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Contextualisation 

In March 2020, much of Australia was put into lockdown as a result of the Australian Government’s priority to contain the 

spread of the COVID-19 virus (Department of Health, 2020). This had significant implications for businesses, organisations 

and all levels of education (Franchi, 2020).  By the end of March 2020, most higher education institutions had ceased all face-

to-face classes, forcing students and staff to transition to online study.  

 

It has been suggested that higher education is on the cusp of a new normal, with online learning emerging to enable more 

equitable access to higher education (Barsotti, 2020; D’Orville, 2020).  Jonsson (cited in Barsotti, 2020) proposes that 

universities should take the present disruptions and the need to embrace technology as “an opportunity to open up education to 

people who learn differently” (p. 3).  However, Barsotti warns that while this flexibility may work very well for many students, 

care needs to be taken to assist students who struggle with the online setting or feel isolated through its use. Ferreira (cited in 

Barsotti, 2020) suggests that “flexibility does not necessarily equate to better performance” (p. 1), indicating that without the 

structure of the classroom, greater pressure is placed on students’ ability to manage their time.   

 

The COVID-19 pandemic will forever be known as a disruptive dilemma that impacted many industries in Australia.  

For the university sector, sudden lockdown and social distancing rules resulted in an acceleration in the provision of 

learning and teaching via online platforms, creating new challenges for students and educators. This project explored 

the ways in which an enabling course supported students through the forced transition from face-to-face classes to 

online learning due to the COVID-19 restrictions, and the students’ ability to adjust to the disruption caused by the 

pandemic. This unexpected change provided the opportunity to explore how enabling students perceived this 

experience and the effect it had on their ability to complete their units of study.  This paper presents findings on the 

impact that the abrupt transition to online learning had on the students’ educational experience and on their 

psychological and emotional wellbeing. It was found that most students experienced increased stress due to the changes 

in household dynamics, responsibilities and a different learning context, yet many reported improved study and 

technological skills, as well as an improved awareness of their ability to cope with change.   
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Maslen (2020) found that in Australia, more than one million students and 100,000 teaching and allied staff employed by 43 

universities moved off-campus to study or work from home by late March 2020. This move accelerated the provision of online 

learning and teaching and created a “digital disruption”, defined by Gartner Information Technology (2020) as “an effect that 

changes the fundamental expectations and behaviours in a culture, market, industry or process that is caused by… digital 

capabilities” (p. 1). Digital disruption saw many universities scramble to adjust to the sudden transition to fully online delivery 

in a context of widespread uncertainty and fear regarding the pandemic (Ippolito et al., 2020).  People experienced further 

challenges in isolating at home, where normal daily activities were disrupted by homeschooling and other demands such as 

work and study (Maslen, 2020). The unexpected changes pervaded all aspects of people’s lives. Unplanned digital education 

may have created new opportunities and skills for university students, but ongoing support in this educational environment is 

crucial for their success.  

 

The research project reported in this paper considers the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students enrolled in an enabling 

course at a regional Australian university in Term 1 (March – June), 2020. The aim was to investigate how students experienced 

the transition to online learning during the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic by identifying the key factors that impacted 

the students’ ability to study online and the aspects of the experience that they found most valuable. The study also explored 

whether the experience increased or hindered students’ confidence to study online.  

 

Enabling Context 

 

Skills for Tertiary Education Preparatory Studies (STEPS) is an enabling course offered by CQUniversity that provides a 

pathway for students to gain entry to and succeed in higher education.  As with other enabling courses, STEPS falls under the 

government’s agenda to increase access to higher education for equity students (Edwards & McMillan, 2015), including those 

who are first in family, refugees, Indigenous, mature aged, from low socio-economic or non-English speaking backgrounds, 

from regional or remote areas, or presenting with a disability (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2014; Drury 

& Charles, 2016).  James and Seary (2018) state that “the role of STEPS in creating a foundation for motivation and developing 

autonomous study habits is critical, as it may determine the students’ willingness to commit to engaging more fully in 

undergraduate study” (p. 1).  Students who enrol in an enabling pathway often do so due to past learning experiences that led 

to an inability to achieve the level of education required to transition successfully into undergraduate study (Klinger & Tranter, 

2009). These students may enter with uncertainty about their ability to handle the rigours of university, low levels of confidence, 

and/or limited academic skills such as academic writing, computing skills and mathematic skills (James, 2016; Klinger 

&Tranter, 2009; Willans & Seary, 2011). Crawford’s (2021) recent research into rural and regional pre-tertiary students’ 

experiences of transitioning to online study proposed that the fear and uncertainty triggered by the pandemic, alongside the 

disruption caused by the abrupt transition to online learning, was often exacerbated by low technological skill levels which 

created a disorienting experience for many students. These students, entering via an enabling program, not only need to improve 

their academic skills, but also require support for their emotional wellbeing (McConachie et al., 2008; Willans & Seary, 2011). 

