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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has closed educational institutes across the world jeopardizing academic calendars.
Most educational institutes have shifted to online learning platforms to keep the academic activities going
(Muthuprasad, et al., 2021). The transition into online learning and blended learning modes has created
pedagogical challenges in relation to teacher education, teaching strategies and the taught curriculum, and,
attempting to transform syllabi into a virtual lesson format has been a key challenge (Al-Zaabi, 2021). However,
areas such as preparedness, designing and effectiveness of e-learning are still vague, particularly in developing
countries such as Sri Lanka , where technical limitations have become hindrances with suitability of devices and
bandwidth availability posing serious challenges. Teachers and students in the higher education sector in Sri
Lanka have shifted the teaching and learning processes to the online platform, and, post-pandemic, university
education is almost entirely conducted through the online system, since it is not possible to conduct face-to-face
lectures due to the severity of the spread of the virus and the health guidelines issued by the government of Sri
Lanka. This article attempts to focus on the need for online education during this crisis pandemic situation and
the problems encountered in using the online mode, in the tertiary education sector in Sri Lanka during the
period 2020-2021.

In-depth interviews were conducted among 25 randomly selected undergraduates belonging to the state
university system in Sri Lanka. These interviews were centred around the opinions of the undergraduates. Whilst
some were appreciative of online learning and the opportunities it brought about, many focused on the
challenges they faced when engaging in home learning activities during the Covid-19 pandemic. The researcher
observed that the students face many challenges, including internet connection problems, health concerns,
problems with devices and data, and the use of certain online applications.
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I.  Introduction

The coronavirus disease, which is dubbed as COVID-19, is one of the most critical perennial problems
confronting the contemporary world today (Agba, Ocheni, and Agba, 2020). As the COVID-19 pandemic swept
through the continents, many countries closed their borders and imposed strict lockdowns to curb the rising
infection rates, resulting in the closure of educational institutions and leaving learners out of schools and
universities (Onyema et al., 2020). Sri Lanka closed its international airports to commercial flights together with
seaports at the beginning of the pandemic in March 2020 and imposed varying degrees of lockdowns and
curfews both nationwide and for specific districts/provinces as cases were reported. Designated infectious
disease hospitals and quarantine centres were used to house patients and their potential contacts/ repatriated Sri
Lankans (Liyanagunawardena and Williams, 2021). All government schools and universities in Sri Lanka were
closed from March 13, 2020 (Erandi et al, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic, therefore, threw the lives of
learners and teachers into disarray as they were forced to transition overnight to an online system of education.
In addition to the uncertainty relating to academic schedules, mode of examinations and evaluation patterns,
students were forced to adapt to learning online without the facility of books, laboratories, libraries, computer
systems and interactive classrooms (Agarawal and Khara, 2021). The pandemic forced administrators of higher
educational sectors, particularly the universities in Sri Lanka, to mobilize students and staff to cope with a new
turn of events and come up with constructive and innovative ideas to address those challenges working in
collaboration with various stakeholders of universities like academic staff, students, administrative and non-
academic staff in the system, bringing about impacts and challenges to the teaching and learning process of the
universities both globally and locally during COVID-19 pandemic (Rameez et al, 2020). The pandemic and its
requirement of social distancing required education to be delivered online. (Agarawal and Khara, 2021).
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Across the globe the educational systems have plummeted due to the COVID-19 pandemic
(Wijewardene, 2021) and resulted in educational institutions being closed down to prevent the spread of the
virus, and, as a result, academic activities have been disrupted (UNESCO, 2020). Universities in Sri Lanka have
had difficulties in grappling with unprecedented dimensions of COVID-19 in order to carry on teaching and
learning activities, administrative duties and the new challenge of e-learning (Rameez et al, 2020). Academics
have been involved in online teaching and learning, although there have been many difficulties involved in the
teaching and learning process via online, due to measures taken to implement the online education system
(Rameez et al, 2020). As a result, with the prevailing COVID-19 pandemic, university education is almost
entirely done through the online system, since traditional education cannot be continued. Hence, it has become
very important to find the best models and learning platforms for online teaching and the problems students are
facing in this process. Additionally, checking the possibilities and students' perspectives on moving to an online
system are important (Haththotuwa and Rupasinghe, 2021). Following the outbreak of the coronavirus disease
(COVID-19), school closures and the sudden shift to online learning have increased the risk of poor children
falling behind in their studies; hence, policymakers need to bridge the digital divide, expand opportunities for
technical education, and promote quality, equitable, and inclusive education to help the poor and vulnerable
escape from the intergenerational poverty trap (Development Asia, 2021). In this scenario, it is imperative that
the government should take the responsibility of providing the required equipment to set up an effective e-
assessment system, and telecommunication companies need to provide a fast internet connection to the students
at a reasonable price (Karunarathne and Wijewardene, 2021).

