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Abstract
COVID-19 challenged higher education to rapidly shift to remote course delivery. This study surveyed community college
students (N = 356) about their confidence in completing learning related tasks before and after the shift, access to technologies
used in in remote learning, and disruptions that impacted their learning. Results indicated notable declines in confidence across all
demographics with significant changes in those age 18-21and for those without prior online course experience. Technology use
for remote courses was primarily laptops and smartphones. Students reported the most significant changes to work-life balance
came through employment changes and mental health issues. Instructional changes were both positive and negative in workload
organization, course delivery, communication and technology. Institutions can use this study’s findings to enact contingency
planning, expand online and blended course options, refine academic and social support, and allocate resources to mental health.
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While higher education is certainly no stranger in adapting to
societal shifts and even responding to traumatic events, the
COVID-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic challenged such transpo-
sitions in both immediacy and extent. In most cases of insti-
tutional response to various demands, higher education is
most often the laggard (Pincus et al. 2017). However,
COVID-19 forced an expeditious transition from in-person
and blended instruction to fully remote delivery (Kim 2020).
The pace of the transition saw historic institutional resource
commitment in several peripheral areas, such as the acquisi-
tion of synchronous web conferencing technology (such as
ZOOM), loaning of hardware and software licenses for faculty
and students and an exponential increase in learning

management system usage (LMS) (Flaherty 2020). While
the stress of this quick transition was certainly felt by faculty,
those with experience and training in multiple teaching mo-
dalities (e.g. online and blended classrooms) more effectively
re-tooled courses.

In this transition, much of the focus has been on faculty
(and other college staff) and their role in making the pivot (Bal
et al. 2020). Missing are the perceptions of students. Once the
retooling of courses was accomplished and the classes were
‘live,’ students were left to complete them in this new remote
learning format (Grajek 2020). This transition from face-to-
face to remote learning should be examined from the students’
perspective. Prior to COVID-19, research found that many
students reported taking in-person or blended/mixed classes
because they prefer these over online courses (Jaggars 2014;
Kemp and Grieve 2014; Malarkodi et al. 2018). Since remote
delivery of existing classes was mandatory, understanding
student perceptions of the transition can benefit practitioners
as it will enable them to better plan for the possibilities of
using remote instruction in a more robust manner regardless
of whether the approach becomes normalized.

The purpose of this survey research was to assess student
perceptions (N = 356) of the transition of existing face-to-face
or blended courses to remote learning in the spring 2020 aca-
demic term. Specifically, we focused on views of the transi-
tion, confidence with remote learning, technology used and
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limitations and issues regarding work-life balance from before
to after the switch. We used the following research questions:

1. How does student perceptions of confidence in learning
tasks before the COVID-19 remote learning transition
compare to after the transition?

2. What technologies did students employ to engage with
remote learning courses?

3. What changes in student work-life balance affected their
participation in remote learning courses?

Literature Review

At the research site, remote learning was defined as a course
delivered through synchronous means (such as Zoom) at
scheduled times on specific days (Sinclair College 2020).
Effectively, an instructor would deliver their course on the
same schedule as if it were offered in a traditional face-to-
face or blended format and use the institution’s learning man-
agement system for assignment submission, quizzes/exams
and other course materials. Although remote instruction as
the delivery of synchronous real-time interaction to many stu-
dents is not new (White et al. 2010), the literature contains few
traces of research on the effects of a rapid transition to remote
learning. Still as a system, education is not limited to the
physical contexts of a traditional setting on a college campus
(Frick 2020). To that end, we situate this study by researching
the conversion of face-to-face courses to other delivery
methods (i.e. online, blended, etc.), studies of self-efficacy
and confidence, the use of technology in eLearning courses
and the impact of household or peripheral situations that affect
how students complete coursework.

Transition of Courses to Other Modalities

Numerous examples in the literature detail the transition of in-
person courses to online and other modalities which could
help to understand what occurred during the transition to re-
mote instruction. The advent of the internet led to educators to
design courses online which effectively replaced other forms
of distance education (Carr-Chelman and Duchastel 2001),
such as correspondence or video courses, by using the power
of connecting users across any distance (Conceicao 2006).
Even so, many challenges exist in converting a face-to-face
course to an online in the middle of the semester. No ‘one size
fits all’ approach exists (Gillet-Swan 2017). Much work has
been directed towards the quality of these converted courses
and the impact on students (Pentina and Neely 2007; Xu and
Jaggars 2013).

Educators are continuously comparing face-to-face and on-
line instruction, particularly, how delivery method may affect

students taking the course. From a student outcome perspec-
tive, Xu and Jaggars (2013) found that students enrolled in
face-to-face courses had both higher persistence and outcome
measures than those enrolled in online courses. Bettinger et al.
(2017) found a similar result when examining performance
based on grade point average (GPA) and persistence.
Uniquely, the Bettinger et al. (2017) study described all as-
pects of course delivery as identical between online and in-
person courses, including the professor, class materials and
class size. The Bettinger et al. (2017) study more closely re-
sembles what happened during rapid conversion in the spring
semester. On might assume that remote courses may see re-
duced performance as well, though the purpose of the present
study is not focused on success but rather perceptions and
confidence.

