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Introduction
The global COVId-19 pandemic was first identified in europe in france, 
when the first case was confirmed on 24 january 2020 (WHO, 25 january 
2020). The first major outbreak occurred in Italy in the following weeks 
and the virus rapidly took hold in other countries in western europe. On 
13 March the World Health Organisation declared that europe had become 
the epicentre of  the pandemic (NeBeHAy, 13 March 2020). Italy became 
the first country in europe to implement a national lockdown on 9 March 
and similar lockdowns quickly followed all over europe. By 18 March more 
than 250 million people were living in some form of  lockdown (HeNley 
& OlTeRMANN, 18 March 2020). The effect of  national lockdowns on all 
aspects of  life was profound but perhaps nowhere was it more difficult for 
people to deal with than in the education sector, where teachers, students and 
parents were suddenly forced to deal with a situation they had been given 
almost no time to prepare for – enforced distance learning. This entailed the 
necessity for schools and institutes of  higher education to rapidly organise 
online learning for students, either synchronously or asynchronously, using a 
variety of  online applications. As Harrison (2020) puts it: 

Since many countries have imposed a lockdown on movement, and 
many schools have subsequently closed their doors, vast numbers of  previ-
ously tech-shy teachers are having to learn very quickly how to teach using 
online resources. This might be through delivering lessons using virtual class-
rooms or providing online self-study material for students, both of  which may 
be new modes of  lesson delivery for many. (par. 1)

This paper will present the findings of  a study done during the period 
of  enforced distance learning in 2020 in a large university in the capital of  
Hungary. The aim of  the research was to better understand the experience of  
the university students during this period and, in particular, how they coped 
with the challenges of  enforced online learning. 



236

iNterNatioNal academic coNfereNce

Prescott-PIcKuP, FrancIs J

the situation in hungary
In Hungary the government decision announcing a new “digital working 
mode” (1102/2020. (III. 14.) was issued on March 14, 2020 and the chang-
es came into effect in schools and universities form the following Monday 
(March 16), giving teachers at all levels hardly any time to prepare. The result 
was very much what Harrison (2020) describes in the quote above, with all 
teachers having to transform all their classes to completely online courses 
under severe time pressure and often with little or no previous experience. 

The aim of  having digital learning as part of  the education system has 
been present in Hungary for some time; both the 2012 National Core Cur-
riculum (NAT) and the 2020 version include teaching digital competences as 
part of  the requirements of  public education, and this aim has been mirrored 
in universities as well. The university where the research was done had two dif-
ferent digital learning platforms available to teachers before the pandemic and 
had begun providing training in using digital platforms and other tools for teach-
ing. However, the uptake was patchy and the findings of  Czifra et al. in a study 
conducted for the Hungarian State Audit Office in 2021 into the experience of  
digital education during the pandemic are also relevant for university teachers 
and students. Among other things they found that digital learning materials were 
not generally used in education, many teachers were lacking the necessary digital 
skills, and less than half  the population have at least basic digital skills. This then 
was the context in which the present research was conducted.

Methods
The aim of  the research was to find out more about the students’ experience 
of  enforced distance learning at the instutute of  english and American Studies 
in the university where I teach. This part of  the university consists of  all those 
departments which teach subjects related to the english language, which includes 
literature and culture, linguistics, applied linguistics, and language pedagogy. In 
order to answer the research question, two main data collection methods were 
used. The first stage involved creating an online questionnaire using google forms 
and advertising it through university social media sites and by notifying teachers 
in the school. The second stage involved long interviews with eight volunteers 
(an interview request was included in the questionnaire) which were done online. 