Il.  Literature Review
The Sri Lankan context

Sri Lanka's higher education sector faced various challenges due to the closure of all the universities by
the government and the suspension of all academic activities on 12th March 2020 (Adaderana, 2020) and a
nationwide curfew imposed by the government on 20th March 2020 (Newsfirst, 2020). The closure of the
national universities and other higher education institutions affected the teaching and learning activities of
students, and university admission, assessment and examination, graduation ceremonies, recruitment and
promotion activities were temporarily postponed (Rameez et al., 2020). Failure to continue education in the
traditional manner threatened to create a major setback in the education sector of the country (Basilaia, 2020;
Plancher et al., 2020), hence universities were compelled to shift to an online mode (Alipio, 2020; Hodges et al.,
2020, Azzahra, 2020; Pujilestari, 2020; Nadeak, 2020 ).

This resulted in the work-from -home strategy being adopted, thereby compelling university teachers,
students and other staff to continue their academic and administrative activities from their homes with the
assistance of technological devices. This brought about a structural change and a transition from the traditional
face-to-face lecture delivery mode to the online education mode in the higher education sector in Sri Lanka
(Rameez et al., 2020). Hence, the age-old face-to-face teaching and learning process was replaced by online
education, a new concept for most of the academics in Sri Lankan universities. Many researches have shown
the importance of shifting to an online delivery mode during crisis times, whilst some researches have revealed
the complicated issues that arose during the COVID-19 pandemic in delivering knowledge in universities (Goda
et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2020; Mukhtar et al., 2020). Some studies indicated that online learning negatively
impacts student learning (Cao et al., 2020; Duraku et al., 2020; Onyema et al., 2020) while other studies
disclosed that online learning has a positive impact on student learning (Bojovic et al., 2020; Moreno-Guerrero
etal., 2020).

Hodges et al. (2020) used the term Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) to describe the delivery of
education during the lockdown circumstances:

“In contrast to experiences that are planned from the beginning and designed to be online, emergency
remote teaching (ERT) is a temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis
circumstances. It involves the use of fully remote teaching solutions for instruction or education that would
otherwise be delivered face-to-face ... courses and that will return to that format once the crisis or emergency
has abated” (Para. 13).

ICT tools and connectivity

Many universities have been reluctant to launch online educational activities, and university teachers
and administrators have also encountered complications in undertaking their duties. Teachers, students and other
staff who have a lack of skill in modern tools and technology have faced several challenges (Rameez et al.,
2020). According to Duraku and Hoxha (2020), e-learning platforms were challenging to most students due to
the lack of the technical know-how of technological devices and the limited access to the internet, whereas,
when students have suitable devices, such as smartphones, computers, laptops, and iPads, they are motivated to
engage in online learning. Likewise, the non-availability of devices, network issues, lack of training, and lack of
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interaction due to connectivity issues were seen as major challenges faced during the COVID-19 period on
virtual learning and teaching (Arora and Srinivasan, 2020). The main technology-related challenges faced
during the pandemic on digital education are lack of good internet, connectivity issues, lack of laptops and
microphones (Kaup et al., 2020)., whilst, according to Joshi et al. (2020), online education platform was a
success with the latest configured laptops, microphones, cameras, and proper internet connections with high
bandwidth. In a research conducted by Mcmurtrie (2020), the results revealed that in Saudi Arabia, many
students do not have suitable gadgets to attend online classes, and they have indicated that there is an absence of
internet services around their residential areas. However, Dratcott (2020) stated that, in order to facilitate online
learning in Saudi Arabia, many higher education institutions have provided laptops and tablets to students free
of charge.

