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ABSTRACT

Due to the pandemic, classes have moved online for 2020-2021, and a
return to face-to-face classes in the National University of Education
(UNAE) in Ecuador is unknown. Students studying in the undergraduate
program to be English language teachers are slowly adapting to this new
form of E-learning, and some have found that they prefer online classes,
while many are waiting for the day they return to classes. The objective
of this study is to look at the pros and cons given by 69 students
discussing why taking classes virtually or face to face is a better option
for EFL and being an ELT professional in these turbulent times. Some
prefer online learning for various reasons such as safety, comfort,
economic reasons, and having more time in general. Some find E-
learning difficult and want to return to synchronous classes because they
feel there is little interaction between classmates and teachers, they
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cannot practice English authentically, cannot get clarification from the
teacher, have a hard time concentrating online, and there are constant
internet connection issues. In conclusion, this information has great
importance for teachers today who are struggling to teach in this new
medium and teach to the needs of their students to aid in their planning
and will contribute to future teachers who will teach online.

This is an open-access article under the CC-BY-SA license.
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1. Introduction

Since the pandemic started, teachers have had to reevaluate and reformat how classes are taught
and delivered. Allo (2020) and Raveendran (2021) explains how around the world, schools have
closed and are no longer providing face-to-face classes. This is no different in Ecuador. Though
students and teachers alike are still being expected to complete the same tasks but in a new way.
Teachers still must teach, and students still must learn but through a new medium of E-learning.
Cabero (2006) explains how E-learning is a new form of distance education that allows the teachers
to use innovative technologies to create a more interactive class while the teacher and students are in
different geographic places.

In the national university of education (UNAE) in Ecuador, this has proven to be almost impossible
since teachers and students alike are struggling in the new medium of E-learning where classes were
previously designed to be face to face. Allo (2020) makes it clear that students have various opinions
about E-learning and their new reality, and it is important to understand these perceptions to improve
online learning environments. This paper looks into students’ perceptions and opinions of staying
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home and taking classes online through an E-learning format. It looks at what students think are the
pros and cons of this new learning form due to the COVID-19 pandemic and how teachers are
attempting to adapt. Akande and Samson (2009) discuss how perceptions can help understand a
person’s motivation and how they will react to different situations. In terms of the classroom and this
new environment, it is important to understand what students think to help teachers plan for the future.
Allo (2020) describes how teachers are adapting to this new reality by giving lectures, using various
online learning tools, online forums, applications for virtual assignments, and E-classrooms to
continue student education and how these adaptions affect their students’ abilities to learn and their
motivation. Layali and Al-Shlowiy (2020) explain how focusing on students’ perceptions to
understand this new reality can give new insight into how the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the
face of education and how to move forward.

At the beginning of the pandemic, teachers had little time to prepare for online classes and had to
learn how to teach through video conference applications. They also had to learn how to base their
classes around their virtual classroom. Agung, Surtikanti and Quinones (2020) describe how the initial
problem of E-learning was lack of or unstable internet connection creating a situation where everyone
had to quickly adapt and find solutions to continue education during the pandemic. Many students
were initially faced with the basic problem of not having internet access in their homes. In Ecuador
(la educacion en Ecuador, 2020), 4.5 million students were affected when schools closed in March of
2020 due to the pandemic. According to an article in the newspaper El Pais by Constante (2020, June
16), over 70% of students do not have internet access in their homes or the necessary technology
for them to successfully study. These sources show how this occurrence is like the rest of the
world.

In UNAE, EFL students and teachers have been adapting to this new medium for the last year.
Teachers have had to adapt and learn new forms of teaching and assessment, teach longer hours, take
courses about technological tools to aid in teaching and support the student’s needs. While students
have had to struggle with finding consistent internet connection, handle many personal problems,
adapt to staying home most of the time, and learn how to learn a language and become a teacher
through independent online learning. Maison, Kurniawan, and Anggraini (2021) have described
situations during the pandemic where students are becoming more independent and in charge of their
own learning. Some are taking advantage of an autonomous learning environment and striving through
improving their E-learning skills.

