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Abstract 
The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has caused an unprecedented impact to the whole 
world, including the learning style used at the tertiary education level.  Universities are urged 
to apply open and distance learning (ODL) during the movement control order (MCO) in 
pursuing their lessons.  Despite advancements in technology, ODL during MCO has its 
unexpected consequences based on some technical and personal challenges that students 
have encountered.  This paper proposes examining students’ academic performance based 
on the Social Cognitive theory (SCT).  To better explain this model, the MCO period was used 
as the context of this study to bring new insight on education implementation and 
acceptance.  This paper concludes with implications for future research and applications for 
academicians.     
Keywords: COVID-19, Higher Learning Education, Movement Control Order, Open and 
Distance Learning, Students’ Performance.   
 
Introduction 
The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered 
coronavirus. It infects people with respiratory illnesses, and no vaccine has yet to be found.  
People are shocked and afraid of this highly contagious virus which is easily spread and can 
sustain contact between people. Thus, it has caused an unprecedented impact to the whole 
world. Many difficult decisions and actions have been taken by authorities around the world 
to protect their countries in order to curb the infection and control the mortality rate. 
Malaysia was among the first countries to implement a Movement Control Order (MCO) or 
Restriction Order in the South East Asian region (Khor, Arunasalam, Azli, Khairul-Asri,& 
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Fahmy, 2020).  The Prime Minister of Malaysia held a live nationwide telecast on 16 March 
2020 to announce the implementation of the MCO on 18 March 2020 (Coronavirus Disease 
(COVID-19) in Malaysia, 2020).  Under the MCO, the public is prohibited from mass gatherings 
or events including religious, sports, social, and cultural activities.  Schools and universities 
were also closed. Therefore, all university students were asked to vacate their residential 
colleges and go back to their hometowns. Due to the limited time given, some students were 
not able to go home and were thus, trapped in their residential colleges. Those who were 
already at home unfortunately forgot to bring along their reference books. 
 

The hectic situation became serious when the government announced that all 
universities were encouraged to do online learning. Students were required to learn from 
home and implement the ODL.  No one was allowed to conduct face-to face-classes or even 
interact with each other physically. Lecturers were also asked to do online teaching and work 
from home. This was to ensure that the higher education system was able to continuously 
operate and work well on track.  
 
 Allam, Hassan, Mohideen, Ramlan and Kamal (2020) described ODL as a teaching 
method in which students complete their studies anywhere as they are not physically 
required to come to lecture sessions. It can also be done by fully utilising the internet network 
(Kenny & Zhang, 2010) to access lectures easily through a laptop or mobile phone (Hussin, 
Manap, Amir, & Krish, 2012). Moreover, there are a lot of stable and free platforms available 
for lecturers and students to communicate, discuss and conduct the teaching and learning 
process virtually such as Google Classroom, Google Meet, webinars, TutorRoom, and others. 
 

Many studies have also discovered challenges posed by ODL to students during MCO. 
Some students are familiar with ODL as they have used it before, but the usage is mixed with 
face-to-face lectures or consultations. However, during the MCO, students cannot 
communicate or contact physically with their lecturers. Thus, it creates stress and leads to 
less motivation and confidence among them (Almaiah, Al-Khasawneh, & Althunibat, 2020). 
Another problem is accessibility to internet connection. In Malaysia, the government provides 
and subsidises 1 GB data daily to all citizens (Yeoh, 2020). It is a blessing, but some students 
still cannot access the internet due to their geographical area. This situation gives some 
challenges to ODL as students are left behind in their studies and are thus not able to excel. 
Students may be ready to undergo ODL, but the technologies, facilities, and technical skills 
available are not at a satisfactory level (Allam et al., 2020; Chung, Noor, & Mathew, 2020; 
Noraini, Yusuf, & Ahmad, 2020). Moreover, some students are affected by noisy 
environments such as disturbance from family members (Sun, Tang & Zuo, 2020), while some 
students may use the factor of easy access to the internet to cheat, plagiarise and copy 
friends’ answers for their assessment (Gonzalez et al., 2020; Kearns, 2012; Nizam, Gao, Li, 
Mohamed, & Wang, 2020; Timmis, Broadfoot, Sutherland, & Oldfield, 2016).  These situations 
will trigger negative consequences such as fear of failure and low self-esteem if they remain 
unchecked, therefore indirectly affecting learning motivation.  On the other hand, the 
efficiency of learning acceptance and accountability of online assessments (Nachmias, 2002) 
are also in doubt, also contributing to questions on students’ overall academic performance. 
 