Self-Efficacy of Learners

Self-efficacy is defined as the belief in one’s confidence to
succeed in a need or task (Bandura 1977). Bandura (1986)
argues that self-efficacy is a primary factor in determining
the success of an individual. Those with higher self-efficacy
espouse higher confidence and experience a lower likelihood
of failure. According to Bandura (1997), four factors affect
self-efficacy: (1) mastery experiences – indicating repeated
effort produces higher confidence, (2) vicarious experiences
– where a mentor guides navigation of a challenge, (3) verbal
persuasion – consisting of being told success is possible and
(4) physiological states –where completing a challenging task
leads to positive emotions (and vice versa). These factors lay
the groundwork for many instruments measuring self-effica-
cy, particularly as it relates to teaching and learning (Chen
et al. 2001; Gaumer Erickson et al. 2018; Schwarzer and
Jerusalem 1995; Sherer et al. 1982). Similarly, our study is
based largely on these constructs.

The concept of self-efficacy as it relates to online courses
was slow to gain traction (Hodges 2008), but more recently
researchers have used self-efficacy to better understand online
courses (Alqurashi 2016). Studies with an online course focus
tend to examine self-efficacy and its relationship to a specific
aspect of learning, such as internet self-efficacy (Kuo et al.
2014), use of computers in learning (Lim 2001)or self-
efficacy as a standalone construct (Artino 2007). The result
of studies that connect computer self-efficacy and perfor-
mance often conflict. For example, Jan (2015) found a posi-
tive relationship between self-efficacy in using a computer
and overall academic efficacy. In contrast, Puzziferro (2008)
studied 815 community college students and found no corre-
lation between performance and self-efficacy with technolo-
gy. Lee andWitta (2001) found self-efficacy with course tech-
nologies did not predict later performance, although self-
efficacy and course satisfaction did improve over the term.
The conflicting findings of these studies could be attributed
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to any number of factors, such as student educational experi-
ence, the ways in which different institutions design and de-
liver online courses or the faculty-student relationship in the
course.

One question is whether prior online experience is a factor
in one’s confidence to succeed. Not surprisingly, Zimmerman
and Kulikowich (2016) found higher learning self-efficacy in
students with prior online experience. Though examining
multiple tasks in a class, the authors found the largest
between-groups difference addressed learning when not in
the same physical location as the instructor. These studies on
self-efficacy differ from our study in terms of the abrupt dis-
ruption to learning that occurred during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Students lost their shared physical space and potential-
ly their reported self-efficacy. Our study found that students
with prior online experience were more confident that they
could succeed.

Technology to Access Courses

Technologies used for remote learning efforts were ubiq-
uitous to those already used as part of design and delivery
approaches for online courses. The literature contains
examples of such access. For example, Magda and
Aslanian (2018) found 67% of students accessed full or
partial coursework on a mobile device (smart phone, tab-
let, notebook). Seilhamer et al. (2018) surveyed more than
4000 students, finding 99.8% of respondents owned a
mobile device with 86% accessing their institution’s
LMS on a mobile app. Mobile learning was cited as an
emerging technology by the EDUCAUSE Horizon Report
( 2019) as a short-term trend. These percentages, while
striking, warrant caution as less than 30% of instructors
design courses with mobile access in mind and many stu-
dents only use such devices for basic course access such
as grades or announcements as opposed to deep instruc-
tional materials (Dahlstrom and Bischel 2014).

Mobile devices only account for one common piece of
technology. Brooks and Pomerantz (2017) surveyed
43,559 students in ten countries and found nearly all
learners owned a smartphone. Further, one third owned
a laptop, smartphone and a tablet. The EDUCAUSE
Report ( 2019) determined student preferences leaned to-
wards a smartphone and laptop combination when owning
multiple devices. Dello Stritto and Linder (2019) found
99.9% of participants (N = 2035) owned a smartphone,
99% a laptop, 56.3% a tablet and 34.9% a desktop.
They also found just under 75% of users accessed their
eLearning courses on a laptop owing to convenience, ease
of use and effectiveness of viewing content, though users
also reported desktop machines were more suited to view-
ing videos. Our findings also indicate preferences by de-
vice type.

