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Abstract

This research study explored the learning experiences of the students of government schools
of Sindh province and private schools of Balochistan about online learning during Covid-19
pandemic crisis. Qualitative research methodology through a semi-structured online interview
and focused group discussions was adopted for answering research questions.Through
purposive sampling, sixteen students of federal public schools of Karachi and fifteen students
from private schools of Balochistan were selected for interviews. Three focused group
discussions were conducted among the participants from Karachi and two among the
participants of Quetta. The qualitative raw data were transcribed, categorized and themes were
generated. The findings of this study concluded that digital social media leaves deep impacts
on the teaching and learning process of students. It is widely considered as a good initiative
and appropriate alternative approach by saving and retaining the educational activities possibly
from huge educational loss.Although these online classes have some limitations, they serve as
a healthy and innovative approach reaching to students. Study recommends that the platforms
of digital social media should be enhanced across the country both in rural and urban setting.
Government should invest in technology based teaching and learning in order to train for such
unfamiliar and sudden crisis.
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Introduction

Human beings have experienced various infectious diseases since the outset of
civilization such as Small POX, HIV, AIDS, SARS. Examining the severity and intensity of
all these diseases, it is observed that they caused huge and multiple losses and left serious
repercussions on the psyche of human being. Fear, anxiety, depression and panic remained
rampant among people in addition to destruction of their lives, property, economic and
education. However, problems of masses go infinite and uncontrolled when they suddenly
come in challenging situation due to an unfamiliar pandemic. Similarly, Covid-19 is causing
huge loss specially to the educational institutions which stopped the doors of the diffusion of
knowledge to the students. The first case of Covid-19 in Pakistan was reported on 26" February
2020, later on cases escalated on daily basis. Due to this pandemic, government hurriedly took
decision of closure of schools across the country with strict orders and framed policies.
Resultantly, all academic activities including exams were suspended causing enormous loss to
the career and learning of students.

In order to protect the lives of people, government took decision of complete lockdown on 23™
March 2020 which eventually converted into smart lockdown on 9" may 2020. However,
educational institutions and public places were kept closed (Kaleem, 2020). The students
specially belonging to rural areas reported to face tough challenges in getting access to internet
and other gadgets for their education due to lockdown (Hasan, Rehman, & Zhang, 2020).1t is
also being observed that most of the parents of students belonging to low Socio-Economic
Status (SES), lack Information and Communication Technology (ICT) facilities and skills.
Hence, their children suffer in seeking knowledge from their homes. They are always
vulnerable to educational and career loss. Guzman and Malik ( 2020) assert that Covid-19 has
caused terrific and complicated challenges to the world specially to developing nations like
Pakistan. Such contagious disease affects badly the educational sector causing multiple
problems to students for their present and future career prospects. Presently, there is no well-
designed policies framed to save the economic and educational losses and ensure the continuity
of these productive sectors during emergency situation or crisis (Ellis & Roberts, 2015).

Taking the comparative view, it is observed that the developed countries are capable enough
in utilizing the home-based ICT tools for the students to participate in their academic activities
through online digital social media. However, same is yet to be decided and determine in the
developing countries like Pakistan where the educational sector always comes at risk and faces
serious issues during emergency situation. Schneider and Council (2020) emphasized on
creation of an online platform for students’ learning. In this online platform, they suggested to
discuss interesting cases related to field and sharing online lectures and sessions of experts to
learn from their best practices and experiences. Rose (2020) claimed that Covid-19 pandemic
has brought revolutionary changes in medical education that was being aspired for long time.
Muzzini and Aparicio (2013) observe that it becomes impossible to continue the learning
activities in the traditional way during a pandemic. Therefore, such kind of situation
necessitates for expanding and reinforcing the role of technology in educational institutions to
enhance the literacy and avoid serious impending educational loss in future. Investment in
technology is the need of time to keep educational sector at par with other standard systems of
developed nations.

