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Abstract: With the advent of technology and educational devices, online courses have been increasingly utilized
in education. At present, educational institutions use a variety of technological tools and applications to carry out
courses at all levels. There has been a debate on the use of technology in education from such perspectives as
learner success, satisfaction and interaction. Language education has also been investigated from dimensions
including integration of technology in language teaching and learning processes. Within an aim to identify
learner experiences in online language sessions, this intrinsic case study examined the experiences and
perceptions of 23 undergraduate students following online courses at English Language Teaching Department
EFL at a Turkish state university. Data were collected through the instructor’s unstructured online observation
notes, students’ unstructured notes and their answers to open-ended questions. The results of conventional
content analysis pointed at the educational, pedagogical and affective contributions of online sessions as well as
covering connection problems and interactional confusion as the drawbacks in the process. In the light of the

results, several suggestions are made.
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KOR@NLINE’a Katil: Kovid-19 Dénemi Cevrimici Ders Anlatimlarinda Ogrenci Deneyimleri
ve Algilar1

Ozet: Teknoloji ve egitim araglarmin gelismesiyle, ¢evrimici dersler egitim alaninda artan bir sekilde
kullanilmaktadir. Gliniimiizde egitim kurumlar1 her diizeyde dersler yiiriitmek icin bir dizi teknolojik araglar ve
uygulamalar kullanmaktadir. Egitimde teknoloji kullanimi Ogrenci basarisi, memnuniyeti ve katilimi gibi
acilardan tartistlmistir. Dil egitimi de Ogrenme ve Ogretme siireglerinde teknoloji kullanimi boyutlariyla
arastirtlmistir. Cevrimigi dil derslerinde 6grenci deneyimlerini belirlemeyi amaglayan bu ger¢ek durum
caligmasi, Kovid-19 pandemi déneminde Tiirkiye’de bir devlet {iniversitesinin ingilizce Ogretmenligi Anabilim
Dalinda ¢evrimigi derslere katilan 23 lisans 6grencisinin deneyimlerini ve algilarini incelemistir. Calismanin
verileri 6gretim elemaninin yapilandirilmamis ¢evrimici goézlem notlari, 6grencilerin yapilandirilmamis notlari

ve acik uclu sorulara verdikleri yanitlar yoluyla toplanmistir. Geleneksel igerik analizinin sonuglar siirecte
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gozlenen baglant1 sorunlar1 ve etkilesim karmasasi yaninda egitimsel, pedagojik ve duyussal katkilara da dikkat

¢ekmistir. Bu sonuglar 1s18inda bazi dnerilerde bulunulmustur.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Dil Egitimi; Uzaktan Egitim; Cevrimici Dersler; Ogrenci Algilari

INTRODUCTION

Along with the innovations and advances in computer and internet technologies, teaching and
learning practices have moved beyond the walls of physical classroom settings. Online courses which
have been observed to receive exponential interest, particularly in the last decade, have become an
alternative platform to face-to-face classes (Harmon & Tomolonis, 2019; Xu & Jaggars, 2013).
Therefore, the effectiveness of online classes has become a topic of investigation in different fields.
While some research centered on the effects of learner-to-learner interactions in online courses
(Kurucay & Inan, 2017; Moore, 2014) and the effects of online courses on learner success and
satisfaction (Palmer, Holt, & Bray, 2008; Zhang, 2016), some others revealed a comparison of online
classes with face-to-face classes in terms of effectiveness (Fischer, Zu, Rodriguez, Denaro, &
Warschauer, 2020; Xu & Jaggars, 2013; Zhan, Xu, & Ye, 2011).

Though studies on online classes aimed to offer a different perspective, what was common
among all was that they were all conducted in periods in which face-to-face education was also
possible since there were no survival cases restricting the educational practices of people around the
world. Yet, at present, all the world nations have been dreadfully experiencing a severe case in which
distance education became a must, not a preference. The consideration of the particular case of the
pandemic caused by Covid-19 unfortunately points at the wide-spread deadly-effects influencing not
only healthcare but also the field of education from K12 to higher education. Thus, the examination of
the experiences of members of education, i.e. teachers and students, in this delicate and coercive
period holds great significance. Carried out in this mentally-tiring and educationally demanding
process, this intrinsic case study was intended to examine the experiences and perceptions of ELT

students joining an online course held during the Corona period.
Literature on Online Courses

The examination of online courses from different angles has become an area receiving mounting
attention in the last two decades. An increasing number of studies have been conducted in different
educational contexts centering on issues ranging from the effects of different variables on online

courses to the effectiveness of such courses.