Thus, due to the challenges ODL pose, this paper tries to discuss the relationship 
between self-efficacy, learning motivation and performance of higher learning education 
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students to provide deeper understanding among students, lecturers and the faculty 
management for planning future teaching and course development. 
 
Proposed Conceptual Model 
The conceptual model proposed a relationship between students’ self-efficacy, learning 
motivation and academic performance (Figure 1) during the MCO period.  This model 
proposes that students’ self-efficacy influences their learning motivation which in turns 
influence academic performance.   
 
 
        
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1 Student’s academic performance conceptual model 
 

Self-efficacy is believed to influence students’ motivation (Bandura, 1986, 1997).  
Students who feel more efficacious should engage more in their thoughts and actions which 
could enhance their learning motivation despite the difficulties that they face.  The more they 
realise how to react to their goals (excellent academic grades), the higher is their learning 
motivation.  Motivation is a key factor in enhancing any outcome as it postulates individuals’ 
thoughts, beliefs and emotions (Schunk & Usher, 2012).  In this study, learning motivation 
reacts to the belief of people’s capabilities that aspires them in pursuing their academic 
excellence.    
 
Social Cognitive Theory (SCT)  
The Social Cognitive theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1986) has been widely used to understand and 
predict human behaviour.  This theory in particular postulates on psychological approaches 
whereby it enables people to interact effectively with social/environmental factors to give 
personal meaning to their actions as well as their planning, and to implement it in accordance 
with their goals and standards.  It is believed that people learn enormously by acquiring more 
knowledge, skills, attitudes and others from their environment.  This can be done through 
observation and interaction with others. Basically, Bandura (1986) provided a framework that 
relates with behaviour and its outcomes by clarifying on the distinctive features of SCT namely 
self-regulatory and self-reflective capability which humans have to determine their 
capabilities (Schunk & Usher, 2012).  These capabilities are used to guide humans in making 
a causal contribution to their outcomes.   
 

Self-regulatory plays an important role in these circumstances.  It refers to processes 
that encourage people to activate and sustain unique behaviours, cognition and effects that 
are systematically focused on the achievement of goals (Zimmerman, 2000).  People will 
continuously evaluate their task progress to decide on what strategies to use in achieving 
their respective goals.  The motivation to continue progressing in learning is based on their 
motivation that encourages them to learn.  However, SCT also proposes that the interaction 
depends on environmental conditions. Hence, achieving goals depend on how a person 
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activates and reacts to behaviours, cognition and effects which are influenced by 
environmental interaction. 
 

The fundamental principle in Bandura’s theory is that individuals believe that they can 
exert a huge amount of influence over important events in their life. Based on this principle, 
people may give response to decisions according to the priority or importance given through 
the setting of objectives, preparing of strategies as well as monitoring of goals despite 
challenges faced.  For example, SCT can be applied to understand the concept of online 
learning even though within the context of the MCO that strictly controls and limits students’ 
freedom in their academic lives and impact their academic performance.  Students’ learning 
motivation is determined by their self-efficacy. An individual with high levels of self-efficacy 
will persist longer against challenges and show resilience in their behaviour.  This behaviour 
will increase their motivation and in turn, influence their academic performance. 
 
