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Abstract: Background. Although not a novelty in education, online teaching and learning has 
come to the fore with the COVID-19 pandemic. As opposed to the time before this crisis, when 
it had been an option for certain categories of learners, with the pandemic going on, there has 
been emergency and forced shift to online environment which has had its impact on both teach-
ing and learning. Purpose. This qualitative research was aimed to investigate the perception of 
the students of the University of Criminal Investigation and Police Studies (UCIPS) in Belgrade 
regarding the English Language 2 course primarily, but also regarding their online education in 
general. The questionnaire was designed, consisting of 11 multiple choice and open-ended ques-
tions combined. The goal was to investigate the opinions and experiences of the UCIPS students in 
order to get an in-depth insight into the problems related to online education. Results. The results 
suggest that in addition to the initial practical problems related to equipment and technology, the 
students faced other problems as well, including the lack of concentration, insufficient interaction, 
etc. However, there are some positive results: the students reported the overall satisfactions with 
the academic outcomes, and in their opinion the optimum way of teaching/learning would be a 
blended model. Conclusion. Our sample of Digital Natives have demonstrated the ability to rec-
ognize the main characteristics of online learning, its advantages and disadvantages, but also the 
objective and subjective aspects of problems. Although it was not a matter of choice for them, they 
have adapted to it well, as well as their teachers. The challenges however remain for both students 
and teachers in order for online education to be accepted even better in the future. 
Keywords: online education, distance learning, Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants, police students.
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INTRODUCTION

