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ABSTRACT 

The widespread effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 led to the suspension of various 

activities, including education. Institutions responded by shifting to online learning, albeit facing 

challenges. Student perceptions on online learning are valuable for academic leadership in 

shaping pedagogies and policies. This study examines Speech-Language Pathology and 

Audiology students’ perceptions (n=43) of online classes during the pandemic. Findings from a 

descriptive online survey with convenience sampling show that students favoured advantages 

such as recorded lectures, access to online materials, and self-paced study. However, they 

highlighted drawbacks like technical issues, limited patient interaction, and reduced engagement 

with lecturers. Online learning was regarded as effective for enhancing knowledge than for 

developing clinical skills or social competencies, whilst face-to-face teaching was seen as more 

effective for fostering clinical skills and social competence compared to online learning. While 

online learning was initially seen as a response to the pandemic, its formalization as part of a 

blended education approach in South African universities should align with global trends. 

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, face-to-face learning, higher education, online learning, 

perceptions of SLPA students, university 

 

INTRODUCTION 
In March 2020, the WHO declared COVID-19 as a health crisis, prompting the closure of 

educational institutions and affecting over 60 per cent of the world’s student population 
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(Singhal 2020; Adedoyin and Soykan 2020, 1; UNESCO 2020). This disruption necessitated a 

rapid shift from traditional classroom instruction to online learning methods, highlighting the 

importance of technology and reliable internet for education continuity (Mohalik and Sahoo 

2020, 2; Choi et al. 2021, 20). The shift in pedagogy required active leadership and innovative 

thinking to reconcile the student, lecturer and their learning experiences within this new 

environment. The findings of the present study could be useful for the future and current 

professoriate as they charter the way forward for innovative and technological driven teaching 

and learning practices.  

Online learning, which has been developing since the 1980s, became indispensable, 

leveraging platforms like Blackboard, Zoom, and WhatsApp for teaching and learning (Li 2022, 

9; Dhawan 2020, 16). To participate effectively, both lecturers and students needed essential 

devices like smartphones and laptops, along with stable internet access. Swift adoption of 

diverse platforms by universities was crucial for the seamless delivery of lectures (Fauzi and 

Khusuma 2020, 67). 

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased the use of digital technology in daily life 

(Nagel 2020, 861). Online classes have enhanced students’ familiarity with digital learning 

technologies, with 78 per cent finding the online classroom environment comparable or superior 

to traditional methods (Wallis 2020; Li 2022, 14). Online learning provides flexibility, allowing 

students to personalize their learning experience by choosing access time, pace, and content 

(Dos Santos 2022, 2). This flexibility, combined with the availability of various materials stored 

online, enables learning at any time and from anywhere (Hung et al. 2010, 1082). Moreover, 

online classes have expanded educational access for students with disabilities and medical 

conditions, including those affected by COVID-19 (Migocka-Patrzałek et al. 2021, 263). 

Despite advancements in online instruction and education, both lecturers and students 

faced challenges (Daniel 2020, 92). The success of online education relies on access to 

technology and the internet, creating challenges for those with unstable network connections 

(Adedoyin and Soykan 2020, 4). This is particularly true for many African students in South 

Africa, residing in impoverished areas with limited access to communication networks and 

facing affordability constraints for data plans (Hlatshwayo 2022, 15; United Nations 2020). 

Therefore, many students, mirroring the global situation, found themselves needing to hunt for 

open Wi-Fi areas, adding to the stress of remote learning (Holpuch 2020; Tam and Elazar 2020; 

Fishbane and Tomer 2020; Hlatshwayo 2022). Additionally, challenges such as the lack of 

electricity infrastructure, loadshedding, unaffordable high electricity prices, and the absence of 

electricity provision in some rural areas undermines the online learning programmes of 

universities (Hlatshwayo 2022, 4). 
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Digital competence encompasses the skills, knowledge, and attitudes necessary for 

utilizing ICT and digital devices (Ferrari 2012). While some students excel in using 

technological devices, software, and the internet, others may lag behind (Hung et al. 2010, 

1086; Saifudin 2017, 107). In online courses, students with higher computer, internet, and 

online communication skills tend to perform better than those with modest digital skills (Li 

2022, 3; Adedoyin and Soykan 2020, 4). Lack of Information Technology (IT) support 

exacerbates difficulties for these students (Hlatshwayo 2022). Moreover, familiarity with 

hardware and software associated with online learning might hinder not only students’ 

comprehension but their satisfaction (Bączek et al. 2022, 4). 

