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Abstract 
The Covid-19 outbreak has significantly halted a variety of activities, including educational 
ones, across the world. This has resulted in a massive crisis reaction relocation of institutions 
with online learning acting as the educational platform. The introduction of online learning 
has resulted in certain drawbacks for educators and students. The quality of online learning 
is dependent on the amount of digital availability and efficacy. However, some students are 
still affected by inaccessibility and a lack of digital technology in their communities. In this 
study, we used an online survey of 270 students to explore students' perceptions and 
preferences for online learning in three public higher education institutions in Sabah. We also 
looked at the students' preferences for various components of online classrooms, which 
would be beneficial in developing an effective online learning environment. The results 
indicated that most of the respondents (77%) get their internet from mobile data packs. 
Additionally, the majority of the respondents preferred social media for class updates during 
online learning. We also found that the students preferred assessments such as assignments, 
quizzes, and tests at the end of every class which are necessary to achieve effective online 
learning. Therefore, the findings will assist academics in identifying strengths and places for 
development, as well as encouraging the faculty to think carefully about how to reorganise 
course learning objectives and teaching approaches to engage students and improve the 
learning process. 
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Introduction 
Since the Covid-19 was identified as a pandemic in March 2020, approximately all nations in 
the world got affected. The economy, society, environment, health, and education are among 
the most impacted areas by this epidemic. From a day to another, the virus has impacted the 
lives of millions of people around the world.  The way people do their daily business and 
activities has drastically changed as this pandemic causes a lot of obstacles for them. A variety 
of methods and preventative measures are implemented to minimise and stop the virus's 
spread in the population. For instance, most of the countries affected are slowing down the 
spreading of the virus by implementing measures such as restrictions of mass gathering, 
public events, cross borders restrictions for domestics and international transport, tests and 
contact tracking, also the closure of jobs as well as the education institutions (Aristovnik et 
al., 2020). In Malaysia, the government has implemented a Movement Control Order (MCO) 
on 18 March 2020 as a preventive measure to control the spread of the virus in the 
community. Educational institutions are among other sectors that need to close. Only a major 
economic sector can continue its operation with a strict standard operation procedure (SOP). 
In many sectors of national and global society, this epidemic has generated insecurity. There 
is no exemption to educational institutions. The shutdown time of educational institutions is 
unpredictable because there are no positive signals that the rate of viral infection is reducing. 

Higher education sector has been affected by the reaction to the news of the national 
lockdown, where colleges and universities have to shut down. The educators and learners 
have to adopt a new normal in teaching and learning where both need to find the best method 
as an alternative to face-to-face lectures. Both universities and students have shifted to online 
learning and used information and communication technology (ICT) as an alternative. For 
example, the use of Microsoft teams, google meet, zoom and Webex meet have become 
popular platforms or tools. To remain relevant, higher education institutions require a 
creative platform to ensure that the teaching and learning processes are not interrupted. 
Innovations and the implementation of new educational and evaluation methodologies are 
urgently needed (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021).  

The closing of universities has affected the performance of students in various educational 
levels. The fourth goal of sustainable development goals (SDG) is to ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. However, the 
implementation of online teaching has created certain disadvantages to the educators and 
students, it should be noted that the quality of learning depends on the extent of digital 
availability and effectiveness (Muthuprasad et al., 2021). Online learning elements are 
technology-driven and dependent on internet facilities. The students’ progress and 
performance might be impaired without access to internet services and an appropriate 
gadget for online learning. Bali & Liu (2018) reported that face-to-face learning is more 
comfortable compared to online learning as regards social presence, social interaction and 
enjoyment. In addition, a study by Kulal & Nayak (2020) on the perception of teachers and 
students on online learning showed that the students thought that online lessons are not as 
effective as a classroom study and they also felt that understanding the online learning system 
is challenging for them.  These facts show us that it is important to design the online class 
properly and make it effective as a traditional class to satisfy the students' needs and help 
them to improve their performance.  

The universities in Sabah have likewise altered their teaching methods to online learning. 
Sabah's public universities, such as the Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Universiti Malaysia 
Sabah (UMS) and Kota Kinabalu Polytechnic, have employed their learning management 
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systems such as UFUTURE for UiTM, smartUMS for UMS, and Kota Kinabalu Polytechnic's 
Centre for eLearning and Teaching (CeLT). The major concern of Sabah's public universities is 
the challenges of limited resources and accessibility to online learning. According to the 
Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM), Sabah ranked at the top six highest internet access 
in 2020 with 94.6 per cent. However, the percentage of households with access to ICT services 
and equipment, Sabah ranked among the lowest states in Malaysia with only 60.7 per cent. 
Other than that, the percentage of individuals using computers in Sabah is only 59.3 per cent 
which is the lowest in Malaysia. Sabah also ranked at the bottom four for the percentage of 
individuals using the internet for learning activities like doing a formal online course (10.4 per 
cent), consulting websites for formal learning purposes (24.2 per cent) and doing an informal 
online course (12.5 per cent). This data revealed that there are some students still suffering 
from the inaccessibility and lack of digital technology in their areas. The perception and 
preferences of these students are vital as this can determine the level of their satisfaction 
with online learning. 