Distance learning is not a novelty in either education in general or in higher education. 
In his article entitled Distance Learning Has Been Around Since 1892, You Big MOOC 
published in Forbes Magazine James Crotty says that “distance learning began in 1892 
when the University of Chicago created the first college-level distance learning program” 
(Crotty, 2012). However, the year he mentions ‒ 1892 ‒ is not the actual first instance of 
distance learning, but just the first formal academically recognized college program of 
distance learning (Thackaberry, n.d.). “The first course was the Pitman Shorthand training 
program that brought cutting edge stenographic practices to the United States in 1852. 
Using the United States Postal Service, self-taught secretaries would mail their exercis-
es to the Phonographic Institute in Cincinnati, Ohio and, after completing the required 
coursework, they would receive a certificate of expertise in stenographic short-hand skills” 
(Casey, 2008, p. 46). 
This quick look back on the past reveals how much distance learning has evolved in the 
meantime together with new technologies, the courses being offered as part of radio and 
TV programs, and later on being facilitated by personal computers and the internet or 
the World Wide Web. However, e-learning started even before the internet was invented. 
One of the first instances of such learning in the world can be traced back to 1960, at the 
University of Illinois, USA, when students began learning from computer terminals that 
were interlinked to form a network (Sarkar, 2020). 
Here we come across different terms, distance learning, e-learning, online learning or even 
virtual learning more recently, which people tend to use interchangeably. E-learning, on-
line learning and virtual learning can all be considered technology-enhanced learning, but 
they mean different things and all focus on a different aspect of education. The location 
can be onsite or remote, the communication can be synchronous or asynchronous, the 
delivery can be online or offline, and the device can be digital or analogue (Le Cunff, n.d.). 
According to Le Cunff (n.d.), distance learning means that educators and students are in 
a different location, and the instruction is not necessarily delivered online. For Simonson 
and Berg (2016) distance learning is a form of education where there is physical separation 
of teachers from students during the instruction and learning process. For Klein (2016) 
it is also an instructional practice that effectively utilizes a wide range of tools and tech-
nology to enrich the student learning experience. E-learning, however, means electronic 
learning, which is actually an interactive learning application on a tablet or a computer 
that is not connected to the Internet. Online learning is learning over the Internet, and 
virtual learning is learning in a virtual classroom when the teacher and the students join 
the class at the same time (Le Cunff, n.d.).
Now that we have made it clearer what the terms mean, we must say that it is hard to say 
which of the terms is used most often. In our paper we have opted for the term online ed-
ucation/teaching/learning, as the one which is most often seen in the relevant literature, 
although according to the above definitions the most suitable term may be virtual learn-
ing. For the next five decades what we call e-learning, distance learning, or online learning 
was expanding with an increasing number of educational institutions offering more and 
more online courses. The expansion of courses has also prompted a number of research-
ers to initiate the studies on theory and practice of online learning, for instance, the study 
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of the current and past staff members of the Athabasca University, who gave their respec-
tive contributions and views of the strategic vision, the principal pedagogical and course 
management opportunities and challenges raised by the move to online environment, and 
comprised them in a monograph titled Theory and Practice of Online Learning (Anderson 
& Elloumi, 2004). Some research also included the comparison of face-to-face and online 
teaching and learning, particularly in higher education setting, such as the one done by 
Ananga and Biney (2017), who focused their research on ascertaining the focal point that 
would justify the best-preferred option as far as teaching and learning in distance education 
is concerned. The objective of Akhter and Mahmood’s research (2018) was to explore the 
impact of online education on students’ academic learning, while Meyer and McNeal (2011) 
investigated the impact of online faculty on improving students’ learning productivity. Sun 
and Chen’s article (2016) reviewed 47 published studies and research on online teaching and 
learning since 2008, primarily focusing on how theories, practices and assessments apply to 
the online learning environment. In her many works, Karen Swan has also addressed the 
topic of online learning from various perspectives, including but not limited to online learn-
ing effectiveness (2003), social support for learning and the development of virtual learning 
communities in online educational environments (Swan & Shea, 2005), or Community of 
Inquiry framework (Swan et al., 2009). Nwankwo (2015), conducted a qualitative case study 
that was aimed at examining the learning experiences and perceptions of students in online 
courses at a university in the western United States, to mention just a few authors.
Both theory and practice of online education was on the rise in the years previous to 
COVID-19 pandemic. When the pandemic started, practically all educational institutions 
were forced to change their work and to move to online environment. As the pandemic 
is still ongoing, the research related to online learning has continued, this time focusing 
on online education/teaching/learning within a new reality, such as the research done by 
Mishra et al. (2020), who, among other things, dealt with how the existing resources of ed-
ucational institutions could effectively transform formal education into online education 
with the help of virtual classes and other pivotal online tools in this continually shifting 
educational landscape. Almahasees et al. (2021) conducted the study in which their aim 
was to identify both faculty’s and students’ perceptions of online learning, exploring the 
effectiveness, challenges, and advantages of online education in Jordan. In her article, Kli-
mova (2021) discussed students’ perception of and attitudes to online foreign language 
learning in the COVID-19 pandemic at the Faculty of Informatics and Management of 
the University of Hradec Kralove, Czech Republic. Another study is worth mentioning, 
the one of Bin Zou et al. (2021), in which the authors investigated university teachers and 
students’ perception of effective EFL online teaching and learning based on several evalu-
ation modes in using technology in education.
As it can be seen from the above, there are a lot of various studies both during pre-CO-
VID-19 period and during the on-going COVID-19 pandemic addressing the topic of on-
line education. Along with the expansion of online courses and research related to online 
education, the changes have become evident in both teachers and learners. Noticing this ra-
dical change in students, who are no longer the people our educational system was designed 
to teach but the first generations to grow up with new technology, Prensky (2001) came up 
with a term Digital Natives. Digital Native is the term usually used to describe young peo-
ple who have grown up in the digital age, surrounded and in close contact with all kinds of 
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technology, such as computers, and video game consoles, and later mobile phones, social 
media, and tablets. He says that “our students today are all ‘native speakers’ of the digital 
language of computers, video games and the Internet” (Prensky, 2001, p. 1). As opposed to 
them, the majority of us, their teachers, belong to generations born before this new digital 
world, so we have been forced to adopt and learn a part or most of it later in our lives. We 
belong to the category of what Prensky calls Digital Immigrants. As he states, “we were ‘so-
cialized’ differently from our kids, and are now in the process of learning a new language” 
(Prensky, 2001, p. 2). Making further analogy with immigrants in general, he says that 
“digital immigrants learn like all immigrants, some better than others – to adapt to their 
environment, so they always retain to some degree, their ‘accent’, i.e. their foot in the past” 
(Prensky, 2001, p. 2). Everything that Prensky says illustrates well the differences between 
the old ways taught by the teachers and the new ways required by new digital generations, 
suggesting that “if Digital Immigrant educators really want to teach Digital Natives, they 
will have to change” (Prensky, 2001, p. 6). Following some of the main Prensky’s claims, 
which date back to 2001, our intention in this paper has been to establish how our sample of 
Digital Natives, in other words the University of Criminal Investigation and Police Studies 
(UCIPS) students, have responded to online education that has become a part of their lives 
along with the COVID-19 pandemic and the new reality it has caused. For that purpose, 
we conducted the study and designed a questionnaire in an attempt to establish if they had 
and what their major problems were once they had to switch to online learning, what their 
perception was regarding how they and their professors coped with online teaching and 
learning and what were advantages/disadvantages of this type of learning in their opinion. 