Centering on the effects of gender and location variables, Nistor (2013) conducted a
correlational study at a German university with 156 students studying at Psychology and Educational

Sciences Departments. The results of the questionnaire indicated that while male participants had more
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stable attitudes towards the course, female participants showed more stable course participation. In
addition, location was found to be a factor affecting regular participation. Taking students’ perceived
online presence into account, Yang, Quadir, Chen, and Miao (2016) conducted an empirical study at a
Taiwanese university with students taking Digital Learning course. The results of the regression
analysis showed that online presence and cognitive presence were significant factors affecting learning
performance. At a state university in the USA, Zhang (2016) examined the effects of the course
behaviors of 88 students taking information technology online classes. The analysis of the
participants’ site logs and their final grades demonstrated that irregular site logs negatively affected
the final grades while regular participation in board posts increased final grades. The effect of class
size on online courses was also among the points examined. Bettinger, Doss, Loeb, Rogers, and Taylor
(2017), on an experimental basis, examined the effects of class size in online classes held in a college
in the USA. The researchers concluded that class size was not a factor having significant impact on the

effectiveness of online classes.

The effects of online courses were also among the points examined with an aim to investigate
the effects of an online problem-based learning approach on learners’ critical thinking skills and
content knowledge. Sendag and Odabas1 (2009) conducted an experimental study with undergraduate
students taking Computer Il course at a Turkish state university. The analysis of the data collected
through a test assessing content knowledge and a test assessing critical thinking skills showed that
while the online practice did not have statistically significant effects on content knowledge, it
significantly affected the participants’ critical thinking skills. Considering the long term effects of
online classes, Bosshardt and Chiang (2018) carried out an experimental study with 421 students
enrolled in economics courses at an American university. The results revealed that the participants

taking online course had lower performances in subsequent economics courses.

The interactional patterns in online courses are another area examined by researchers. Moore
(2014) studied the effects of instructor-to-student/student-to-student interaction and instructor
presence on learner success, withdrawal and satisfaction. Collecting data from 402 undergraduate
students taking Public Relations Courses at an American university in relation to their success rates,
withdrawal rates and course evaluations over two years, the researcher concluded that student-to-
student interactions and self-discipline were the main predictors of learner satisfaction and success in
online courses. Focusing on the adoption of interactive functions in online courses, Wei, Peng, and
Chou (2015) investigated the impact of interactive functions on the learning performance of 381
undergraduate students taking a general education course offered in an asynchronous online version.
The results obtained through a questionnaire showed that the participants’ perceptions and actual use
of interactive functions directly influenced their learning performance in the online course. In a quasi-
experimental research, Kurugay and Inan (2017) studied the effects of learner-to-learner interaction on

the satisfaction and learning levels of 77 undergraduate students majoring in the fields of education,
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engineering, psychology and business at an American state university. The results indicated that
learner-to-learner interaction was a factor significantly contributing to learner achievement. In
addition, the participants participating in online sessions were observed to develop positive

perceptions towards online classes.

Literature also presents a focus on the comparison of online versus face-to-face courses, and
synchronic versus asynchronic courses. Analyzing data from a state-wide system comprising of 34
technical and community colleges in the USA, Xu and Jaggars (2013) compared the effectiveness of
online versus face-to-face courses in terms of learner performance. The analysis revealed that learner
performance was lower in online classes compared to face-to-face classes as regards course
persistence and grade. A recent comparison of online versus face-to-face courses in a USA context
was conducted by Fischer, et al. (2020). The analysis of the data obtained from the course enroliments
of more than twenty thousand students in 433 courses pointed at gender, previous enrollment to online
courses and admission scores as main factors affecting students’ preference of online or face-to-face
courses. As for student success, grades in online courses were reported to be lower than those in face-
to-face courses. Examining the effects of such learner variables as gender, GPA, age and commuting
distance possibly affecting student performances in online and offline courses, Huh, Jin, Lee, and Yoo
(2009) conducted univariate and regression analyses of the demographic and academic data from 91
undergraduate students taking accounting courses at a state university in the USA. The results
indicated that there was not a statistically significant difference between online and offline classes in
terms of learner performance though gender and GPA were the chief factors affecting offline courses.
In Australian context, Duncan, Kenworthy, and McNamara (2012) analyzed how the quality and
quantity of participation of 272 students taking accounting courses affected their course performance
and final grades in synchronous and asynchronous courses. The results showed that the quality of
participation increased final grades and the quantity of participation increased overall performance in

the synchronous course more than the asynchronous course.

There are, though limited in number, some studies on online language courses. One of the
examples of online language courses belongs to Abuseileek (2009), who conducted an online class
with 79 ELT undergraduates at a university in Saudi Arabia. Collecting data through pre- and post-
test, the researcher focused on the effects of method; i.e. computer-based/online vs. non-computer-
based instruction, and technique, i.e. inductive vs. deductive instruction, on learning grammar. The
results indicated that online sessions helped the participants better learn more complex grammatical
structures compared to the non-computer based instruction. Examining the effects of learner
characteristics on an online English course, Ozawa (2019) worked with 130 EFL students at a
Japanese university. The data were obtained via a scale assessing attitudes towards computer assisted
language learning and a scale assessing learners’ previous out-0f-class learning experiences. The

analysis indicated that most of the participants were not comfortable with using technology in
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language education. In addition, the time spent for language development and the stated positive
attitudes of the participants regarding the effectiveness of computer assisted language learning did not
predict their English development through technology.

