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Abstract

The article analyses changes in attitudes towards online education in Azerbaijan during the unprecedented

global lockdown resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic led to the total closure of all edu-
cational institutions in Azerbaijan and marked the beginning of massive online learning in schools and uni-
versities across the country. The present study is based on analysis of data collected from a survey of 1300

students representing 20 universities in Azerbaijan. The starting point for the analysis was to ask whether the

students had online learning experience prior to the mandatory shift to distance learning or not. The students

were also asked to provide their opinion regarding both traditional and online learning tools. This informa-
tion enabled the research group to examine the weaknesses and strengths of both educational models. Hav-
ing little to no experience with online education, about 36.5% of Azerbaijani students nonetheless expressed

willingness to continue their education in an online mode, most preferring online courses over online degree

programs. Difficulties with technical issues and unprepared instructors were cited as key issues among the

remaining 63% of students who preferred the traditional mode of education.

Introduction

Since the outbreak of COVID-19 in January 2020,
schools, colleges and universities across the globe started
to close campuses and suspend all activities (Adnan &
Anwar, 2020; Ali, 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). Tradi-
tional classes shifted online and educational materials
were moved onto various virtual platforms.

Even though online learning options existed before
the pandemic, some educators argue that the current state
of online learning is unique and incompatible with a nor-
mal digital learning situation. These educators describe
the current situation alternatively as “crisis learning” or

“emergency remote teaching” (Pace et al., 2020; Hodges
etal.,, 2020). According to Hodges et al. (2020), in com-
parison with alearning experience that is designed from
the beginning to be online, Emergency Remote Teach-
ing (ERT) is introduced as “a temporary shift of instruc-
tional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis
circumstances”. Due to a lack of literature on this type
of online learning, there is not enough information on
students’ perception of emergency remote teaching and
learning (Hodges et al., 2020). Students’ perceptions are
particularly important as they did not opt for this mode
of learning, but rather had to switch to it as part of the
global emergency (Hodges et al., 2020; Aguilera-Her-
mida, 2020; Ali, 2020).

Despite worldwide technological advancements, the
transition to online learning from traditional face-to-
face education in less digitally developed countries has
been quite challenging (Ali, 2020; Adnan & Anwar,

2020; Jena, 2020; Hog, 2020). A lack of access to afford-
able and fast internet connection, limited access to com-
puters at home, and low preparedness of teaching staff
to use information technology for instruction hindered
the transition to online learning in many emerging econ-
omies (Ali, 2020; Jena, 2020; Adnan & Anwar, 2020),
including Azerbaijan.

Adaprtation to online learning is not only an issue of
technology (or lack thereof), but is also a pedagogical
and instructional challenge. According to Ali (2020),
since teachers and staff are the key players in the imple-
mentation of online learning, their perceptions and atti-
tudes towards the use of information and communica-
tion technology (ICT) is key to the successful integration
of online learning and teaching.

Since the spread of the pandemic and the closure of
all educational institutions on March 3, schools and uni-
versities in Azerbaijan started employing different online
platforms such as Zoom, Google Meet, and Moodle
(Hogq, 2020; Ali, 2020; Basilaia & Kvavadze, 2020).
Microsoft signed a contract for free use of its online com-
munication platform (Microsoft Teams) in all Azerbai-
jani secondary schools and universities starting in April
(Ministry of Education of Azerbaijan, 2020). In addition,
the government introduced virtual schooling and a TV
program called “Lesson Time” aired on local TV chan-
nels, covering various subjects for primary and second-
ary school students. The transition from face-to-face to
online learning required administrative and organiza-
tional efforts on a national level. In some schools and
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universities, the transition was successful, but the qual-
ity of instruction requires further investigation (Basi-
laia & Kvavadze, 2020).

In addition to technical, administrative, pedagog-
ical and instructional challenges, students’ motivation
and perception directly impacted the transition to this
new learning environment (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020;
Alj, 2020). As Aguilera-Hermida (2020) concluded, stu-
dents’ motivation, self-efficacy and cognitive engagement
decreased as students had to adapt to online learning
without any preparation during the transition period.
All this contributed to students’ negative perceptions
of their higher education experience with online learn-
ing (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020).

