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Abstract

In light of the rising concerns about the spread of COVID-19 and calls to contain the Corona Virus, a growing
number of tertiary institutions have shut down in regards to face-to-face classes globally. The Corona virus has
revealed emerging vulnerabilities in education systems around the world. It is now clear that society needs
flexible and resilient education systems as we face unpredictable futures. A meta-analysis methodology was
adopted for this study and pertinent literature was visited to capture the essence of continued learning during
these unprecedented times. Findings reveal that universities worldwide are moving more and more towards
online learning or E- Learning. Findings also reveal that apart from resources, staff readiness, confidence,
student accessibility and motivation play important function in ICT integrated learning. This exploratory paper
proposes that staff members should use technology and technological gadgets to enhance learning especially
during these exceptional times. Findings also propose online and remote learning as a necessity in times of lock
downs and social distancing due to COVID-19 pandemic. It also provides a strong platform for further research.
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1. Introduction

Against the backdrop of the COVID-19 outbreak various policy initiatives are being launched by governments
and tertiary institutions across the world to continue teaching activities so as to contain the virus. However, there
is ambiguity and disagreement about what to teach, how to teach, the workload of teachers and students, the
teaching environment, and the implications for education equity (Zhang, Wang, Yang, & Wang, 2020).
Large-scale, national efforts to utilize technology in support of remote learning, distance education and online
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic are emerging and evolving quickly. Literature highlights certain
deficiencies such as the weakness of online teaching infrastructure, the inexperience of teachers, the information
gap, the complex environment at home, and so forth (Murgatrotd, 2020). However, despite certain limitations,
current situation demands action so that the education of the students is not affected in any way. For example,
China initiated a Suspending Classes Without Stopping Learning policy to see that learning was not
compromised at any time during COVID-19 pandemic lockdown (Zhang et al., 2020). This is one of the many
policies China put in place to see that student learning was least affected during national lockdowns and school
closures. To tackle the problems, Huang, Liu, Tlili, Yang, & Wang, (2020) suggest that governments and
education providers need to further promote the construction of the educational information, considering
equipping teachers and students with standardized home-based teaching and learning equipment, conduct online
teacher training and support academic research into online education, especially education to help students with
online learning difficulties

According to a UNESCO Report by the end of 2019, Coronavirus (COVID-19) started rapidly spreading
worldwide, causing the death of over 3000 people. Subsequently, several countries started initiating relevant
strategies to contain this virus, including school closures. Subsequently, as of 12" March forty six countries in
five different continents announced school and university closures to contain the spread of COVID-19 (R. H.
Huang et al., 2020). As time moved on 500 million children and youth are still threatened with not attending
their schools and universities due to national lock downs. International organizations started paying particular
attention to the document Education Response in Crises and Emergencies. UNESCO stated in the Education
2030 Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action that countries should:

Provide alternative modes of learning and education for children and adolescents who are not in
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education institutions, and put in place equivalency and bridging programmes, recognized and
accredited by the state, to ensure flexible learning in both formal and non-formal settings, including in
emergency situations (R. H. Huang et al., 2020, p. 1).

Subsequently, to contain the COVID-19, the Chinese government has banned most-face-to-face activities,
including teaching. The Chinese Ministry of Education has launched an initiative entitled Disrupted Classes,
Undisrupted Learning to provide flexible online learning to hundreds of millions students from their homes (R.
H. Huang et al., 2020). The rapid evolution of Information Communication and Technology (ICT) and the
increasing complexity that comes with its exploding potential explains why integration of technology in
education continues to receive special attention particularly, in wake of COVID-19 pandemic. The dawning of
the new millennium had witnessed the initial entry of the Net Generation into our higher education institutes,
which required staff to brace themselves for a new lineage of learners who had distinctive interests and
dispositions. This is because their entry in the world was at a time when technological expansion was ubiquitous
and widely adopted throughout the world. A previous research undertaken by the author has revealed that
students tend to have a strong bonding with ICT (Ali, 2018). These conspicuous perceptions and the massive
lockdown in the midst of current COVID-19 pandemic provided the intrinsic motivation for this study.

