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Abstract: Higher education institutions in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) adopted a distance/online
learning approach during the COVID-19 pandemic in order to ensure that students were safe while
they received an uninterrupted, high-quality education off-campus. This was the first time that all of
the higher education institutions adopted this approach. Therefore, it is crucial to conduct this study
to gain insight into graduate students’ experiences in distance learning and to verify whether these
experiences are linked to their achievements. The purpose of this study was to examine graduate
students’ experiences toward online and distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the
academic year 2020–2021 and their academic achievement. A questionnaire was developed for this
study and sent online to graduate students’ emails with the coordination of the College of Graduate
Studies at a higher education institution in the UAE. The study received 138 responses. The data
was analyzed using IBMSPSS-26. The findings of the study showed that graduate students’ level
of Engagement, ease of Communication, and quality of learning Experience with online/distance
learning were related significantly to their overall academic achievement.
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1. Introduction

In January 2020, the World Health Organization declared that the COVID-19 outbreak,
which is a disease caused by the spread of a novel coronavirus [1], had created a public
health emergency with nearly 10,000 people infected and over 200 deaths [2]. As of the
end of March 2021, there have been 125,507,698 laboratory-confirmed cases of COVID-19,
including 2,755,212 deaths throughout the world [3]. COVID-19 has spread across the
globe and crossed all of the boundaries, including the United Arab Emirates.

The first case of COVID-19 in the UAE was identified in January 2020 [3]. In reaction to
COVID-19, the UAE government took strict actions aimed at the control of the spread of the
virus with precautionary measures. In March 2020, the Federal Authority for Government
Human Resources announced remote work for all of the public sector organizations. In
addition, the Ministry of Human Resources and Emiratization mandated private sector
firms to decrease the in-office workforce by 50% [4]. In May 2020, the UAE government
announced fines ranging from AED 3000–100,000 on individuals that fail to follow the
rules and regulations that limit the spread of COVID-19. As of March 2021, the number of
laboratory-confirmed cases reached 450,765, including 1472 deaths that were reported to
WHO [3].

To control the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, numerous educational settings in
most of the governments around the world have temporarily closed their doors, which
has influenced over 70% of the world’s student population [5]. According to UNESCO,
138 countries have closed schools nationwide, impacting over 1.3 billion children and
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youth, among them 1.1 million in UAE schools [5]. In March 2020, the UAE Ministry of
Education announced that all of the schools, colleges, and universities across the country
would close for 1 month, and distance learning was introduced at the end of the same
month. This continued until the end of the academic year 2019–2020 [4]. At the beginning
of the academic year 2020–2021, some schools gradually reopened, while higher education
institutes continued with distance learning.

Distance learning was initially an adjunct form of education that allowed for virtually
instant verification of knowledge and educational activities [6]. Its emergence as a pop-
ular approach and a significant supplement to traditional face-to-face learning has been
evidenced in the past few years [6]. An increasing number of studies have investigated
students’ concerns of distance education who use various technologies and receive online
pedagogies for learning.

In the late 1980s, early worries about distance learning included the lack of teacher-to-
learner interaction, lack of motivation to use technology, and limited tools and theories that
support outcome assessment of distance learning [7]. In distance learning, the instructor’s
role changed into a facilitator role rather than the center of focus as in the traditional
classroom [8]. Given the overlapping challenges of distance education, scholars have called
for the creation of developmental opportunities that support the staff and students in
distance learning and the enhancement of partnerships in order to gain benefits from each
other’s experiences [9].

Barry [6] found that the factors influencing learning outcomes are students’ percep-
tions of distance learning, educators’ ability to provide an effective environment during
distance learning, and students’ interaction and engagement in the online learning process.

While distance learning has become a familiar approach for the educational en-
vironment, evidence in current research on students’ experiences of distance learning
during COVID-19 in the United Arab Emirates is limited. Furthermore, a small amount
of information on the influence of the unforeseen transition from traditional face-to-face
to complete distance learning on graduate students’ academic achievement is avail-
able [6]. Graduate learning has an advanced nature that prepares students for their
specialization and helps them develop their critical thinking skills and problem-solving
abilities. Therefore, it is important to explore whether distance learning promotes or
hinders these skills [10].

The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of graduate students at a
public higher education institution in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) with distance
learning, where all of the educational modules were taught using Blackboard and how
that influenced their academic achievements. The significance of this study lies in its
ability to shed light on students’ perceptions of distance/online learning following a
sudden shift away from the classroom due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which may
give new insights and angles on students’ experience. Despite the reported advantages
of online asynchronous learning, such as promoting self-regulated learning and sup-
porting collaborative knowledge construction, researchers (i.e., [11]) argue that low
contribution rates or lack of engagement in online asynchronous discussions would
have a negative influence on students’ academic outcomes. Moreover, past research
discussed the relatively positive impact of learning intervention factors, e.g., grades,
posting guidelines, peer facilitation, and instructor’s participation on students’ aca-
demic achievement [12]. However, these guidelines did not seem sufficient in promoting
autonomy, sustained engagement, and performance for all of the students. Therefore,
many studies emphasized the need to investigate other factors, such as the social aspects,
engagements, emotions, and students’ experiences that would yield better results on
academic performance [11,13].

2. Literature Review

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 has led to the closure of schools and
universities across the world, where conventional learning was no longer feasible. In
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addition, educational institutions had to bring forward instant alternative options for their
students [14]. The higher education institutions in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) were
no exception. All of the teaching and learning processes in the university shifted to distance
learning to ensure the continuity of the student’s education. This is the first time that the
higher education institution, where the study was conducted, has adopted this type of
approach, offering a unique and exceptional learning experience to all of the stakeholders
in the university. As graduate students are part of this one-of-a-kind cohort, it is imperative
to explore the experiences of our fellow students and to determine if they are associated
with their academic achievement in any way.

The term distance learning is often used interchangeably with other terms, such as
online learning and e-learning [15]. E-learning is defined as “a form of instruction that
occurs between two parties (a learner and an instructor), it is held at different times and/or
places, and it uses varying forms of instructional materials” ([15], p. 130). While online
learning is “access to learning experiences via the use of some technology” ([15], p. 130).
Moreover, it is worthy to note that the use of different technologies to create synchronous
learning environments for students started decades ago [14]. It began with sharing files and
having discussions online. Then, advanced to the use of systems, such as instant chatting
and videoconferencing [14]. This review will present the theoretical framework of the study
and include the studies that explore students’ experiences and academic achievement in
distance learning.