This study aims at exploring the learning experiences of the students of government schools of
Karachi, Sindh and private schools of Quetta, Balochistan about online learning during Covid-
19 pandemic crisis. According to researcher’s knowledge, until June 2020, there was no study
exploring students’ online learning experiences during Covid-19 pandemic crisis in Sindh and
Balochistan provinces. Secondly, the review of related literature shows that majority of the
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available literature has adopted quantitative approaches (Abbasi et al., 2020; Adnan & Anwar,
2020; Zhong et al., 2020) and more in-depth exploratory studies are required on students’
learning experiences. Moreover, majority of the studies have been conducted in medical field
and on medical students (Abbasi et al., 2020; Rundle et al., 2020; Schneider & Council, 2020)
which definitely have different experiences as compared to school students. Thus, this study
aims at filling the gap discussed above and add into current literature on the impact of Covid-
19 on education sector. The result of this study will definitely pave a new way for adopting,
reinforcing and restructuring strategies for online learning during crisis and emergency
situations.

Review of Related Literature

Globalization, internationalization and digitization are the major sources of change among the
current generations of learners which ultimately influence the system of education (Catalano,
2019). 21% century has been deeply influenced by digital connective technologies in the major
aspects of life including the social, economic and the political (Saykili, 2019). According to
PISA 2021 ICT framework, the major policy concerns for the governments is use of digital
technologies in education and the dire need of developing digital competencies among the
students (OECED, 2019). Considering the post-COVID challenges, the associates and member
countries of OECD decided to postpone the assessment program for year 2021 -2022. However,
the draft for 2021 published in April, 2019 before COVID-19, elaborated the role of ICT for
new options to learn outside the school and changing behaviour of teachers with respect to
pedagogical strategies and learning experiences of students in school. This draft admits that
no consensus has been established on the contribution of ICT on student academic achievement
specifically on intellectual performance. Saykili (2019) concluded that hybrid learning
environments are more effective in providing deep learning which may be developed by
integrating the digital, virtual and online approaches with physical environments as blended
learning model. Valverde-Berrocoso and Ferndndez-Sanchez (2020)stated that E-learning has
been blended with a unique network of teaching and learning as a result of digital
transformation of education system. They further described that closure of schools due to
COVID-19 enforced 1.5 billion students and 63 million teachers around the globe to switch
from in person academic practices all of a sudden. This is how the challenges of digitalization
are brought into notice in term of the strength and weakness of prevailing system of education.

There is limited literature available on effect of COVID-19 pandemic on students learning at
different educational levels in general, and particularly at school level and in Pakistan. This
situation is recent and has brought dramatic changes in almost all organizations including
educational institutions (Schneider & Council, 2020). The main effect was change in mode of
instructions spontaneously from live teaching to online distance teaching, for which the
educational institutions of developing countries including Pakistan were not prepared. Adnan
and Anwar (2020), conducted a quantitative study to analyze the attitude of university students
towards online learning in Pakistan. They found that majority of the students faced acute
challenges due to online classes. Poor internet connections, lack of interaction with peers and
teachers, and unavailability of classroom environment were the problems highlighted by the
authors. The authors also argued that among other backward areas of Pakistan, the students
from the province of Balochistan are facing issues due to unavailability and poor internet
connections. Another quantitative study was also conducted on a private medical college
students in Pakistan (Abbasi et al., 2020). The researchers found that majority of the students
had negative perceptions regarding online classes due to COVID-19 pandemic. The students



considered traditional classroom teaching better than online classes. They considered the
quality of online classes poor, low quality and insecure.

Similarly, a quantitative study has been conducted in Lahore to examine students’ acceptance
of online classes due to COVID-19 (Akram et al., 2020). The authors found that although
students showed acceptance for online classes, they disliked the online video lectures and
considered online classes different from traditional classes. Another quantitative study
conducted in two universities of Rahimyar Khan district to investigate the effect of virtual
learning on English department students (Shahzad et al., 2020). The authors found that English
students enjoyed online classes as they considered it a new and interesting experience. For
them, online classes were convenient and they did not experience any problem. A qualitative
study conducted on university level medical and dentistry teachers and students in Lahore to
analyze the advantages and disadvantages of distance education through virtual learning
(Mukhtar et al., 2020) . They found that being flexible, comfortable, and accessible were the
benefits from both faculty and students while maintaining academic integrity was the main
limitation of these online classes.

Research Methodology

Qualitative approach was used adopting semi-structured online interview among purposively
selected students of federal government schools in Karachi, Sindh and private schools of Quetta
Balochistan. The reason of selecting private school students from Quetta was the low
percentages of students of government schools offering interactive online classes. Qualitative
research methodology was adopted because the researchers aimed at exploring and developing
an understanding of learning experiences of students during COVID-19 pandemic and giving
importance to the experiences and views of participants (Creswell, 2012).

