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Abstract

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Higher Education Institutions (HEI) replaced
regular face-to-face teaching with online teaching and learning. However, the shift
caused several academic and social concerns for students, such as lack of academic
support, lack of adequate resources to support online teaching, lack of socialization,
stress, anxiety, and lack of motivation in attending classes. This research evaluates
the impact of HEIs support, faculty support, and resources available on the academic
and social concerns of students in HEIs during the pandemic. 11,114 students across
the HEIs in Sultanate of Oman participated in an online national survey. Regression
and factor analysis were used to verify the research model developed based on the
literature review. Results showed that HEI support and faculty support significantly
affect university students’ academic and social concerns. Furthermore, resource
availability was found to affect the academic concerns of students but not their
social concerns. This research recommends strategies for HEIs and faculty to pro-
mote faculty-student interaction using both synchronous and asynchronous modes to
reduce student concerns and motivate them to engage in online classes.
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1 Introduction

COVID-19 pandemic influenced all walks of life; the higher education sector is not
an exception. Since WHO declared COVID-19 as a pandemic in March 2020, lock-
down, social distancing, work from home, and online classes became part of life.
Distance education replaced regular face-to-face classes; higher education insti-
tutions (HEI) rely heavily on a distance learning model to continue offering their
programs. HEI invested heavily in IT infrastructure, trained staff and students, and
moved their different activities online, including teaching and assessment. The shift,
however, caused several concerns for students and staff. A few recent research have
explored the challenges encountered by students during the pandemic (e.g., Mailizar
et al., 2020; Aristovnik et al., 2020; Al-Salman & Haider, 2021). However, all these
studies suggested the need for further studies on students’ responses towards online
learning and their concerns (Basilaia & Kvavadze, 2020; Mailizar et al., 2020; Basi-
laia & Kvavadze, 2020).

Distance Education (DE) includes all study methods and all levels of edu-
cation that do not enjoy direct and continuous supervision by teachers attend-
ing with their students in traditional classrooms. Still, the education process is
subject to planning, organization, and directed by an educational institution and
teachers" (Holmberg, 1977, p.9). DL experiments with synchronous or asyn-
chronous environments using different devices such as mobile phones, tablets,
or laptops. Participants interact with their teachers and share their ideas with
colleagues remotely. It offers many benefits, for instance, flexibility. Besides,
the course contents are accessible to students anytime. DE is not costly as it
saves the costs of establishing new classrooms and saves electricity, water, and
others (Ferriman, 2013). However, a low level of motivation, feelings of iso-
lation, and loneliness are some of the challenges affecting DE’s effectiveness
(Hetsevich, 2017).

In the Sultanate of Oman, the Supreme Committee decided to suspend face-
to-face classes and shift to online education on March 15, 2020. Accordingly,
HEIs shifted teaching and learning online, modified their assessment scheme,
and initiated measures to enhance their investments in IT. It allowed HEIs to
continue their academic programs and maintain the health of their stakeholders.
However, the shift posed significant challenges as it was not well planned. The
challenges include lack of infrastructure and resources, teacher’s inexperience in
the virtual teaching mode, resources available for students, network connectivity
issues. Indeed, the student’s academic concerns and social concerns due to pan-
demic created a unique situation that was never a subject matter in the empirical
research.

Against this background, this paper investigates students’ academic and social con-
cerns in the HEIs in the Sultanate of Oman. Specifically, this paper examines the role
of HEI support, faculty support, and resources on the academic and social concerns of
the students.
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2 Literature review

Academic concerns refer to learning difficulties, lack of attention from teachers,
and increasing workload that have restricted students’ ability to concentrate during
online classes. Several authors around the world have researched students’ academic
concerns caused by COVID-19. For instance, Realyvasquez-Vargas et al. (2020)
found that shifting to online learning affected students’ academic performance and
caused a lot of intellectual fatigue due to the increased workload. Also, the challenge
includes a high risk of students dropping out of their courses (Cohen, 2017). The
only way to overcome such a phenomenon is individualized monitoring, which is
probably hard to be accomplished by all teachers (UNESCO, 2020). Besides, many
students have not benefited from online learning since they have not received proper
guidance from their teachers (Ali, 2020; Sullivan et al., 2018) and lose interest in
attending classes online. Also, Al-Salman and Haider (2021) stated that the volume
of assignments has negatively affected students’ academic performance. In another
study, Aristovnik et al. (2020) analyzed how students perceive the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic with a sample of 30,383 university students from 62 coun-
tries; their study revealed that students complained about the intensive workload that
affected students’ academic performance.

