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Abstract

Distance learning is not a new subject in university study practice. It is clear that a significant number of
universities practiced this way of learning before the pandemic. In the case of distance learning, the
emphasis is always not so much on the means used for teaching and learning, as on the very fact of the
physical separation of the lecturer and the student. There is a reasonable concern about the quality of
studies, their efficiency, the quality of the qualifications acquired by future specialists, etc. The new
context creates the need to analyse and assess the distance learning situation that arose during the
pandemic.

In January-February 2021, a qualitative study was conducted, in which 158 students from three Lithuanian
universities participated. Most of the respondents were students of social and humanitarian study
programmes. Qualitative data obtained on the basis of open-ended questions were analysed using the
method of quantitative content analysis, i.e., semantic subcategories and categories according to four
main variables were distinguished: advantages of distance lectures, disadvantages of distance lectures,
and distance lecture improvement.

It has been established that the main advantages are the convenience of studying and the flexibility of the
study process. Meanwhile, the most obvious shortcomings are deterioration of physical and mental health
and non-realisation of social needs, deterioration of the quality of academic activities. Improving the
design of lectures and improving their planning and organisation are considered the key areas of
improvement.
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INTRODUCTION

It is understandable that distance learning is one of university study methods, when teaching and learning
take place at a different time in different places, and ICT use creates a particular learning environment and
ensures the teaching/learning process. It is also clear that not all study programmes can be carried out online.
Various research shows that distance lectures can be an effective way of studying. Researchers reasonably
notice that distance learning has become the most rapidly growing segment of higher education (Zaborova
et al., 2017), e.g., a study conducted in Lithuania in 2012 showed that distance lectures had obvious
advantages: students had a possibility to deepen their information technology knowledge at a convenient
time, unable to participate in regular lectures due to illness or other reasons, could examine the lecture
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material independently, etc. (Stanklniené, 2012). Researchers accentuate that distance learning is inevitable
(Samasonok & Zonych, 2020), however, despite of this it faces a variety of challenges. It is known that
distance learning can be carried out applying synchronous, asynchronous, and mixed approaches. It is
without doubt that the current level of information communication technologies and their variety and
availability, provide many and various distance teaching/learning opportunities. Various previous research
studies show that the application of distance teaching technologies increases teaching/learning efficiency
(Konariovas, 2014), availability/ accessibility (Navickiené & Vainoryté, 2015), learning to learn competence is
improved (Rutkauskiené & Pocilté, 2006), digital competence (Torres-Gastelu, 2021) and other.

Retrospectively, there are quite a lot of research studies showing negative distance learning aspects as well.
The research carried out in the USA showed that the students, attending distance teaching courses,
demonstrated significantly weaker motivation for studies than the students attending regular lectures
(Qureshi et al., 2002). Borisova et al. (2016) research showed that modern distance teaching methods for
students are ineffective, therefore, a special role working with various technologies should be devoted to a
lecturer. Australian researchers noticed that country universities are encouraged to carry out distance
teaching, however there are critical success factors for this, which are not fully analysed and understood (Wu
etal., 2015), besides, students’ demographic peculiarities can have influence on distance teaching technology
choice. Various newest research studies conducted in different countries demonstrate both positive and
negative aspects of the phenomenon. The research carried out in Slovakia showed that distance education
was closely related to emotions (and changes in emotions) and personality (Ballova Mikuskova, & Veresova,
2020). The research carried out in Germany showed that teachers were experiencing significantly more stress
than working in a usual way (Klapproth et al., 2020). The research conducted in Russia showed that the most
frequent barriers in distance teaching were lack of necessary skills to apply computer based online learning
systems, the inability to communicate with lecturers and insufficient support for distance learners
(Leontyeva, 2018). Likewise, research shows that distance lectures have obvious advantages. A positive effect
is observed when performing students’ independent work using information technology (Atadjanov, 2020).
Various electronic means are used to keep students in touch with teachers, a perfect possibility is provided
for students to communicate with each other and so on. According to Sadeghi (2019), opportunities are
created for the free distribution of teaching materials during distance learning activities. Finally, the new
generation is quite familiar with technologies and therefore, they are not fully satisfied with conventional
teaching/learning methods.

It is obvious that the new digital learning environment created by the internet offers a lot of exciting
opportunities for distance learning students. As researchers (Brown et al., 2015) note, the life of distance
learners is neither “black” nor “white”, a lot of factors developing personal learning experience and providing
support for students have to be taken into consideration. It is also understandable that distance learning has
obvious advantages and disadvantages, therefore, proper organisation and management of the distance
learning process can guarantee the success of such learning.

Research Context, Aim, Questions

However, the global pandemic caused by COVID-19, has fundamentally created different conditions and
opportunities. Practically, the global transition to distance learning has become a serious challenge for
university lecturers and students. During a relatively short period of time, the content of lectures, practical
and laboratory works had to be adapted to online teaching, various technological challenges had to be solved,
and high-quality lecturers had to be ensured in the changed conditions. In other words, the pandemic forced
all educational institutions to switch to distance learning (Tuychieva et al., 2020), which in turn became a
catalyst for some rapid changes in university studies.

