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The current study aimed at exploring university students’ perspectives on

the emergency distance education strategy that was implemented during

the COVID-19 crisis in Jordan, one of the countries in the Eastern

Mediterranean Region. Utilizing a qualitative design supported by Moore’s

theory of transactional distance, a total of 17 semi-structured interviews were

conducted with university students of various study levels and disciplines. Data

were inductively analyzed using thematic analysis as suggested by Braun and

Clarke. Seven themes have emerged, including, (i) students’ psychological

response to the sudden transition in educational process, (ii) students’

digital preparedness, equality, and digital communication, (iii) students’ and

teachers’ technical competencies and technostress, (iv) student–student

and student–teacher interpersonal communication, (v) quality and quantity

of learning materials, (vi) students’ assignments, examinations, and non-

reliable evaluation methods, and (vii) opportunities with positive impact of

distance learning. The study findings provide evidence that the sudden

transition from traditional on-campus to online distance education was

significantly challenging in many aspects and was not a pleasant experience

for many participants. Various factors under the jurisdiction of academic
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institutions and decision-makers are considered main contributing factors to

the students’ educational experiences amid the pandemic crisis. Therefore,

better planning and more sustainable utilization of educational resources have

paramount importance in providing a high-quality education. Additionally,

more dedicated efforts in terms of equitable, reliable, and credible evaluation

systems should be considered in Jordan’s distance education strategy.

KEYWORDS

digital preparedness, Jordan, COVID-19, qualitative, distance education, Moore’s
theory, transactional distance

Introduction

It has been over two years since the greatest global
disruption of education due to the coronavirus disease-2019
(COVID-19) crisis. Most campuses of various educational
institutes were closed and switched to online distance education
mode, starting a new era in educational history (Barakat
et al., 2022; Ellakany et al., 2022; Mohammed et al., 2022).
Developed countries were more prepared for the unprecedented
transition in many terms, such as quality of internet services,
technical competencies of instructors, and the experience in
online education during the pre-pandemic era. On the other
hand, developing countries were less prepared and faced more
challenges in implementing the new teaching model due to
unreliable technical infrastructure and financial costs (El Said,
2021; Barakat et al., 2022).

Many studies tried to capture the perspective of students
and instructors toward the online experience aiming to
improve the learning deliverables and increase the outcomes
through comparing distance online education versus face-to-
face education in developed countries (El Said, 2021). While
the entire world switched to online distance education during
the pandemic crisis, few studies tried to capture the impact of
this switch on students and teachers in developing nations. The
studies mainly focused on the students’ attitude toward online
learning, especially for students with practical courses. Students’
feedback and experience were mixed between positive and
negative. Many students commented on the instructors’ ability
to provide online lessons and use technology to provide the best
educational outcome (Hussein et al., 2020; Khalil et al., 2020).
Many teachers have limited technological skills resulting in
difficulties in providing virtual aids to present the lectures; thus,
affecting the teaching quality. Also, some students expressed that
they are on-campus learners and online lessons are not a fit for
them (Al-Balas et al., 2020; Hussein et al., 2020; Khalil et al.,
2020; Suliman et al., 2021). When it was related to practical
courses, such as in engineering, medicine, and nursing, many
students reported dissatisfaction as they believed they lost the
chance to learn essential skills for their future careers (Sindiani
et al., 2020; Ibrahim et al., 2021; Suliman et al., 2021).

Additionally, many studies in the Eastern Mediterranean
Region (EMR) highlighted a worsening in the psychological
wellbeing of students due to lockdown, study load, and concerns
about the future and career, which resulted in lower energy and
higher distraction while attending virtual courses (Al-Tammemi
et al., 2020; Hussein et al., 2020; Alsoud and Harasis, 2021;
Fawaz and Samaha, 2021; Suliman et al., 2021). Moreover,
many students experienced more homework and assignments
than in face-to-face education, assuming that students have
more time to study due to the lockdown resulting in fewer
achievements and more anxiety (Hussein et al., 2020). The level
of satisfaction toward distance online education was found to
be related to having previous experience in online learning. In
contrast, students without former experience may need some
time to adapt to the new learning model (Sindiani et al., 2020).
Considering the pandemic crisis, students may perceive that
online education is safer than the traditional face-to-face one;
however, this can be particularly applicable to pandemic or
conflict scenarios, and not for ordinary life (Hussein et al., 2020).