COVID-19 AND THE NEW REALITY OF LEARNING

With the origination and spreading of COVID-19 virus, everything we did and knew be-
fore changed. The governments all around the world resorted to various measures in order 
to prevent spreading of the disease, so one of the first measures to use was a nationwide 
lockdown. In a single moment, the world stopped. It took a while until people and busi-
nesses started to adapt to new circumstances, but one common characteristic was that all 
activities moved to virtual environment or to say simply all activities went online. Wher-
ever it was possible people started working from homes and the entire education moved 
online as well. Basically, the new reality caused by COVID-19 virus has resulted in new 
reality in learning as well. So, what has changed?
The first thing we would point out is that in the past online learning was a matter of choice. 
People chose to enrol in a course or studies because it suited their needs better. This kind 
of education was designed primarily for home schooled children, working adults in need 
of additional professional development or the people who lived in remote locations or 
towns and cities where the kind of education they were seeking was not available. Without 
going into too many details, this kind of education has its advantages and disadvantages, 
but we have to say that it requires also some personal characteristics such as self-disci-
pline, self-motivation, good organization and persistence.
During COVID-19 pandemic, online learning all over the world has become a necessity. A 
lot of people, both Digital Natives and Immigrants had to do it online, although normally 
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they would never opt for it. When everything else closed, going to work or going to school 
were the only two instances of possible human interaction, and then they also went online. 
This resulted in a lot of resistance, by both students and teachers. While some adapted to on-
line instruction easily, others were having difficulties. Some teachers felt discomfort, in most 
cases finding they are not trained adequately for online teaching in the first place. Regardless 
of insufficient and inadequate training, the majority of our sample of Digital Immigrant 
teachers made extra efforts to adapt their teaching to these new circumstances, spending 
hours and hours on learning the new teaching environments (such as Zoom, Google Class-
room, BigBlueButton, etc.), as well as adapting their materials. We have to say that not all 
teachers were equipped for the new tasks either. They did not have computers, laptops, inter-
net connections suitable for classes, to mention just a few problems. In addition to technical 
problems, for teachers this transition “has led to significantly intensified workloads […] as 
they work not only to move teaching content and materials into the online space, but also 
become sufficiently adept in navigating the requisite software” (Allen et al., 2020, p. 233).
The same happened with the students. Some adapted easily to new learning environment, 
while on the other hand, some students also experienced difficulties. Although the Digital 
Natives who made the sample of our research have grown up with the technology and 
every single one of them almost cannot be seen without a cell phone for a single moment 
in a day, they have been completely unprepared for this kind of learning. Not only did they 
also lack technical equipment suitable for online learning, but they were not prepared to 
participate in this kind of education at all. From personal experience of the authors, very 
often they were reluctant to participate in online activities, and they were also more often 
than not reluctant to turn on their microphones or cameras, the only kind of participation 
being in online chats. Cuiying Zou et al. (2021) examined, among other things, the stu-
dent readiness for online English learning, noticing that “online language learning is dif-
ferent from online learning of other subjects. Unlike other subjects, language is both the 
medium of instruction and the subject matter of online learning. In the learning process, 
the learners are supposed to listen, speak, read and write in the language they are learning. 
Therefore, whether the online learning environment can provide opportunities for the 
learners to use the language and whether the learners feel free to use it online determines 
the success of the language course”.

PRESENT RESEARCH

When COVID-19 forced all educational institutions to move to cyberspace, several opti-
ons existed regarding the way it would be done. The UCIPS in Belgrade opted to use the 
BigBlueButton teaching platform. According to the data that can be found on their web 
site, BigBlueButton is a global teaching platform, which was developed in a school and 
the only virtual classroom built from the ground up, just for teachers. It is available in 65 
languages and teachers all over the world have contributed to its design (BigBlueButton 
| Open Source Virtual Classroom Software). And speaking from the authors’ personal 
experience, it really is user-friendly and offers all the options teachers need in their work. 
Once you overcome the initial fear of a new situation and a new platform, it really provides 
plenty of possibilities for everyday work.
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METHODS

We have conducted qualitative research aimed to collect and analyse the data related to 
students’ attitudes towards online learning of English language primarily, but also related 
to other courses they had online. The sample included 62 second-year students of the 
UCIPS in Belgrade, 33 males and 29 females, aged 20-23. The research was conducted 
after they had completed their third consecutive semester online, but the first semester in 
which they had English course online. 
The questionnaire consisted of 11 questions, combining multiple choice and open-end-
ed questions, which aimed at examining the opinions and experiences of the students in 
order to get an in-depth insight into challenges related to online education. The students 
were also informed that the survey was anonymous and that the results would be used for 
research purposes only, and they all gave their consents to that effect. 

