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Introduction and theoretical background
According to Unicef, approximately 91% of  the world’s enrolled students 
were affected when schools across continents closed down to help decrease 
the spread of  COVId-19 (Unicef, 20191). governments and professionals of  
the education system have been engaged in determining ways to implement 
digital and remote learning methods to ensure children continue to get their 
education even if  they are confined to their homes. Although the lack of  access 
to electricity, devices, resources and the internet could be realized, directors 
and teachers of  schools have taken measures to address these disparities with 
innovative answers.

In Hungary due to technology, remote learning, and teaching from home 
were not impossible, but it was a shocking period in March 2019. The efficiency 
of  the educational process in digital work schedules has been examined from 
several perspectives in recent years (furcsa 2019; Malatyinszky 2020, N. Kol-
lár 2021). furcsa and Szaszkó (2022) explored various components related to 
digital remote education and emphasized the significance of  online education 
related ethical considerations as well as students’ anxiety, digital competences, 
self-efficacy as well as the role of  teachers’s self-development and self-
assessment related to their digital competences (Szaszkó 2019). furthermore 
results show that there is a great diversity in the structural design of  online 
distance education and the consistent application of  the systems developed 
(Kisné Bernhardt, furcsa, Sinka & Szaszkó 2021).

The exploration of  secondary school students' experiences with digital 
education also aims to formulate recommendations for online higher education 

1 https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-04-07/91-of-students-isolated-amid-COVId-19-girls-suffer-most-
UNeSCO-Pv4Hqqi2mk/index.html
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courses in terms of  outcomes. The opinion of  15-19 year old students (po-
tential university students) is relevant because the form of  online teaching and 
the methodology of  online monitoring and evaluation are becoming more 
and more widespread in the higher education system. 

the significance of  metaphor analysis
Metaphor analysis as a qualitative research methodology has gained real rec-
ognition in pedagogy and in the last two decades. The general interest in 
the study of  metaphors was stimulated by the work of  lakoff  and johnson 
(1980) who argued that metaphors are much more than linguistic patterns: 
metaphors have the potential to express the structure of  thinking. Other ex-
perts (Shuell 1990; Oxford et al. 1998; Vámos 2001) describe the metaphor as 
a comparison that shows that things that are not identical in some way can still 
be similar. According to Oxford et al (1998), metaphor "involves the use of  
a familiar object or event as a conceptual tool to illuminate the characteristics 
of  a more complex object or situation." As Vámos (2001) explains, metaphor 
arises on the basis of  common properties of  two entities. 

Although Moser (2000) highlights the extent to which metaphor analy-
sis can be suitable for the multifaceted research perspective of  psychology, we 
also accept the following facts in pedagogical research:

1. Metaphors affect information processing;
2. Metaphors are reliable and accessible operationalizations of  implicit 

knowledge;
3. Metaphors are holistic representations of  understanding and knowledge;
4. Metaphors are examples of  automatic action;
5. Metaphors reflect social and cultural processes of  understanding.
In 2001 Ágnes Vámos clarified the relationship between metaphor, 

language and pedagogical thinking. As a result of  the previous findings and 
descriptions, metaphors also offer an appropriate and adequate research tool 
for exploring pedagogical concepts, views and beliefs. Metaphors can shape 
any personal practical knowledge and outline your understanding of  various 
pedagogical concepts (Vámos, 2001).

Metaphors for learning
Szántó (2012) investigated an vast amount of  metaphors (N=1321) and proved 
that learning can be understood as: a) acquiring new knowledge (e.g., eating, 
thirst, sponge, filling a bag, working, developing, mastering), b) activity (e.g., life, 
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magic, treasure, stairs, ladders), c) an infinite process (e.g., infinite row, eternity, 
bottomless lake, book), and d) entertainment (entertainment, carousel).