In a bid to encourage and facilitate online learning, the government of Sri Lanka took several measures
to reduce the cost incurred to teachers and students engaging in online educational activities, and, universities
used their Moodle-based learning management systems, with the government providing the Zoom app through
the Lanka Education and Research Network (LEARN) for the continuation of academic activities (Rameez et
al., 2020). Some web providers offered free online access to universities, and, online education has presently
become a significant part of the educational process of Sri Lankan universities (Rameez et al., 2020).

Online learning during COVID-19

The years 2020 and 2021 have seen a radical shift towards online education (Wijwewardene, 2021). In
2020, the World Health Organization identified the Corona Virus Disease (COVID-19) as a pandemic (Dahiya
et al., 2021) and, consequently, universities worldwide had to close their campuses and relocate their whole
academic programmes online (Denovan et al., 2019). Most universities were not prepared for this transition
from classroom to e-learning, as they lacked facilities and plans in the initial beginning (Eysenbach, 2005). The
pandemic and the lockdowns have influenced the mind of people everywhere (Dahiya et al., 2021).

Studies have indicated that, whilst some universities welcomed the move from face-to-face lectures to
online lectures, many students experience emotional distress and anxiety (Giustino et al., 2020; Goodwin et al.,
2016). Dahiya et al., (2021) were of the view that online education provides students with a wonderful approach
to broaden their chances and remain ambitious in the increasingly challenging world of education. Hallgren et
al. (2020) stated that there are concerns in adapting to online instruction and that most students experienced
digital gaps as they do not have expertise in and access to digital technology.

The pandemic pushed several organisations to change their workflow tactics rapidly and incorporate
new technologies, and in many situations, these organisations did not have enough time to think about the
introduction and integration of the new strategy and the corresponding technology into their existing structure
(Dahiya et al., 2021). There were no exceptions to universities all around the world (Dahiya et al., 2021).
However, while Lesser and Nienhuis (2020), stated that students prefer to interact face to face with teachers,
Bailey et al. (2018) were of the view that there was a lack of trust in online assessment approaches.

Methodology and Findings

This is a qualitative research (Cresswell, 2003; Cresswell, 2005) where in-depth interviews (Gay,
Mills, & Airasian, 2012; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014) were conducted with 25 randomly selected
undergraduates belonging to the state university system in Sri Lanka, to find out their views on shifting to online
lectures, from the traditional face-to-face lectures. Whilst some students were appreciative of online learning
and the opportunities it brought, many focused on the challenges they faced when engaging in learning activities
at home, during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings revealed that students face many challenges, including
problems with internet connection, problems with devices and data, and the use of certain online applications, in
addition to health concerns. These findings are congruent with the findings of Moorhouse (2020) and Trung et
al., (2020).

The findings also revealed that although students expressed a liking to use the university Learning
Management System (LMS) and the free Learn-ZOOM versions to follow lectures, there were internet problems
in many areas which hampered their online learning. These findings are congruent with the findings in the study
done by Rupesinghe and Haththotuwa (2021).