RESULTS

Although the primary and main goal of our survey was to investigate the students’ at-
titudes towards online learning of English language, it did include some more general 
questions, which could eventually shed light on other courses as well and provide a wider 
picture of online education at the University during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The first question was aimed at establishing if the students had any experience with online 
learning/education prior to COVID-19 pandemic. None of the students had any previous 
experience with online learning/education.
The second question sought to identify the biggest problems they faced at the moment 
when the UCIPS started to work online. The major problems for the students at that mo-
ment included the issues with Internet connection and other technical problems (32 or 
43.83% and 25 or 34.25% students respectively), while eight students reported that being 
unfamiliar with the learning platform was the problem. Another eight reported some oth-
er problems, without specifying them. Two students said they did not have any difficulties, 
and one student reported that he had a problem with concentration and that all professors 
should have had their cameras switched on.
The third question was intended to establish what model of learning they thought was the 
best, only face-to-face (in the classroom), only online, blended model (integrating face-to-
face and online instruction), or something else. The majority of students said they would 
prefer a blended model (28 students or 45.16%), while the other answers were divided 
between “only face to face” and “only online” equally (17 students or 27.42% respectively).
The fourth question was “Do you think that online learning is suitable for all courses at 
the University?”, and in case they said “no”, they were supposed to specify which courses, 
according to them, were not suitable for online learning. The positive answers were given 
by 20 students or 32.26%, while 42 of them or 67.74% said that online learning was not 
suitable for all courses at the University. The courses they have specified as not suitable 
for online learning are Special Physical Education (31 students, or 50%), Criminalistic 
Technique (15 students or 24.19%), English Language, Criminal Investigation Tactics and 
Criminal Procedure Law (4 students or 6.45% respectively), professional practice (3 stu-
dents or 4.84%) and all courses (1 student or 1.61%). Some of the students specified just 
one course, some of them specified several courses.
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Table 1. Questionnaire

Question 
Number Question Yes No

1. Prior to Covid-19 pandemic, did you have any experience with 
online teaching/learning?

0
(0%)

62  
(100%)

2. When the University started working online, what was the 
biggest problem you had?

− �Technical problems (I did not have all required equipment 
such as a microphone, a camera, etc.)

− I was not familiar with online learning platform
− Internet connection problems
− Something else

25 (34.25%)1

8 (10.96%)
32 (43.83%)
8 (10.96%)

3. According to your opinion, what model of teaching/learning is 
the best?

− Only face-to-face
− Only online
− Blended model – integrating face-to-face and online
− Something else

17 (27.42%)
17 (27.42%)
28 (45.16%)

0 (0%)

4. Do you think that online teaching/learning is suitable for all 
courses at the University?

− Yes

− �No. If your answer is “no”, please specify which courses are 
not suitable for online teaching/learning

20 
2.26%) 42 

(67.74%)

5. Was the English Language 2 course in accordance with your 
expectations? 

62
(100%)

0 
(0%)

6. Was it difficult for you to attend the English Language 2 course 
just online?

2
(3.23%)

60
(96.77%)

7. Have the professors adapted well to online teaching? 62
(100%)

0
(0%)

8. The results you have achieved in English Language 2 are:

− Better than expected
− Worse than expected
− �Just the way you expected them to be, i.e. the same as if they 

would be had you had the classes face-to-face?

8 (12.90%)
4 (6.45%)

50 (80.65%)

9. What was the biggest problem for you in the course of online 
teaching/learning? *

10. How often do you use free internet learning resources, such as 
English language knowledge tests, grammar tests, and similar?

− Often
− Never
− Rarely
− Occasionally, as required

31 (50%)
7 (11.29%)

11 (17.74%)
13 (20.97%)

11.
In your opinion, what are the advantages and what are the 
disadvantages of online teaching/learning (both regarding 
English language and other courses)?

*

Note: *Answers to these questions are given in the text of the Results section.