The perusal of the literature on online classes points at the growing interest capturing the
imagination of researchers as regards conducting online classes in different branches of education. The
overall analysis of the relevant research attracts attention to some common points and gaps in the
literature. The first point is that literature presents research on online classes in such various fields as
engineering (Kurucay & Inan, 2017), public relations (Moore, 2014), criminal justice (Dobbs, Waid-
Lindberg, & Carmen, 2017), economics and accounting (Bosshardt & Chiang, 2018; Huh, et al., 2009)
and computer education and information technology (Sendag & Odabasi, 2009; Zhang, 2016).
However, although online courses have been a focus in various disciplines, there are not many studies
in the specific field of language education. The second point is that almost all the studies on online
classes adopted quantitative research designs, pointing at the need for qualitative studies which are to
offer in-depth analysis. The third point is that though online classes have received increasing attention
worldwide, not many studies were conducted in Turkish context. The fourth point is that all the studies
on online classes in the literature were conducted at times when face-to-face classes were also
available in educational institutions. In other words, online courses were preferences instead of being
mandatory practices. Therefore, setting out from these assumptions in relation to the scope, context
and the circumstances of research on online courses, this intrinsic case study, carried out in Turkey,
investigated the experiences and perceptions of ELT undergraduate students participating in an online

course held during Covid-19 pandemic.
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical basis of this study was grounded on Community of Inquiry (Garrison, 2007;
Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000, 2001) and Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1978). The main
theoretical basis was Community of Inquiry (Col), which suggests that classes present a learning
community comprising of social presence, cognitive presence and teaching presence (Garrison &
Arbaugh, 2007). Garrison (2009) defines social presence as the ability of the members to identify
themselves with the learning community and develop relationships with other members by being
active participants in the environment. The evaluation of online classes from this social presence
perspective indicates that students taking part in online courses are offered chances to contribute to the
process and be active members of the online social community. The cognitive presence is considered
as the process of constructing and validating meaning with the help of the interactions available in the
learning community (Garrison, et al., 2001). Continuous discussions and reasoning sessions in online
classes are expected to promote students’ cognitive development through proactive engagement. The
last component of Col, teaching presence, is about teachers’ ability to design classes aiming to

develop students’ cognitive and social presence (Garrison, et al., 2001). Though having virtual nature,
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online classes also require effective course plan and design for effective instruction and learner
development. Within this Col perspective, online classes become virtual educational settings covering
all the three dimensions.

This study was also grounded on Sociocultural Theory proposed by Vygotsky (1978). Within
this theory, any type of learning is basically considered as a process of social interaction. The
continuous and meaningful interactions among the members of the learning process, i.e. teachers and
students, are the stimulators of successful learning. Taking online classes into account, one can
conclude that teacher-to-student and student-to-student interactions available during online sessions
help students develop their knowledge and competencies. In the particular case of language education,
developing their language skills as well as learning related subject-matter knowledge is essential for
the participants in this study. It can be assumed that the weekly-held online sessions enabled the
participants to maintain their motivation and interest in language development through active

participation which also created an atmosphere of social sharing.
METHODOLOGY

This study adopted intrinsic case study as its research design. As suggested by Stake (1995), this
design enables researchers with genuine interest in particular cases to examine the case in detail. For a
better understanding, detailed information about the participants and the case examined in this study is

provided below.
Participants

The participants of this study were 23 junior students taking Teaching English to Young
Learners Il (TEYL IlI) course in the spring term of the 2019-2020 academic year, at a state university
in Turkey. During the regular term, 54 students registered in the course but 23 of them regularly
participated in online sessions. Therefore, data were collected from these regularly-participating

students.
The case

Step 1-Face-to-face classes: At the beginning of the spring term, TEYL Il course started as a
face-to-face course with 54 students. In order to have more effective classes, the students took the
course divided into two groups (A and B) receiving four hours of TEYL Il classes each week. The
instructor who was also the researcher (referred as instructor hereafter) designed the course to
integrate articles related to TEYL as well as micro-teachings to be performed by students. The
students were expected to read the week’s content, participate in-class discussions about the
theoretical and practical aspects of TEYL in relation to the article, write an article report reflecting
their personal comments and prepare and perform micro-teaching practices. While face-to-face classes
were conducted according to the plan for the first four weeks, Higher Education Council (HEC) in

Turkey announced the decision to cease face-to-face classes at universities because of the Corona
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pandemic. The first announcement reported a three-week break but because of the fast-spreading
effects of the virus the period was extended over the whole spring term. There was a week-break to
educational practices following the decision.