Even with the global race in digitalization and distance
education within the past decades, many developing countries
of limited resources seem struggling to keep up with the global
pace. Arab countries were not an exception to be severely
afflicted by the pandemic and its consequences on education,
health, economy, and social life (Al Nsour et al., 2020; Akour
et al., 2021a; Khatatbeh et al., 2021b; Undp., 2021; El Abiddine
et al., 2022). In light of the previously described challenges and
considering that most studies about online distance education
in the Arab region were of a quantitative nature, the present
study aimed at exploring the university students’ perspectives
on the emergency remote education that started in response to
the COVID-19 crisis using a qualitative approach to gain an in-
depth understanding of the lived experiences amongst students.

Materials and methods

Study setting and population

Our study was conducted in Jordan, one of the Arab
countries located in the WHO EMR with a total population of
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11.2 million (Department of Statistics., 2020). Jordan is classified
as a middle-income country according to the World Bank. The
official spoken language in the country is Arabic. The study
population comprised students who were officially enrolled in
a study program at any of the public or private universities
in the academic year 2019/2020 or 2020/2021 (the academic
year usually starts in September and ends in June with some
minor variations between public and private universities in the
country). The implementation of emergency distance education
in Jordan has started in the middle of March 2020.

Study design and theoretical
framework

An exploratory qualitative design with a framework based
on Moore’s theory of transactional distance was employed in the
current study. Utilizing a qualitative approach was agreed on to
get an in-depth understanding of the university students’ lived
experiences and opinions during the unprecedented transition
from traditional on-campus education to distance education
during the nationwide lockdown in Jordan. Additionally, the
authors adopted the theory of transactional distance as a
theoretical model to facilitate a more systematic exploration
of the students’ experiences. This theory was originated in the
1970s by Moore (2018). Transactional distance is defined as
“the physical distance that leads to a communications gap,
a psychological space of potential misunderstandings between
the behaviors of instructors and those of the learners” (Moore
and Kearsley, 1996; Chen, 2001). In 1989, Moore pointed
to three domains of interactions that present in distance
learning, including learner-instructor interaction, learner-learner
interaction, and learner-content interaction (Moore, 1989). Later
in the 1990s, Hillman, Wills, and Gunawardena had taken
Moore’s theory into a more advanced step by adding a fourth
domain of interaction that is, learner-interface interaction,
considering the interaction that occurs between students
and technology in the telecommunication era (Chen, 2001).
Accordingly, we adopted the four domains for a more systematic
approach in addressing our study objectives. Figure 1 illustrates
more details about the four domains of the above-mentioned
interactions.

Sampling

Students were purposively recruited with maximum
variation sampling to capture a diverse and wide spectrum
of views and lived experiences relating to online distance
education. A web-based advertisement that described the
nature and objectives of the study along with eligibility criteria
was disseminated to student groups on Facebook

R©

. University
students in Jordan created these groups as a tool for general
and academic communication. Students aged 18 years and

above, and who experienced the COVID-19 enforced distance
education from various Jordanian universities, study programs,
and study levels were encouraged to enroll in the study.
Students who declared their interest to participate were asked
to fill out a brief online questionnaire that collected basic
sociodemographic data (age, gender, residence region, and
contact details) and educational profile (public or private
university, study program, and study level). Additionally, the
online questionnaire included a written informed consent
regarding voluntary participation, interviews recording, and
consent to publish quotes.