Trauma and Disruptions to Learning

Literature documents the disruption to learning caused by
traumatic events including disasters, pandemics and mass vi-
olence. Challenging situations in ‘normal’ times are exacer-
bated during and following such events, including changes in
employment or household situation, loss of educational or
social support and an increase in general stress and anxiety.
Much research has been aimed at traditional students at four-
year colleges and universities (e.g. Carrns 2020). This work,
however, may not translate to community college students.
Students at two-year colleges are more likely to be balancing
work, family needs and school (Karp 2011; Sprung and
Rogers 2020). Even during normal circumstances, faculty ob-
serve the many circumstances of their students that include
homelessness, food insecurity, and health problems among
others. Our study exposes such challenges with respect to
COVID and includes a change in residence or employment,
fast-changing work schedules (especially for ‘essential
workers’) and increasing responsibilities of child or elderly
care.

Much work on disruption due to traumatic events focuses
on the mental heal th of students. Following the
2009 L’Aquilla, Italy earthquake, Di Pierto and Mora (2015)
found students were less likely to complete degrees on time.
Causes included relocation and physiological effects from the
earthquake which led to PTSD through symptoms such as,
“poor concentration, depression, anxiety and insomnia” (p.
63). Each factor affected the ability to focus on academic
work. Certainly, the severity of the event effects the degree
of stress and anxiety (McCarthy and Butler 2003) and the
effects of PTSD can linger long after the event occurred
(Sparks 2017). That said, the response of the college following
a traumatic event matters. A study of campus preparedness
following the 1999 Clarksville, Tennessee tornado highlight-
ed the importance of addressing mental health needs of stu-
dents immediately following the disaster (Shepherd and Sheu
2014). Hinson et al. (2007) underscored preparedness in ad-
vance of a disaster and more presciently recommending plan-
ning for the next great pandemic, in their case, the Avian Flu
or in our case, the Coronavirus.

Methods

Sinclair Community College is a large, urban community college
with approximately 25,000 students. In order to mitigate the
effects of the COVID-19, following a weeklong break to revise
courses, Sinclair transitioned to remote learning on March 16,
2020. Our survey focused on students and their perceptions of
how the transition to remote effected their coursework. Faculty in
high enrollment social science and humanities courses (e.g. so-
ciology, geography, history, English) received an invitation to
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distribute the online survey to students in their remote sections
which had initially started as face-to-face or hybrid/blended clas-
ses. Instructors had the option of whether or not to distribute the
survey; all responses were anonymous and not tied to particular
sections. For that reason, the response rate is not quantifiable.
The collection period began amonth after the transition to remote
learning and ended the week following finals (April 17 to
May 11, 2020).

The instrument assessed student perceptions of the transi-
tion of existing face-to-face or blended courses to remote
learning for the remainder of the spring 2020 term. We first
asked demographic questions, followed by Likert-style items
focused on student confidence in completing common core
tasks before and after the shift, such as completion of home-
work assignments or accessing learning resources. These
items were asked in the context of both pre- and post-shift.
We continued with items asking students about the technolo-
gy used in the shift. Finally, we asked open-ended questions
about technical issues, the impact of life changes from
COVID-19 and instructional changes that worked – or not –
in the shift.

Data analysis consisted of two parts. First, we used descrip-
tive statistics for each survey item to find the mean, median
and standard deviation of responses for each item and the
difference in means pre- and post-shift. For open-ended items,
we used in vivo coding (Miles et al. 2014). We created the
instrument ourselves out of concerns that no existing instru-
ment existed that would measure all the constructs we wished
to include. Though we did not have time to field test or pilot
the instrument prior to this study, the quantitative items on the
survey were found to be highly reliable (20 items; α = .91).
This result suggests the instrument measured what it intended
tomeasure. Scores on a Cronbach’s alpha fall between 0 and 1
with a score closer to 1 indicating stronger reliability than a
score closer to 0 suggesting the converse.

Findings

General Characteristics of Survey Respondents

A total of 356 students took part in the study. Table 1 displays
demographic results. Most students were enrolled in introduc-
tory social science classes. Participants identified as female,
white and between the ages of 18 and 21. The demographics
of respondents closely reflected the college’s demographics
with the exception of gender where the college’s breakdown
is closer to 60 % female. In terms of prior experience with
face-to-face or online experiences (including mixed modali-
ties), respondents were nearly evenly split. In our discussion
following, we will examine differences between subsets of
each demographic factor.

Overall Confidence Pre- and Post-Remote Shift

The primary focus of the survey addressed the confidence
in issues related to in-class work/college support tasks or
study habits outside of class both pre- and post-shift.
Items were on a five-point Likert-scale with a star rating
from one to five stars later translated to numbers from one
to five. Summarily, all areas on the survey decreased from
pre- to post-shift (see Table 2). Not surprisingly, the use
of the library to obtain information saw the largest decline
(−1.49). Other noticeable differences came in taking notes
on instruction (1.46), motivating oneself to do schoolwork
(1.44) and remembering information presented in text-
books or in class (1.34). While students were also less
confident of successfully completing tasks involving or-
ganization, planning and finishing work on time, the shift
was less than those involving remembering information or
motivating oneself . In fact , some students later
commented that they thought remote instruction provided