This research was conducted in pandemic conditions when the study process in universities was transferred
to online format. Lecturers and students were forced to change face-to-face teaching/learning to web-based
distance teaching/learning (Louis-Jean & Cenat, 2020). It is obvious, that distance teaching and learning
definitely poses some serious challenges. The term “distance lectures” used in the research basically covers
all study process - lectures, discussions, seminars, practical works, consultations, and other activities that are
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conducted online (both synchronously and asynchronously). This is a common term from organisational-
management point of view, when we talk about the study process organisation (e.g., the lecture schedule is
created, etc.).

Distance learning can be understood as a way, form or strategy of teaching. In general, there is no one
universally accepted definition of , distance learning”. Distance learning as a phenomenon in world practice
has more than one term and even more different definitions (for example, distance teaching would be a
more accurate concept, because education usually includes two sides - teaching and learning). For example,
in addition to the very common term ‘distance learning’, other terms are used, such as ‘remote learning’,
‘online learning’, ‘virtual learning’, ‘flexible learning’, ‘correspondence learning’, etc. The main and essential
common feature of distance teaching/learning is one - the physical separation of lecturer and student in
space. Therefore, another essential thing is needed - the use of media and ICT to enable the communication
necessary for the study process. The term “distance lectures” is closer to the concept of “organization of the
study process at a distance”. The universal transition to a different kind of education was not planned in
advance by anyone, it is carried out under unusual, extreme conditions (COVID-19 pandemic).

Distance learning, the place and time of which do not usually coincide with the study process, requires special
course delivery and teaching methodologies, special communication and information technology skills,
techniques and special organizational and administrative preparation.

Conventional (regular) distance learning is based on the student’s’ independent work at any place and at any
time appropriate to the student. Meanwhile, the current research was conducted using a different model.
All lectures took place in real time, according to a schedule. The difference was that lecturers and students
met on the MS Teams platform rather than in university auditoriums. In this way, it was possible to use
questions-answers, discussions or group work (by creating different rooms / channels) and various other
methods directly. Students had the opportunity to listen to their friends, oppose them, etc., which would not
be possible under conventional distance learning conditions, as students would work in their own mode and
perhaps only occasionally meet in forums, etc.

It is obvious that, for those studying natural and technical sciences, distance learning during the pandemic
prevented them from doing practical, laboratory work in laboratories, and this undoubtedly affected the
quality of studies. And those studying social sciences escaped this difficult situation, for example, students of
primary education study programme conducted some inquiry-based practical activities independently at
home and presented the research results and evidence of research activities (for example, short videos) to
their friends during remote meetings. So, learning from each other, discussing successes and areas for
improvement they still had the opportunity.

Another important aspect is the lecturer and student meeting. During regular distance teaching/learning, it
is minimal, uncommon, usually in the form of consultations. Under the pandemic conditions, the meetings
took place as scheduled, although those meetings moved to the MS Teams platform, but the students heard
the lecturer’s “live” word, saw him and his friends on the screen, asked the lecturer questions, received
answers, and so on.

Thus, the research aim was to ascertain basic distance lecture advantages, disadvantages, improvement
possibilities. There are very few studies in Lithuania dealing with these questions. On the other hand,
students’ preferences and positions in the learning process, their teaching and information processing
methods are important trying to achieve quality in the study process (Berkova et al., 2020).

It was sought to answer such research questions:
e What are advantages of distance lectures?
e What are disadvantages of distance lectures?

e What, how and what spheres could be improved?
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

General Characteristics

This qualitative research was carried out in January-February 2021. Such research is specifically recognized
as “basic or generic qualitative research” (Merriam, 1998), because it has the essential characteristics of
qualitative research. On the other hand, such research creates possibilities to obtain data about the
phenomenon being studied or the phenomenon’s possible new aspects (Bitinas, 2002). The conducted
research is a part of a larger study that is targeting the subjective perceptions of students about online
lectures.

Research Sample

The study involved 158 students from three Lithuanian universities. Evaluating Morse’s (1994)
recommendations, the sample of 30-50 participants is suitable for such kind of research. Assessing the
position of Creswell (1998), a range of 20-30 participants is acceptable for qualitative samples. In addition, it
was taken into consideration that not many variables were analysed in the study, the analysed population
was essentially homogeneous, and such sample size was considered appropriate (Neuman, 1997).

The main demographic information about the respondents is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the Lithuanian sample (n/%)

Gender Female Male
151 (95.6) 7 (4.4)
Study level Bachelor Master
138 (87.3) 20 (12.7)
Study year B1 B2 B3 B4 B5 M1 M2
13 (8.2) 56 (35.4) 24 (15.2) 17 (10.8) 28 (17.7) 11 (7.0) 9 (5.7)

According to the study programmes, the majority of the respondents were the students in the field of social
sciences: students from education management (17.1%), primary and pre-school education (38.0%),
childhood pedagogy (34.2%) and subject pedagogy, geography, English philology, chemistry study
programme students 1.9% each (12 students). The other 5 respondents (0.6% each) represented German,
Russian philology, history, maths, physics study programmes.

Due to the fact that it is a small-scale qualitative study, the research sample was formed in incomplete
adherence to the principle of randomness. Students from three Lithuanian universities were included in the
research sample: Siauliai university (n=50), Klaipéda university (n=12), Vilnius university (n=96). Thus, the
researchers were of the opinion that, in principle, the sample of 158 students surveyed was appropriate,
seeking to formulate reasonable conclusions.