1.1 Aim of the Study

Novel coronavirus and the resulting COVID-19 pandemic have resulted in more schools and HE Institutes faced
with the challenge of how to maintain continuity of teaching and learning while facing the threat of extended
closures. Subsequently, this study intends to examine how teaching and learning can still continue during such
unprecedented times.

Subsequently the study was guided by the following research question:

What are some of the challenges and benefits of integrating online learning in tertiary institutions in response to
COVID-19 pandemic?

1.2 Significance of the Study

The findings of this study are considered to be of great importance to various stakeholders for several reasons.
Foremost, there is a paucity of previous research regarding how tertiary institutions are trying to cope with
keeping students engaged during COVID-19 pandemic and the closure of many tertiary institutions globally.
This study will help uncover critical areas and contribute to local literature on the subject, which in turn could be
used by relevant authorities in improving their education initiatives. Lecturers’ may realize the importance of
undertaking studies in information technology and online modes as a means of up-skilling their teaching abilities.
The finding of this study will rebound to the benefit of HE institutions by providing them important insights into
ICT integrated teaching enabling them to strengthen their programs to better prepare lecturers’ to deal with the
diverse exigencies of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Furthermore the study makes considerable contribution through its findings by revealing the difference between
various groups and their attitudes towards the integration of ICT in teaching and learning. Notably, the findings
will be of great value to the staff as they are in constant touch with the students and will be able to better
understand their behaviour and address online management issues amicably. In a similar vein, it will also present
important information to Education authorities about the benefits of ICT integrated learning enabling them to
include them as pedagogical reforms in education. In particular, they may have to revisit their curriculum so that
ICT knowledge is included in their text at primary and secondary levels. This adaptation would better prepare the
students for ICT integrated pedagogy at HE institutions. Subsequently, the recommendations of the study, if
implemented, will allow HE institutes to create an interactive and enjoyable learning environment for all
students amidst the nationwide lockdown due to COVID-19 pandemic. Learning environments are diverse
platforms such as Google Meet, where users engage and interact to learn new skills. While learners can learn in
an array of settings, the term refers to the more preferred and accurate alternative to the traditional classroom
(Stadler-Altmann, 2015)

2. Methodology

An exploratory research design was found to be most appropriate to unveil the salient intricacies associated with
online learning especially in wake of COVID-19, the worldwide lockdown and social distancing. Exploratory
studies are a valuable means of asking questions to establish baseline information that could be later used as a
launch pad for further research. Although qualitative research has long been of interest in the field of psychology,
meta-analyses of qualitative literatures also known as meta-syntheses is quite common amongst researchers. A
qualitative meta-analysis commonly known as meta-synthesis allows for systematic review of qualitative studies
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in a way that is more interpretive than aggregative. Meta-analysts are encouraged to consider the methodological
integrity of their studies in relation to central research processes, including identifying set of primary research
studies and transforming primary findings into categories or themes in an organized manner (Levitt, 2018).
Likewise, this process uses rigorous qualitative methods to synthesize existing qualitative studies to construct
greater meaning through an interpretative process.

3. Findings and Discussion

The ensuing sections present the findings in collaboration with pertinent literature on the influence of technology
in conceptualizing pedagogy and practice at HE level.

3.1 World Context

According to World Health Organization there are 1 699 595 confirmed COVID-19 cases in the world, with 106
138 confirmed deaths and the virus has affected 213 countries as at 12" April, 2020.
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Figure 1. Ref: https://who.sprinklr.com/

In the emerging and ever-changing COVID-19 context (See Figure 1), many countries are being affected by
COVID-19. Likewise, many universities are either closed or on the verge of closing physically and are moving
towards online and remote learning. For example, New York University Shanghai and Duke Kunshan University
offer examples of successful adaptation and rapid deployment of educational technology products, like the
video-conferencing platform Zoom and Moodle. Significantly, these universities had existing experience with
these technologies that they were able to expand; they weren’t starting from scratch with new and untested tech
solutions (Czerniewicz, 2020). Likewise, some schools in Australia have struggled with accommodating the
rapid switch to online learning. In like manner, institutions have rapidly innovated and implemented online
learning, due in part to established familiarity with the necessary tools, teaching approaches and considerations
with online learning. This has resulted in less disruption for many students unable to return to in-person classes.

