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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, universities in Singapore had to shift from traditional face-to-
face learning to eLearning. We explored students’ experiences with and perceptions towards
eLearning in the context of a public health module about physical activity. The module had a
mixture of asynchronous lectures and live Zoom tutorials. We conducted nine in-depth interviews
with students from the module. Students felt that the onus was primarily on the instructors to lead
lessons and engage students. As such, they often took a backseat during online classes and rarely
participated in class discussions. The eLearning environment enhanced their ability to be passive
as they could be largely anonymous. The eLearning environment also made it easy to lose focus
and mentally disconnect during lessons. Finally, students spoke about the lack of connection to
classmates which impacted their learning efforts. To alleviate this and promote social engagement
and connection, check-in polls, movement breaks, and breakout room discussions can be
implemented.
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Introduction

With the increase of COVID -19 cases around the world, many public spaces including university campuses
were forced to implement restrictions to limit transmission of the virus. This also applied in Singapore, with the
country declaring a national lockdown (called Circuit Breaker) from 7 April to 1 June 2020. Since then, local
universities gravitated between full eLearning and face-to-face learning, in accordance with changing
government restrictions. The increase in online instruction transformed how teaching and learning took place,
posing challenges for instructors and students. Instructors grappled with the sudden shift to online teaching, with
many struggling initially due to the lack of prior eLearning experience, resulting in various reservations towards
this mode of instruction (Miiller et al., 2021). Conversely, students were more adept to eLearning which likely
resulted in them having mixed feelings. While some students acknowledge that eLearning brings greater
flexibility (Serhan, 2020), others report a lack of engagement and connectedness (Wang et al., 2018).

Through in-depth interviews with undergraduate students, we explored how students view eLearning, and how
they experienced a fully online public health module conducted during the initial phases of mandatory
eLearning. The elective module, called “Physical Activity for Better Population Health” aims to introduce
students to movement behaviors, their value for health and ways to improve them. It featured asynchronous
lectures and synchronous Zoom tutorials. Undergraduate students from various faculties enrolled in the module.
A large proportion were Life Science students, while the rest were a mixture of Social Sciences and Engineering
students. Students would view the asynchronous lectures in their own time before attending Zoom tutorials,
where they would discuss questions related to the lecture content.

Methodology

To recruit students for the interviews, stratified sampling was used and students were split into two strata:
“Science and Engineering” and “Social Sciences”. Random sampling was then conducted for each stratum. Out
of 38 eligible undergraduate students, 9 agreed to be interviewed, comprising 8 Science and Engineering
students and 1 Social Sciences student. The in-depth interviews took place over two weeks in November 2020
on Zoom, after all teaching and assessment for the module were completed. Initially, students provided
demographic information. After that, the actual interview commenced. An interview guide that was iteratively
developed was used during the interviews. The guide included questions about eLearning in general, students’
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overall experience with the module and how they felt about certain eLearning practices. Each interview lasted
between 28 and 60 minutes (mean 37 minutes). Interviews were transcribed, analysed and coded iteratively in
an inductive manner. To ensure inter-coder reliability, both interviewers coded the first two sets of interviews
together before coding the rest independently. To reduce bias, the instructors for this course did not conduct the
interviews and only provided advice during the data analysis process.

Results

Overall, students had mixed perceptions towards eLearning. Several students mentioned that the advantages of
eLearning included the flexibility of time with asynchronous arrangements, more autonomy over the speed at
which they watch lectures, and reduced travelling time to and from campus. Conversely, some students disliked
eLearning and preferred physical classes over online lessons. Disadvantages of eLearning mentioned by
students related to reduced social and collaborative engagement such as challenges connecting and
communicating effectively with classmates over Zoom. Issues around behavioural and cognitive engagement
were also mentioned: difficulties to take part actively and drifting off during live sessions. More take-home
assignments across modules were mentioned by some to increase workload.

Perceptions of the Role of Instructors and Students in an Online and Offline Setting

Some students felt that the role of the instructor differs online and offline. With eLearning, some students said
that the onus was almost exclusively on the instructor. One student commented, ‘lecturers would have to ensure
that students are actively listening and paying attention during lectures rather than multi-tasking or doing other
things’ (Interviewee 05). On the other hand, some students suggested that students have some responsibility to
progress their learning in online environments, similar to what is to be expected when teaching is offline. They
perceived that students’ roles were to attend classes, complete assessments, be participative during lessons by
asking and answering questions as well as paying attention and contributing during group assignments.
However, there was also one student who mentioned that with eLearning, students need to take more
responsibility for their learning: ‘I guess technically we should be more engaged in class, like try to ask more,
(...)try to answer more’ (Interviewee 09).

