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Abstract 
The coronavirus pandemic has seriously impacted all sectors around the globe and education 
is no exception. The outbreak has taught us to look into students’ motivation level in acquiring 
the knowledge and skills during this time as they might be facing challenges. The purpose of 
this study is to investigate the motivational disposition of Applied Language learners, 
Academy of Language Studies, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah Alam, Malaysia during this 
pandemic. This is because motivation plays an important role in achieving academic goals and 
it involves students’ participation in the learning process. The study employed a quantitative 
approach where a survey based on ARCS (Attention, Relevance, Confidence and Satisfaction) 
model by Keller was administered to the participants. The survey is also conducted to solicit 
information on their motivational influences during this ODL. To further understand what 
these learners are going through and help them to maximise the opportunities of ODL, the 
survey also included questions on factors that contribute to learners' motivation during ODL. 
The results highlight insight views and provide effective actions that can be taken and 
implemented by the management of the institution in providing conducive online education 
activities during the pandemic.  It is also recommended that educators could adapt some of 
the suggested opportunities in their future ODL classes.  
Keywords: Open and Distance Learning (ODL), Motivation, ARCS model, Opportunities, 
Online Learning 
 
Introduction  
Since the beginning of 2020, the deadly Covid-19 has spread rapidly around the world 
including Malaysia. The virus attacks every state and federal territory. Due to the vigorous 
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outbreak, the government rapidly made reforms and came out with ways to fight this 
pandemic. On 18 March 2020, Prime Minister Tan Sri Dato’ Hj. Muhyiddin bin Hj. Mohd. Yassin 
declared the Movement Control Order (MCO) where all events, non-essential businesses, and 
schools were closed, as well as the roads were blocked. The coronavirus pandemic has 
seriously impacted all sectors and education is no exception. The outbreak has taught us to 
look into students’ motivation level in acquiring the knowledge and skills during this time as 
they might be facing challenges ranging from accessing the broadband up to submitting their 
assignments. The purpose of this study is to investigate the motivational disposition of 
Applied Language learners (LG240), Academy of Language Studies, Universiti Teknologi 
MARA, Shah Alam Malaysia during this pandemic. This is because motivation plays an 
important role in achieving academic goals and it involves students’ participation in the 
learning process.  
 
Problem Statement 
When the whole world was affected by Covid-19, all sectors were affected and education is 
no exception. All members of the society need to live in a new norm and adapt to the current 
situation. Thus, Open and Distance Learning (ODL) was selected to be the main platform of 
delivery among the higher learning institutions in Malaysia, including Universiti Teknologi 
Mara Malaysia. With this implementation, lecturers and students are expected to make a 
paradigm shift from face-to-face learning to virtual learning. All lessons and assignments are 
to be communicated through online, befitting the requirement of ODL. After more than a year 
of learning through ODL, students are getting used and adapting to this new norm of learning. 
Some students are adjusting well with this shift, allowing them to make the best out of ODL. 
In fact, their results are as good, if not better, compared to the semester of face-to-face 
learning. Nevertheless, there are some students who are having difficulties adjusting to ODL, 
causing them to feel demotivated in following the ODL classes and getting deteriorating 
results compared to before. There are many factors that could contribute to the different 
experiences. As stated by Musingafi et al (2015), ODL learners were challenged with a range 
of obstacles in their course of studies. Self-motivation is an important attribute to overcome 
challenges and could lead learners to self-direction in learning (Musingafi et al., 2015; Dunlap 
& Lowenthal, 2011). Thus, this study intends to look into students’ motivation based on the 
ARCS model and to identify any opportunities for improvement of ODL in the future. The 
findings will benefit the educators in terms of providing suggestions on how they can improve 
their ODL lessons to retain or boost students’ motivation for a greater learning experiences.  

 
Research Questions and Objectives  
The research questions of the study are: 

1.What is the relationship between learners’ motivation and ODL challenges during 
Covid-19 pandemic? 
2. What are the challenges encountered by learners that may affect their learning 
motivation? 

