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ABSTRACT

COVID-19 has disrupted daily living globally due to increased deaths and lockdowns that heavily affected 156
million learners as of July 2021. Over 28 million Filipino students had their classes cancelled for more than 41
weeks; hence, educational institutions have endeavored to continue teaching via alternative learning modes
with remote learning as the most feasible. However, literature has mixed views of online education, citing
positive and negative factors affecting learning. Thus, the objective of the article is to synthesize existing
literature onthe potential factors influencing student learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Curricular design should take note of both physical and human factors. Physical factors include internet access
and EdTech, while human factors include instructor's characteristics, curricular design, and student
characteristics, attitudes, and psychosocial needs. Various steps such as ensuring internet access, training
teachers, and characterizing students, alongside continuous feedback and timely preparation, are
recommended to properly execute remote learning in emergencies.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused widespread disease
and death, prompting government-led responses and the
imposition of quarantines. This has shifted behaviors and
lifestyles, impacting most societal sectors including
Philippine education with over 41 weeks of face-to-face
cancellations, affecting 28,451,212 learners to date [1].
However, student learning must still be addressed with
consideration to its stakeholders [2] and so schools adapted
to alternative modes of learning to continue the lessons.

One of the most feasible alternatives is remote learning
(RL) on internet-based platforms. However, several
challenges such as poor internet infrastructure, digital
inequality, and differences in faculty preparedness and
pedagogical approaches persist, especially for health
sciences education (HSE) which necessitates skill-based
learning, patient encounters, and unique methods of
assessment [3,4]. Although some literature suggests that RL
can help students develop skills, disadvantages remain,
especially among marginalized communities with the
complexity of teaching methods and reliance on learner
satisfaction hindering its effectiveness [5-7]. RL as the final

solution for most learners requires guidance throughout
the course design and implementation.

This commentary then aims to synthesize existing
literature on the potential factors influencing student learning
during the COVID-19 pandemic and elucidate ways forward.

Factors Affecting Learning during Pandemics

Critical factors to consider include technological access,
technical skills, and attitude of stakeholders (i.e., students,
teachers, institution) towards chosen methods [8]. Physical
and human factors are explored in the succeeding sections.

Physical Factors

Educational technology or “EdTech” which refers to any
technological tool providing alternatives to the conduct of
learning has been widely used during crises; however, many
are designed without accounting for existing evidence
[9,10). To ensure effectiveness, other factors such as
content, student and teacher characteristics, infrastructure,
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and learning environment should be considered.

Appropriate use of EdTech offers valuable support for
teacher-student interaction [9]. Facilitating learning occurs
best where a community can be fostered as open
communication improves relationships [11,12]. In RL,
creating virtual communities is feasible via discussion
boards and chat rooms. However, verbal signals (i.e., tone)
and non-verbal communication used to gauge reception are
not easily replicated, making interaction unnatural and
challenging [13-15].

EdTech is reliant on existing infrastructure and varying
access across regions [9,13,16,17], thus, RL is said to
emphasize the digital divide [3,7,13,16-18]. For example,
internet connection remains a barrier to certain students
especially in rural areas where the connection is often
limited [16,17,19]. Furthermore, the collective need for the
same devices in a household limits access and interrupts
classes [16,17,20]. Therefore, a needs inventory should be
done via consultations and surveys [7].

Adopting proper software can enhance the student
learning experience [9]. Several electronic platforms are
available; Learning Management Systems (LMS) provide
resource organization, discussions, and announcement
platforms. When choosing tools, bandwidth requirements
and the immediacy of communication should be considered,
hence, a mix of tools is recommended. Text-based platforms
such as modules and discussion boards require less
bandwidth and immediacy, while conference calls require
high bandwidth and time allotment from all participants
[21]. Collaborative documents, pre-recorded lectures, and
well-designed reading assignments may also be used
[21,22]. Properly synthesized and shortened content favors
information retention [3,21]. Notably, accessibility may
depend on licenses and support by the administration.

Human Factors
Instructor's Characteristics and Design of Curricula

Instructors are critical not only in selecting modes and
tools of delivery but in facilitating meaningful interaction [9,
22]. Proper course revisions during the pandemic should
treat EdTech merely as a supplement to traditional learning
tools [9,22]. Students undergoing blended learning or using
both offline and online activities positively perceive RL
[23,24]. Offline materials also smoothen the transition
towards online methods [25].

Student-teacher interaction has been repeatedly cited as
the hallmark of learning [22,23,26]. Therefore, communication
must be consistent, persistent, and encouraging [26]. Being
engaging and maintaining a safe space are skills necessary for
success and positive feedback [11, 23, 26].

Training and support ensure instructor effectiveness.
Considering that technological gaps among professors
persist, administrative support is paramount while shifting
to a vastly different learning delivery mode [18]. Managing
expectations, adopting new working habits, and preparing
for additional roles including COVID-19 content lecturer and
troubleshooter should also be done [3,6,27]. Therefore,
teaching the instructors how to adeptly use online
platforms, tailor-fit their work ethic, and center low-
bandwidth activities around the most crucial learning
outcomes is important [9,27-29]. Designing assessments
must also be meaningful, incorporate latest technology, and
well-planned to address cheating [3,11].