The communication of the respondents was by e-mail. The aim of the conducted research was explained to
the respondents, and the respondents were informed about the use of the collected information
appropriateness. The participation in the research was completely voluntary.

Instrument

The respondents were presented three open questions-tasks:

e Please mention and explain some online lecture advantages comparing them with traditional lectures;

e Please mention and explain some online lecture disadvantages, comparing them with traditional lectures;
e Please give suggestions, how it would be possible to improve online lectures;

The presented questions were prepared exclusively for this research, were analysed separately, and do not
form a separate measurement scale.
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The participants had the opportunity to freely express their position on each question in writing. The scope
of the answers was not limited, it was requested to rely only on personal experience in distance learning. The
researchers took the view that open-ended questions were important because they made it possible to learn
unexpected information.

Data Analysis

The obtained research data were expressed in the form of free answers in writing. Later, the collected
answers were coded. The researchers sought to find similarities, differences, and interrelationships between
the segments of the text and to single out clear semantic units. Thus, the smallest component of the text,
semantically different from the others, was considered to be the unit of analysis. In the initial stage, multiple
reading of the text was performed. Subsequently, the grouping of the most recurring semantic units (the
subdivision of subcategories) was performed. Semantically close subcategories were grouped into categories.
Afterwards, the subcategory and category interpretation and substantiation was carried out. The researchers
based content analysis on the calculation of features, which were important to the researcher, and which
could be summarised. Devi-Prasad (2019) defined content analysis as reducing a large portion of words
obtained through qualitative data in order to make meaning of the data.

A guantitative type of content analysis was chosen, where a code system is defined, and the calculation
results are presented in the form of tables. It was sought to determine how the analysed phenomenon was
perceived /understood by the respondent, reflecting on his/her experience, based on the researcher’s
presented questions. Assessing the position of Mayring (2002), it can be stated that content analysis is a valid
method that allows to draw reliable conclusions, referring to the systematically analysed text (verbal data
array). Such approach enables researchers to avoid subjective text interpretation and guarantees the
objectivity of the analysis (Guscinskiené, 2002). In the content analysis, the resulting data are analysed in
depth to allow for the generation of previously unfamiliar themes and dimensions (Yildirim & Simsek, 2011).
Before choosing the content analysis method, the researchers made sure that there was enough material for
the research and that it was representative. Semantic unit separation and grouping was carried out
independently by two researchers seeking in this way to guarantee the objectivity of the analysis. In addition,
to ensure reliability, the data were encoded by two different researchers independently and calculated using
Miles and Huberman’s (1994) “Reliability = (Consensus) / (Consensus + Difference of Opinion) * 100” formula
for consensus or determination of possible differences. A coefficient of coding compatibility between two
researchers was .87. In order to achieve a higher objectivity of the analysis, the results of the content analysis
were discussed with two experts in the field, university lecturers. In this way, sufficient internal validity was
ensured. Experts confirmed that the subcategories and categories identified correspond to the actual
situation under study and the data collected, which is related to the accuracy of the study results (Cohen et
al., 2000).

RESEARCH RESULTS

It was analysed what online lecture advantages are discerned by students. Four categories were singled out:
The convenience of studying, Study process flexibility, Satisfaction with the studies and Improvement of the
competencies. The results are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Online lecture advantages N (%)

Categories Subcategories Statements N (%)
The Combination of work Online lectures provide an opportunity to study for the people, who want to 42 (14.9)
convenience and study save time (due to the tense rhythm of the day) or cannot physically come to
of studying 77 (27.1) lectures
165 (58.1) Parallelly can carry out work functions, can participate in lectures, and do 15(5.3)
another unstrained work
One can easier combine work and studies 10 (3.5)
Online lectures provide students more opportunities to participate in lectures 8(2.8)

because most students are working people and not always could participate in
contact lectures

No need to take learning holidays at work 2(0.7)
Combination of Possibility to study from any place, where | have computer and internet 26 (9.1)
participation in lectures Possibility of “multitasking” when you can do more than one task at a time 5(1.8)

with the individual
needs

It is much easier to combine your personal needs, activities (i.e., one can join the 3 (1.0)
lecture at any place and participate in it, the number of participating in lectures
increases)

A possibility to participate in lectures both using a computer and a telephone 3(1.0)
We can study when we are ill, we do not have to miss lectures due to illness 3(1.0)

Financial savings
32 (11.3)

From a financial point of view, it is cheaper, because the journey or a room rent 32 (11.3)
do not cost, other expenses decrease

Time planning
16 (5.6)

It is easier to plan, manage time, stick to the daily routine 12 (4.2)
Online studies allow planning one’s own works, work performance time is more 4 (1.4)
exact

Study process
flexibility
50 (17.6)

Lecture content
availability
27 (9.5)

Online lectures can be recorded and listened by students once again, or listened 24 (8.5)
by other people interested in that topic

A lot of material for studies in one place, it is comfortable to find and use 1(0.4)
All study material is given in the platform, where one can open and read atany 1 (0.4)
time