However, after teaching and learning online for two semesters, many teachers and students are
learning to adapt to the new normal of E-learning in English as a foreign language (ELT) and English
language teaching (ELT). Agung, Surtikanti and Quinones (2020) discussed the adaptations that have
been made to a typical EFL classroom, teachers' strategies, and the student's perceptions about
learning online because of the Covid-19 pandemic. Some students are even finding taking classes
online is an improved learning mode for them to advance in their studies. Evisen, Akyilmaz and Torun
(2020) completed a study in Turkey and found that students thought there were some advantages to
E-learning during the pandemic. Some students liked having more time to complete tasks, work more
independently, and ultimately many felt more comfortable learning in their own home in a safe
environment. Whiles others are still struggling and feel their education is lacking because they cannot
attend face-to-face classes. Evisen, Akilmaz and Torun (2020) explained many students had
connection problems, many were still trying to get accustomed to the new learning process, have many
distractions while studying outside of the classroom, and some just missed going to classes and
socializing with other students and teachers in a face to face environment. Nartiningrum and Nugroho
(2020) found similar findings in Indonesia, explaining that their students had similar challenges during
the time of changing from face-to-face to online learning. This is not different in continental Africa,
where Adeoye, Adanikin, and Adanikin (2020) found with the pandemic a clear divide between the
poor and wealthy students in the country. Many students have not been able to afford to keep studying
as education changes from a classroom setting to virtual or online education. Many students are falling
behind because they do not have adequate internet access throughout the country. These advantages
and disadvantages of online classes are similar to the ones that were found in Ecuador. This study
found that understanding the student’s perceptions of what aids in their learning and what is difficult
allows for teachers to better plan their online classes and help students who do not have internet access.
This contribution to the area of education will aid teachers around the world who are attempting to
plan classes and teach to the needs of their students.
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1.1. Perceptions

When discussing students’ perceptions, it is important to understand how this idea can be defined.
McDonald (2011) explains how perceptions can be one’s reality and how one person sees that
experience. He goes onto explain how many factors such as religion, geography, cultural expectations,
level of education, and personal background can all affect how a single person can perceive an event
or activity taking place. Meaning most people having similar experiences can all have different
perceptions. Qiong (2017) defines perception as to how people understand and internalize knowledge,
experiences, or expectations. The author goes onto to explain that first, people choose what they will
perceive from the world around them. Then they must construct a format that makes sense to them to
understand the information being internalized. Finally, they decipher the organized information to
create individual perceptions of a person, place, thing, or experience.

Perception can be manipulated and different depending on factors that affect the students. Akande
and Samson (2009) go even further and explaining that a person’s prior knowledge of the situation
can also play a role in affecting how that person perceives the situation was occurring, especially in
education. De Lange, Heilbron, and Kok (2018) make it clear that what people know before the thing
or experience can shape people’s perceptions about that area.

1.2. Distance Learning, E-learning, and Face-to-Face Learning

To understand the changes that have occurred in the past year and the effects they have had on
university students, first, we must understand the different mediums that have been used in education.
Radha, Mahalakshmi, Kumar and Saravanakumar (2020) explain that education is how students can
learn. In turn, this is how students gain knowledge about a certain subject or area of importance. Itis
important to understand how learning outside of the classroom has evolved over time. Teachers had
always taught in a traditional face-to-face classroom, though before the pandemic, many universities
had created distance learning programs. These programs were defined by Moore and Kearsley (2012)
as a way for students to obtain classroom-based instruction outside the classroom using various forms
of technology, so students can receive courses while physically in a different place than in a traditional
classroom. Today, students have not been given the option of being in a classroom, and therefore,
physically being in a different place is the only feasible option available. Therefore, taking courses
has become what Finch and Jacobs (2012) explain as distance learning or being in a different place
and still allowing students to have a classroom experience. Bell and Fedeman (2013) suggest that
these distance learning programs have adapted because of the egregious amounts of technological
advances on the internet or worldwide web. However, it is important to point out that distance learning
has rapidly evolved into an updated medium called E-learning. This can be defined by Layali and Al-
Shlowiy (2020) as the use of all online tools such as video conferencing applications, messaging
applications, and social media applications that promote interaction. These researchers go on to
explain how these tools can aid in students learning and allow for mimicked social interactions that
once occurred in a face-to-face classroom creating an optimal learning environment for some
participants.