Data collection: semi-structured
interviews

A total of 17 semi-structured individual interviews were
conducted with students in the period of September–December
2020. To facilitate data collection, an interview guide which was
created by the authors based on the four constructs of Moore’s
theory of transactional distance was utilized (Supplementary
Appendix 1). The interview guide was further inspired by
the students’ reactions and comments on various social media
platforms during the implementation of distance learning.

Given the unfolding situation of the COVID-19 pandemic
and the associated control measures, to limit physical contact
with students due to the pandemic, and to eliminate
any geographical boundaries aiming to reach participants
from different Jordanian governorates, the interviews were
conducted using voice over internet protocol (VoIP) via Zoom

R©

videoconferencing platform.
The interviews were conducted at a suitable time that was

determined by each student based on the student’s availability
and daily schedule. All interviews were conducted in Arabic (the
national language of Jordan), and verbal consent was obtained
from all students at the beginning of each interview as a pre-
requisite for starting the recording process (along with the
written consent provided in the online questionnaire).

Various probing techniques were employed to encourage
the students to explicitly express their opinions, stories,
and experiences. The researchers closed the interview by
asking the students whether they wanted to add any further
information. The average duration of an interview was
around 38 min, and the sampling process continued until
data saturation was achieved. No incentives or rewards were
provided upon participation. Students who agreed to participate
in the study came from various educational backgrounds
and study programs including both medical programs (i.e.,
Medicine, Pharmacy, Dentistry, Medical Laboratory Sciences,
Nursing), which involve both theoretical and practical
sessions, as well as non-medical programs related to arts and
humanities, engineering, and sciences (i.e., Law, Literature
and Languages, Engineering, Natural Sciences, Childhood
Education, Mathematics, Biology, Biotechnology, Psychology,
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FIGURE 1

The four types of interactions that occur in distance learning. Moore’s theory of transactional distance was adopted as a framework in our
qualitative approach.

Economics). Many of the non-medical programs have also
theoretical and practical sessions (e.g., Biology, Biotechnology,
Engineering, Natural sciences). Additionally, during the
pandemic crisis and the transition to distance education at
the time of conducting the current study, all the courses were
delivered virtually as synchronous and/or non-synchronous
sessions, due to the complete closure of all higher education
campuses in the country. The characteristics of participants are
presented in Table 1.

Data management and analysis

The recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim (in
Arabic) by three researchers who have prior experience in
qualitative research. Then, transcripts were analyzed inductively
using thematic analysis as suggested by Braun and Clarke
(2006). This involved familiarization with the transcribed
data, assigning preliminary codes, merging codes into themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and lastly
reporting themes. Data coding and analysis were conducted
by the same researchers who conducted the interviews.
Discrepancies in coding were discussed by the team and resolved
by reaching a consensus. For reporting purposes, selected
quotes were translated into English by two bilingual translators
using translation and back-translation technique. Moreover, we
adhered to the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative
Research (COREQ). Table 2 describes the coding scheme of the
implemented analysis.

Study rigor and trustworthiness

Despite that replicability is not a characteristic of qualitative
research, unlike in the quantitative one, various techniques have

been discussed in the literature to enhance the trustworthiness
of qualitative research findings and methodology (Lincoln
et al., 1985). Accordingly, and for ensuring the rigor and
trustworthiness of the present qualitative study, Lincoln
and Guba (1985) criteria were adopted, and this involves
credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability.
Peer-debriefing, using quotations, prolonged engagement
with participants as well as the explicit statement about
confidentiality, all were utilized to establish credibility. Also,
peer-debriefing between researchers who conducted and
analyzed the interviews was used to enhance dependability,
and confirmability. Additionally, enhancing transferability was
sought through the detailed description of the study context
and participants, justifying the sampling strategy as well as
describing data collection procedure and analysis.

