<@ sustainability

Article

E-Learning vs. Face-to-Face Learning: Analyzing Students’
Preferences and Behaviors

Vasile Gherhes *, Claudia E. Stoian, Marcela Alina Farcasiu and Miroslav Stanici

Citation: Gherhes, V; Stoian, C.E.;
Farcasiu, M.A.; Stanici, M.
E-Learning vs. Face-to-Face Learning:
Analyzing Students’ Preferences and
Behaviors. Sustainability 2021, 13,
4381. https://doi.org/10.3390/
su13084381

Academic Editor: Verdnica Marin-

Diaz

Received: 21 March 2021
Accepted: 12 April 2021
Published: 14 April 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neu-
tral with regard to jurisdictional
claims in published maps and institu-

tional affiliations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors. Li-
censee  MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and con-
ditions of the Creative Commons At-
tribution (CC BY) license (http://crea-

tivecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Department of Communication and Foreign Languages, Politehnica University of Timisoara,
300006 Timisoara, Romania; claudia.stoian@upt.ro (C.E.S.); marcela.farcasiu@upt.ro (M.A.F.);
miroslav.stanici@upt.ro (M.S.)

* Correspondence: vasile.gherhes@upt.ro

Abstract: Educational life worldwide has been shaken by the closure of schools due to the outbreak
of the coronavirus pandemic. The ripple effects have been felt in the way both teachers and students
have adapted to the constraints imposed by the new online form of education. The present study
focuses exclusively on the beneficiaries of the educational process and aims to find out their percep-
tions of face-to-face and e-learning and their desire to return, or not, to the traditional form of edu-
cation. These perceptions are represented by 604 students of the Politehnica University of Timisoara,
who were asked to respond anonymously to an 8-question questionnaire between December 2020
and February 2021. The results show the respondents’ levels of desire to return to school (especially
of those who have only benefited from e-learning) and their degree of involvement during online
classes. The results also specify the advantages and disadvantages of the two forms of education
from a double perspective, namely that of first-year students (beneficiaries of e-learning exclu-
sively), and of upper-year students (beneficiaries of both face-to-face and e-learning). The study
points out key information about e-learning from the students’ perspectives, which should be con-
sidered to understand the ongoing changes of the educational process and to solve its specific prob-
lems, thus ensuring its sustainability.

Keywords: e-learning; face-to-face learning; advantages; disadvantages; higher education; stu-
dents; preferences; behaviors; COVID-19 pandemic

1. Introduction

The most important challenge for the global education system in the last century was
posed at the end of 2019 by the outbreak of the new coronavirus pandemic. No less than
1.6 billion people involved in the education system in over 190 countries and covering all
continents of the world have suffered from the closure of schools, the entire shutdown
process happening by May 2020 [1]. The main ally to protect all those involved in the
education system —also offering the possibility of an alternative didactic process—turned
out to be technology. It was the answer coming from some generalized and dominant
public policies that wanted to be resilient and ready to offer an alternative to face-to-face
learning. As such, the Internet became the main tool used.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, e-learning has turned into an important alternative
for reforming the entire traditional education system. Both teachers and students have
had to change their behaviors, their teaching/learning style, assessment methods, and so
forth. This reform has brought about several benefits, but has caused tensions and frus-
trations among both the beneficiaries of the teaching act and the educational actors. E-
learning has shown that it is necessary to model the behaviors of all parties involved. In
order to streamline the educational process, especially the one carried out in the univer-
sity environment, creative and constructive interventions are required. These would solve
specific problems and could lead to ensuring the sustainability of education.
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At this point, some questions arise. If we managed to replace face-to-face learning
with e-learning in a short period of time, will things return to normal at a certain moment
or not? Have the benefits of e-learning been identified that will lead to innovation in edu-
cation? What are the disadvantages of this form of education compared to the face-to-face
one?

Although e-learning has become a topic of discussion in the late 1990s, only now,
during the 2020 pandemic, it seems that the world has focused almost entirely on e-learn-
ing for a longer or shorter period of time, adapting and re-adapting to the new reality.
More and more studies [2-11] have begun to emerge in this field of research, as it has
become increasingly exploratory and fertile for worldwide researchers.