The objective of this study was 1) to identify students’ perception towards online learning 
during the Covid-19 pandemic; 2) to determine students’ preference for online learning. The 
study's findings are critical for Sabah’s public educational institutions for two main reasons. 
Firstly, the transition from a face-to-face class to an online mode has impacted students’ 
achievement and performance. In this context, it is important to understand the experience 
of the students where it can be used to simplify, efficient and effective online learning. 
Second, the government is still working to avoid a dramatic peak of cases and disseminate the 
virus over a long time through the MCO and other restrictions. The lockdown to Covid-19 has 
stopped traditional schooling with national closures. During the lockdown and even after this 
pandemic ended, online learning will be the best alternative to the traditional face to face 
lectures and become a new normal in the education sector. So, all educational institutions 
need to prepare, design and alter the curriculum framework appropriately. Thus, the findings 
on the difference of students’ perceptions towards online learning among gender and area of 
residence can be useful and critical contributions in choosing the ideal teaching and learning 
environment. In the next part, we provide a review of the literature, the research 
methodology and a discussion of the results followed by a conclusion of the study. 
 
Literature Review 
Learning is a process of acquiring knowledge or skills through experience, study, or being 
taught (Martin et al.,2018). In a traditional setting, the process of learning usually is 
conducted in a physical class, with academic achievement as the commonly studied 
dependent variable to measure learning (Martin et al.,2018). However, with the covid-19 
disease spreading across the globe, a shift in education base from conventional to online 
learning was necessitated. Online learning or E-learning can be defined as “learning that takes 
place partially or entirely over the internet (Gilbert, 2015). Drawing from the data released by 
UNESCO (2020) reported that by the end of April 2020, 186 pandemic driven countries have 
implemented nationwide closure, affecting about 73.8% of the total enrolled learners. With 
schools and universities suspended classroom teaching for an indefinite period, online 
learning appears to have quickly become the acceptable alternative option to traditional 
learning. The alteration in the learning method is inevitable to ensure that students are not 
left unengaged and do not suffer academic loss (Bhaumik and Priyadarshini, 2020). As a 
matter of fact, the steep demand for an online course during the pandemic stems from the 
commitment to provide quality education to all students, regardless of the situation (Chaney, 
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2010). According to Schlenz et al (2020), it is accepted that students' assessments are the 
important factors of the benefits and values of online learning and the evaluation of their 
attitude are important factor in assessing success. Browsing through past literature, most 
scholars agreed that online learning approach is cost-effective, learner-centred and it 
provides flexible learning anytime and anywhere which fits the global audience (Alley, 2008; 
Salleh et al., 2020). Tareen and Hand (2020) pointed out that the pedagogical benefit of having 
a self-paced and regulated study of learners appeals to a diverse population of the students 
with ranging academic needs that traditional education classes are incapable of meeting. 
Concurring with the statement is Sahin et. al (2015) in their research finding that shows 
students come to class better prepared, increased motivation, improve attendance, and 
decrease withdrawal when they registered for online courses. Online learning shifts passive 
learning to active learning (Akcayir and Akcayir, 2018). The flexible design of online learning 
means that the teaching material can be shared with students before class, enabling them to 
pause, rewind, and review lectures, while the time slot for the class can be dedicated to a 
more focused discussion with good quality questions coming from the students (Gomez-
Gonzalez et al., 2016). Similarly, Tareen and Hand (2021) mentioned that the two constructs 
are thought to enhance learning outcomes are interaction and participation. Being in a virtual 
classroom eliminates the pressure of speaking in public, thus helps the student to have more 
courage to engage in-class discussion, subsequently leading to a more inclusive and 
productive discourse in class. Meanwhile, the design of online learning aid to cater further 
layer of instructor availability, resulting in better accessibility and more quality feedback in 
student-instructor interaction (Tareen and Hand, 2021; Baghdadi, 2011; Arbaugh, 2000). The 
incorporation of technology in learning resonates well with the social state of gadget 
addiction among the lower age group, as they are now able to see how they could use smart 
devices as learning tools, making learning an everyday habit (Alhudiry and Alahdal, 2021) 