Table 1 Demographics and
Experience with Learning
Modality

Subject Classification N (N) % Gender N %

Social Sciences 204 57.3 Female 253 66.4

Humanities 135 37.9 Male 98 25.7

Other 17 4.8 Non-binary 2 0.5

Prior Learning Modality Prefer not to answer 3 0.8

Not Specified 2 0.5 Age

F2F Only 183 51.4 18–21 237 66.6

Online Experience 171 48.0 22-over 117 32.8

Online Only 45 No answer 2 0.6

Blended Only 16 Ethnicity

Online & Blended 1 African American 72 20.2

Online & F2F 59 White 247 69.4

Blended & F2F 16 Other 18 5.1

All three modalities 34 Prefer not to answer 19 5.3
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a more rigid structure than their previous in-person class.
Student with more online experience were already famil-
iar with organizing and planning their work.

Comparison of Confidence by Gender, Race and Age
Range

While we have a general sense that student confidence de-
clined overall pre- and post-shift, differences observed in pop-
ulations by gender, age and race are enlightening. The major-
ity of participants were female – 66% compared to 26% male.
With two exceptions (taking class notes on instruction and
participating in class discussions), males reported a slightly
smaller drop in confidence post COVID than female partici-
pant. The differences in the racial and age demographics were
more marked and reported in Table 3. A comparison of ages
found that generally students from ages 18–21 saw larger
decreases in confidence measures than those in the other age
ranges. Students who were over 22 years of age had a minimal
change in confidence in successfully completing tasks.
Logically, older students tend to have more life experience
and often have learned how to persevere with challenging
circumstances, like COVID. These older students have
learned to navigate work-life balance as they often have full-
time employment, childcare considerations or other more sig-
nificant life issues that have provided practice on tackling
challenges and overcoming adversity more so than younger
students. We do not suggest such younger students may not

face similar hurdles to their older peers; however, the length of
time spent facing challenges is far less, thus suggesting more
experience and ability to adapt as a vicarious experience
(Bandura 1986, 1997).

We also examined differences among participants identify-
ing as part of an ethnic/racial group. Among the students
responding to the survey, only a few students identified as
Hispanic (7) and Asian (11) (See Table 1). As such, we com-
pared the data between the two largest groups – Black/African
American and White. In examining individual confidence
measures, African American students had a lower decline in
confidence from pre- to post-shift than their white peers. Only
two areas – remembering information and arranging a place to
study without distractions – were higher for white students.

Previous Experience with Online Classes

Finally, Table 4 provides a breakdown by experience with
prior course modalities including by online (completely or
in conjunction with blended courses) and face-to-face.
Students with prior online course experience had far less
differences in pre- and post-remote learning transitions.
We attribute this change to a familiarity and comfort with
taking courses in such modalities, experience using the
learning management system, course expectations and re-
quirements were familiar and practical experience plan-
ning and organizing coursework while at a distance (ei-
ther fully or in part).

Table 2 Overall Descriptive Statistics for Pre- and Post-COVID Confidence Measures

Item M Diff Median SD Item M Diff Median SD

In-class Work/College Support Tasks Study Habits Outside of Class

Finish Homework by Deadline Plan your schoolwork

Pre 4.59 5 .69 Pre 4.38 5 .87

Post 3.43 −1.15 4 1.28 Post 3.31 −1.07 3 1.39

Study when there are other things to do Organize your schoolwork

Pre 4.10 4 .94 Pre 4.37 5 .88

Post 3.00 −1.10 3 1.34 Post 3.36 −1.01 4 1.39

Concentrate on school subjects Remember information from class or materials

Pre 4.25 4 .85 Pre 4.29 4 .85

Post 2.96 −1.29 3 1.35 Post 2.95 −1.34 3 1.30

Take class notes on instruction Arrange a place to study without distractions

Pre 4.38 5 1.00 Pre 4.28 5 .95

Post 2.92 −1.46 3 1.43 Post 3.05 −1.24 3 1.47

Use library for information for class assignments Motivate yourself to do schoolwork

Pre 4.05 5 1.21 Pre 4.21 4 .92

Post 2.56 −1.49 2 1.41 Post 2.77 −1.44 3 1.40

Participate in class discussions

Pre 4.37 5 .92

Post 3.12 −1.25 3 1.46
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Access to Technology

Open-ended questions in the latter part of the survey asked
about access to technology, technical issues and shifts in
work-life balance due to COVID. Access to technology be-
came critical during this transition to remote learning with the
college concerned with student access to both a computer and
the internet during this crisis. Studies have tried to assess
student access to technology with varying results. For
example, Seilhamer et al. (2018) found that 99.8% of students

had a smartphone while Dello Stritto and Linder (2019) found
56.3% of students had a tablet. These results vary over
time/space. In our study, student respondents reported fairly
acceptable access to computers (91.6%) and cell phones
(86.6%) (Table 5). While most students had access to technol-
ogy during remote instruction, many students still experienced
technical issues when working at home (Table 6). Most stu-
dents had internet issues as a result of the number of house-
hold members working at the same time, insufficient device
memory or just plain spotty or slow access.