One can perform particular tasks more quickly — review video records, 1(0.4)
soundtracks, read given information
Lecture organisation Better communication with the lecturer, you are better heard, supported 6(2.1)
smoothness Lecturers put more effort preparing for lectures, give different types of activities 5 (1.8)
23(8.1) Lecture material presentation is more diverse, one can use various apps 3(1.0)
Lecture absenteeism is smaller 3(1.0)
Study material acceptability is for a longer time 2(0.7)
During lectures | can surf the internet looking for extra material 2(0.7)
Quick information presentation and distribution and so on. 2(0.7)
Satisfaction Physical environment  Bigger comfort 8(2.8)
with the suitability Physical convenience, avoiding extra mobility, all necessary devices are athand 5 (1.8)
studies 22 (7.8) One can choose a comfortable working environment 4(1.4)
49 (17.3) You can have coffee, tea during lectures, have a snack 4 (1.4)
You can choose the most convenient way of listening, i.e., during lectures you 1(0.4)
can sit, stand
Reduction of fear and  Less stress, related to the environment change, because you stay at home 12 (4.2)
stress Possibility to more concentrate, less tension 3(1.0)
17 (6.0) There is no auditorium fear 2(0.7)
Achievement Easier to learn 5(1.8)
improvement Easier to account for various tasks 3(1.0)
10(3.5) Easier exams 1(0.4)
During online teaching, better results are achieved 1(0.4)
Improvement General didactic ability Online studies strengthen the ability to learn independently 4(1.4)
of the improvement Possibility to deepen knowledge in various internet platform usage, information 2 (0.7)
competencies 10 (3.5) is found faster
20(7.0) Acquaintance with different types of learning tools 2(0.7)
More effective work in groups 1(0.4)
One can perform group tasks because most platforms are adapted to this 1(0.4)
Technological literacy  ICT abilities improve 6(2.1)
improvement Computer literacy improvement 4(1.4)
10 (3.5)

Note: Totally 284 semantic units were extracted
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In the second table, one can see that the category The convenience of studying has the highest weight
(58.1%), and Competence development - the lowest (7.0%). The statements in the other two categories are
fairly evenly distributed (Study process flexibility (17.6) and Satisfaction with the studies (17.3)).

Online teaching started during the pandemic has become a major advantage for the students seeking synergy
between study and work. It must be assumed that work during the studies is quite popular because it is
evidenced by more than a quarter of all statements received. The work provides students with both financial
stability and valuable experience. Maintaining a balance between work and study while studying through
contact would be rather complicated. Distance studies - is a very convenient option in this case, so more than
a quarter of the significant statements testify about the possibility of combining studies and work.

Applying information communication technologies, the study process becomes accessible to almost
everyone and from everywhere, all you need to do is to have a computer or a smartphone. Therefore, it is
easy to combine participation in the lectures with the individual needs. One-seventh of the statements
confirm that students enjoy attending lectures and at the same time being in a different environment,
engaging in other subjects. It also does not go unnoticed that even being ill a student can participate in
distance studies, which he would not allow in the case of contact activities. On the other hand, distance
studies are also superior in that more students participate in lectures.

One-tenth of the statements confirm financial savings possibility that occurred as some students returned
home and lived with their parents when the pandemic broke out. Therefore, they admit that they have less
expenses, they do not have to rent an apartment, do not spend money on transport and so on. A small
proportion of the statements fall into time planning sub-category. Students acknowledge that studying online
they succeed in better time planning, easier making an agenda and sticking to it. So, there are less problems
related to the time management.

The second, according to significance, is the category - Study process flexibility. With a more flexible study,
students more easily respond to their needs, they are more active and more motivated study process
participants. Thus, a sudden transition to distance learning also provided an opportunity to better respond
to students’ needs. Students are impressed by the availability of lecture content. They can view lecture
recording at any time, find all the necessary information on the platform. It is convenient because everything
is in one place. It has to be said that students acknowledge that organisation of lectures has become
smoother. The statements testify that lecturers more seriously prepare for the lectures, use various apps,
look for more diverse ways of conveying information, organise various activities, communicate with students.
On the other hand, students are also more active, are less likely to miss the lectures. This allows to make a
conclusion that during distance studies, the involvement of the participants in the study process gets better,
deeper immersing into the study process.

The third category singled out is - satisfaction with the studies. Satisfaction in a general sense is understood
as a feeling of happiness. It responds to what the person sought, what expected. As it is known, it is an
important factor in evaluating studies. The mentioned category consists of three subcategories, the most
significant of which is - physical environment suitability. Students like when working remotely they have a
comfortable working environment, have necessary tools at hand, if they want, they can sip coffee or tea.
Reduction of fear and stress - is one more singled out subcategory, which has got - only 6% statements. It
turned out that during distance studies auditorium fear is reduced, you can be more focused, therefore, body
tension decreases. Also, less stress is experienced because you are staying at home, in a normal environment.
Achievement improvement - is a small subcategory, containing 3.5% of statements. Several students
expressed the opinion that it is easier to study remotely, easier exams, easier to account for various tasks.