Telephonic interviews were conducted between students and researchers. These in-depth
interviews facilitated the researcher to gather very comprehensive and detailed information
about usage, advantages and issues that students experience during online classes due to
prevalent of COVID-19 crisis. A total of 16 semi-structure interviews were executed from
federal Public School of Karachi, Sindh. From Balochistan, 15 interviews were conducted from
private school students. The semi-structure interview allowed researchers to ask more
unstructured open-ended questions along with probing questions. The participants were given
freedom to express their views freely without any fear or words inculcated by the researchers.

In order to validate the findings, 3 focused group discussions (FGD) were conducted online via
Zoom, Skype and web meeting in Karachi and a total 19 students participated in FGD meetings.
Furthermore, more than 50 feedbacks were also received during online classes as researcher
joined WhatsApp groups of classes in addition to the interviews and FGD. Two FGD were
conducted online in Quetta. The FG discussions from Quetta were initiated in WhatsApp
groups where students were asked to share their experiences of online classes. All raw
qualitative data were transcribed. Thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used to
infer the findings.

Findings and Analysis

The data analysis revealed that WhatsApp, Zoom, Skype, Web Meeting, Microsoft Teams, and
Facebook were the different applications or social media tools being used by students of
Karachi public school for teaching online. While WhatsApp and Zoom were the apps being
used in private schools of Quetta. The data collected through interviews and FGD was analyzed
through thematic analysis and two main themes emerged from the data as positive learning
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experiences and negative learning experiences. Figure 1 below presents the summary of themes
and sub-themes and these themes are explained in subsequent headings.

Positive Experiences

¥ An innovative drive

v" Save the academic loss

v’ Make students responsible
and alert

v" Interesting and innovative
assignments are given

Challenges

¥" depriving students from face
to face academic activities

v" Stress due to unavailability of
ICT equipment and weak
internet connectivity

NmapueJ §]-pPrio’) SuLmp SoimieaT|
AWMU WO SJUIPNYS JO saduaLiadx g Smmrea|

v" Distraction due to electricity
MNegative load-shedding

Experiences ¥ A burden on parents from
low SES and uneducated

Emeotional Distress

¥ Creating fear, anxiety,
panic, depression,
frustration and discomfort

Figure 1. Summary of Themes and Sub-themes

Negative learning experiences. The data analysis revealed that students had various
negative learning experiences from online classes due to COVID-19 pandemic. The negative
learning experiences were due to challenges and emotional stress due to online classes.

Challenges experienced due to online classes. The data analysis shows that students
in both provinces faced various challenges during online classes. However, the problems were
more evident in Balochistan. The major problems that students experienced in both provinces
were unavailability of ICT equipment, weak internet connectivity and electricity load-shedding
or shortfall. In both provinces, the students mentioned that many of their class fellows were
deprived of online learning due to lack of gadgets. Firstly, students’ parents avoid providing
such gadgets to their students. Secondly, some of the parents could not afford to buy such
gadgets as few students mentioned that their siblings were also having online classes. In
addition to gadgets, some students did not have facilities of internet connections. In this regard,
a student from Quetta shared, “but online classes did not facilitate all students...a number of



students face difficulties in attending online classes...due to internet issues...as some class
fellows do not have internet connections”.

However, the major issue was poor internet connections. The students mentioned that during
the online classes sometimes their connections fail or suddenly their electricity goes off and
sometimes it happens to their teachers. This makes the teaching-learning process unappealing
for students. A student from Karachi during interview said, “you see it is raining now and we
do not have electricity and internet”. In this regard, a student from Balochistan shared:

Online classes system was not effective because in learning process we don't only learn
about the course, we get experiences...this pandemic condition has made us totally
depended upon the course that requires new learning experiences and the biggest issue
which we feel everyday that's about internet issues which destroys our learning interest
.... badly.