Theoretical Background 
Self-Efficacy 
Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s capability to perform required actions to achieve specific 
goals.  Thus, self-efficacy can be understood as a psychological resource that helps individuals 
cope with a variety of demands (Bandura, 1993) to aim for a certain target.  Self-efficacy 
people control their behaviour through diverse cognitive processes and affective, 
motivational and decisional practices (Samuel & Burger, 2019).  It influences individuals to 
behave positively or negatively based on how they perceive opportunities or obstacles.  High 
self-efficacy individuals approach difficult tasks as challenges to be understood; this enhances 
their commitment rather than avoidance.  Meanwhile, those with low sense of efficacy dwell 
on their competencies as well as their commitments and eventually give up in their efforts.       
 
Learning Motivation 
Learning motivation is defined by Wong, Hwang, Choo and Mohd Ariff (2020) as motivational 
factors that affect the way students engage and contribute to the classroom learning 
environment. Student engagement is a key to the creation of learning motivation and 
students’ participation in learning activities (Raza, Qazi & Umer, 2019). Usually, students with 
high motivation levels will participate in learning activities without expecting any rewards, 
but students with low motivation levels need some reward to encourage them to participate 
in the activities (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). 
 

Learning motivation can be categorised into intrinsic motivation and extrinsic 
motivation (Lepper, Corpus & Iyengar et al., 2005; Riswanto & Aryani, 2017). Riswanto and 
Aryani (2017) defined intrinsic motivation as the expression of behaviour that is pursued 
primarily for a person’s own pleasure and satisfaction. Moreover, Lepper et al. (2005) stated 
that intrinsic motivation and academic performance are significantly positive. Students will 
participate in learning activities just to have fun, feel the challenge without pressure from 
anybody, and any expectations or rewards (Lepper et al., 2005; Rau, Gao & Wu, 2008; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000).  In contrast, (Lin, Chen & Liu, 2017; Lepper et al., 2005; Rau et al., 2008; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000) said that students are classified as having extrinsic motivation if they become 
motivated only when they receive some reward or is pushed by anyone or anything. However, 
this situation of extrinsic motivation usually happens only at the initial stage, later it will turn 
into intrinsic motivation as the learning process continuously goes deeper (Tohidi & Jabbari, 
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2012).  Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation play an important role in motivating students 
when they are in the learning process  (Lin et al., 2017; Lepper et al., 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Since learning is a very challenging process, students need to have the motivation to survive 
and pursue the learning process to increase their performance (Gopalan, Bakar, Zulkifli, Alwi 
& Mat, 2017). 
 
Students’ Performance 
Student performance can be defined as an outcome of education where students have 
obtained their educational goals (Makransky et al., 2016).  Stemler (2012) further elaborated 
academic performance as a student’s ability to apply the acquired academic knowledge. The 
results students produce in relation to specific goals that were set up within a particular 
context (college or university) define a meaningful concept of academic performance 
amongst higher education students. Therefore, student performance is defined as the 
academic achievement acquired by meeting the academic criteria set for specific online 
modules (Fakari et al., 2015). 
 

Despite the fact that the term is widely used within a variety of contexts, the ideology 
actually entails the results a student achieves in his/her respective modules in which he/she 
is enrolled. Results can be understood as marks given to students after completing a specific 
academic task. These tasks usually involve critical thinking, problem solving and knowledge 
implementing when applied practically. Bodkyn and Stevens (2015) further highlighted the 
concept by positing that student performance can be measured using some indicators namely 
student cognition, learning strategies, assessment tools, psychosocial factors, learning 
environment, self-directed learning, and motivation. For instance, Tinto (1987) took grade 
point average as the main indicator to measure successful academic achievement, and his 
work demonstrated a positive relationship between high grade point average and retention. 
With this notion, the credits obtained from a diploma or degree is a critical function of grades 
as it signifies that students have earned enough for academic advancement or graduation. 
 