Distance learning, which utilizes various technologies including video conferencing,
is now the norm in higher education. In addition, distance learning enables the successful
delivery of education at convenient times and makes it available for students at different
locations [16]. Garrison et al. [16] devised a conceptual framework that identifies various
elements that warrant the success of student learning experiences in higher education
(see Figure 1). They asserted that a meaningful learning experience is incorporated
within a community of inquiry, where teachers and students take part in the educational
process and the three elements, which are cognitive, social, and teaching presence,
interact together. Moreover, the authors argued that this collaborative community could
be created in distance education if all of the three elements are present [16]. The first
element, which is cognitive presence, pertains to the ease of communication between
participants in the community, such as video conferencing in distance learning [16].
The second element is the extent to which the participants enjoy the presence of others,
find the learning experience meaningful in order to remain in the program, and present
themselves as “real people” ([16], p. 89). This element is vital as it supports cognitive
presence incidentally by enabling critical thinking among the learners [16]. The third
element of a successful educational experience is teaching presence, which has two
functions that the teacher must carry out [16]. The first function is designing the learning
experience, which includes choosing, organizing, and presenting the content; creating
meaningful learning activities; and assessing the course [16]. The second function is
where the teacher facilitates learning in the video conference, which could include
moderating the discussions, recognizing students’ input, and providing guidance for
the learners. Garrison et al. [16] affirmed that video conferencing, which is utilized in
distance learning, has a great capacity to create a community of collaborative learners in
higher education if all the elements are in place.

This framework relates to the current study as it provides a platform to devise a
student experience questionnaire that surveys students on the use of video conferencing as
a tool, for the ease of communication with the teacher and fellow students in online learning,
and for the level of their engagement in the class, which pertains to the above-mentioned
elements [16].
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2.1. Student Experiences

A survey study was conducted in the United States of America (USA) to explore the
perceptions of graduate students who were enrolled in online and blended programs in the
school of psychology. The research questions included various aspects, such as students’
perceptions of online and blended learning, their interests, benefits, and challenges, as
well as the impact of online and blended learning on their achievement [11]. Blended
learning in this study was defined as “courses that are taught using both online technology
and traditional face-to-face instruction” ([11], p. 4). The researchers developed a survey
composed of 69 items to measure the students’ perceptions based on their positive or
negative ratings of different statements on online and blended learning [11]. Students
reported that blended learning provided flexibility as not all of them are able to travel
to the campus. Moreover, it allowed them to maintain communication with the faculty,
increase their content knowledge and engagement, and receive instant feedback on any
questions they had. Furthermore, the students affirmed that blended learning had a
positive impact on their achievement [11]. A few of the challenges that the students
reported regarding learning online as opposed to blended learning include decreased
interactions with their fellow students and their instructors, isolation from others, decreased
motivation, reduced perseverance, and development of beliefs that online learning has a
lower quality in comparison with blended learning [11]. Although the students felt that
there were some challenges regarding online learning, most of them reported that this
type of learning warranted flexibility, which allowed them to balance their responsibilities
towards employment and family [11].

A study by Muir et al. [17] opted to explore students’ engagement and their experi-
ences in an online learning 4-year education course offered by an Australian university,
using an interpretive qualitative approach. This study differs from the previous one since
the authors sent weekly questionnaires via SurveyMonkey over the duration of the course,
as well as conducted semi-structed interviews using open-ended questions that were re-
lated to various aspects, such as instructors’ actions, personal circumstances, learning
activities, and challenges that could affect their engagement [17]. Similar to the previous
study, students reported that online learning provides a work-life balance, which allows
them to cope with their commitments to the course and their families [17]. In addition,
students reported that their level of engagement in the course decreased when they had
tasks to submit, and they felt that discussion boards were not ideal for encouraging student-
to-student interactions [17]. Moreover, students appreciated that their instructors provided
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timely feedback and interesting content [17]. A few of the factors that the study highlighted,
which have a great impact on student engagement in online learning, include rapport with
the instructor, course requirements, and personal life responsibilities [17].

In a study that was conducted in a public institution in the USA, 86 Master of Arts grad-
uate students who were taught fully online were surveyed, using an instrument that was
developed by the researcher to investigate their perceptions on their best experiences [10].
Unlike the previous studies, this study utilized qualitative data only using an open-ended
question, which asked the students to mention their best experience and what they learned
from it [10]. Students reported that they enjoyed critical thinking assignments that required
conducting and writing research, allowing them to develop higher order thinking skills [10].
In addition, students stated that online discussions allowed them to interact, exchange
ideas, and connect with their professional peers [10]. Moreover, students reported the
ease in communicating with their instructor using emails, phone calls, and synchronous
meetings, which enhanced their learning experience [10]. Furthermore, students felt that
online learning enhanced their responsibility and time management skills, as they were
aware of the requirements needed to improve their performance in the course [10]. Similar
to the previous study, students appreciated that the faculty provided timely feedback and
reported that it was challenging to work in groups [10].

A qualitative study was conducted at the University of Manchester, UK, which used
semi-structured interviews with international students from various countries in the world,
who were enrolled in an online Masters degree in public health programme, in order to
gain insight into their online learning experiences [18]. This study differs from the previous
ones as it focused on students who are geographically situated in different countries and
are studying online [18]. In addition, a few of the students in this study confirmed the
difficulties in communicating with others and felt that discussion boards are not helpful [18].
Moreover, they affirmed the ease of communicating with their tutors and felt that they were
supported [18]. A few of the challenges that were reported included students’ expectations
of the course to be more flexible, as they thought that they would be able to attend the class
whenever they wanted, which was not possible in this course [18]. Other difficulties the
students faced included different time zones, lack of coordination when working in groups,
and unstable internet connections [18].

Menchaca and Bekele [19] conducted a participatory action research study to explore
students’ and administrators’ views on the success factors of an online learning envi-
ronment and the technologies used to teach and learn. Seventy-two students who were
enrolled in an online Masters program in educational technology and six faculty members
were recruited to respond to a survey and follow-up focus groups [19]. Unlike the previous
studies, students reported that the use of technology tools, such as emails, forums, and chat
allowed them to have relevant and meaningful discussions with their classmates. Students
affirmed that the use of various technologies made the course interesting, relevant to their
life, and engaging as they noted that they are more inclined to communicate electronically
than verbally and this was appropriate for various learning styles [19]. In addition, they
reported that the availability of various technologies reduced their sense of isolation and
prompted them to prepare for the class since they could access the course syllabi and read
ahead of time [19]. A few of the reported challenges included the lack of clarity in the
course materials, difficulties in coordinating in-group work, and technical difficulties [19].

