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Abstract

This study analyses the experience of distance learning in pandemic conditions
during the academic year 2020-2021 in the higher education system in Albania.
The purpose of this study is the evaluation of students' performance at Bachelor's
and Master's levels before and during the pandemic period. This performance was
measured from the students' point of view through a questionnaire and from the
academic standpoint through the final assessment. The results of this study reveal
social, economic, and legislative issues that need to be addressed and discussed at
the decision-making level. Based on the analysis of the indicators in this study, we
find that the average grade has changed significantly. The students didn't have
efficiency in learning, which negatively affected their work positioning. Lastly,
some important recommendations are provided that will help improve the online
learning approach.
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Introduction

In Albania, as in many countries around the world, universities suspended
classroom teaching due to the new coronavirus virus pandemic and switched to
online teaching. But many students do not have access to online learning due to the
lack of a government strategy or instruments related to the economic and digital
divide (UNESCO, 2020). While adapting to new changes, the preparation of the
academic staff and students should be assessed appropriately. Students who prefer
the traditional method of teaching find it difficult to adapt, while those with a
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different mindset adapt quickly to a new learning experience. Curricula are
different; some are not adapted to the online learning method. In Albania, there are
no studies regarding this issue. This study would attempt to identify the problems
students faced during the online study but also how the change in teaching affected
their performance.

Literature Review

Distance learning offers an alternative to minimize the contact between students
themselves or between students and professors (Pragholapati, 2020). Different age
groups or subjects require different approaches to online learning (Doucet et al.,
2020). Some of the online platforms used during the pandemic include platforms
such as Microsoft Teams, Google Classroom, Canvas, and Blackboard, which
allow teachers to create educational courses and training and skill development
programs (Petrie, 2020). Teachers and students during the development of online
learning face frequent problems when using these programs. Some of the
challenges with e-learning broadly identified are accessibility, affordability,
flexibility, learning pedagogy, life-long learning, and educational policy
(Murgatrotd, 2020). The level of academic performance of the students is likely to
drop for the classes held for both year-end examination and internal examination
due to reduced contact hour for learners and lack of consultation with teachers
when facing difficulties in learning/understanding (Sintema, 2020). Few studies
have highlighted the COVID-19 in relationship with educational levels. In a study
conducted in Egypt, the results suggested that there was no statistically significant
difference in students' grades. In addition, the unplanned and quick switch to
online learning at the time of the pandemic did not result in a negative learning
experience as expected (Refaat El Said, 2021).

The causal effects of the Covid 19 on student’s outcomes/expectations have been
highlighted in the study conducted by Aucejo E, 2020. The study found large
negative effects on academic outcome of students such as delaying graduation,
decrease in study hours and academic performance.

Gonzalez et al. (2020) study conducted in the city of Madrid in Spain, they
assessed differences in grades by dividing students into two groups. In the first
group (control) that corresponds to the academic years 2017/2018 and 2018/2019.
The second (experimental) group corresponding to students from 2019/2020,
which is the group of students who were interrupted face-to-face teaching due to
isolation. The results show that there is a significant positive effect of COVID-19
closure on student performance. In another study to analyse the impact of COVID-
19 lockdown on academic performance, students and researchers from around the
world were interviewed. The data showed that COVID-19 pandemic lockdown
affected the academic performance of most participants with varying degrees
(Mahdy, 2020).

Furthermore studies are developed were solutions to the negative impact of
distance eLearning are highlighted. Continuity of online learning for students in K-
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12 will require from teachers and policymaker to cope with need of addressing the
substantially gaps especially in math and reading is found in the Kuhfeld et al,
2020 project. Moreover in the study conducted by di Pietro 2020, it is concluded
that the negative effects of online learning are directed at less time learning, more
stress, a change in the way students interact, lack of learning motivation. Apart
from enforcing the technical skills on eLearning and supporting the education
system with the appropriate digital equipment, measures such as the supporting the
teachers and find the way to help the parents will mitigate the negative effects of
eLearning. Another author Burgess proposes small group tuition as a sensible
approach in addressing the weaker and students from lower socio economic
background to get recovered the gaps during the pandemic. Further Burgess
recommends policy intervention bringing the issues that the eLearning faces. New
policies should be cost benefit analysed, and as Burgess mentioned “Younger
generations will pay a heavy price for our response to this virus”.