the Questionnaire
The online questionnaire consisted of  17 questions along with some initial 
items requesting basic personal data (age, gender, year of  study, degree track) 
at the beginning. The questions were developed based on my own experience 
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of  teaching online and talking to my students about their experience. The 
first version was shared with members of  my department (english language 
Pedagogy), and based on the feedback received, the wording of  several ques-
tions was modified. The final version of  the questionnaire was put into a 
google form with an introduction explaining the purpose and requesting help 
and an afterword asking for volunteers who were willing to be interviewed. 
It was administered in October 2020, which was during the second semester 
that entirely online education was necessary. With the help of  both the stu-
dents’ council (HöK) and course teachers, the questionnaire was publicised 
on university social media sites and in online groups. In total, 129 responses 
were received from a range of  different degree courses and students of  vary-
ing experience. The breakdown of  the respondents can be seen in figure 1.  
A copy of  the questions can be found in the Appendix.

Figure 1. Distribution of  respondents according to their studies

the In-depth Interviews
eight students agreed to do online interviews following the questionnaire going 
live. The interviews were done at a time convenient to each person using an 
online videoconferencing tool (Skype) and recorded with the permission of  the 
interviewee. An interview guide (PATTON, 2002) of  15 questions was used as 
the basis of  the interviews. These questions closely matched the open questions 
from the questionnaire, which was commented on by several of  the interviewees, 
but the schedule was used only as a starting point and further questions were asked 
as seemed appropriate when the discussion developed in a particular direction. 
As Burgess (1984) noted qualitative interviews usually involve some form of  
“conversation with a purpose” (p. 102). The duration was around 40 minutes in 
each case with the shortest lasting 30 minutes and the longest 52 minutes.
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Data analysis
As the data consisted almost entirely of  verbal data in the form of  short 
written answers and transcribed interviews and the aim of  the research was to 
find out about the participants experience of  distance learning, a qualitative 
approach was used. following the constant comparative method of  data 
analysis developed by glaser and Strauss in the 1960s and adopted by many 
others I first coded the data according to units of  meaning and then by 
grouping similar codes together and looking for rules of  inclusion, several 
categories were built up.

results
As the main focus in this paper is on finding out what worked and what did 
not work from the students’ point of  view and what helped them deal with 
the challenges they were faced with when taking part in online learning, only 
that part of  the data that is directly connected to this focus will be considered. 
Moreover, when dealing with such a large amount of  data in a limited space, 
a high degree of  selectivity is demanded.

Developing online Competence
One of  the clearest categories that emerged from the data was that of  Developing 
Online Competence, which referred to the management of  online learning. It 
was very clear both from the questionnaire data and from the interviews that 
following the many difficulties experienced during the initial period of  on-
line learning in the spring of  2020, there was a palpable improvement in the 
way the learning was managed in the autumn semester. Numerous answers 
to several of  the questions in the questionnaire indicated this development. 
for example, Question 3 asked respondents to describe their experience of  
studying during the semester “using a few key adjectives”. The responses 
were broadly categorised as entirely negative, entirely positive or mixed. The 
number of  negative and positive responses were almost equal (53 and 55 
respectively, with 19 positive). Amongst the mixed comments, many indicated 
the improvement in online learning in terms of  the organisation. Answers 
to several of  the other questions also indicated that the experience of  online 
learning in the second semester was improved. Here are a few examples:

1. There are very good teachers who managed to make online courses 
as enjoyable as possible.

2. I can organise my learning periods better and spend learning time on 
(sic.) a more useful way. I have learned new skills through the internet in teaching.

Prescott-PIcKuP, FrancIs J
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3. Teachers seem to be more prepared and more organized than back 
in spring 2020. Homework is more or less fair (in spring I had to prepare 
for my lessons twice as much than normal, and now it seems to be more 
balanced). I also like that my seminars are synchronous, while the lectures are 
asynchronous (with recorded videos or audio-recorded PPT-s).

4. It looks like teachers have a system now, they know how to hold their 
courses online, this is a big improvement since the last semester.

