiple terms, such as online learning and distance education [5]. However, these concepts are inaccurate as they have developed to embody different learning and teaching environments [2,32,33]. To be more specific, distance education theories were developed when “resources, platforms and teaching methods were carefully considered and took time to develop and curate” [34] (p. 61). To distinguish from these contexts, Hodges et al. [2] have proposed “emergent remote teaching (ERT)” as an alternative term to describe the current classroom system introduced under the COVID-19 pandemic. According to them, ERT is a “forced” transition to online teaching or learning due to the crisis that was initially planned to be offered face-to-face, blended, or in a hybrid form [2]. Bozkurt and Sharma [33] iterate this point as follows: “while distance education has always been an alternative and flexible option for learners, emergency remote teaching is an obligation” (p. Ⅱ, emphasis original).



Due to its crisis-responsive nature, ERT is “a temporary solution” that is implemented only during a crisis or disaster and is supposed to be abated afterward [2,33]. In this emergency, the focus is on how institutions can make this massive, drastic transformation of their education system, rather than whether implemented online teaching methods can guarantee quality education [35]. This certainly depends on each institution, and for the successful transformation, it is imperative for institutions to secure “[r]eliability and sufficient availability of Information Communication Technology [ICT] infrastructure, learning tools, digital learning resources in the form of Massive Open Online Courses, e-books, e-notes” [35] (p. 18). Available technological resources significantly affect pedagogical possibilities at the classroom level. In addition, students and instructors have to deal with the forced transition to online teaching, regardless of their previous online teaching/learning experience, digital competence, and level of comfort with that environment.



Although the present study is conceptualized as ERT, it also requires attention that the ongoing almost-two-year-long ERT situation under the COVID-19 pandemic has consequently created so-called “new-normals”. In the context of higher education, the pandemic promoted the implementation of online learning systems and the training of instructors to teach online. In other words, studies conducted during this pandemic could present practical implications for future online learning systems and models [8].




2.4. ERT during the COVID-19 Pandemic


As of today, ERT studies have been conducted largely in two areas: effective teaching approaches and students’ learning experiences. Garrison et al. [12] claimed that students’ overall learning experiences and community building depend on instructors’ effective presence and leadership, particularly in an online classroom context. Likewise, during the COVID-19 pandemic, studies have found the multiple, important roles that instructors took in their ERT classrooms [5,7,10,11,36,37]. For example, through their survey research on undergraduate students in Hong Kong, Tsang et al. [11] concluded that course design was a key predictor of perceived learning experiences and effectiveness. In Gelles et al.’s [5] case study of engineering undergraduate students in the US, instructors’ facilitation and mentorship were particularly appreciated by students, pointing to the need for shifting the focus from making courses rigorous to being compassionate to students during ERT. Studies, such as those of Doll et al. [36] and Kifle Mekonen and Chiamaka Nneoma [37], found that teachers also had to play a tech-support role in the ERT context to troubleshoot unexpected technical issues that students faced.



The precarious roles that instructors had to take amid the pandemic were a reflection of students’ diverse expectations and demands during the crisis. Studies on students’ ERT experiences have been conducted in many parts of the world [4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11]. These findings overall suggest how various factors—both in- and inter-dependently—shaped students’ learning. One of the most explored are factors that smoothened students’ ERT experiences. In Kovačević et al.’s [6] survey research on university students in Serbia, previous online learning experience and familiarity with learning platforms were the predictors of students’ learning satisfaction. On the contrary, Poláková and Klímová [8] found in their survey that participating students in Slovakia did not consider lack of experience with online learning hindered their learning. The researchers concluded that this inexperience was compensated by students’ existing digital competence.



The previous studies have also shed light on the importance of paying attention to localized and personalized situations in the ERT context. For example, in Makgahlela et al.’s [7] study on a rural university in South Africa, the students’ narrative vividly conveyed the contextual reality where they struggled with multiple issues such as the lack of sufficient devices, data, and a safe, quiet space to study, calling for their university to reopen because their online learning was not functioning at all. From a different context, in aforementioned Gelles et al.’s [5] case study on American university undergraduates, gendered responses in their ERT experience were prominent: Female students tended to have more housework and family duties, whereas males tended to feel there was more free time during the pandemic. Issues surrounding digital equity were prominent in Greenhow et al.’s [38] review of newspaper articles in the US and the UK, revealing how technology access and social support played a role in widening the gaps between students from low- and high-income families in these two countries.