The preference for and/or the necessity of e-learning has brought into question the
dichotomy between this form of education and the face-to-face one. The first is defined by
the specialized literature as “those specific teaching activities and information transfer
mediated by electronic and digital platforms facilitated by the Internet” [12]. E-learning is
part of a broader concept, namely distance education [13]. Face-to-face learning, on the
other hand, is “an instructional method where course content and learning material are
taught in person to a group of students”, and is considered to be the most traditional type
of learning instruction [14].

The dichotomy of e-learning vs. face-to-face learning and all that it entails has been
given the attention of researchers for a while. Experts in the fields of education and tech-
nology have studied this topic from various perspectives, such as the differences between
e-learning and face-to-face learning [15,16], the advantages and disadvantages of one over
the other [17-25], students’ attitudes towards one form and/or the other, their emotions,
whether positive or negative, and their sense of belonging [26-32], to mention just a few.
For example, Oye et al. [15] point out that e-learning is more student-centered, compared
to face-to-face learning, which is more teacher-centered, as it does not focus exclusively
on instructions and guidelines coming from teachers, but it is individually adjustable to
the student. The difference between e-learning and face-to-face learning has also been
pointed out in relation to the main sources of information, as well as the evaluation and
quality of learning [16]. Whereas in face-to-face learning, students are evaluated exclu-
sively by teachers, who represent their main source of information, and the quality of
learning is strongly dependent on them, in e-learning, students’ evaluations can be carried
out using tools, they can access information from various documents uploaded onto the
platforms, and the quality of learning is strongly dependent on both the teachers’ level of
digital training and their teaching style.

Most of the studies carried out in the field focus on the advantages and disadvantages
of e-learning vs. face-to-face learning [17-25]. Naved et al. [17] argue that, unlike face-to-
face learning, e-learning has its advantages, such as flexibility, no need to travel to school,
and a low cost, requiring only an Internet connection. However, this does not mean that
e-learning does not have its shortcomings, such as inequities in accessing technology or
learning computer skills, or even a lack of physical space for this teaching/learning process
[18]. E-learning is dependent on technology, the Internet, and various devices that not all
potential beneficiaries can access [19]. Students’ experience of quality learning is not only
related to the teachers’ skills and abilities to capture attention during the e-learning pro-
cess but also to their own training, characteristics, and digital skills [20]. In e-learning,
physical space should foster involvement in interpersonal relationships, thus encouraging
didactic communication [21]. In addition, some studies show that e-learning does not have
the same impact as face-to-face learning [22]. It seems that online students may lose their
focus and miss deadlines for different tasks. Over time, both teachers and students may
experience various negative effects from e-leaning, such as sight problems (due to long
periods in front of the screen) or back pain, and, at the same time, they may feel the lack
of activities in open spaces [23].

Other studies have highlighted results that do not favor one type of education over
another but show a preference for combining them. Alsaaty et al. [24] point out that a large
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percentage of students in the sample analyzed in their study have assimilated information
more from face-to-face learning than from e-learning. However, they have positively per-
ceived their experience in e-learning, even though, at first, they encountered difficulties
related to usage [24]. The American researcher Michael Tagoe [25] has concluded that stu-
dents prefer blended courses that combine online activities with face-to-face ones.

Another researched topic in the field of e-learning and/or face-to-face learning has
been the students’ attitudes and emotional states. Some studies describe students as being
less satisfied with e-learning and preferring classic face-to-face courses [26]. The students
accustomed to face-to-face learning and who subsequently enrolled in an online platform
have developed high levels of negative emotions, such as fear, anger, or helplessness [27].
On the other hand, some studies show the students’ preferences for e-learning, especially
those of introverts, who may feel shy and lack confidence, of those who have learning
challenges, of those who find public speaking a burden, as well as of those who are reluc-
tant to speak in class [28]. It seems that some communities of e-learning students develop
feelings of belonging and connections with other colleagues, which could gradually be-
come a resource for knowledge and for the development of various fields of study [29].
Thus, despite the fact that the presence of students on online platforms can be quite diffi-
cult to perceive, the sense of belonging of the communities studying in online education
is an important factor in the learning process [30].

Moreover, the researchers at the University of Jordan have conducted a study using
an analysis grid called the Technology Acceptance Model, focusing on the perception of
e-learning integration and implementation. They have shown that the e-learning experi-
ence was useful and easy to use, the subjects indicating that they understood the infor-
mation and that their navigation effort was minimal [31]. Among the main important
functions of the platforms used by the subjects, the forums are the most preferred because
they allow communication between students and teachers in an asynchronous way. An-
other preferred function is the chats, as these allow real-time exchanges of messages and
content between users [32].