There is no doubt that institutions that lack such preparation and planning measures, need to put in place now in
order to avoid the excessive demands and tensions that come from adopting things quickly. There is a clear need
for post-secondary online learning expertise in this crisis and it should serve as a reminder that institutions need
to cultivate this competency. The mass closure of universities in the EU was done to slow down the spread of
COVID-19, the respiratory infection that has now killed more than 106 138 people worldwide. Governments’
world over are looking for measures that will keep students safe, while finding ways to continue to provide
courses online. Literature shows that education administrators are urging staff to cooperate and share know-how
and digital infrastructures for teaching online in the quarantined and locked down areas (Czerniewicz, 2020).
Countries most affected by the virus are doing their best to continue teaching. For example, Italy was the first
EU member state to close its universities and move courses online, before the entire country was placed under
quarantine.

Similarly, Denmark, Greece, Ireland, Hungary and Poland have followed suit and suspended face-to-face
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teaching in all universities. Likewise in Italy, the University of Bologna extended deadlines for tuition fees and
distributed free SIM cards to students without access to internet. Notably, in Romania, after the government
closed all schools, several universities moved their courses online as a precaution. Since social distancing is as
important as being locked out universities across Europe are scrambling to set up technical systems needed to
move courses, exams, research and other activities online. The University of Warsaw has cancelled all lectures
and classes unless conducted on-line. By the same token, Belgium has decided to move lectures online “to the
extent possible” and cancelled large-scale events. Staff members have been asked to work from home as much as
possible. Literature reveals that universities globally are assuming responsibility, and are doing everything they
could do to slow down the further spread of the Corona virus. According to Czerniewicz (2020), this change is
inevitable as the current COVID-19 situation demands it for the safety of students and the teaching staff.

3.2 Politics of Resistance

Education administrators know that technology is never neutral and any change has certain amount of resistance
and contention. Undue protests and dissents during COVID-19, regarding the decision to use “online” and
“blended learning” has become political and is politicized a lot. Blended learning has been drawn into existing
political agendas and extreme claims have been made such as one mode is better than another (Czerniewicz,
2020). Conspiracies have flourished and those with limited ICT knowledge have paddled unfounded lies about
online and blended learning (Zhang et al., 2020). Some people believe face-to face is superior to online and
blended mode. This current period is also likely to evoke political responses, in ways that we may not expect.
Literature further entails that fake news such as inferiority of online and blended mode as compared with face-to
face mode certainly infiltrates the system and further creates chaos and uncertainty. However, some
administrations are arguing and discussing as to what needs to be done, while some have already started
venturing into online learning. The World Bank believes that little research attention has been paid to
documenting and analysing attempts of education systems moving swiftly and at scale to provide online learning
when all or many schools and universities are closed (World Bank, 2020b). Even UNESCO is aware that
transitioning to online learning at scale is a very difficult and highly complex undertaking for education systems,
even in the best of circumstances but states it has become a necessity (UNESCO, 2020).

During the period of protests and disagreements, universities have started going online differently, shaped by
their specific institutional contexts. This means not only designing strategies appropriate for specific contexts,
but also being aware that technological decisions will be shaped in ways that reflect existing differences,
alliances, discourses and perspectives in particular institutions (Murgatrotd, 2020). It may feel like the last thing
on one’s mind, but it is important to be aware of what message is being sent when explaining the need to replace
face-to-face teaching with virtual alternatives. At the time of the protests, the general term used has been blended
learning. All university entities need to work cooperatively to effectively launch online and distance learning.
Curriculum and other logistics need to be considered and assessment tasks need to be revisited and replaced with
assignments to avoid face-to-face final examinations. Acceptance and compliance by all stakeholders will
minimise resistance and in turn will facilitate the implementation of online and remote learning especially in
times of calamity like COVID-19 pandemic.

3.3 Infrastructure Support

The World Bank is mindful of the fact that few education systems, even the most high performing, may not be
that well equipped to offer online learning for all students at such a large scale. Technological advances often
outpace the ability of decision makers to keep up considering the cost and infrastructure support (World Bank,
2020b). It must be established that to deliver effective online and blended learning there needs to be appropriate
ICT support in way of infrastructure and tools as well as hardware and software support system. There is no
doubt that the integration of the ICT as an instructional device in academic courses has escalated at a rapid rate.
Subsequently universities and colleges have started implementing applications like Moodle and educational
Blogs to supplement existing pedagogy and practice (Becker, 2000). Likewise, Ruzgar (2005) agrees with
(Becker, 2000) that it is common in universities and colleges to provide online resources to supplement
traditional teaching methods. In a study undertaken by Laird and Kuh (2001) confirm that students’ responses to
the technology related items imply that majority of them use information technology. As such, going online is
not seen as a big change for many universities in the world. However, students’ readiness and access to
technological gadgets needs to be considered at all times.