The previous literature, in sum, points to the fact that students’ ERT experiences have been shaped through numerous factors, including the availability of support from the institution and/or instructors and students’ assets—from financial, sociocultural, to technological ones. This means that faculties and institutions must reflect on the assumptions that they make about their students and pay attention to students’ personal lives for a successful ERT experience [5]. This is a challenge for almost any school and educator, but especially for the ones that accommodate international students. Especially notable are the experiences of first-year international students, most of whom had to stay in their home countries due to border restrictions during the year 2020. Unfamiliar with new education systems and physically apart from the academic communities, these students started their “study-abroad-from-home” journey alone. International students’ ERT experiences and, in particular, first-year international graduate students’ ERT experiences have received scant attention in the existing literature. To fill this gap, the present study focuses on this specific group of students with an aim to explore the following questions:




	
What are international graduate students’ perceptions of online learning and study abroad in an ERT context?



	
What are international graduate students’ ERT experiences when studying abroad from home?










3. Methods


3.1. Research Site


This study took place in a large public research university located on the West Coast of Canada. According to the official website of the university, more than one-fourth of the enrolled students were international students in the year 2020. The university’s Faculty of Education offers graduate programs in various disciplinary areas such as language and literacy education, curriculum and pedagogy, educational studies, and educational counselling and special education, and so forth.




3.2. Participants


The study recruited 15 international graduate students from the university’s Faculty of Education, among whom two withdrew during the data collection. A combination of snowball and convenience sampling was used to recruit the participants who: (1) started their graduate program at the university in September 2020, (2) resided outside of Canada in 2020 Winter Term 1 (September–December, 2020), and (3) took one or more courses in 2020 Winter Term 1.



International graduate students who participated in this study were enrolled in the following degree programs: Doctor of Philosophy (PhD, n = 1), Master of Arts (MA, n = 2), and Master of Education (MEd, n = 10). Ten of the participants were in their 20s, and three of them were in their 30s. Eleven students identified themselves as female, whereas two did as male. All the participants were studying in their home countries during 2020 Winter Term 1. The participants were taking one to three courses during the term, and the course formats included synchronous, asynchronous, and hybrid courses. Detailed demographic information of the participants is listed in Table 1.




3.3. Data Collection and Analysis


Employing a mixed-method approach, the present study consisted of two phases of data collection: (1) pre-learning questionnaire survey before the semester started, and (2) three reflection journal entries during the semester. In the first phase of data collection, the participants were invited to respond to the pre-learning survey questionnaire, which was designed to elicit information regarding their personal background information (e.g., nationality and age), experiences and perceptions of online learning, pre-learning activities, and understanding of “study abroad” and “study abroad from home”. The questions were asked in various formats such as multiple choice, Likert scale, and open-ended questions. In the second phase of data collection, the participants wrote three short (around 200 to 300 words) reflection journal entries where they reflected on their experiences of learning in their registered courses at the beginning, middle, and end of their first semester in their graduate program. Some prompts were provided to help develop ideas, but the participants were encouraged to write anything that stood out to them (refer to the Appendix A for details). This unique approach of using multiple reflection journal entries throughout the semester is different from the ones used in the previous studies. It enabled us not only to explore what the students experienced in this specific learning context but also to trace how their understandings and emotions develop as their learning progressed. This approach is beneficial for capturing the complexities of the issues being explored in this study.



Garrison’s [17] CoI coding template was used when analyzing the three presences (cognitive, social, and teaching presences). Although emotional expression is only one of the categories in social presence in the original CoI framework [12], it is worth being viewed as a unique presence in addition to the three presences since emotional expression emerged as an exceptionally recurrent theme in the journal data. To capture this emerging theme in depth, we coded emotional presence by drawing on the 23 emotional constructs proposed by Cleveland-Innes and Campbell [26]. Since loneliness and isolation have become highly concerning due to the impact of such measures as emergent lockdowns and social distancing during the pandemic [39], we considered it necessary to pay special attention to this emotion when analyzing the participants’ emotional presence. In opposition to being isolated, the feeling of being connected might also be looked at in this context.