Ethical considerations

The ethical approval for conducting our study was obtained
from the institutional review board of the Deanship of Scientific
Research at the University of Jordan with a reference number
(IRB# 310/2020/19). Also, all study procedures were conducted
conforming to the ethical standards of the Declaration of
Helsinki. The recorded interviews as well as the transcripts were
encrypted with a password and kept securely. Moreover, written,
and verbal informed consent was obtained from all participants
regarding voluntary participation, recording the interviews, and
consent to publish quotes.

Results

Seven themes have emerged from the transcribed data of the
17 interviews as the following:
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Theme one: Students’ psychological
response to the sudden transition in
educational process

Students during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis were put
in a new educational experience during the enforcement
of emergency online education and the closure of higher
academic institutions in Jordan. This unprecedented transition
in the educational system has forced most students to have
various emotional responses. When students were asked to
recall how they felt when receiving the news about the
implementation of online distance education, they described
various feelings. Their feelings were attributed to many
reasons as well.

A pharmacy student said:

“I just felt happy when I knew that the university will be
closed, and all our classes will be delivered virtually. . .I
no longer need to spend more time and money on public
transportation. I will have more time to study too”

Also, another student who studies at the faculty of language
studies expressed being happy due to shifting to online
education. The student perceived this as a precautionary
measure against COVID-19 and unnecessary interpersonal
interactions:

“It was great news when I heard that I will not
attend on-campus classes because this will reduce face to
face communication; thus, avoiding the exposure to the
coronavirus”

However, an engineering student expressed mixed feelings
when receiving the news about closing universities:

“. . .I had a mixed feeling surrounded by fear, anxiety, and
some sort of happiness at the same time. . .I felt that I will be
going through an uncertain academic journey”

On the contrary, a group of students expressed more
negative feelings toward the emergency transition in the
educational process. This was mostly attributed to the affection
of the usual learning process, especially regarding practical
sessions. A student who studies nursing said:

“An unexpected situation. . .I was supposed to attend the
hospital for my practical training. . .I felt anxious at that
time. . .”

Additionally, a student who attends a medical laboratory
sciences program stated:

“I thought it was good news at the beginning, but with time
and all of a sudden, I realized I was not well prepared for the
transition”

Moreover, a student who attends medical school said:

“It was shocking to hear that! I did not know what will happen
to my practical sessions in the hospital.I am about to graduate,
and this is a very critical period in my academic journey. . . I
am very stressed”

Theme two: Students’ digital
preparedness, equality, and digital
communication

The transition to distance education was an unprecedented
decision. Students have to prepare and equip themselves with
digital equipment to meet the requirements of attending their
virtual classes. However, this was not easy for many of them.
A student who studies psychology said:

“I bought a new headset and camera to facilitate the
communication and learning experience during my virtual
classes. . .”

Also, another student from the faculty of sciences expressed
difficulty in preparation for distance education:

“Our family has three students at university, and we have only
one laptop. You cannot imagine how it feels when we have an
overlapping lecture schedule! Using smartphones for virtual
classes is not always friendly.this is not suitable”

Having digital equipment, and other required accessories for
online education was a challenge for students who suffer from
financial constraints. A student who studies economics said:

“I used to have my laptop, tablet, and smartphone.same as my
other siblings in the family. . .However, many students cannot
afford to have all or some of these. . .governmental support to
vulnerable students was not sufficient. . .This is unfair”

Moreover, students were forced to rely solely on digital
communication during distance education, and this has forced
them to experience an increase in their usage level of virtual
platforms. A medical student expressed the following:

“I started to be more committed to using my electronic
devices during distance education.checking various learning
platforms, my email, and many academic groups on social
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media to be able of managing the required studying duties
and assignments. . .”

Theme three: Students’ and teachers’
technical competencies and
technostress

As the process of transition to distance education was
unplanned and enforced due to the pandemic situation, many
challenges were expected to be faced. One of these challenges
was related to technical aspects. The students have used various
online platforms such as Microsoft Teams

R©

, Zoom
R©

, and
Moodle

R©

to attend their virtual classes, submit assignments,
and set for examinations. Most participants expressed that
these online utilities were friendly and easy to use, while
other students pointed to various challenges. Some of which
were the lack of high-quality internet services in certain
geographical areas, some platforms need sufficient digital skills
to be used, non-sufficient technological competencies of many
teachers, and non-sufficient digital resources/machines (e.g.,
laptop, desktop, etc.), especially when having many members
who attend online distance education in the same family.