Seary and Willans (2020) suggest that a highly supportive environment with genuine, caring educators helps build strong 

relationships that enable students to feel confident in their enabling journey.    

 

Mode of Study 

 

In the STEPS course, a mixed mode of study was already on offer when the pandemic struck. STEPS students are able to enrol 

as online or internal (on-campus) students. Those who opt to study internally often also complete some units (subjects) online. 

As online delivery was already in place when the pandemic unfolded, the cohort enrolled as online students and the staff 

involved were not affected by the changes caused by the universities’ shift to online delivery. However, internal educators had 

to rapidly develop or adapt content and adjust their pedagogy as they shifted previously face-to-face teaching to the online 

environment. 

 

Literature Review  

 

There are many studies about the value and effectiveness of online learning with varying findings. Stone (2017) found that both 

students and staff have similar views on what is required to keep students engaged and motivated with their studies. It is argued 

that educators should embrace digital communication advances and enact curriculum through educationally engaging digital 

platforms rather than trying to replicate face-to-face learning experiences at a distance (Stone, 2017). The design and 



Volume 12 (3) 2021  James et al. 

 86  
 

development of quality resources for higher level engagement of online students requires time; however, the unexpected change 

brought by COVID-19 meant content had to be presented via an online platform at short notice and to the best ability of the 

educator (Stone & Crawford, 2020).  

 

COVID-19 Fear and Student Wellbeing 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic created an environment of generalised fear.  Fear is an adaptive emotion as it mobilises energy to 

deal with potential threats; however, when fear is not calibrated to the actual threat, it can be maladaptive (Mertens et al., 2020). 

This can lead to a range of psychological consequences (Liu et al., 2020), including anxiety, depression, substance abuse, and 

behavioural changes. Zhai and Du (2020) suggest that the closure of campuses and cessation of face-to-face classes could 

potentially increase mental health issues substantially. As many STEPS students are emotionally vulnerable (James & Walters, 

2020), it is possible that fear caused by the uncertainty surrounding the pandemic may exacerbate mental health problems. In 

addition, a recent study by Crawford (2021) found that studying online can be an isolating experience, which might be a trigger 

for higher levels of attrition for enabling students who are used to face-to-face teaching and support. 

 

Attrition in Online Education 

 

Attrition has been identified as a significant problem associated with online education. Tower et al. (2015) suggest that 50-70 

per cent of students enrolled in online courses will withdraw. Enabling courses in Australia report an average of 50 per cent 

attrition, which is sometimes attributed to their open access policy (Hodges et al., 2013) or to the characteristics of this particular 

cohort, including low academic confidence (Atherton, 2015), inadequate technological skills or poor access to technology 

(Sturgess et al., 2016).  However, prior to the pandemic, the STEPS attrition rate was 30 per cent, possibly because the 

personalised enrolment process and regular monitoring and support practices increase the chance for STEPS students to persist 

and complete their studies (Mann & Salem, 2017).   

 

Methodology  

 

The key theory that underpins the current research is Transformative Learning Theory as introduced by Mezirow (1975). The 

transformative paradigm focuses on the lives and experiences of marginalised groups, which is core to the cohort of students 

who enter university via an enabling course (Seary & Willans, 2020; Willans, 2010; Willans & Seary, 2007). Mezirow (1997) 

describes transformative learning as adults having acquired a body of experiences which they can use as frames of reference 

that define their world. With the COVID-19 pandemic, students faced a disorienting dilemma (Cranton, 2006) that required 

them to question beliefs, personal assumptions or expectations, and look at the world through a new lens. A vital element of 

transformative learning is the ability to liberate students from restrictive influences and to free their ability to learn (Willans & 

Seary, 2007). In this way, students come to appreciate their background and the knowledge they bring to the classroom, and 

then open themselves to a new world of critical knowledge, thus transforming their worldview (McConachie et al., 2008). This 

paper proposes that as these enabling students negotiate the COVID-19 dilemma, their perspective and belief in self may change 

as they develop their self-efficacy and achieve a higher level of psychological resilience. 