In addition, one of the issues is lack of face to face learning in the classroom, reciprocal learning
and school environment. Since the students are accustomed to class-based learning, they are
facing problems in adjusting themselves to the online classes. They stay at home which
deprives them from their school environment. Online classes do not refine their skills, attitudes,
critical thinking and communication skills. Students face extremely difficult to keep their
concentration on online learning because they are habitual of collective learning in groups, labs
and libraries. Therefore, their desired goals are not properly achieved through online based
learning. A student from Karachi shared his views, “I am fond of learning in classrooms I don’t
feel easy with WhatsApp or online learning”. Similarly, a student from Balochistan argued, “to
communicate with our teachers and other students is so poor during online classes, our role is
passive in classroom”. Moreover, the students also shared that they do not have much time to
ask question during online classes. Some of them also mentioned that getting an isolated and
quite place for online classes is also a challenge. The excerpts from the interviews below
supports these findings:

“During online classes, my personal experience was mixed as I faced many difficulties
due to network problem and also needed a separate room for having and understanding
the topics ... as I'm from a joint family system so I take some of my classes in kitchen,
when [ get no separate room for online classes.”

Emotional distress. The data analysis revealed that students were experiencing
emotional distress due to sudden implementation of online classes. Sindh was the first province
where the lockdown was implemented thus students were not mentally ready for online classes
due to which, fear, anxiety, panic and depression were spread among them. They suffered
mental trauma and agony. During data collection process, it was keenly noticed that 70%
students who participated in interviews and their responses were received have been constantly
suffering from mental stress anxiety and fatigue in pandemic COVID-19. Many students
commented out of their frustration due to lockdown and closure of their schools in COVID-19.
One secondary school student argued, “Due to COVID-19 and resultantly lockdown, I have
lost myself and feel extremely boredom to participate in online classes”. Another student who
is representative of matric class commented, “I feel very discomfort in these online classes as
I am not able to participate as I could do in my classroom in front of students and teachers, so
not attractive ...it seems I have lost the innovating approaches”. This shows that students
considered their educational activities as interesting part of their lives. They enjoy physical
existence of both their peers and their teachers. A student claimed, we feel exhausted as we
cannot meet our friends our teachers, I feel bored as I cannot interact with my fellows... it is
stressful...it is exhausted”. “It is not comfortable...we have lost physical contacts, the



classroom environment, everything is lost...I am worried... all activities in schools, sports are
closed”, added another student. A student from Balochistan argued:

“Online classes during COVID-19, is the worst experience in my life. Due to this,
whole year is gone without any learning. We have to be active on WhatsApp all the
time which is impossible for us because of poor connection of internet, no proper
communication between students and teacher... I personally do not like or satisfied
with online classes.”

The data analysis revealed that one of the emotional distress was because of cancelation of
students’ examinations and beginning of a new academic session. Students considered
cancellation of exams due to pandemic as a colossal loss for their careers. A student from
Balochistan discussing about her sister shared:

“My sister got above 75% marks in her 9th class exam but unfortunately, she was
failed in mathematics subject. All the year, she attended tuition classes for 9th and 10th
class mathematics and she was 100 % ready to get highest marks in both.
Unfortunately, she has been given passing marks in both subjects that has ruined her
all efforts and career...”

Positive learning experiences. The data analysis showed that the online classes through
social media and other ICT apps are depriving students from face to face academic activities
usually managed in the setting of the class environment. The students consider class-based
teaching and learning activity more significant both in terms of quantity and quality than online
classes. However, they also shared some positive learning experiences from online classes.
They consider the commencement of online classes as an alternative approach for connecting
students and teachers. The data analysis revealed that students selected in this research study
considered online classes as an innovative drive to save students from pandemic mishap.
Though the loss occurred due to closure of schools cannot be balanced yet the teaching and
learning activities based on online classes were appreciated to contribute significantly to save
the academic loss. Comments of student reveal that the importance of online classes cannot be
under-estimated. Students are pleased at least they are saved from colossal academic loss. A
student of class 9" from Karachi claimed:

“Online classes have saved us from mental disturbance and they serve as a good healer
in this crisis of pandemic COVID-19...While remaining in touch with our teachers
through online classes, we feel free of tension and pain because our teacher always
teaches how to remain happy and learn knowledge through online classes.”

Another student added, “We are thankful to teachers and school management for providing
online facility of learning to save us from academic loss”. “Online classes keep us punctual to
attend school and syllabus is being covered even during closure of institutions”, an opinion
shared a student. The analysis reveals that online classes have made students responsible and
alert in new way of action how to manage things during emergency and crisis. Prior to
pandemic, there was no concept of online teaching but alternative approaches of pedagogy in
the place of traditional classroom has been regarded as a new and innovative changes in
teaching and learning process. A student from Quetta also shared same feelings as:

“No doubt... This entire situation affected our education a lot, COVID-19 changed all
mediums of instruction like online classes which is good in some cases... Online
classes have kept us connected ... over all in this pandemic situation, we have got new
experiences and lessons.”