Meta-synthesis of pertinent literature reveals that in recent years, there has been an increasing interest in the
development and use of multimedia-enhanced content through the use of ICT to enhance the quality of teaching
and learning (CoSN, 2020; Smith & Judd, 2020; UNESCO, 2020; World Bank, 2020b). Multimedia contents are
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digital instructional materials that combine text, graphics, audio, and animations. Teachers tend to use these
content to liven up classroom lessons by using them to better demonstrate and explain difficult concepts that
cannot be easily explained using text alone (Lanzilotti, Ardito, Costabile, & De-Angeli, 2006; Thomas & Israel,
2013). Studies have indicated that the appropriate use of multimedia-enhanced content in educational context
provides several benefits. According to Lee, Hsiao and Ho (2014) use of ICT tools can help to improve students’
understanding of instructional materials. They can also simulate real processes and allow learners to execute
virtual experiments that would, otherwise be perilous and expensive to be conducted in a school laboratory
(Hennessy, Deaney, & Ruthven, 2006). In particular, there is a need to accelerate the pace of technology iteration,
and optimize the technical application of online education programs considering the alarming impact of
COVID-19 pandemic.

3.4 Staff Readiness

Meta-synthesis reveals that willingness to embrace change is a major requirement for successful integration of
technology as it provides students opportunities to learn and apply the required 21st century skills (Ertmer &
Otternbreit-Leftwich, 2019; Fullan, 2013; Lilllejord, Berte, & Ruud, 2018). Given the relentless advent of ICT in
education arena, its use in enhancing lesson delivery has been widely discussed and adopted in many HE
institutions globally. This is because technology acts as a catalyst and supports staff members in lesson
preparation and delivery (Sadegid Akbaba, Kalayci, & Avci, 2011). American Psychological Association, as one
of its recommendations has encouraged lecturers’ to reckon implementing ICT integrated learning environment
for students (Li, Yamaguchi, & Takada, 2018). In this regard, Vrasidas (2015) is quite sceptical as institutions
may have necessary ICT facilities, but there may be other shortfalls such as lack of time for lesson preparation
and unsupportive curriculum design. He reiterates that just having the resources does not imply that ICT can be
easily implemented but there needs to be the presence of other supportive factors and one such factor is staff
readiness (Vrasidas, 2015). That is why Yunus (2007) is assertive that before ICT can be effectively integrated
lecturers’ should be provided adequate training and support in ICT and pedagogy. There is no doubt why staff
readiness and motivation needs to be considered as important factors for the successful assimilation of
technology in HE institutions.

In an earlier study undertaken by the author, revealed that some of the staff members in a tertiary institution seem to
be integrating ICT in their lessons especially during lectures and tutorials however, majority (92%) of them still
believe that confidence is a factor that can be further enhanced (Ali, 2019). This lack of confidence could be due to
the administration of the different tools and learning platforms. On similar note, Huang & Liaw (2005) are assertive
that staff members’ attitude and their willingness to implement ICT makes a big difference in the lives of their
students. This is because if staff are unwilling and do not implement ICT embedded learning, their students can be
just left to rote learning and ‘chalk and board’ explanations. Similar sentiments are shared by Yuen and Ma (2002)
who strongly recommend the need to empower teaching staff and build their confidence so that they are able to
implement ICT integrated teaching. Considering COVID-19 pandemic, World Bank stresses that staff working
online need to be trained and supported. They further warn that staff who do not have access to sufficient
broadband and a connected device at home will obviously not be able to support student learning online (World
Bank, 2020b). Subsequently, they urge that staff need to be supported technically, socially and morally so that
they can effectively deliver online classes.