 

Methods  

 

This project used a mixed methodology approach whereby both quantitative and qualitative data were collected.  Data on the 

participants’ educational experience during COVID-19 was collected in a survey using a range of question types which provided 

both quantitative and qualitative responses. The survey was sent out at the completion of the term and asked students to reflect 

on their experience during Term 1, 2020.  Additionally, in order to investigate the impact of Emergency Remote Teaching on 

attrition, data was extracted from the STEPS database and completion rates were analysed over a three-year period.  To analyse 

the qualitative data from the survey, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Thematic Analysis was used to identify repeated patterns, or 

themes, in participant responses.  Using this framework, researchers moved from a very broad lens for the creation of initial 

codes, to finding, reviewing and narrowing themes within the data. Analysis of the quantitative data were undertaken through 

Qualtrics, Excel and NVIVO. Descriptive statistics were used to present the data from the quantitative element of the survey. 

Ethical clearance was sought and approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at CQUniversity [ID 0000022503]. 

 

 



Volume 12 (3) 2021  James et al. 

 87  
 

Participants 

 

An invitation to participate in this research was sent to all STEPS students enrolled in Term 1, 2020. Participation was optional 

and anonymous, protecting against actual or perceived coercion to participate.  Participants were assembled through 

convenience sampling from the CQUniversity STEPS cohort of Term 1 2020, when COVID-19 restrictions began. An email 

was sent to 1303 students enrolled in both internal and online modes.  Of these, 11 emails were returned as invalid addresses.  

A total of 156 of the 1292 students invited to do so completed the survey, which was a 12 per cent response rate.  

 

Demographics  

 

Of the 156 respondents: 

 

• 36 per cent (n=57) were 18-25 years old;  

• 39 per cent (n=61) were 26-40;  

• 22 per cent (n=34) were 41-55; and  

• 3 per cent (n=4) were 56 years or older.  

 

Typically, STEPS enrols approximately 30 per cent male and 70 per cent female students. The sample broadly replicated this 

gender split, with 20 per cent male participants and 80 per cent female participants. Of the 156 students responding to the 

survey, at the beginning of Term 1: 

 

• 51 per cent (n=79) were online students; 

• 40 per cent (n=63) were on-campus (internal) students; and  

• 9 per cent (n=14) were enrolled in both online and on-campus units.  

 

In terms of age, approximately 75 per cent of the total participants were aged 18-40 years old. The highest represented age 

group for the online participants were the 26-40 year-old age group and for the on-campus students, the 18-25-year-old age 

group.  

 

Limitations 

 

Invitations to participate were sent at the end of Term 1, 2020, so only students enrolled in that term responded to this survey. 

Students who had withdrawn were invited to participate; however, ongoing students formed the majority of respondents. This 

project also used self-reporting, which tends to be subjective as students’ recollections can change over time; however, the 

survey questions allowed for a broad response to capture the essence of their experiences.   

 

Findings  

 

Quantitative Findings 

 

Students were asked to reflect on their initial reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic.  Approximately 65 per cent of the 156 

students initially indicated they were “concerned,” “very concerned,” or “frightened” about the impacts of COVID-19.  

Eighteen per cent felt “sceptical” and 6 per cent “indifferent” about the pandemic.  These results reflect a high level of 

uncertainty through this time. Mode of study had little influence on this initial perception; however, age was a factor in students’ 

responses whereby the youngest group (18-25yo) showed the greatest concern, and the oldest group (56+yo) showed the least 

concern.    