During the past year, the researchers have focused their attention on the pandemic
and its effects on education, the teaching process, and its participants. Some studies [33—
37] refer to the current situation in education as “emergency remote teaching”. It is de-
scribed as an interchangeable and interim option between face-to-face and e-learning
caused by natural disasters or situations that require distancing [38]. It is meant to exclu-
sively provide a temporary solution that does not fully benefit from institutional support
and in which students have no choice. However, emergency remote teaching does not
seem to appropriately describe the situation of most universities in the world. E-learning,
instead, is more appropriate, due to its particular features; it uses the dedicated platforms
of universities, the professors are trained, the assessments follow a certain pattern, and
the pedagogical activities adapt to this form of education [38].

With the mass transition to online education, many studies [2-11] have looked at the
concept of e-learning. A large-scale study [2], involving no less than 424 universities
around the world affected by the pandemic, shows that for areas and sub-domains, such
as research, exchanges of experience between universities, scientific conferences, and, of
course, the education process, there is a single solution, namely the adaptation of the
whole process to the online environment. Seven important aspects have been identified
that underlie the process of e-learning and that play an important role in optimizing it in
special circumstances, such as the one created by the COVID-19 pandemic. These aspects
involve the following;:

1. The management and development of the Internet infrastructure to avoid disconnec-
tions

2. The use of familiar and friendly tools that help students understand and assimilate
information

3. The provision of reliable and interactive electronic resources
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4.  The use of social networks to create communities for students so that the degree of
isolation is as low as possible

5. The use of various interactive methods, such as debates or discovery-based learning

6. The provision of services to help students and teachers learn about the latest policies
announced by the university and the authorities

7. The encouragement of collaboration between institutions [2].

The abundant development of this field of study has been generated by the reality of
the health crisis. Within this crisis context, it seems that e-learning has more of a role in
protecting the health of those engaged in the educational process. It also involves the de-
velopment of opportunities and alternatives to be explored in higher education [3]. De-
spite the studies pointing out the benefits of the “rediscovered” e-learning [17,29,31], sev-
eral studies [3-6,18] show that there are many disadvantages to this form of education.
The pandemic education system is under unprecedented stress and is facing real risks [3].
Limiting social interaction produces and maintains negative emotions, reducing well-be-
ing at large [4,18]. In a report, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment draws attention to the emotional health of students in its efforts to promote e-learn-
ing [3]. Technology can ultimately be a tool, but it cannot replace face-to-face interactions
[4]. In face-to-face learning, both teachers and students could use different intonations,
facial expressions, body language expressions, and other elements to transmit all kinds of
emotions or feedback. Obviously, through different platforms, such as Zoom, Webex, or
Google Meet, these types of interactions are limited and produce different forms of alien-
ation. Thus, it has been observed that both teachers and students initially felt emotions
such as anxiety or even panic when they had to use online platforms. Sari and Nayir [5]
show that the people involved in the teaching process who were not prepared with vari-
ous digital skills before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic but had to move their activ-
ities online, had difficulty creating and developing the teaching/learning process. Another
study highlights that these digital skills needed during the pandemic cannot be acquired
quickly [6]. Considering all this, it can be said that the process to adapt to e-learning has
been a rather tortuous one.

Romania was also affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in the first part of 2020. As a
result, most universities had to move their teaching/learning activities to the online envi-
ronment. Although there were platforms dedicated to students enrolled in various forms
of e-learning, the universities had to deal with an unprecedented influx to move the entire
education system online.

This topic has also captured Romanian researchers’ attention, who have started in-
vestigating e-learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. They have focused on subjects
such as the types of platforms used in the online education process [7], the teachers, stu-
dents, and parents’ opinions about e-learning [8,9], the students’ perceptions of the ability
to learn and assimilate information in the context of e-learning [10], and the students’ be-
haviors during online classes [11].