Azerbaijan was also among the countries which
decided to temporarily close all educational institutions
at an early stage, following the World Health Organ-
ization’s recognition of COVID-19 as a pandemic. By
that time, around 40,089 full-time students were com-
pleting their final year in higher education institutions
and were involved in independent coursework, while
the remaining 171,627 students and 20,514 educators
were in need of distance education (Ministry of Edu-
cation of Azerbaijan, 2020). According to the Ministry
of Education’s 2020 report, only two out of 52 higher
education institutions possessed solid distance learning
arrangements that included a relevant software solu-
tion, trained faculty, and digital content. The manda-
tory shift to online methods of education forced all edu-
cational institutions to make rapid plans for a transition
from face-to-face teaching to online education. Taking
into account that online teaching was hardly employed
in Azerbaijan before the pandemic outbreak, this tran-
sition took some time and effort on both the adminis-
trative and teaching sides. The unpreparedness for the
emergency collective shift to online education and lack
of prior experience were problematic during this tran-
sition period. In fact, these aspects played a significant
role in shaping students’ attitudes towards the new mode
of learning.

Research Design

While studying this transition to online learning, the
research team considered various topics related to the
effectiveness of online learning and its impact on stu-
dents and academic performance before deciding to
focus on perception and attitude changes toward online
learning among Azerbaijani students during the pan-
demic. Additionally, we tried to find out to what extent
different challenges related to online education, such
as issues with self-discipline, suitable materials, good
learning environments, and teaching inefficiencies, were

1 Available here: hetps://bit.ly/30LzHxy

affecting students’ decisions. Thus, this study examines
the effects of the mandatory shift to online education on
students” preferences. In addition, we explore whether
the mandatory shift has influenced Azerbaijani students’
acceptance (desirability) of online (vs. traditional) learn-
ing in the future as well.

The questionnaire' surveyed over 1400 respondents,
namely students pursuing bachelor’s or master’s degrees
from 20 different universities (15 public and 5 private)
across Azerbaijan, including students of various disci-
plines in the humanities and medicine. The majority of
respondents who completed the survey were female. In
terms of age distribution, the dominant category was
ages 17-21 (86%).

The research team filtered some respondents, ulti-
mately including only those 1286 students who com-
pleted the survey by stating the university they belonged
to. The survey was composed of four major parts, total-
ling 30 questions based on the Likert Scale (strongly
agree/agree/disagree/strongly disagree/neutral). The four
parts of the survey were:

A) Online learning experience

B) Psychological impacts of COVID-19

C) Online learning versus traditional classes

D) Future choice of educational mode

Each group of questions pursued different aims. Firstly,
we wanted to identify whether the online learning experi-
ence was as unfamiliar to Azerbaijani students as was
generally assumed. We used the term “online learning
experience” in the questionnaire to generalize all experi-
ences the students may have had prior to the mandatory
shift, including online courses and non-degree programs
from various providers.

In the second section of the questionnaire, the team
wanted to investigate respondents’ state of mind. Assum-
ing most students are going through stress during the
pandemic, we sought to better understand the impact
the pandemic has had on their mental health. The com-
parative analysis of “before” and “after” the pandemic
was designed to understand how the pandemic affected
their preferences regarding online learning.

The third and fourth groups of questions were con-
structed with the aim of identifying the motivation
behind the respondents’ preference of alearning mode.
Questions regarding identification of preferred mode
of education were followed by the list of potential rea-
sons suggested by the research. Students who opted for
the choice “I prefer online learning” were also asked
to indicate the reasons for not preferring traditional
learning. Cross checks enabled an in-depth analy-
sis of factors that were crucial to their decision-mak-
ing process.


https://bit.ly/3oLzHxy
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScz-4DpitgtqBNOSnwcBipTDiZYL2gUQQZcExjGa_bJehfwsA/viewform?vc=0&c=0&w=1&flr=0
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The last section provides demographic information
for grouping the students by age, gender, level of study
and university.

Consent, voluntary participation and anonymity of
respondents are among the most basic principles of ethics
which need to be addressed in any research. Participa-
tion of all respondents was voluntary, and responses were
provided without influence.

Like any research, our study has a number of limita-
tions. The first methodological limitation is the number
of respondents. The number of students who took part
in the research survey [IV=1267] constitutes only 0.84%
of all the Azerbaijani students (out of a total of 151,113
active student users) (Ministry of Education of Azerbai-
jan, 2020). However, in the related research conducted
during the pandemic in China (Chen etal., 2020) there
were 712 respondents, while in a U.S. research study
only 412 students were surveyed (Barnes & Noble Col-
lege Insights, 2020). Second, as an Internet-based sur-
vey there are issues with (non-)probability sampling and
undercoverage because not all users have access to the
Internet (Pew Research Center n.d.). While sampling is
non-representative, it allows exploration of the specific
question in detail.