Two other not numerous categories as mentioned above general didactic ability improvement and
technological literacy improvement have been merged into competence improvement category. And
although not many significant statements this category combines, it has not gone unnoticed that the abilities
of learning to learn, work in groups, ICT skills are developed during distance studies, one gets acquainted
with various digital tools, platforms.
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Table 3. Online lecture disadvantages N (%)

Categories Subcategories Statements N (%)
Deterioration of Negative effect on It is difficult to keep attention on the computer screen for a long time, it is 32(10.8)
mental and mental health difficult to concentrate
physical health 56 (18.9) During online lectures, fatigue, tiredness is felt, additional stress appears 12 (4.0)
82 (27.7) High lecture load per day, per week reduces concentration 8(2.7)
Dependence on the computer increases 4(1.4)
Negative effect on Physical tiredness 12 (4.0)
physical health Eyesight gets worse when looking at computer screen for a long time, eye 10 (3.4)
N-26 (8.8) strain symptoms occur
You have to spend a lot of time at the computer, it’s tiring 2(0.7)
Limited physical activity 2(0.7)
Non-realisation Lack of Lack of informal, real communication with colleagues 24 (8.1)
of social needs communication There is no communication, or it is limited between lectures, it is impossible to 20 (6.7)
73 (24.7) 44 (14.9) make new contacts, friendships
Lack of socialisation It is more difficult to make contact with lecturers, course friends 10 (3.4)
29 (9.8) Lack of socialisation 8(2.7)
Lack of social connection, however, distance studies cannot replace contact 8(2.7)
Social interaction between students, lecturers and students significantly 3(1.0)
decreases
Declineinthe  The effect of side It is very easy to deviate from the content of the lecture and immerse yourself 14 (4.7)
involvementin stimuli in side activities
the study 19 (6.5) Greater chance of distraction than being in an auditorium 5(1.7)
process Student apathy Lower student participation in online lectures comparing with contact lectures 5 (1.7)
58(19.6) 17 (5.7) During distance lectures students are more passive participants than learning 5(1.7)
in traditional lectures
Students are more sluggish than during regular lectures 5(1.7)
Students are much less likely to engage in discussion on an online platform 2(0.7)
The increase in High load, too much work to be done 10 (3.4)
learning load The number of individual works is increasing 6 (2.0)
16 (5.4)
Deterioration of Lack of motivation, decrease in receiving feedback 4(1.4)
motivation and Knowledge deteriorates, as distance lectures are less inclusive, dry theory 2(0.7)
knowledge
6(2.0)
Deterioration of Limitation of practical There is less group work, discussions, they are limited 16 (5.4)
the quality of activities It is difficult or impossible to carry out practical activities 12 (4.0)
academic 42 (14.2) There are few practical works, very much theory 8(2.7)
activities We cannot practically try a lot of methods, diversify lectures 3(1.0)
56 (18.9) Performing team tasks is very complex 2(0.7)
Poor possibilities for realistic illustration 1(0.3)
Lack of lecturers’ Some lecturers are not able to properly combine theoretical material and 4(1.4)
competencies practical tasks during the lectures
14 (4.7) The “culture”/etiquette of distance teaching/learning is not high 4(1.4)
Lectures are often boring, there is no live communication 3(1.0)
Distance lectures often take longer than usual, due to inability to arrange 2(0.7)
everything or delays due to technical obstacles
There are very few individual consultations, or they are not provided at all 1(0.3)
Organisational Technical disorders ~ Not always a proper internet connection, various technical disorders 20(6.7)
technical 22 (7.4) Exams and assessments sometimes cause bigger stress due to fear and that 2(0.7)
disorders some technical problems can emerge
27 (9.1) Study and work It is more difficult to create an agenda, especially when you have also to 3(1.0)
combination combine distance work
difficulties It is very difficult to combine work, studies and family matters 2(0.7)
5(1.7)

Note: Totally 296 semantic units were extracted

Online lecture disadvantages perceived by students were also analysed. On the basis of semantic analysis,
five subcategories were extracted: Deterioration in mental and physical health, Non-realisation of social
needs, Decline in the involvement in the study process, Deterioration of the quality of academic activities, and
Organisational-technical disorders. The results are presented in Table 3.
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In Table 3, one can see that there is no single clearly predominant category, except for the one with the
lowest weight - Organisational-technical disorders (9.1%). The categories Deterioration of physical and
mental health (27.7%) and Non-realisation of social needs (24.7%) have the largest weight. These categories
account for more than half of all statements, the other two categories are almost equal in terms of
significance: Deterioration in the involvement in the study process (19.6) and Deterioration of the quality of
academic activities (18.9%).

As it is known, more than in a quarter of statements was mentioned Deterioration of mental and physical
health. If we analyse which health - mental or physical - students complain more about, we would see that
the negative effects of distance learning on mental health were twice as common. Students name increasing
fatigue, exhaustion, poorer concentration of attention, appearing stress, and so on. Negative effect on
physical health manifests itself through the decreased physical activity, physical fatigue, excessive strain on
the eyes.

Students participating in the research express their thoughts on unrealised social needs. Young people
experience lack of communication (there is lack of communication with colleagues, exchange of opinions,
etc.). They acknowledge that distance learning makes it difficult to make friends and make new contacts. The
other subcategory includes statements about /ack of socialisation. Students notice a decrease in social
interaction with both lecturers and students. Without direct communication, part of social interaction means,
it is understandable, no longer play their role. No opportunity was left to observe the other people’s
behaviour, learn to adapt, complement each other and so on.