Table 3 Descriptive Statistics for Pre- and Post-COVID Confidence Measures by Race and Age

African American White 18–21 22-over

Item M Diff. Med. SD M Diff. Med. SD M Diff. Med. SD M Diff. Med. SD

In-class Work/College Support Tasks

Finish Homework by Deadline

Pre 4.41 −0.88 5 0.88 4.58 −0.91 5 0.68 4.58 −1.19 5 0.71 4.62 −1.08 5 0.63

Post 3.53 3 1.18 3.67 3 1.67 3.39 3 1.28 3.55 4 1.27

Study when there are other interesting things to do

Pre 4.02 −1.08 4 1.02 4.01 −1.12 4 0.91 4.03 −1.18 4 0.93 4.27 −0.93 4 0.91

Post 2.93 3 1.28 2.81 3 1.30 2.84 3 1.33 3.34 3 1.32

Concentrate on school subjects

Pre 4.21 −1.26 4 0.93 4.26 −1.49 4 0.76 4.22 −1.40 4 0.84 4.35 −1.05 5 0.84

Post 2.95 3 1.30 2.77 3 1.32 2.82 3 1.30 3.30 3 1.38

Take class notes on instruction

Pre 4.38 −1.35 5 0.87 4.28 −1.59 5 1.06 4.33 −1.52 5 1.03 4.50 1.34 5 0.94

Post 3.03 3 1.31 2.72 3 1.43 2.81 3 1.41 3.15 3 1.47

Use the library to get information for class assignments

Pre 3.85 −1.34 4 1.22 3.93 −1.59 4 1.28 3.94 −1.47 4 1.28 4.30 −1.51 5 1.01

Post 2.51 2 1.28 2.37 2 1.43 2.46 2 1.45 2.79 3 1.33

Study Habits outside of Class

Plan your schoolwork

Pre 4.18 −1.01 4 1.06 4.39 −1.15 5 0.85 4.34 −1.05 5 0.90 4.48 −1.09 5 0.79

Post 3.17 3 1.32 3.25 3 1.42 3.29 3 1.40 3.39 3 1.36

Organize your schoolwork

Pre 4.20 −0.97 4 0.93 4.40 −1.06 5 0.83 4.36 −1.01 5 0.92 4.43 −1.01 5 0.79

Post 3.23 4 1.35 3.35 4 1.45 3.34 4 1.41 3.41 4 1.36

Remember information presented in class and/or in textbooks

Pre 4.38 −1.44 5 0.74 4.29 −1.41 4 0.82 4.27 −1.40 4 0.85 4.37 −1.22 5 0.86

Post 2.94 3 1.24 2.88 3 1.33 2.87 3 1.31 3115 3 1.27

Arrange a place to study without distractions

Pre 4.19 −1.34 5 1.05 4.32 −1.41 5 0.90 4.27 −1.31 5 0.98 4.37 1.12 5 0.85

Post 2.87 3 1.38 2.91 3 1.50 2.96 3 1.48 3.25 3 1.44

Motivate yourself to do schoolwork

Pre 4.15 −1.33 4 1.11 4.17 −1.59 4 0.87 4.15 −1.53 4 0.94 4.34 −1.28 5 0.88

Post 2.82 3 1.40 2.58 2 1.38 2.63 2 1.39 3.05 3 1.36

Participate in class discussions

Pre 4.33 −1.22 5 0.99 4.33 −1.32 5 0.89 4.30 −1.29 5 0.93 4.54 −1.21 5 0.88

Post 3.12 3.5 1.46 3.01 3 1.50 3.01 3 1.47 3.33 4 1.45
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Table 4 Descriptive Statistics for
Pre- and Post-COVID
Confidence Measures by prior
Online Experience or Face-to-
Face Only