Not many studies have been carried out on the advantages and disadvantages of e-
learning seen from the perspective of the beneficiaries of this process, that is, the students.
Nevertheless, the above-mentioned studies [7-11] have included questions trying to cap-
ture the advantages and disadvantages of this form of education. Thus, in the study “Sus-
tainability Analysis of the E-Learning Education System during the Pandemic Period —
COVID-19 in Romania” [9], although it has focused only to a small extent on university
education, the following positive aspects of online education were identified among
teachers: the ease of teaching online, the flexibility of the work schedule, the adaptability
to broad learning styles, the variety of tools available at hand, and the ease in monitoring
and documenting teaching activities. The surveyed students and parents consider the
main advantages of the e-learning system the flexibility of working time, the comfort of
working from home, as well as the variety of documentation sources. On the other hand,
teachers consider that the biggest disadvantage of the online education system is the need
to adapt the courses to the new teaching conditions, followed by the student assessment
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system, as well as students’ low efficiency in the accumulation of new knowledge. Stu-
dents’ main dissatisfaction, in turn, is the lack of student/teacher interactions, the lack of
socialization with colleagues, and the lower level of teaching quality.

As mentioned above, there is no known perspective of the beneficiaries of the train-
ing process, namely of the students, on the advantages and disadvantages of e-learning
vs. face-to-face learning. An analysis of how they perceive these changes during the pan-
demic is necessary and useful to ensure the sustainability of the educational act. The pre-
sent study aims to fill in this gap and focuses on the students and their perspectives. It
carries out sociological research on a sample of students from the Politehnica University
of Timisoara, an institution that has been, since 1998, a department dedicated to distance
learning based on Moodle, the so-called “Virtual Campus”. This e-learning platform fa-
cilitated the transition to online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic and was used
to continue the educational process for all undergraduate, graduate, and post-graduate
programs. Through this platform, which has been constantly developed and updated to
new technologies, and thanks to the previous experiences of teachers with the virtual ed-
ucational environment, this transition to online education has been easier compared to
those universities that have not worked with such tools before, and that adopted, in this
crisis situation, an emergency education strategy. The present research highlights the stu-
dents’ preferred form of learning and their opinions on the advantages and disadvantages
of the two forms of learning discussed so far.

2. Materials and Methods

The present research was carried out through a quantitative approach based on the
sociological survey method. The data were collected between December 2020 and Febru-
ary 2021, and the subjects were selected students of the Politehnica University of
Timisoara. The answers of 604 subjects in all years of study were recorded. Given that
there is a total of approximately 13,000 students enrolled at the above-mentioned univer-
sity, the calculated margin of error was +4%. Their average age, according to the recorded
results, was 20.6 years old, and their distribution by gender showed a population distri-
bution similar to that of the entire population of students enrolled at the Politehnica Uni-
versity of Timisoara (60% male, 40% female).

As the aim of the study was to identify whether there are differences in attitudes
among the surveyed population towards face-to-face vs. e-learning, the sample was con-
structed taking into account only the respondents’ year of study. The variables of gender
and age were not observed, being considered less suitable for the aim of the research. The
reasoning behind this was that since students, depending on their year of study, experi-
enced different forms of education, they might have developed a different attitude to-
wards the two forms mentioned above. The sample consisted of two, approximately equal
groups of students. The first group was made up of the first-year students (301 people)
and stands for the students who had access only to e-learning within the focused univer-
sity. The second group comprised the second, third, and fourth-year students (303 people)
who had mainly access to face-to-face learning in their previous years of study. These will
be further on called the “e-learning group” and, respectively, the “face-to-face learning
group”.

The instrument used in collecting the data was an anonymous online questionnaire,
which was posted on Isondaje.ro (an online survey service). This method was adopted
due to the limitations of the face-to-face meetings imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic
and because, in the case of the present research, the online survey variant was considered
appropriate, as almost all the students of the Politehnica University of Timisoara, that is,
the surveyed population, had access to the Internet and a mobile phone to fill in the ques-
tionnaire. At the end of the lectures, seminars, or laboratory activities, the students re-
ceived from the teachers the link to the online questionnaire and the guidelines to fill in
the answers. There was no obligation to complete the questionnaire for any of the stu-
dents, the activity being voluntary. No incentives were used to obtain answers, and the
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students could stop filling in the questionnaire at any time. In order to respect anonymity
and confidentiality, their email addresses were not collected. The direct benefit of the stu-
dents’ participation in the study was the opportunity to express their opinions on their
expectations and their perspectives of e-learning and face-to-face learning. The average
time required to answer the questionnaire was 15 min, and the response rate was approx-
imately 40%.