These studies, which explored graduate students’ experiences in distance and online
education, affirmed how students appreciated the ease of communication with their in-
structors and the timely feedback. Online education seems to enhance student engagement,
critical thinking skills, and their sense of responsibility and time management skills. The
common challenges reported were difficulties in working and communicating with fellow
students, internet connection issues, and feelings of isolation.
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2.2. Student Academic Achievement

Since the introduction of online learning, researchers have been interested in how
it affects students’ learning outcomes and achievement in comparison with face-to-face
learning. These competencies could include factual with conceptual and the methodolog-
ical knowledge required for problem-solving and scientific practices [12]. Paechter and
Maier [12] further affirmed that students in universities not only need to acquire conceptual
knowledge, but they also need to gain social and personal skills, such as working in teams,
self-regulation, and checking their own learning progress in order to improve their skills.
This section will include studies on the impact of online learning on learning outcomes.

Kirtman [20] conducted a study to compare the learning outcomes in an online course in
comparison with a traditional face-to-face course. Students were enrolled in a Masters program
in education, where 71 were taught online and 69 were attending face-to-face classes [20]. The
study compared mid-term and final exam scores and grades on two papers that the students
submitted [20]. There was no significant difference in the two paper scores between the two
groups of students, where the reported t-test and p-values for the papers were p-value = 0.41
and 0.31, respectively [20]. However, the study found a significant difference in the mid-term
scores, but not the final exam scores between the two groups, where the reported t-test and
p-values were p-value = 0.03 and 0.06, respectively [20]. The study yielded mixed findings on
the difference in scores among students who study online and those who do not.

Another study that was carried out in Scotland and Sweden sought to compare
postgraduate students’ grades among those who studied online and those who did not [21].
The scores of 164 on campus students and 53 online students in Scotland were compared
with the scores of 72 on campus students and 29 online students in Sweden [21]. The
study did not find a significant difference in scores by study mode in Scotland, where the
reported mean grade scores between the on campus and online students were M = 56.5
and M = 59.2 with a standard deviation of SD = 8.2 and SD = 9.3, respectively and t-test
p-value = 0.059 [21]. Similarly, in Sweden, grade distribution among the two groups was
the same, in which the reported Mann-Whitney U-test p-value was 0.321 [21]. Similar to
the previous study, no significant difference was reported in student grades based on the
two study modes, which could imply that online learning environments could provide an
appropriate and comparable learning experience of on campus learning [21].

In a study that was carried out in Austrian universities, 2196 students who were
studying online were surveyed on their learning experiences, assessment of learning
achievement, and satisfaction with the experience [12]. The study reported that items in
the questionnaire, such as clarity of structure (β = 0.228) and acquisition of factual and
theoretical knowledge (β = 0.133), contributed to students’ satisfaction on their online
experience [12]. However, when it comes to learning outcomes, students reported that
the advantages of online learning supported their self-regulation skills (M = 0.88), but did
not help in acquiring competencies, such as learning knowledge and skills in the subject
matter (M = −0.43), application of their knowledge (M = −0.46), and communication and
cooperation (M = −0.63) [12]. Paechter and Maier [12] argued that this finding could be
attributed to students’ preference that face-to-face interaction with the instructor is crucial
for knowledge build up. These studies confirmed some advantages of online learning
when it comes to self-regulation, but no significant difference in grades was reported in
the above studies, which could indicate that distance learning is as effective as traditional
learning when it comes to graduate student achievement.

3. Conceptual Framework and Research Questions

The conceptual framework integrates four core variables of the study, which are divided
into three independent variables and one dependent variable. Independent variables are
students’ Engagement during online learning (six scale items), overall learning Experience
(four scale items), and perceived ease of Communication during online learning (six scale
items). While the outcome variable was students’ overall academic achievements (nine scale
items) (Figure 2).
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For the purpose of examining this framework, the following three research questions
were generated, tested, and discussed throughout the study:

• Does the level of graduate students’ engagement with online/distance learning have
any influence on their overall academic performance/achievement?

The effectiveness of online learning has been predetermined by the amount of in-
teraction and sense of engagement experienced by online learners [10,22]. According to
Mirriahi et al. [23], interaction is a key component in creating a sense of involvement and
community for online students. On the other hand, opponents of online schools argue that
issues surrounding socialization and connectedness, will always be a concern for learners
and educators [22]. Furthermore, there is a shortage of research exploring the influence of
engagement levels on learners’ academic achievement during online learning [17]. There-
fore, investigating and understanding this correlation will assist in providing a framework
to increase the quality and levels of engagement amongst learners and educators during
distance learning.

• Does the perceived ease of communication of graduate students’ during online/distance
learning have any influence on their overall academic performance/achievement?

Online learning provides a good opportunity for educators to practice instructional
exercises, which mostly encompasses technology [24]. Moreover, Viola et al. [11] suggested
that online learning tools are best when they are quite interactive, which encourages
learners to be active and independent. Yet, the ease of communication between learners
and educators suffers when learners experience a separation in the lines of communication,
thus reducing the efficiency of the instruction [23]. To battle the remoteness and enhance
the ease of communication in online learning, educators are encouraged to employ creative
approaches to maintain as close a connection with online learners as possible [11].

• Does the experience of graduate students with online/distance learning have any
influence on their overall academic performance/achievement?

Lately, studies exploring students’ perceptions of e-learning have increased. Several
research studies suggested that most of the students enrolled in distance learning through
online courses are satisfied [17]. Moreover, a study conducted by Yot and Marcelo [24],
concluded that there is a significant relationship between the online course structure and
student learning outcomes. The data also indicated that student interactions with peers
and instructors have a significant influence on students’ perception on online learning.
However, there is insufficient evidence of the influence of students’ experiences with
distance learning on their academic performances [24].
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4. Methodology

A cross-sectional quantitative study was adopted where an online questionnaire was
sent to graduate students in a public higher education institution in UAE. Cross-sectional
studies allowed the collection of data from a student population in a short period of time,
which was essential to utilize in this study due to the time constraint [25]. Other advantages
of cross-sectional studies include the increase in the likelihood of participation and the ease
to conduct a study in an online mode with the purpose of the current study [25].

4.1. Population and Sample

To study graduate students’ experiences with online/distance learning and to inves-
tigate whether this has any influence on their academic achievement, graduate students
enrolled in PhD and Masters programs in a higher education institution in the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) were selected as participants for this quantitative research. Out of
1247 graduate students as of spring 2021, a sample of 138 was recruited for this first of its
kind research in the UAE [25].

Table 1 shows that the age distribution of the 138 respondents is 54%, 42%, and 6%
for 30 ≤ 30, 31–45, and ≥46 years, respectively. The male-to-female distribution is 38:62,
respectively. Over 49% of the sample is enrolled in the Masters program, while about 51%
is at the PhD level. Out of the 138 respondents, three respondents were removed from the
final analysis since they were found to be outliers in the data. Therefore, the final sample
consisted of 135 respondents in the survey.

Table 1. Distribution of participants with gender, degree level, and age group.