Despite online learning benefits, it also posed some weaknesses especially when the 
facilities and the infrastructures are not readily available to make sure the online learning can 
be facilitated smoothly. A study has been conducted to discover the perception of Ghanian 
international students in China on their perceptions towards online learning and some of the 
drawbacks mentioned by the students are apart from online learning is costly as they have to 
buy internet data access, they also faced difficulties in attending the online classes due to 
unstable internet connections (Demuyakor, 2020). Similar findings were found by (Agung & 
Surtikanti, 2020; Lischer et al., 2021) in which the main concerns of the students are the 
availability and sustainability of internet connection. Without good internet connection, the 
process of teaching and learning will be disrupted. Besides, recent studies also noted that fully 
conducting online learning is not suitable to be implemented for some courses such as 
medical that requires technical and clinical skills (Longhurst et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2021) 
as it cannot provide the real medium for them to hone their clinical skills. This may influence 
their capabilities in delivering their services as they do not have sufficient exposure and 
experience in real situations. In addition, among the weaknesses of online learning that was 
frequently mentioned in prior studies are first, the lack of interaction between the lecturer 
and the students and second, among students themselves (Gherheș et al., 2021; Thomas et 
al., 2021). This situation is synonym with online learning as the lecturers and students are 
separated by space. Therefore, the contexts of online classes might not be the same as 
traditional classes whereby the interaction is more reciprocal. As a result, from lack of 
interaction, it may impede the process of knowledge delivering and sharing thus, giving 
impact on the motivation of learning among the students. Further, most of the students are 
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staying at home with their families and have to juggle their responsibilities at home and as 
students. This will make it difficult for students to give their full commitment as students 
hence, rationalising the findings generated by Lischer et al (2021) in which it was found that 
one of the difficulties faced by students during online learning is students’ difficulty to 
concentrate and maintain their motivation to study online. Consequently, this situation will 
give extra advantage to face-to-face classes where they can give their commitment as 
students without any interruptions. 

With all the pros and cons of online learning, some studies have reported that the majority 
of the students prefer to go back to face to face classes (Lischer et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 
2021). However, in some cases, this preference is higher among the students who were only 
experiencing e-learning but quite lower among the students that are experiencing both e-
learning and face-to-face learning sessions (Gherheș et al., 2021). This is contributed by the 
factor of experiencing the advantages and disadvantages of both classes and thus, may 
influence their perceptions. In contrary to this perception, some studies have found that the 
majority of the students agreed that their preference depends on the needs of the course and 
situations. For example, face-to-face classes are perceived to be much better if the subjects 
require face-to-face learning experience, require more interaction as well as suitable for 
developing interpersonal relationship. However, they would prefer online learning if they can 
control their learning schedules and progress (Yau & Tang, 2020). This is also consistent with 
Jaggars (2014), as it was proven that the students preferred to choose face-to-face courses 
for difficult subjects that require rich and deep learning experience with tendencies to choose 
online learning for easy subjects. As both platforms have their own merits and demerits, 
Baczek et al (2021) and Paechter & Maier (2010) found that students prefer to have blended 
learning whereby the combination of both online and face to face classes is used according to 
the need of the course. 

Although various studies on online learning have been conducted, however, studies 
conducted to discover students’ perspective on online learning in the context of public 
universities in Sabah is still limited. As one of the states that facing a lot of issues in 
transforming to online mode, it is fruitful to conduct this study to draw insights from the 
perception and preferences of online learning among students in public universities in Sabah. 
 
Methodology 
Procedures 
Data gathering procedure was conducted through Google forms, which were sent to students 
from Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) Sabah Branch, Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS), and 
Kota Kinabalu Polytechnic through social media. It was appropriate and easily accessible to 
achieve a promising response rate from the targeted respondents. To provide the 
appropriateness, structure, and clarity of the questions, a pilot study was conducted with 30 
respondents involved and their feedback was considered for designing the final 
questionnaire. Thus, to ensure the ethical conduct of the study, participants were informed 
that by completing the online survey, they were giving consent to voluntarily participate in 
the study. No identifying information was collected to protect the anonymity of participants. 
 
Sampling 
There were 270 undergraduate students that participated in this study from Universiti 
Teknologi MARA (UiTM) Sabah Branch, Kota Kinabalu Campus, Universiti Malaysia Sabah 
(UMS) and Kota Kinabalu Polytechnic. Among them were 88 male and 182 were female 
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students. The sampling technique that was used in this research is convenience sampling. This 
study is a cross-sectional study with the selected university that was reported to be affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown ordered by the government (Wong, 2020). Therefore, 
all students were advised to proceed with their learning process through an online platform. 
During data collection, some of the students had already gone back to their hometown and 
some of them were still in the university hostel or staying nearby.  
 
The Instrument 
This study was based on a quantitative method and used a structured and unstructured 
preliminary questionnaire as the main data collection method. The items in the questionnaire 
were adapted from (Muthuprasad et al., 2021) to identify students’ perception and 
preferences for online learning during the covid-19 pandemic. The questionnaire consisted of 
37 items and was separated into five main sections namely demographic details, students’ 
preferences for online learning, students’perception towards online learning, benefits of 
online learning and bottlenecks for online learning. To identify students’ perception towards 
online learning, and identify most benefits and bottlenecks of online learning Likert-type scale 
was used with a score range starts from "1" which is strongly agree to "5" which is strongly 
disagree 
 
Data Analysis 
Analysis packages IBM SPSS was used for statistical analysis of the collected data. A 
descriptive approach for data analysis was considered to identify respondents’ perceptions 
and preferences for online learning. Frequency and percentage were calculated for most of 
the questions to summarise the data.  Further, to investigate the differences between gender 
and area of residence students, an independent samples t-test were used.  
 