About one-fifth of the statements indicate decline in the involvement in the study process. The statements
related to this category are divided into four subcategories. One of them- the effect of side stimuli. The
identified statements justify the possibility to deviate from the study process, the examined content, and to
engage in less significant activities. A slightly smaller proportion of statements is attributed to student apathy.
They show that students in distance lectures are more passive, more sluggish than in contact lectures. The
reasons for this shortcoming may be a little deeper. During the pandemic, no active leisure time is left for
students, the environment interests less and less, and over a longer period of time, passiveness, apathy can
be passed on to the study process. Of course, it is not very good if due to these reasons, also suffers the
student’s ability to work. The other subcategory - the increase in learning load shows that the number of
independent work tasks, which have to be performed in virtual environment, has increased for students. The
fourth subcategory - deterioration of motivation and knowledge - does not have many statements, however,
it is also worth discussion. Students see a threat to their knowledge. Without sufficient feedback, dry theory
dominating, it is difficult not to lose motivation to learn.

Speaking about the deterioration of the quality of academic activities, two subcategories were distinguished.
The first - limitations of practical activities. It combines the statements about the decrease of practical works,
or that they cannot be performed under distance learning conditions. Also, it is regretful that theoretical
discussions occupied the place of practical activities. A lack of discussions and teamwork is mentioned, and
a lack of visual aids in the activities. The latter subcategory is three times bigger by her statements than the
second one - lack of lecturers’ competencies. Students notice that lecturers do not try to combine theory with
practice, activities are boring, non-engaging, sometimes take longer. They lack live communication and
individual consultations.

Less than one tenth of statements covers the fifth category - organisational - technical disorders. From the
subcategory of technical problems equipment, internet hindrances are mentioned and rising fears that
technologies work well during the assignments and exams. The subcategory that is of minor significance -
study and work combination difficulties covers the statements, in which students speak openly about
problems arising combining distance work, distance studies, and family matters.

The positions of the respondents regarding the possibilities of improving distance lectures were analysed.
Four main categories were extracted: Planning and organisation improvement, Lecture design improvement,
Communication skill improvement, Study process management improvement. The results are presented
Table 4.
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Table 4. Online lecture improvement (suggestions, recommendations) N (%)

Categories Subcategories Statements N (%)
Planning and Study content Record lessons and present to students 15(9.3)
organisation optimisation Theoretical material can also be presented in videos that can be viewed 14 (8.6)
improvement 36 (22.1) independently
50 (30.7) Part of the study material (theory) could be presented earlier, and analysed 5(3.1)
during the lectures
More flexibly adapt study tasks for distance learning 2(1.2)
Searching for harmony Organise not only theoretical but also practical parts in distance learning 6(3.7)
of study methods Combine distance lectures with regular ones 3(1.8)
9 (5.5)
Searching for theory  Think about, reconcile the presentation of theoretical material and practical 3(1.8)
and practice harmony tasks to get the right balance
5(3.1) Look through the lecture content and tasks, adapt them to better meet the 2(1.2)
specifics of distance lectures
Study process  Organization There should be not more than 4 lectures a day, as constant work at the 10(6.1)
management improvement computer is very frustrating
improvement 37 (22.7) Shorten direct contact hours, so you don’t have to sit long at a computer screen 8 (4.9)
43 (26.4) Devote more time for individual — independent student work 8(4.9)
Longer breaks are necessary between lectures 6(3.7)
Lectures must last the specified time and have breaks 5(3.1)
More purposefully plan the time of the lectures 2(1.2)
Increasing the Lecturers should be able to better use programmes, to take advantage of more 4 (2.5)
responsibility of virtual opportunities
academic staff Strengthen student discipline 1(0.6)
5(3.1)
Ensuring internet Ensure better internet connection for lecturers and students 1(0.6)
connection
1(0.6)
Lecture design  Ensuring the diversity More practical tasks/ try to integrate more practical activities 8(4.9)
improvement  of methods and More group/teamwork 6(3.7)
35(21.5) activities Lectures must be in an attractive format and form 5(3.1)
20(12.3) Apply active teaching methods 1(0.6)
Increasing the Include more smart technologies, various apps 5(3.1)
technology / Find alternative programmes, which “would enliven” distance lectures 4 (2.5)
visualisation of the Include in lectures documentaries, educational, etc. film screenings (accordingto 4 (2.5)
lecture process the studied specialty)
15(9.2) There could be some virtual trips (museums, virtual meetings). 1(0.6)
Use other platforms to diversify lecture content 1(0.6)
Communication Communication and Make possibilities for students to collaborate with each other 11(6.7)
skill collaboration Strengthen student communication and collaboration 3(1.8)
improvement  encouragement Build a closer relationship with students, by providing more frequent feedback 3(1.8)
33(20.2) 17 (10.4)
Promoting student Give lectures to smaller groups of students so that everyone can speak and be 7 (4.3)
involvement/activity heard
16 (9.8) More discussions, encourage discussions among participants 6(3.7)
Provide opportunity for all students to speak during seminars 3(1.8)

Note: Totally 163 semantic units were extracted

As can be seen in Table 4, more than half of the weight is given to categories Planning and organisation
improvement (30.7%) and Study process management and improvement (26.5%). The other two categories
Lecture design improvement (21.5%) and Communication skill improvement (20.2%) are slightly inferior,
however of a similar value between themselves.

The most significant category in Planning and organisation improvement is Study content optimization. It
accounted for as much as one-fifth of all statements received in this regard. Students provide valuable advice.
They would like all the lectures to be recorded and submitted recordings to be reviewed independently or
obtained before practical activities to get acquainted so that the content can be analysed and discussed
during activities. It has to be said that these are quite rational proposals. This is the principle of “blended”
teaching, when a student studies the theoretical part independently, and then a discussion is organised to
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discuss the theoretical material, to establish the most important things. In addition, students would like tasks
for distance learning to be more flexibly adapted.