Findings and Analysis

Any experience with online learning, as well as its absence,
carries the importance of shaping students’ approach to
online learning. During the inception of mandatory
online learning in Azerbaijani universities, the major-
ity of students surveyed (76%, N=1267) noted that they
were new to online learning, whereas only a relatively
small number of the respondents (24%) had already
taken online classes prior to the pandemic.

Prior experience with online learning serves as
astrong predictor for the wish to continue studies online
in the future: about 36.5% of all respondents (consisting
of 21.4% with prior online experience and 15% without
it) reported a preference to continue with online learn-
ing. We thus see that nearly all of the 24% of students
with previous online education experience are willing to
continue their studies in an online format. Of the 76%
with no prior experience only a fifth (equal to 15% of the
total number of respondents) report that their attitude
to online learning changed as they became acquainted
with this mode of education due to the mandatory shift.

Those respondents who reported having past online
learning experience can potentially be added into the
category of inexperienced students as well, as their pre-
vious experience was not provided by their university
and thus could not be categorized as Emergency Remote
Learning (Hogdes et al, 2020). For example, online
learning programs provided by massive open online
courses (MOQC:s) are different from the ones conducted

by respondents’ universities. MOOCs do not usually
provide synchronous interaction with the lecturer or
online group work, the grading is processed by the com-
puter, and there is less (or no) oversight during the course.

The research group analysed the answers of students
with no prior experience who were in favour of contin-
ued online learning after the pandemic to ascertain the
factors that influenced their decision. Examining the
motivations for choosing online learning, the reduced
costs and increased free time for studies motivated those
students to prefer it over traditional modes of learning
(see chart 1). The opportunity to improve self-discipline
was the least popular reason for choosing online learn-
ing; by contrast, more students preferred the feeling of
relaxation and the possibility to create their own flex-

ible schedule.

Figure 1:  Why Students with No Prior Experience
with Online Learning Prefer It over Tradi-
tional Teaching

87.75%
80.95% 77.55%
72.11%
63.95%
N — o c 1
2 8 g S ]
Z o o < S o
o £ € un o oS 3o
O 3 =] = w35 © 2
oo o © v [ IR] o =
QS [ U= o © c g Qo
ER <5 £ 23 £
S g - = o 2
[ o [H e + T
£ & © g
@
<

Technical issues related to online learning, such as lack of
access to a computer (PC), speed of internet connection,
and knowledge of program management were major con-
cerns for all respondents, no matter their level of experi-
ence. The students who became familiar with online
learning as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic mainly
expressed a preference for traditional learning because
of the aforementioned technical difficulties (89.6%) and
unprepared instructors (75%). These results are under-
standable, as not only students but also instructors were
caught unprepared for the shift, and having no prior
experience in online teaching impacted respondents’
answers negatively.

The reasons why respondents between the ages of
17 and 21 (86% of our sample) find traditional learn-
ing more beneficial is also interesting. Respondents
were asked to choose from among the following fac-
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tors: motivation gained through face-to-face interac-
tion for better understanding of the subject, preference
for face-to-face interaction with peers, the impossibil-
ity of all subjects being taught online and the matter of
accountability maintained by the system. While the role
of interaction with peers and the issue of the responsibil-
ity maintained by the system itself were nearly the same,
being 83.5% and 85% respectively, the importance of
face-to-face interaction for gaining deeper insight on the
subject stood out, with an 89.8% positive response rate.
This makes us consider face-to-face interaction as the
leading factor in favour of traditional modes of learning.
This factor is also dominant (91%) among students with
a background in online learning who favour traditional
learning. The second most popular answer among these
students is also about communication (“social interac-
tion with peers motivates me”), constituting evidence
for the explanation that the popularity of traditional
classes comes from fundamental needs for socialization.

The difficulty of teaching all subjects online was also
indicated often, with 89% of respondents considering
it to be an issue. We assume that the appropriate meth-
odology of online teaching differs by subject. For exam-
ple, lab work for biology students or practical experience
participating in surgery for medical students cannot
be replaced by online classes. Consequently, this argu-
ment impacted students who were already more inclined
toward traditional modes of learning.