Step 2-Online sessions: After the cessation of face-to-face education at tertiary level, HEC
informed that universities would conduct under/graduate courses mainly through the Course
Management System (CMS) infrastructures available at universities. Upon this decision, universities
announced their faculty to upload their course content and materials to CMS and follow homework or
project practices through the system, which would be used mainly for evaluation. The demand for the
adoption of CMS meant that in undergraduate courses would be conducted asynchronously. However,
as TEYL Il course design was significantly based on classroom discussions on articles, the instructor
decided to conduct synchronous sessions beside asynchronous ones. For this purpose, the instructor
searched for different programs and applications enabling online sessions. As a result, ZOOM, a
video-conferencing program, was adopted in order to conduct synchronous discussions with students

for the rest of the spring term.

Upon a second announcement which was made five weeks later than the first one, the
authorities at the university required the start of synchronous sessions in addition to asynchronous
ones. Thus, all the courses at the ELT Department were started to be offered in both versions after the
tenth week in the term. However, until this announcement, TEYL Il course was conducted through
synchronous sessions besides asynchronous sessions, which enabled third-graders to participate in the

single online version offered among their other courses during a five-week process.

In this process, the instructor used the CMS to upload course materials and homework delivery
and the application to continue online discussions. Each week, the instructor uploaded the week’s
article to CMS on Mondays, conducted online discussion sessions on Thursdays through ZOOM and
assigned the submission of article reports on the Mondays in the following week. The students were
sent a participation link through SMS supported by CMS and they were expected to log-on in the
application through their mobile-phones or computers. For the safety issues, the students were asked to
use the links only themselves. In addition, the waiting room system in the program was used so that
the instructor gave acceptance to the participation of each student as the host. And, after each session,
the instructor uploaded the video to the CMS so that those students who could not participate in the
synchronous session could watch the video and follow the discussion and the participating students

could re-consider discussion points by watching the record.

Step 3-Data collection: Before the main data collection process, the researcher told all the
students that she was planning to conduct an academic study out of the online sessions. She informed
them all about their rights and responsibilities and obtained their consent. In the main research

process, the data were collected through the instructor’s unstructured online observation notes
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regarding student participation and performance, the students’ unstructured notes of online sessions

and their answers to the open-ended questions.

The first data collection tool was the instructor’s unstructured online observation notes about the
students’ participation and performances in online sessions (five in total). The observation notes were
started to be taken after two online sessions were done after gaining familiarity to online teaching
atmosphere in the two-week period. Since the instructor also conducted face-to-face classes with those
students in the first four weeks of the term, she had the chance to compare learner performances in two

learning contexts.

The second tool was students’ unstructured notes taken after online sessions. The instructor
asked the students to take notes about the online lessons after they completed the first online session
because she wanted the students to form basic evaluations of the new practice (four in total). The
students were told to take the notes after the sessions to reflect their fresh experiences. The notes were
informal in format and there were no word limitations. The notes taken by the students who regularly

participated in each session were considered for evaluation.

The third tool was the participants’ answers to the open-ended questions. The questions were
prepared by the instructor and two field experts were consulted for clarity and understandability of the
questions. The questions were posed to the participants in the tenth week of the regular term which
was the fifth week of the distance education. The reason for collecting the open-ended questions after
five weeks of online courses was that after then the other courses were also offered online. Since the
aim was to examine the students’ evaluations of the only course offered synchronously, the questions
were posed to the participants after five weeks of online sessions were conducted. Uploaded to and
received through the CMS, the questions were in English and the participants were asked to provide

answers in English. The open-ended questions were as follows:
1. How do you evaluate your overall experiences in the online sessions?
2. What are the advantages of participating in online sessions?
3. What are the disadvantages of participating in online sessions?

The reason for adopting these data collection instruments was to increase validity through data
triangulation. With the help of these instruments, the researcher could evaluate the students’

experiences in and perceptions of online sessions.

Step 4-Data analysis: The data were analyzed through conventional content analysis (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). Before conducting the whole analysis, the researcher shared the data and a
preliminary analysis with the participants to get their approval. In the main analysis process, a three-
step procedure was followed by the researcher in which all the data sets were first analyzed through

individual analysis, second through within-group analysis and third among-group analysis.
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In the first step, the researcher conducted an individual analysis in which she separately went
over all the data sets in order to get overall ideas about the content of the data. For this purpose, she
read each data set several times and identified primary items repeated in all data sets. In the second
step, a within-group analysis was followed in which each data set was evaluated in itself. In this step,
the researcher conducted a comparison of the data available within each data set. In this process,
recurring items were identified as codes available in each set. In the final step, an among-group
analysis was conducted in which all the data sets were compared among each other. The data in one
set were compared with other sets in order to identify similar and different aspects. After completing
these three steps, the researcher combined the relevant codes into related categories which were also

combined into broader themes.

