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Online learning has been a trend in education globally since the 1980s. There are several similar concepts such as E-

learning, online education, distance education, and digital learning. They refer to an educational model incorporating

information and communication technologies (ICTs) into the classroom and students’ learning process. As higher

education increasingly incorporates online learning, numerous studies have emerged on the online learning experiences

of college students. There are several well-established types of online learning, such as the MOOC, and there are already

examples of online learning replacing traditional classroom instruction in higher education and adult education. Many

colleges are now providing online undergraduate and graduate degrees. Unlike the practice of online education in the

higher education sector, online learning in the K-12 sector is more commonly used as a supplement to traditional school

education. Online education courses and programs designed for high school students are mostly private, after-school, and

voluntary. Also, most online courses for younger students require parental or adult teaching assistants to participate in

supervision. Online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic had several characteristics. First, it was the first large-scale

online learning of its kind to be conducted both nationally and globally; second, it was for regular school learning rather

than remediation or additional learning after school; and third, it was required of all school teachers and students rather

than optional. In this way, the large-scale school learning that was forced to move online during the pandemic gave people

an unprecedented opportunity to explore how online learning was implemented.
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1. School Closure Policy in Education Emergency Contexts

1.1. Remote Learning Challenges for Students

With the closure of schools, all that is related to school education is performed through digital technology, and students

have thus lost face-to-face interaction with their teachers and peers. Therefore, students have shown difficulties and

stress with the sudden transition to remote learning . The shift from traditional classroom learning to online learning

could not happen immediately for both teachers and students. According to Crawford et al., students have been facing

challenges such as social isolation, the inadequacy of learning facilities, changing modes of learning, deficiency of lecture

recordings in educational institutes, and instability of internet connection in remote areas .

1.2. The Impact of the Decreased Physical Activities

Countries’ “stay at home” orders, lockdown policies, or self-segregation modes have caused people, especially students,

to have significantly decreased physical activities . In fact, studies have clearly shown that when students are not at

schools, such as during summer vacations and long weekends, they are less physically active and have longer sedentary

time or screen time . Research shows that decreased physical activity has an adverse impact on people’s mental health

and overall well-being .

1.3. Equity and Ethical Concerns

Online learning profoundly increases equity concerns : not all students have the same access to online learning tools

and software. Therefore, providing low-cost technical support and supplemental guidance are also critical for

implementing remote and online learning. Moreover, lecture-based classes may be easier to transition from offline

instruction to online courses. In contrast, arts and laboratory-based classes may take more time to shift, posing obvious

challenges for students’ overall learning experience. However, even with all of these obstacles, online learning is a

necessity in the age of the pandemic .
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In terms of academic honesty and ethics, students have more chances of taking advantage of digital technology to cheat

or plagiarize in remote and online learning environments. There are many new ways to cheat in remote classroom

assessments and exams: communicating with peers during testing, searching for answers when no one is monitoring, and

copying papers online and claiming to be their own work .

The huge surge in chegg.com usage during the pandemic may illustrate how online courses may erode student academic

integrity. Chegg is an American education technology company that provides students with online academic support

services such as answering homework questions, renting books, and tutoring. By the third quarter of 2021, its

subscriptions had grown 69% over the previous year to 3.7 million. Its share price has risen 345% since the country

began locking down on 18 March 2021 . “The growing number of requests indicates that students are using Chegg for

assessment and exam help frequently and in a way that is not considered permissible by universities ”. According to

Forbes’ interviews with 52 students from 19 universities including ivy league universities, who used Chegg to study, 91%

of them acknowledged using the website to cheat .

In such cases, precautions could be applied as well. More testing options, such as randomized assessments or open-

book exams using authorized resources, have been adopted to prevent students’ communication during testing .

However, no assessment test solution for an online course is perfectly practical. For example, although open-book exams

tend to assess thinking skills, it may lead students hunting for answers instead of spending time understanding what they

have learned . As a result, academic honesty and effective assessment pose additional challenges to the quality

of online education.

2. Online Learning Quality

2.1. Pedagogical Choice for Remote Learning

As a result of the global pandemic, countries have been able to experiment with online education and explore new

possibilities. Transition to online school learning requires pedagogical and instructional changes to improve students’

learning experience in the future of online teaching . Educators aim to carry out a coordinated online pedagogy to

ensure students’ education quality during the pandemic. For students under special conditions, collaborated global

response with shared resources could be reached to target their learning quality .