As we explored the consistency of students’ choices,
it was interesting to find out how many students would
prefer to study online even after the pandemic is over.
Our research showed that during the emergency, online
class experience was regarded positively by 36.5% of
respondents, but this figure decreased to 15% when the
students were offered this choice in the context of nor-
mal (non-pandemic) conditions.

Analysing the students who consider online learning
as their preferred future mode of education, we see that
the plurality (45.5%) of students would like to take short-
term online courses (MOOC) and 32% would prefer
long-term online degree programs. Thus, even if the
privileges of short-term certificates and long-term degree
programs are not the same, today’s students are more
willing to spend less time and quickly obtain the nec-
essary credentials for building their career path, rather
than spending years on online education.

The answers to the question of how much stress stu-
dents felt during mandatory online classes were ana-
lysed from the perspective of examining the correlation
between the respondents’ stress level and the choice
of educational mode they plan to utilize in the future.

Over half of the respondents who experienced stress are
looking forward to returning to campuses and continu-
ing with traditional learning (55%) whereas only 36%
of students going through stress during the pandemic
prefer continuing online.

The survey also helped determine the number of stu-
dents lacking a clear opinion on a number of issues. Stu-
dents mostly expressed neutral positions about uncer-
tainty and stress caused by the current situation (the
spread of the pandemic), the possibility of making
a choice in favour of degree programs (bachelor, master
or PhD), and technical issues of online teaching. The
survey revealed that 5% of respondents are doubtful
whether to consider technical issues of online teaching
as a problem or not, whereas 25% were undecided about
insecurity and stress, and 21% indicated being uncer-
tain about further online education.

Conclusion

This research revealed that the majority of students par-
ticipated in online programs solely due to the COVID-
19 pandemic and would not be likely to choose this
mode of education given the chance to participate in
traditional classes. However, the large majority of those
students with prior online experience expressed the
desire to continue studying online after the COVID-
19 pandemic, indicating the positive dynamic in atti-
tude shift. An important factor which distinguishes the
online teaching studied here was the stress both groups
of students were going through due to the COVID-19
pandemic.

The present study highlights for the first time the
problems both teachers and students in Azerbaijan
encounter in the process of online teaching and learn-
ing. Moreover, it presents data concerning not only the
respondents’ experience, their mental state during man-
datory online classes, and the obstacles they encounter
in this mode of learning, but also their future inten-
tion of learning in the online environment, which is
extremely important for the future path of the develop-
ment of online education in Azerbaijan.

Although some educational institutions abroad pro-
vide online degree or non-degree courses, as this study
has demonstrated, relatively small numbers of adult
learners at Azerbaijani universities had sufficient techni-
cal experience to ensure high quality online education
prior to the ongoing pandemic. The learners indicated
the obstacles preventing them from successful online
learning, which can serve as foundational data for future
researchers and educators.

See overleaf for information about the authors, acknowledge-
ments, and references.



CAUCASUS ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 119, January 2021

27

About the Authors
Ramina Murshudova, MA, is an Education Specialist in the Public Affairs Section of the U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan
and a part-time instructor at ADA University.

Aytan Shabmarova, MA, is Chief State Tax Inspector/Researcher at the Department of International Research and
Project Management, State Tax Service under the Ministry of Economy of Azerbaijan.

Mirvari Gasimova, PhD in philology, is a senior teacher at the Center of Foreign Languages of the Azerbaijan State
Pedagogical University.

Gunel Poladova, PhD, is Grants and Budget Specialist in the Public Affairs Section of the U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan
and Professor at the Azerbaijan Tourism and Management University and the Azerbaijan-Austrian Tourism Program.

Malahat Valiyeva, PhD, is Assistant Professor at the Department of English Lexicology and Stylistics at the Azerbai-
jan University of Languages.

Acknowledgements
This study was undertaken as part of the Research Capacity Strengthening and International Partnership Building
Project funded by the U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan in partnership with ADA University.

References

* Adnan, M., Anwar K. (2020).Online learning amid the COVID-19 pandemic: Students’ perspectives, Journal of
Pedagogical Sociology and Psychology, 2(1): 45-51 Available from: https:/eric.ed.gov/?id=ED606496.