The objectives of the study are: 
1. To examine the relationship between learners’ motivation and ODL challenges during 

Covid-19 pandemic 
2. To investigate challenges encountered by learners that may affect their learning 

motivation. 
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Literature Review  
Open and Distance Learning (ODL)  
According to Hogan (2012), Open and Distance learning (ODL) incorporates open and flexible 
learning through distance education and it is made possible through the fast advancement of 
technology. Yusof et. al (2021) stated that ODL allows a learning session to take place 
regardless of the limitation of physical distance of a student from the lecturer or teacher; 
hence to bridge this instructional gap, the use of technology is used specially to gauge the 
students in the lessons. In making ODL a success, various affordable technologies have been 
developed and embedded in the teaching approach such as learning management system 
(LMS), online surveys and online learning tools (Othman et.al., 2021). ODL is a platform in 
which classes are conducted online and a student-centred approach is an important factor to 
ensure the effectiveness of lesson outcomes (Nilson, 2013) Nevertheless, there are few most 
reported challenges that need to be faced by learners in experiencing ODL which are lack of 
sufficient time for study, difficulties in access and use of ICT, ineffective feedback and lack of 
study materials.  In Fawaz et al. 's (2021) study, students raised their areas of concern which 
involved learning and evaluation methods, overwhelming educational and information 
technology, technical difficulties and task load. Khalil et. al (2020)’s study highlighted 
feedback from students in terms of challenges on technical (internet connectivity and poor 
utility of tools), methodological (content delivery), and behavioral (individual personality). 
However, the results generally indicated most students perceive synchronous online learning 
positively.  

 
Challenges and Opportunities 
The challenges of ODL are well-documented including the inability to instantly ask questions, 
to discuss, to highlight, to confer with classmates and they all contribute to a somewhat static 
experience. Even then, as many are experiencing during this pandemic, it is harder than usual 
for students to focus and remain disciplined (Feller, 2020). Modern digital technologies are 
an integral part of young people's activities around the world and these are under 
unprecedented challenge (Korze & Korze, 2020). With Covid-19 pandemic, it has become 
clearer that education system is susceptible to external dangers (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). 
The digital transformation of instructional delivery came with several logistical challenges and 
attitudinal modifications Ribeiro (2020). Student assessment during this pandemic on how 
districts can legislate unbiased and evenhanded grading policies based on these 
recommendations; First, pandemic-related anxiety will have negative effects on student 
academic performance. Second, academic performance of students might be affect by racial, 
economic and resource differences, and last the larger parts of instructors were not 
effectively ready to deliver high-quality instruction remotely. The challenges discussed here 
are limited to digital transformation of instructional operations during the period of Covid-19 
pandemic. Nowadays, after the pandemic situation of Covid19, most of the academic 
institutions are giving synchronous online classes.  Carey (2020 as cited in Dhawan, 2020) 
mentioned that the crucial issue is responding to the pandemic and most importantly 
providing quality online education and the mechanism of transmission from traditional 
learning to online learning.  
 
Covid-19 may be the new beginning of online learning capabilities of the higher education 
sector worldwide. In addition, ODL has advantages that could be offered to students.  First, 
students could study and work at the same time (convenience). Secondly, the time and place 
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are flexible and lastly, the students could find any resources easily. The current increase in its 
adoption by universities is born of their desire to direct their actions toward alignment with 
both local and global practices and policies to overcome the spread of Covid-19 pandemic. 
Universities and other educational platforms have responded to the pandemic with quick 
digital transformation of their educational activities. Apart from the educational and 
economical roles of universities, Wang and Zha (2018) also recognized the social roles of 
universities as the world battle for the eradication of the pandemic. According to the above 
benefits of ODL, we expect that the Higher Education and universities will have to accept 
online learning as part of the teaching processes, and this in turn will lead to lecturers having 
to consider which part of the educational curriculum will be presented through classroom 
lectures and any part that will be presented via the Internet.    
 
