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Abstract

The outbreak of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) in various countries at the end of
last year has transferred traditional face-to-face teaching to online education platforms, which
directly affects the quality of education. Also, students' satisfaction is extremely important in
the effective implementation of online learning. Thus, the main goal of this research was to
investigate the possible relationship between online learning, social presence and satisfaction
with online courses among university students. The Distance Education Learning
Environments Survey (DELES), the Social Presence Scale (SPRES) and the Satisfaction
Scale were administered to a sample of 280 university students. The results indicated that
there was a significant positive relationship between online learning, social presence and
satisfaction with online courses. Also, we found a significant positive relationship between
social presence, satisfaction, instructor support, student autonomy, interaction and
collaboration and authentic learning, but negative correlation between social presence,
satisfaction, personal relevance and active learning. The study concluded that designing types
of assignments that involve collaboration among students, and instituting authentic learning
experiences that align with students’ interest, will improve students’ social presence, online
learning and students' satisfaction in online courses.
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Introduction

Never before have we witnessed educational disruption on such a large scale.
Audrey Azaulay, Director-General of UNESCO, 2020

The world has a long history of deadly pandemics (Almond & Bhashkar, 2005;
Jester et al., 2019; Mansour, Rees & Reeves, 2020). A pandemic is a wide-reaching
outbreak of a transmissible infectious disease, which not only increases the
morbidity and mortality, but also causes significant economic, social and political
disruptions. Evidence suggests that increasing globalization, urbanization and
excessive exploitation of natural and environmental resources have increased the
likelihood of a pandemic (Gronseth, 2018). One of the deadliest pandemics of the
current century, the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) is an ongoing disease and it
is spreading rapidly across the globe. The first case of COVID-19 was identified in
Wuhan, Hubei, China in December 2019, and later on March 11, 2020, the World
Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 as a pandemic (World Health
Organization, 2020). The consequences of a pandemic can be extremely difficult to
control for many industries of the world.
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The global academic calendar has been thrown into a state of disarray by the
coronavirus outbreak. Most schools, from primary schools to universities, have shut
down their doors and students have returned home to their parents and together they
self-quarantined (UNESCO, 2020). Convocations and graduations have been
cancelled, and classes have been cancelled, some examinations have been cancelled,
university research programs have been postponed. Most higher education
institutions and universities provide online courses for their students within and off
campuses. At the same time, faculty and staff members are learning how to use
online learning platforms. Previously, they were using only face-to-face teaching.
However, the shift to an online mode has raised many queries in regard to the
quality of education — specifically quality of teaching and learning.

Learning shift toward online learning

According to UNESCO (2020), over 1.5 billion learners in 165 countries are
affected by school closures due to COVID-19. This translates to 87% of the world’s
student population. The online system of education is viewed as relatively new,
according to research, in the future, it will just be as effective as school-based
methods (Murphy, 2020). Also, education industries are adopting the available
technologies such as digital video conference platforms like Zoom, Microsoft
platform, WebEx Blackboard and Google Classroom. Therefore, this will be
enhancing online learning globally.

In response to the outbreak of the epidemic, the online has become a necessary
way to maintain a normal teaching order. However, during a period of an epidemic,
online education is conducted mainly in the form of class-based teaching by
professors of their own universities, which is an extension of the original offline
education. So, online learning has become an integral part of higher education
worldwide. Many university leaders discuss not only about the usability of online
learning, but also about its connectivity, mobility and interactivity (Bao, 2020).
Students participate in chat rooms in real time or asynchronously by posting in
newsletters or forums. Also, they might offer opportunities to engage fellow
students and teachers within a deeper dialogue and insightful questions as a
technique. On the other side, online learning has the effect of communication since
virtual communication differs from face-to-face communication. Online learning
requires new approaches to the organization of classes, individual assignments, and
self-education approach.

Social presence in online learning communities

Short, Williams and Christie (1976) identified social presence as the level of
salience of one person's communication with other individuals and consequential
salience of the interpersonal relationships. Tu and Mcisaac (2002) defined social
presence as the extent of feeling, perception, and reaction that a learner experiences
in an online environment. They found that three dimensions of social presence in
distance learning environment are very important: interactivity, social context, and
online communication. While interactivity includes distance learners'
communication styles and engaged activities in the courses, social context
encompassed privacy, task orientation, social relationships, and social processes.
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Interactive communication tools such as discussion boards are examples of online
communication tools.