1.3. Pandemic Problems and Solutions from around the World in the Area of Education

Around the world, teachers and students have experienced many of the same struggles that have
been brought about by the COVID -19 pandemic. Azzahra (2020), Agung, Surtikanti and Quinones
(2020), and Nartiningrum and Nugroho (2020) describe how in Indonesia, many low-income students
whose families live outside large cities do not have access to the internet or have very limited resources
to be able to study online. This broadens the inequality between students even more than before the
pandemic. They go onto describe how having stable internet has been a major impediment for
changing to an E-learning environment. Azzahra (2020) goes onto to explain how these new problems
also have come with big solutions. The government and private organizations have been working non-
stop to increase access to technology for low-income students and create new forms of learning online
to aid in the teaching and learning process around the country. Nartiningrum and Nugroho (2020)
have shared how teachers who have experienced the problems of students not being able to connect
or becoming less motivated to learn have innovated teachers to learn new teaching strategies and
create powerful online learning tools. Other countries discussed by Evisen, Akyilmaz and Torun
(2020) are Turkey, which has had similar problems and is working to find new solutions. Students
have made it clear that they feel as though they cannot interact as well with their classmates and
teachers in an E-learning mode verse a face-to-face class, according to Adnan and Anwar (2020). This
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is a common complaint and perception of students around the world. In the Philippines, Toquero
(2020) mentions how curriculum adaptions are necessary for higher education to improve the learning
of students. The author explains how universities and institutions were not ready for the pandemic,
and changes are necessary for education to improve. Ecuador is no different. Asanov, Flores,
McKenzie, Mensmann, and Schulte (2021) found that students struggle with an internet connection,
and not everyone has access directly from their home or has the tools necessary to take online classes.
Lynch (2020) goes even further, saying that even with the correct use of technology and access to
the internet, online classes need to be adapted to the new format. Students find many teachers are
not adapting the curriculum to fit the new normal. This is creating a disconnect between the virtual
classes and the material.

Teachers and institutions around the world have begun to adapt to the new form of education and
learning that is necessary because of the pandemic. Teachers have begun innovating their teaching
strategies and utilizing technological tools to better their online classes. In India, Jena (2020) explains
these are the ways the pandemic has actually created opportunities in education. Teachers have learned
new tools and are applying strategies that were not used in the past. Not only are teachers adapting,
but the government has invested in educational platforms to aid in student learning. In Chile,
Sepulveda-Escobar, and Morrison (2020) explain how the pandemic has created an environment for
new innovations and for teachers to expand their knowledge and technological abilities. This has been
a huge advantage of moving to online learning in the country. Velle, Newman, Montgomery and
Hyatt (2020) explain that at first, the teachers struggled with changing to online teaching, but with a
push for teacher training programs for new technology and strategies to teach online virtual courses
are improving. They found many teachers are taking courses to improve their technology use to gain
more strategies for interactive online teaching methods. These training have been opportunities for
teachers to participate in professional development courses and become better teachers. Tejedor,
Cervi, Tusa and Parola (2020) found in Ecuador that students enjoyed E-learning classes when the
teacher was prepared and used ICT interactive strategies for teaching. However, they explained that
for many of their classes, the teachers were not prepared with these types of tools and did not have the
knowledge to make classes innovative.

Another factor that was found is how fast many young students were able to adapt to virtual or
online classes if they had internet access. In Greece, Kamarianos, Adamopoulou, Lambropoulos, and
Stamelos (2020) found many students adapted to the new norm faster than many teachers, considering
how comfortable they were with using technology. However, they found that access to new
technology played a major role in their ability to adapt. Through various studies around the world, it
can clearly be seen that access to technology, materials, and the internet are very important for being
successful and play an important role in students’ perceptions of online learning.

2. Method

This paper proposes the question of how students have perceived changes to EFL classes at a
university level, their opinions and lived experiences about the positive and negative effects of E-
learning and teaching, and students’ personal life during the time of a pandemic. The objective of this
research was to find out why some students prefer online learning, while others are still struggling to
improve and feel comfortable taking classes in this mode to better prepare future online classes and
be more prepared to teach them.

It is based on qualitative research following a phenomenological approach as it is based on how
student educational lives have changed because of the pandemic and describe the pros and cons of
these changes when participating in E-learning given by the students themselves. This approach
allows the readers to understand how the population has felt during the pandemic and their personal
experiences in virtual class situations. The research is based on an online questionnaire. This
questionnaire had eight questions, and some were open-ended, and some were structured. The
questions asked about students learning preferences, perceived positive and negative effects of E-
learning, factors which affected their ability to learn in a positive or negative way. This allows for
interpretation of the student’s opinions of their experiences from changing from face-to-face to online
learning during the pandemic. This paper is based on a sample of 69 upper intermediate ELT teacher
trainee students from UNAE. The researcher observed virtual meetings, using answers from a semi-
structured questionnaire asking about students’ experiences, feelings, and opinions about the changes
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that have occurred based on online learning and 15 one on one interviews of various students’ personal
experiences throughout the last year of their education during the pandemic in the ELT teacher training
major.