Research shows that the pedagogical solution to online and remote learning is largely based on the available resources of

education organizations. Areas with lower technology support often provide non-real-time teaching tools such as recorded

sessions, PowerPoints, and Google Classroom, while areas with more developed economies are more likely to offer

fulltime online learning platforms such as Zoom and Google meet .

The role of the teacher becomes more of a facilitator of learning rather than a direct administrator. This ends up shifting

the traditional teacher-controlled classroom environment to a more self-motivated learning experience, which requires

students to be more independent with their learning .

2.2. Student Participation and Engagement

Classroom participation and engagement are two important factors in determining the quality of education. Research

results show that online learning may affect students negatively in academics when they do not have a sense of cognitive

engagement and social connections . However, that is not everything in determining the learning quality; aspects such

as self-motivation in students could also be decisive. Research shows that students who are highly self-motivated or

previously have experiences with online learning are at the highest chance of enjoying the benefits and opportunities in an

online learning environment .

In addition, students’ learning performance may also improve as they develop an effective, continuous habit during online

learning. By cultivating the learning habit, students may attain higher learning efficiency than the traditional face-to-face

learning approach .

The pandemic has caused an environment that affects many factors related to mental health. Several factors, including

social restrictions, lockdowns, closures of schools and businesses, loss of livelihood, decrease in economic activity, and

shifting priorities of governments in their effort to control COVID-19 outbreaks can adversely affect the mental health of

the population . In addition, it is also suggested that the younger population was more affected than the older ones by

the pandemic for anxiety disorder and depressive disorder .
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3. Cultural Issues in the Online Classroom

An early study shows that in a cross-cultural context, students have significantly more positive perceptions and higher

quality of learning when the classroom allows intercultural communication and peer engagement, in other words, a

culturally inclusive environment . However, due to the lack of face-to-face interaction, the approach to cultural inclusion

is different in a virtual environment during the pandemic. On the one hand, besides being away from school, a significant

number of international students returned to their hometowns with a completely different cultural background from their

school education contexts. Statistics show that the total enrollment of international students in the US decreased by 16%,

and the enrollment of new international students was down by 43% during the fall semester of 2020 . On the other

hand, recent research has shown that online learning during the pandemic widens the gaps between poor students and

their better-off peers, with increased drop-off rates among disadvantaged students .

The drastic global switch to online learning and teaching allowed people to take a closer peek at the feasibility of online

education. Online learning will become constrained without consideration for students’ many cultures and experiences,

posing a risk to student learning and satisfaction . Thus, cultural inclusiveness in online classrooms must also be taken

into consideration.

4. Research Approach of K-12 Online Education

Research on K-12 online education mainly employs surveys to gauge the effectiveness of online education and its

comparison to traditional classroom classes , while neglecting students agency in the education process. Although

some studies have addressed the case of online education in high school, they have lacked the adolescents’ opinions

about online classes based on their own frame of understanding. The global pandemic has brought more attention to

online education, with many newly published studies, data presentations of trends, and surveys on online education, but a

lack of in-depth inquiry into students’ feelings. Thus, the lack of research on students’ perceptions has left a research gap

in K-12 online education research.

The research on K-12 students’ learning experiences and perceptions often involve a complex process, not to mention

there are many uncontrollable factors in students’ online learning compared to traditional learning in the classroom. On the

other hand, the research of students’ online educational experiences has to be analyzed from multiple perspectives and in

various contexts. None of these issues can be found particularly well referenced in the existing literature.

A systemic and holistic view of online learning from high-school students needs to be explored through qualitative

inquiries. Qualitative research often analyzes a relatively small number of individuals or scenarios to maintain the

distinctiveness of each of these. Thus, it contributes to comprehending how events, actions, and meanings are influenced

by their particular contexts. For example, a case study examines a contemporary event within its real-world environment,

particularly when the boundaries between the object of research and setting are not obvious . The deductive analysis of

qualitative data allows researchers to discover the meanings and influences and how they impact a situation-specific

phenomenon.
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