Development of Research Propositions  
Self-efficacy and Learning Motivation 
In terms of the relationship between self-efficacy and learning motivation, Esmaeili, Sohrabi, 
Mehryar, and Khayyer (2019) considered academic self-efficacy as a student’s ability to 
challenge academic tasks. As can be seen, self-efficacy affects students’ motivation, 
particularly in the areas of education. Hasanah, Alizamar, Marjohan, and Engkizar (2019) 
reported a positive correlation between self-efficacy and learning motivation. Such results are 
compatible with recent studies that indicate that the two variables are strongly positive 
(Hasanah et al., 2019; Husain, 2014; Drysdale & McBeath, 2018). 
 

Besides, Burger and Samuel (2017) argued that young people with low self-efficacy 
are not able to cope with perceived stress in classrooms, thus raising the risk of early 
withdrawal. In other words, students tend to skip lectures during ODL and ignore the tasks 
given in the classroom because they personally cannot get support from friends and lecturers.  
Kheirkhah, Joghi, Jalal, and Haghani (2017) added that disordered motivation may cause 
conflict with an individual’s feelings and contribute to other complications including 
pessimism, tension, depression, mental health issues and significant deterioration in terms of 
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people’s social and professional spheres.  Self-efficacy is believed to play an important role in 
modelling students’ actions in ODL during the MCO.  Therefore, it is posited that: 
 
Proposition 1: Self-efficacy has an influence on learning motivation. 
 
Learning Motivation and Student Performance  
Previous research has shown the significant relationship between learning motivation and 
student performance (Bank & Finlapson, 1980; Ajayi, 1999; Ayub, 2010). These researchers 
have successfully found evidence that highly motivated students perform better academically 
compared to students with lower motivation. It is believed that a student’s reaction to 
education will determine the extent to which he/she performs in online learning. In fact, the 
issues of motivation amongst students in higher education and the impact on their academic 
performance are deemed to be pivotal for effective ODL, especially during the MCO period. 
In other words, motivation itself acts as a necessary ingredient for learning and academic 
efficiency. Therefore, it is anticipated that: 
 
Proposition 2: Students’ learning motivation is highly correlated to their academic 
performance.  
 
Self-efficacy, Motivation and Student Performance  
It is proposed that self-efficacy will have significant impact on learning motivation as well as 
student performance. Presumably, self-efficacy alone cannot directly influence student 
performance, at least not when learning is undertaken remotely and on digital platforms. 
Thus, it is contended that learning motivation will mediate the relationship between self-
efficacy and student performance. 
 

ODL has become the cornerstone of many institutions of higher education since the 
COVID-19 outbreak. Given that ODL is the only logical option for now, it is feared that this 
approach will have stumbling blocks such as technical difficulties, students who experience 
isolation and accessibility issues. In fact, ODL requires students to take more responsibility for 
learning, thus transforming them from passive to active learners. According to Jacob and 
Radhai (2016), students need more motivation and discipline in order for them to be 
successful. Another striking point was derived from a study by Jian (2019) on the effect of 
digital flipped classroom teaching which claimed that cultivating students’ positive behaviour 
towards independent learning induces students’ learning motivation as well as allows for 
educators’ individualised instruction to effectively enhance the overall learning performance. 
The finding was supported by Park, Park, and Chae (2018) who indicated that students in 
digital flipped classrooms possess higher academic achievement with lower cognitive load 
levels. The results show that online learning requires definite objectives, inner motive and 
student independence.  
 

Based on the above aforementioned facts, it was found that motivation has emerged 
as an important predictor of variables impacting students’ performance (Bodkyn & Stevens, 
2015). In this realm, Walberg, Fraser and Welch (1986) through their meaningful research 
explained the linkages between learning variables and student performance, and found 
motivation as one of the key variables that strongly influence students’ performance. This 
study discusses an important claim which asserts that motivation has a significant direct 
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influence on students’ performance.  Ayub (2010) who performed a study on 200 students 
from different colleges in Karachi, Pakistan also found the same evidence to support previous 
research findings suggesting learning motivation as an essential element of more meaningful 
learning especially during critical moments such as the MCO. 
 