According to the results of  Martinez, Sauleda, and Huber (2001) three 
theoretical perspectives are distinguished that are consistent with the results 
of  the study:

1. behaviorist perspective (learning as a passive process of  acquiring 
knowledge);

2. cognitive perspective (learning as an individual process of  construct-
ing schemas);

3. the sociocultural perspective (learning as authentic participation 
in the activities of  the social community). As Bernhardt, furcsa & Molnár 
(2018) proved student teachers believe not only in constructivist but also in 
objectivist learning theory, which results were similar to Bernhardt, Szaszkó 
and furcsa (2022) findings when exploring teachers’ attitudes towards online 
teaching during Covid-19 pandemic.

research methodology and process
In this study, the results of  data collection by spontaneous metaphor analy-
sis are presented where the concepts (metaphors) obtained by completing a 
sentence: "digital education is like...., because...”. The metaphors and their 
explanation generated all the perceptions after categorizing, grouping and 
determining terms that refers students' views. The research sample allowed 
the analysis of  123 (N) metaphors, as 57% of  the data set from the whole 
sample did not receive an answer and the given response could not be ana-
lyzed. The total number of  metaphors were given by 9 secondary schools of  
jászság Region (Table 1).

table 1. research sample of  9 secondary schools (Jászság region)
Name of  the secondary school Percentage of  

students (%)
deák ferenc High School, Secondary School of  

economics and Information Technology 7

jászapáti Széchenyi István Catholic Secondary grammar School 9
St. joseph's Catholic electronic Technical School, Secondary School and College 34

Szent István Sport Primary and Secondary grammar School 5
jászberény Catholic Primary and Secondary grammar School 2

lehel Vezér Secondary grammar School 16
Terplán Zénó Kolping Technical School, Secondary 

School and Vocational School 1

Szolnok Szc Klapka györgy Technical and Vocational School 36
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results of  the metaphor analysis
The metaphors spontaneously revealed concepts related to learning (N=123) 
can be divided into nine conceptual categories: challenge, new experience, fu-
ture, relaxing, invariance, ambivalence, confinement, difficulty, deficit (figure 1).

Figure 1. Conceptual categories of  ‘Digital learning’ key concept

digital education was clearly a New experience (I.) for students (figure 1), 
 and location (their home) and comfortable situation (no need to travel, 
get to school on time) were overrepresented by most of  the research sam-
ple (N=23).  In addition, many learners enjoy being able to organize tasks 
and manage time independently. One of  the conceptual subcategories also 
points out that most students recognize the potential for improvement. 
Some examples of  the responses to spontaneous metaphor analysis are 
the following:

"Digital learning is like magic because digital education was more conveni-
ent for me, I was able to spend more time doing what I was interested in." (S43)

"Digital learning is like a big relief, I managed my time the way I wanted." (S27)
"Digital learning is like a computer game because I saw it 

as a game in which you have to complete missions." (S90)

BernHardt, renáta
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Challenge (II) conceptual category (Table 2) illustrates the lack of  
teachers' competence, high volume of  tasks and ability to cope with unu-
sual situations. At the same time, this category included a grouping of  critical 
opinions against teachers, which related to the activities of  their teachers and 
the quantity and quality of  assignments. They articulated their own difficulties 
as a consequence and consequence of  all this.

table 2. Subcategories and metaphors of  Challenge conceptual category
Source concept Metaphor (online learning is like...)

lack of  specialist 
teachers

• a poorly organized series of  online programs
• constraint
• accountability

task accumulation

• a looser school year that is harder to recover from
• a burden on my shoulders
• "experience" I wouldn't relive
• test
• sea (2)

challenge • challenge (3)
• a difficult obstacle

lack of  motivation • without school

The feeling of  work and workplace, but also the possibility of  being a univer-
sity student, is indicated by Future (III) conceptual category. (Table 3).The 
opinions of  a relatively small number of  students can be categorized into the 
mentioned group (N=6).

"Digital learning is like working independently because I have a task in advance every day."

table 3. Subcategories and metaphors of  the future conceptual category 
Source concept Metaphor (online learning is like...)

world of  work
• as if  I had been a working, independent person
• as if  I were at work
• the mock exam before my independent life

university • I'm a college student (3)

for many students (N=14), the situation of  digital learning also meant re-
laxing (Iv), which views show some parallels with New experience (II) 
category, as the subconceptual domains focus on three areas: leisure, comfort, 
home. These conceptual subcategories clearly carry a positive attitude and the 
possibility of  regeneration (Table 4).
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table 4. Subcategories and metaphors of  the conceptual category of  relaxation 
Source concept Metaphor (online learning is like...)