The questionnaire used was non-standardized, and its content was validated by fol-
lowing several steps, namely experts’ evaluation (sociologists), qualitative pretesting, and
quantitative pretesting. The questionnaire consisted of 8 questions (3 open-ended and 5
closed-ended questions), plus the factual questions, that is, the ones gathering the factual
data of the respondents. The open-ended questions were used to record the advantages
and disadvantages of e-learning as opposed to face-to-face learning. These types of ques-
tions seemed appropriate for the purpose of the present research, as they allow the inter-
locutors to freely express their own opinions. At the same time, no other studies on this
topic had been identified that could have provided the research team with tools and re-
sults to help them achieve the proposed objectives. The answers to these open questions
involved, in the analysis stage, their grouping and coding into general categories that
would allow secondary analyses.

Most of the closed questions were of a scale type, with measurement intervals of 3, 5,
or 10 steps, and aimed at identifying the preferred form of education (e-learning vs. face-
to-face learning), the degree of involvement in online classes compared to that in face-to-
face classes, and students’ learning efforts for the two forms of education. At the end of
the questionnaire, factual data regarding gender, age, and year of study were included.
The data were analyzed using SPSS Statistics, a software package frequently used for sta-
tistical analysis.

The analysis focused on identifying the existing differences between the two samples
of students: those that benefited exclusively from e-learning, on the one hand, and those
that benefited mainly from face-to-face learning, on the other hand. It mainly aimed to
answer the following research questions:

e  What is the students’ preferred form of learning, e-learning or face-to-face learning?

e  What are the advantages and disadvantages of e-learning vs. face-to-face learning?

e  What are the students’ levels of engagement and learning efforts during e-learning
vs. face-to-face learning?

¢ How much do students want to return to face-to-face learning after the end of the
COVID-19 pandemic?

e  What are the students’ online learning behaviors?

3. Results

The first objective of this study was to identify the respondents’ preferred form of
learning. For this, a 10-point scale question was used, where 1 shows a preference for face-
to-face learning and 10 a preference for e-learning, and a mean value of 4.77 was thus
recorded. The distribution of the answers is shown in the graph below (Figure 1).
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On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 standing for face-to-face learning and 10
for e-learning, what is your preferred form of learning?

Figure 1. Students’ preferred form of learning.

As can be seen in Figure 1, the highest percentage was recorded for face-to-face learn-
ing (27.2%), being followed by the preference for e-learning (13.9%), and by those who
chose 5, placing themselves in the middle of the scale (13.2%). It can be noticed that the
answers are distributed unequally, meaning that the preference for face-to-face learning
has a higher score on the scale as opposed to the others (by accumulating the percentages
at points 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, a total of 61.6% can be obtained, and by accumulating the per-
centages at points 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10, only a total of 38.4% can be achieved). This fact is also
emphasized by the mean value, which is higher for face-to-face learning (5.13) compared
to e-learning (4.41).

The comparison of the two groups has shown a slight difference between them, re-
sulting from the fact that there was a higher preference for face-to-face learning expressed
by the respondents who had access only to e-learning within the studied university (Table
1). The difference is significant from a statistical point of view and was obtained by using
the t-test, thus, the t-value being 2.733 (p < 0.01). The table below (Table 1) presents the
biggest differences between the two groups, which were recorded at points 8.2 and 5.

Table 1. Students’ preferences for e-learning vs. face-to-face learning.

Point E-Learning Group Face-to-Face Group Total Percentages
1 28.2% 26.1% 27.2%
2 9.3% 3.6% 6.5%
3 9.6% 8.6% 9.1%
4 6.0% 5.3% 5.6%
5 15.0% 11.6% 13.2%
6 6.0% 6.3% 6.1%
7 5.3% 6.9% 6.1%
8 4.0% 11.9% 7.9%
9 4.3% 4.3% 4.3%
10 12.3% 15.5% 13.9%

100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Another objective of this study was to determine the advantages of e-learning as op-
posed to face-to-face learning. As can be noticed in Figure 2, the main three advantages of
e-learning, as pointed out by the respondents, are “time efficiency” (15.7%), “conven-
ience” (14.7%), and “accessibility” (11.6%).
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According to you, what is the main advantage of e-learning as
opposed to face-to-face learning?

Other N 10.1
Health safety [ 2.8
Doing other activities at the same time [N 3.0
Better structured classes . 3.3
NS/NR . 5.6
Flexibility I 5.6
Accessing courses anytime [N 3.3
Lack of need to travel GG 9.1

None 10.1
Accessibility 11.6
Convenience 14.7
Time efficiency 15.7
0.0 5.0 10.0 15.0 20.0

Figure 2. Advantages of e-learning vs. face-to-face learning.