Online learning has proven effective in social sciences and humanities, but its 

compatibility with fields like sports sciences, engineering, and medical sciences, which require 

hands-on experiences, is debated (Leszczyński et al. 2018, 153). Laboratory-based courses 

present significant challenges as they rely on physical and social interaction among lecturers 

and students (Sahu 2020, 7542). This underscores the limitations of online learning in certain 

disciplines, necessitating efforts to bridge this compatibility gap (Leszczyński et al. 2018, 156). 

A significant drawback of online learning is the lack of essential personal interactions, not 

only between students and teachers but also among fellow students (Saifudin 2017, 105). In 

traditional classrooms, teachers and students maintained close social connections, which were 

compromised by the physical distancing measures implemented during the pandemic (Jiang et 

al. 2022, 8). A study of 840 medical students’ experiences with online education during the 

pandemic found that most students felt isolated due to limited interaction with teachers and 

peers (Bączek et al. 2021). 

Adaptability presents another significant challenge. The shift from in-person to online 

learning demands time for students to acclimate to the new format (Dhawan 2020, 8). However, 

the sudden shift to virtual learning might not allow enough time for this adjustment (Lin and 

Nguyen 2021, 242). The absence of direct support from teachers, classmates, and the 

introduction of new teaching methods, combined with the stress, fear, isolation, depression, and 

anxiety related to COVID-19, could have hindered students from performing to the best of their 

abilities (Kaup et al. 2020, 1221). Consequently, the pandemic could have adversely impacted 

the mental and psychological well-being of students. 

The abrupt transition to online learning, marked by inadequate training, bandwidth issues, 

and limited preparation, has posed significant challenges for students, as highlighted by experts 

(Adedoyin and Soykan 2020, 6; Leszczyński et al. 2018, 156). Conversely, some experts see 

this shift as establishing a “new normal,” which has introduced valuable experiences such as 

ensuring educational continuity, enhancing learner-lecturer interactions through one-to-one 
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online communication, and bolstering students’ confidence in a novel learning environment 

(Lin and Nguyen 2021, 246). Despite the profound changes caused by the COVID-19 in tertiary 

education globally, it has also provided unprecedented experiences offering valuable lessons. 

To adapt to post-pandemic circumstances, comprehensive reforms in educational concepts, 

teaching platforms, methods, and relationships are essential (Li 2022, 16). 

Initially seen as a solution to pandemic-induced teaching challenges, online learning now 

requires formalization as part of a blended approach to education in South African universities, 

driven by academic leadership to ensure alignment with global trends. (Dhawan 2020, 6). This 

study aimed to assess the online experiences of students at a historically disadvantaged tertiary 

institution, potentially informing the advancement of contextually relevant learning theories 

like connectivism and the development of appropriately aligned digital pedagogies (Mpungose 

2020, 113). 

 

METHODS 
 

Research design 
To meet the study purpose, a descriptive, quantitative, survey design was utilized to investigate 

the perceptions of Speech-Language Pathology and Audiology (SLPA) students towards online 

learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Participants 
This study employed non-probability, convenience sampling with a cohort of 84 SLPA students 

from a tertiary institution in Limpopo, South Africa. A total of 80 per cent of the students lived 

in Limpopo, and 20 per cent resided in surrounding areas in Gauteng; all the students belonged 

to the Black racial group. Undergraduate SLPA students from second year to fourth year were 

considered part of the target population due to their participation in online learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Forty-three undergraduate SLPA students who were willing and 

available to participate completed the survey. Table 1 delineates the characteristics of the study 

participants. 