The two authors first coded 15% of the journal data (i.e., two participants’ sets of journals) independently and reviewed their code consistency. The inter-rater reliability rate was high (86%). Inconsistent codes were identified, discussed, clarified, and adjusted. Then, the second author coded the rest of the journal data, which was reviewed by the first author.





4. Results and Discussion


To obtain a comprehensive understanding of first-year international graduate students’ perceptions and experiences of online learning and study abroad in an ERT context, we analyzed the participants’ pre-learning survey results and the three reflection journal entries that they completed at the beginning, middle, and end of the semester.



4.1. Perceptions of Online Learning and Study Abroad in an ERT Context


According to the results of the pre-learning survey, more than 60% of the participants had never taken any online courses before. About 80% of those who had previous online learning experiences took asynchronous courses, but none of them showed strong satisfaction towards those learning experiences. Although they liked the flexibility of learning schedules and locations as well as easy access to learning content, they were not satisfied with the communication with teachers and peers in online learning.



The participants were invited to explain why they applied for the graduate program at the participating university. Since all the participants were enrolled in at least one course in the semester when the study was conducted, they were also required to explain why they did not defer their admission when they knew they had to take all the courses online without being able to come to campus. The reasons for their program application were mainly related to the ranking of the university and the expectation for studying abroad in Canada. Time and scheduling concerns were the major considerations for their reluctance to defer admission. Although the courses were temporally shifted online, they held the expectation for completing the program within the initially planned time frame. As one participant wrote in their open-ended response, “online or not, I will learn”.



In the pre-learning survey, the participants were also invited to describe their understanding of study abroad and study abroad from home. While a new environment, people, and cultures appeared to be the defining characteristics in the participants’ understanding of study abroad, many described their expectation for an immersive experience of studying and living in another country, which was in great contrast to their understanding of studying abroad from home. The latter appeared to be much less attractive as evident in such descriptions: spending “way more time in front of screens”, “lost the chance of going to new places”, “an isolating experience”, “there is nothing meaningful to study abroad from home”, and so forth. Although some participants tried to be more optimistic and mentioned the advantage of saving living expenses, it was apparently not something they cared about most. One participant even described a study-abroad-from-home program as a “cheap program” featuring “low bars for entry”. According to the participants’ understanding, having to attend a study-abroad program from one’s home country lacks the most important elements that attract learners to study abroad and is associated with a negative vision of an isolated learning experience—isolated from the place, people, and cultures that learners could have explored and experienced otherwise.



In addition to these questions in the pre-learning survey, the participants were also asked to provide a metaphor to describe their overall study-abroad-from-home experiences in their third reflection, which was collected at the end of the semester. Surprisingly, the metaphors were not associated with an entirely negative image. In fact, some of these metaphors showed a sense of positiveness with the use of such terms as “adventure”, “life-changing”, or “comfortable”. Some of the metaphors conveyed a sense of unreality and loneliness through the use of such terms as “dream”, “an artificial wave pool”, and “a race with myself”. Although none of the participants depicted it as a negative experience, their expectations for a study-abroad program did not seem to have been fully fulfilled. As one participant wrote, “Studying abroad from home is like having a meal blended together and drank, you get all the relevant nutrients but the process of ‘eating’ is less enjoyable”. It is worth digging deeper into their detailed reflection notes to explore what they had experienced that led to these understandings and emotions.




4.2. ERT Experiences


Both the pre-learning survey results and the three reflection journal entries were analyzed to explore the participants’ ERT experiences. The CoI model [12,17] was employed as a framework to guide the understanding of students’ reports and reflections. In addition, 25 emotional constructs adapted from Cleveland-Innes and Campbell [26] were used to analyze the participants’ emotional presence and change of emotions throughout the whole semester.



4.2.1. Cognitive Presence


Cognitive presence relates closely to students’ learning process in terms of how they recognize problems, explore relevant issues through critical reflections and discourse, construct meaning, and apply what they learn [12]. However, when the participants reflected on their learning, instead of commenting on the practical inquiry, most of them focused on the challenges brought by the format of learning during ERT. Challenges such as technical issues, time differences, and the mental pressures due to the format of online learning strongly affected students’ cognitive presence. As a participant from Russia, P9, described in her first reflection, “It’s harder with the studies all being in my laptop: usually they contained from several activities, like checking class notes, reading book, watching additional videos. Now it’s all there, so I get tired much faster”. Several participants complained about the challenges brought by ineffective time management and huge time differences. The participant mentioned that she had to take live learning sessions when her partner was sleeping, so she had to study “in a small kitchen, with a little light and no noise”. Several other participants, too, experienced such frustrations as having to take courses at 12 a.m., 3 a.m., or 6 a.m. The narrative reflection of a participant from Nigeria, P8, clearly illustrates the challenges for cognitive presence in such an ERT context:




It is Wednesday, almost 12 am WAT, my eyes are heavy but I have to purchase a large sum of data internet subscription that will be more than enough for the next 3 h, hoping for a stable bandwidth without interruption as class is in session, my torchlight by my side just in case of a power outage. … The timing for classes is still of a huge disadvantage to me, having classes once a week doesn’t look bad except that you have 8 h difference between both countries involved. I am a teacher and I currently go to work every day, my classes are usually 12am WAT so I have to either stay awake till then or set my alarm, so I have lectures 12 am–3 am, 2 h sleeping time and then I am up in preparation for work. If classes were held in-person, I will be restricted to four working hours if I have to work and I will have much time for studies but you don’t find such employers here that understands your situation and the need for a lesser working hours. Also, I am not satisfied with my productivity level, no after class discussions with my amazing course mates which can yield good fruits.





To reduce internet consumption, the participant also reported having to use a mobile phone instead of a laptop for the online courses, which prevented him from performing “proper class participation in class activities”. A participant from Cambodia, P13’s learning was also affected by such financial challenges. She noted that,




I have been considering that taking a break from my job would provide me the time I need, but the tuition isn’t going to pay itself and so isn’t the insurance fee I am being charged for though I am not physically there.





Besides the impact of financial issues, students’ learning was also negatively affected by the social environment of their home countries. Because of the high tensions and unrest in his home country, P8 noted that “I feared for my life during the day as I step out and I try to remain calm in every class putting aside the squabbles of the day”.



These notes reflect great concerns about the several hindering elements that have been recently investigated [7,40,41,42]. All these factors, time differences, access to the Internet, and financial and security issues have made educational equity a big concern in this specific learning context. As Ezra et al. [40] advocated, relevant mitigating strategies should be considered to identify and address educational equity issues in order to meet the needs of vulnerable populations.



Teaching presence, particularly, the instructor’s discourse facilitation in online discussions, had a great impact on students’ cognitive presence. A lack of instructor feedback may negatively affect students’ inquiry process. As a participant from East Asia, P4, reflected in her second reflection, she felt frustrated with online discussions not because of the task of writing discussion posts but because of the uncertainties and self-deprecation she felt when the instructor did not respond to her posts. She noted that,




Posting itself is not very difficult for me now, but I would like some comments from professors on my posting to know whether I was on the right track. Even when I read the required readings and receive replies from my classmates, I still don’t know if my reflections hit the nail on the head. When I receive no comments from professors, I always feel like my reflections are meaningless and deserve low marks. It’s discouraging and makes me nervous.





Although, as the participant clearly understood, it might be impossible for the instructor to respond to every student, facilitation of discourse is particularly important in such an ERT context where personal one-on-one communications are largely limited.




4.2.2. Social Presence


Pertaining to the ability of “projecting themselves socially and emotionally, as ‘real people’” [12] (p. 94), social presence involves every member of a community of inquiry and faces great challenges in building the connectedness in an ERT context. According to the CoI framework, social presence consists of three indicators: emotional expression, open communication, and group cohesion [12]. Evidence related to emotional expression is presented and analyzed in detail in the section of emotional presence.



The process of how the participants built the online community, just as Brown [43] identified, went through three stages, from online interactions to thoughtful exchange of ideas and finally to achieving a feeling of camaraderie. The participants’ reflections show that open communication and group cohesion played equally important roles in this process and were both affected by course formats (synchronous vs. asynchronous), participants’ backgrounds, and teaching presence. The participants seemed to find it easier to start the community-building process with the synchronous courses where they “feel connected” (e.g., P4) with the instructors and classmates. They also found it easier to connect with the classmates who share the same cultures or nationalities (e.g., P5). Interestingly, as a participant from China, P5, explained, she felt closer to other students who were also in China majorly because they could have more interactions through a shared SNS tool—WeChat. In fact, the use of WeChat also helped extend their communication from academic discussions to personal ones because of the access to personal WeChat postings. While these participants seemed to have no difficulty interacting with classmates from the same country, they came across big challenges getting to “know” more about classmates from other countries. Some students (e.g., P6, P9) noted their expectations for learning more about their classmates but made little progress throughout the whole semester due to not having enough opportunities for more in-depth personal interactions.