Social presence is important in online learning, because many students need to
feel a connection with others if they can share ideas, exchange views and work
together. So, in this pandemic time, students in an online community can act to
create or build social presence for themselves and others.

Satisfaction in online education

The construct interaction plays an important role in both face-to-face and online
learning. In fact, many studies have found that both quantity and quality of student
interactions are highly correlated with student satisfaction in almost any learning
environment (Pei & Wu, 2019).

Satisfaction is defined as a person's attitude or feelings associated with various
factors that affect a particular situation. Oliver (1999) defined student satisfaction as
the total individual subjective evaluation and experience of a service, and the gap
between what was expected and was received from the server providers. Education
is not solely about acquiring knowledge and skills, but also about individual
advancement through personal growth and social development.

Several factors contribute to students' satisfaction in an online learning
environment, which may include: teacher, student, course, system design,
technology and environmental aspects. Additionally, satisfaction is greatly
influenced by peer interaction, student-faculty interaction and communication with
professors.

At this moment we are in the midst of a worldwide pandemic, with cities and
even entire countries shutting down. The government of each country decided to
restrict personal movements, public events, and business activities of their people.
The pandemic led to disruption in teaching and learning activities globally (Kaur et
al., 2020). The transformation from traditional learning to complete web-based
learning, however presents several challenges to the academic staff as well as the
students.

Students’ technological possibilities and professors' characteristics along with
course design significantly determine the students' satisfaction. Thus, a need
emerges to study the relationship between online learning, social presence and
satisfaction with online courses among university students during the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19).

Research methods

Participants

The research was conducted on a group of 280 university students from 20 to 23
years of age. The median age of the students was 20.62. Of all participants, 214
were female (76.42%) and 66 were male students (23.58%). The study group that
was a subject of the research included students who studied medical sciences and
psychology at the University of Tetova.

Instruments
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With the scope of the study, the following data collection tools were used
among students: the Distance Educational Learning Environments Survey (DELES),
the Social Presence Scale (SPRES) and the Satisfaction Scale.

Distance Educational Learning Environments Survey (DELES)

The Distance Educational Learning Environments Survey — DELES (Walker &
Fraser, 2005) is a self-reporting Likert-type survey of 34 items with five answer
options from “strongly disagree=1" to “strongly agree=5". The constructs in this
survey were: instructor support, student interaction and collaboration, personal
relevance, authentic learning, active learning, and student autonomy. In this study,
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was used in order to test the internal consistency of the
questionnaire data, whose coefficient was between 0 and 1. In this questionnaire, six
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were all higher than .7, indicating that the internal
reliability of each first-level indicator of the questionnaire was high.

Social Presence Scale (SPRES)

The Social Presence Scale (SPRES) developed by Cobb (2009) was used in
order to measure the general social relationship and interactive communication level
among students. The scale was composed of 14 items. It is a five-point Likert-type
scale. According to the sums of the scores, the total score ranges from 14 to 70,
where higher scores prove higher level of social presence. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient for internal consistence was .772.

Satisfaction Scale

The Satisfaction Scale developed by Richardson and Swan (2003) was a 7-item
questionnaire, a Likert-type response format from 1 to 5. The higher scores indicated
higher rate of satisfaction. The internal coefficient of consistence (Cronbach’s
Alpha) was .816 for this study.

Data procedure and data analysis

A total of 280 students from the Faculty of Medical Sciences and the
Department of Psychology within the University of Tetova participated in this study.
Students were invited via email, with information on the purpose of the study and
the time it would take to complete the questionnaires. They were also told that their
data and information would be treated as confidential, that their participation was
voluntary, and they could withdraw at any time. It also contained a web link to the
online survey form created by using Google Form. The form was made accessible to
the students from April 16 to June 15, 2020. The data was exported to Microsoft
Excel 2018 and was analyzed by using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social
Sciences) version 20 for Windows.

Results

In our study we observed that the median rate of the construct online learning
was 124.50, while the median rate of social presence was 36.00 and of satisfaction it
was 21.00. There was a positive relationship between the level of online learning,
social presence and satisfaction with online courses (F277,1=46.201, sig=.008, p<.01).
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Instructor support (Median=24.25), student autonomy (Median=22.50), and student
interaction and collaboration (Median=22.00) received the highest scores for online
learning. The constructs authentic learning (Median=20.00), personal relevance
(Median=18.50), and active learning (Median=16.50) earned the lowest score from
the participants.