This three-step analysis was performed in order to increase validity of analysis. A field expert
was also asked to conduct the analysis following the same steps and this inter-rater analysis resulted in
80,5% exact coding, 13% similar coding and 6,5% different coding, increasing the validity of data

analysis.
RESULTS

The analysis of the data pointed at two major themes: The contributions of online sessions
involving educational, pedagogical and affective contributions and The drawbacks of online sessions
including connection and interaction problems. This section first presents the Contributions Theme
and then the Drawbacks Theme accompanied with participant comments. As there were three data
sets, participant comments reflecting the common considerations are provided with abbreviations: ON:
Instructor’s unstructured online observation notes; SX-N: Student X’s unstructured note and SX-OE:

Student X’s answer to open-ended questions.
The Contributions of Online Sessions

The online sessions were mainly appreciated because of their educational, pedagogical and

affective contributions. The below table presents the first theme, its categories and related codes.

Table 1

Theme 1: The contributions of online sessions

Category 1: Educational contributions Developing communicative skills
Developing field-specific knowledge

Category 2: Pedagogical contributions Course delivery
Virtual practice

Category 3: Affective contributions Overcoming sense of isolation
Keeping mind busy
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Educational Contributions

As can be seen in Table 1, the first category was the educational contributions of the sessions.
The online sessions were considered as opportunities helping the participants “further develop their
communicative skills without having a break to their speaking development” (ON-4). Pointing at the

communicative chances available in the online sessions, a participant offered the below remark:

“I believe | better developed my speaking abilities with the help of online sessions because |
enjoyed participating in this different platform. In addition, the online sessions were really
contributory because otherwise we would just have asynchronous sessions in which there was

no chance to practice speaking as in the other courses.” (S7-OE)

Considering the fun part in online classes, another participant explained that as they were
enjoying the new online experience, they were more eager to participate in discussions and this case

contributed to their speaking development:

“Compared to face-to-face classes and other asynchronous classes, the online sessions were a
new experience for us and | believe we liked actively joining these sessions. Our voluntary

participation was the motive developing our speaking competence.” (S11-OE)

Other participants sharing a similar perspective noted that online sessions offered “a virtual
setting for developing communicative skills” (S12-N3), were enjoyable because they were having
“speaking practice in a different learning environment” (S23-N4), were “compensatory sessions for
speaking development which is not available in other courses” (S15-3). The participants also
commented that online sessions provided “chances for two-way interaction between instructor and
student” (S19-3), enabled them “not to lose motivation in speaking” (S8-4) and increased their
“motivation to participate in online discussion which helped the further development of speaking

skills” (S21-4).

The instructor’s unstructured online observation notes also highlighted the positive
contributions of online sessions to the participants’ willingness and motivation to engage in discussion
practices (ON-2/3/5). The researcher observed that the online sessions increased most of the students’
willingness to actively participate in online sessions and contribute to on-going discussions by sharing
their perspectives. Four participants were observed to be more motivated in online discussions

compared to their participation in face-to-face discussions held at the beginning of the term.

The second item in the educational contributions category was developing field-specific
knowledge. As TEYL Il course was based on discussions related to theoretical and practical aspects of
teaching English to young learner profiles as well as the revision of approaches and methods adjusted
to young learner, the course was designed to overview basic field-specific knowledge in language
education. The participants appreciated the discussions in the online session which would not be held

effectively only with asynchronous sessions through CMS, as reflected in the below comment:
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“If we had not had these online sessions, I believe we could not understand and learn many
topics effectively as | have experienced some difficulties in understanding some theoretical
issues in asynchronous courses. So, | really appreciated the online sessions as they helped us
better develop our subject-matter knowledge.” (S13-OE)

Another participant also highlighted the contribution of online sessions to the development of
her field-specific knowledge attracting attention to the focus in online classes on the discussion

compared to the case in real classroom:

“In face-to-face classes, there are several things distracting our attention and blocking our focus
in-class discussions. | realized | could better concentrate on discussions during online sessions
as there was only the computer and me. And, | believe this particular attention really helped me

develop my field-specific knowledge.” (S20-OE)

The notes taken by the instructor and students also underlined the development of field-specific
knowledge (ON-3/4/5). The participants were observed to “pay visible attention to the theoretical
issues discussed during online sessions (ON-4) and “participate more actively in online sessions by
making preliminary preparation about the week’s discussion (ON-5). The participants also marked
down that the online sessions were “great opportunities to revise and consolidate certain theoretical
issues (S11-3) and provided “a new learning atmosphere attracting further attention to the importance

of theoretical and practical knowledge” (S17-4).
Pedagogical Contributions

As displayed in Table 1, the second category was about the pedagogical contributions of online
sessions. Within this category, the results underlined the increased awareness of the participants
regarding different ways of conducting classes. The first item attracting attention in this category was
the issue of course delivery. Since they had to make a mandatory shift from face-to-face to online
sessions, the students expressed the realization that knowing different ways to conduct classes held

great significance for effective teaching, as reflected in the below comment:

“Before this Corona case, | used to believe that teaching was a practice for us to be totally
conducted in real classroom settings. However, experiencing this outbreak, | realized that a
teacher should also be capable of teaching in different settings and online platform is one of
them.” (S6-OE)