This paper defines social concerns as the outcome of student experiences, feel-
ings of loneliness, fear of a pandemic, worries about health and the health of loved
ones, and lack of communication with classmates and relatives. According to the
UNESCO report (2020), the shift to a virtual mode of teaching—learning limited
social contact and socialization routines, a central part of students’ daily experience
in HEIs. The report indicated that 75% of students in HEIs worldwide had experi-
enced anxiety and unease due to the study suspension. In the same vein, Duraku and
Hoxha (2020) found that a majority of students in HEIs reported moderate levels of
stress (65.4%), while more than one-quarter of students reported high levels of stress
(26.9%). Similarly, Almuraqab (2020), in his study in the UAE, found that more
than half of respondents (58%) agreed that distance learning made group collabora-
tion among students less and very limited, which affected the ability to learn and
interact with their classmates. Gillis and Krull (2020) observed that students expe-
rienced barriers to learning due to the pandemic, including distractions, increased
anxiety, and feeling less motivated. Further, Aristovnik et al. (2020) found that stu-
dents experienced boredom, anxiety, and frustration due to the adoption of particu-
lar hygienic behaviors that prevented them from performing simple daily practices
such as shaking hands and getting in touch with their family members and friends.

2.1 Factors that impact students’ academic and social Concerns during online
education

The success of online classes depends on many factors. Empirical research uni-

vocally highlighted the critical role of faculty in shaping students’ experience in
online classes. For instance, Adnan and Anwar (2020), based on a study among
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126 undergraduates and postgraduate college students in different HEIs in Pakistan,
found that students’ academic performance is affected due to lack of face-to-face
interaction with the instructors and delays in responding to students’ inquiries. Bates
and Khasawneh (2007) stated that frequent feedback from teachers improved stu-
dents’ academic performance and increased their motivation and engagement dur-
ing online learning. Students learned more when their lecturers provided training on
using the online learning system at the beginning of the course. In addition, Zhou
et al. (2020) have found that most teachers in China are unfamiliar with synchronous
and asynchronous online teaching tools and could not guide their students on using
online platforms/or learning management systems. Hence, it is imperative that fac-
ulty knowledge, experience, and interaction during online classes significantly influ-
ence students’ experiences in online classes.

Considering the challenges posed by the pandemic, Daniel (2020) observed that
faculty should take advantage of asynchronous teaching to engage students and
ease their concerns to juggle home and study demands. However, this is contrary
to the expectation that faculty should continuously utilize synchronous platforms to
engage in discussions and interactions with students. Drane et al. (2020) observed
that students from more vulnerable backgrounds are likely to experience persistent
disadvantage through a range of barriers, for instance, long-term educational disen-
gagement, digital exclusion, poor technology management, and increased psycho-
social challenge. These barriers can be significantly managed by the faculty while
designing the online classes and mode of engagement.

Although teachers’ moved to online classes based on HEIs directive, teachers at
HEIs have not had enough time to adapt their course contents to online mode, both
synchronous and asynchronous. Chaaban and Ellili-Cherif (2017) considered lack of
time to look for appropriate online materials that cater to students’ level and needs
as one of the obstacles teachers encounter. It needs adequate time to find materials
that meet the standardized curriculum and assessment implemented in most HEIs
(Biancarosa & Griffiths, 2012; Vrasidas, 2015). Thus, due to the pandemic, teachers
shared as many materials as possible and expected students to choose the best mate-
rials for themselves, which caused many challenges for students. Amita (2020) stated
that learners encountered difficulties in choosing the best source amongst many sent
by their teachers, which affected their academic performance and increased their
anxiety and frustration.

It suggests that, given the urgency of continuing education online during the
pandemic, faculty support is critical in addressing students’ academic and social
concerns. For instance, a faculty need to maintain effective interaction with their
students, give them necessary feedback, and provide them with sufficient learning
materials that have a meaningful impact on student’s academic and social concerns
during the pandemic. Therefore, the empirical discussion furthers the following
hypothesis (H1):

e HI: Faculty support significantly affects students’ academic and social concerns
during online education.
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HEI support also critically influences student experiences in online learning.
Recent research established the role of HEI support in student’s academic success
and wellbeing in general (e.g., technical training and support, counseling support,
financial support, communication support, etc.). In their study, Fernandez and Shaw
(2020) emphasized the role of effective communication to gain the trust and com-
mitment of faculty, staff, and students. Altamirano and Collazo (2020) cited an
example wherein the leaders at Urban Diverse College communicated with staff
by weekly emails that contain heartfelt motivational messages and information
on developments concerning the community at large. In a national survey, Active
Minds (2020) reported that many students expressed that a lack of regular and car-
ing communication from their institutions was a primary stressor during COVID-19.
Students expect communications from their HEIs, and checking if have accessibility
issue or staying focused during online classes. Besides, HEIs should share meaning-
ful and heartful messages with students. HEIs should also provide support services
to facilitate student’s success and wellbeing during online learning. Some students
may lack the skills or have trouble using online platforms. Zeeshan et al. (2020)
emphasized the importance of technical support from their university administration
to motivate students to manage technological stresses and develop full readiness for
online learning.