Demographic Frequency Percentage

Male 52 37.70%
Female 86 62.30%
Masters 68 49.30%

PhD 70 50.7%
Age 1 (≤30) 74 54%

Age 2 (31–45) 58 42%
Age 3 (≥46) 6 6%

Total 138 100%

4.2. Construction of the Questionnaire

The online questionnaire consisted of 28 elements and three sections (see Appendix A).
The items in the study were constructed based on the literature review and experiences of
the researchers in online learning. Section 1 collected information on graduate students’
demographics. Section 2 included statements on the students’ experiences of distance
learning. Section 3 included statements on students’ academic achievement. The partic-
ipants were prompted to rate the statements using a 4-point Likert scale with strongly
disagree (coded 1), disagree (coded 2), agree (coded 3), and strongly agree (coded 4), where
a mid-point was not included in order to encourage the participants to report their “true
opinion” rather than neutral ([26], p. 3). The questionnaire mainly included four thematic
constructs: Engagement, Communication, Experience, and Academic Achievement. Upon exam-
ining the internal consistency of each of the four constructs in the questionnaire, three items
(items 13, 14, and 15) under the third construct (Experience) were found to be suitable for
removal as they affected the internal reliability coefficient. Upon removal of these items,
the reliability coefficient increased to an acceptable level (>0.6). This certainly affected
the result of the study. However, it was deemed necessary to have an acceptable level of
reliability coefficient in order to draw valid results from the construct, Experience. Therefore,
there were 25 items in the final analysis of questionnaire data.
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4.3. Data Collection Procedure

Ethical approval was obtained from The Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee
from the United Arab Emirates University. Participants were consented for participation
and informed of the study. In addition, detailed information on the significance of the
study, the rationale for selecting them as participants, instructions on how to access the
online questionnaire, and contact information of the researchers were provided [25]. Con-
fidentiality and anonymity were addressed by not requiring the participants to provide
any identifying details, such as names, student ID or emails [25]. The participants were
informed on the voluntary nature of participation in the study in the cover letter. In addi-
tion, acceptance to continue and withdraw options were included at the start of the online
questionnaire and at the end of each section of the online questionnaire [25]. Data collection
was done during February to March 2021 in coordination with the Office of Graduate
Student Studies at the institution that distributed the online questionnaire. Moreover, the
questionnaire was created using Google Forms and the link to the questionnaire was sent
via the university email to all of the graduate students who were enrolled in the university.
Initially, 77 responses were received at the end of the first week, and after about 2 weeks,
a reminder email was sent to the students, which increased the response rate to 138 re-
sponses [25]. The questionnaire was distributed to approximately 1100 graduate students
who were registered in the spring of 2021, which included all the cohorts continuing their
Masters or PhD study at the university.

4.4. Validity and Reliability

For the purpose of ensuring the validity and reliability of the collected data from
the study sample, relevant statistical tools using the IBM SPSS (version 26) software have
been employed by the researchers. Cronbach’s alpha test was used to measure the internal
consistency amongst the study variables, as well as the reliability of the latent constructs
(Table 2). In addition, the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) technique was applied to
examine the degree to which the measured variables explicitly explain their respective
latent constructs. The study questionnaire was reviewed by two subject matter experts
(Faculty from the College of Education at the higher education institution) and it was
piloted with a sample of 16 graduate students for the assessment of clarity, language, ease
of instructions, and length [25]. Minor changes to improve readability and comprehension
were made following the feedback received [25].

Table 2. Reliability coefficients for the four composite variables (Engagement, Communication,
Experience, Achievement) and the overall scale.

Constructs N No. of Items Cronbach’s α

Students’ Engagement 135 6 0.85
Perceived ease of Communication 135 6 0.70

Online learning Experience 135 4 0.69
Graduate students’ academic Achievement 135 9 0.85

Scale reliability 135 25 0.92

Prior to conducting the analytical tests, we tested the reliability of 25 elements of the
study’s questionnaire using Cronbach’s alpha test. The results revealed an excellent overall
reliability level (α = 0.92) (Table 2). The 25 items in the questionnaire data were divided
into four composite factors that reflected the main study variables, which are (1) Graduate
students’ Engagement with distance/online learning, (2) Perceived ease of Communication
with peers and instructors, (3) Graduate students’ Experience with online learning, and
(4) Graduate students’ Academic Achievement acquired during online/distance learning.
The internal reliability using Cronbach’s alpha test was once again performed for each
construct. Table 2 depicts α scores of the internal reliability coefficient, Cronbach’s alpha,
of 0.85 for Engagement, 0.70 for Communication, 0.69 for Experience, 0.85 for overall
academic Achievement, and 0.92 for the overall scale, respectively.
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5. Results

One hundred and thirty-eight valid responses were recorded and qualified for data
analysis. A snapshot of the demographic profile of the study sample, students’ perceptions
regarding e-learning, and their academic achievement are presented below. Data were
analyzed through a normality test (Table 3), a one-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test
(Tables 4–7), the independent samples Mann-Whitney test (Tables 8 and 9), the independent
samples Kruskal-Wallis test (Table 10), and a generalized linear model for parameter
estimates (Table 11).

Table 3. Test of normality for the variables related to student engagement, communication, online
learning experience, and overall academic achievement during online and distance learning.

Variables
Kolmogorov-Smirnov Shapiro-Wilk

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig.

Engagement 0.098 135 0.003 0.958 135 0.000
Communication 0.082 135 0.027 0.979 135 0.035

Online Learning Experience 0.121 135 0.000 0.946 135 0.000
Overall Academic

Achievement 0.119 135 0.000 0.958 135 0.000

Table 4. One-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for students’ Engagement in online and distance learning (test value = 2.5
from the 4-point Likert-scale items).

Item No. Item/Variable N Test
Statistic

Standard
Error

Standardized
Test Statistic

Asymptotic
Sig. (2-Tailed)

1 I can discuss my ideas freely in the class 135 8430 439.28 8.74 0.000
2 I can ask questions freely in the class 135 8797.5 441.00 9.54 0.000
3 Classes are engaging 135 7333.5 435.25 6.30 0.000
4 I feel motivated to attend the class 135 7389.0 438.72 6.38 0.000

5 Class discussions with other students
enhance my learning experience 135 8077.5 441.00 7.91 0.000

6 I feel supported in the class 135 6322.5 439.28 3.94 0.000

Engagement Level of Student Engagement in Online
and Distance Learning 135 7661.0 419.72 8.42 0.000

Table 5. One-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for ease of Communication in online and distance learning (test value = 2.5
from the 4-point Likert-scale items).