 

Students enrolled in face-to-face classes reported a lack of confidence in their ability to transition to online study with almost 

50 per cent reporting that they were “not confident” and fewer than 10 per cent feeling “very confident” (see Figure 1).    
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Figure 1 

Confidence in the Transition to Online Mode 

 

Students’ responses suggested that despite the lack of confidence felt at the start of term, after experiencing online learning, 

approximately 60 per cent of the internal group reported that their online study skills had improved, while just under 35 per 

cent were not sure if there had been any change in their ability.  This was comparable to the online students, who also reported 

improved skills at a similar rate (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2  

Perceptions that online study skills had improved 

 

Lockdown brought changes for students in terms of time available and household arrangements.  While approximately one in 

four students (27 per cent) reported that they had more time for study during lockdown, almost half (45 per cent) reported that 

they had less time. Commitments for online and on-campus students were similar, as both groups of students indicated that 

work, family, and homeschooling were the main competing commitments during Term 1. Finally, while most students reported 

having a suitable space to study during lockdown, 14 per cent said that their study space was not appropriate.  
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It was expected that the number of students who failed units of study would increase in Term 1 due to the challenges imposed 

by COVID-19 and specifically, by the shift to online learning; however, data collected through the STEPS database indicated 

the failure rate was lower than in previous terms. As Figure 3 shows, the failure rate in Term 1 2020 was 25.9 per cent which 

is lower than both Term 1 2018 (27%), and Term 1 2019 (31.5%). The failure rate includes students who withdrew post census, 

those who did not complete the units, and those who failed to meet the required learning outcomes. The only variable which 

increased in Term 1 2020 was the number of applications for ‘withdrawal without academic penalty’ (WWAP) (shown as 

‘Withdrawn’ in Figure 3), and this could be attributed to the challenges presented by COVID-19. The university was supportive 

of WWAPs, especially those related to issues resulting from the situation created by the pandemic, and of a more lenient 

approach to the consideration of extension requests. As can be seen in Figure 3, the success rate of STEPS students in Term 1 

2020 is consistent with data for the same term in the previous two years. One suggestion for the success is that STEPS already 

had a robust online education system which was also available to internal students in Term 1, 2020. This capacity of lecturers 

to engage and support students may have contributed to student retention despite the challenges imposed by COVID-19. Future 

research will compare subsequent terms to find out whether there are variations to the retention and success rates.   

Figure 3  

Success and Failure Rates in STEPS Units (Term 1: 2018-2020) 

 

 

Qualitative Findings  

Challenges of the Transition to Online Study 

Internal and online students faced some similar challenges during the COVID-19 lockdown; however, for many in the internal 

cohort, online study was particularly daunting. The overarching theme evident from the student survey responses were the 

challenges caused by the disruption to students daily routines which were linked to the fear of the unknown through the 

pandemic. The key themes that emerged included the impacts of disruptions within their households, inability to make strong 

connections with peers and the upheaval of changing work patterns. 

Changing Households  

Homeschooling was often cited as having a significant impact on students’ study time.   Parents found that their “children-

free” time, previously allocated to STEPS studies, was now dedicated to homeschooling: “time set away for study was often 
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eaten into by my apparent “availability” due to being at home.” Some respondents found managing homeschooling, their own 

study, work responsibilities and household tasks “a difficult juggling act.” One respondent expressed frustration at having to 

manage the demands of the situation:  

… the stress of having to try and organise my children so I could log into zoom and do my sessions uninterrupted and then 

find time to study along with doing my son’s homeschooling zoom sessions and helping him with all of his tasks and ensure 

he was doing everything his teachers set out for him, let’s just say I’m glad that’s over.    

Having all household members at home at the same time also placed pressure on study space.  Although there is no data about 

household numbers pre-COVID, during lockdown, more than 40 per cent of students had three to four people in their homes, 

25 per cent had one or two, with another 25 per cent stating they had five or six in their household. Some students shared their 

study space with other household members: “I had set up my own study area prior to COVID-19. I did, however, have to share 

this space with a high school-aged son.” For others, studying in a space which was normally used for other purposes created 

difficulties: “I spread out over the dining table! great amount of space for study, not so good for eating!”  For some, the increased 

number of people at home created noise and other distractions: “It is a good-sized space but is hard to concentrate with other 

members of the household around.” Unsuitable study spaces also exacerbated the difficulties of studying at home: “I studied in 

a small bedroom with no desk, and a lot of distractions, TV, phone etc.” Others commented on the lack of separation between 

their roles, saying: “it was made harder by having to work at home as well as study at home.” Meeting the demands of online 

studies was most challenging for households where home-schooled children and STEPS students with parental responsibilities 

had to share one laptop or had an unstable internet connection due to living in a remote area or not having a service which 

adequately supported multiple concurrent household users. Health issues, the inability to be close to relatives and fear about 

the pandemic was quite overwhelming for one respondent:  

… it was everything combined… my son remote learning & him being anxious, me struggling on my own with my own 

anxiety and tendency to become obsessive compulsive when stressed, then my grandmother all alone way out west in a 

nursing home, going into palliative care, and the confusion around how to see her due to the pandemic… 

Factors such as pressure on time and space, changes in routines, and fear of the future resulting from the pandemic combined 

to create a stressful homelife for many of the students.  