3.5 Student Accessibility

Students of today are known by many names, like digital natives (Prensky, 2001), millennial (Howe & Strauss,
2000), net generation (Tapscott, 1998) and digital generation (Wahab Ali, 2018). Their entry in the world was at
a time when technological expansion was ubiquitous and widely adopted throughout the world. A previous
research undertaken by the author has revealed that students tend to have a strong bonding with ICT (Wahab Ali,
2018). Today’s children are exposed to technological gadgets such as mobile phones and tablets from very tender
ages the world over (Shava, Chinyamurindi, & Somdyala, 2016). An empirical study undertaken by Jesse (2015)
confirms the aforementioned comment as his findings reveal that majority (99.8%) of the students have access to
have mobile phones and they use it for texting, visiting social media and applications apart from talking.
Looking at the rate at which technology is integrated in the education system, it can be assumed that students’
display a high degree of acceptance and receptiveness towards it (Willms & Corbett, 2003).

Likewise, there are certain paradoxes and delusions associated with net generation that needs to be considered as
the belief that they know all about ICT is a fatal misconception. Similar sentiments are shared by World Bank
(2020a) that by simply pointing students and teachers to large online repositories, without appropriate guidance
would not auger well during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. For despite they may be technology canny,
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they may lack the theoretical knowledge base required for particular occupation. Evidence for in support can be
found in the study of O’Sullivan (2018) who strongly advocates that many young people, the so-called digital
natives, have shown limitations in their use of technology. There have been numerous studies worldwide and one
such study in 2014 signposted a huge disparity between young people’s false impression and their real
knowledge of computer skills (Sommer, 2014). Considering COVID-19 pandemic World Bank further reiterate
that most students will have great difficulty accessing online learning, especially those staying that have poor
Internet access and are subject to numerous other disadvantages (World Bank, 2020b).

3.6 Making it Happen

There is no doubt that ICT has become an integral part of everyday life and has transformed the learning
environment to the extent that ICT literacy has become a functional requirement for nearly all qualifications. The
integration of technology in education has not only changed how students learn but has also changed the
teaching pedagogies by promoting collaborative activities (Haddad, 2003). The online learning environments
foster additional learning experiences where learners can interact, collaborate, and take ownership of their own
learning at their own pace and time. Hence, ICT immersed lessons provide a motivating and encouraging
learning environment for our students and also it leads to self-directed learning. When there is a shift from a
teacher-controlled environment to a more learner controlled environment, the role of the educator becomes more
of a facilitator and minimal scaffolding may be required (Geng, Law, & Niu, 2019). Obviously, the teaching staff
members in form of professors, lecturers and teaching assistants are the key players in the effective
implementation of ICT integrated learning (Aydin, 2012; Buabeng-Andoh, 2015; Sipil& 2011). As such, it is
pivotal that they have the right attitude and perceptions about ICT so that they can integrate technology
effectively in teaching. Likewise, students’ perceptions and aspirations also need to be considered as it directly
affects their learning space and style (Buabeng-Andoh & Totimeh, 2012; Fu, 2013; Jung, 2005; Mirzajani,
Mahmud, Fauzi Mohd Ayub, & Wong, 2016). The unprecedented situation in wake of COVID-19 has brought
about challenges to staff, students and administrators to adopt online learning despite certain shortfalls in its
organization and implementation.

There is no doubt that massive technological advances in the world demand a paradigm shift in way we approach
our educational goals and aspirations. Many universities and educational institutions have adopted ICT tools
such as laptop, projectors, tablets, smart phones, ipads and interactive white boards to mention a few. This is
apart from many educational softwares and learning applications readily available on the internet. Likewise, the
findings reveal that staff members have found that students have a special bonding with ICT. They further
believe that todays’ students are quite attached to mobile technology and look forward to technology integrated
learning. None the less, students’ receptiveness of ICT is well acknowledged by all. On similar note,
Buabeng-Andoh and Yidana (2014) are in acquiesce with the views of Earle (2002) that students look forward to
ICT integrated learning and as it enables them to use internet and catch up with lessons from the comforts of
their homes. This impetus in students calls for lecturers and administrators to have adequate ICT infrastructure
and student support services to make learning meaningful and enjoyable for all. In essence, it can be concluded
that lecturers and teaching staff in general are key stakeholders in the successful implementation of ICT
integrated learning and reciprocally they need to be valued and assisted accordingly.