Sarker et al. (2019), in their study in a private university in Bangladesh, stated
that to obtain optimum benefit from e-learning technologies, HEIs must ensure qual-
ity content distribution through user-friendly systems and enhanced asynchronous
interaction between the lecturers and students. For instance, HEIs should provide
training for both lecturers and students to cope with the new learning environment
during the pandemic. HEIs were rated differently in their approach to academic sup-
port to faculty and students in the previous empirical literature. Abu Shekhadim
et al. (2020) based on a study in Palestine, concluded that HEIs provided moderate
support; they did not train students to use e-learning, neither no guidelines dissemi-
nated to students on how to use the virtual platforms. Similarly, Draissi and Yong
(2020) found that the support provided to students in Moroccan HEIs was insuffi-
cient due to the lack of infrastructure needed to implement online education success-
fully. These empirical findings support WorldBank’s (2020) observation that most
students had difficulties accessing online learning due to the lack of support from
the HEIs. Furthermore, lack of support aggravates student concerns, and simultane-
ously students lose their interest in attending classes online. Yilmaz et al. (2020)
emphasized that many students do not know what to do in the online learning pro-
cess and need external support; otherwise, their motivation decreases and affects
their academic performance.

From the empirical literature on HEI’s relevance to students’ learning experience,
academic and social concerns, the second hypothesis, H2, is proposed.

e H2: HEI support significantly affects students’ academic and social concerns
during online education.

Auvailability of resources is another factor that facilitates the success of online edu-
cation. Previous research has shown that one of the main challenges for implementing
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a virtual mode of learning is an internet connection which has proven to be a signifi-
cant issue for students, especially those located in remote areas. Poor internet con-
nection is considered the main challenge for online education during the pandemic in
many studies worldwide (e.g., Baticulon et al., 2020; Kamarianos et al., 2020; Means
& Neisler, 2020; Sahu, 2020). A study conducted in China found that network cov-
erage in remote areas is insufficient. Learners in mountainous areas had to walk for
hours to find places with stable network signals (Huang et al., 2020).

Similarly, in Egypt, Mahdy (2020) found that learners suffered from poor internet
connectivity during the lockdown, which affected the quality of their learning. In
Morocco, students encountered several issues during online education due to net-
work capacity and lack of internet access in remote and rural areas. The govern-
ment addressed it by utilizing television channels to broadcast lectures for HEI stu-
dents. In Saudi Arabia, limited bandwidth has been a significant issue reported by
both teachers and students during the pandemic (Khalil et al., 2020; Alnajjar et al.,
2020). Lassoued et al. (2020) investigated the obstacles encountered by 300 students
experiencing distance education in four Arab countries during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Algerian, Egyptian, Palestinian, and Iraqi). The students stated that the lack
of resources needed during online education, namely internet connection, was a sig-
nificant challenge. In contrast, a study conducted in the UAE (Almuragab, 2020)
found that 74.5% of respondents had good internet access and appropriate devices
for online learning.

Although we focus on infrastructure at HEI, resources available with students,
teachers and HEI are also significant determinants of the effectiveness of distance
online learning. In Oman, the government has initiated a strategy to provide lap-
tops to all students in HEIs, which is an excellent gesture to ensure the availability
of adequate infrastructure during online classes. For instance, in the Mckinsey &
Company report in the USA, Kim et al. (2020) reported that only 11% of the partici-
pants reported having all the necessary equipment for remote learning. Having nec-
essary devices like laptops is an essential requirement for successful online learning.
However, many studies indicate that students rely more on their smartphones during
online education, which might not be compatible with many online platforms and
programs. For example, Mahdy (2020) found that the most used devices by students
in 86 countries were smartphones. Also, lack of devices or limited access due to
gadget sharing were encountered by medical students in the Philippines (Baticulon
et al., 2020) and Pakistan (Abbasi et al., 2020). In addition, during the pandemic,
many students have difficulties accessing online education due to the lack of basic
digital skills (Lassoued et al., 2020; World Bank, 2020). It caused students to lose
interest in attending classes online, affecting their academic achievement (Arénliu
& Bérxulli, 2020; Quacquarelli Symonds, 2020). Shetty et al. (2020) reported many
concerns facing students like lack of face-to-face interactions, lack of socialization,
distraction by social media, and technology-related issues. They rated their concern
about health, hygiene measures, and the feeling of loneliness as the significant rea-
sons for their social concerns. Among the social concerns, students worried about
their health and lack of social interaction leading to a lonely life. These observations
support Guangul et al. (2020), Fernandez and Shaw (2020), Khalil et al. (2020), and
Alnajjar et al. (2020). Reassuring students and parents with targeted communication
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should be vital in the institutional response (Daniel, 2020) to address the student
concerns. Daniel (2020) further explained that teachers and counselors might be bet-
ter than parents at assuaging students’ anxieties in deprived situations. HEI should
maintain continuous interaction with the students, using synchronous and asynchro-
nous teaching and learning modes. Almuraqab (2020) considered the resources to
support teaching and learning an essential requirement to ease students’ concerns.
(See Fig. 1)

Son et al. (2020) conducted interview surveys with 195 students at a large public
university in the United States to understand the effects of the pandemic on their
mental health and wellbeing. The majority of the participants indicated increased
stress and anxiety due to the COVID-19 outbreak. They fear and worry about their
health and loved ones, difficulty concentrating, disruptions to sleeping patterns,
decreased social interactions due to social distancing and increased concerns on aca-
demic performance. Therefore, the third hypothesis is proposed:

e H3: Resource availability significantly affects students’ academic and social con-
cerns during online education.