Results 
Demographic Details of Respondents 
There were 270 respondents from undergraduate students that participated and shared their 
feedback on the students’ perception and preference for online learning in Sabah during the 
covid-19 pandemic. Table 1 shows the demographic details of the 270 respondents which 
comprised of students from UiTM Sabah Branch 192 (71.10%), Universiti Malaysia Sabah 50 
(18.50%) and Kota Kinabalu Polytechnic 28 (10.40%). There were more female respondents 
182 (67.40%) than male respondents 88 (32.60%), with the age range between 18 to 30 years 
old, and the majority of the respondents are between 18 to 24 years old with 99.30%, while 
the lowest number of respondents are between 25-30 years old group with 0.70%. The 
majority of the respondents addressed to live in urban areas 185 (68.50%) and only 85 
(31.50%) from the rural area. As for 111 (41.10%) have average internet connection quality, 
whereas 31 (11.50%) have a very good internet connection, 109 (40.40%) with good 
connection and only 19 (7%) have a poor internet connection. Majority of the respondents, 
220 (81.50%) having prior experience of online learning and 50 (18.50%) did not attend any 
online learning before and most of the respondents 257 (95.20%) said that online learning 
has already started by the universities where they registered. 
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Table 1 
Demographic Details of 270 Respondents 

 
Respondent's Preference for Online Learning During Covid-19 
Technical Requirement for Online Learning 
Majority of the 243 (90.0 %) respondents preferred social media such as WhatsApp, Telegram, 
Email, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter for class updates during online learning as illustrated 
in Figure 1. More than 219 (81.1%) of the respondents preferring LMS such as Google 
Classroom, Ufuture UiTM, SmartUMS, CeLT, Padlet, Flipgrid and Kahoot whereas 76 (28.1%) 
respondents preferred only posting on university websites. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Characteristic Category N Percentage 

Gender 
Male 88 32.60% 

Female 182 67.40% 

Age 
18-24 years 268 99.30% 

25-30 years 2 0.70% 

Institution 

Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) 
Sabah Branch 

192 71.10% 

Universiti Malaysia Sabah 50 18.50% 

Kota Kinabalu Polytechnic 28 10.40% 

Program Level 

Pre-Diploma / Certificate 4 1.50% 

Foundation / Matriculation 1 0.40% 

Diploma 210 77.80% 

Bachelor’s Degree 55 20.40% 

Current Area of 
Residence 

Rural area (Countryside) 85 31.50% 

Urban area (Town / City) 185 68.50% 

Internet 
Connection Quality 

Very Good 31 11.50% 

Good 109 40.40% 

Average 111 41.10% 

Poor 19 7% 

Attending any 
online learning 
prior to covid-19 

Yes 220 81.50% 

No 50 18.50% 

Institution Has 
Begun Online 
Learning 

Yes 257 95.20% 

No 13 4.80% 
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Figure 1:  Communication means to class update 
 
There were various devices preferred by the respondents during online learning were laptops 
(95.6%), smartphones (78.9%), Tablet (27.8%) and only (23.3%) using Desktop computers as 
shown in Figure 2. As shown in Figure 3, it was not a surprise that respondents stated to use 
mobile data pack 208(77.0%) for their source of internet. It is because mobile data pack was 
the best value option for students as well as cheaper compared with using other sources of 
internet. This finding was consistent with a previous study (Muthuprasad et al., 2021) in which 
85.67% of students stated to use mobile data packs as their source of internet. About 184 
(68.1%) of the respondents using Wi-Fi and only 4 (1.5%) using Lan as their source of internet. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Preferred device for online learning 
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Figure 3: Source of Internet 
 
Structure of Online Learning 
As shown in Table 2, live online learning that can be recorded was the most preferred (89.6%) 
online learning format whereas (73.0%) of the respondents preferred live sessions, (68.5%) 
respondents chose sending reading material and (63.7%) preferred only pre-recorded video 
uploaded at university website, YouTube or other application. The majority of the 
respondents choose video content supplemented with reading material with (77.0%) (208 out 
of 270 participants). This outcome was consistent with the discoveries in a prior study in which 
84.0% 0f 307 students wanted their reading material to be supplemented with video content 
(Muthuprasad et al., 2021). In terms of the video content, most of the respondents preferred 
course instructors should teach using both PowerPoint and whiteboard or online whiteboard 
with 111 out of the 270, (41.1%) respondents preferring this method in other to enhance 
students’ understanding of the subject. 
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Table 2 
Structure of Online Learning 

Attributes Item No. of Response Percentage 
(%) 

Online 
learning 
format 

Live online learning 197 73.0 

Live online learning that can be recorded  242 89.6 

Pre-recorded video that uploaded at university 
website/YouTube/and other application 

172 63.7 

Sending reading material 185 68.5 

Nature of 
course 
material 

Reading material is sufficient 29 10.7 

Video content is sufficient 33 12.2 

Video Content supplemented with reading 
material 

208 77.0 

Nature of 
video 
content  

As per the convenience and requirement of the 
course instructor 

73 27.0 

Course instructor should teach using 
whiteboard/ online whiteboard 

13 4.8 

Course instructor should use PowerPoint 73 27.0 
Course instructor should teach using both 
PowerPoint and Whiteboard/online 
whiteboard 

111 41.1 

 
Frequency and Duration of Online Learning 
The majority of the respondents (77.0%) preferred online learning should be conducted as 
per the schedule to complete the syllabus, (8.5%) respondents’ hose online learning should 
be conducted weekly once, whereas (5.9%) respondents chose weekly twice. Around 161 
(59.6%) respondents preferring 1-hour duration of each class and most of the 219 (81.1%) 
respondents desired to spend 6 to 8 hours a day for online learning as showed in Table 3. 
 