Relationships with Peers  

Another impact of the lockdown for some respondents was the inability to build collegial relationships. Internal students who 

had experienced face-to-face learning felt they had lost contact with peers. One student summed up the sentiments of many 

respondents:  

The hardest aspect of online study is that there is absolutely no student-to-student interaction. Internal students have a chat 

after class, sit together after class, and build friendships. Since moving to an online study, I feel as though I am the only 

student in my class, it makes me feel isolated from a normal learning environment. For this reason, all the fun has been taken 

out of university. 

Many respondents felt disconnected from peers and lecturers and their studies suffered as a result: “The insights gained during 

class discussions were invaluable, yet when we went online, only a handful of students seemed to be attending Zoom classes 

and discussion was minimal.”   

Technological issues further disrupted students’ connection with others. For internal students, face-to-face classes were 

replaced by Zoom lessons, but some students were unable to log in as “the system was overloaded,” whilst others were 

struggling to “understand how to use the technology properly” because “my devices weren’t working properly making it 

difficult to study.” Combined, the lack of direct contact had a significant impact for some students who felt that their educational 

experience was diminished by the forced online mode and further disrupted by the issues at home and with technology.  

Changing Work Patterns 

A further upheaval to routine was the sudden change to students’ work arrangements. This was disruptive for many students 

and affected their capacity to engage with their studies. Many students who were essential workers experienced an increase in 

their number of work hours: “I worked as a medical receptionist, work demands increased… and I changed from working 

minimal days/hours to working 8-10hr shifts daily. I had to use lunch breaks to attend lectures.” For some, a reduction in work 
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hours took a heavy toll. Several workers commented on the anxiety and stress derived from this change: “The stress of how I 

was going to provide for my family kept me awake at night for weeks.” General uncertainty about continuing employment was 

also unsettling: “I was never sure if my hours would be cut or if I might be stood down.” While the increase in work hours 

made finding time to study difficult, loss of work hours or job uncertainty created financial pressure. Thus, changes in work 

patterns constituted a further factor to which students had to adjust.  

Positive Aspects of the Transition to Online Study  

This study also set out to investigate what aspects of online learning students found most beneficial or enjoyable. The key 

themes that emerged were that many students appreciated the flexibility and convenience of online study, valued their lecturers’ 

support, and observed improvements in the development of their skills and/or resilience. 

Convenience, Comfort, and Flexibility 

For some students, study offered a distraction, with a medical employee sharing that “coming to class was a break,” and another 

reporting that “although being redundant for four weeks was initially a stressful situation, I was able to stay focused on my 

health and mental wellbeing by staying busy with study.” The job losses impacted on students but created an “unplanned 

convenience” by allowing more time for study, as reflected by one student who commented: “My workplace was closed down 

for 8 weeks, so it gave me more time with one unit that I was struggling with.” Campus closures and the cancellation of sporting 

and other activities offered an increased availability of study time. Internal students also highlighted the time and cost saving 

benefits of not having to commute to the campus: “It was so much easier not having to drive to campus for classes and to be 

able to do many things around class time.”   

The comfort and convenience afforded by home-based studying featured significantly as reasons for enjoyment. The home 

context enabled students to wear comfortable clothing, set up their study space in a house area of their choice and have food 

and other essentials within easy reach. While many responses pointed out numerous distractions that impacted on the students’ 

capacity to focus, some students indicated that the absence of classroom chatter created an environment more conducive to 

study. For other students, however, integrating virtual classes into their routines required a conscious effort to establish clear 

boundaries between home and university “in the home,” with some responses reporting strategies such as dressing appropriately 

to attend Zoom classes or “making sure I set up my desk and turned on the computer as soon as I got up so I knew I had uni.” 