3 Research methodology
3.1 Data collection method

A quantitative survey method using a structured questionnaire is adopted for
data collection. It is considered as an efficient way of collecting data from many
respondents in geographically spread areas within a short time (Campbell et al.,
2004). The researchers designed the questionnaire; some items of the question-
naire were developed from the literature review and previous studies (e.g., Quac-
quarelli Symonds, 2020; Almuragab, 2020; Abu Shekhadim et al., 2020), while
others were based on the researchers’ experience and intuitiveness during the

Conceptual framework
Independent Variables Dependent Variables
HEI Support —| Academic Concerns

v

Faculty Support

\4

Social Concerns

Resources

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework
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COVID-19 pandemic. The questionnaire included different parts. Part one con-
sisted of demographic information of the participants such as gender, specializa-
tion, year of study, institution type (private or government), location of the HEI,
type of internet connection they use (wi-fi or data mobile), and laptop ownership.,
and tools used for online learning (e.g., laptop, smartphone, or others). Part two
consisted of student perceptions of the support provided by HEIs (5 items) and
the support provided by faculty (4 items) during Spring 2020. They expressed
their perceptions on a five-point Likert scale: "very effective=5", "effective=4",
"neutral =3", "ineffective=2", and "very ineffective =1". Part three consisted of
student concerns during online education. They have expressed their concern in 7
items. Part four consisted of resources availability needed for online education (6
items). In parts three and four, students have expressed their opinions on a five-
point Likert scale: "strongly agree=5", "agree=4", "neutral =3", "disagree =2",
"strongly disagree=1". The questionnaire also had open-ended questions that
asked students what they appreciated about their lecturers and institutions and
the kind of challenges they encountered during online education in the spring
semester.

The internal consistency reliability of the questionnaire items was checked
through the application of Cronbach’s alpha tests of inter-reliability correlations.
Table 1 shows Cronbach’s Alpha which shows that our questionnaire is reliable
given that all the items are above the minimum threshold of 0.7.

To verify the validity and practicality of the questionnaire (Oppenheim, 2000), it
was piloted with a group of students. In addition, to check the content validity, which
referred to reviewing the questionnaire items by experts in the field to examine its
readability, clarity, and comprehensiveness (Sangoseni et al., 2013), the question-
naire was reviewed by experts in the field, and their suggestions incorporated. The
ethical considerations were adhered to by obtaining permission from institutions.
Also, a research ethics form was completed and approved. The researchers obtained
participants’ informed consent before they participated in the online questionnaire,
and they were assured that they could withdraw from the study at any time.

The questionnaire was plotted online from June 20 to July 26, 2020. The ques-
tionnaire was prepared in Arabic and English so students could adequately express
themselves. The questionnaire link using Google forms’ shared with the Ministry of
Higher Education, and they provided full support for this study and communicated
with all HEIs in Oman. They shared the link with their students through email and
WhatsApp. The responses covered all regions in the Sultanate of Oman.

Table 1 Cronbach’s Alpha of the Questionnaire’s Sections

Number of items Cronbach’s alpha

Support provided by the HEI for online education 5 items 0.825
Support provided by faculty members during online education 4 items 0.835
Resources available for online education 6 items .885
Student concerns during online education 7 items 0.641
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As per the most recent data received from the Education Council in the Sultanate
of Oman, there are 127,962 students cumulatively enrolled in HEIs in Oman. In this
study, we had 11,141 respondents, a response rate of 9%. This rate is sufficient as it
aligns with the generalized scientific guideline for sample size decisions proposed by
Krejcie and Morgan (1970). Krejcie and Morgan (1970) noted that as the population
increases, the proportion of the population required in the sample size is reduced or
even becomes static after reaching a specific limit. However, if the population size is
small, then the whole population may be required as the sample (e.g., less than 30)
(p. 610). For this study, the suitability of data checked using Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin
(KMO) and the Bartlett test. Here the KMO measure is greater than 0.6 (0.938), and
the Bartlett test is statistically significant (0.000), so the data is deemed valid for use
in this research (Bartlett, 1954; Kaiser, 1974).

4 Analysis

Data are coded using Microsoft Excel and performed statistical analysis using
Microsoft Excel and SPSS version 22. While reporting descriptive data, the study
utilized percentage, mean (M) and standard deviation (SD). Hypothesis testing
used the p-value, as recommended by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007). The study
employed regression analysis and factor loading to explore the underlying rela-
tionships and the associations between the dependent and independent variables.
Cronbach’s alpha score confirmed the internal consistency of the questionnaire.

5 Results

This section consists of results related to the main findings: demographic infor-
mation of the participants, student perceptions of the support provided by HEIs,
the support provided by faculty, resources’ availability during online education,
and student concerns during online education.