Table 3 
Frequency and Duration of Online Learning 

Attributes Item No. of 
Response 

Percentage 
(%) 

How often do you expect the 
course instructor to conduct the 
online learning? 

Alternate days 7 2.6 

As per the schedule to complete the 
syllabus 

208 77.0 

Daily 15 5.6 

Fortnight 1 0.4 

Weekly once 23 8.5 

Weekly twice 16 5.9 

Suitable duration for online 
learning (per class) 

45 min 46 17.0 

1 hour 161 59.6 

≥ 1 hour 63 23.3 

How much time would you like to 
spend a day on online learning 

Less than 2 h 51 18.9 

6–8 h 219 81.1 
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Plan and Criteria for Evaluation 
As revealed in Table 4, the majority of the respondents 227 (84.1%) felt the assessment such 
as assignments, quiz and tests at the end of every class are necessary to achieve effective 
online learning although 213 (78.9 %) of the respondents addressed to like to attend online 
examinations. A survey in a prior study also received a similar result which revealed that the 
respondents liked attending online examinations (Husna & Roslina, 2021; Muthuprasad et al., 
2021). In contrast, in a study from medical and nursing students, tests and examinations were 
the least preferred activities (Olum et al., 2020). Further, 165 (61.1%) of the respondents 
preferred online exam being replaced with assessment, both objectives and subjective format 
of online examinations with 73 (27.0%), 31 (11.5%) of the respondents chosen objectives and 
only 1 (0.4%) respondent taking the subjective format of online exam. 
 
Table 4 
Plan and Criteria For Evaluation 

Attributes Item No. of 
Response 

Percentage 
(%) 

Do you feel assignments/ quiz/ test at 
the end of every class is necessary to 
achieve effective learning? 

Yes 227 84.1 

No 43 15.9 
 

Do you like to attend online exams Yes 213 78.9 

No 57 21.1 
 

Nature/ Format of online exam.  Objective 31 11.5 

Subjective 1 0.4 

Both (Objective and Subjective) 73 27.0 

The online exam is being 
replaced with an assessment 

165 61.1 

 
Respondents’ Perception towards Online Learning During Covid-19 
Table 5 indicates seven Likert scale questions, which revealed not many differences in the 
perception of respondents towards online learning. The total percentage of respondents who 
agreed or strongly agreed (75.2%) that online learning has increased technical skills such as 
email and internet application since attending online learning. There is (37.4%) disagreement 
of respondents with the statement i.e., the online environment makes it easier for 
respondents to communicate with their instructor rather than the physical classroom 
environment. Although (57.0%) respondents of the present study agreed that spend more 
time on their homework in comparison with regular classroom learning. Another study 
revealed that (36.3%) respondents disagreed that online learning helps them to understand 
more the course materials compared to face-to-face learning. Apart from that, more than 
(57.0%) respondents agreed that asking questions by using social media such as email, 
WhatsApp and Telegram rather than orally. 
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Table 5 
Respondents’ Perception Towards Online Learning 

Item SD (%) D (%) N (%) A (%) SA (%) Mean 

I prefer my online learning as 
they are very structured and 
similar to face-to-face learning 

7.4 15.9 40.0 25.2 11.5 3.17 

Online learning helps me 
understand more the course 
materials compared to face-to-
face learning 

10.7 25.6 41.5 16.3 5.9 2.81 

The online environment makes 
it easier for me to 
communicate with my 
instructor rather than the 
physical classroom 
environment 

17.0 20.4 32.2 18.9 11.5 2.87 

I am more comfortable asking 
questions by using social media 
such as 
email/WhatsApp/Telegram 
rather than orally. 

6.3 12.2 28.5 32.6 20.4 3.49 

My technical skills 
(email/internet apps) have 
increased since attending 
online learning 

0.4 3.0 21.5 43.0 32.2 4.04 

I spend more time on my 
homework in comparison with 
regular classroom learning 

3.0 6.7 33.3 34.8 22.2 3.67 

The instructor understands the 
online environment and makes 
it easy to learn 

5.2 10.0 37.8 28.5 18.5 3.45 

SD: strongly disagree, D: disagree, N: not sure, A: agree, SA: strongly agree 
 
Benefits of Online Learning 
Given the sudden change from face-to-face learning to online learning, which may have 
caused distress among students, the respondents were asked to rate the perceived usefulness 
of online learning through five questions as showcased in Table 6. Based on the mean score, 
average feedback from respondents ranged from 3.06 to 3.71. The result revealed that 
(59.6%) respondents improve their technical skills during online learning. This is consistent 
with the past findings in past research on the perception and preference of online learning 
(Husna & Ibrahim, 2021; Muthuprasad et al., 2021). Further, online learning offers the 
students the opportunity to study at their own pace and time with their flexible schedule and 
convenience with a mean score of 3.41. Apart from that, more respondents agreed that online 
learning is more comfortable with a mean score of 3.18 and can increase their self-discipline 
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and responsibility with a means score of 3.34. However, (25.5%) respondents disagreed that 
online learning can enhance their interaction and concentrate with a mean score of 3.06. 
These findings are in line with the multiple studies that highlighted social interaction as one 
of the barriers to online learning. (Arifiati et al., 2020; Ilias et al., 2020; Kamal et al., 2020; 
Husna & Ibrahim, 2021). 
 