Due to the fact that the answers are very similar, the category of those who saw the
“lack of the need to travel” as important (9.1%) could be added to the first category of
those who considered “time efficiency” as being an advantage. The respondents who
stated that the courses could be accessed anytime (8.3%) could be added to those who
believed that “accessibility” is an advantage.

This is also the case where, for some answers, slight differences have been recorded
between the two groups of respondents (resulting from the contingency table), but they
are not considered significant from a statistical point of view. As a trend, it can be seen
that “time efficiency” obtained lower percentages in the case of the respondents who had
access only to e-learning (13%) as compared to the respondents who also had access to
face-to-face learning (18.5%). For convenience, the situation was reversed, the highest per-
centages being obtained for the respondents who had access only to e-learning (16.6% vs.
12.9%). “Accessibility” was chosen by 9.6% of the respondents in the first group and by
13.5% of the respondents in the second group.

As far as the disadvantages of e-learning vs. face-to-face learning are concerned, the
first two categories of recorded answers are centered around the same idea, that of the
lack of interaction. Therefore, 19.2% of the respondents believed that the “lack of interac-
tion” was the main drawback of e-learning, supported by those who stated that they
missed interacting with their peers (12.7%). A total of 9.6% of the respondents claimed
that the technical problems encountered during the Internet connection were an im-
portant disadvantage, ranking in third place (Figure 3). Another answer that deserves to
be taken into account is the “lack of practical applications” (8.8%), which could mean a
huge problem for students undertaking technical studies, as far as their career’s sustaina-
ble development is concerned. Figure 3 shows that the highest difference between the two
groups was recorded for the “lack of interaction with peers” response. About 16.6% of the
students who had access only to e-learning complained about this fact, while only 8.9% of
the other respondents saw this as a disadvantage.
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According to you, what is the biggest disadvantage of e-learning
as compared to face-to-face learning?

Other IEEEEE—————— 10.1
. 20
Harder to learn s 3.1
. 33
None mmm—m 3.6
I 50
Less explanations given during classes I 6.0
——— 7.3
Lack of practical applications I 3.8
9.3
Technical problems during Internet connection 9.6
12.7
Lack of interaction [ ——— 19.2

0.0 5.0 10.0 15.0 20.0 25.0

Figure 3. Disadvantages of e-learning vs. face-to-face learning.

The students’ levels of engagement during the online classes in comparison with the
face-to-face classes was another objective that the present study focused on. Based on the
results shown in Figure 4, it can be stated that the level of engagement during e-learning
is higher than during face-to-face learning. By comparing the two groups, a slight differ-
ence can be observed in that lower percentages were recorded for the levels of engagement
during e-learning in the case of the students who had access only to e-learning within the
university. In other words, the students who also had access to face-to-face learning be-
lieved that the level of engagement during e-learning was higher. From a statistical point
of view, the difference is notable; t =-3.095 (p < 0.02) was obtained from the t-test.

On a scale of 1 to 10, what is your level of engagement during
e-learning as opposed to during face-to-face learning?

20.0
18.0
16.0
14.0
12.0
10.0
8.0
6.0
4.0
2.0
0.0

Figure 4. Students’ levels of engagement during e-learning vs. face-to-face learning.

As for the learning effort during e-learning, it can be noticed that the distribution of
the answers is relatively equal (Figure 5) between the respondents who considered that e-
learning required a higher learning effort (31.1%) and those for whom the effort was lower
(31.5%). The highest percentage was instead recorded for “the same as during face-to-face
learning” (37.4%) response. No significant differences were recorded for this question be-
tween the two groups of respondents.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4381

10 of 15

In comparison with face-to-face-learning, the learning effort
during e-learning for you is:

lower 31.5
the same as during face-to-face

learning

0.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0

37.4

Figure 5. Students’ learning efforts during e-learning vs. face-to-face learning.

More than half of the respondents asserted the fact that, after the end of the COVID-
19 pandemic, they wanted to return to face-to-face learning (by accumulating the percent-
ages recorded for “to a very large extent” and “to a large extent”, a total of 61.4% was
obtained). At the other end of the scale, the respondents who would like to return to face-
to-face learning “to a very small extent” and “to a small extent” can be found with an
accumulated total of 18.9%. The difference up to 100% stands for “to a moderate extent”
response (19.7%). In this case, for the two compared groups of respondents, a significant
difference was recorded from a statistical point of view (t = -3.646 (p < 0.000)). The ob-
tained results show that the respondents who had access only to e-learning were more in
favor of returning to face-to-face learning than the other respondents (Figure 6).