Most participants were female (n=32; 74,4%), with 69,8 per cent of participants being 

between 19 and 24 years of age (n=30). The ages of participants ranged between 19–30 years 

old with a mean age of 23,8 years. Responses received included students from all three year 

groups with nearly equal distribution. Only 13 participants (30,2%) reported previous 

experience with online learning. Most of the participants (n=31; 72,1%) perceive their IT skills 

to be moderate. 
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Table 1:  Participating Speech-Language Pathology and 

Audiology students’ demographics. 
 

Participants information n = 43 (%) 

Gender   

Female  32 (74,4) 

Male  11 (25,6) 

Age (Years)  

19‒21 15 (34,9) 

22‒24 15 (34,9) 

25‒30 13 (30,2) 

Year of study   

2nd year 13 (30,2) 

3rd year 16 (37,2) 

4th year 14 (32,6) 

Previous experience with online learning  

Yes 13 (30,2) 

No 30 (69,8) 

Perceived IT* skills  

High IT skills 6 (14,0) 

Moderate IT skills 31 (72,1) 

Low IT skills 6 (14,0) 
*IT: Information technology 

 

Data collection  
This study utilised a survey adapted from Bączek et al. (2021) which consisted of four sections, 

namely: (i) demographic information, (ii) advantages of online learning, (iii) disadvantages of 

online learning, and (iv) comparison between face-to-face and online learning. Primarily 

closed-ended questions were used supporting the quantitative nature of the study. Following 

ethical approval, the adapted survey was pilot tested to determine the quality and validity of 

results as well as the feasibility of the online survey distribution before conducting the study. 

Four undergraduate students from a Dietetics program completed a one-page feedback 

questionnaire for the pilot-test. Responses from the pilot-test confirmed the survey questions 

were accessible and comprehensible. 

The survey was shared through an online link and distributed via email to all SLPA 

students from the second year to the fourth year. The survey was presented in English which is 

the language of instruction at the tertiary institution under study. To increase response rate, an 

email with the online survey link was shared twice weekly for 3 weeks. 
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Data analysis 
Responses to the survey were collated automatically on a spreadsheet after participants selected 

the submit function at the end of the survey. Data analysis was completed using SPSS version 

28.0 to formulate descriptive statistics which were presented including mean, percentages and 

statistical significance (Wilcoxon signed-rank test) (Leedy and Ormrod 2015). The categories 

were integrated and compared to identify emerging patterns and similarities across participants’ 

perspectives. 

 

Ethical considerations 
Ethical clearance for this study was granted by the University Research and Ethics Committee 

(SMUREC/H/177/2022: UG). The survey questions, drawn from a previously published 

questionnaire with a similar objective adequately evaluated the construct under investigation, 

specifically, perceptions of online learning. Selection bias was avoided by giving equal 

opportunity to all students within the selected population to participate. Analysis bias was 

avoided by using a statistical software package.  

 

RESULTS 
The survey was distributed to 84 SLPA students and 43 responses were received. The response 

rate was therefore 51,2 per cent, which is above the average response rate of 44 per cent (Wu, 

Zhao, and Fils-Aime 2022) and an excellent response rate (50%) according to Fryrear (2015). 

Most of the participants (n=31; 72,1%) perceived their IT skills to be moderate. The results are 

presented according to the objectives of the study.  

 

Advantages and disadvantages of online learning 
The SLPA students’ perceived advantages and disadvantages of online learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic are shown in Table 2. 

 
Table 2: Students’ perceived advantages and disadvantages of online learning  
 

Advantages n = 43 (%) Disadvantages n = 43 (%) 

Ability to stay at home 20 (46,5) Poor learning conditions at home 9 (20,9) 

Comfortable surroundings 16 (37,2) Technical challenges 32 (74,4) 

Learning at your own pace 22 (51,2) Lack of self-discipline 21 (32,6) 

Ability to record meetings and lectures 30 (69,8) Reduced interaction with the lecturer 25 (58,1) 

Classes interactivity 5 (11,6) Social isolation 14 (48,8) 

Continued access to online material  29 (67,4) Lack of interaction with patients 25 (58,1) 

  
The participants perceived the most advantageous aspects of online learning to be the ability to 

record meetings and lectures (n=30; 69,8%), continued access to online materials (n=29; 
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67,4%), as well as the ability to study at their own pace (n=22; 51,2%). Being in a comfortable 

surrounding (n=16; 37,2%) and class interactivity (n=5; 11,6%) were the least indicated 

perceived advantages.  

