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OPINION

Since the beginning of the pandemic, 
many countries have undergone 
massive transitions to online  

learning. South Korea is perhaps the 
most notable example, having issued 
a national mandate for online classes 
last spring. True to its reputation as one 
of the most connected countries in the 
world, Korea has, at times, extended 
this mandate to every level of education, 
making distance learning a shared 
national experience.

Many writers have discussed and even 
applauded the possibility that these 
changes may usher in permanent online 
learning, perhaps even supplanting 
bricks-and-mortar institutions entirely. 
However, my team’s research comparing 
pandemic-era online student experiences 
with previous offline ones warns against 
leaping to such conclusions.

For every category of learning efficacy 
and outcome examined, we found an 
overwhelming preference for offline 
learning. For example, our sample of 
1,088 undergraduates were about eight 

times more likely to say that offline 
courses offer more opportunities to 
“quickly resolve questions about what 
I am learning”. And students were 
10 and 20 times respectively more 
likely to say that offline learning offers 
more opportunities for feedback from 
instructors and fellow students.

Those responses might be expected, 
but other results surprised us. When 
asked about differences in the long-term 
retention of new information, students 
were about 78 per cent more likely to 
favour offline learning. When asked 
about learning efficiency (the time and 
energy required to learn the same amount 
of information), students were more than 
twice as likely to favour offline. Perhaps 
the most troubling result concerned 
study motivation: respondents were 
about four times more likely to say 
motivation is lower in online courses.

Another issue we probed was the 
influence of course type. We made a 
systematic distinction between theoretical 
classes, such as history lectures, which 
are designed to disseminate conceptual 
knowledge, and applied ones, such as 

Online is a distant second

chemistry labs, which teach skills. 
Students were even more likely to favour 
offline learning in applied courses than 
theoretical ones. For example, they were 
about four times more likely to favour 
offline learning in applied courses for 
learning efficiency, and twice as likely to 
favour offline for instructor feedback.

These data indicate that learning goals 
are important in modulating student 
perceptions, offering the prediction that 
students from majors with more applied 
coursework might be more dissatisfied 
with online learning than peers with less.

The students in our focus groups 
generally expressed high awareness that 
the pandemic thrust instructors into 
online instruction at short notice, likely 
negatively affecting instructional quality. 
Most were also vocal about instructor 
preparedness and sincerity. As one 
student in our focus groups put it: “If 
we see an instructor is trying very hard 
to be accessible and encouraging us to 
ask questions, we feel like they are more 
invested in our learning, so we will also 
…try harder to study and pay atten-
tion…On the other hand, if we see [an 
instructor] not responding to our feed-
back or telling us to find answers on our 
own, I think we naturally become dissat-
isfied and less likely to exert full effort.”

Over the past few months, a series of 
public protests against online learning 
have occurred throughout South Korea. 
Many have demanded tuition refunds, 
often identifying poor instructional 
quality as a reason. Some of this defi-
ciency was initially linked to server 
glitches and other shortcomings in online 
infrastructure, but our surveys reveal 
that students now feel that these tech-
nical issues have largely been resolved. 

Nevertheless, some institutions, such 
as Konkuk University, have still gone 
ahead with partial refunds. As one of 
our respondents said: “Why should I be 
paying the same amount of money when 
I know I am learning less and learning 
less efficiently than if my classes were 
held offline?”

Such comments indicate Korean 
students’ impatience for a return to 
offline learning, making any permanent 
online transitions exceedingly unlikely. 
If the revolution doesn’t begin in an 
online nation like South Korea, perhaps 
it won’t begin anywhere.

Justin Fendos is director of 
undergraduate studies in the  
global biotechnology department 
at Dongseo University.

Growing impatience with remote learning in South Korea 
suggests that it’s not here to stay, says Justin Fendos

While university administrative staff often encounter troubled 
students, they lack the training to help them, says Sarah Bones

I never expected to feel that I was letting 
students down when I joined my local 
university’s support staff in 2009.
I had sailed through my studies in a cloud 

of naivety, not once reflecting that others’ 
paths to graduation could be so littered with 
stumbling blocks that they wouldn’t make it 
through without a very big helping hand. 