1 The numbers in this column may not always be 62 since some students offered more than one reply when 
the questions required them to specify the courses or explain something additionally. This is why they were 
given in a separate column. This is also why their answers are not given as percentages for all questions.
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The fifth question referred specifically to the English Language 2 course they had com-
pleted in the spring semester. So, the question was “Was the online teaching of English 
Language 2 in accordance with your expectations?”, and they were asked to explain their 
answer. The answer was unanimously positive – 62 students or 100% said that it was. Some 
of the comments they volunteered were: “Great”, “The materials were excellent”, “I am 
very satisfied with the professors’ efforts”, “The classes were regular and the materials were 
always available”, “It was better than expected”, “Good communication with professors”, 
“Everything was the same as if we were in a classroom”, “Correct and interesting”, “The 
professors’ approach was excellent”.
The sixth question was meant to establish if the students had difficulties attending the 
English Language course just online. The majority of them said it was not difficult (60 
students or 96.77%), and it was difficult for two students or 3.23%.
The seventh question was to establish if the professors adapted to online teaching well. The 
answer was also unanimous, i. e. 62 students or 100% said that the professors adapted well 
to online teaching.
The eighth question was “Are the results you have achieved in English Language 2 course – 
better than expected, worse than expected or just the way you expected them to be, i.e. the 
same as they would be if you had face to face teaching?”. The majority of students selected 
the third option – they thought that their results were just the way they expected them to 
be (50 students or 80.65%), while 8 students or 12.90% said the results were better than 
expected and 4 students or 6.45% said the results were worse than they expected.
The question number 9 was meant to establish what the greatest problems were during the 
online learning. For some reason, maybe because they did not read carefully, a number 
of students thought this question was the same as question number 2, without realizing 
that question number 2 referred to the initial problems when moving to online teaching 
and question number 9 referred to the problems which persisted after the initial problems 
could have been overcome or were expected to have been overcome. Therefore, the an-
swers varied a lot and dispersed accordingly. The majority of students (32 or 51.61%) said 
they did not have any problems. Among the problems they considered to be the greatest 
during the online teaching, the next group of students once again reported the internet 
connection or the connection with the BigBlueButton platform as the greatest problem (18 
students or 29.03%). Six students (9.68%) reported the equipment-related issues as their 
greatest problem. The lack of interaction and the lack of software knowledge were report-
ed by three students respectively. The other reported problems included getting up early, 
problems with electric power, class schedule, concentration and participation in classes.
We also wanted to know if the UCIPS students, or our Digital Natives, are in the habit of 
using online sources, so the next question (No. 10) was meant to establish if they used free 
online sources for English language learning, such as online testing of English language 
knowledge or grammar tests and similar. The majority of students (31 students or 50%) 
replied they used online sources to check their knowledge, 13 of them or 20.97% said they 
used them occasionally, if required, 11 students or 17.74% said they used them rarely and 
7 students or 11.29% said they never used online sources.
The last question asked the students to specify the advantages and disadvantages of online 
teaching (both as far as English Language course is concerned and other courses as well). 
When we speak about the advantages, 26 students or 41.93% said that the advantages they 
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find most important include more time for learning, the fact that they are at their homes 
and that they have more spare time. Other advantages specified include the possibility to 
log on from wherever they are, they have more learning materials available, classes are 
easier to attend, the access to testing is easier, online learning is a suitable alternative in 
emergency situations, and it is good for English language and other theoretical courses. 
In a way, the responses we got confirmed those from the previous study of Cuiying Zou et 
al. (2021), whose respondents found the advantages to be, among other things, flexibility 
and abundant resources.
When we come to disadvantages, the biggest disadvantages in the students’ opinion include 
the lack of face-to-face interaction/contact, poor internet connection and technical prob-
lems. The other disadvantages specified include insufficient concentration, the lack of practi-
cal work, and some students find this kind of teaching and learning unnatural, inferior when 
compared to face-to-face education and they think they had lower grades in the exams.