However, the World Bank has highlighted a number of challenges as education providers are rushing to go online
so that education of the students are least affected in times of social distancing amidst COVID-19 pandemic.
Some of the issues raised by it are as follows:

e Transitioning to online learning at scale is a very difficult and highly complex undertaking for

education systems, even in the best of circumstances;

Moving to online learning at scale raises profound equity concerns;

Highly motivated learners, especially those with previous experience in online learning, are the most
likely to take the most advantage of online learning opportunities;

e When first going online, education systems and parents should expect dips in student achievement in
the short term;

o Organizing digital educational content to align with existing curricula can be critical in providing users
and teachers with a way to ensure that the learning opportunities provided correspond to broader
educational objectives within an education system;

e Making content available on a wide variety of devices and mobile friendly is critical,

Supporting the use of low bandwidth including offline solutions is key to effective learning;
Staff teaching online need to be supported;
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e Universities need to negotiate with internet vendors to help provide access to online learning for
students for free or at a cheaper rate

e Providing supplemental guidance and support on how to use and access remote and online learning
content can be critical; and

e  Some academic subjects are easier to move online than others (World Bank, 2020b)

World Bank goes further and states that academic subjects that are largely lecture-based and lend themselves to
self-study are easier to move online quickly. Subjects in which learning content has already been digitized,
especially where it is explicitly aligned with official school curricula, offer better candidates for online learning
in the short term than those that do not. World Bank also cautions all to be aware that much of what happens in
classes cannot be easily transferred online. Instructional approaches, content, pacing, interaction models, and
assessment may all need to be adapted when transitioning to online learning (World Bank, 2020b). All these
processes may be time consuming but a start needs to be made as it is not a matter of choice but a necessity in
response to COVID-19 pandemic.

3.7 Limitations

Naturally, studies do have certain limitations and in this case it was the single method used to collect data. The
results in this study could not be verified by other means such as survey and other independent measures as only
meta-analysis was used in the study. Consequently, these results should be viewed as a snapshot of online
learning as an option in higher education in light of the drastic impact of COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the
exploratory findings present a solid platform for debate and discussion and a solid launch pad for further
in-depth research on the subject matter.

4. Recommendations and Conclusions

Taking into consideration the deadly COVID-19 and in its endeavour to avoid its spread governments’
worldwide have put in place stringent measures such as national lockdowns and social distancing initiatives.
These restrictions have led many universities and HE Institutes to opt for online learning to curtail the spread of
Corona Virus. As such it is recommended that:

e The concerns raised by the World Bank identified in this article needs to be taken into consideration when
adopting online and remote learning;

e HE Institutions need to have basic ICT Infrastructure to effectively roll out online learning;
e Staff need ICT tools and should have access to applications and learning platforms;

e  Staff members also need to have the capacity to use the ICT tools effectively to offer lessons in such a
mode; and

o  Staff and student readiness needs to be fathomed and supported accordingly.

Moreover, COVID-19 pandemic and social distancing requirement has presented undue challenges on all
stakeholders to go online as they have to work in a time constraint and resource restraint situation. It must be
established that adopting online learning environment isn’t just a technical issue. It is a pedagogical and
instructional challenge. As such, ample preparation in regards to teaching materials and curriculum and
assessment knowledge is vital in online education. Technology is the means for delivery and requires a close
cross-collaboration between instructional, content, and technology teams. Closing universities and taking
students and lecturers out of the classroom is a pedagogical transformation that requires rapid mobilization
across all university staff and resources (CoSN, 2020).

In essence, ICT has become a potent force in transforming the educational landscape the world over. However,
preparing to move education outside of traditional physical classrooms in response to COVID-19 requires
thought, coordination and careful decision-making. This document is a starting point for planning and supporting
a significant learning transformation. We need to be optimistic as literature entails a high level of student
satisfaction and interest in ICT immersed learning environment. There has obviously been a great influence of
technology in the online lives of young people. This digitalised revolution can synergise the educational ambitions
and interests of the students who have become digital addicts. In essence, COVID-19 has provided us with the
opportunity to adopt online learning as education systems need to be abreast with the rapid emergence of new
technologies, thus making online, blended and remote learning a necessity at tertiary level not only in Fiji but the
world over.
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