Furthermore, the analysis revealed that the way teachers assigned different assignments was
also considered very helpful in achieving desired goals. A student from Karachi during
interview expresses his opinion about assignments in this way, “assignments on daily basis
make me accountable and responsible to my academic career, they keep me on right way of
learning”. A student from Quetta, in this regard claimed, “we are getting more clear
instructions and more innovative assignments by our teachers which we enjoy doing “.

Discussion

Globally, educational institutions were not ready to cope up with COVID-19 pandemic that
originated from Wuhan city, China and rapidly spread throughout the world. Majority of the
institutions, adopted online mode of teaching-learning using different applications and program
in order to save the academic year of the students. However, the implementation of these
programs were not that smooth as it was thought. Teachers, parents, educational managers and
administrators all faced challenges in successful and effective implementation of online
classes. Students as the most important component of learning process, are the most effected
members of educational society. Along with coping with stress due to diseases of COVID-19,
they also struggled to cope with the expectations of parents and teachers for their studies. Due
to sudden closure of schools and commencement of online classes, without any prior situation
analysis and consultation, students faced various psychological issues. Such issues have also
been highlighted by Rahman (2020).

The traditional classes where students get opportunities for socialization are extremely missed
by the students. The live education provides opportunities to the students to interact with peers
and teachers, participate in co-curricular activities, visit libraries, laboratories, and canteens,
and get separated from family members. Such experiences cannot be replaced by online or
distance learning (Schneider & Council, 2020). These findings are also supported by Abbasi et
al. (2020).

Findings reveal that COVID-19 pandemic has significantly changed the pedagogy as both
teachers and students are constantly struggling to accrue more benefits from online classes.
Further, they are coming up with new approaches of teaching in this pandemic. Findings reveal
that teachers and students at school level are using different platforms of digital social media
for the acquisition of knowledge and information. The findings are in lined with Stone and
Logan (2018) who found that social networking tools are being considered as helping tools in
online teaching learning. Major digital social media tools used by students include WhatsApp,
YouTube, Zoom and web meetings. Through these platforms, students are taught through
assigned tasks and ensure their punctuality.

Online classes based on ICT tools have different technical problems that include poor network
connections, distractions during ongoing classes, sudden problems in the online tools and lack
of facilities for conducting online classes smoothly and properly (Adnan & Anwar, 2020).
responses of some students reveal that they are not comfortable with online classes as they
were with face to face learning in their classes. Although there were many hurdles and
limitations in the online classes in present pandemic situations, the significance of online
classes for disseminating knowledge to learners at school level cannot be underestimated.
These online classes have opened new ways of learning to both teachers and students who were
accustomed to the habit of traditional classes.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Digital social media is playing a very central role in imparting knowledge to students in
COVID-19 pandemic. Using such modern approaches of pedagogy cater their growing needs



for knowledge and fulfill their academically desired goals. This study found that the online
classes are not considered as an appropriate substitute of face to face to learning, yet these
classes are believed as the icon of hopes in existing dreadful scenario of pandemic. Digital
social platforms have entirely changed the pedagogy and opened new ways of teaching and
learning. In present scary conditions due to novel corona, online classes are the only options
for retaining academic activities.

There are certain limitations of this study that include limited number of the participants and
methodology used due to lockdown and closure of schools in pandemic COVID-19. Data
reveal that both teachers and students are constantly struggling for the best to be achieved
through online classes. Because both stakeholders know the possible repercussions may be
more serious and irreparable in future if online classes are not managed regularly. This shows
that online classes based on ICT tools are only significant medium in existing conditions which
engage students in the teaching and learning process. It is recommended that this sort of study
needs to be conducted in different parts of the country so that the integral and complete picture
of education losses and the benefits of online classes could be comprehended fully. Findings
of study will help policy makers to frame the policies with regard to providing online classes
facility to all students across the country on equal footing. Since the domain of this study
remained with only federal better managed public schools in urban areas of Sindh and private
schools of Balochistan, it is required to be conducted at primary, secondary and tertiary level
especially in rural settings. Due to this, more and large data could be collected which will
definitely enrich the existing body of knowledge.
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