The importance of developing the knowledge and capability to conduct classes in different

settings was also emphasized in the following excerpt:

“This Corona experience made me realize that I need to develop my capabilities to teach in
different conditions as a prospective teacher. As we are living in a constantly changing world, |

may also experience such a case in my professional life.” (S22-OE)
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Similar emphasis was also available in the notes regarding course delivery. The participants
were observed to make comments about the effectiveness of online sessions and how this practice
made them realize the significance of knowing how to conduct online classes (ON-2/4/5). These
sessions were of great pedagogical contribution since the participants became more aware of
“developing pedagogical competence in order to conduct efficient learning opportunities” (S9-4). The
students who would be teachers of future underlined that this experience gave them the chance to put
themselves “into the shoes of the instructor and realize how online teaching can be conducted” (S14-3)
and they realized “the necessity to develop teaching knowledge and capabilities to deal with

challenging situations like this” (S22-4).

The second item in the pedagogical contributions category was about virtual practice.
Comparing this experience with previous face-to-face sessions, a participant expressed her views with

the below words:

“We are all used to having face-to-face classes. But, this online experience is a new experience

for most of us. It offered us a novel virtual practice before we graduate.” (S19-OE)

Besides referring to the motivation promoted with online sessions, another participant
highlighted the contribution to their pedagogical knowledge related to the control of alternative
teaching settings:

“This online practice gave us the chance to have a virtual educational experience. I believe we
are lucky to participate in virtual sessions because when we become teachers, we may also use

such online practices.” (S7-OE)

The pedagogical contributions of the online sessions were also mentioned in the observation and
participant notes. The “increased awareness of knowing different ways of course delivery” (S5-4), the
“realization of the importance of having the knowledge to conduct classes in different contexts (S16-3)
and the “virtual practice adding more to pedagogical knowledge” (S20-4) were among the points noted
by the students. The instructor notes also pointed at similar aspects of pedagogical development made
possible through online sessions (ON-3/4/5). Some of the participants were observed to “engage
themselves more actively in the virtual sessions compared to the face-to-face classes” (ON-4) and to

ask “questions related to the conduct of online classes” (ON3/5).
Affective Contributions

The third category, as shown in Table 1, was the affective contributions of online sessions. The
first item frequently encountered in the participant comments was the challenge of overcoming the
sense of isolation. The students stated that they were mostly staying at home because of the outbreak
of the virus and had limited face-to-face interaction with their friends and other people; therefore, felt

themselves isolated from the community. Participating in weekly-held sessions had an energizing
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effect on the students as they were communicating with their classmates in addition to learning new

knowledge, as stated in the below comment:

“The online sessions were really a great opportunity for us because I felt really depressed and
lonely, like most of my friends, because of not having real communication with anybody. With
the help of this practice, we kept on learning the necessary knowledge and developing our
communicative skills and we could overcome the sense of isolation by interacting with our

classmates and instructor.” (S18-OE)

Dealing with the feeling of isolation with the help of the classes was also stressed by another

participant as follows:

“This period has been highly challenging emotionally. Evaluating the online sessions, | can say
regular participation in online sessions each week kept me motivated because | had the chance
to communicate with my friends and became happy to learn that they and their families were
healthy. Interacting with them and our instructor gave me the sense that | was not the only one
going through this hard process and this experience saved me from the sense of isolation.” (S4-

OE)

The contributions of the sessions in helping to overcome the sense of isolation were also
reflected in the participant notes. Some of the participants reflected their appreciation in terms of the
affective contributions stating that the sessions created “a great chance to meet with friends and hear
about them which was not possible in asynchronous classes” (S1-2), helped them “get away from the
feeling of isolation” (S17-4) and offered them a platform to “communicate with classmates and
overcome the sense of isolation” (S4-3). The instructor also observed that the students were talking
and writing to each other asking how they were doing and how they were spending their days at the
beginning and end of each session. Most of the students expressed their gratitude to the technological
developments that enabled them to go on their education and interaction with their classmates and

instructors.

The second item in the affective contributions category was keeping mind busy. As they were
going through a mentally tiring period reading and hearing the depressing news, the students
developed positive considerations of online sessions that prevented them from continuously watching
the pandemic news on TV channels and gave them the feeling that life was going on. Sharing her
initial concern about the online sessions at the beginning, a participant expressed that she began to

enjoy this practice because it distracted her constant attention from the bad news:

“When I heard that we would have online classes each week, I was a bit unsure about its
practicality. But, even after the first session, | realized that it was a really good chance for us to

keep up with the course content effectively and get away from the depressive mood at least
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during online class hours. So, | should say that besides its contribution to our knowledge, these
sessions helped us maintain our good mood.” (S10-OE)

Holding a similar viewpoint, another participant called attention to the cheerless times he found
himself in during the pandemic period enclosed at home and stressed the affective contribution of the

sessions in keeping him motivated:

“In this period, I mostly found myself looking at TV for latest news about the outbreak and it
was seriously disappointing. However, participating in online sessions became a motivating
factor for me because I let the negative ideas go out of my mind during those hours. So, it was

not just something educational; instead, it helped us recover our morale.” (S14-OE)

The participant notes also supported the positive contributions of the online practice in helping
the participants keep themselves away from the depressing news and situations for a certain period.
The sessions enabled the students to “concentrate on the course almost forgetting about the damaging
case outside” (S10-4), to “maintain positive moods by engaging in educational practices” (S18-3) and

to “experience a fresh atmosphere of learning and interaction away from the depressive atmosphere”
(S3-2).
The Drawbacks in online sessions

The data also pointed at several problems experienced in online sessions. As shown in Table 2,
the points considered as drawbacks were the connection problems related with the quality of the

internet and the interactional confusion regarding turn-taking.

Table 2

Theme 2: Drawbacks in online sessions
Category 1: Connection problems Internet consumption
Category 2: Interactional problems Confusion in turn-taking

Connection Problems

The first category was about the connection problems to online sessions. The maim problem
experienced in online session was its reliance on the Internet. Generally staying at home during the
outbreak, most of the students explained that they were using their internet very much to spend their
time. As participation in online sessions and watching the uploaded videos to the CMS required
certain internet quota, some of the students considered this as a problem in having online sessions, as

reflected in the below comment:

“If you want to participate in online sessions and to watch the videos later, you need to have a
certain internet quota. As | watch a lot of movies during this period, this case sometimes created
problems for me.” (S12-OE)
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The students’ references to the internet usage during and after the online sessions for
educational purposes were also available in the instructor notes. During their mini conversations, some
participants were observed to complain about possible internet consumption in online sessions (ON-
3/5). Especially those students who temporarily moved to villages during the pandemic were “curious
about the availability of the internet (S7-4) and they expressed their concern to “have sufficient

internet quota to participate in online sessions each week” (S21-3).
Interactional Problems

The second category related to the drawbacks was the interactional problems experienced in the
first online session. As it was the first time for the instructor and the students to use an online program
for educational purposes, the turn-taking practice during online discussions was perceived a bit

confusing, as reflected in the following remark:

“It was the first time all of us to participate in discussions in online sessions. So, in the first
session, | was confused about turn-taking while trying to understand who was speaking and who

was going to speak next. But after this session, this issue was all resolved.” (S17-OE)

The confusion with turn-taking was also reflected in the instructor and participant notes. A
participant noted that it was not clear for her “who was making a comment” (S9-1). Another student
wrote “I wanted to talk but since it was not clear who was talking, I hesitated to participate” (S23-2).
The students were also observed to experience turn-taking problems in the first session (ON-1). As it
was a new experience for them, they were having hesitations and pauses. But after the first session,

they all got used to the program and started to actively participate (ON- 2/3/5).

The overall evaluation of the results indicated that the online sessions held because of the
Corona pandemic received mostly positive considerations by the students. The sessions were
appreciated because of the educational contributions to the students’ communicative competence and
field-specific knowledge; pedagogical contributions regarding course delivery and virtual practice; and
affective contributions to the students’ morale levels by keeping their minds occupied during the
depressive period and saving them from the feeling of isolation. The online practice received few

negative considerations because of minor connection and interaction problems.
DISCUSSION

The results of this intrinsic case study showed that the online sessions held during the Corona
outbreak in an undergraduate course mainly received positive evaluations by the participants as
regards the three-dimensional contributions despite minor drawbacks in the process. The below word
cloud reflecting the notes and comments of the instructor and participants and displaying the

commonly mentioned items can be enlightening to reflect a summary of the findings.
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In the light of the theoretical framework, the results of this study can be discussed under three
dimensions. The first dimension is related to the cognitive presence suggested in Col framework
(Garrison, 2007; Garrison, et al., 2000, 2001). The participants stated, and were observed, to take
active part in the online discussions indicating their cognitive presence in the process. In order to
participate in the online discussions, they studied the course content and took part in discussions. This
active and voluntary participation was promoted with the cognitive presence of the participants. When
this cognitive presence is analyzed in detail, it can be concluded that their cognitive activeness and
presence contributed to the participants’ development in communicative skills and field-specific
knowledge. Since the participants were following their language education in an EFL context,
classroom was the ideal context in which they could practice the language during undergraduate
courses, as also stated in previous research (Nazara, 2011; Takka¢ Tulgar, 2019). Because of the
outbreak resulting in the cessation of courses at all educational levels, students had no chance to
practice as in face-to-face education sessions. As any long-time break in communicative practices
would cause gradual regression in the speaking development of ELT learners (Boonkit, 2010), the
online practices provided opportunities for them to continue interactional practices through discussion
sessions. In addition, the sessions kept the participants cognitively active since they were developing
their field-specific knowledge with the help of the discussions. Therefore, evaluated from the
perspective of cognitive presence, online sessions yielded educational contributions, promoting the

students’ cognitive presence, as also reflected in related research (Yang, et al., 2016).