Item No. Item/Variable N Test
Statistic

Standard
Error

Standardized
Test Statistic

Asymptotic
Sig. (2-Tailed)

7 It is easy to communicate with my
instructor in synchronous sessions 135 7117.5 417.37 5.78 0.000

8 It is easy to communicate with other
students in online sessions 135 5054.5 436.16 1.07 0.287

9
I am more confident in expressing my

ideas in the class when my video is
turned off

135 7335.0 440.62 6.23 0.000

10 Class timings are suitable for my work
schedule 135 8709.5 440.16 8.91 0.000

11 Interactions with other students in the
class are open 135 2631.5 437.37 −4.48 0.000

12 It is easy to collaborate with other
students for group work 135 5355.0 436.58 1.75 0.080

Communication Ease of Communication in Online and
Distance Learning 135 5867.0 394.34 5.21 0.000
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Table 6. One-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for graduate students’ Experience in online and distance learning (test value
= 2.5 from the 4-point Likert-scale items).

Item No. Item/Variable N Test
Statistic

Standard
Error

Standardized
Test Statistic

Asymptotic
Sig. (2-Tailed)

16 I can get information about the course
requirements easily 135 8700.0 440.62 9.33 0.000

17 I receive timely feedback from my
instructors on all the assigned work 135 7639.0 439.01 6.95 0.000

18 The online teaching application used
in the university is user friendly 135 8800.0 441.00 9.55 0.000

19 It is easy to meet my instructor during
office hours 135 7398.0 435.71 6.45 0.000

Online
Learning Exp.

Online and distance learning
experience during COVID-19 135 7666.5 403.85 9.23 0.000

Table 7. One-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for graduate students’ academic Achievement in online and distance
learning (test value = 2.5 from the 4-point Likert-scale items).

Item No. Item/Variable N Test
Statistic

Standard
Error

Standardized
Test Statistic

Asymptotic Sig.
(2-Tailed)

20 Increased my cumulative GPA 135 5521.5 425.84 2.19 0.029
21 Improved my sense of responsibility 135 6806 430.80 5.14 0.000
22 Increased my collaboration with others 135 3254.76 434.76 −3.075 0.002
23 Increased my autonomy 135 8034.5 432.62 7.96 0.000
24 improved my creativity 135 5917.5 428.09 3.10 0.002

25 Positively affected my
communication skills 135 5752.5 431.43 2.70 0.007

26 Increased my body of knowledge (in all
disciplines) 135 6402.5 429.49 4.22 0.000

27 Improved my analytical skills 135 6544.5 426.61 4.58 0.000
28 Improved my problem-solving skills 135 6613.5 430.16 4.70 0.000

Academic
Achievement Improved my overall achievement 135 6865.5 454.33 5.01 0.000

Table 8. Independent samples Mann-Whitney U-test (gender).

Statistic Engagement Communication Online/Dist.
Learning Exp.

Overall Academic
Achievement

Total N 135 135 135 135
Mann-Whitney U 2126.0 1940.5 2234.0 2086.5

Wilcoxon W 3401.0 3215.50 3509.0 3361.5
Mean Rank (Female, N = 85) 67.99 70.17 66.72 68.45
Mean Rank (Male, N = 50) 68.02 64.31 70.38 67.23

Test Statistic 2126.0 1940.5 2234.0 2086.5
Std. Error 218.50 218.38 216.50 218.82

Standardized Test Statistic 0.005 −0.845 0.503 −0.176
Asymptotic Sig. (2-tail) 0.996 0.398 0.615 0.860

Table 9. Independent samples Mann-Whitney U-test (degree level—Masters and PhD).

Statistic Engagement Communication Online/Dist.
Learning Exp.

Overall Academic
Achievement

Total N 135 135 135 135
Mann-Whitney U 2156.5 2297.5 2250.0 2215.5

Wilcoxon W 4641.5 4782.5 5035.0 4700.5
Mean Rank (Masters, N = 65) 69.82 67.65 63.77 68.92

Mean Rank (PhD, N = 70) 66.31 68.32 71.93 67.17
Test Statistic 2156.0 2297.5 2250.0 2215.5

Std. Error 226.08 225.97 224.02 226.41
Standardized Test Statistic −0.524 0.100 1.228 −0.263

Asymptotic Sig. (2-tail) 0.600 0.921 0.220 0.793
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Table 10. Independent samples Kruskal-Wallis test (across colleges).

Statistic Engagement Communication Learning Experience Overall Academic
Achievement

Total N 135 135 135 135
Test Statistic 13.95 20.62 18.97 7.43

Df. 8 8 8 8
Asymptotic
Sig. (2-tail) 0.083 0.008 0.015 0.491

Multiple
Comparisons NA

(1) Food and Agriculture—Medical and
Health Sciences

(2) Food and Agriculture—Science
(3) Food and Agriculture—Information

Technology
(4) Food and Agriculture—Education
(5) Engineering—Science
(6) Engineering—Education

(1) Medicine and Health
Sciences—Education

(2) Medicine and Health
Sciences—Science

(3) Food and Agriculture—Education
(4) Food and Agriculture—Science
(5) Engineering—Education
(6) Engineering—Science

NA

Note: In all of the above pairs p < 0.05.

Table 11. Generalized linear model for independent variables (gender, program level, college, engagement, communication,
and learning experience) and overall academic achievement as dependent variable.

Parameter Estimates

Parameter B Std. Error

95% Wald Confidence
Interval

Hypothesis
Test

Lower Upper Wald
Chi-Square df Sig.

(Intercept) 0.203 0.2606 −0.308 0.714 0.605 1 0.437
[Gender = 0] −0.037 0.0754 −0.185 0.110 0.244 1 0.621
[Gender = 1] 0 a

[Program Level = Masters] 0.070 0.0814 −0.089 0.230 0.742 1 0.389
[Program Level = PhD] 0 a

[College = Business and Economics] 0.144 0.2780 −0.400 0.689 0.270 1 0.603
[College = Education] 0.093 0.1147 −0.132 0.318 0.660 1 0.417

[College = Engineering] 0.048 0.0959 −0.140 0.236 0.250 1 0.617
[College = Food and Agriculture] 0.233 0.1377 −0.037 0.502 2.854 1 0.091

[College = Humanities and Social Science] 0.424 0.1971 0.038 0.810 4.626 1 0.031
[College = Information Technology] 0.223 0.1684 −0.107 0.553 1.749 1 0.186

[College = Law] 0.080 0.2763 −0.461 0.622 0.084 1 0.772
[College = Medicine and Health Sciences] 0.158 0.1168 −0.071 0.387 1.836 1 0.175

[College = Science] 0 a

Engagement 0.298 0.0810 0.140 0.457 13.564 1 0.000
Communication 0.332 0.0874 0.161 0.504 14.477 1 0.000

Online Learning Experience 0.186 0.0744 0.040 0.332 6.232 1 0.013
a, Set to zero because this parameter is redundant.