DISCUSSION

As we can see from the above responses, prior to COVID-19 pandemic our sample of 
students did not have any previous experience with online learning. This means that the 
problems they encountered with the shift to fully online learning were numerous. From 
their responses it results that their major problems could be considered technical and they 
were related to the inadequate or insufficient equipment and internet connection. This was 
expected in the beginning, since the shift to online learning was a matter of necessity and 
emergency, and not a matter of choice. The lack of the adequate equipment/technology 
was certainly the problem, but we also detected another problem which was related to 
insufficient knowledge of related software for online learning, or what we could define as 
insufficient computer literacy. One of the assumptions when designing this research was 
that our Digital Natives would certainly prove to be more skilful and have more knowledge 
of technology. In a pre-COVID-19 study Mehran et al. (2017) investigated the readiness of 
Digital Natives in Japan for learning English online. Even in the country such as Japan, the 
country which is technology-driven and manufactures a lot of high-tech gadgets, among 
the Japanese university students, who are skilful at using smartphone applications such as 
LINE and are even occasionally addicted to gaming, many are not avid technophiles when 
it comes to education (Mehran et al., 2017, p. 1). The Japanese researchers also found out 
that despite the fact that the majority of students had convenient access to computers and 
smartphones (92% and 93% respectively), and nearly all the participants (94%) said they 
had easy access to the Internet, they were still hesitant to take either a fully online or blend-
ed course of English (Mehran et al., 2017, pp. 8‒11). In a way, the research of the Japanese 
authors as well as the current research with the UCIPS students, despite the differences in 
access to technology, both confirm that technology is just one segment which influences 
online education. In both cases the students were not prepared to participate willingly in 
online instruction, but in our case, they were forced to take online classes because of the 
pandemic. Cuiying Zou et al. (2021) notice that “studies on language learning during the 
pandemic keep emerging, but no one has studied students’ and teachers’ readiness for the 
transition from traditional teaching to fully online teaching or the actual problems they 
met in the process”. The authors established that on average their student participants were 
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moderately ready for online college English learning during the pandemic semester. Their 
conclusion is that contrary to what one might expect, these digital natives could not be 
considered fully digitalized in computer/internet self-efficacy. According to this study, as 
well as some previous studies, readiness plays an important role in the process of online 
language learning (C. Zou et al., 2021; Mehran et al., 2017; Martin & Bolliger, 2018; Mar-
zieh & Abbasian-Naghneh, 2021). 
In addition to the above problems, difficulties in concentration were also reported by our 
respondents, both in the category of the problems that persisted during online learning 
and in the category of disadvantages. The difficulties concentrating were also reported 
by the students in the study of Lemay et al. (2021), in addition to heightened stress and 
missing interaction with peers. One of the greatest problems for our respondents, also in 
the two above mentioned categories, was the lack of interaction, primarily with teachers. 
Although designed in a different way, the study of Lemay et al. (2021) also confirms that 
students pointed out the specific challenges of the transition to online learning. The same 
as our respondents, the respondents of Lemay et al. (2021) reported the problems related 
to technological shortcomings, but also their perception was that there were less interac-
tions, poorer communication, and more overall confusion.
The students of the UCIPS in Belgrade have demonstrated a high degree of awareness of 
the specificities of their courses and they have singled out the courses which are not suit-
able for online learning, such as Special Physical Education or Criminalistic Technique, 
which both require face-to-face and laboratory work respectively. 
Despite technical-related problems they encountered, as well as the time required to 
adapt to the new learning environment, the students were satisfied with their online Eng-
lish Language 2 course, and with the results they achieved at their final exam in English 
Language 2, stating that they were exactly as they expected them to be, according to the 
prevailing number of respondents (50 students or 80.64%). When asked to choose the 
best model of learning in their opinion, the majority of police students opted for blended 
model of learning (45%). Another study (C. Zou et al., 2021) confirmed that more than a 
half respondent had expressed their willingness to learn English either in a fully online or 
blended course in the future. As noted by other researchers (Mehran et al., 2017; Lemay 
et al., 2021), the obstacles to fully online learning are not only technological and instruc-
tional challenges, but also social and affective challenges of isolation and social distancing.
What is also important to point out here is that despite our sample of students had never 
had any experience with online education prior to COVID-19 crisis, the majority of them 
do used online learning resources for various purposes. 
As noticed by Ebner and Gegenfurtner (2019), compared to traditional face-to-face edu-
cation, the use of online environments is accompanied by certain advantages and disad-
vantages, which students are able to perceive. In line with this, we can also say that our 
respondents have recognized both the advantages and disadvantages to online learning. 
According to the responses of the UCIPS students both they and their teachers have adapt-
ed well to the new educational circumstances. One of the studies which reflected upon 
the problem of adaptation to online learning suggests that a high level of preparedness 
is required so that we could adapt quickly to the changes in the environment and adjust 
ourselves to different delivery modes, such as online learning in situations like COVID-19 
pandemic (Dhawan, 2020). 
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CONCLUSION