Methods and procedures

This study uses a quantitative methodology to determine how the pandemic
affected the performance of finance students. Specifically, identifying the issues
and impact on the average grade obtained on distance learning during the pandemic
of students in Tirana. The use of the method of the case study helped to build a
deeper view of the specific issues in the study, which is based on the relatively
significant number of students involved in the study. The questionnaires were
completed after the completion of the course and the final results in the subject of
public accounting. In this study, empirical data were collected through a survey
created in Google Form, which was sent to the students by email. The survey
contained multiple-choice questions, from which the respondents could choose
only one and some open questions through the alternative “description”. Using
closed questions with fixed answers helped to gather information quickly and
presented advantages in coding and data processing. The quality of distance
learning development and the results achieved are analysed separately and then
together as two interdependent variables. All cases were analysed through
statistical programs. The case when students declare that distance learning is better
and in fact the results are poorer, the case when students see distance learning as a
problem and their results are higher, as well as all other intermediate cases.

This study comes as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic situation, which has
passing and affecting the whole world. The study sample was selected in Bachelor
and Master programs in Faculty of Economics at UT and the Faculty of Economics
and Agribusiness at UBT, because was easier to collect information there. The
guestionnaire was sent to 200 students in their personal emails, only 50% (89
students) of them responded. According to the data obtained from the
guestionnaire, 68% of the students are following a Bachelor's degree and 32% of
them are attending a Master's degree. The majority of Bachelor’s students studied
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in the first year (58%) and the rest in the second year (10%). While the most of
Master’s students (27%) attended the second year and the rest the first year (1.5%).

Figure 1. Level of education of students
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Source: Survey Results

To measure the effect of distance learning development on student performance,
the results of the course during the development of the lesson in the auditorium
were compared with the results achieved during the development of distance
learning. The same subject has been tested in two consecutive academic years. The
distribution of points for assignments and intermediate tests has been the same
from year to year; even the way of completing the assignments has been the same.
Students have attended the same program and are of the same level, first year
master. To compare the final assessment, the T test was used with the method of
comparing two groups of values independent of each other. The only limitation of
this method is the assumption that students have been comparatively the same level
in both academic years. To understand better how the change of the method of
learning affected students' performance before and after online learning during the
academic year, we analyzed the data using indicators such as frequency, mean,
median, minimum, and maximum. The questionnaire has had 17 closed questions,
most of which use the answer based on Likert scale. As this type of scale is used,
was necessary to use averages intervals, which allow the interpretation of the data.

Results

Comparison of student experiences before and after the distance learning

To understand how the change of the method of learning affected students'
performance before and after online learning during the academic year, we first
will analyze the data using indicators such as frequency, mean, median, minimum,
and maximum. The questionnaire contained a total of 17 closed questions, most of
which were designed based on the Likert scale. As this type of scale is used, it is
necessary to use averages intervals, which allow the interpretation of the data.
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Table 1. Comparison of student experiences in their course before and after the
distance learning

Share of responses (%) Better Aboutthe Worse  Total
online same online

Understanding what was expected 38.2 51.7 10.1 100

of you in the course

Time spent taking lectures and seminars 30.3 40.4 29.2 100

The availability of professor to help with the 12.4 52.8 34.8 100

course content

Keeping you interested in the course content 18.0 46.0 36.0 100

Opportunities to collaborate with other 31.4 50.6 18.0 100

students on course work

Source: Survey Results

According to the data in Table 1, it turns out that half of the students think that
understanding and learning is almost useful at the level of the independent level of
the way of learning. Only 10% of total students think that distance learning
negatively affects their expectations to understand learning. About 30% of students
think that the time needed to engage in lectures and seminars is better managed
during distance learning. The same percentage of students, 30% state that it should
take a long time to get engage in learning during distance learning. Regarding the
guestion on the engagement of lecturers in course development about 53% of
student state that no changes have been performed while 35% state that lecturer
performance is worsen. The purpose of the questionnaire was also to analyze the
interest of students in relation to course content and distance learning. About 46%
of students have been almost interested, while 36% of them show less interest due
to distance learning. More over 18% state that their interest is increased in the new
eLearning environment. Opportunities for collaboration among students according
to 50% of the student are equally developed independently of the way of teaching,
while 31% state that eLearning enforces more their opportunities for collaboration.