A biology student said:

“I regularly use the online platforms provided by my
university.these platforms are easy to use considering having
a sufficient level of digital literacy”

Also, another student from the faculty of dentistry added the
following:

“I am very comfortable with using online platforms, I can
mute my microphone and turnoff my camera when no
necessary interaction is needed”

On the other hand, many students expressed that they
experienced unfriendly situations when the internet suddenly
disconnects, and this might have severe impacts, especially
during online exams. A student who attends an early childhood
education program said:

“This is not right. How could I maintain smooth progress in
my learning while being stressed about internet connectivity
issues! I heard about a student who failed the exam due to a
sudden interruption in the internet connection. . .”

Moreover, a mathematics student expressed difficulty in
attending virtual classes. This was partially attributed to the level
of digital skills of some teachers:

“Some virtual platforms have a non-friendly user interface
that needs high digital skills. . .Also, some teachers do not
know how to use these platforms. . .they need some training
to improve their technical competencies. . .”

Also, many students have faced difficulties in attending their
classes due to the heavy burden on the internet services in the
country. An engineering student said:

“Imagine when hundreds of thousands of students from
various universities in Jordan attend virtual classes at the
same time during midday. . . a huge load on the internet
service providers and the losing side is us, the students”

Theme four: Student-student and
student-teacher interpersonal
communication

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a paradigm
shift concerning interpersonal communication in the entire
world. Due to various confinement and control measures,
people including students were forced to maintain physical
distancing and to limit face-to-face social interaction. University
students were not an exception. Students have used virtual
platforms to interact with their peers and teachers during the
closure of universities in Jordan. However, this was not a
smooth transition, and many students reported interpersonal
communication challenges. A medical student said:

“Oh my God, communicating with teachers is becoming more
difficult. I feel lost due to being enrolled in many virtual
groups for various classes. . .On-campus classes are more
suitable”

Additionally, another student from the biotechnology
program has expressed the following:

“. . .Some teachers responded very late to my emails, while in
the university campus I was going to the teacher during office
hours for most of my inquiries. . .”

Some students have also described major impacts on
communication with their colleagues. A psychology student
said:

“I experienced a better communication with people during
on-campus education. . .at the university, I have more
engagement with my colleagues and teachers. Now in distance
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education. . .not enough activities or socialization. . .this is
boring. . .”

Most of the interviewed students referred to a problem
related to misuse of learning platforms by some students.
A student who attends an engineering program shared the
following:

“. . .This is not funny at all! While the transition to distance
education is a critical stage amidst the pandemic, some
students perceive virtual classes as a place for fun and
jokes. . .Some students were intentionally too noisy with
their unmuted microphones. . .students should take distance
education more seriously”

On the contrary, some students have more positive
experiences with virtual communication. A nursing student
said:

“. . .I believe that some teachers have provided some sort of
support regarding distance education. They tried to make
student-teacher communication easier. They created groups
on social media platforms to communicate with us regarding
our study materials”

Theme five: Quality and quantity of
learning materials

In this theme, students have disclosed various opinions
regarding the quality and quantity of the educational materials
provided to them during remote online education. A medical
student said:

“Sometimes I felt overwhelmed with the number of
educational materials provided. The professors try to increase
the lectures load in terms of content, believing that students
have more time to study during the lockdown. . .this was
different compared to what I experienced in the university
campus”

Also, an engineering student has had trouble in remote
experimental sessions:

“The presentations and study materials were somehow not
sufficient especially for my practical sessions”

Additionally, another student in medical laboratory sciences
said:

“Most lectures were provided as a PowerPoint presentation or
PDF with good visualization. However, some study materials

were more advanced than what is supposed to be received
during on-campus education. . .I do not understand the
reason behind this”

On the contrary, some students felt that the study materials
provided during remote online education were sufficient. An
English literature student said:

“In my opinion and experience, I feel that the quantity and
quality of the study materials provided to me were the same
as during on-campus education. . .this is good enough to me”

Theme six: Students’ assignments,
examinations, and non-reliable
evaluation methods

In this theme, most of the interviewed students described
the evaluation methods and examinations in distance education
to be non-reliable. A law student said:

“Cheating is a remark of distance education in our
country. . .students can cheat in all remotely conducted exams
as there is no reliable method to monitor students’ activities
during distance examinations”

Another student from the faculty of medicine said:

“Students are calling each other to solve online exams. . .how
is this supposed to be a quality education?!”

As cheating in online exams was described as a remark of
online distance education in Jordan, some students experienced
a high degree of difficulties in other evaluation methods such as
assignments. An engineering student said:

“Too many lectures and assignments. I must submit many
assignments every week. . .teachers have realized that many
students cheat during remotely conducted online exams, thus,
they tried to push the students to prepare more assignments
as a better and more reliable evaluation method. I believe this
is not working well too”

Additionally, a nursing student said:

“Students are getting high end-semester grades during
online distance education compared to on-campus education
and examinations. This warns of a severe deficiency
in the credibility and reliability of distance examination
methods. . .a big failure in the monitoring system too”
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Theme seven: Opportunities with
positive impact of distance learning

Despite the tough transition to online distance education,
many students have seen various opportunities that positively
impacted their academic journey. A medical student said:

“I feel that I have a better engagement with my studies. Now,
I have more time to study than that when I had to go to the
university campus”

Another student from the faculty of language studies
described online education as a flexible learning opportunity:

“Learning during online distance education is more
comfortable. . .even timing of lectures is flexible too”

Moreover, it seems that the transition to online education
has enhanced the learning skills and abilities of some students.
A student from the faculty of sciences said:

“Online education has enhanced my searching skills including
using scientific websites in preparing my assignments. . .I feel
that this experience has improved my self-learning skills and
abilities”

Furthermore, a law student expressed the following:

“During online distance education, I feel more comfortable as
I can dress more comfortably compared to university dressing.
Also, I realize that my facial skin is becoming healthier as
I am currently avoiding hot weather during my supposed
on-campus summer classes. . .no more on-campus attendance
during summer. . .this is perfect for me”

Discussion

The COVID-19 has overwhelmed many countries due to
its high contagiousness and rapid spread as well as the control
measures that most countries were forced to implement to
mitigate or retard the spread of this disease (Al-Tammemi, 2020;
Wendelboe et al., 2020). This global pandemic has not only
resulted in biological or psychological harm, but also in dramatic
changes that severely afflicted many sectors and industries
globally, including healthcare provision, economy, social life,
travel, and education (Al-Tammemi, 2020; Akour et al., 2021a,b;
Aljaberi et al., 2021; Alrawashdeh et al., 2021; Fares et al., 2021;
Folayan et al., 2021a,b; Garbóczy et al., 2021; Khatatbeh et al.,
2021a,c; Ramadan et al., 2021).

According to the United Nations (UN), the COVID-19
pandemic has created the most prominent global disruption

in education. Nearly, 1.6 billion learners in more than 190
countries have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The
closures of educational institutes have affected around 94%
of the world’s student population with more visible impacts
in low- and middle-income countries (United Nations., 2020).
Jordan was amongst the first countries in the Arab region
to implement strict confinement measures in all sectors to
control the spread of COVID-19 in the country (Al-Tammemi,
2020; Khatatbeh, 2020, 2021; Al-Tammemi et al., 2021). In the
middle of March 2020, all universities were closed as a part
of the pandemic response strategy in Jordan. Although there
was no preparedness plan for the unprecedented transition
to online distance education, the Jordanian government has
invested extensive efforts through various ministries to make
this emergency academic transition effective and efficient.