3. Findings and Discussion

3.1.Findings

This paper shows students' perceptions about online learning verse face to face learning. Figure 1
explains the percentage of students that prefer virtual to face-to-face classes.

Do you prefer virtual or face to face classes?

47 responses

w
wm

vintual 12(2

face 1o face 35 (74.5%)

Fig. 1. Comparison of virtual to face to face classes

Figure 1 shows the number of students who prefer virtual learning to face-to-face learning. It can
be seen about 70 percent of students prefer face-to-face classes, to about 30 percent of students prefer
virtual learning. The mind map in Figure 2 explains why some students prefer face-to-face learning
verse virtual learning.

Figure 2 shows 47 students’ different reasons why they prefer taking classes face to face instead
of the current virtual mode.

between students and
teachers

~
less outside |~ N\ : >
better interaction

distractions )

more motivated to\
improve

no internet problems)

easier to concentrate]

more opportunities for\
authentic learning

Fig. 2. Mind map of students’ preference on face to face class

Figure 2 lists the reasons why 47 students prefer face-to-face learning. Thirty students explained
that when studying in the classroom, they are able to concentrate better and have fewer distractions
than when studying online. Forty students said that they do not have to worry about their internet
connection or any technical problems. Twenty students explained that they have more opportunities

Sevy-Biloon (Virtual or face to face classes: Ecuadorian university students’ perceptions during the pandemic)



E-ISSN 2621-6485 English Language Teaching Educational Journal 20
Vol. 4, No. 1, 2021, pp. 15-24

[ Cm—

for real interactions in English, such as spontaneous conversations with their teachers and peers.

Fifteen students made it clear that they can interact more with their peers, and they can ask questions

to their teachers when they need to.

Figure 3 shows 22 students’ reasons as to why taking classes virtually aids in the learning process.

Enore time with fami%

more comfortable
participating in class
because they have less

/_\(easier to concentrate]

feels safer to stay home
because of the

anxiet
y pandemic
has more time to do l//( S
homework and other \_/ S y
tasks

Fig. 3. Mind map of students’ preference on virtual class

Figure 3 identifies the reasons why 22 students prefer virtual or an E-learning mode to face-to-face
classes. Eighteen students explained that they now have more time to spend with their family and to
complete tasks and responsibilities at home. Ten students described how when they were attending
university, they used to spend more money on food and transportation, and now they can save this
money. Seven students found it is much easier for them to concentrate in class while learning virtually.
They have found they are less distracted while staying home to learn. Twenty students feel safer at
home because of the Coronavirus and are happy they are not exposed to getting sick. Ten students
have less anxiety and find themselves participating more in English virtually. They expressed they are
less embarrassed if they answer incorrectly while studying behind a screen.

3.2. Discussion

The research began with twenty class observations of intermediate English language classes online
over the course of one semester or four months. These observations gave important information about
factors that can show how well virtual classes are functioning, such as how students participate in
class, general types of questions they had, and difficulties students had while attending these classes.
It is important to understand students’ perceptions. Qiong (2017) explains how perceptions can help
understand a person’s situation, and this can aid the teacher in creating a better learning environment
for the students.

In every class observation, 60-90% of the students did not turn on their video cameras for the entire
class, while only about 50% of the students actively participated in a class by sharing answers and
asking pertinent questions connected to the class content. When asked about why they did not turn on
their videos in the one-on-one interviews, many students explained that they either did not have a
working video, their internet connection was not good enough to allow them to turn on their video, or
they were doing other activities while attending class and therefore could not turn them on. Just as
Kamarianos, Adamopoulou, Lambropoulos, and Stamelos (2020) found, students can participate and
increase their abilities to learn when technology and internet connection are not a problem.

One student said:

“I do not have a computer, and we do not have the internet at home. | have to use
my cell phone for class and use the internet from my cell phone provider. | simply

do not have enough internet to turn on my camera.”
E— ]
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In the questionnaire, students explained that they did not turn on their video cameras and
sometimes did not participate in class because they were worried about their appearance, they were
working, cooking a meal, taking care of their younger siblings or their children, or felt uncomfortable
turning the camera on. Many explained they did not participate because they were embarrassed, felt
they did not know the right answers, would say the wrong thing, or we're doing other activities while
signed into class.

One student explained that she is home with her younger siblings and baby and must help her
siblings in their online classes, take care of her baby and attend class at the same time. She is doing
her best to pay attention in class but cannot actively participate or turn on her camera for the
aforementioned reasons.