5.1 Demographicinformation of the participants

The demographic profile of participants is described in terms of gender, speciali-
zation, year of study, and location of the HEIs they attend. Female participants
are more than double that of male. Out of the 11,114 students who participated
in this study, 7,590 are female (67.9%), and 3,591 are male (32.1%). Concerning
student’s specialization, 3,235 of them belongs to Engineering (28.9%), 2,769 in
Business (24.8%), 1,918 in Computer Science/ IT (17.2%), and 1,413 in Nursing
(12.6%). We have fewer respondents from other specializations: Applied Sciences
(594), Education (244), Pharmacy (152), Language (101), Islamic Study (97),
and Medicine (34). We also have 624 students from other specializations. All our
participants are undergraduate students: 2,132 (19.1%) are still in the foundation
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program, 2,302 (20%) are in the first year of study, 2,743 (20.6%) respondents
are in the second year of study (24.5%), 2,074 (18.5%) in the third year of study,
1,776 (15.9%) in the fourth year of study, and 87 students in other years of their
studies. Their age ranged between 18 to 23 years old. Most of our respondents
belong to government HEIs (N=9108, 81%). Furthermore, our participants are
studying in HEIs located in different regions in Oman. 35.7% of participants
belong to Muscat (N=3997), as most HEIs locates there. 60.4% HEIs moved
online towards the end of the semester, while 28.7% and 10.9% moved online in
the middle and at the beginning of the semester, respectively.

At the time of the data collection, less than half of our participants have their
laptop (N=5,140, 46%), while 4,046 share the same laptop with other people in
the same house (36.2%), and 1,995 do not have a laptop at all (17.8%). Many of
our participants have used their mobile data (N=4,751, 42.5%) for internet con-
nection, while only 2,717 (24.3%) have used wi-fi at home, and 3,713 (33.2%)
have used both wi-fi and mobile data.

5.2 Descriptive analysis of the data

Table 2 presents the descriptive data. Students rated their perceptions with the sup-
port provided by the HEIs (3.45) more than the faculty support (3.02). Resource
availability such as internet connection, having a suitable place for online studying,
and having the required equipment to study online are rated moderate (3.13).

Students’ social concerns due to anxiety, worries, and loneliness averaged (4.08).
The pandemic and the subsequent lockdown forced students to change their academic
routines completely, move online and socially distant. Interestingly, students’ academic
concerns averaged 4.25. Among the students’ academic concerns, whether they will
complete the academic semester, the workload during online education, and whether
they will graduate on time were major academic concerns. Their average score signifi-
cantly reflected both academic concerns and social concerns.

An interesting observation based on the correlation, shown in Table 3, there is a signif-
icant relationship between academic concerns and social concerns (r=0.479, p<0.001).

5.3 Regression analysis

The results (f-statistic=1047.376, p<0.001) explains that 23.3% of the variability in
student’s academic concerns (adjusted R*>=27.5) can be explained by HEI support,
faculty support and resource availability. The R? value is deemed accepted if greater
than 0.1 and was deemed adequate for our study (Falk & Miller, 1992; Van Tonder &
Petzer, 2018). Table 4 gives information about the regression coefficients for the pre-
dictor variables entered into the model. HEI support, faculty support, resource avail-
ability, and social concerns were significant predictors. Specifically, for the depend-
ent variable (student social concern) an R? value equal to 0.234 was obtained, which
declares that the independent variables (HEI support, faculty support, resources, and

@ Springer



1"