Table 6 
Benefits of online learning 

SD: strongly disagree, D: disagree, N: not sure, A: agree, SA: strongly agree 
 
Bottlenecks for Online Learning 
Table 7 summarises the respondents' bottlenecks they experienced when online learning 
during the Covid-19 pandemic; this section is comprised of five questions. The most 
prominent obstacles faced by respondents were 71.8 % of respondents agreed that online 
learning brings a lack of face-to-face communication with a mean score of 4.04. Hence, 61.5 
% of respondents had difficulty with the internet connection with a mean score of 3.80. A 
slightly higher percentage of respondent’s lack self-discipline with a mean score of 3.69 and 
online learning can bring a poor learning environment with a mean score of 3.62.  Therefore, 
instructors can try to conduct more engaging activities to enhance student’s engagement 
during online learning.  
On the other hand, 49.3% respondents lack devices such as mobile phones, laptops, iPad and 
desktops which affect their online learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Item SD (%) D (%) N (%) A (%) SA (%) Mean 

Online learning very 
flexible schedule and 
convenience 

6.3 9.6 37.4 29.6 17.0 3.41 

Online learning is more 
comfortable 

10.7 14.4 34.4 27.0 13.3 3.18 

Online learning can 
improve my technical skills 

3.7 4.4 32.2 36.3 23.3 3.71 

Online learning can 
enhance my interaction 
and greater ability to 
concentrate 

9.6 15.9 40.7 26.3 7.4 3.06 

Online learning can 
increase my self-discipline 
and responsibility 

8.5 11.9 33.0 30.4 16.3 3.34 
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Table 7 
Bottlenecks for Online Learning 

Item SD (%) D (%) N (%) A (%) SA (%) Mean 

Online learning can bring 
lack of connectivity 

1.5 7.0 30.0 32.6 28.9 3.80 

Online learning lack face to 
face communication 

1.9 5.6 20.7 30.7 41.1 4.04 

Online learning is limited to 
certain self-discipline 

1.1 6.3 40.0 28.1 24.4 3.69 

Online learning can bring 
poor learning environment 

3.3 10.4 34.1 25.6 26.7 3.62 

Lack of device 7.4 12.2 31.1 25.2 24.1 3.46 

SD: strongly disagree, D: disagree, N: not sure, A: agree, SA: strongly agree 
 
Differences in students’ perception towards online learning based on gender  
In this study, there were 88 (32.60%) males and 182 (67.40%) females participated in online 
learning. To investigate the differences between male and female students towards the 
perception of online learning, an independent samples t-test was used. The results are 
summarized in Table 8. It was revealed that the mean scores for females (M=3.37) were 
generally higher than males (M=3.35) towards students’ perception of online learning. 
However, the differences (p-value range from 0.837 to 0.864, >0.05) between the two tested 
groups were not significant.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Vol. 1 1 , No. 11, 2021, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2021 

248 

 
 
    
Table 8 
Significant Differences in students’ perception based on gender 

Group Statistics 

Gender N Mean 
Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

Perception Male 88 3.3701 0.79661 0.08492 

Female 182 3.3509 0.68282 0.05061 

      

Independent Samples Test 

  Levene's 
Test for 
Equality of 
Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df Sig. 
(2-
taile
d) 

Mean 
Differen
ce 

Std. 
Error 
Differen
ce 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 
Difference 

Lower Upper 

Percepti
on 

Equal 
varianc
es 
assume
d 

2.05
4 

0.15
3 

0.20
6 

268 0.83
7 

0.01927 0.09371 -
0.165
23 

0.203
77 

Equal 
varianc
es not 
assume
d 

    0.19
5 

150.6
54 

0.84
6 

0.01927 0.09886 -
0.176
06 

0.214
60 

 
Differences in students’ perception towards online learning based on Area of Residence 
In this study, there were 85 (31.50%) respondents from the rural area and 185(68.50%) from 
the urban area participated in online learning. To identify differences in students’ perception 
towards online learning based on an area of residence students, independent samples t-test 
were used as shown in Table 9.0. The results have reveals that the mean scores for the rural 
area (M=3.27) were generally higher than urban area (M=3.39). The differences (p-value 
range from 0.181 to 0.199, >0.05), there was not much difference in the overall satisfaction 
between rural area and those from urban area. This gave the impression that the area of 
residence factor did not play a critical role in online learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Vol. 1 1 , No. 11, 2021, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2021 