Motivation 
Numerous studies have been conducted in discovering challenges by ODL. Before MCO, most 
classes blended online learning with physical classroom and consultations. However, during 
MCO, the approach was online learning in full mode and the limitation of face-to-face 
communication has resulted in lack of motivation and confidence among learners (Almaiah 
et al., 2020). Wettergren (2012) stated that ODL can cause loneliness in students where they 
are expected to keep motivating themselves and the responsibility to deal with the challenges 
are shouldered upon them. A study by Browning et. al (2021) found that the most common 
changes in how students felt compared to before the pandemic were increased lack of 
motivation, anxiety, stress, and isolation. Motivation is one of the aspects that need to be 
considered to ensure the success of online teaching and learning as the drastic shift from face-
to-face learning to ODL has created greater flexibility in content delivery (Harandi, 2015).  
Motivation is important in all aspects of life for every individual that come in two types which 
are intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic motivation comes from within the student him/herself 
while extrinsic motivation refers to external motivation provided by other parties 
(Wettergren, 2012). Motivation has a great significance in student performance and 
continuity (Murphy, 1989; Oxford et al., 1993; Chan et al., 1999 as cited in Prakash, 2018). 
According to Arumugam (2018), sustained motivation is vital in providing endurance for 
students to monitor their overall learning, complete challenging tasks and strive for 
excellence. Rodovan (2011) stated that students who possess more intrinsic motivation, put 
high value in their learning, and are confident with their ability would be able to achieve 
greater academic success This is because they can handle distractions better, give higher 
concentrations in their learning and achieve better grades 
 
The use of technology in e-learning should be a device that can boost students’ motivation 
(Harandi, 2015). According to Wieking (2016), research conducted in technology rich 
classroom environments suggested that students who are assisted by technology were more 
engaged and invested in their learning as technology generates an environment that supports 
synergy, collaboration, and dynamic, hands-on learning. Nevertheless, not all studies 
favoured this result as Granito and Chernobilsky (2012)’s study found that not all students are 
motivated to learn using technology as those who chose using technology to complete their 
projects scored better than those who were made compulsory to use technology. Thus, not 
all students may enjoy studying through ODL which highly depends on technology as some 
may find it difficult.  
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ARCS Model 
According to the Attention, Relevance, Confidence, and Satisfaction (ARCS) theory of 
motivation introduced by John Keller, a learner's motivation can be stimulated through 
instruction by creating conditions that will promote the learners’ interest in order to achieve 
their goal (Keller, 1987). According to Leong (2015), since there has been a lack of attention 
and resources in developing the motivational aspects of learning, Keller introduced a 
systematic approach for integrating motivation into the instructional design in answering the 
question of "how to develop a learning environment that will stimulate and sustain learners' 
motivation" (Keller, 2010, p.194). The ARCS model highlighted four categories of motivational 
concepts based on a comprehensive review of the literature on motivation which are 
Attention, Relevance, Confidence and Satisfaction. According to Keller (2010), ‘Attention’ 
refers to the learners’ interest towards something, ‘Relevance’ is the learning process that 
should reflect its usefulness for learners so that learners will be able to relate the knowledge 
to the real world, ‘Confidence’ refers to success expectation of the learners so that they 
control their learning and ‘Satisfaction’ highlights that there is a direct relation between 
motivation and satisfaction. For this study, the samples were and had been involved with 
Open and Distance Learning for a few semesters.  Since some studies have reported on 
students’ lack of motivation while experiencing ODL, this study intended to look into students’ 
motivation on their experience with ODL based on the ARCS model during the pandemic 
covid-19 in Malaysia.  
 
Methodology  
This study employed a quantitative approach.  The quantitative data were obtained from 115 
undergraduate students of English for Professional Communication, Universiti Teknologi 
MARA. These students were selected based on purposive sampling. Using a survey with a set 
of questionnaires as an instrument, the data was collected through the use of Google Form. 
The participants were asked to answer a set of online questionnaires consisting of three 
sections which are demographic profile and  their motivation based on the ARCS model and 
related ODLquestions. The questions were in the forms of Likert Scale (scale 1-5) and multiple-
answer questions. The data were then captured as Google Form responses. The data were 
then analysed using SPSS application for Spearman’s correlation analysis to address RQ 1 and 
frequencies to address RQ2 respectively. 
 