Taking a Backseat

Interviewees said that tutorials were engaging and a good platform to hear different opinions from their
classmates, However, they acknowledged that they were rather passive and seldom participated in class
discussions in the main Zoom room. The instructor often had to wait for students and provide prompts and
encouragement to get responses. There was a strong reliance on the instructors to engage students in
discussions. One student recalled, ‘During tutorials, you [the instructors] are pushing to get people to share and
things like that but it just felt like they were sharing for the sake of sharing. It didn’t feel like it was genuine"
(Interviewee 01). Being in a large online class made it easier for students to take a backseat and take an observer
role. One student explained, ‘sometimes as a big group, I think it was hard because like nobody wants to take
the initiative to on their cameras and to speak up, there are so many other people that you think might be the
ones to do it instead’ (Interviewee 03). Another noted that there was a general lack of motivation to participate
in class discussions. However, it was not a problem unique to this module and to eLearning - ‘I think a lot [of
students] will just be like they are not motivated. There’s no real reason for them to engage even though there’s
class part[icipation]. Like some people still don’t really care about that. But I think you would still face this
problem in real life like even in a lecture theatre’ (Interviewee 09). As such, the lack of participation in
discussions is not a unique phenomenon during eLearning, but eLearning provides more opportunities to be
passive which students readily took up.

Despite the lack of participation in the main room, students felt that the breakout rooms helped stimulate
discussions as students were split into smaller groups. One interviewee explained, ‘For the breakout rooms
because it was a smaller group. So definitely I would talk more and of course feel engaged, more engaged in
discussions’ (Interviewee 07) while another mentioned, ‘I like the breakout room idea because it's more of a
small group discussion than like a mass class discussion where nobody really participates’ (Interviewee 03).
This might highlight that, in the absence of the instructor who is perceived to be in charge of promoting
engagement, students take a more pro-active role.
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Zoning Out Because It's Easy

Student reported that they regularly lose focus during synchronous classes. One interviewee felt that this was
because it was easy to watch online lessons later. Another student explained, ‘So I guess like, attitude is slightly
different online. Like they might treat it as a webcast kind of thing, so they zone out first during the actual
lesson then they rewatch whatever. But for physical lessons there is no webcast, then they have full attention
because once they miss it, then you really can't go back’ (Interviewee 03).

Another reason cited for drifting off during live sessions was the option of switching off cameras. For this
module, students were not required to switch on their cameras. Students generally liked this option, and many
chose not to switch on their cameras. Reasons cited include peer pressure to talk when the camera is on, lack of
presentable appearance, shyness, and privacy. By not requiring turning on the camera, students felt more at ease.
However, the liberty to turn off the camera and making use of it, often resulted in loss of attention. One
interviewee explained ‘sometimes I guess because you can switch off the camera, you will sort of drift off.
(Interviewee 08). As such, some students acknowledged that mandating students to switch on their cameras
during classes would make them stay focussed. They explained that appearing on camera would ensure that they
paid attention in class instead of occupying themselves with other activities. One student explained this as
follows, ‘I think turning on camera is one way to really up the students’ engagement. Because as much as you're
being watched. I think it encourages you to really focus on what you're doing and not do something else’
(Interviewee 05).

On the other hand, some students felt that switching on cameras did not make much of a difference to their level
of focus or motivation to participate. One student explained, ‘As long as people speak, I'm okay. I don’t really
care whether other people switch on or not. It would be nice to see others. But it was not discouraging and did
not decrease my motivation in any way’ (Interviewee 01).

The Quest to Connect

Working with others and connecting socially during eLearning was something interviewees had mixed
experiences with. Some mentioned positive experiences related to connections with group members and
contributions to tasks. However, others mentioned challenges with doing group work completely over Zoom
such as group members being passive, less participative, and it being difficult to build team rapport online with
reduced contact time.

Social engagement and connecting to others were challenging, and many students felt that it was hard to form
personal relationships with classmates online. Some students attributed this to the lack of switching cameras on
during Zoom meetings. When classmates did not switch on their cameras, it made reading visual cues
impossible. One interviewee explained ‘Because you can't really see the other person’s face you cannot like
gauge whether they are okay with talking about this point or do they think this point isn't good, because
everyone just like, Okay, just do it’ (Interviewee 01). Switching on cameras could allow students to recognise
their classmates better, helping them to feel more socially connected and part of something. An interviewee
pointed out ‘[if the class switched on their cameras] It will feel like I'm physically there. Yeah. So, and
everybody else is physically there so I think all of us will know other's faces and all that and then familiarize
with each other. Yeah. So that's I think that's why I will feel more engaged.” (Interviewee 07).

Discussion group size seemed to have an effect on students’ social engagement. When the class was split into
project groups for discussion, it made it easier for students to get to know their groupmates. It was also easier to
work and discuss in a smaller group. One interviewee recalled ‘it’s good that you all broke us up into our groups
so that we can discuss with each other and build rapport so that the group project can be done also.” (Interviewee
08). Students were also more inclined to switch on their cameras in these smaller groups which helped to
connect. An interviewee explained ‘Because three people we cannot afford to not cooperate and like show each
other our faces.’ (Interviewee 09) This was harder to do in the main Zoom room, where the class size was bigger
and interaction with other students was challenging. One interviewee explained ‘But as for the bigger groups
definitely very hard, because I don't meet them in person and know them personally. So it was difficult to be
engaged with them.’
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Strategies Implemented to Promote Social Engagement