To what extent would you like to return to face-to-face learning
after the end of the pandemic?

0O,
To a very small extent H) 11.6%
To a small extent 13.5%
7.0%
To a moderate extent - 1132;/;)

14.5%
18.9%

40.6%

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0%

To a large extent

M face-to-face-learning M e-learning
Figure 6. Students’ preferences to return to face-to-face learning after the end of the pandemic.

In order to better grasp some of the students” behaviors during e-learning, a series of
statements were posited. The respondents were asked to choose one of the five responses
presented on a Likert scale. Almost half of the respondents (48.7%) claimed that they kept
their device’s camera turned off during the online classes “to a very large extent” (23.7%)
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and “to a large extent” (25%). A total of 30.6% stated that they kept their camera turned
off “to a moderate extent”, the difference of 20.7% being represented by the ones who
chose “to a very small extent” (10.4%) and “to a small extent” (10.3%) responses.

Another question that the students were asked to answer was the extent to which
they dressed appropriately for the online classes and whether it took them extra time to
look decent as if the classes were taking place face-to-face (see Figure 7).

To what extent do you dress appropriately to attend the online

classes? (Do you take extra time to look decent as if getting
dressed to attend face-to-face classes?)

To a very large extent - 6.5
To a large extent _ 17.7

To a moderate extent 37.6
To a small extent 21.0
To a very small extent 17.2
0.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0

Figure 7. Students’ dressing behaviors during online classes.

The distribution of the answers in the figure above show a differemce between the
respondents who dressed appropriately (“to a very large extent” and “to a large extent”
accumulated responses totaling 24.3%) and those who did not (“to a very small extent”
and “to a small extent” accumulated responses totaling 38.2%).

4. Discussions and Conclusions

During the COVID-19 pandemic, both teachers and students had to adapt to the new
social conditions and move to online education, which has become an important alterna-
tive to reforming the entire traditional education system. Given that the teachers’ perspec-
tives on e-learning during the pandemic have been presented by many studies [39-42],
other researchers have stressed the importance of conducting studies that also take into
account the perspective of the beneficiaries of education, that is, the students [43-45].
Therefore, the present research is part of this trend and tries to shed light on this niche in
the Romanian educational space.

Within this context, the study focused on the students of the Politehnica University
of Timisoara, aiming to identify their attitudes towards e-learning, capture the advantages
and disadvantages of e-learning compared to face-to-face learning, the latter being subject
to steep and multiple changes in a relatively short period of time. The students” perspec-
tives have been chosen, as they are the beneficiaries of the teaching act and can provide
key information about this form of education, thus contributing to the sustainability of the
educational process. In addition, this has not been studied nearly at all by specialists,
hence the novelty of this study. The analysis has also focused on identifying the differ-
ences between two groups of subjects, the first formed by first-year students and repre-
senting the category of those who benefited exclusively from e-learning during their stud-
ies, and the second formed by upper-year students who benefited mainly from face-to-
face learning during their two, three, or four years of study.
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The results of the present research show that, among the studied population, there is
a greater preference for face-to-face learning compared to e-learning. It should be noted
that this preference is higher among those who benefited in their formation process only
from e-learning and lower among those who benefited also from face-to-face learning.
These results are further confirmed by the fact that more than half of the respondents
stated that they wanted to return to the classic teaching format after the pandemic ends.
As mentioned above, the desire is stronger among those who only benefited from e-learn-
ing during their studies.

E-learning, like any form of education, also has its own set of positive and negative
aspects. Decoding and understanding them will help educational institutions to create
strategies for more efficient delivery of educational content to the beneficiaries of this pro-
cess.

Regarding the positive aspects of e-learning, the research has shown that students
are particularly pragmatic, considering time-saving as the main advantage, closely fol-
lowed by the comfort offered by staying home, as well as the accessibility provided by the
online environment. The same positive results, such as the possibility to stay at home, the
friendly environment at home, and the possibility to have access to online materials were
observed in a study conducted with Polish medical students [46]. These advantages could
help create courses that fit the needs of certain categories of students (those who work,
who are unable to attend courses, who cannot afford to study in another city, etc.). In this
way, students would be given the opportunity to complete educational tasks at their own
pace, within a defined time horizon that would allow them to consider them deeply and
critically.