TABLE 1 Participants’ characteristics (n = 17).

Variable Category Frequency
count (n) -

total
Age Median = 20 years

Gender Female 9

Male 8

Residence regiona Northern Jordan 5

Central Jordan 8

Southern Jordan 4

University Public 10

Private 7

Study program/discipline Medical programs Students’ frequency
count-subtotal

7

Dentistry 1

Medicine 2

Medical laboratory
sciences

1

Nursing 2

Pharmacy 1

Non-medical and
sciences programs

Students’ frequency
count-subtotal

10

Biology 1

Biotechnology 1

Childhood
education

1

Engineering 1

Economics 1

Law 1

Literature and
languages

1

Mathematics 1

Natural sciences 1

Psychology 1

Study level Bachelor 12

Master 5

Doctorate 0
aJordan is administratively divided into three regions: Northern Jordan comprises four
governorates including Irbid, Ajloun, Jerash, and Mafraq; Central Jordan comprises four
governorates including Amman, Zarqa, Balqa’, and Madaba; Southern Jordan comprises
four governorates including Karak, Tafieleh, Ma’an, and Aqapa.
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TABLE 2 Coding scheme with inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Theme Definition of theme Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Students’ psychological
response to the sudden
transition in educational
process

How the students reacted
emotionally during the sudden

transition process, including
any coping mechanisms

Statements that describe
various emotions and coping

activities (if any) without
limitations

N/A*

Students’ digital preparedness,
equality, and digital
communication

Digital literacy and
preparedness, forms of

communication and
perception of equality

Statements that report number
of electronic devices used,

digital platforms, and
readiness

N/A

Students’ and teachers’
technical competencies and
technostress

Competencies in using
information and

communication technology
(ICT), and any related

challenges

Statements that report issues
related to technostress, and

ICT related challenges

N/A

Student-student and
student-teacher interpersonal
communication

Various aspects of
communication between

students, and between students
and their teachers

Statements that report
challenges and/or

opportunities in inter-personal
communication

N/A

Quality and quantity of
learning materials

Educational material provided
to students, in terms of
quantity and quality.

Statements that are related to
the amount of proposed

educational materials and their
quality

N/A

Students’ assignments,
examinations, and non-reliable
evaluation methods

Various methods of
completing the required

assignments and examinations.
In addition to the utilized

evaluation methods in terms of
reliability and effectiveness.

Statements that describe any
challenges related to reliable

and effective students’
academic assessment

N/A

Opportunities with positive
impact of distance learning

The advantages of emergency
remote education as a new

experience

Statements that report
opportunities to benefit from
the positive aspects of such an

experience in distance
education

N/A

*N/A = not applicable.

Nevertheless, the higher education system in Jordan has
an unpleasant history regarding online distance education, and
even the equivalency process for many external distance/online
degrees was and still is a significant challenge (Akour et al.,
2020). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the distance education
strategy was not one of the priorities of the Jordanian higher
education sector with around 25% or less of university courses
were delivered remotely. Therefore, the abrupt transition from
traditional face-to-face education to distance education in
the Jordanian higher education institutions has created a
new challenge for the students as well as the teachers. Our
study found that the university students in Jordan have faced
many impactful experiences while transiting from on-campus
education to online distance one. Many of these experiences
have negatively impacted the students similar to what was
reported in prior quantitative studies in the country (Akour
et al., 2020; Al-Balas et al., 2020; Al-Tammemi et al., 2020).
Additionally, the literature shows more negative feedback within
developing countries and the Arab region. The sudden switch to
online distance education highlighted that this part of the world
is not yet ready for this switch.