Connecting to others and thus promoting social engagement seemed to be a key issue that most students faced
and struggled with. This was also something that the module instructors foresaw. Thus, in an effort to increase
social engagement, activities such as polls and movement breaks were implemented during the live sessions.
Polls were used to check in on how students were feeling. They included questions such as ‘How was your
week” and “How was your school break?”” and helped students feel a sense of community through observing
how others felt similarly. One student recalled, ‘I think the polls ... made a difference to me because the polls
were pretty fun because you get to see what other people were thinking and feeling’ (Interviewee 04). The
movement breaks were short 3-minute teaching interruptions during which light exercises were performed.
These movement breaks were well-received, and students enjoyed taking part in them. In addition to providing a
mental break, they also served to create a feeling of togetherness between students, as they are a joyful group
activity. They also helped students to be more participative and a few would switch on their cameras to exercise
together. One interviewee mentioned, ‘Yeah I think the movement breaks were a good idea because I would
actually wake up and turn on the cam to do it (Interviewee 04).

Discussion/Conclusion

Though students view their role to be similar in both the traditional and eLearning classroom, they delegate
greater responsibility to instructors to make sessions engaging for students during eLearning. As such, there is
more pressure on instructors to draw students in; a finding that is in line with results from a previous study on
university instructors in Singapore (Miiller et al., 2021). The expectation of increased responsibility attributed to
instructors could be due to the strongly hierarchical nature of student-teacher relationships in Singapore.
Singapore is a country with high power distance, which means that the difference in power between people with
different status is normal and accepted (Hofstede, 2011). People are expected to treat their elders, bosses,
parents and teachers with respect and largely follow their lead. As such, instructors in the university setting
would carry most of the power and are expected to lead sessions. Research highlights that students in high
power distance countries tend to be passive and rely on their teachers to lead lessons. They also tend to be more
scared or shy to ask questions, clarify things or share their opinions in class (Manikutty, Anuradha & Hansen,
2007). Despite this being a phenomenon that applied in offline and eLearning environments, eLearning makes it
easier for students to take a backseat in class as they are able to switch off their cameras and not participate.
Preparing students to be more autonomous could help them become more active in class. In fact, researchers
have long called for a shift of the role of instructors from “facilitators” to “partners in learning” (Beldarrain,
2006). A call that is getting louder as eLearning increases.

A key issue students had with eLearning was that they felt less socially connected. This was somehow alleviated
during breakout room sessions. This finding is in line with research that highlights that students in small-group
discussions experience greater social presence and found it easier to make connections with their classmates,
which in turn encourages participation (Akcaoglu & Lee, 2016). However, building connections in breakout
rooms was inhibited when groupmates opted against switching on their cameras. Due to the lack of visual cues,
students found it difficult to understand how groupmates truly felt. Past research has emphasised the benefits of
synchronous communication during eLearning as seeing and hearing the person in real time helps them form a
better and more complete picture of the person (Falloon, 2014).

Two engagement activities were employed by the instructor to support engagement. These activities brought
some benefits in terms of social engagement. Check-in polls and movement breaks made students feel more
connected to their peers. The polls allowed students to see how their classmates were doing and feeling when
the results were shared over Zoom. It helped them to understand that there are similarities within the group,
which supported the development of a sense of belonging. The movement breaks served as a fun shared activity
and students switched on their cameras to do them together with others. These breaks, when done together as a
class, promote camaraderie that is often linked to participating in team sports. This is in line with recent research
on movement breaks. Study authors reported that such breaks made classes livelier, encouraged social
interactions and helped students feel more connected to their peers (Peiris et al., 2021). Thus, instructors can
consider including more activities such as polls, movement breaks (which students can take turns leading) and
games for students to get to know one another.

Students also struggled to stay focused during live sessions. They mentioned that having the cameras on would

help them stay focused and reduce multi-tasking. With the potentially large effect of switching on cameras
during Zoom lessons, instructors could strongly encourage students to switch on their cameras during class.
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However, we would not recommend making it mandatory as students raised sensitive issues such as a lack of
private space at home as reasons for not switching on their cameras. Moving forward, we intend to make several
small additions to the course after taking into account these findings. Currently, students are sent to the same
breakout group during lesson discussions. Since breakout rooms can promote social engagement, changing the
breakout groups every few weeks could help students to connect with other classmates. We also changed how
the movement breaks are conducted. They are now primarily student-led. This proved to be successful. It helped
students take a more active role during lessons and made the class livelier as well.

To conclude, eLearning has vast potential and made university instruction possible amidst a global pandemic. It
brings greater flexibility and facilitates autonomous learning. However, it also allows students to take a more
passive approach, especially in cultures with high power distance. In addition, the increased autonomy might
lead students to take a more liberal approach when it comes to class attention and participation. As instructors
and students continue to navigate the eLearning space, there is a need for more culture-specific research on how
to improve online teaching and learning. Future research and development can also focus on identifying
techniques to increase engagement in an eLearning setting as this was a key issue that students faced
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