Distance learning in the beginning and online learning today have become a part of our 
lives both in the period before COVID-19 and during the still on-going pandemic. Prior 
to COVID-19 crisis, online education was a matter of choice for people whose living or 
working circumstances did not allow them to attend the classes at colleges and universities 
away from their homes. During the COVID-19 crisis online learning has become a matter 
of necessity. Both teachers and students had to adapt to new circumstances, some better 
than the others in both categories. 
Our research was aimed at examining the perception of the students of the UCIPS in Bel-
grade regarding their online English Language 2 course primarily, but also regarding other 
courses they had at the University. Being Digital Natives who deal with new technology 
on a daily basis, it could have been expected that they would adapt more easily to new cir-
cumstances. However, this was not the case. They reported having difficulties in adjusting 
to the new way of learning. The research confirmed that they were able to recognize and 
pinpoint the main characteristics of online learning, which in the future will certainly help 
us better understand the process of teaching and learning at the UCIPS. The prevailing 
problems they reported were objective (the lack of adequate equipment and internet con-
nection), but also subjective (the lack of software knowledge, concentration, interaction, 
and so on). Still, the majority of respondents opted for the blended model of instruction. It 
is interesting though that the Digital Immigrants (the UCIPS professors), according to the 
respondents in this study, also coped well with the new requirements and adapted quickly 
to the new teaching environment. 
The challenges of this emergency shift to online learning environment are maybe best 
summed up by Dhawan (2020), who notices that there are many challenges which include 
learners’ issues, educators’ issues and content issues. For institutions, the challenge is to 
engage students and make them participate in the teaching-learning process. For teachers, 
the challenge is to move from offline to online mode, which requires changing their teach-
ing methodologies and managing their time. As for the content, the challenge is to develop 
content which not only covers the curriculum, but also engages the students (Kebritchi 
et al., 2017).
Since the respondents have recognized well some advantages of online education, which 
to be honest has not been their option in the first place, as well as that the majority of the 
respondents were in favour of the blended model of learning, our recommendation for the 
future when the crisis is over, would be to think about integrating online and onsite teach-
ing to some degree, to make a virtual classroom a natural environment for both students 
and teachers, as it sure offers a lot of possibilities for both teaching and learning. 

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The authors have no conflicts of interest to declare.



NBP. Nauka, bezbednost, policija

40

NBP 2022, Vol. 27, Issue 1, pp. 29–42

REFERENCES

Akhter, H., & Mahmood, M. (2018). Study of the impact of online education on student’s 
learning at university level in Pakistan. International Journal of Distance Education and 
E-Learning, 3(2), 1‒11. http://dx.doi.org/10.36261/10.36261/vol4issue2pp56. 

Almahasees, Z., Mohsen, K., & Amin, M. O. (2021). Faculty’s and students’ percep-
tions of online learning during COVID-19. Fronters in Education, 6: 638470. https://doi.
org/10.3389/feduc.2021.638470

Allen, J., Rowan, L., & Singh, P. (2020). Teaching and teacher education in the time of 
COVID-19. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 48(3), 233–236. https://doi. org/10
.1080/1359866x.2020.1752051

Ananga, P., & Biney, I. K. (2017). Comparing face-to-face and online teaching and learn-
ing in higher education. MIER Journal of Educational Studies, Trends & Practices, 7(2), 
165‒179. https://doi.org/10.52634/mier/2017/v7/i2/1415

Anderson, T., & Elloumi, F. (Eds.). (2004). Theory and practice of online learning. Athabas-
ca University. Retrieved December 07, 2021 from https://www.aupress.ca/books/120146-
the-theory-and-practice-of-online-learning/

Big Blue Button. (2021). About Big Blue Button [Application software]. https://bigbluebut-
ton.org/open-source-project/about/ 

Casey, D. M. (2008). A journey to legitimacy: The historical development of distance edu-
cation through technology. TechTrend, 52(2), 45‒51. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-008-
0135-z

Crotty, J. M. (2012, November 14). Distance learning has been among us since 1892, You 
Big MOOC. Forbes Magazine. Retrieved December 08, 2021 from https://www.forbes.
com/sites/jamesmarshallcrotty/2012/11/14/distance-learning-has-been-around-since-1892-
you-big-mooc/?sh=1de9c8412318

Dhawan, S. (2020). Online learning: A panacea in the time of COVID-19 crisis. Jour-
nal of Educational Technology Systems, 49(1), 5‒22. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0047 
239520934018 

Ebner, C., & Gegenfurtner, A. (2019). Learning and satisfaction in webinar, online, 
and face-to-face instruction: A meta-analysis. Frontiers in Education, 4, 92. https://doi.
org/10.3389/feduc.2019.00092

Kebritchi, M., Lipschuetz, A., & Santiague, L. (2017). Issues and challenges for teaching 
successful online courses in higher education. Journal of Educational Technology Systems, 
46(1), 4–29. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0047239516661713