comfort
• dream
• good holiday while studying
• a little rest I already needed

leisure

• relaxation
• long break
• long fall break with online classes
• an everlasting summer break
• vacations
• summer
• summer holidays with a submission

home
• the break (2)
• a forced rest without rest
• a summer trip

learning in a digital work schedule did not mean any change for 10% of  the 
research subjects, as they felt that the teaching-learning process took place in a 
similar way to traditional learning requiring personal presence. These responses 
show that they were less focused on circumstances and that the key concept 
(digital learning) only caused them to be subjective or effective in the learning 
situation. Category V represents the Invariance (v) for 14 students. Metaphors 
and their explanations were suitable for the development of  two subconceptual 
domains, namely the source concepts of  adaptation and in-person education.

The situation generated ambivalent feelings in a similar proportion for 
students(N=15)  who experienced online learning as this situation has advan-
tages and disadvantages as well, based on metaphors and explanations cat-
egorized in Ambivalence (VI) conceptual category (Table 5). Metaphors and 
their explanations depicted the sense of  duality in a very meaningful way, such 
as: roller coaster, prison and freedom, dream

table 5. Subcategories and metaphors of  the conceptual category of  ambivalence
Source concept Metaphor (online learning is like...)

two sides of  the coin

• roller coaster
• sun
• when you have and don't have help
• mysterious labyrinth
• journey into the unknown

novelty

• novelty with experience
• new way (2)
• tunnel
• rest
• modern prison (3)
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Similar amount of  students’ (N=14) views were categorized as Confine-
ment (vII) subcategory, which represented the typical group of  them 
who perceived limitations in the situation of  digital homeschooling and 
did not feel comfortable in this situation. The subconceptual domains of  
prison and monotony induced thoughts of  monotony, negative feelings 
and confinement.

Sixteen students experienced digital learning as a great difficulty in Dif-
ficulty (vIII) conceptual domain, as they failed both in motivation and in 
completing tasks (Table 6). These views formed the second most numerous 
category (N=16), and the most negative and extreme thoughts in terms of  
feelings were included in the nightmare conceptual group (N=7).

table 6. Subcategories and metaphors of  the conceptual category of  Difficulty  
Source concept Metaphor (online learning is like...)

lack of  motivation • playing sports without opponents
nightmare • the nightmare (N=7)

nonsense
• poop in the face
• do nothing
• ordeal

failure

• sea
• 8 hours of  intensive learning without knowledge
• sea
• dark cave

difficulty • I wouldn't wish it on the middle of  my back

Interestingly, less than 10% (N=8) formulated the appearance of  social re-
lationships and other gaps dominantly in the Deficit (IX) category. How-
ever, the categorization of  these opinions was also found in the previously 
explained categories (e.g. confinement, ambivalence), so a higher proportion of  
students perceived the graying of  relationships or obstacles. Some examples 
of  the given metaphors characterized the last conceptual category: 

“Online learning is like
• flowers without sunlight
• as if  I were a private student
• solitude
• private learning
• hell
• a year off  from my life
• Tom and Jerry's relationship.”
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Summarization
The peculiarity of  the empirical study (N=123) is that it gives a brief  

view of  the perceptions of  a specific age group (15-19) regarding the con-
ceptual approach to digital education. Overall, the conceptual structure of  
digital education shows that due to this type of  teaching-learning process, the 
students:

• had often experienced difficulties because of  the volume of  tasks, the 
constant presence and the activities to be carried out;

• realized a sense of  closure and lack of  peers that meant a social shortage;
• felt that there was no difference from in-person learning and they wel-

comed the situation of  learning at home and saw in it as an opportunity and 
example of  the world of  adults.

finally, based on the title, I would like to express a few thoughts regard-
ing higher education and teacher training, since the secondary school students 
included in the research are/can be potential college students for whom on-
line education is no longer means an extraordinary way of  learning. In order 
to make online education as constructive as possible, the following sugges-
tions should be considered:

• planning and organising resources and making them easily accessible 
(e.g. Moodle);

• creating a positive online learning environment;
• creativity;
• communication and collaboration with colleagues;
• development of  digital teaching methodology.
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