The flexibility of online learning was identified as offering a number of advantages, as reflected by comments such as “doing  

it when I can,” “having freedom of schedule,” “working at my own pace,” and “being able to attend lectures anywhere.” For 

some students, the ability to combine study demands with household tasks or family commitments was a newfound 

convenience: “I enjoyed being able to attend class and still pick up my daughter from school even though class was at the same 

time. I was simply able to join class from my mobile phone.”  

The perceived benefits associated with the flexibility of online learning motivated a few internal students to continue their 

learning online, with one student saying: “I loved the independence that came from studying at home, and that’s why I decided 

to change to external study.” For some students, this changed preference resulted not only from the advantages offered by a 

more flexible mode of studying, but also from a learning experience they regarded as positive: “After easing into online 

learning, I really enjoyed studying online. I am now considering undertaking my undergraduate course as an external student. 

It suited my family commitments well.” For a couple of students with anxiety issues, online study enabled a learning experience 

within their comfort zone: 

I felt like online learning has better suited me because I am a very anxious person and was a lot more comfortable being in 

my own environment and by myself. I also struggle with insomnia and quite often missed day classes on campus because of 

this, working online allowed me to do my work whenever suited me best. 

Personal Development and Resilience  

Other positive themes that emerged from the transition to online learning were the development of new skills, a sense of 

achievement and an awareness of increased resilience. 

Many students mentioned they had acquired important independent learning skills, while others acknowledged an improvement 

of their technological skills, including the use of online platforms such as Zoom and Moodle. Interestingly, although 43 per 
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cent of the internal students reported being overwhelmed by the switch to online learning, 60 per cent of this cohort indicated 

that their online learning skills had improved towards the end of Term 1 and that they felt more confident about studying online. 

One student even foresaw the professional application of these new skills as “possible networking tools for my future career.”  

At the core of most definitions of resilience lies the concept of bouncing back from adverse situations. Gerson and Fernandez 

(2013), for instance, define resilience as the capacity to recover from stressful circumstances and to cope with challenges. A 

few students in this study enjoyed the challenge of extending themselves out of their “comfort zone,” while others were proud 

of their capacity to keep studying despite adversity: “Being successful despite the adversity showed me I can cope in difficult 

situations.” These examples of optimism, self-efficacy and psychological well-being point to the development of resilience 

(Johnson, 2008). Individual or group perseverance was a powerful motivator for some students, with one student feeling 

inspired by “watching others continue their studies and not giving up on their goals.” This ability to maintain perspective has 

been recognised as one of the components of resilience (Winwood et al., 2013). Students’ awareness of their endurance and 

often, improvement, as shown by a student for whom “finding out I'm not as dumb as I thought” was the most revealing aspect 

of the transition to online learning. This level of awareness signals the development of resilience and the students’ ability to 

reflect on its impact. 

Perceptions of Teaching Quality and Support 

One finding was the students’ appreciation of the effort made by the STEPS lecturers to deliver what they perceived as high-

quality approaches to teaching and support.  Knowing everyone was in the same predicament helped students to handle the 

challenges and enjoy “being part of a team,” where “… everyone helped each other. Lecturer and students alike were more 

considerate of each other and more willing to lend a hand.” Responses also highlight a collegial relationship between lecturer 

and students: “I felt I had a good relationship with my lecturers and peers, as we were all in this together” and a heightened 

sense of connection: “I felt very engaged with my lecturers because as strange as it may sound, it felt very personal being 

connected with everyone.” Moreover, many responses mentioned timetabled Zoom classes offered structure and helped 

students to build study networks and find support rather than being left to negotiate the online curriculum on their own.   

Students valued their lecturers’ availability, support, and their regular attempts to engage students who were inactive or 

struggling. Some words used to describe what they valued the most included: “supportive,” “humour,” “helpfulness,” and 

“kindness.” One comment illustrates the impact that lecturers' support had on the students' confidence: “The supportive, really, 

really, kind staff were a God-send - just all being “in it together” to get across the line during a challenging time probably gave 

my confidence a little boost by the end.”  