Because of the pandemic, many students have needed to get a job to help their families financially.
One student commented:

“I now have to work to provide for my child since my husband lost his job. I am
working while I am attending your class, and this is the reason I cannot turn on my
camera.”

The reasons mentioned above were observed in the virtual classes, and when asked in the
questionnaire if students prefer face to face classes or E-learning, they said they prefer going to class
because they are distracted at home and cannot focus or pay attention like when they were in classes
in the university.

One student described how when she could attend class in UNAE she could focus only on her
studies and not taking care of her family and going to work at the same time. This gave her the ability
to study more and learn more in her classes.

Many students all agreed the most difficult aspect of E-learning is having a stable internet
connection and the use of a computer for classes. Many students described how they share one
computer with their siblings or must take classes on their cellphones. There are a few who do not have
stable internet access in their homes and have had to go to a public area with free internet.

One student said:

“At least once a week, the internet in my house does not work, and | must put myself
in danger of getting the virus (COVID) by taking a bus to the city center and find
free Wi-Fi to take my classes.”

On the other hand, there were some students who said they have found they prefer taking classes
online and not having to go to the university each day. Some students explained that they live
extremely far from the university and now they have more time for homework, their personal life, and
studying because they do not have to travel more than two hours each day.

Ten students described how they feel more comfortable and participate more through zoom classes
than they did when they attended classes face to face. They explained how they have found they learn
better independently and have more confidence actively participating in class from behind a screen.
These students voiced that they are improving and learning much easier since beginning classes in an
online format. Students have found when teachers have adapted the curriculum and use new
technological tools. They find online learning easier for them. Tejedor, Cervi, Tusa and Parola (2020)
found that in Ecuador, teachers’ knowledge of technology and how they adapted their classes changed
the perceptions of the students who were learning online to a more positive perspective.

The results of the findings have shown that many of sixty-nine students from the English language
teaching major from semesters four, five, and six have various feelings about studying online and face
to face. Forty-seven students explained that they prefer learning in a face-to-face classroom, while
twenty-two students find E-learning a better format for their individual needs.

Twenty-two students who said they preferred face-to-face classes had various reasons. Twenty
students explained they have internet connection problems, platform problems, and general
technology issues, which make studying online more difficult for them. Eleven students explained
they have more opportunities to improve their oral and listening English language skills and have
better interaction with the teachers and other students for the purposes of studying understanding
topics, and asking questions while attending face-to-face classes. Nine students said they could not
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focus at home and have many distractions when taking synchronous classes, and trying to study at
home can be a very difficult task. These findings explain why many students prefer learning in a face-
to-face setting instead of online learning.

However, there were twenty-two students who have adapted to E-learning and have come to prefer
taking classes online. Ten students explained that they feel more relaxed at home because of the
pandemic and do not have to worry about getting sick. Nine students said they have found that learning
from the comfort of their home has made them feel more relaxed and less anxious about speaking in
front of others in the class. They have found they participate more in class because they are behind a
screen and do not feel like the spotlight is on them, and they are saving a lot of time and money
because they do not have to travel to the university. This has allowed them to have more time for
homework, studying, working, and for their families.

4. Conclusion

Before the pandemic, technology was being used in classrooms and advancing at a rapid rate, these
changes in technology have changed the way students learn, and teachers teach. Then the pandemic
began, and this research found students have different opinions about learning face to face verse E-
learning. Most students would like to go back to face-to-face classes as soon as possible for many
different reasons. However, some students have found learning online to be beneficial to their
individual learning styles and needs. Since converting to E-learning was so difficult for most, finding
out that some students are more comfortable and learning more comes. This research has proven to be
interesting since it shows how students learn and improve in different ways depending on their
individual needs and living conditions. This paper also found that there are many uncontrollable
outside factors in each students’ life that can affect their ability and interest to learn in an online mode.

The implications of this research shows how technology can affect teaching and learning. It also
explains how students perceive this use of technology, which in turn can influence the teacher’s
abilities to teach effectively. Without stable internet access, all of the planning and creation of online
courses for students can be deemed useless since the students cannot participate properly. Students
made it clear that without this, assisting classes online is almost impossible and demotivating. They
had also expressed that having many other responsibilities in life such as a job, a family, children, and
siblings make studying at home not as important as when they were able to study in a classroom. This
can implicate that many students need more support financially and personally to strive and learn in
an online setting verse a face-to-face classroom setting since students who have these types of support
tend to enjoy online learning more, and some students enjoy this new mode of learning at the
university level in Ecuador.
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