The second dimension for discussion is related to the teaching presence proposed in Col. The
participants stated that online sessions provided them with an alternative platform to keep on revising
and learning different topics through discussions. The course content which was prepared to be
covered in face-to-face sessions was adapted to online sessions due to the changing situation, meeting
the teaching presence criterion in Col. The comprehensive analysis of this adapted teaching case
attracts attention to the contributions of online sessions in creating awareness regarding course
delivery. As prospective language teachers, the participants noted their increased awareness of the
alternative ways of teaching their classes. In addition, they participated in a lively case of how to

conduct a virtual course. Therefore, regarded from the teaching presence perspective, this online
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practice offered not only a provision of teaching content but also a real example of virtual lesson
conduct, developing the participants’ pedagogical knowledge. This practice can also be thought to
contribute to the students’ technological efficacy essential for successful participation in online

courses (Lyons, Reysen, & Pierce, 2012).

The third dimension for discussion has to do with the social presence proposed in Col. Within
this dimension, teaching settings are required to activate student involvement as social members. The
online sessions were intended to meet this criterion since the participants contributed to the sessions
with their voluntary and active participation as individuals sharing their unique perspectives in
discussions, a point also underlined in previous research (Camus, Hurt, Larson, & Prevost, 2016;
Sansone, Ligorio, & Buglass, 2018). An in-depth analysis of the sessions from the social presence
perspective demonstrates that the online practice helped the participants save themselves from the
feeling of isolation. Since the outbreak of the virus, participants in this study, like most of the world
citizens, have been warned to stay indoors, minimizing their connections with the outside world. This
limited face-to-face interaction caused feelings of loneliness and isolation for the participants who had
attended real classes and spent time with their classmates in the first month of the term. However, the
sense of isolation from the community was compensated with the sense of participation in a novel
learning community and with the interactional chances between the instructor and students, ensuring
social presence even in a virtual atmosphere. In this sense, this result is in line with the findings of
Andersen (2009), Cho and Tobias (2016), Hew and Cheung (2013) and Sher (2009) while
contradicting with Vonderwell’s (2003). In addition, the sessions were assessed to be of affective
contribution because the students had the chance to keep themselves away from the demoralizing news
horrifying world citizens. The online practice can be said to have created a virtual environment for the
participants to experience a virtual sense of a healthy world in which they were meeting for an
educational purpose relieving themselves of mental exhaustion and refreshing their minds by joining
discussions and interacting with their classmates. As a result, these sessions can be appreciated
because they promoted human-to-human interaction via a virtual practice going beyond single human-

computer interaction.

Evaluated from the Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1978), the results underline the formation
and maintenance of a unique learning atmosphere in which the instructor and students were engaging
themselves in educational practices while they were also involved in social interactions. Meeting the
demands of Sociocultural Theory, the virtual educational and social environment supported through
the online sessions were appreciated by the participants as they had the chance to reflect their
individual presence on the one hand, and participated in and contributed to the learning community on
the other.

Though the online practice was successful at meeting the requirements of Col, it also received

criticism because of its dependence on the Internet and the confusion experienced in the initial stages.
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Some of the students experienced problems with their internet quota, which can be considered as a
natural consequence in the adoption of online sessions. The issue of turn-taking was also considered
confusing particularly in the first session. However, the confusion was solved as the users got used to
the integration of technology in education. It can be concluded from the drawbacks reported by the
participants that undergraduate students were not as accustomed to participating in online educational
settings as they were traditionally used to participating in face-to-face educational settings.

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS

This intrinsic case study focused on the effects of online sessions conducted during the Covid-
19 outbreak in Turkey. The participation of the voluntary students in the online sessions showed that
this practice had educational contributions to students’ development of their communicative skills and
subject-matter knowledge. In addition, it brought pedagogical contributions increasing the
participants’ awareness of alternative forms of course delivery and virtual practice and affective
contributions helping the participants overcome the sense of isolation and keep their minds occupied.

The use of the Internet and initial confusion for turn-taking were the only reported problems.
In the light of this study, several pedagogical suggestions can be made.

e Most undergraduate courses are conducted in the face-to-face format in many higher
education institutions in Turkey and possibly all around the world. It can be suggested
that under/graduate courses may be partly offered through online sessions so that
students and instructors can have practice through active participation. In this way,
students can develop an understanding of how to conduct and manage online courses

when they graduate.

e Under/graduate students can be encouraged and guided to prepare and submit online
presentations and projects to develop their knowledge and capabilities in using online

systems.

¢ In order to actualize these suggestions, the digital infrastructures should be developed to

provide the essential systems for distance education to all departments.

In the light of the results of this study, future research can be suggested to involve higher
number of participants and to adopt mixed methodology in order to reach more comprehensive
considerations of learners’ experiences and perceptions in online classes. In addition, examination of
faculty members’ teaching experiences in distance education during this particularly challenging

period will be of great contribution to the field.
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