F2F only Online Experience

Item M Diff. Med. SD M Diff. Med. SD

In-class Work/College Support Tasks

Finish Homework by Deadline

Pre 4.62 −1.38 5 0.62 4.59 −0.77 5 0.51

Post 3.24 3 1.32 3.82 4 1.38

Study when there are other interesting things to do

Pre 4.21 −1.45 4 0.88 4.05 −0.36 4 0.91

Post 2.76 3 1.32 3.69 4 0.91

Concentrate on school subjects

Pre 4.42 −1.67 5 0.78 4.08 −0.72 4 0.91

Post 2.75 3 1.42 3.36 4 1.3

Take class notes on instruction

Pre 4.58 −1.91 5 0.79 4.00 −0.59 4 1.63

Post 2.67 3 1.42 3.41 4 1.43

Use the library to get information for class assignments

Pre 4.26 −1.84 5 1.07 3.89 −1.02 4 1.60

Post 2.42 2 1.46 2.87 3 1.85

Study Habits outside of Class

Plan your schoolwork

Pre 4.42 −1.37 5 0.84 4.44 −0.70 5 0.58

Post 3.05 3 1.45 3.74 4 1.43

Organize your schoolwork

Pre 4.39 −1.29 5 0.87 4.51 −0.69 5 0.55

Post 3.09 3 1.45 3.82 4 1.45

Remember information presented in class and/or in textbooks

Pre 4.44 −1.69 5 0.74 4.13 −0.92 4 1.02

Post 2.75 3 1.29 3.21 4 1.87

Arrange a place to study without distractions

Pre 4.32 −1.55 5 0.98 4.43 −0.85 5 0.58

Post 2.77 3 1.49 3.57 4 1.92

Motivate yourself to do schoolwork

Pre 4.33 −1.79 5 0.83 4.15 −0.90 4 1.06

Post 2.53 2 1.41 3.25 3 1.66

Participate in class discussions

Pre 4.48 −1.69 5 0.83 4.18 −0.60 5 0.95

Post 2.80 3 1.49 3.58 4 1.92

Table 5 Technologies used for
Remote Coursework Completion Total Study Population Students with previous F2F Experience Only

Technology Available Number Percentage Number Percentage

Cell Phone 330 86.6 170 92.9

Computer 349 91.6 180 98.4

Tablet 96 25.2 43 23.5

Webcam 181 47.5 94 51.4

Wi-Fi/Internet 336 88.3 170 92.9
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COVID Life Changes

Changes during the onset of the COVID shutdown in March
and April were not limited to learning in new ways. Students
experienced changes, some abrupt, in many areas of their life,
including employment, housing, and household/family re-
sponsibilities among others. In the survey, students were
asked to comment on how changes in their life as a result of
the pandemic affected their ability to engage in their education
at Sinclair (See Table 7). To better understand the range of
responses, their comments were coded and grouped into three
general categories. First, student reported changes in their
work-life balance which was coded as environmental issues.
While some students experienced the loss of employment,
others were deemed ‘essential workers’ which led to more
hours or a change to their schedule. Some students picked
up extra work to compensate for their parent’s loss of income.
Others experienced changes to their household situation or an
increase in childcare responsibilities which made it challeng-
ing to find the time/space to study.

Second, students commented on their health – both mental
and physical. Students commented directly on their mental

health citing that they felt depressed Some students directly
wrote about their mental health: depressed, anxious, sad,
‘can’t get out of bed”, while others more indirectly talk about
their lack of motivation and drive to complete their studies.
Unsurprisingly, illness surfaced as family members and/or
students got COVID. Finally, students commented on chang-
es in their learning environment. Any classes with a face-to-
face component were moved to synchronous remote learning
(virtual meeting of a course with all participants engaged si-
multaneously) or asynchronous online (participants engage
with course content at their convenience). While a few stu-
dents found that remote/online learning was easy or took less
time, others found the work challenging in terms of content
(some felt it was more work), experienced a loss of academic
and/or technology resources and also felt the loss of social
support which can positively affect student success.

The study revealed some marked differences in responses
based on demographic groups based on age and race. A com-
parison of responses provided by respondents age 18–21 and
those over 22 years revealed important differences. Younger
respondents were more likely to report that they were less
motivated and/or had mental health issues (16% compared

Table 6 Technical Issues Faced
Completing Classwork at Home Summary of Technical Issue N Examples of problems

No Issues 123

Limited or slow Internet/Wi-Fi access 200 Slow due to number of family members working

Spotty internet in house

Slow loading

Live in country/rural area with spotty access

Slow/dropped connections

No Internet 4 Cannot afford internet service

Rural location of residence limits access to service

Zoom Issues 25 Lose connections

Trouble figuring out zoom

Video often freezes or is dropped

eLearn/website issues 21 Email issues

Website down

Using wrong browser

eLearn deleted work

Slow loading

Instructor-related problems 17 Messy eLearn environment, lack organization

Online lectures poorly done

Professors not answering emails

No office hours or online access to instructor

Unclear about assignments and/or due dates

Computer software/hardware difficulties 31 Old computer crashed

Computer not compatible

No headphone/no printer

No response 48
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to 8.4%). Not surprisingly, that same younger group was less
likely to be impacted by work issues (8.3% compared to 15%)
and less likely to have childcare issues (2.8% compared to
15%). A reported preference for face-to-face classes was near-
ly the same – 11% for those age 18–21 and 14% for those over
22. In terms of race/ethnicity, the data was only sufficient to
report on respondents self-identifying as African American/