(Questionnaire answers)
All of  these answers give a clear indication of  the improvement in 

the way teachers were managing online learning in the second semester of  
enforced distance education. In answers 2 and 3, we can see reference to the 
more efficient use of  time being a result of  better organisation, something 
noted by Csizér et al. in reference to the time needed by teachers in secondary 
schools to prepare their classes (2021). Here we can see that students also 
found learning online more time consuming. In 3 we can also see reference 
to synchronous and asynchronous learning and the student preferring them 
for different types of  tasks. learning how best to use digital learning tools is 
a very important aspect of  the development of  online learning.

In the interviews it was also clear that students felt that teachers were 
doing a much better job in the autumn semester: 

And as I said I enjoy these videocall classes because it’s much more 
personal and, of  course, professors are much more prepared because 
they had the whole summer and it’s visible that everyone prepared for 
the worst, everyone was absolutely ready. (BA student 1, p. 2)
This Teaching MA student noted that because both teachers and 

students were becoming familiar with the situation this made it much easier 
to deal with: 

Well, this semester is much easier than the last one was. Because then it 
was all new, everybody was complaining, and now it’s just (pause) we’re 
getting used to it, I think. (Teaching MA student 1, p.3)
There was also some indication that students themselves were making 

online learning work more effectively by becoming more active in the classes:
It’s just a bit different form last year and this year, you know. Now it’s 
our job, it’s us, like the students who are doing most of  the things, like 
we’re the ones participating and talking and, you know, adding value to 
the conversation or whatever, to the discussion in the classes. Maybe, 
comparing to last year it was more of  a frontal teaching, in a way. So, 
maybe this year I feel it’s, it’s more enriching in a way. (Phd student 2, p. 4)
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Of  course, it is worth noting that Phd students have considerably more 
experience of  studying than undergraduate students and may well be more 
emotionally mature, but there was some indication that the MA teacher 
trainees and BA students were also much more comfortable with synchronous 
online learning in the autumn semester:

So I think it’s much easier than it was during the spring. Because I knew 
that it will happen eventually. I mean the distraction, and everything. 
And so, it wasn’t a surprise and I knew what to expect, how to cope with 
it. I’m not saying that I’m doing much better, but at least I know how 
this works. (Teaching MA student 4, p. 2)
What stands out is, how much better my seminars have gotten, because 
I think everyone, both the teachers and the students, got used to this 
online situation, and it’s not that awkward anymore, and we can get 
actual work done, since not everyone is afraid to turn on their camera, 
and speak and participate in class. (BA student 2, p. 2)
Thus, the picture which emerges of  learning in the second semester 

of  distance education at the university is one of  relative improvement in 
competence on behalf  of  both the teachers and the students.

the Challenges of  online learning
The different challenges faced by the students forms one of  the largest 
categories and can be further divided into several subcategories. There is also 
some overlap between these subcategories and certain other categories such 
as Why Face-to-Face is Better, which cannot be discussed here due to lack of  
space. In the answers to Question 3 of  the questionnaire, difficult was the word 
which occurred most frequently (26 times) and hard was used 22 times, which 
is a clear indication that even with the improvements that many students 
mentioned, online learning was still a challenging experience (challenging was 
used 11 times). Those challenges can broadly be categorised in a number of  
subcategories.
 

technical challenges
Unsurprisingly, many of  the students mentioned technical difficulties as be-
ing something that frequently affected their experience of  online learning. In 
the questionnaire, Question 6 asked directly about technical difficulties and 
the answers contained few surprises. By far the most frequent answer was 
experiencing a poor internet connection either at home or in a dorm and 
sometimes losing the connection entirely. Many answers referred to problems 
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with laptops: having a very slow laptop, not being able to get the microphone 
or video to work, and frequent problems with getting applications to run 
properly on a laptop. The following answer seems to capture the gist of  this:

5. MS Teams runs very badly on all my devices (I had to drop a course 
because I couldn’t join more than 4 times); the multiple platforms are 
hard to manage, my devices don’t have enough storage to carry them all, 
they freeze a lot; if  the internet does not work one cannot join the class. 
(Questionnaire, answer to Q6)
The importance of  the technical conditions of  online learning is 

something that we have already seen mentioned frequently in the professional 
literature dealing with this period, especially in those parts of  the world, such 
as eastern europe, where online learning, digitization and teacher training in 
using digital technology were all under-financed before the pandemic struck 
(BÍRó, 2020), and stark differences in access to the necessary technology have 
also been pointed out within countries and specifically between the eastern 
and western areas of  Hungary (HUSZTI, 2020). Nevertheless, problems with 
technology were experienced widely at this time regardless of  access to the 
digisphere, partly because of  the sudden transition to full online learning 
(HARRISON, 2020) and university students at this particular university did 
not suffer from a lack of  technology, only from its intermittent quality and 
compatibility with the online tools they had to use.

There were many further challenges that students mentioned both in 
the questionnaire and in the in-depth interviews; the three main ones were 
a decrease in motivation and concentration, finding it difficult to effectively 
manage time, and problems with emotional well-being and stress. These 
findings closely match other research done in Hungarian universities at the 
time, such as the large-scale study by Majó-Petri et al. in Szeged (2021).

Conclusion
What this brief  study gives an insight on is the deep learning experience that 
resulted from the enforced period of  online teaching and learning during the 
Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary. In educational institutions which had only 
begun to develop their use of  digital technology, the enforced use of  online 
technology over a sustained period of  time pushed educators and students 
to adapt quickly and to experiment with new methods of  delivery. While it is 
clear that neither students or teachers want a return to 100% online education, 
the prolonged engagement with online delivery affords an opportunity for 
the development of  the education system at all levels by learning from the 
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accumulated experience of  what worked and what did not work in this 
period. It is also clear that both students and teachers are open to new ways 
of  working. However, for sustained development at all levels of  Hungarian 
education to take place the three main areas of  post-Covid educational policy 
in european Union countries identified by Zancajo et al. in 2022 will have to 
be applied here as well: full digitalization of  the education system, addressing 
educational inequalities in different parts of  the country, and promoting the 
development of  digitally expert teachers.
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appendix
learNING IN the tIMe oF CovID-19

Age:
gender:
year of  study in Spring 2020:
degree:

1) Please indicate how many of  your courses you do online and how 
many face-to-face courses you have.

2) Please briefly describe where you are living during this semester. Are 
you on your own in a dorm or with your family, friends or flatmates? Are you 
in a city, town or village? If  you are an international student, are you in your 
home country still?

3) Please describe your experience of  studying during this semester by 
using a few key adjectives.

4) Please indicate how you are feeling generally during this semester. 
(likert scale 1 = very bad 5 = very good)

5) Please mention some things that have been positive for you during 
this time. (you can mention as few or as many as you like.)

6) What technical difficulties have you experienced during the semester? 
(you can mention as few or as many as you like.)

7) What personal difficulties have you experienced during this semes-
ter? (you can mention as few or as many as you like.)

8) What advice about technical matters would you give to students who 
have to do distance learning in the future?

9) What advice about mental and physical health and motivation would 
you give to students who have to do distance learning in the future?

10) What are the characteristics of  the online courses you are taking that 
you consider successful? (That is, what has made them successful for you?)

11) What are the characteristics of  those online courses you are taking 
that you consider unsuccessful? (That is, what has made them unsuccessful 
for you?)

12) What advice would you give to teachers when they have to do their 
course online? (Please write as many pieces of  advice as you can think of.)

13) What do you feel you have learnt from this experience:                                                                                         
- about yourself  in general?             - about yourself  as a learner?

14) What is your experience of  doing exams online? (If  you have any 
experience so far.)
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15) What strategies have you used in order to be successful in online 
exams? (Please be as specific and frank as possible.)

16) What do you think would be some of  the best ways to assess stu-
dents during distance learning? (feel free to share as many ideas as you like.)

17) Is there anything else you would like to say about your experience 
of  distance learning that you think is important to share?
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