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests of normality for the variables in
Table 3 showed that the four variables that were related to online and distance learning
during the COVID-19 pandemic were not normally distributed (p < 0.05). Therefore, the
remaining the tests were performed using non-parametric tests (e.g., one-sample Wilcoxon
signed rank test, Mann-Whitney U-test, and Kruskal-Wallis test).

Figure 3 shows the distribution of minimum, three quartiles, and maximum values for
the four thematic constructs—Engagement, Communication, Experience, and Achievement.
The distribution of quartiles showed that the median (or the second quartile) values vary
across the four themes and also from the ideal mid-value of 2.5 from the Likert-scale. The
second quartile of all the thematic constructs is greater than the mid-value of 2.5 on the
scale. This signified that the actual medians are greater than the hypothesized median. To
examine whether these differences were statistically significant, the one-sample Wilcoxon
signed rank tests were performed (Tables 4–7). The results for each thematic area have
been discussed below.
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5.1. Graduate Students’ Engagement in Online and Distance Learning

Table 4 shows the results of the one-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for graduate
students’ Engagement in online and distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, in
a higher education institution in the UAE in the spring semester of the academic year 2020–
2021. The results showed that the graduate students had positive views of their Engagement
in online and distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Their view “I can discuss
my ideas freely in the class” was statistically significant (z = 8.74, p = 0.000 < 0.05). Likewise,
their views on “asking questions”, “engaging class”, “motivation”, “discussion”, and
“supported in class” were all statistically significant at the 0.05 level of significance. The
overall composite scale level of student Engagement in online and distance learning was
statistically significantly positive (z = 8.42, p = 0.000 < 0.05) (Table 4).

An independent sample Mann-Whitney U-test (Table 8) for graduate student Engage-
ment in online and distance learning showed that there was no statistically significant
difference between the male and female students in terms of their engagement in virtual
classes (Female: Mean Rank = 67.99, n = 85; Male: Mean Rank = 68.02, n = 50; z = 0.005
and p = 0.996 > 0.05). Similarly, there was no statistically significant difference between the
Masters and PhD students in terms of their Engagement in virtual classes (Masters: Mean
Rank = 69.82, n = 65; PhD: Mean Rank = 66.31, n = 70; z = −0.524 and p = 0.600 > 0.05)
(Table 9). The Kruskal-Wallis test (Table 10) for graduate students’ Engagement in on-
line and distance learning across the colleges was found to be statistically not significant
(z = 13.95, df = 8, p = 0.083 > 0.05). However, the level of Engagement in online and dis-
tance learning was a significant predictor of graduate students’ academic Achievement
(B = 0.298, p = 0.000 < 0.05) (Table 11).

5.2. Graduate Students’ Perception towards the Ease of Communication in Online and
Distance Learning

Table 5 shows the results of the one-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for graduate
students’ ease of Communication in online and distance learning during the COVID-19
pandemic, in a higher education institution in the UAE in the spring semester of academic
year 2020–2021. The results showed that the graduate students had mixed views on the ease
of their Communication with faculty and other students in online and distance learning dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. Their view on “it is easy to communicate with my instructor
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in synchronous sessions” was statistically significantly positive (z = 5.78, p = 0.000 < 0.05).
However, their view on “it is easy to communicate with other students in online sessions”
was neutral (z = 1.07, p = 0.287 > 0.05). Likewise, their view was neutral regarding “it is easy
to collaborate with other students for group work” (z = 1.75, p = 0.08 > 0.05). The graduate
students positively perceived the statement “I am more confident in expressing my ideas
in the class when my video is turned off” (z = 6.23, p = 0.000 < 005), and “class timings
are suitable for my work schedule” (z = 8.91, p = 0.000 < 005). Nonetheless, they had a
negative view towards the statement, “interactions with other students in the class are
open” (z = −4.48, p = 0.000 < 0.05). The overall composite value for ease of Communication
showed that graduate students’ experience was positive for Communication in online and
distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic (z = 5.21, p = 0.000 < 0.05) (Table 5).

An independent sample Mann-Whitney U-test (Table 8) for graduate students’ feeling
on the ease of Communication in online and distance learning showed that there was
no statistically significant difference between the male and female students in terms of
ease of Communication in virtual classes (Female: Mean Rank = 70.17, n = 85; Male:
Mean Rank = 64.31, n = 50; z = −0.845 and p = 0.921 > 0.05). Similarly, there was no
statistically significant difference between the Masters and PhD students in terms of ease
of Communication in virtual classes (Masters: Mean Rank = 67.65, n = 65; PhD: Mean
Rank = 68.32, n = 70; z = 0.100 and p = 0.921 > 0.05) (Table 9). The Kruskal-Wallis test
(Table 10) for graduate students’ perception of ease of Communication in online and
distance learning across the colleges was found to be statistically significant (z = 20.62,
df = 8, p = 0.008 < 0.05). The differences were observed between the College of Food and
Agriculture with the Medical and Health Sciences, Science, Information Technology, and
Education (p < 0.05). Likewise, there was a significant difference between the students of
the College of Engineering and Science and Education regarding their perception of the
ease of Communication (p < 0.05). Their perception of the ease of Communication was a
significant predictor of academic Achievement (B = 0.332, p = 0.000 < 0.05) (Table 11).

An independent sample Mann-Whitney U-test (Table 8) for graduate students’ feel-
ings on the ease of Communication in online and distance learning showed that there
was no statistically significant difference between the male and female students in terms
of ease of Communication in virtual classes (Female: Mean Rank = 70.17, n = 85; Male:
Mean Rank = 64.31, n = 50; z = −0.845 and p = 0.921 > 0.05). Similarly, there was no statisti-
cally significant difference between the Masters and PhD students in terms of ease of Com-
munication in virtual classes (Masters: Mean Rank = 67.65, n = 65; PhD: Mean Rank = 68.32,
n = 70; z = 0.100 and p = 0.921 > 0.05) (Table 9). The Kruskal-Wallis test (Table 10) for grad-
uate students’ perception of ease of Communication in online and distance learning across
the colleges was found to be statistically significant (z = 20.62, df = 8, p = 0.008 < 0.05).

5.3. Graduate Students’ Perception towards Online and Distance Learning Experience

Table 6 shows the results of the one-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for graduate
students’ online and distance learning Experience during the COVID-19 pandemic, in a
higher education institution in the UAE in the spring semester of academic year 2020–
2021. The results showed that the graduate students had overall statistically significant
positive views on their Experience of online and distance learning during the COVID-19
pandemic (z = 9.23, p = 0.000 < 0.05). Moreover, the results showed that their view on “I
can get information about the course requirements easily” was statistically significantly
positive (z = 9.33, p = 0.000 < 0.05). Furthermore, they had a statistically significant positive
Experience regarding “teacher feedback”, “online teaching application tool”, and “meeting
time with teachers” (p < 0.05) (Table 6).