Results and Discussions 
Findings 
This section highlights the results of the study based on the research questions. 
RQ1: What is the relationship between ODL and learners’ motivation (ARCS) during Covid-19 
pandemic? 
Table 1 shows the overall mean distribution of ARCS; Attention (M=3.40), Relevance 
(M=3.54), Confidence (M=3.32) and Satisfaction (M=3.43). Relevance recorded the highest 
mean while Confidence stated as the lowest among the four variables. 
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Table 1 :  
Descriptive Statistics (Mean Distribution of ARCS) 

 Statistic Std. Error 

ATTENTION 3.4019 .04394 

RELEVANCE 3.5420 .05342 

CONFIDENCE 3.3227 .04048 

SATISFACTION 3.4326 .0732 

Spearman’s Correlation analysis was employed to analyse the data as it is believed to indicate 
that high ranks of one variable tend to coincide with ranks of the other variables. 
 
Table 2 :  
Correlations between A,R,C,S and ODL Challenges 

 
p<0.05 
As presented in Table 2, Spearman’s Correlation test showed that there is no significant 
relationship between the students’ motivation (A,R,C,S) and the challenges experienced by 
them in ODL classes with (Attention; rs  = 0.24, p = 0.799), (Relevance; rs  = 0.49, p = 0.600), 
(Confidence; rs  = -0.64, p = 0.498), and (Satisfaction; rs  = -0.25, p = 0.791). 
 
Relationship between Attention and ODL Challenges 
Based on this finding, the relationship between learners’ motivation in terms of attention and 
challenges that learners faced during ODL is not significant. This is probably because students’ 
attention in online classes managed to be gained and sustained using various materials 
available or provided online. The usage of Google Meet, Zoom and Webex applications, which 
provides the platform for synchronous classes, made it possible for lecturers to present their 
materials and gain the learners’ interests for the lessons. Besides that, the availability of a 
range of e-learning applications allows the lecturers to be more creative in their lesson 
presentations and activities. As cited in Al-Kumaim (2021), previous research showed that 
positive and appealing design of online learning contents could significantly increase learners’ 
motivation levels and facilitate learning.  Content that is rich in visual-aided presentations 
using examples, mind-maps, diagrams and so forth, has great potential in ensuring learners’ 
ability to acquire the needed skills (Basri, Ismail, & Mahmud, 2021). Nevertheless, if the 
presentation of online content failed to gain learners’ attention, the learning process could 

 
 ATT REL CON SAT CHALL 

Spearman'

s rho 

ATTENTION Correlation 

Coefficient 

1.000 .623** .537** .584** .024 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

. .000 .000 .000 .799 

RELEVANCE Correlation 

Coefficient 

.623** 1.000 .388** .683** .049 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.000 . .000 .000 .600 

CONFIDENC

E 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.537** .388** 1.000 .469** -.064 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.000 .000 . .000 .498 

SATISFACTI

ON 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.584** .683** .469** 1.000 -.025 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.000 .000 .000 . .791 

CHALLENGE

S 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.024 .049 -.064 -.025 1.000 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.799 .600 .498 .791 . 

N 115 115 115 115 115 
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be negatively impacted (Chiu & Churchill, 2015). Based on the questionnaire, a majority of 
learners (53.9%) The variety of notes, exercises, illustrations and other course materials 
during ODL helped to keep their attention during ODL. 62.6% of the learners strongly agreed 
and agreed that the different applications needed to be utilised during ODL facilitate their 
learning skills during ODL. 
 
Relationship between Relevance and ODL Challenges 
The finding in the Table 2 shows that there is no significant relationship between learners’ 
motivation in terms of relevance and challenges faced by learners during ODL. This is probably 
most likely because learners were clear on how ODL would facilitate them in learning the 
content of their lessons and concurrently achieving the expected lesson outcomes.  Besides 
that, since ODL has been acknowledged as the main mode of learning during this pandemic, 
learners were most probably adapting and accepting the use of ODL for their learning. As 
stated by Vloreen and Ellen (2021), both instructors and learners are left with no options but 
to employ ODL as the replacement of the conventional face-to- face method during the Covid-
19 pandemic. Based on the findings, 53.1% of the learners strongly agreed and agreed that 
the variety of notes, exercises, illustrations and other course materials during ODL helped to 
keep their attention during ODL. 
 