Black only and White only. Respondents identifying as
African American/Black only were twice as likely to report
a preference for face-to-face classes compared to those iden-
tifying asWhite only (17% compared with 8.8%); more likely
to report having difficulties managing work (17% compared
with 7.6%); and less likely to have work issues (4.3% com-
pared to 9.6%). It is also important to note that White students

Table 7 Changes in Student Lives Affecting Class Participation

N Examples of impact

No Impact 66
Environmental Issues
Change in Work Situation 39 I had to pick up more shifts at work

Forced to find a new job and it is third shift
Work in the hospital, hours surged
Deemed essential worker
Increased work because parents lost job

Change in Household Situation 30 Lack of sufficient/dedicated place to study and do my
work. Loud roommates

Family distractions
Moving to new house/apartment
Lost my job and had to move

Increase in Childcare responsibilities 24 “siblings to take care of”
“home with my two-year-old”
Teaching my siblings
Single mom with young children

Mental/Physical Health Issues
Less motivated 37 Lost motivation to do a lot of things

Lacking motivation, human contact/connections are really
important to me

I am depressed and lost
It defeated me from wanting to continue education
Changes in my life left me feeling defeated and lost a part

of my drive to complete my work
Without being in class, I lost a good amount of motivation

to finish my coursework.
Mental Health 13 It’s really hard to get out of bed

Just feeling sad, not being able to go out
Battling mental heal
My depression and anxiety has come back
I was a bit scared and not sure what is going to happen.

Ill 4 I got COVID; Sick; Family member sick
Learning Issues
+ Increased Concentration 15 More productive and successful

Helped me get motivated to actually do my work
Learned that online suits me better
More time to study

+ Easier, saved time 4 No longer had to spend time driving to work
- Prefer Face-to-Face 40 Less class discussion to less ability to understand the content

Felt isolated and detached from education, I’m f2f learner
Virtual was harder that the teacher-student connection in class
Not able to build connections with classmates and professor

- Difficulty focusing 14 Difficult maintaining focus
Many things that I have to worry about, so I cannot focus

- Challenge managing work 19 Hard doing high school work and Sinclair work
Made it harder for to keep track of what/when to do it

- Lack of resources 6 Cannot get same kind of tutoring
Cannot go to the library to work

- Less peer communication 4 Could not meet with groups
- Increase homework 3 Professors assigned more work
- other: less time, more

responsibility, procrastination
10 Felt less confident to join in zoom meetings

Sitting at computer for long time
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did not report impact by illness while three African American/
Black students reported effects from illness (self or family).

COVID Instructional Changes

Students were also asked “What instructional changes worked
(or not) for your situation during the pandemic? Each of the
responses (N = 314) were coded as instructional changes that
were either positive (N = 188) or negative (N = 106).
Occasionally, students had both negative and positive state-
ments in their response (N = 17). Responses categorize as re-
lated to workload organization/structure and delivery of ma-
terial, communication and technology (see Table 8). Student’s
responses were not unexpected. What works well during a
time of crisis, also works well for students prior to COVID-19.

Suggested Next Steps

As this pandemic has progressed through the fall term, we
have already observed colleges adjust their plans in response
to changing government guidelines and to their own local
circumstances. It certainly is a fluid environment. Even with
this changing terrain, we have suggested ‘next steps’ that col-
leges should consider as they anticipate similar disruptions to
learning. Ultimately, lessons will help other practitioners grow
in their continued pandemic to the response while

simultaneously preparing for future significant similar disrup-
tions to higher education.

Contingency Planning

First, this study underscores the importance of training facul-
ty, staff and students to use elements of online instruction to
prepare them for the flexibility required when learning disrup-
tions occur due to natural disasters, traumatic community
events or societal changes. This preparation, which might in-
clude learning to use a learning management system, synchro-
nous technologies and other integrated tools, would reduce the
kinds of technical issues reported by students during the
COVID transition, including, messy course environments,
poorly constructed online lectures and unclear instructions.
In fact, elements of online courses can provide more structure
in face-to-face courses that could benefit student’s access
course materials with consistency throughout a semester.
Our results (Table 4) demonstrate that some knowledge and
experience with online learning helped students with their
confidence in completing many tasks related to their academic
work.

Access to Technology

Given the socio-economic status of many of our community
college students, we were surprised at the high percentages of
students with access to technology. Still, for a variety of

Table 8 Instructional Changes
during the Pandemic Worked (Positive) Did NOT Work (Negative)

Workload Reduced Workload

Flexible deadlines

Single weekly deadlines for all work

Increased workload

Too many changes to due dates

Organization/

Structure

Updated syllabus

Instructors were more organized

Structured schedule

Syllabus not updated

Professors kept changing weekly study

plan

Dropboxes not open

Instructor NOT organized

Delivery Recorded lectures

Recorded explanations of labs

Pre-recorded lectures

Posting notes/powerpoints review

Instructions confusing

Communication Weekly check-in emails from professor

Alerts sent about assignments

Better able to plan what to say during

discussions on Zoom

Send info through email

Difficult to reach professors – no response

Expectations not clear

Technology Zoom worked well

Learned new technology

Disruptive ZOOM sessions when

students left early or were not visible

Poor internet connections
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reasons students had trouble with internet access. As such,
institutions would benefit by periodically surveying students
to capture their access to different types of technology and the
internet as well as the quality of those technologies. This
knowledge would be useful in both contingency planning pri-
or to a rapid shift to remote instruction and may help institu-
tions reach students who might benefit from the flexibility of
online courses.