Teaching presence, specifically, instructional design and discourse facilitation, contributed to stronger group cohesion, which is particularly important for community construction in an e-learning context [17]. The feeling of connectedness became stronger as more group interactions occurred for the purpose of completing group discussions or group assignments. As a participant from East Asia, P12, noted, her instructors encouraged peer feedback, which led to an active exchange of ideas in the online discussion forum. This not only helped her think more critically about the course content but also gave her the chance to work more closely with a classmate who greatly supported her studies. The increasingly stronger group cohesion, as mentioned in P4’s final reflection, made her feel as if she were together with her classmates in the classroom (rather than in a virtual classroom).



In this ERT context where students had to (rather than chose to) study online, they had stronger expectations for community building and put greater effort into learning more about each other. For example, although P13 was very sleepy when attending synchronous sessions because of the time difference, she managed to join earlier every time in order to chitchat with her classmates or even just to listen to them. The sense of “real” connections with instructors and classmates seemed to be especially important and valuable in an isolated and physically distanced environment brought by the pandemic.




4.2.3. Teaching Presence


Teaching presence is conceptualized as having three components: instructional design and organization, facilitating discourse, and direct instruction [17]. A lot of the participants’ survey responses and reflection notes that were related to teaching presence connected to the component of instructional design and organization. They commented on both the instructional support before and during the course delivery and the instructional design of the online courses. As found in the survey results, all the participants had received the course syllabi and emails from the instructors before the courses started. Almost all (12 out of 13) of them received access to the online learning platform prior to the start of their courses. The pre-learning information and support were perceived to be very helpful. As a participant from Japan, P7, commented, the course syllabi she received before the courses were very “informative and helpful”, which made her “feel a lot secured”. In fact, this pre-learning instructional support may strongly affect students’ initial experience when they embarked on their ERT journey. One participant from China, P1, experienced significant challenges when downloading the reading materials due to internet restrictions until one of the instructors helped her with the issue. Being a tech-support, as noted in previous research (e.g., [36,37]), becomes an important role that instructors are expected to take on in ERT. The participants also found it helpful when the instructors were clear about their expectations, open to questions, and willing to make adjustments. For instance, three participants (P2, P4, P6) mentioned that their instructors offered an extension for the submission of their final papers, which was “so helpful” and “really great”.



The participants appreciated not only their instructors’ support but also how they designed the courses, both synchronous and asynchronous ones, to accommodate the needs of all the students in the ERT context. Although most of the participants provided very positive comments on the course design and appreciated the instructors’ effort in designing and organizing the courses, particularly in terms of their clarity, they showed clear preferences towards some course designs that worked more effectively in easing the pressure of learning and encouraging group interactions. Higher student satisfaction was shown when the course designs matched students’ learning styles. These findings are consistent with those of Tsang et al. [11], who emphasized students’ appreciation towards instructors’ facilitation and course design in an ERT context.



It is worth noting that the university where the study was conducted offered a series of workshops before the 2020 fall term, which offered topics relevant to online course design strategies and principles, examples and templates, technologies and tools, and one-on-one consultations. Such institutional support might have played a very important role in achieving student satisfaction with the course designs. At the same time, as VanLeeuwen et al. [44] indicate, there is an emergent need for professional development in digital education and this need has become “pressing” due to the impact of the pandemic.



As Garrison [17] clarifies, both teachers and learners contribute to teaching presence. Some participants noted down how they exerted great effort into monitoring and managing their own learning in order to achieve better learning efficiency and outcome. P3 noted that online learning made him “think ahead” and “make plans”. They also showed initiative in facilitating discourse by actively exchanging ideas and giving and receiving feedback in their online discussion forums, which positively affected the cognitive and social presences in their learning community.