An independent sample Mann-Whitney U-test (Table 8) for graduate students’ Expe-
rience in online and distance learning showed that there was no statistically significant
difference between the male and female students in terms of their Experience in virtual
classes (Female: Mean Rank = 66.72, n = 85; Male: Mean Rank = 70.38, n = 50; z = 0.503
and p = 0.615 > 0.05). Similarly, there was no statistically significant difference between the
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Masters and PhD students in terms of quality of learning Experience in online and distance
classes (Masters: Mean Rank = 63.77, n = 65; PhD: Mean Rank = 71.93, n = 70; z = 0.1228
and p = 0.220 > 0.05) (Table 9). The Kruskal-Wallis test (Table 10) for graduate students’
Experience in online and distance learning across the colleges was found to be statistically
significant (z = 18.97, df = 8, p = 0.015 < 0.05). The differences were observed between
the College of Medical and Health Sciences and Science, College of Medical and Health
Sciences and Education, College of Food and Agriculture and Education, College of Food
and Agriculture and College of Science, College of Engineering and Education, and College
of Engineering and Science (p < 0.05). The graduate students’ Experience in online and
distance learning was a significant predictor of their academic Achievement (B = 0.186,
p = 0.013 < 0.05) (Table 11).

5.4. Graduate Students’ Academic Achievement during Online and Distance Learning

Table 7 shows the results of the one-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test for graduate
students’ academic Achievement of online and distance learning during the COVID-19
pandemic, in a higher education institution in the UAE in the spring semester of academic
year 2020–2021. The results showed that the graduate students had overall statistically
significant positive views on their academic achievement of online and distance learning
during the COVID-19 pandemic (z = 5.01, p = 0.000 < 0.05). Moreover, the results showed
that their view on “increased my cumulative GPA” was statistically significantly positive
(z = 2.19, p = 0.029 < 0.05). Furthermore, they had statistically significantly positive
views regarding “sense of responsibility”, “autonomy”, “creativity”, “communication
skills”, “body of knowledge”, “analytical skills”, and “problem solving skills” (p < 0.05)
(Table 7). Despite the several positive achievements of online and distance learning, the
graduate students’ academic achievement in terms of collaboration with other students
was significantly negatively impacted during online and distance learning (z = −3.075,
p = 0.002).

An independent sample Mann-Whitney U-test (Table 8) for graduate students’ aca-
demic Achievement in online and distance learning showed that there was no statistically
significant difference between the male and female students in terms of their academic
Achievement in online and distance classes (Female: Mean Rank = 6845, n = 85; Male:
Mean Rank = 67.23, n = 50; z = −0.176 and p = 0.860 > 0.05). Similarly, there was no statisti-
cally significant difference between the Masters and PhD students in terms of academic
Achievement in online and distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic (Masters:
Mean Rank = 68.92, n = 65; PhD: Mean Rank = 67.17, n = 70; z = −0.263 and p = 0.793 > 0.05)
(Table 9). The Kruskal-Wallis test (Table 10) for graduate students’ academic Achievement
in online and distance learning across the colleges was found to be statistically not sig-
nificantly different (z = 7.43, df = 8, p = 0.491 > 0.05). The graduate students’ academic
Achievement in online and distance learning was significantly impacted by their level of En-
gagement (B = 0.298, p = 0.000 < 0.05), ease of Communication (B = 0.332, p = 0.000 < 0.05),
and learning Experience (B = 0.186, p = 0.013 < 0.05) (Table 11). Among the demographic
variables, only one variable, the college of Humanities and Social Sciences, was a significant
predictor of graduate students’ academic Achievement among all of the other colleges
(B = 0.424, p = 0.031 < 0.05) (Table 11).

6. Discussion

The overall composite scale level of student Engagement in online and distance
learning was statistically significantly positive (z = 8.42, p = 0.000 < 0.05). This finding
indicated that the graduate students were engaged in the learning process during their
online and distance sessions through different means or tools that supported the teacher-
to-student interaction and the dissemination of ideas, skills, and knowledge. The faculty-
to-student interaction has been identified as a significant factor in student satisfaction and
positive feelings of their participation in virtual classes [27–29]. Student engagement has
been reported as one of the essential factors of success and positive impact of online and
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distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic [29]. The level of student-to-student
interaction was found to be weak with a negative impact on student collaboration. In
addition, this finding is consistent with the one found in Khan et al. [29]. However,
the level of Engagement in online and distance learning was a significant predictor of
graduate students’ academic Achievement (B = 0.298, p = 0.000 < 0.05). The level of
student engagement in online and distance learning has a positive effect on students’
overall performance, including the GPA during the COVID-19 lockdown [30]. However,
if the students perceived that their engagement during the lockdown period in online
and distance learning was not as engaging as face-to-face sessions, then their overall
performance, including the GPA, might be affected negatively [30].

The results showed that the graduate students had mixed views on the ease of their
Communication with faculty and other students in online and distance learning during
the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the findings showed that the participants found
it easy to communicate with the instructors in synchronous sessions. However, they
found difficulty in communicating with the other students in online sessions. There could
be a possibility that the students had an opportunity to interact with faculty members
directly during the teaching and learning sessions or in the virtual office hours. This
flexibility, of the students to interact with each other, was not offered through the online
platforms or learning systems. Numerous class sessions could have been designed for the
faculty-to-student connection through the learning management systems applied in the
institution. However, only a few faculty members might have used discussion threads or
blogs for the student interaction. These interactions are essential for the social presence
of students and teachers. There is a great impact on the social presence of students for
their learning and development in higher education [31], especially when using online and
distance education as a mode of learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The graduate
students’ perception of the ease of Communication in online and distance learning across
the colleges was found to be statistically significant. In addition, the literature supports this
finding [32]. The pattern of communication in online and distance learning may provide
flexibility in terms of time of communication, mode of communication, and interaction
between the teachers and students [33]. In the current study, it was found that graduate
students’ perception of the ease of Communication was a significant predictor of academic
Achievement. These achievements could be in terms of academic grades, self-confidence,
clarity, creativity, collaboration, and comprehension of ideas [34]. Moreover, the result of
the current study showed that the graduate students had overall statistically significant
positive views on their Experience of online and distance learning during the COVID-19
pandemic, despite the challenges in collaboration and communication among the students.
Students’ positive experience of online and distance learning have a significant impact on
their overall academic performance [35].

The literature on online and distance learning reports had mixed results on student
performance. A few studies report that there is no significant achievement in online
and distance learning compared with face-to-face learning [36,37]. The results showed
that the graduate students had overall statistically significant positive views on their
academic Achievement from online and distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In addition, the results showed that their view on “increased my cumulative GPA” was
statistically significantly positive. The literature shows that students with higher GPAs
performed better with face-to-face learning during online and distance learning. However,
students with lower GPAs could not perform well in the online classes compared with the
face-to-face mode [29]. This result showed that the findings regarding student achievement
in online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic were not conclusive.