249 

 
 
 
Table 9 
Significant Differences in students’ perception based on the area of residence 

Group Statistics 

Area of residence N Mean Std. Deviation 
Std. Error 
Mean 

Perception Rural area 
(Countryside) 

85 3.2739 0.66504 0.07213 

Urban area 
(Town/City) 

185 3.3954 0.74313 0.05464 

Independent Samples Test 

  Levene's 
Test for 
Equality of 
Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df Sig. 
(2-
taile
d) 

Mean 
Differen
ce 

Std.  
Error 
Differen
ce 

95% 
Confidence 
Interval of the 
Difference 

Lower Upper 

Percepti
on 

Equal 
varianc
es 
assume
d 

1.86
6 

0.17
3 

-
1.28
8 

268 0.19
9 

-
0.12142 

0.09429 -
0.307
06 

0.064
22 

Equal 
varianc
es not 
assume
d 

    -
1.34
2 

180.8
53 

0.18
1 

-
0.12142 

0.09049 -
0.299
97 

0.057
13 

 
Discussion 
The main objective of this study was to identify students' preferences and perceptions of 
online learning during the Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the findings on the differences 
in students’ perception among gender and area of residence can be useful for institutions 
when planning online teaching and learning activities. 

The first research question aimed at finding out students’ preferences of online learning 
during Covid-19 pandemic. The finding revealed that most of the respondents preferred 
online learning using social media such as WhatsApp, Telegram, Email, Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter for class updates with 90.0%. These findings in line with previous research 
indicates that WhatsApp was the most effective way to communicate class updates. This is 
due to the fact that social media such as WhatsApp allows students and educators to check 
in and ask or respond to questions more directly and fluidly. Laptop devices are preferred by 
the respondents for use in online learning with 95.6% who believe laptops are popular 
because of the technological tools they provide, as well as their portability. Students who use 
laptops will experience increased efficiency and accuracy in assignment completion, as well 
as more convenient group work and online learning. The findings also revealed respondents 
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preferred live online learning that can be recorded since it gives them flexibility in learning. It 
was supported by (Muthuprasad et al., 2021; Razami & Ibrahim, 2021) that both methods live 
online and recorded have their advantages and limitations, for instance, during a live session 
allows students to real-time interaction but uses more internet data compared to other 
learning activities. However, pre-recorded video provides with benefit for the learner to 
receive and digest content in small chunks as well as give more flexibility to the students.  It 
was also reinforced by (Peng et al., 2006; Tsai & Lin, 2004); The advantages of online learning 
have been recognised as flexibility and convenience. Poole (2000) discovered that students 
frequently used their home computers to access course information since this was the most 
accessible place for them. As a result, lecturers may arrange online learning based on learner 
preferences, and it would be great if recorded videos were made available on the university 
site or other platform so that students could watch them whenever they wanted. Taking this 
feedback from students into consideration, lecturers can record the live learning session as 
well as give reading material, allowing students to view the video at their convenience. It was 
discovered that to complete the syllabus, learning should be conducted according to a 
schedule, and participants preferred a one-hour duration for each online learning session. 
This outcome is supported by the findings of (Allen, 2011; Reiser & Dempsey, 2001; Song et 
al., 2004); Long-length lessons should be avoided to increase student productivity, and a 
suitable break should be provided between two consecutive classes. It not only reduces 
cognitive stress but also reduces physical strain induced by the extended usage of 
technological devices. It was supported by (Thompson, 2014) method of working for 52 
minutes and taking a 17-minute break. The findings of this study also revealed the majority 
of students had a positive attitude regarding online learning. To enhance the learning 
experience, students preferred interactive online learning with quizzes, tests, and 
assignments. In terms of the format of online exams, respondents preferred online exams 
being replaced with assessment. This finding is consistent with (Olum et al., 2020) which 
found that tests and exams were the least preferred activities for students, while lectures and 
discussion were more appropriate. The main concern at the institution was online 
examinations, where students felt to be inappropriate and unfair (Jhon et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, this research also identified the respondents’ perceptions towards online 
learning during the Covid-19 pandemic. The result indicates that students’ perceptions 
towards online learning are relatively positives, with a majority of the students has increased 
their technical skills, such as email and internet application. From this result, it can be 
interpreted that students in this study are relatively confident in their skills in using computer 
& internet in order to learn online. According to Jones (2012) university students these days 
are generally proficient in using technology due to their exposure to technology-rich 
environments. This is due to the fact that students felt online learning to be beneficial because 
it was flexible, did not require them to travel for attending lectures, and they were able to 
enhance their independence and technical abilities. Another study revealed that online 
learning enables them to spend more time on their homework and assignments than 
traditional classroom learning.  Hence, students are more comfortable asking questions by 
using social media such as email, WhatsApp, Telegram rather than orally. Students can ask 
questions and effectively communicate by using asynchronous technologies such as threaded 
discussions and email, as well as synchronous tools such as live chat, instant messaging, and 
Skype (Hung et al., 2010). It is important for students to be able to interact freely and 
confidently with classmates and instructors via computer-mediated email (Salaberry, 2000). 
However, the opposite result was obtained where respondents considered online learning to 
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be more difficult to comprehend the course material than classroom learning. Therefore, it is 
suggested instructor can include both synchronous and asynchronous activities such as the 
combination of live video conferencing and pre-recorded video.  