Some of the statements fell into small subcategories Searching for the harmony of study methods and
Searching for the harmony of theory and practice. In the first case, it is recommended to pay more attention
to the practical part of the study subjects, and it is desired that the distance lectures be combined with the
usual ones (though it was not possible under quarantine conditions). In the second case, more optimal theory
and practical part balance is desired, suitable tasks prepared for distance learning.

A quarter of the valuable recommendations are combined into the Study process management improvement.
This category has a particularly significant subcategory Organisation improvement, where students’
suggestions are assigned for making a schedule because according to them, it is very difficult to sit at the
computer screen for 8 hours. It is proposed to review study programmes and, if possible, to increase the
number of independent work hours. By increasing the responsibility of academic staff, students recommend
taking responsibility for student discipline strengthening and suggest improving the ability to use various

apps.

The category Lecture design improvement consists of two subcategories. The first, Ensuring the diversity of
methods and activities highlights the students’ desire to have more group/ teamwork and practical activities.
So, it would be possible to ensure synergy between theory and practice. In addition, a more interesting, more
inclusive lecture format based on active teaching/learning methods is expected. The statements included in
the second category responded to the Increase in the lecture process technologization /visualisation.
Students offer to use the possibilities of various platforms in the lectures, to use more digital apps, virtual
trips to the discussed objects, and to make use of the video material for lecture content diversity.

One-fifth of the statements fell into Communication skill strengthening category. Two roughly equal
categories were distinguished here. The first is - Communication and collaboration encouragement. Students
recommend creating opportunities for them to communicate and collaborate during sessions, to build a
closer relationship between the lecturer and the student, even though by providing him/her with more
frequent feedback. The second one - Promoting student engagement/activity includes statements about
discussions, lectures for smaller groups of students, where they would have more opportunities to speak,
express opinions and so on.

DISCUSSION

The aim of the research was to find out what advantages and disadvantages are seen by university students,
as well as to reveal probable similarities between regular and distance lectures. Also, it was sought to analyse
distance lecture improvement possibilities. This is especially important in the planning, organisation, and
management aspects of the study process. It is important not to forget that the research study was
conducted during COVID-19 pandemic, in other words, the students having participated in the study, studied
normally, but during the pandemic virtually the entire study process moved to electronic space i.e., at the
same time it became online learning and distance learning. Distance learning can be considered as an integral
field of two sciences - pedagogy and informatics. Therefore, the functions of distance learning can be
relatively divided into two groups - pedagogical (didactic) and technological.

Analysing the advantages of distance lectures, it is obvious that the category with the greatest weight was
“The convenience of studying” (58.1%). This is not an unexpected result because it is a common advantage
of distance studies. With the rapid change of ICT, the study process is also changing rapidly. Researchers
notice that technological lifestyle is a self-evident reality, in which information and its management are not
only the dominant value, but also an important need of the present man (Melnikovas, 2017). Not only
nowadays, but in future as well, ICT have to be attractive for the students, comfortable to see for the teachers
and lecturers. In addition, it should be specially made for teaching/learning purposes. Selection process
problem, in didactics respect, will get more acute, because market (producers’) pressure on education
system will, undoubtedly, increase (Lamanauskas, 2013). As Ciarniené et al. (2012) noted although
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computerised and distance teaching networks have been created in Lithuania, distance learning courses are
being created, students still do not sufficiently use the opportunities and peculiarities of IT and distance
learning. However, as it was already mentioned, in the conditions of pandemic, the need of distance learning
has increased to the maximum. The research results allow stating that the convenience of studying students
treat as a possibility to combine work and studies, as well as combining participation in the lectures with
individual needs. This confirms the results of the previous conducted research in Lithuania, stating that online
learning is very suitable for working students as a possibility to combine work and studies (Tankeleviéiené &
Turskiené, 2003). The research studies conducted by other researchers during the pandemic also highlight
such advantages as flexibility, accessibility, and comfort (Mukhtar et al., 2020). A perfectly understandable
argument for financial saving. This confirms the statements of the previous research that the overall costs of
distance education are actually lower than those of traditional education (Oliveira et al., 2018), such format
allows saving finances or even make possibilities to study for those, who wouldn’t be able to do this due to
financial reasons (Brown, 2017; Sadeghi, 2019). The obtained results practically confirm the results of the
previous research studies conducted in Lithuania that reducing students’ transport costs, possibility to
multitask, concentration, not absent mindedness, constructive communication with peers, quality
consultations are relevant (Vilkonis et al., 2014). Also, the results of the study fully correlate with the latest
study of the same format conducted in Romania, where the main advantages were found to be time-saving,
comfort, and money-saving (Manea et al., 2021).