Lecturers’ support was commended by most of the students with 83 per cent selecting ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ to rate the 

statement that the lecturers provided quality support. The key difference from previous terms was that internal lecturers had to 

provide additional support to better assist students to transition to the online platforms. The positive impact that lecturers had 

on the students’ experience was also noted by students who admitted to initially not enjoying studying online but actually 

finding it an enjoyable experience. One student shared: “I was motivated by my lecturers being engaged with my learning, and 

their encouragement for me to achieve good results.” The STEPS course, as a whole, was very intentional in ensuring that 

student contact and communication was consistent throughout the entire term and that changes in delivery and updates on 

current situations were being reported quickly and regularly to all students.   

Discussion 

Disruptive Elements 

The impact of governmental and executive decisions to close organisations and enforce lockdown to contain the spread of 

COVID-19, and of the pandemic itself, had far-reaching repercussions and disrupted many aspects of students’ lives. Students 

contended with a myriad of disruptions, including changes to routines, invasion of personal space, technology issues, mental 

health issues, home-based work and homeschooling challenges, job losses and carer responsibilities. Research by Crawford 

(2021) identified that factors that caused disruption to normal routines also impacted on the students’ ability to study online 

and were magnified by some issues such as access to technology and suitable study space, also identified in our study.   

Nevertheless, students found that some aspects of online study, such as Zoom sessions, were a welcome distraction from the 

isolation and frustrations caused by the lockdown.  Students also valued their connections with peers and lecturers as well as a 

growing realisation of their own ability to cope with the change thrust upon them, thereby developing their self-efficacy and 
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belief in their capacity to study online. As students adjusted to the ‘new normal,’ they also had to manage their fear, stress 

and/or anxiety. Khan et al. (2020) suggest that the stress and fear of infection of COVID-19 may generate moderate to major 

behavioural and psychological abnormalities. Support from educators and higher education institutions is important to assist 

enabling students, many of whom may already present with mental health issues, in their development of psychological 

resilience (Crawford et al., 2016).  Heath et al. (2020) concur and state that organisations and individuals can develop mental, 

emotional, and interpersonal skills that foster adaptive coping responses, in turn contributing to both organisational and personal 

resilience. Emerging evidence suggests students can develop resilience even during times of uncertainty and fear and that 

resilience may have long-term benefits. However, this requires further research with consideration of recommending better 

support of students’ mental health and wellbeing.   

Online Education  

In addition to the strategies employed by the university to ensure the transition to online teaching was as smooth as possible 

for both students and staff, such as providing technical support, ICT devices and constant communication, the individual 

departments had to undertake approaches to best support their student cohort. An intentional focus within STEPS was on how 

to support students most effectively through this transition and ensure that students were constantly updated on the changes and 

provided with explicit details about accessing the online classes.  

While STEPS students who were enrolled online prior to the pandemic were already prepared to study in their home 

environment, most internal students initially found the changeover concerning. Many of these students expressed fears about 

using the digital platforms as their main source of content and interaction and they were concerned about missing the face-to-

face support of their lecturers. Croucher and Locke (2020) suggest that through this digital disruption, students’ acceptance  of 

online study will grow, even if it was not their initial preference for learning. This was supported by the present study, which 

showed some internal students shifting preference from on-campus to online learning.  

Conclusion 

The aim of this research was to better understand the experience of enabling students as they transitioned to online study during 

the first stages of the COVID-19 pandemic and contribute to new knowledge about enabling students’ perceptions of this 

experience. This study showed that this transition was multi-dimensional, whereby students not only had competing 

commitments and constant disruptions, but they also had the fear of the unknown effects of the pandemic to contend with, as 

well as the common challenges faced by enabling students. This fear was reduced through the support arms provided by the 

STEPS lecturers. Yet, what was also evident was the personal skills development and increased psychological resilience 

experienced by many students. Once students felt at ease with the transition to online learning, most adapted and enjoyed the 

flexibility and convenience of studying at home. Whilst the digital disruption may have caused uncertainty and angst for both 

students and education providers, there is evidence to suggest that the online learning may become more widely used in higher 

education. To ensure enabling programs provide for the needs of their cohort, the online delivery of curriculum must include 

adequate support to assist students in the use of digital technologies, strategies to build and maintain peer and lecturer 

connections and focussed discussions to help develop their resilience capability. With this in mind, there is scope for follow-

up research to further compare student satisfaction, retention, engagement and student well-being in this new COVID-19 era. 

Finally, recognising the importance of the educator in providing high quality teaching and in engaging students online is critical 

to ensure students learn effectively and that they feel connected and supported in their online learning communities.  
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