Student's Characteristics and Attitude

Due to diverse student backgrounds and interests,
educational interventions must account for the learners'
characteristics. However, literature on the association of
demographic factors and RL remains contentious. A study
found that module design and learning experience were
more important than student characteristics [30]while
others found that those with previous educational
experience may have greater flexibility and access in an
online setting [31]. Gender representation in materials and
discussion or being a working student may also affect
participationinRL[3,4].

Some learner's intrinsic characteristics may have a
significant effect on RL where self-motivation is necessary.
For example, curious, self-motivated students who engaged
more with content have developed better mastery [26] while
more serious, ambitious learners who allotted more study
time, had family support, and accomplished tasks early were
more likely to succeed [4]. Thus, time management is an
inherent part of this learner-centered approach. These
manifest as unique RL behaviors which must be mirrored by
different learning approaches [32]. However, there is a risk
that students gradually become less engaged over time [25].

Amid contradictory claims, course design must still
consider the learner's characteristics, goals, and learning
styles because instructors may deem these necessary [33].
Values transfer and attitudinal outcomes are also contingent

Phil J Health Res Dev COVID-19 Issue 2021 Vol.25 Suppl.1, S96-S100 S97



Student learning needs during the pandemic

on the implementation of instructional hallmarks; therefore,
student engagement, interest, and motivation must be
enriched [2,3]. These can be affected by the learner's
expectations of the curriculum and delivery. Instructional
platforms must then be user-friendly, simple, and capable of
easy file management. Learners may expect a comprehensive,
pre-use orientation of the LMS to maximize it. Instructors are
also expected to mark important readings and use hyperlinks
to streamline resources to help retain focus and interest [27].

Psychosocial Needs and Mental Health (MH)

External stressors may cause a psychosocial imbalance
during a prolonged quarantine. Common stressors include
fear of infection, inadequacy of supplies, financial problems,
and inconsistent quarantine duration [3,34]. Stress is also
associated with residence, living arrangements, and
infection of loved ones [35]. Traumatic events may also
affect cognitive functions, hindering learning [9]. Cascading
disruptions in academic requirements may also partly
explain students' anxiety as they grapple with meeting
deadlinesand taking assessments [36].

The shift to being away from campus has also led to
harbored feelings and anxiety [36]. To mitigate this, students
exert conscious mental efforts to adapt to the new
environment [37]. Immediate shifts to RL were shown to
decrease motivation [38] which may be attributed to
incompatibility among learning style, resources, and
environment resulting in poor performance [3,39]. Although
acute stress is expected, RL establishes an academic routine
positively affecting MH [36].

Considering the pandemic's impact on MH, there is an
urgent need to account for student concerns in the
development of action plans and health policy [36].

Discussion

RL's success necessitates the measurement and analysis of
several variables. For holistic assessment, student performance
must be contextualized in terms of satisfaction, meaningful
interaction, preferences, teaching tools, and utilization. School
management, teacher training, and curriculum development
must be considered prior to formulating interventions [9,28].
RL strategies should account for the target population, age,
technological infrastructure, and socio-economic context
[13,40]. Although developed countries have an advantage in
implementing RL [41], maintaining education should be a
globally unchanging goal.

Student preparedness should be improved throughout
RL as a sudden shift may leave traditional learners without
ample resources and preparation [42]. Administrators must
then use creative problem-solving strategies to produce
solutions including faculty support and training [2,28,43].
Institutions should also consider that during crises,
schoolwork may not always be prioritized; this should be
addressed through realistic expectations [44].

Key aspects in implementing RL are then as follows: (1)
high-quality content and teaching; (2) accessibility and
proper compromises for those without resources; (3)
meaningful interactions and support; (4) proper training
and support for faculty; and (5) an easily navigable and
functional LMS[25,45].

Overall, more research is needed on the factors affecting
student learning in these times. Areas of study include the
association of academic success to independent aspects of
individual learners, instructor qualities and interactions,
and evaluation of novel approachesto RL.

Conclusion and Recommendations

When designing effective course designs, one must consider
pedagogical principles of active engagement and content
keeping in mind the individuality and welfare of students during
global emergencies. Theories can inform curriculum designers
on prioritization and design; however, execution is challenging if
student learning is taken at face value.

One should first ask what tools are available then
maximize utilization and interactions among students and
teachers. Although online tools are commonly used, course
content can be delivered synchronously and asynchronously,
and are not limited to online methods as other forms of mass
communication can be used in resource-limited settings.

Capacity building for educators on online course design
and facilitation may ensure meaningful interactions with
students and the platform [28]. Administrators should strive
to establish access to learning materials through cost-
effective means and to open communication for constructive
discussion [28].

Meanwhile, an analysis on effective learning styles and
their barriers is recommended as online setups require
sustained motivation and interest. Moreover, addressing MH
needs will aid greatly in maintaining engagement and
motivation among students [28]. Most importantly, educators
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should strive to prepare contingencies early on, as RL is
dependent on system preparedness. It is therefore
paramount that current research is continuously reviewed,
best practices are shared, and both offline and online
interventions are upscaled to promote resilience in education.
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