Analysing the shortcomings of distance lectures one can see that basically they are twofold. One
distinguished category reflects physical and mental health deterioration (27.7%), the other the non-
realisation of social needs (24.7%). Basically, this correlates with general negative things about the use of ICT,
such as long time working on computer, low physical activity, fatigue and even computer addiction. This is
also confirmed by the results of the previous studies stating that the excessive use may lead to addiction
(Lamanauskas et al., 2017). The obtained results also highlight shortcomings as reduced involvement in the
study process, deterioration of motivation and knowledge, and finally deterioration of the quality of
academic activities in general. Essentially, similar deficiencies are also revealed by Mukhtar et al. (2020)
research, revealing such fundamental shortcomings as inefficiency and difficulty in maintaining academic
integrity. Once again it is important to emphasize that not only online teaching (learning), but also distance
learning is analysed. In 2009, a research in Australia was conducted with students from remote locations
around the country who had studied at an Australian university between 2003 through 2007. The research
revealed such essential shortcomings as feeling isolated, missing face-to-face contact with staff, and lacking
confidence in managing the technology associated with study (Owens et al., 2009). Sadeghi (2019) research
showed that students studying alone may feel isolated, and also miss the social physical interaction.

It is obvious that distance learning (distance lectures in this case) has to be improved seeking maximum
efficiency and study quality. The conducted research showed that the main focus should be on improving the
planning and organisation of the study process as well on improving lecture design. Various previous studies
emphasize that lecturers should prepare better teaching material with higher prospects of success (Dzakiria,
2004). Based on the research results, it can be unequivocally stated that students need various support while
learning including physical resources and lecturer support. This reaffirms Pratt’s (2015) position that there
are indeed many areas, where serious improvements could be made.

However, distance learning should be seen in another aspect - according to the changing roles of the student
and the lecturer in the learning process. Here, as in organising contact process, it is possible to distinguish
the same three prevailing paradigms - teaching, learning, self-directed learning.

The study has some limitations. First of all, a qualitative, limited study was conducted. Research parameters
are not analysed in terms of gender, field of study and direction. In order to better understand the situation,
university lecturer position research would be useful. It is obvious that the responsibility and the role of a
distance learning lecturer in the development of teaching materials and performing the tasks of a particular
course has significantly increased (Mis¢enko, 2014). On the other hand, the majority of the respondents
consisted of the social sciences study programmes, i.e., future teachers. The study did not cover students of
natural sciences, technologies, mathematics study programmes. Despite these limitations, the study
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revealed the obvious advantages and disadvantages of distance learning and the possibilities to improve
university study process performed in an online and/or distance format. The research results are most
extrapolated in the field of social sciences. The acquired knowledge enables the lecturers to choose and
combine teaching methods, forms, tools and methods in a more meaningful way, to constantly monitor and
respect the individual differences and needs of students in distance learning. In further research it would be
rational to combine quantitative with qualitative research methods, which contribute to gaining a more
complete insight into the researched area.

As mentioned earlier, the focus was on content delivery, so systematic, attractive and adaptive content was
not a priority. The essential thing was to ensure the continuation of the study process. Distance
teaching/learning that started during the pandemic greatly accelerated the development of lecturers’ ICT
skills, and universities rapidly began to implement special tools to improve the quality of distance learning.
In order to ensure the effectiveness of distance learning, both students and teachers need appropriate
training on how to facilitate the study process through the use of various ICTs (Nsengimana et al., 2021).

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Based on the results of the research, it can be stated that distance lectures have obvious advantages.
Convenience of studying has been highlighted as a key advantage because students have better possibilities
to combine studies with work and personal needs; also, distance learning has led to financial savings, which
is always relevant for students. Students value the flexibility of the studies i.e., notice lecturers’ work and
efforts ensuring the smoothness of the study process. They appreciate that the content of distance lectures
is recorded and available to them at any time. Satisfaction with the studies is associated with the comfort of
studying: a comfortable home environment, reduction of fear and stress and improving achievements. It can
be said that transition to distance learning has opened new opportunities to improve general and didactic
abilities, technological literacy.

Undoubtedly, certain shortcomings of distance lectures have been highlighted. It turned out that students
feel the deterioration of physical and mental health, the negative effects of distance lectures on mental
health are noticeable; spending a lot of time at computer screens, of course, also worsens physical health.
Distance learning has deprived students of the opportunity to realise their social needs - students feel a lack
of communication, have no possibilities to socialise, or these are very poor. On the other hand, students’
involvement in the study process deteriorates, as the learning load increases, at the same time knowledge
deteriorates, motivation decreases, apathy appears. A negative consequence is evident, i.e., the quality of
academic activities deteriorates, which is primarily manifested through practical barriers, prevailing
theoretical activities, or lack of competence of lecturers in mastering the challenges of distance learning.

Seeking to improve the quality of distance learning, several aspects should be noted. This is firstly related to
planning and organisation improvement. Better results could be achieved by optimising the study content,
looking for a closer dialogue between study methods and coherence between theory and practice. Study
process management improvement is seen as a second improvement direction. This could be done starting
with the revision/changes of the study plan and ending with the creation of the lecture schedule, and the
increase of the responsibility of the academic staff (improvement of competencies, strengthening of student
discipline). A particularly significant aspect is lecture design improvement in a general sense. This is related
to ensuring the diversity of methods and activities and increasing the visualisation of lectures. Equally
important is the strengthening of communication skills, i.e., promoting communication and collaboration
(although limited, but also possible through distance learning) and increasing student involvement in the
study process.

The planning and organization of the study process should be more flexible and efficient, taking into account
various possible situations. University lecturers should be encouraged to be more creative and learn more
advanced teaching methods, to develop information technology management skills. In addition, they must
be provided with ongoing methodological and technical assistance.
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