4.2.4. Emotional Presence


Emotional expression is housed under the dimension of social presence in the original CoI framework. However, it is proposed that emotion should be addressed as a unique presence independent from social presence (e.g., [27]). Because of the uniqueness of the ERT context in which the study was conducted and its potential impact on learners’ emotions, we considered it reasonable to pay special attention to emotional presence and how it relates to the other three presences of the CoI framework. Before the start of their study-abroad-from-home program, most of the participants self-identified their emotions as being uncertain (62%), with a small number of participants identifying themselves as being excited (38%) or concerned (38%). These complex feelings were also identified in their reflection notes. Using the 25 emotional constructs adapted from Cleveland-Innes and Campbell [26] (see Table 2), we identified 20 emotions, with appreciation being the most recognized (83 times) emotion, followed by frustration (75 times) and thankfulness (62 times). Surprisingly, a closer look at loneliness/isolation and connectedness, the two additional emotions we added to Cleveland-Innes and Campbell’s list of emotional constructs, finds that connectedness was recognized more times (17 times) than loneliness/isolation (11 times). Table 2 shows the times of recognition for each emotion and the example quotes:



It is probably not surprising at all to find frustration to be one of the most recognized emotions, considering the unique situation in which a study-abroad program was pursued remotely from students’ home countries. The frustrations were majorly caused by technological issues, heavy workload, time differences, time management, limited communication channels, and so forth. However, it is somehow unexpected to find more recognitions of positive emotions of appreciation and thankfulness. Additionally, these two emotions were often expressed simultaneously. For example, P3 expressed his feeling of appreciation and thankfulness when reflecting on the support received from an instructor before the course started:




A fascinating thing is one of my course instructors contacted us in advance (by sending us a long email) and told us about the required textbook and learning materials for the class. I appreciate such responsible teachers.





The emotion of loneliness/isolation emerged 11 times. Some participants felt that they were not connected to their classmates or with the community, although they could communicate with their teachers and classmates online. In P3’s words, “It seems that we are separated by something”. Unexpectedly, the emotion of connectedness emerged more times than loneliness/isolation. A comparison of the coding of each participants’ three reflection journal entries finds that loneliness/isolation was mostly spotted in the participants’ first reflection, yet connectedness was majorly spotted in the second or third reflections. As evident from the participants’ notes, social and teaching presences’ positive impact on community building began to influence participants’ feeling of connectedness to the community as the courses progressed. P2 noted that,




After corresponding frequently through emails and several chances to have direct conversations (one-on-one Zoom meeting/Zoom meeting for small groups), I do feel more connected to my teachers, and I sense that my teachers might know me better in terms of my interests and areas of expertise.






P4 also noted the feeling of connectedness in her second reflection:






After a couple of months, I feel more connected with my classmates and my professors. Group assignments that I had in my courses gave me opportunities to talk and interact with my classmates. These opportunities are valuable to get to know them. I also met my professors online, and I felt stronger connections with them than before.





In addition, some participants’ agentive effort in actively seeking opportunities for both academic and personal interactions (e.g., exchanging thoughtful ideas and liking classmates’ SNS posts) led to a stronger sense of belonging to the community.



In line with Jiang and Koo [27], the study finds mixed emotions among the participants, among which frustration was one of the most recognized emotions. Nevertheless, different features of emotional presence were identified. For example, instead of demonstrating a strong emotion of happiness or enjoyment, participants in this study showed a greater sense of appreciation and thankfulness towards the situation and every community members’, particularly the instructors’, effort and contribution. They understood the challenges that everyone was facing in this ERT context and thus appreciated the support they could receive to help them overcome the frustrations. In addition, as the participants in this study were invited to note down their reflections three times during the semester, it is possible to identify the change of emotions in this process (such as the spot of isolation and connectedness). Tracing these emotional changes allows us to obtain a better understanding of the interrelated impacts of cognitive, social, and teaching presences on participants’ emotional presence.






5. Conclusions


The present study was designed to explore first-year international graduate students’ perceptions and experiences of a study-abroad-from-home program in an ERT context. By investigating the results of a pre-learning survey and participants’ self-reflections collected throughout the first semester of their program, the study finds that students were aware of the advantages and challenges of online learning. The participants in the study were determined to complete their graduate program even though they had to take online courses without physically being in Canada, but they had a clear understanding of the differences between study abroad and study abroad from home before the program started. Although a few participants changed their views after the completion of their first semester (e.g., one participant considered it as a “life-changing” experience), most of the participants viewed it as something unreal due to a physical disconnectedness from the place, people and cultures of the host country.