Apart from the obvious benefits, online learning has significant drawbacks. The most 
prominent constraint faced by respondents is that online learning brings a lack of face-to-face 
communication. This finding is consistent with multiple studies that have identified social 
interaction as one of the barriers of online learning; Thus, this element must be considered 
when designing online learning in order to improve students' perceptions and enhance their 
learning experience (Arifiati et al., 2020; Ilias et al., 2020; Kamal et al., 2020). The study 
conducted by (Amir et al., 2020) showed more students felt lower learning satisfaction and 
more difficult communication either with instructors or with peer students during online 
learning. The results of this study also discovered respondents had difficulty with internet 
connectivity. Previous researchers received similar results; Poor internet connection is the 
major setback that plagued many students during this unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic 
(Chung, Noor, et al., 2020; Chung & Mathew, 2020; Mathew & Chung, 2020). Various reports 
(The Rakyat Post, 2020; The Sunday Daily, 2020) have drawn attention to a serious delay or 
speed problem that impacts internet users. This issue has become even more serious in 
Sabah, where all teaching and learning has been shifted online beginning April 2020. 
University students in rural Sabah will continue to face similar difficulties until more stable 
internet infrastructure is accessible. Therefore, the government must consider long-term 
infrastructure investment in order to improve internet connectivity (Chung, et al., 2020). 
Students complaining about unstable internet connections and additional cost burdens for 
internet quotas clearly met technical limitations (Amir et al., 2020). The problem of 
disconnection and slow internet speed caused students’ frustration and anxiety (Faize & 
Nawaz, 2020). It is recommended that universities must be provided with robust resources 
and more technology infrastructure to support online learning. Educators, on the other hand, 
may choose which internet platforms are appropriate for their students. It is preferable for 
educators to use online platforms that require low internet memory or internet connection. 
Educators should make online learning accessible and comfortable for students so that all 
students have the opportunity to participate in online learning (Jhon et al., 2020). Although 
the institution has enabled students who have internet access in rural areas to return to the 
university in order to obtain better internet access for more effective learning, internet 
connection within the campuses is in severe need of upgrading. Because this new norm is 
going to remain for the foreseeable future, universities should prioritize boosting internet 
connectivity. 

This research also reveals that respondents’ gender and area of residence did not influence 
their perception of online learning. These results are in line with previous studies by (Chung, 
et al., 2020; Subramaniam, et al., 2020; Razami & Ibrahim, 2021) found that genders and 
students from rural areas and those from the urban area did not play a critical role in satisfying 
online learners. Therefore, the finding of this research suggests online learning should be 
properly managed and regulated. The undesirable preconceived conceptions about online 
learning that institutions often hold must be adjusted or rectified in order to enhance 
perceptions of online learning and perhaps reduce opposition to the adoption of online 
learning (Felege & Olson, 2015).  
 
Conclusion 
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In conclusion, online learning became the primary means of instruction when most 
universities were forced to close their operation due to covid-19. The shift in platform raises 
the question of how it influenced the students as the client, perceived the changes in quality 
of education offered, after almost two years of implementation. This study investigated 
students’ perception and preference for online learning in Sabah during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The result indicates that students’ perceptions towards online learning are 
relatively positives, with a majority of the students favour online learning over traditional 
face-to-face learning. There were also no significant differences in perceptions found 
between genders nor area of residence. In terms of preferences, flexibility and convenience 
factor were significant with students were found to prefer a combination of synchronous and 
asynchronous learning that enables students to participate in class discussion in real-time and 
access, re-watch, skip and revise the topic of their selection at their convenience. This is 
consistent with the finding that shows students are more inclined to use social media and 
mobile data packs as both items offer mobility and enable students to get timely information. 
This study provides useful insight to the relevant stakeholders especially the higher education 
institution to be aware of the perception and situation of the students in using online learning 
as a new norm during the pandemic. Therefore, the implementation of online learning can be 
executed successfully and thus may reduce the tendency of e-learning fatigue among the 
students.   

However, even though this study provides some insight into the perception of the students 
on the implementation of online learning, this study also posed some limitations. This study 
is a cross-sectional study and thus provides a one-off overview of their perception towards 
using online learning. Therefore, a longitudinal study may be conducted in the future to study 
the changes in their perception over time. Next, this study is only a descriptive study in nature 
and thus does not provide in-depth information on the reason that influences their 
perception. Hence, future studies may conduct a qualitative study to get in-depth information 
and thus may provide an integrative overview of their perception. Furthermore, this study 
also focuses on the perception of the students while in reality, the course instructors are also 
among those who are being affected by the implementation of online learning. Therefore, 
future studies may conduct a study to investigate the course instructor perception on the 
transition towards online learning and thus may compare the result from both perspectives. 
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