Education and Information Technologies (2022) 27:1-21

SO'T 0TV owm uo djenpeIs 0} 9[qe 99 J0U PINOoM NOA e} PAUIIOUOD IOM NOK '€
0T S0Y UOT}EONPA QUITUO SULINP PASLAIOUT A[JUBOYIUSIS Sey peoOPIom 93[[09/AISIoATUN AN T
STy S80 9t 19)SAWAS JTWAPLoL A} A9[dwod 0] 9[qe 9q 10U P[NOM NOA Jel) PIUIIOUOD NOX '| AIAOD Y} SuLINp SUIIOUOD JIWIPLIL JUIPNIS
Tl 9r'E Surured| ourjuo SuLINp SABWSSE]I YIIM UONBIIUNWWIOD JO YIrT
0} paraype Apredoxd
980 SE€Y JOU 9IoM (SYSBW pue SIAO[S ‘Iozniues puey Sursn) SOINSLIW QUAISAY 9SNeodq PILLIOM J[9f NOX '€
It +0v SPUQLIJ PUB SOATIB[AI JISIA O} J[QR JOU 1M NOA 9JUTS A[oUO] J[9 NOX T
80t 8LO ov'y SQUO PIAO] INOA JO YI[eay Y} pue Yyi[eay JnoA Jnoqe paLLIom J[9f NOX "] dIAOD 2y} SuLINp SUISOUOD [BID0S JUIPNIS
LTT 96T Suryoea) suruo Jurnp odpia/ oipne jo Aend) ‘9
4 B 7 A% SISSB[O QUIUO INOA 10§ papasu surioe[d/sweiSord Suisn AJnyssadong *¢
9T1T 1T1'¢ SI9INIO3] IIM UOTIOAUUOD JouIul Aenbape ue Suiaey “f
or'1 08¢ SIUSPMIS YIIM UOTIOOUUOD JouIiur ojenbape ue Suraey "¢
[ LT'E qurfuo Apnys 03 Juowdinbo Aressodou oy Suraey ‘g
€I'e 971 LEE€ auruo Apnjs 0y ooed o[qelns e Juiaey "| uoneINPa AUITUO J0J A)I[IGR[TBAR SIOINOSIY
Tl 10°€ SuIyoro) QUI[UO JULIND SAINIOJ YIIM A[[NJSS00ns SunoeINU]
orwapued ay) 01 9suodsar ur sasInod
1ITT  €1'€ 119 UT s93ueyd oew A9y} Sk oW J0J UISJUO0D PUL Ied UMOUS JARY SIDINOA] AW [[RIOAQ “¢
€Tl 67T quruo syuapn)s 93e3us 03 ANIqe 9Y) pey Jels ay], ‘7
20¢ 9T1  90°€ Sururea| renaia ajeyifioe) 0y J1oddns oyenbope uoAIS oaey s1o1mo9] AN '] uoneonpa auijuo Jurmp Anoej oyl Aq papiaoid 11oddng
orwopued ay) Aq U0 JYInoiq uonMIISUI AY) Je SAFURYD oY)
91'T 0z¢ 01idepe syuopms Surdjoy ur qol pooS & ouop oAy UOIMTISUT AW Je UONEXSIUTUPE pue Jjels oy, 'S
€I'T  $r'e omuopued oy Surmp doue)sisse £10)oejs1ies papiaoid sey wes) [eoruyod) 939[[09/ANSIoATUN AN
LT'T  09°¢ sanssI [eo1uyod) Aue 10junooud | Ji yoeoidde o) oym uo uonewriojur papraoid o3a[joo/Knsioatun AN "¢
6I'T 0S¢ Suyoea) ur sagueyd oy Suipresar uonewLIojul Afow) USAIS sey 939[[0o/A1IsIoAIuN AN 7
SY'e 11T L€ snwopued o) SuLmp yreay Aur 10j pareds sey a39[[09/A)s1oatun KA ‘| uonesnpa auruo Surnp [gH 2y Aq papiaoid jroddng
[[eIA0 S UBIN swaly SI[QRLIBA

uoneIAd(] pIepue)S pue uesy g a|qel

pringer

As



12 Education and Information Technologies (2022) 27:1-21

Table 3 Correlation Between Variables Selected

Variables Faculty support Resources Social concerns Academic concerns
HEI Support 764 451" 123" 139"
Faculty support 608 115™ 186"
Resources 147" 274"
Social concerns 479"

*Significant at 0.05 level; **significant at 0.01 level

academic concerns) explained this dependent variable at 27.5%. (See Fig. 2).Simi-
larly, variables that were found significantly correlated with the dependent variable,
student social concerns, were entered as predictors into a multiple regression using
the standard method. A significant model emerged: F (4, 11,176)=851.781, p<0.001.
The model explains that 23.4% of the variance in student’s social concerns (adjusted
R%723.3). Table 5 gives information about the regression coefficients for the predic-
tor variables entered into the model. HEI support, faculty support, resource availabil-
ity, and social concerns were significant predictors. Specifically, for the dependent
variable (student academic concern) an R? value equal to 0.275 was obtained, which
declares that the independent variables (HEI support, faculty support, resources, and
social concerns) explained this dependent variable at 23.4%. (See Fig. 3).

5.4 Factor analysis

In order to verify whether the selected variables are significant predictors of the
dependent variables, the study utilized factor analysis. The composite reliability,
Cronbach’s alpha, average variance extracted (AVE), and Variance Inflation Factor

Table 4 Regression Results of (Academic Concern as Dependent Variable)

H; Independent Dependent Unstandardized SEM standardized p-value Interpretation

Variables variable CoefficientsB Coefficients
p
H,, HEI Support academic -.025 .008  -.039 .002 Not rejected
concern
H,., Faculty support academic .025 .008 .044 .002 Not rejected
concern
H;; Resources academic 11 .006 199 .000 Not rejected
concern
R? 275

H;: Our data support the hypothesis that the HEI support (e.g., sharing timely information, technical
support, and showing care for students) while taking online classes from home during the COVID-19
pandemic has a significant impact on the students’ academic concern

H,. Our data support the hypothesis that the faculty support (e.g., showing care for students, engaging
and interacting with them) while taking online classes from home during the COVID-19 pandemic has a
significant impact on the students’ academic concern

H;: Our data support the hypothesis that the availability of the resources (e.g., internet connection, equip-
ment needed for online education, suitable places to study) while taking online classes from home during
the COVID-19 pandemic has a significant impact on the students’ academic concern
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B=-.039
P=.002
B=0.044

academic
concern

Faculty
support

R’=.275

Fig.2 Regression Results of (Academic Concern as Dependent Variable)

index (VIF) were calculated to test the internal consistency and validity of the model.
It is generally known that if the reliability coefficient is above 0.7, then it is accept-
able (Carrasco & Jover, 2003), which shows that the measures are reliable and inter-
nally consistent.