Through the lens of the CoI framework [12,17], we analyzed the survey results and reflection notes in order to obtain an understanding of students’ learning experiences from the aspects of three presences (cognitive, social, and teaching presences) and an additional aspect of emotional presence. Supporting and extending the previous understanding of the importance of teaching presence [39], the study finds that teaching presence played a vital role in shaping students’ ERT experiences and had a positive impact on cognitive, social, and emotional presences. Some participants highly appreciated the significant role of teachers in defining their online learning experiences. This finding confirms the pressing need for institutional support and professional development programs in digital education. It is also worth noting that the impact of teachers’ role, as students perceived, was actually implemented through teaching presence that involves the contribution of both teachers and learners in the community of inquiry [17]. It is important not to ignore the positive impact of learner agency in shaping their own ERT experiences.



The investigation of students’ emotional presence finds complex emotions of both positive and negative ones. While students experienced a lot of frustrations, which is very understandable considering the unique learning and social contexts, they also showed strong emotions of appreciation and thankfulness, showing their empathetic understanding of the situation in which every community member was trying their best to adapt to the “new normal”. In addition, although many participants experienced emotional isolation at the beginning of the ERT journey, there emerged an increasing sense of connectedness as the journey progressed. This emotional trajectory confirms the positive effects of teaching and social presences, and at the same time, reveals the effectiveness of students’ agentive effort in actively building up community and connecting with each other in such an isolated learning context.



Since the participants of the study were limited to graduate students who majored in education, the findings may not be directly generalizable to other disciplinary areas. For example, students who took lab courses might have experienced other types of challenges that were not identified in this study. A cross-disciplinary investigation on similar topics would be helpful for providing more insights into the issues discussed in the study. Similarly, while our study relied on convenience sampling and involved a small number of participants, a larger scale of this study with different sampling methods (e.g., random-quota sampling) will enhance the validity of the utilized frameworks. Additionally, since emotional presence can be a good indicator of students’ ERT experiences, more empirical studies that focus on emotional presence are necessary to explore a better understanding of students’ emotional trajectories in various remote learning contexts and the interrelationship between emotional presences and the other three presences.



The prevalence of the COVID-19 pandemic has brought ongoing concerns to the planning and implementation of international education. Although international students would accept study-abroad-from-home programs as an, or actually the only, option in an ERT context, it is different from their vision of and expectation for study-abroad programs. Considering the importance of international education, the importance of the international student population to Canada and many other countries, as well as the long-term impact of COVID-19 on international education, an exploration of more diverse options for international education programs in and out of crisis circumstances would be necessary. The newly gained insights into international graduate students’ perceptions and experiences in ERT also imply the necessity of continued institutional support to ensure better learning experiences in a post-COVID community of inquiry.
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Appendix A. The Reflection Journal Prompts


	
Reflection journal #1






Please reflect on your learning experience during the past few weeks and briefly note down things related to:




	
your teachers (e.g., Have you got to know them? Have you got any chance to directly communicate with them? Did they make their expectations clear? Do you like the teachers’ course designs?)



	
your classmates (e.g., Have you got to know them? Have you got any chance to interact with some of them? What are your impressions of your peers?)



	
your learning (e.g., Are you clear about how each course works? Have you figured out how to manage your learning? What challenges have you come across up to now? Did you solve the problems? Are you planning to make any adjustments for the next few weeks?)








The above guiding questions are just for your reference. You don’t need to answer all of them. It will be good to focus on things that stood out to you. Feel free to make any comments or note down any relevant examples or incidents. Please do not mention the course number/title or the name of any instructor or student in your reflection journal.



	
Reflection journal #2






Please reflect on your learning experience during the past few weeks (since you completed your first reflection) and briefly note down things related to:




	
your teachers (e.g., How well do you know the teachers now? Did you get any feedback from the teachers on your assignments or discussion posts? How do you like it? Did you find it easy to communicate with your teachers virtually?)



	
your classmates (e.g., How well do you know your classmates now? Have you got any chance to work together with them? Have you got any feedback from them? How do you like it? What are your impressions of your peers now?)



	
your learning (e.g., How did you manage your learning? How well were you engaged in the course content? Have you figured out how to solve some of the problems you came across at the beginning of the term? Have you come across any new challenges? How did you solve them? Did you find the help you need?)