The overall aim of the current study was to get in-depth
view about the lived experiences of university students in
Jordan during the emergency academic transition to online

learning amid the pandemic crisis. Presenting the voices and
feelings of the students using their own words is expected
to have a major impact on tackling the strengths and
weaknesses of the implemented online education strategy
in the country. Consequently, tackling various factors that
impacted the students’ lived experiences has paramount
importance to enhance the current education strategy, by
implementing improvements and creating opportunities for a
more quality education.

As many students in our study stressed the points related
to digital preparedness, equity, and technical challenges, their
lived experiences were found to be consistent with what has
been reported in previous studies. Some studies provided an
insight into the additional inequalities introduced by the online
education system. Most of the reported disadvantages included
the financial ability to purchase the needed equipment, such
as laptops or desktop computers, high-speed internet, or other
tools (Al-Balas et al., 2020; Alsoud and Harasis, 2021; Ibrahim
et al., 2021). Moreover, the ability to afford a separate and quiet
place to study and attend lectures is related to many factors,
such as the number of members in the household, home size,
and socio-economic status; thus, providing rich students with
more privilege (Alsoud and Harasis, 2021; Ibrahim et al., 2021).
The former factors also introduce rural-urban inequality as
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rural areas tend to be more crowded, with smaller houses and
with lower access to the needed equipment and technological
infrastructures (Alsoud and Harasis, 2021; Ibrahim et al.,
2021).

The current study has many strengths which are shaped
in the following facts (i) Implementing a qualitative approach
which helped to gain a comprehensive understanding of the
students’ lived experiences and opinions, (ii) using a previously
published theoretical model to support the framework of our
qualitative approach, (iii) employing a maximum variation
sampling to capture diversity in the students’ opinions, (iv)
using various techniques as suggested by Lincoln and Guba
(1985); Nowell et al. (2017) to ensure the trustworthiness of
qualitative approach, and lastly (v) following the COREQ.

Nevertheless, some limitations need to be acknowledged,
including that the interview data represent self-reported states,
thus, recall bias should be considered, and participants’
body language could not be fully observed due to using
a videoconferencing platform to conduct the interviews.
Additionally, taking into consideration the nature of qualitative
research, the results cannot be generalized to all students/target
population, and due to conducting this research in a
stressful period amidst the COVID-19 crisis, the students’
answer might have been influenced by the psychological
and socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic. Moreover,
the small sample size – despite reaching data saturation,
is considered one of the limitations in the current study.
Lastly, as the study was advertised on social media, this
may have resulted in missing the voices of students who
were not regularly active on such platforms; thus, missing
the advertisement.

The ongoing evolution in educational technology is
significantly impacting learning resources, learning processes,
and the academic performance and achievement of students
(López-Belmonte et al., 2021). Taking into consideration
the findings of the current study, many implications and
recommendations can be drawn to support effective and
efficient transition from traditional on-campus learning
to distance or even hybrid learning technology. Some
of which are: establishing clear policy and strategies to
enhance a smooth implementation of distance learning in
Jordanian universities, maintaining equality and quality
education, targeting the weakness points provided by the
students (e.g., poor internet connection, insufficient practical
sessions/materials, etc.) with more realistic solutions based
on piloted projects in distance learning, effective engagement
of faculty staff in various trainings related to improvement of
their technological competences. Additionally, decision-makers
of the education sector in Jordan are advised to consider
the psychological and socioeconomic factors of students in
future policies and decisions regarding university education
during a crisis or an emergency event. More dedicated
efforts in terms of fair, reliable, and credible evaluation

and monitoring systems should be also considered in such
policies.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has imposed a significant burden
on university students in Jordan. The sudden transition to
online distance education was challenging for most participants
in our study. Although the degree of resilience and coping in
crisis is inherently different between students, various entities
under the jurisdiction of academic institutions and decision-
makers are considered main contributing factors to the students’
lived experiences amid the pandemic crisis. The battle against
COVID-19 has been already exhaustive in terms of efforts
and resources, therefore, better planning and more sustainable
utilization of educational resources have paramount importance
in contexts with limited resources.
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