Table 6 shows composite reliability is above 0.70 for all the variables in this
study. The model’s reliability is considered good if the composite reliability is more
than 0.6 and the average variance extracted (AVE) is greater than 0.5 (Srinivasan
et al., 2002). This level of AVE or higher indicates that, on average, the construct
explains 50 percent or more of the variance of its indicators. Moreover, the AVE in

Table 5 Regression Results of (Social Concern as Dependent Variable)

H; Independent Dependent Unstandardized SE M standardized p-value Interpretation
Variables variable CoefficientsB Coefficients
p
H,, HEI Support Social concern  .062 .009 .089 .000 Not rejected
H,, Faculty support Social concern -.027 009 -.044 .002 Not rejected
H,; Resources Social concern  .002 .006 .004 742 rejected
R? 234

H;: Our data support the hypothesis that the HEI support (e.g., sharing timely information, technical
support, and showing care for students) while taking online classes from home during the COVID-19
pandemic has a significant impact on the students’ social concern

H,. Our data support the hypothesis that the faculty support (e.g., showing care for students, engaging,
and interacting with them) while taking online classes from home during the COVID-19 pandemic has a
significant impact the students’ social concern

H;: Our data do not support the hypothesis that the availability of the resources (e.g., internet connection,
equipment needed for online education, suitable places to study) while taking online classes from home
during the COVID-19 pandemic has a significant impact on the students’ social concern
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B=.089
P<0.01

Social
concern

Faculty
support

R’=.234

B=.089
P=.742

Fig. 3 Regression Results of (Social Concern as Dependent Variable)

this study is above 0.50, which indicates that the latent variables have a convergence
ability that is quite ideal. The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) is used to measure the
degree of multi-collinearity of the independent variable with the other independent
variables in a regression model. A value of <10 for VIF and 0.10 for the minimum
level of tolerance is considered acceptable levels (Rovai et al., 2013).

The changes happening in the DV variable can be explained collectively by the
three factors 74.1% of the time. This means that about 26% can be explained by
other variables not explored in this study. The model’s validity is explained here,
using the AVE, VIF, Cronbach alpha, Composite Reliability and R* Based on the
factor analysis, HEI support, faculty support and resources are combined as factor

Table 6 Factor Loading

Indexes Loading Acceptable If

factor 1: HEI support, factor 2: academic

faculty support, resources concerns, social

concerns

R-squared 273 230 More than 0.2
Adjusted R-squared 272 230 More than 0.2
Composite reliability .860 707 More than 0.7
Cronbach’s alpha 819 .647 More than 0.7
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) 673 547 More than 0.5
Variance Inflation Factor index (VIF) 2.440 1.000 0.1<VIF<10

% of Variance 74.154 % of Variance 73.963
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I, while social concerns and academic concerns are combined as Factor II. Together
they explain 74.4% of the variance out of total. This means that other factors will
explain a 22% variance. The analysis is done using the rotation method.

6 Discussion

While examining the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on students at HEIs, it is
observed that all the empirical literature has univocally concluded that both social
and academic concerns significantly influenced student experience in online learn-
ing at HEIs. The literature also highlighted the role of HEI support, faculty support,
and resources in addressing the social and academic concerns of the students. Three
major inferences were drawn based on the analysis. At first, this research supports
the previous empirical findings that social concerns and academic concerns signifi-
cantly affect student learning in online classes during the pandemic. Secondly, this
research found that HEI support, faculty support, and resources available are signifi-
cant predictors of academic concerns. The third important observation is that HEI
support and faculty support significantly influence the student’s social concerns. All
the inferences point out that though the pandemic created social and academic con-
cerns, strategic interventions from the HEI can play a significant role in addressing
the concerns. Students feel lonely and are tensed due to the pandemic. However,
HEI support, faculty support, and resources can play a major role in reducing social
and academic concerns.

As outlined, this research furthers the empirical findings that students’ aca-
demic and social concerns were significant during the current pandemic. For
example, Shetty et al. (2020) considered it due to a lack of face-to-face com-
munication, lack of social interaction, and technology-related issues. They rated
their concern about health, hygiene measures, and the feeling of loneliness as the
significant reasons for their social concerns. Among the social concerns, students
worried about their health and lack of social interaction leading to a lonely life.
These observations support Guangul et al. (2020); Fernandez and Shaw (2020);
Khalil et al. (2020); Alnajjar et al. (2020); Son et al. (2020). Socialization is a
significant part of student experiences before the pandemic. However, the emer-
gency remote teaching, lockdown, and social distancing measures created anxiety
and stress among students due to the suspension of face-to-face classes. Empiri-
cal research highlighted that students experienced stress, increased anxiety, and
feeling less motivated (Almuraqab, 2020; Aristovnik et al., 2020; Duraku &
Hoxha, 2020; Gillis & Krull, 2020). This research furthers the empirical findings
and reports that social concerns significantly influenced their behavior during the
pandemic. Four statements were mainly focused on the student’s social concerns,
and the overall score of the statement was 4.08, indicating a firm agreement with
these statements. This inference is also significant and requires the attention of
HEI and faculty.