Technical challenges (n=32; 74,4%) were the most highlighted disadvantage of online 

learning. Lack of interaction was also a highlighted disadvantage of online learning, 

encompassing both insufficient engagement with the lecturer (58.1%) and a lack of interaction 

with patients (58.1%). Lack of self-discipline (n=21; 48,8%), social isolation (n=14; 32,6%) 

and poor learning conditions (n=9; 20.9%) were the least indicated disadvantages. 

 

Effectiveness of online learning compared to traditional face-to-face teaching. 
Students were asked to describe their perceived effectiveness of online learning as well as 

traditional face-to-face teaching in terms of knowledge acquisition, clinical skills development 

and social competence. The students’ perceptions of effectiveness for each training function are 

depicted in Figures 1, 2 and 3. 

 

  
 
Figure 1: Perceived effectiveness of online learning in contrast to traditional teaching to increase 

knowledge. 
 

Both online and traditional face-to-face teaching were perceived as moderately effective in 

increasing knowledge by the same number of students (n=16; 37,2%). However, 41,8 per cent 

of SLPA students (n=18) indicated neutrality regarding the effectiveness of online learning to 

increase knowledge, while only 7,0 per cent perceived online learning to be extremely effective. 

In contrast, 39,5 per cent of SLPA students (n=17) perceived traditional teaching to be 

extremely effective for increasing knowledge. No statistical difference (p=.383) was identified 

between online learning and traditional face-to-face teaching methods in terms of effectiveness 

to increase knowledge. 
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Figure 2:  Perceived effectiveness of online learning in contrast to traditional teaching to increase 

clinical skills. 
 

Findings show that a significant number of students regarded online learning as extremely 

ineffective in improving clinical skills (n=21; 48,8%), whereas traditional face-to-face teaching 

was regarded as extremely effective for improving clinical skills (86%). As such, a statistically 

significant difference (p=.023) between the effectiveness of traditional teaching (M=1,5) and 

online learning (M=8,6) to increase clinical skills is identified. 

  

 
 Figure 3:  Perceived effectiveness of online learning in contrast to traditional teaching to increase social 

competencies. 
 

Most SLPA students (n=32; 74,4%) regard online learning to be ineffective at increasing social 

competencies, with 17 students (39,5%) indicating moderately ineffective and 15 students 

(34,9%) indicating online learning to be extremely ineffective. Traditional face-to-face teaching 

was indicated as extremely effective in developing social competencies by 27 students (62,8%). 

A statistically significant difference (p=.022) between the effectiveness of traditional teaching 

and online learning to increase social competence was identified. 
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Figure 4 depicts SLPA students’ perceived effectiveness of their activity during online 

learning in contrast with traditional face-to-face teaching. 

 

  
 
Figure 4:  Perceived effectiveness of learning activities: online learning in contrast with traditional 

teaching 
 
Twenty students (46,5%) were neutral regarding effectiveness of online activity. More students 

perceived online learning as ineffective (n=7; 16,3%) compared to traditional face-to-face 

teaching (n=3; 7%). Traditional teaching activities were perceived as effective by most SLPA 

students (n=27; 62,8%). Sixteen SLPA students (39,2%) perceived their activity during online 

learning to be effective, with four students (9,3%) indicating their activity was extremely 

effective for learning. No statistical difference (p=.828) between online learning (M=9.75) and 

traditional face-to-face teaching (M=8) was found. 

 

Acceptance of online learning 
SLPA students’ experience of online learning as a contributor to professional development is 

depicted in Figure 5. 

 

  
Figure 5: Pie chart depicting students’ perceived enjoyment of online learning. 