Relationship between Confidence and ODL Challenges 
The finding in Table 2 reveals that there is no significant relationship between learners’ 
motivation in terms of confidence and challenges faced by learners during ODL. This is 
probably because most learners, in later semesters especially, had already been exposed to 
online learning prior to adapting ODL in full mode. Even before the emergence of covid-19, 
most learners in Malaysia had been exposed to online learning in which some of the lessons 
would incorporate the use of laptops, mobile phones, computers (technology tools) and e-
learning applications (content). As stated by Mei et al (2017), the Malaysian government has 
embarked on a nationwide project that expects students and teachers to teach and learn in a 
virtual learning environment. They are getting used to using the applications for 
communication and presentation if not improving their skills already. This probably 
contributes to higher levels of confidence in learning through ODL (Zulaikha et al., 2020). 
However, it is important to note that 73.1% of the learners strongly agreed and agreed that 
the course materials during ODL were more difficult to understand than they expected. 54.5% 
of the learners also felt that the assignments assigned during ODL were too difficult. This is 
probably because of the lack of physical interaction with lecturers during ODL that caused 
students to have difficulties in understanding the materials (Ferri et al., 2020). 
 
Relationship between Satisfaction and ODL Challenges 
The finding in Table 2 reveals that there is no significant relationship between learners’ 
motivation in terms of satisfaction and challenges faced by learners during ODL. This is 
probably because learners are satisfied with the expectations on ODL.  In addition, learners 
may have been satisfied with their learning experience and academic achievement during 
ODL which may have contributed to this finding. They also may have fulfilled the self-
expectancy that they had about themselves during ODL. The finding is supported  by 
Jegatheson et al (2018)’s study which revealed a significant correlation between learners’ 
performance and satisfaction with learning materials, assessment management and 
academic facilitation during ODL. However, based on the findings from the survey, 51.3% of 
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the learners felt that they did not enjoy their learning through ODL and it did not stimulate 
their learning. 
 
RQ2: What are the challenges encountered by learners that may affect their learning 
motivation? 
Based on Figure 1, the biggest ODL challenge encountered by the students was Internet 
Problems (101, 87.8%). This is probably because learners were having difficulties in getting a 
good network and connectivity at their respective homes. Some learners reside in rural areas 
causing difficulties for them to get good access to networks and connectivity.  Even if they 
reside in cities, learners may face financial problems to buy data for their Internet usage. This 
is because learners come from different social backgrounds, hence we should not expect the 
same acceptance and readiness for ODL from all of them.  The finding was followed by 
Technical Problems (6, 5.2%), Worries on ODL (4, 3.5%), Limited Learning Reference (2, 1.7%) 
and the lowest frequency shared by Physical and Mental Issue and Non-conducive 
Environment with (1, 0.9%) respectively. The other challenges also showed that different 
learners may face different challenges at home during ODL. 
Figure 1: Challenges of ODL faced by learners 
 

 

 
Recommendations and Conclusion 
From the result of the study, it is indicated that the `Internet problems’ is the main crucial 
challenge that was faced by a majority of learners.  In addressing this concern, it is 
recommended for the management of the university to take this matter into serious 
consideration. One of the ways that had been taken by Universiti Teknologi Mara was by 
allowing its students who were having the issue of Internet networks and connectivity to be 
present at campus during the semester. By doing this, learners could experience their 
learning without Internet problems in a conducive environment provided by the university.  
For lecturers, they were always reminded to provide options for students 1) to access the 
learning contents and materials such as by recording their lessons and posting them on 
Google Classroom (or any preferred learning management system), 2) to submit their 
assignments using alternative platforms. Lecturers are also recommended to be more 
considerate towards students when it comes to deadlines of assessments and time allocated 
for completion of assignments. Besides that, lecturers could get some feedbacks from the 
students on their well-being and opinions on improving the teaching approaches based on 
the students’ preferences. This is to ensure that students’ motivation could be retained and 
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maintained if not boosted throughout the semester.  In a way, this also caters to students’ 
worry of ODL which may affect their mental health. The study finding of no significant 
relationship between students’ motivation and the challenges they faced during ODL 
highlights that most students probably are not motivated to learn during ODL. Thus, it is 
suggested that to ensure a more effective teaching and learning process to take place, 
institutions should employ face-to-face and online learning as mode of delivery instead of 
depending on ODL per se in the future. ‘Hybrid learning’ could be the future of mode of 
teaching and learning. 
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