The above guiding questions are just for your reference. You don’t need to answer all of them. It will be good to focus on things that stood out to you. Feel free to make any comments or note down any relevant examples or incidents. Please do not mention the course number/title or the name of any instructor or student in your reflection journal.



	
Reflection journal #3






Please reflect on your learning experience during the past few weeks (since you completed your second reflection) and briefly note down things related to:




	
your teachers (e.g., How would you describe your impression of your teachers during the past few weeks? Did your teachers offer support to help with your assignments? Did you find it helpful? Did you find some instructors’ support more effective than others? How?)



	
your classmates (e.g., How would you describe your relationship with your classmates during the past few weeks? Did you get to know more about your classmates? How? How did that help with your learning? Did you feel that your classmates have had a better understanding of you? How did you tell? How did that help with your learning?)



	
your learning (e.g., How would you describe your learning during the past few weeks? Have you changed your view on the role of online discussions in your remote learning? How? Did you find the end-of-term exams or assignments challenging? Did you reach out for support? To whom? Was that helpful? Did you come across any new challenges during the past few weeks? Did you find the support you need to solve these problems?)








The above guiding questions are just for your reference. You don’t need to answer all of them. It will be good to focus on things that stood out to you. Feel free to make any comments or note down any relevant examples or incidents. Please do not mention the course number/title or the name of any instructor or student in your reflection journal.
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Table 1. The demographic information of the participants.






Table 1. The demographic information of the participants.





	Participant
	Where They Were during Term 1 2020
	Degree
	Program
	Gender
	Number of Courses Taken
	Course Formats





	P1
	China
	MEd
	Language education
	F
	3
	Synchronous (1)

Asynchronous (2)



	P2
	China
	MEd
	Educational counseling and special education
	F
	3
	Synchronous (2)

Asynchronous (1)



	P3
	China
	MA
	Language education
	M
	3
	Synchronous (2)

Asynchronous (1)



	P4
	East Asia *
	MEd
	Language education
	F
	2
	Synchronous (1)

Asynchronous (1)



	P5
	China
	MEd
	Language education
	F
	2
	Synchronous (1)

Asynchronous (1)



	P6
	China
	MEd
	Educational counseling and special education
	F
	2
	Synchronous (1)

Asynchronous (1)



	P7
	Japan
	MEd
	Curriculum and pedagogy
	F
	2
	Synchronous (2)



	P8
	Nigeria
	MEd
	Curriculum and pedagogy
	M
	1
	Synchronous (1)



	P9
	Russia
	MA
	Educational counseling and special education
	F
	3
	Synchronous (3)



	P10
	East Asia *
	PhD
	n/a
	F
	2
	Synchronous (1)

Hybrid (1)



	P11
	Nigeria
	MEd
	Curriculum and pedagogy
	F
	2
	n/a



	P12
	East Asia *
	MEd
	Educational counselling and special education
	F
	3
	Synchronous (1)

Asynchronous (2)



	P13
	Cambodia
	MEd
	Education studies
	F
	2
	Synchronous (1)

Hybrid (1)







* P4, P10, and P12 indicated their preference for not disclosing their specific location and nationality.
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Table 2. Emotional presence identified in the reflection journals.






Table 2. Emotional presence identified in the reflection journals.










	Emotional Construct
	Times of Recognition
	Example Quotes





	Appreciation
	83
	I am very appreciative of …



	Delight
	5
	I am glad …



	Desire
	4
	I would love to …



	Disappointment
	19
	I wish we could …



	Dislike
	0
	



	Emphatics
	20
	… is mucccccch harder.



	Enjoyment
	6
	I enjoy …



	Excitement
	8
	I was excited …



	Fear
	24
	… can be a real nightmare



	Frustration
	75
	I’m struggling with …



	Happiness
	6
	I feel happy that …



	Hope
	18
	I hoped that I can …



	Humor
	0
	



	Irony/sarcasm
	0
	



	Like
	11
	I like …



	Passion
	0
	



	Preference
	13
	I prefer to …



	Pride
	2
	I am proud to …



	Surprise
	4
	To my surprise …



	Thankfulness
	62
	I am thankful for that …



	Unhappiness
	1
	I am not satisfied with …



	Wonder
	2
	… feels surreal.



	Yearning
	0
	… is my dream



	Loneliness/Isolation
	11
	… feels distanced.



	Connectedness
	17
	I feel more connected …
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