Further, the study discovered that a high percentage of students liked to use these types of online
learning in the future after the commencement of the universities via the university LMS and Learn-Zoom free
versions. But, the problem with access to the internet due to the lack of internet coverage in certain areas is the
main challenge they are faced with. In relation to the internet connection during online learning a majority of the
respondents said that the internet connection at home was weak and unstable. Some mentioned that they needed
to climb to a higher elevation to get a good internet signal to follow the online lectures. The research by
Avriyanti (2020) had similar findings.
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Moreover, the findings revealed that students preferred face-to-face lectures a they had the freedom to
ask questions about areas that they did not understand. These findings are congruent with the findings of
Ariyanti (2020). However, according to Lesser and Nienhuis (2020), there is not much research on how
efficiently students can engage with professors and fellow students through a variety of online platforms and the
difficulties they encounter.

When asked about whether they had devices to facilitate online learning, many students mentioned that,
due to economic hardships, they were unable to spend large amounts on data packages. Additionally, as there
were other siblings in the family, there was a shortage of devices in the home. Most students used the
smartphone to follow lectures and this device had to be shared amongst siblings who also engaged in online
learning. In a recent research, Mukhtar, Javed, Arooj, & Sethi, (2020) also echoed similar sentiments. Cao et al,
(2020) found that the digital divide between urban and rural areas is common for students in rural areas and they
lack access to ICT. They also indicated that individuals who are financially destitute or living in rural areas
often have limited access to digital technology. The regular access to digital technology necessitates on-line
training. Students with limited access to digital technology, as well as those who are unfamiliar with them, have
difficulty adapting to online education. They concluded that there was a digital divide, but it was worsened by
the pandemic. In addition, some students reside in closed neighbourhoods and have trouble attending online
classes

When asked about whether there were other challenges that students faced due to online learning, they
mentioned that they frequently had headaches and eye-pain due to staring for long periods of time at the devices.
Some also said that it was difficult to focus on online lectures and that they were experiencing high levels of
stress. Lumley et al (2020) echoed similar sentiments in their research.

All the students preferred the Zoom platform for online learning as it had easy-to-use features, and they
mentioned that their lecturers also used this online platform to deliver lectures. All the students were of the view
that this platform needs to be improved, as it was difficult to access it during the day due to the heavy demand.
Additionally, they mentioned that, as a result of the unstable internet connection experienced by many in their
hometowns, they were unable to join and participate in online lectures. In addition, the same access and
expertise of digital technology is not available to all students. Even though these discrepancies were present, the
COVID-19 epidemic revealed the digital gap (Hallgren et al., 2020).

According to Rupasinghe and Haththotuwa, (2021), the normal everyday teacher-student interaction is
missed in virtual classroom settings. Instead, teachers need to rely on using diverse technological strategies to
trigger students’ motivation. The motivational issue is more vivid in online instruction as students tend to lose
interest more rapidly in comparison to the situation in real face-to-face instruction.

I11.  Conclusion

Sri Lanka is a developing country and it is important to check the feasibility of using E-learning in
higher education (Rupasinghe and Haththotuwa, 2021). It is necessary to research the effectiveness and success
of online learning and issues that students are faced with through this process (Allo, 2020). Online education has
become a timely necessity with the COVID-19 pandemic in Sri Lanka, and it is important to consider the
response of university students to online education in measuring its effectiveness (Rupasinghe and Haththotuwa,
2021).

The Sri Lankan education system has been following the traditional method which has continued for a
long time. Therefore, when shifting from that traditional system to an e-learning system, it is necessary to
research the effectiveness and success of e-learning and issues that students are facing, which will in turn, assist
government, universities, and other educational institutes to take decisions, make policies, organize learning,
and introduce new degree programs based on the results of researches (Rupasinghe and Haththotuwa, 2021).
Thus it is important to conduct further research on how successful it is to use e-learning, which has proved to be
of utmost help in the continuation of education, in extreme situations such as the pandemic situation. The time
has come to resolve the issues realized by the above findings for the benefit of future online learning and to
carry out such educational activities without interruption (Rupasinghe and Haththotuwa, 2021; Elmer et al,
2020). Yet, much in-depth investigation needs to be carried out.
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