Social presence was one construct composed of 14 items. The items that
received the highest scores were “Instructor facilitated discussions in the course”
(Median=4.50), “I felt comfortable participating in the course discussion”
(Median=4.00), and “The instructor created a feeling of an online community”
(Median=3.50), while the item that earned the lowest score was “Messages in the
online course were impersonal” (Median=2.00).

Also students’ satisfaction in online courses was one construct with seven items.
The items that earned the highest score were “I am satisfied with this program”
(Median=4.50) and “I enjoy distance learning” (Median=4.00), while the item that
earned the lowest score was “I prefer distance education” (Median=2.50).

The results of the Spearmen correlation indicated that there was a positive and
significant relationship between social presence and instructor support (r<=.087,
p<.001), student autonomy (rs=.032, p<.01), student interaction and collaboration
(r=.064, p<.001), and authentic learning (r+=.450, p<.005), however negative
correlation between social presence and personal relevance (r&=-.282, p>.001), and
active learning (rs=-.346, p>.001). Regarding the relationship between satisfaction
with online courses and online learning subscales, the following results are
presented: satisfaction and instructor support (r&=.045, p<.001), student autonomy
(r~=.689, p<.01), student interaction and collaboration (rs=.789, p<.001), authentic
learning (rs=.060, p<.05), personal relevance (rs=-.542, p>.001), and active learning
(r~-.265, p>.001).

Discussion

The current state of alarm due to the COVID-19 pandemic has led to abrupt
changes in the education system of university students: a shift from traditional to
online learning. The use of information technology in the current situation can be a
solution for educational institutions and students to continue and improve the
learning process with acquisition of new skills. Based on the results of our study, it
is clear that students preferred to develop relationships with their professors and
other students and simultaneously maintain their individual identity in online
courses. They stated that participating in online learning provides them the
opportunity to participate in discussions. The obtained results are similar to the
results obtained by other researchers (Killian, 2020; Means & Neisler, 2020). The
students also mentioned that the emotional and psychological support they received
from their professors made it easier for them to get through this period. During the
online classes and online learning, students’ level of contact and cooperation with
their professors increased. Majority of the students feel encouraged to participate
while taking courses online, their productivity and the sense of autonomy have
increased. Hence, professors try their best to keep in touch with their students during
online office hours, as well as reach out to each student in their class individually if
there is a sudden decrease in performance.
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Also, we found that students were satisfied with their online courses during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Students do not feel that they are more isolated in the virtual
learning environment. Online learning was effective and influential in increasing
their level of motivation for lessons and treated it as a good opportunity to help
students become more organized (Quacquarelli, 2020).

After COVID-19, it is necessary for higher education institutions to focus on
improving online learning to integrate technology into the teaching environment,
and to contribute to the ongoing development of academic staff with the larger goal
of enhancing the quality of learning, through innovative approaches that aim to
motivate and stimulate learning (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine, 2020).

Concluding remarks

Colleges, instructors and students had to change the way they collaborate in
spring 2020. There was no time to build online courses using research-based
practices for effective learning online. Stakeholders and the management of higher
education institutions have no other option, but to make use of internet technology,
thus online learning for the continuation of academic activities across all schools
worldwide. Therefore, based on the COVID-19 situation, the present study aimed an
exploring online learning, social presence and students’ satisfaction with online
education platforms in the Republic of North Macedonia. COVID-19 has significant
impact on university education and pushes transformation of the structure of
university education in the Republic of North Macedonia. It becomes necessary to
modernize the teaching methods in universities. And it was the pandemic that gave
such an impetus for rapid and effective transformation in the higher education
system of Macedonia.

The findings from the study suggest that the implementation of online learning
programs was a very great idea as the majority of the sampled students supported the
initiative. Moreover, we found that the social presence had the largest effect on
students’ satisfaction with online learning. The high degree of autonomy and
interaction among students was considered to be a strong positive component of
online learning by respondents. Autonomy and interaction among students can be
capitalized by the instructor/professor to provide a richer and more robust
educational experience.

This study only examines the satisfaction of online learning courses from the
perspective of students. In fact, the opinions of professors and parents are also most
important. Therefore, future studies can comprehensively analyze the satisfaction
with online education platforms from the perspective of multiple subjects. The
university’s management should provide constant monitoring of the satisfaction of
students and lecturers with the online organization for the accumulation of statistical
data in the dynamics.
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