Govender, Kyarkanaye, Eslick  The perceptions of Speech-Language Pathology and Audiology students towards online ... 
 

33 

Four students (9,3%) did not enjoy online learning. Enjoyment of online learning was perceived 

by most students as neutral (n=19; 44,2%). Twenty students (46,5%) indicated online learning 

to be enjoyable, indicating acceptance of online learning as a contributor to professional skills 

development. Specifically, 11 students (25,6%) perceived online learning as very enjoyable and 

9 students (20,9%) indicated extremely enjoyable. 

 

DISCUSSION 
The study determined the perceptions of Speech-Language Pathology and Audiology students 

towards online learning during the COVID -19 pandemic. Student perceptions on learning 

experiences during the pandemic might shed light on the advancement of online teaching and 

learning pedagogies. With the expeditious transition from face-to-face to online learning as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic, both academics and students were met with unfamiliar and 

new teaching and learning strategies. Therefore, the perceptions emerging from the COVID-19 

pandemic has precipitated discussions about the future of the higher education teaching and 

learning agenda in South Africa. Student perceptions in this context therefore becomes central 

in re-imagining the teaching and learning landscape.  

The findings of the study indicated that majority of the participants had limited exposure 

to online learning. Published studies concur with this assertion (Van de Heyde and Siebrits 

2019, 1; Aboagye, Yawson, and Appiah 2020, 2). Not only has this factor raised concerns about 

institutional under-preparedness in effectively transitioning students to an online learning 

environment, but it also highlights historical inequalities where students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds still face unequal educational opportunities (Moonasamy and Naidoo 2022,77).  

The expectation of students to effortlessly transition into an online learning environment 

against the backdrop of limited to no exposure to digital learning technologies is an unrealistic 

one. Rafique et al. (2021) posits that for students to effectively thrive within a digital learning 

environment, a certain degree of preparedness and exposure is required. Prensky (2009) 

identifies two types of students who may enter a digital learning environment: digital natives, 

who have grown up with digital technology and are comfortable with it from a young age, and 

digital immigrants, who have adapted to digital technology later in life. Given this distinction, 

it is crucial for institutions to be prepared for providing online learning support and training, 

particularly when admitting students from low socio-economic backgrounds.  

Participants viewed continued access to learning materials, including lecture recordings, 

to be an advantage within the online learning environment. These findings concur with that of 

several other authors (Van Wart et al. 2020, 18, Ozfidan, Fayez, and Ismail 2021, 465). 

Oranburg (2020) emphasizes that providing online learning materials and resources is 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-020-00603-x#ref-CR56
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considered best practice and is a key component of the online learning ecosystem. Proficiency 

in navigating online materials and digital educational tools is an essential skill. Not only does 

exposure to online resources during education allow students to excel academically but further 

prepares students for entry into a modern, digitally enhancing workforce. 

Findings of the study indicated technical difficulties as the most prevailing challenge. 

Whilst online learning environments have the potential to revolutionize the higher education 

landscape, several technical challenges constrain its optimal utilization and these include 

internet connectivity, platform reliability, security concerns and digital literacy (Fawaz, Al 

Nakhal, and Itani 2021, 7632; Adarkwah 2021, 1676). South Africa faces a significant digital 

divide, primarily due to socioeconomic disparities, uneven infrastructure development, and 

limited access to technology (Moonasamy and Naidoo 2022, 77). Addressing the digital divide 

requires concerted effort from academic leadership, government, private sector, and civil 

society to ensure equitable access to technology, affordable internet, and digital literacy 

programs, particularly targeting underserved communities.  

Lack of interaction with peers and lecturers was a further challenge noted by the 

participants. According to Azmat and Ahmad (2022), learning effectiveness is enhanced 

through online interaction and further details that this online interaction can take on three forms 

namely instructor–learner, learner–learner, and content–learner interaction. To facilitate 

maximal interaction and minimize isolation in online learning environments, academics should 

integrate discussion forums, live video sessions, and other collaborative tools to encourage 

active participation and create a more supportive online learning environment.  