Graduate students’ experience with distance/online learning in the aspect of en-
gagement during online learning, perceived ease of communication, and overall online
experience, is statistically significantly correlated with their academic achievement. The
study concluded that students learn most through engagement and that students’ learning
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and academic outcomes are directly related to students’ quality and quantity of involve-
ment in the learning experience [13].

These findings indicate that students’ ease of communication with peers and instruc-
tors during online learning have the strongest association with students’ academic skills.
Moreover, general learning experiences and engagement have strong and significant cor-
relations with academic skills. Chemers, Hu, and Garcia [38] obtained similar results
in their study that revealed a positive association between students’ general experience
through online course progression and their academic performance. Furthermore, authors
concluded that students who had more positive experiences performed significantly better
academically, as measured by the GPA [38]. The generalized linear model partially supports
the previous results in that students with higher Engagement, ease of Communication, and
overall positive learning Experience during the COVID-19 pandemic are more likely to
have higher academic performance than the pre-pandemic period. This specific outcome
is supported by the theory of student development, which states that students’ learning
and development outcomes are directly proportional to the student involvement in the
learning experience [13].

7. Strength and Limitations

This is the first study at a public higher education institution in the UAE during the
post-rapid shift to distance learning in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to
its novelty, significant results were derived with regards to the core study variables. This
study was able to produce a unique finding with regards to graduate students’ engagement,
communication, learning experience association with gender, academic level, and across
colleges with respect to the level of engagement, ease of communication, and quality
of learning experience. The generalized linear model revealed that graduate students’
demographics did not impact their overall academic performance. However, the quality of
engagement, communication, and learning experiences did have a significant impact on
their overall academic development and performance during online and distance learning.
In addition, the findings suggest that faculty members in higher education institutions
should create a virtual environment for student-to-student interactions and their social
presence in the learning process. Distance or online learning can be a good option during
the crisis that prevents the physical or face-to-face presence of teachers and students in the
classroom [39]. However, the quality of students’ learning and development must be a top
priority with all of the possible means in distance learning. A successful online course relies
on the degree to which learners and educators can operate the online learning tools [40]. It
is suggested to be an area of future scholarly investigation and follow up. Despite the strong
areas of this study, a few limitations are present. First, the lack of sample randomization,
which may be the reason for not obtaining significant demographics’ associations with the
study core variables. Second, the study questionnaire did not allow the participants to
give explanations or reasons for their responses. Third, specific questions that potentially
have an influence on academic achievement, such as students’ access to devices, high
speed internet, and a sufficient study space, were not included in the study questionnaire.
Finally, due to the time constraints, this study used a quantitative approach, which could be
supplemented by a mixed method approach study in order to gain a more comprehensive
understanding and implications of the study’s key areas.

Conclusions and Recommendations

This study investigated the influence of distance/online learning experiences on
the academic achievement of graduate students in a public higher education institution
in the UAE. A simple random sample of 138 students participated in the open call for
participation in the study. The non-parametric one-sample Wilcoxon signed rank test,
independent samples Mann-Whitney U-test, independent samples Kruskal-Wallis test, and
generalized linear model were performed on the data using IBM SPSS-26. With regards
to the study’s core variables, three independent variables (Engagement during online
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learning, overall learning Experience, and perceived ease of Communication during online
learning) were proven to be statistically significantly correlated with graduate students’
overall academic skills. These findings were generally supported by the findings of the
generalized linear model. Therefore, it is suggested that the three factors of students’
overall experience (Engagement, Communication, and Experience) are strong predictors of
academic achievement and are an area of focus in the research field, since few studies in
the past considered the three constructs together. Other institutions may benefit from these
findings when designing distance learning programs, where efforts to ensure high student
engagement, effective communication, and positive experiences could be the foundation
of a successful teaching and learning experience. The study could be extended to other
higher education institutions in order to achieve generalizable findings with a large sample
of graduate and undergraduate students.
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Appendix A

Study Questionnaire

Graduate Students’ Experience and Academic Achievements with Online Learning
during the COVID-19 Pandemic.

Section (1) Demographic Information:

1. Gender: Male, Female
2. Age Group: 24 years and below, 25–30 years, 31–35 years, 36–40 years, 41–45 years,

46–50 years, 51 years and above.
3. Year of joining to the Graduate Program: 2016/2017/2018/2019/2020/2021
4. Program level: Masters, PhD
5. Collage Name: Business and Economics/Education/Engineering/Food and Agricul-

ture/Humanities and Social Science/Information Technology/Law/Medicine and
Health Sciences/Science/other

6. Year Level: 1st year, 2nd year, 3rd year, 4th year
7. Enrollment Status: Full-time, Part-time, other
8. Employment Status: Not Employed/Full-time/Part-time
9. Nationality: (drop-list of nationalities will be created)

Section (2) Graduate Students Experiences in Distance Learning:

This section of the questionnaire relates to your experiences in distance learning.
Please indicate your degree of agreement with the following statements.
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Themes In Distance and Online Learning
Strongly

Agree
Agree Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Students’
engagement

1. I can discuss my ideas freely in the class

2. I can ask questions freely in the class

3. Classes are engaging

4. I feel motivated to attend the class

5. Class discussions with other students enhance my
learning experience

6. I feel isolated in the class

Perceived ease of
communication

7. It is difficult to communicate with my instructor in
synchronous sessions

8. It is difficult to communicate with other students in
online sessions

9. I am more confident in expressing my ideas in the class
when my video is turned off

10. Class timings are suitable for my work schedule

11. Interactions with other students in the class are limited

12. It is easy to collaborate with other students for group work

Online learning
experience

13. Class recordings make learning more accessible

14. Technology glitches during the class disturb the flow
of information

15. Different learning styles are NOT accommodated

16. I can get information about the course requirements easily

17. I receive timely feedback from my instructors on all the
assigned work

18. The online teaching application used in university is
user friendly

19. It is easy to meet my instructor during his office hours

Section (3) Graduate Students Achievement:

This section of the questionnaire relates to student achievement. Please indicate your
degree of agreement with the following statements.

Themes Distance/Online Learning Has . . .
Strongly

Agree
Agree Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Impact on
Academic

Performance

20. Increased my cumulative GPA

21. Improved my sense of responsibility

22. Reduced my collaboration with others

23. Increased my autonomy

24. Improved my creativity

25. Negatively affected my communication skills

26. Increased my body of knowledge (in all of the disciplines)

27. Improved my analytical skills

28. Improved my problem-solving skills

Thank you for your participation and time.
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