In this sense, a meta-analysis performed by Robbins et al. (2004) confirmed the strong 
relationship between self-efficacy and motivation amongst students in American colleges. 
Additionally, evidence from Yusuf (2011) showed the direct effect of self-efficacy and indirect 
influence of motivation on academic performance. The above findings were similar to existing 
literature on self-efficacy and motivation in relation to students’ academic achievement (Elias, 
Mahyuddin, Noordin, Abdullah, & Roslan, 2009; Joo, Bong & Choi, 2000). From this basis, it is 
highlighted that good efficacy of beliefs with clear perceptions of a task with values and 
learning interest will substantially empower students’ learning motivation and influence their 
learning performance. In general, students with a high level of self-efficacy are more likely to 
make efforts to complete a task and are more motivated and confident than those with 
low self-efficacy. This will simultaneously enhance the students’ overall academic efficiency. 
Based on these facts, it is predicted that: 
 
Proposition 3: Learning motivation mediates the relationship between self-efficacy and 
student performance.  
 
Conclusion  
ODL during MCO is a new normal where learning and teaching depend on the internet and 
technological and communication facilities such as mobile phones and laptops. Hundreds of 
universities and education institutes are turning to online learning for very valid reasons. Even 
though it creates a lot of challenges and is hectic, as time goes by, ODL becomes more 
comfortable and manageable. This discussion shows that there are three propositions related 
to self-efficacy, learning motivation and students’ performance. The first proposition is that 
self-efficacy influences learning motivation. It is supported by previous studies showing 
positive correlations between the two variables. The second proposition is that students’ 
learning motivation is highly correlated to their academic performance. This proposition 
shows that learning motivation plays an important role in increasing students’ academic 
performance. The third proposition is that learning motivation mediates the relationship 
between self-efficacy and student performance. Earlier discussion showed a strong 
relationship between these three variables. However, self-efficacy alone cannot directly 
influence students’ performance. It needs motivation as a mediator. In the case of MCO, ODL 
becomes a challenge to students as they face difficulties in accessibility, incomplete online 
facilities and environmental disturbance. These situations will lead students to increase their 
motivation and discipline to be successful. 
 
Theoretical and Contextual Contribution  
This study has proposed a conceptual model based on The Social Cognitive theory (SCT) 
(Bandura, 1986) in understanding the students’ behaviour. The conceptual model will serve 
as a basis for developing a learning evaluation tool to understand the effectiveness of 
implementing ODL among students.  It also provides a framework to understand on how 
students may use their self-efficacy in applying positive learning motivation to increase their 
academic performance.  
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This study suggested a mediating role of learning motivation between students’ self-efficacy 
and their academic performance. The findings were similar and significant to the existing 
literature on self-efficacy and learning motivation on student’s academic performance 
(Hasanah et al., 2019; Husain, 2014; Drysdale & McBeath, 2018; Bank & Finlapson, 1980; Ajayi, 
1999; Ayub, 2010; Elias et al., 2009; Joo et al., 2000).  However, a systematic analysis based 
on ODL learning effects during MCO is still limited. Therefore, this study provides a theoretical 
basis for understanding more on the students’ behaviour in the context of unusual study 
environment.  
 
It is also significant for the parents to understand on their children study behavior which may 
highly related to the way on how self-efficacy might influence their learning motivation.  
Furthermore, this study advances our understanding on how students behave towards their 
learning process during MCO. The implementation of ODL during the MCO may affect 
students’ learning outcomes due to the challenges faced and the restricted conditions posed 
by the government. This contribution could also be beneficial to lecturers and the faculty 
management in designing new online course features which, can help students to excel in 
their studies. The propositions will extend understanding on the important relationship 
between self-efficacy, learning motivation and students’ performance in the context of ODL. 
It also provides many opportunities to fulfil responsibilities in improving the ODL learning 
platform to be more user friendly. 
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