Expansion of Online/Blended Modalities

The transition to remote learning has opened opportunities for
institutions, particularly in expanding the number of classes
offered in online/blended modalities. Now that many students
have both access to technology (even with internet problems)
and online experience, they may find that synchronous online
or asynchronous remote classes may provide some much-
needed flexibility in their work-life balance. Colleges may
find that expanding online options might open new markets.

Academic and Social Support

The COVID transition highlighted the need for flexible aca-
demic and social support services which contribute to student
successfully completing a course, certificate or program.
Services such as advising, libraries, tutoring, information tech-
nology and mental health offices help students overcome hur-
dles in normal circumstances and become even more impor-
tant during disruptions to learning. In addition, students with
technology or compatibility issues suggest that institutions
should plan for more technology services, such as, deploy-
ment of wireless hotspots, restricted in-person access points
and the potential to loan devices that are compatible for stu-
dent course needs in the event of a future disruption.

Attention to Mental Health

Mental health issues were not listed as impactful to the extent
we anticipated, though we partially attribute this to the
timeframe in which survey completion took place (April–
May 2020) and that there were no directed questions on men-
tal health. For this we lean on studies that find that mental
health as a cause inhibiting completion following a traumatic
event (e.g. Di Pierto and Mora 2015; McCarthy and Butler
2003). Certainly, colleges and universities should ensure staff
are prepared to address issues arising during crises to ensure
they can meet student needs. What we did find are students
who reported issues related to social isolation – a facet cer-
tainly connected to mental health. Students missed in-person
interaction in classes and group meetings, tutoring sessions,
and visits to the library. To prepare for disruptions to learning,
institutions should develop ready-made resources for students
to navigate their sudden solitude. This knowledge of resources

will help students feel supported and able to tackle the chal-
lenges encountered during these sudden disruptions to learn-
ing particularly for students accustomed to in-person
offerings.

Conclusion

Finding ways to address what institutions need to do to pre-
pare for future calamities requires that we continue to examine
and assess what happened during the COVID pandemic as
well as other, perhaps highly localized, traumatic events.
While there have been local or regional events that have
caused sharp changes in delivery, higher education has not
faced a critical global situation like the COVID-19 pandemic
(Polkoff et al. 2020).

The present study captures some early information from a
student perspective despite certain limitations which we dis-
cuss here. One limitation was the abbreviated timeframe re-
quired to develop and administer a survey before the end of
the semester. To quickly create a survey, we created an instru-
ment based on a previous confidence survey (Bandura 2006).
If we had more time, we might have been supplemented with
questions from a psychometric analysis standpoint to ensure
validity and reliability. A second limitation was the sample
size which is small for a community college with a population
of 25,000. Early on, we decided to target students in introduc-
tory, general education classes in the social sciences and hu-
manities where the delivery was face-to-face or blended. We
did this to reach students who did not previously have an
experience with online classes. Still, it would have been help-
ful to survey a larger sample. Although we had enough re-
sponses to compare students with online experience and those
without, it would have been helpful to reach more students
distinguished by race/ethnicity and gender. A final limitation
relates to the timeline of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pres-
ent study captures the early stages of the pandemic in the
spring of 2020. Since this time, institutions of higher educa-
tion have continued to shift their responses based on their local
and national situation during the ongoing pandemic. Further
researchmay help to understand how students are impacted by
these changes in higher education. In particular, a focus on
mental health would likely be informative as the results of this
study were limited in terms of student mental health needs.

As institutions continue to grapple with the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic, they must consider the voice of stu-
dents academically, emotionally and technologically. Their
perspective is essential in helping to learn from this unprece-
dented national pivot to remote instruction. Although the find-
ings of this study are based on students attending a primarily
two year community college, the views of students certainly
apply to other institutions of higher education. Students faced
all sorts of challenges as they balanced a new learning
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environment with many adjustments to work, family and
home life. Just as students come to college with differing
personal and educational experiences, the mix of challenges
is different for each student. The key is to continue working
towards understanding the differing circumstances of students
to help them be successful during these unexpected (and ex-
pected) disruptions to learning. While institutions can use the
findings from this study to continue to support students
through the pandemic’s presence, the result might be fuller
services for students during ‘normal’ times.
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