As the coronavirus (COVID-19) is still around, this is a time of momentous
change, and communication with students is more crucial than ever. Therefore,
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HEIs should use all possible means to communicate necessary information to their
students. Tyrovolas et al. (2020) in Saudi Arabia reported that students perceived
social media (e.g., Facebook and WhatsApp) as a more appropriate tool for com-
munication due to its ease of use and simplicity. Therefore, HEIs should activate
their accounts on social media and communicate information to their students. Addi-
tionally, the HEIs should communicate with students personally through personal-
ized messaging and orientations as it is known that personal touch is an effective
technique for involving students and supporting them. HEIs can also produce videos
about health and safety measures or rationale for decisions made and send them to
students and their families. In addition, the HEIs should support students to dimin-
ish students’ concerns by providing them with counseling services. Daniel (2020)
explained that counselors might be better than parents at assuaging students’ anxie-
ties in deprived situations.

Specifically addressing the academic concerns, this research established that HEI
support, faculty support, and resources significantly influence student’s academic
concerns. Unlike face-to-face teaching, wherein the students and faculty inter-
act daily, online learning created a physical distance. Add to this the social pres-
sures and tensions posed by the pandemic. In order to mitigate students’ academic
concerns, HEIs strategic interventions are required. For instance, the HEIs have to
design appropriate and compelling content and establish an adequate infrastructure
for their current faculty to achieve better learning outcomes.

Furthermore, HEIs should provide their faculty with the necessary training to
successfully carry out online learning, increase student interaction, and achieve
quality in online education. HEIs must encourage synchronous online sessions since
they give lecturers more opportunities to interact with their students, respond to their
inquiries, and establish peer collaboration, leading to a better understanding of the
topics studied (Papadima-Sophocleous & Loizides, 2016). Teachers should utilize
professional development activities to improve their technological and pedagogical
competencies. Communities of Practice (COP) are recommended to share common
interests or passion in a certain area and regularly meet to exchange ideas and assist
each other to develop professionally (Wenger et al., 2002).

The reasons for academic concerns are increased workload (Realyvasquez-Var-
gas et al., 2020; Aristovnik et al., 2020; Mishra et al., 2020), the volume of assign-
ments (Al-Salman & Haider, 2021) lack of proper guidance (Ali, 2020; Sullivan
et al., 2018). All these factors were significant based on the analysis. For instance,
the statement "my university/college workload has significantly increased during
online education’ is rated as strongly agree, with a mean score of 4.08 by students.
This observation supports the empirical research findings and requires the attention
of HEI administrators. As students, similar to any other group of people, are also
undergoing tremendous pressure due to the pandemic in terms of health and safety
concerns and feelings of loneliness, adding more assignments and activities will
only negatively impact their studies. This also requires HEIs and faculty to continu-
ously interact with students and address their concerns to feel supported during this
pandemic. Blackmon and Major (2012) emphasized that teachers had a substantial
impact on students’ online education experience, largely through their being acces-
sible during the course and providing needed support to their students. They also
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highlighted that if the students had negative experiences with their teachers due to
lack of contact or support, students would be uncomfortable during the online expe-
rience, affecting their performance. Therefore, the HEIs need to develop policies
and procedures to ensure that teachers provide adequate support for their students
during the online teaching mode. This can be done via conducting one-to-one meet-
ings with individuals or groups of students to address their needs or via their efforts
to provide opportunities for their students to connect with peers.

The findings revealed that resources such as internet connectivity have also
impacted student’s academic concerns. Internet connectivity issues hinder student’s
ability to attend and participate in their course online. Internet connection has been
an issue for many years, and the research findings complement numerous previous
studies in different parts of the world, not exclusively limited to Oman (Ali, 2020;
Amita, 2020; Duraku & Hoxha, 2020; Huang et al., 2020; Lassoued et al., 2020;
Means & Neisler, 2020). Therefore, Oman needs to enhance its online infrastruc-
ture, especially internet connection, speed, and internet prices to benefit from online
learning in the future.

7 Conclusion

Given that the pandemic is ongoing worldwide and strict measures are still continu-
ously applied, such as lockdown and distance education, the COVID-19 pandemic
negatively impacts higher education. The research findings demand interventions
and preventive strategies to address the academic and social concerns of students.
They need psychosocial and robust counseling services to provide the necessary
support to help them overcome this stage. Even though COVID has changed the way
universities operate, most importantly, HEIs should exert more effort to care for their
students and make sure that their concerns are well managed. This can be achieved
by constant communication with them and considering sustainable mental health
support as a priority for the university. Purcell and Lumbreras (2021) stated that
the pandemic is a period of punctuated equilibrium. The learnings from this period
could lead to transformation in the HEI sector towards more significant equity and
impact across teaching/learning, research/innovation, community service/engage-
ment, and the staft/students’ experience.

Future work should concentrate on students’ equal access to DE where student
needs and technical profiles are investigated, so necessary policies and interventions
can be suggested to provide equal opportunities to all students. In addition, future
research should examine the types of interactions among students and teachers dur-
ing DE and their effectiveness. This is in addition to identifying the best practices
to ensure students’ wellbeing during DE and maintaining their active engagement
with their HEISs, teachers, and peers. In addition, a similar study can be conducted to
examine teachers’ academic and social concerns,
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