* Aguilera-Hermida, P. (2020).College students use and acceptance of emergency online learning due to COVID-19,
International Journal of Educational Research Open, 100011, online first, available from: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijedro.2020.100011.

* Ali, W. (2020). Online and remote learning in higher education institutes: A necessity in light of COVID-19 pan-
demic, Higher Education Studies 10(3): 16-25, Available from: https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1259642.

*  Barnes & Noble College Insights. (2020). Technically Ready for Online Learning, But Emotionally Unsure. Barnes
& Noble Education, Inc. April 8, Available from: https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200408005156/en/

* Basilaia, G., Kvavadze, D. (2020). Transition to Online Education in Schools during a SARS-CoV-2 Coronavirus
(COVID-19) Pandemic in Georgia, Pedagogical Research, 5(4), Available from: https://doi.org/10.29333/pr/7937

e Chen, T., Peng, L., Yin X,, Rong J., Jang, J., Cong, J. (2020).Analysis of user satisfaction with online educa-
tion platforms in China during COVID Pandemic, Healthcare 8 (3). Available from https://doi.org/10.3390/
healthcare8030200

* Hodges, C., Moore, S., Lockee, B., Trust, T., Bond, A. (2020) “The difference between emergency remote teach-
ing and online learning’, EDUCAUSE Review. March 27, Available from https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/
the-difference-between-emergency-remote-teaching-and-online-learning

*  Hoq, M.Z. (2020) ‘E-Learning during the period of pandemic (COVID-19) in the Kingdom of Saudi Ara-
bia: An empirical Study’. American Journal of Educational Research 8 (7): 457-464. Retrieved from: htep://article.
scieducationalresearch.com/pdf/education-8-7-2.pdf.

e Jena, P.K. (2020) Tmpact of pandemic COVID-19 on education in India’, International Journal of Current Research
(IJCR) 12(7): 12582—-12586, Available from: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3691506.

*  Ministry of Education of Azerbaijan. (2020). Azerbaijan Ministry of Education’s Intervention in Secondary Profes-
sional and Higher Education, https://ict.edu.az/news/108

¢ Pew Research Center. (n.d.) Internet Surveys, available from: https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/methodology/
collecting-survey-data/internet-surveys/



https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED606496
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2020.100011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2020.100011
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1259642
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200408005156/en/
https://doi.org/10.29333/pr/7937
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare8030200
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare8030200
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/the-difference-between-emergency-remote-teaching-and-online-learning
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/the-difference-between-emergency-remote-teaching-and-online-learning
http://article.scieducationalresearch.com/pdf/education-8-7-2.pdf
http://article.scieducationalresearch.com/pdf/education-8-7-2.pdf
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3691506
https://ict.edu.az/news/108
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/methodology/collecting-survey-data/internet-surveys/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/methodology/collecting-survey-data/internet-surveys/

CAUCASUS ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 119, January 2021

28

Statistics: COVID-19 Cases in the South Caucasus in Comparison

Figure 1:  COVID-19 Cases in Comparison (cases per 100,000 inhabitants, 1 February 2020 - 29 January 2021)
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Experts assume that the official figures are significantly lower than the actual figures. The actual number of deaths can be estimated on the basis of excess mortality
data. The Caucasus Analytical Digest has decided to publish the official figures, as they reflect the publicly communicated assessment of the epidemiologic situation.

Source: Johns Hopkins University. 29 January 2020,10:22 AM CEST, https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html; https://github.com/CSSEGISandData/COVID-19/
blob/master/csse_covid_19_data/csse_covid_19_time_series/time_series_covid19_confirmed_global.csv; population figures: CIA World Factbook, https://
www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/
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Figure2:  COVID-19 Deaths in Comparison (deaths per 100,000 inhabitants, 1 February 2020 - 29 January 2021)
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Experts assume that the official figures are significantly lower than the actual figures. The actual number of deaths can be estimated on the basis of excess mortality
data. The Caucasus Analytical Digest has decided to publish the official figures, as they reflect the publicly communicated assessment of the epidemiologic situation.
Source:Johns Hopkins University. 29 January 2020,10:22 AM CEST, https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html; https://github.com/CSSEGISandData/COVID-19/blob/
master/csse_covid_19_data/csse_covid_19_time_series/time_series_covid19_deaths_global.csv; population figures: CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.
gov/the-world-factbook/
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