Table 2. Comparison of student experiences in their course before and after the
distance learning

Comparison of student experiences in their | Mean Median Min  Max N
course before and after the distance learning

Understanding what was expected 2.28 2 1 3 89
of you in the course

Time spent taking lectures and seminars 2.01 2 1 3 89
The availability of professor to help with the 1.78 2 1 3 89
course content

Keeping you interested in the course content 1.82 2 1 3 89
Opportunities to collaborate with other 2.13 2 1 3 89
students on course work

Source: Survey Results Note: Worse online (1-1.67), About the same
(1.67-2.33), Better online (2.33-3)
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Based on average intervals, we can interpret the results as following. In the first
statement, the mean is 2.28. Therefore, this means that most students think that
understanding during the course and knowledge gain is better achieved during
distance learning.

Regarding the timing of the lectures, availability of the professor's help, interest in
the course subject and collaboration, the surveyed students think that both methods
have the same efficiencies. The median result is 2, which means that 50% of the
students agree that distance learning and traditional methods are equally effective
in teaching.

Table 3. Severity of various problems with online course participation

Severity of various problems with online course Not a Minor Major  Total
participation(%) problem problem problem
Staying motivated to do well in the course 24.7 42.7 32.6 100
Finding a quiet place where you could do the 32.6 29.2 38.2 100
course online

Fitting the course in with your home/family 33.7 32.6 33.7 100
responsibilities

Not knowing where to get help with the course 25.8 449 29.2 100
Fitting the course in with your work schedule, if 32.6 27.0 40.4 100
you work for pay

Source: Survey Results

According to the data in Table 3, it results that about 43% of the interviewed
students consider the lack of motivation to attend distance learning as a small
problem and about 33% of them as a big problem. From these results it is
understood that distance learning has as a problem the lack of motivation of
students to attend the course at the rate of 76%. Finding a quiet place to enable
distance learning is a problem for about 2/3 of the students interviewed. The same
percentage results in the lack of compatibility between learning and fulfilling
family obligations as long as learning takes place at a distance. About 1/3 of the
interviewed students have a very big problem the inability to find help for the
successful completion of the course. While the biggest problem in about 2/3 of
them is that the development of distance learning is an obstacle to work, as long as
you need work to pay for studies.

Table 4. Students’ performance during distance learning

Eva PS
Not Ir! Consistent Growing Total
answer decline
Worse Count 14 15 29 56 114
Quality online % 12.3% 13.2% 25.4% 49.1%
of About the Count 11 48 61 95 215
distance same % 5.1% 22.3% 28.4% 44.2%
learning Better Count 5 62 40 9 116
online % 4.3% 53.4% 34.5% 7.8%
Total Count 6 25 26 32 89

Source: SPSS, Survey results Percentages and totals are based on respondents.
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To better understand how the implementation of online learning affected student
performance, a variable was created using the SPSS statistical program that
includes student responses regarding the quality of e-learning. This variable is
classified into 3 categories (Worst online, about the same, best online).To evaluate
student performance, an additional variable was generated, calculating the
difference between the average first semester grade of 2020 and 2021. This
variable was categorized as follows: No Response, Declining, Consistent, and
Growing.

According to the information in the table above, we find that finance students
(49.1%) who are opposed to online learning had an increase in results from the first
semester 2020 to the first semester 2021. And 24.5% of students belonging to this
category have consistency in their results. Only 13.2% of students who do not
support online learning had a decrease in their scores.

In the second category, which balances the two methods, we find that 44.2% of
students had an increase in results during the first semester completed online.
While 28.4% of the students in this category had stability in their results, only
22.3% of them had a decrease in their overall grades.

In the third category, which includes students who support the implementation of
this method, we find that 53.4% of students have a decrease in results, while 34.5%
of them have the same results as a year ago. Only 7.8% of students who support
online learning showed a decline in grades.

Analysis of student performance results after completing the distance learning
course (T-Test)

The average grade of two independent groups of students was analyzed by
statistical methods. The first group is the evaluation of the subject in terms of
development of teaching and examination in the auditorium and the second group
is the evaluation of the next students in the same subject but with different
conditions of development of teaching and examination.