Klein, A. (2016, March 31). The Every Student Succeeds Act: An ESSA overview. Education 
Week. http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/every-student-succeeds-act/

Klimova, B. (2021). An insight into online foreign language learning and teaching in the 
era of COVID-19 pandemic. Procedia Computer Science, 192, 1787‒1794. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.procs.2021.08.183



NBP. Nauka, bezbednost, policija

41

NBP 2022, Vol. 27, Issue 1, pp. 29–42

Le Cunff, A. L. (n. d.). Distance learning, e-learning, online learning, or virtual learn-
ing?. Ness Labs. Retrieved November 29, 2021 from https://nesslabs.com/distance-learn-
ing-e-learning-online-learning-virtual-learning-difference

Lemay, D. J., Bazelais, P., & Doleck, T. (2021). Transition to online learning during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. Computers in Human Behaviour Reports, 4. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
chbr.2021.100130

Martin, F., & Bolliger, D. U. (2018). Engagement matters: Student perceptions on the im-
portance of engagement strategies in the online learning environment. Online Learning, 
22(1), 205–222. https://olj.onlinelearningconsortium.org/index.php/olj/article/view/1092

Marzieh, R., & Abbasian-Naghneh, S. (2021). E-learning: Development of a model to assess 
the acceptance and readiness of technology among language learners. Computer Assisted 
Language Learning, 34(5‒6), 730–750. https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2019.1640255

Mehran, P., Alizadeh, M., Koguchi, I., & Takemura, H. (2017). Are Japanese digital na-
tives ready for learning English online? A preliminary case study at Osaka University. 
International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 14: 8. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1186/s41239-017-0047-0

Meyer, K. A., & McNeal, L. (2011). How online faculty improve student learning produc-
tivity. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 15(3), 37‒53. https://doi.org/10.24059/
OLJ.V15I3.169

Mishra, L., Gupta, T., & Shree, A. (2020). Online teaching-learning in higher education 
during lockdown period of COVID-19 pandemic. International Journal of Educational 
Research Open, 1: 100012. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2020.100012

Nwankwo, A. A. (2015). Students’ learning experiences and perceptions of online course 
content and interactions [Doctoral dissertation]. Walden University. https://scholarworks.
waldenu.edu/dissertations/188

Prensky, M. (2001).  Digital natives, digital immigrants: Part 1.  On the Horizon, 9(5), 
1–6. https://doi.org/10.1108/10748120110424816  

Sarkar, S. (2020, May 16). A brief history of online education. Adamas University. Re-
trieved December 08, 2021 from https://adamasuniversity.ac.in/a-brief-history-of-on-
line-education/ 

Simonson, M., & Berg, G. A. (2016, November 7). Distance learning.  In Encyclopaedia 
Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/topic/distance-learning

Sun, A., & Chen, X. (2016). Online education and its effective practice: A research review. 
Journal of Information Technology Education: Research, 15, 157‒190. http://www.inform-
ingscience.org/Publications/3502

Swan, K. (2003). Learning effectiveness: What the research tells us. In J. Bourne & J. C. 
Moore (Eds.), Elements of quality online education: Practice and direction (pp. 13‒45). 
Sloan Center for Online Education

Swan, K., & Shea, P. (2005). The development of virtual learning communities. In S. R. 
Hiltz & R. Goldman (Eds.), Asynchronous learning networks: The research frontier (pp. 
239‒260). Hampton Press.



NBP. Nauka, bezbednost, policija

42

NBP 2022, Vol. 27, Issue 1, pp. 29–42

Swan, K., Garrison, D. R., & Richardson, J. C. (2009). A constructivist approach to on-
line learning: The Community of Inquiry framework. In C. R. Payne (Ed.), Information 
technology and constructivism in higher education: Progressive learning frameworks (pp. 
43‒57). IGI Global.

Thackaberry, S. (n.d.). A brief history of distance learning. eLearning and the Innovation 
of the Academy. Retrieved November 29, 2021 from https://edusasha.com/the-guide-to-
everything-elearning/a-brief-history-of-distance-learning/ 

Zou, B., Huang, L., Ma, W., & Qiu, Y. (2021, October 29). Evaluation of the effective-
ness of EFL online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. SAGE Open. https://doi.
org/10.1177%2F21582440211054491

Zou, C., Li, P., & Jin, L. (2021). Online college English education in Wuhan against the 
COVID-19 pandemic: Student and teacher readiness, challenges and implications. PLoS 
ONE, 16(10), e0258137. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258137