As concerns about student mental health 
escalate in the midst of this pandemic and 
interaction moves online, I worry that it may 
be harder than ever for university staff to offer 
that hand.

I started working for the university’s biggest 
department, spending hours each day face 
to face with young adults from all over the 
world, trying to assuage their fears or facilitate 
some kind of change in their study pattern. 

But as hard as I tried, I was often left with 
a lingering sense of unease about whether 
I had really given them what they needed.  
I felt confident in pursuing the practicalities  
of what I saw as my personal mission to  
get them through their degrees, but when it 
came to supporting those with mental health 
difficulties, I often felt woefully inadequate.

As I moved over the years from larger 
academic departments to smaller ones, my 
unease only grew. I noticed an increase in 
students confiding in administrative staff 
about mental health problems that were 
severely affecting their studies, yet none of us 
had received any training or advice on how to 

field such queries. It seemed that senior 
managers were no more cognisant than  
I had initially been about the fact that an 
administrator might be the first person a  
troubled student would have the courage 
to confide in.

The university had a central well-being 
team to help with mental health, but every 
time I directed a student there, I noticed a 
disappointed and resigned look in their eyes. 
Language and cultural barriers often exacer-
bated things, with some international students 
having no understanding of what a well-being 
team was, and even the domestic students 
clearly expected more from me. Now they 
would have to repeat their story to a 

well-being adviser before being given access to 
a trained counsellor. 

I could imagine that it must have seemed 
like too many hoops to jump through for a 
weary and vulnerable student.

Yet, sometimes, students came across as not 
so much vulnerable as threatening. As a deputy 
departmental manager, I worked with other 
administrators in an open-plan office, into 
which students could walk freely. The idea  
was to encourage a friendly and inviting 
atmosphere, but sometimes students were 
angry about the struggles they were facing and 
there was nothing to stop them projecting 
their frustrations and indignations on to us, 
leaving us feeling exposed.

I encountered students struggling with 
stress, bipolar disorder, depression, anxiety, 
panic attacks, personality disorder, anger 
issues and eating disorders. I recall mentioning 
a few times to my superiors that it would be 
handy to receive training in how to effectively 
handle a student bursting with rage, trembling 
with fear or sobbing their heart out, but it 
never came to anything.

My final role at the university was an intense 
eight months as a case worker in the students’ 
union advice centre. My job was to help 
students with issues such as finances, housing, 
immigration, academic progression, appeals 
and complaints and, of course, well-being. But 
while I received extensive training on the visa 
system, I still had none on mental health – 
despite the fact that we spent just as much 
time dealing with the latter as the former.

Among other challenges, I found myself 
trying to manage the changeable emotions of 
a regular client with personality disorder. 

I struggled with the ethics of helping a student 
who had threatened to stab others to remain 
on his course. Meanwhile, a colleague watched 
a student who had come off his psychosis 
medication spend his appointment with her 
disassembling a pen, as if he meant to harm 
her with it. He did not want to be referred to 
the well-being team; he wanted help there and 
then. So did a young lady who came flying 
into reception fighting for breath in the midst 
of a panic attack.

I left the students’ union last year, before 
the pandemic struck. But I hear the reports of 
rising mental ill health among students and 
I feel for them. I also feel for all the university 
staff whom those students approach for help, 
wholly unprepared to offer what they need 
(especially as those staff struggle to manage 
their own mental health amid the necessity for 
social distancing).

Staff trying to reassure troubled students 
online may feel less exposed than we did in 
our open-plan office, but they are in an even 
worse position to help them. Sometimes that 
face-to-face exchange with someone who 
listens with empathy and understanding is all 
a panicked student needs to feel more hopeful 
about their problems.

University support staff are often told that 
theirs is only a signposting role, but university 
managers must wise up to the fact that the 
reality is frequently very different. 

At a time when students from around the 
globe have been cooped up in their rooms  
for months wondering how to get help, it is 
more necessary than ever to ensure that those 
they do approach have the training to give 
them what they need.

Sarah Bones is a journalist based in Essex, UK.

Support staff are more 
than signposts for 
students in distress

Respondents were about 
four times more likely 
to say motivation is 
lower in online courses

Sometimes that face-to-face 
exchange is all a panicked 
student needs to feel more 
hopeful about their problems
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