The average grade of the semester during which the teaching and examination was
conducted in the auditorium is 8.23 and the average grade of the semester during
which the teaching and examination were conducted at a distance is 6.98. Even the
result Sig. (2-tailed) p = 0.000 indicates that there is a significant difference
between the mean scores of the two groups. As long as p <0.05 as an important
indicator of homogeneity of F-statistical variance it is interpreted that the average
grade varies significantly due to the development of distance learning and
examination.
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Table 5. Results of T-test

Group Statistics
. . td. td. Error
Simestri N Mean S. d. Std ©
Deviation Mean
Nota Year 2020 62 8.23 1.583 201
Year 2021 46 6.98 1.498 221
Independent Samples Test
Levene's t-test for Equality of Means
Test for
Equality of
Variances
F Si t df Sig. Mean Std. 95%
g. (2- Differen Error Confidence
taile ce Differen Interval of the
d) ce Difference
Low Upp
er er
No EqL_laI
ta varianc 33 07 4.1 1.84
gzsume 61 0 43 106 .000 1.248 .301 .651 5
d
Equal
varianc 41 99.8 1.84
t .000 1.248 .299 .655
ume 77 76 0

d

Source: SPSS, Survey results

Conclusions and Recommendations

From the questionnaire results, it can be concluded that students need more time to
understand the lessons if the teaching is developed online. This means that they
have more difficulty understanding and completing the course module. Regarding
the commitment of the academic staff, most of them support the view that this
commitment is at the same level, towards worsening. Asked about the students'
own interest in eLearning, it is concluded that their interest is declining due to the
difficulties in developing distance learning.

The problems listed are: 1.Lack of motivation, 2.Difficulty finding an appropriate
place to study and, 3.Inability to work as the development of distance education
has resulted in additional costs for students and their families.

The positive aspect of distance learning, which most students support, is the
increased collaboration with university staff and among students themselves. But
even this positive side vanishes when only those students who can participate in
distance education benefit. Under such conditions, the education of students at the
university level becomes a luxuriously priced item, further discriminating between
students because of economic and infrastructural conditions.

The evaluation of students' performance before and after the development of
distance education, analysed by the final grades obtained by them, proves to be
different and declining. The change in grade point average for the same course has
only decreased significantly with the development of distance learning. This
decline in quality will result in a decline in their performance.
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To change the situation caused by the pandemic in university education in Albania,
based on the previous evaluation, which will be improved with the implementation
of this study, we believe that some precautions should be taken:

Firstly, legislation supporting higher education in the country needs to be changed.
During this period all the distance learning lessons are held without e legal basis.
The definition of the term "distance learning” should be included in the law. The
section where teaching in the auditorium is sanctioned should be formulated in
such a way as to include e - learning.

Secondly, for students who are not equipped with a computer, the university must
provide them. And if those equipment’s are insufficient, the university should
invest in additional equipment’s. The forced transition to distance learning was in
emergency conditions, therefore the solution that the universities have to make
must respond to the extraordinary conditions. Remote communication definitely
requires additional investment in technology.

Thirdly, the creation of a digital library of academic books. Digital library replaces
the lack of physical literature in conditions when students cannot be present on
campus. On the other hand this form of literature delivery significantly reduces the
cost of providing information. The cost of this library will be covered by the
university.

Fourthly, designing new courses with the main purpose of supplementing students'
knowledge. These additional courses are intended to supplement the knowledge in
case the distance learning had not been developed, or the students do not have
fulfilled all the requirements of prescribed learning objectives.

The limitation of the paper lies in the fact that the study covered only students
majoring in accounting in bachelor and master in only two public faculties.
Concerns of the eLearning we believe that will affect the labour market in the near
future. These findings are the first step in completing further studies on the long-
term effects of distance learning during pandemic conditions.
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Annexes

1.Test for the Reliability of the scale: Cronbach's Alpha

Cronbach’s alpha, o (or coefficient alpha), developed by Lee Cronbach in 1951,
measures reliability, orinternal consistency. Internal consistency reliability is a
way to gauge how well a test or survey is actually measuring what you want it to
measure. A rule of thumb for interpreting alpha for dichotomous questions (i.e.
questions with two possible answers) or Likert scale questions is:
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Figure 1. Cronbach’s alpha interpretation

Cronbach’s alpha | Internal consistency

a=09 Excellent

09>a=208 Good

08>az07 Acceptable

07>az2086 Questionable

06=a=z05 Poor

05=>a Unacceptable

Source: https://www.statisticshowto.com/probability-and-statistics/statistics-definitions/cronbachs-

alpha-spss/

The value of Cronbach alpha was 0.667, showing that the scale had good
consistency measurement and, thus, the scale was reliable.
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