The advantages to online learning were identified in the study as learning at own pace, 

ability to stay home and access to materials (lectures, reading materials and recorded lectures). 

Learning at one’s own pace makes education more accessible and adaptable to individual 

learning styles, while also increasing student autonomy and flexibility within the learning 

environment. Academics must encourage self-paced learning while simultaneously ensuring the 

development of self-discipline and dedication, as self-paced learning and self-discipline are 

mutually inclusive. The ability to learn from home was a positive experience for the participants 

in this study, which contrasts with the majority of literature from developing contexts, where 

learning from home is often viewed as a barrier due to issues such as noise, competing family 

responsibilities, and a lack of conducive spaces for online learning sessions (Barrot, Llenares 

and Del Rosario 2021, 7333; Day et al. 2021, 6). This finding implies that contextual factors 

may vary among students due to their unique socio-economic circumstances, and these factors 

should be considered in the design of online learning programs. Access to online learning 

materials were also noted as advantageous in other studies (Mukhtar et al. 2020, S30; Jawaid 
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and Ashraf 2012).  

Whilst online and traditional face to face learning was found to be equally effective in 

terms of increasing theoretical knowledge, online learning was regarded as ineffective in 

improving clinical skills and in developing social competence. This result was consistent with 

the findings of other studies (Saad et al. 2023, 11; Mukhtar et al. 2020, S30). Developing clinical 

skills in an online learning environment can present several challenges due to the hands-on and 

interactive nature of clinical practice. Obstacles to online clinical skills development include 

limited physical interaction and hands-on experience, such as directly touching a patient. 

Moreover, online communication may lead to misinterpretation or lack of clarity, which can 

hinder the understanding of complex clinical procedures or techniques (Saad et al. 2023, 11; 

Mukhtar et al. 2020, S30). Various techniques are accessible to enhance online clinical training 

including interactive online platforms, virtual laboratories to enhance the immersive experience 

and live demonstrations. Therefore, the need for innovative online clinical training 

methodologies requires a rapid response from academic leadership. The digital divide and 

challenges in developing social competence and clinical skills remain primary obstacles to a 

smooth transition into the online learning environment. Academic leadership is required to 

charter the course toward effective online learning environments and requires a combination of 

technology, pedagogy, and ongoing support for all stakeholders.  

Participants viewed the online environment as ineffective in the development of their 

social competence. Online learning without sufficient design thinking could constrain the 

development of social competence. Developing social competence in an online learning 

environment involves fostering interpersonal skills, effective communication, collaboration, 

and a sense of community among students. A social competency profile could feature in online 

pedagogies. Digital citizenship must be cultivated to ensure appropriate online behaviour, 

correct digital etiquette, respect, and responsible use of technology (Lu et al. 2023, 252). Digital 

citizenship can create an inclusive and collaborative online learning environment that enhances 

social competence among students.  

 

LIMITATIONS 
This study has certain limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, the response rate was 

limited, with only 43 students participating in the survey, leading to a small sample size. 

Consequently, the findings cannot be extrapolated to the larger population. Additionally, the 

study focused solely on one university. Including other universities in Gauteng could have 

provided a more comprehensive understanding of students’ perceptions of online and face-to-

face learning. Furthermore, the questionnaire used in this study was adapted from a previous 



Govender, Kyarkanaye, Eslick  The perceptions of Speech-Language Pathology and Audiology students towards online ... 
 

36 

research study. While it served as a useful tool, further validation, improvement, and adaptation 

to the South African context may be necessary for enhanced reliability and relevance. 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The nuanced perceptions of students regarding an online learning environment provide a better 

understanding of this environment, which is important for future professors and policymakers 

to address. There must be a concerted effort toward creating more inclusive and effective online 

learning environments. The digital divide, and challenges with the development of social 

competence and clinical skills remain primary hinderances toward the effortless transition into 

the online learning environment. Academic leadership is required to charter the course toward 

effective online learning environments and requires a combination of technology, pedagogy, 

and ongoing support for all stakeholders. This should inspire the future and current professoriate 

toward re-imagining the future of online learning.  
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