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NU students’ perceptions of challenges and positive aspects of Spring 2020 online learning

In Spring 2020, as part of our annual student surveys, we asked first-year undergraduate students and
graduating students (undergraduate and graduate levels) to select the greatest challenge and describe the
most positive aspect of their online learning experience.

Overall, 12% of first-year undergraduate, 21% of fourth-year undergraduate, and 24% of graduate respondents
indicated that they did not face any major challenges. Further analyses restricted the sample to students who
reported major challenges. Figures 1 and 2 display the top three challenges for undergraduate and graduate
respondents, respectively.

Figure 1 shows that managing time effectively (29.7%) was the most common challenge for first-year
undergraduate students. Analyses of 390 follow-up textual comments revealed this challenge to be mostly due
to students’ home/family environment and to issues of self-discipline and lack of motivation (90% of the
comments). For students’ completing their bachelor’s degree, dealing with COVID-related stress (30.3%)
was the most common challenge. Analysis of 274 follow-up textual comments revealed that the home/family
environment, uncertainty of postgraduation plans, and decline in mental health were the main causes (60%
of the comments).

Figure 1. Top three undergraduate challenges related to online learning

Managing time effectively and dealing with Covid-19 stress were the most common online-learning challenges
faced by spring 2020 first- and fourth-year undergraduate students, respectively.

1st-Year Undergrad Students (N=465) 4th-Year Undergrad Students (N=343)

20.4% Dealing with Covid-related stress 30.3%
29.7% Managing time effectively 27.7%

24.1% Dealing with technical issues 22.5%

Figure 2 shows that completing the dissertation/research project (35%) was the most common
challenge for graduating students at the graduate level. This challenge, as analysis of 50 follow-up comments
revealed, was mostly due to limited access to labs and specialized computers/software (67%).
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Figure 2. Top three graduate challenges related to online learning (N=100)

Finishing the dissertation/research project was the most common challenge faced by
students completing their graduate degree in spring 2020.

Finishing dissertation/research project _ 35.0%

Managing time effectively 26.0%

Dealing with technical issues 17.0%

Students also described positive aspects of online learning. First- and fourth-year undergraduate
respondents emphasized the safe/supportive/convenient home environment in which learning occurred
(31%), flexibility in time usage and management (30% first- and 23% fourth-year), and flexibility of the new
study mode—e.g., recorded lectures, no lecture attendance, and more effective self-study (20% first- and 17%
fourth-year). Graduate students mostly valued the opportunity to spend time in and with their family (24%)
and greater flexibility and improvement in time management (24%).