As for the negative aspects, the main shortcoming of e-learning compared to face-to-
face learning detected by the students of the present study was the lack of interaction,
particularly the lack of socializing with their peers. It is important to know that interaction
with peers is so important for students and that face-to-face learning cannot disappear
completely, but it can eventually be complemented by e-learning. This perspective is also
suggested by another study in the field [43], which supports the idea that socialization is
basic for students both psychologically and in terms of carrying out common activities,
such as projects. Another disadvantage that emerges from the present study is repre-
sented by the technical problems encountered in the connection. These two main disad-
vantages are reinforced by several studies conducted with students from other Romanian
universities in the same pandemic context [3,4]. Moreover, a noteworthy disadvantage
pointed out by the present research was the lack of practical applications, which proves
once again that e-learning cannot be considered a long-term solution for all fields of study
(e.g., engineering), some of which require face-to-face interaction in order to provide ad-
equate practical knowledge. Similar disadvantages were also found in another study con-
ducted with agriculture students in India, who considered the lack of Internet connection
in rural areas and the lack of practical applications necessary for their field of study as
serious impediments to their educational activity [47].

The present study also focused on the students’ behavior of turning off the camera.
This topic should probably be debated in relation to several aspects, such as the students’
attention and their levels of involvement in class (with the camera being turned off, they
can do whatever they want), the respect for the person with whom they interact (in this
case, the teacher), and the online code of etiquette (e.g., decent clothing). Another study
also conducted with the students of the Politehnica University of Timisoara [11] presented
the reasons why they do not want to turn on their cameras, namely anxiety, shyness, fear
of exposure, and the privacy of the room in which they are. Although these reasons can
be understood from a human point of view, from an educational perspective, the issue of
fairness towards the other participants in the educational act and the effectiveness of the
results of the didactic process could be raised. A debate at the university level would be
required, which could lead to the obligation of turning on the camera during classes.
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Another interesting topic worth highlighting is the set of answers received from the
group studied on the levels of the students” involvement in online classes. Given the re-
sults (the group of older students believes that more involvement is needed in online clas-
ses than the other group that only benefited from e-learning), one might ask why e-learn-
ing seems to involve more of the respondents than face-to-face learning does. Other qual-
itative studies on the subject could clarify this issue and investigate whether it is related
to the quality of face-to-face learning, which could be improved, or if it is just related to
the transition from face-to-face learning to e-learning, which has put more pressure on
those accustomed to learning in a different way.

To conclude, the present research establishes the premises for the implementation of
future solutions regarding the didactic process, seen from a new perspective—that of the
student. A complete return to face-to-face learning may no longer be entirely possible.
Both students and teachers have already faced the advantages and disadvantages of e-
learning. The question is, then, what will future education look like? Certainly, the pan-
demic has shown that there are other aspects of the teaching process that, in the past,
could not even be imagined. As such, it is possible that the future will look totally different
from an educational point of view and it will be time to move on to another level, that of
blended learning. Blended learning, B-learning or BL, one of the newest pedagogical con-
cepts of the 21st century, which combines face-to-face teaching with online teaching, thus
creating a hybrid learning system, has been extensively studied by various researchers
[48-54]. They have shown that this hybrid system offers the benefits of both education
systems, some predicting that it could even be the “new normal” [55] in the education of
the future. Following the disastrous pandemic experience, this “new normal” could be
implemented in universities around the world. The university this research focused on
and many other universities already have the necessary infrastructure and experience in
the field, offering blended learning courses usually to people who cannot participate in
face-to-face courses.

To summarize, one thing is certain, namely that face-to-face interaction cannot be
excluded from the educational process. At the same time, there is no denying the fact that
the benefits of e-learning, that is, accessibility, comfort, and time-saving, may become in-
dispensable in people’s future hectic daily lives.

5. Limitations of the Study

Although the present study offers some answers to several questions regarding the
comparison of e-learning with face-to-face learning, it has a few limitations. It has mainly
discussed only the perspectives of the students from the Politehnica University of
Timisoara. Moreover, the sample is relatively small, and the respondents have a particular
profile, coming from a single institution and geographical area. Starting with the results
found, the research team aims to perform a series of qualitative analyses, leading to a
better understanding of this phenomenon, and to expand the quantitative research and
database by conducting and distributing a questionnaire to students throughout the coun-
try.
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