
Heliyon 10 (2024) e24275

Available online 9 January 2024
2405-8440/© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Research article 

“Being in the digital box”. Academic staff experiences in online 
practical teaching: A qualitative study from six universities 
and countries 

Cigdem Baskici a,*, Aydan Aytar b, Halil Ersoy c, Camilla Wiktsröm-Grotell d,h, 
Marina Arell-Sundberg e, Hugo Neves f, Verónica Coutinho f, Aurelija Blaževičienė g, 
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A B S T R A C T   

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused radical changes in education, as in everything else, bringing 
many challenges. Despite all the difficulties, the COVID-19 pandemic has enormous opportunities 
for online teaching and the use of digital technologies. A comprehensive understanding of this 
period is needed to investigate these opportunities. Thus, this study aims to explore the academic 
staff’s experiences of online teaching and the use of digital technologies in practical skills-based 
courses in health care education. This study was conducted at six universities from six countries 
(Türkiye, Sweden, Finland, Portugal, Latvia, Lithuania). Data were collected between June 17, 
2021 and November 30, 2021 via a focus group with an in-depth interview technique. 22 focus 
group interviews were conducted with a total of 117 participants. Colaizzi’s method was used to 
evaluate the data to discover, comprehend, and define the experiences of academic staff. The 
analysis of the interview data resulted in 6 themes, 25 subthemes and 56 categories that captured 
participants’ experiences regarding online teaching of practical skills and using digital technol-
ogies in health care education. The findings of the study provide crucial information that will help 
online teaching and digital technology for practical skills be successfully integrated.   
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1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic-related quarantine and social isolation measures have not only caused profound changes in many facets of 
society but also made it extraordinarily difficult to continue traditional forms of teaching and training [1]. With the suspension of 
face-to-face instruction, a rapid shift to compulsory remote teaching was made, which needed to adapt pedagogical practices [2]. 
Academic staff entered a period where they had to continue teaching but needed to learn how to teach online [3]. This shift also tested 
whether universities had adequate and proper hardware and software to enable effective online education [4]. 

Even though the resource to compulsory remote teaching was the only solution to the worldwide pedagogical disaster [1,5], it was 
not easy for the academic staff, who had been accustomed to the onsite standard course teaching, to teach all courses online [6,7]. This 
sudden transition was particularly challenging for those who did not have sufficient knowledge and experience in online teaching [2]. 
The change in teaching methods put more pressure on academic staff, who had to create online courses to support the development of 
practical skills in areas such as the health sciences [8]. According to the OECD definition, “Practical skills are the capacities that are 
required to utilize and manipulate materials, tools and artifacts to achieve particular kinds of educational outcomes” [9]. Health care is 
the administration, treatment, and prevention of disease as well as the maintenance of physical and mental health through the services 
provided by health professionals [10]. The fact that the practical skills needed in health care provision are more complicated requires 
unique methods in teaching these skills in health care education. Learning practical skills necessitates intricate interventions and 
efficient interaction between everyone involved in health care education [11]. In addition, it is argued that performing practical skills 
on real patients can help students gain deeper knowledge when compared with the other options [12]. Whereas gaining practical skills 
in traditional teaching includes components such as physical examination of patients, history taking and performing various pro-
cedures [13], this was no longer an option in this new reality. Due to the pandemic, the transition from traditional instructional settings 
to online environments in gaining practical skills, with the help of digital technologies, has created a new field of experience for both 
academic staff and students. Thus, both sides had to adapt to the medium with almost no alternative [1]. 

Effective online education is closely related to how rigorously this process is planned [14]. Designing an online course under 
normal conditions requires a systematic process of analyzing the learners’ needs and reviewing instructional methods and strategies to 
find the most appropriate approach to target students [2]. At the same time, online teaching requires academic staff to have various 
competencies to achieve pedagogical goals [15]. Therefore, online teaching is more than imitating and implementing face-to-face 
experiences in online environments [3]. However, the COVID-19 pandemic left neither universities nor academic staff time to pre-
pare in advance. Under these conditions, the main goal has been not to create a new educational ecosystem but to continue teaching 
without interruption [16]. 

Despite all the challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic offered tremendous opportunities for online teaching and the utilization of 
digital technologies. Online education techniques have created new opportunities for teaching and learning in more creative ways 
compared to what is offered in a typical classroom setting [1,13]. An in-depth understanding of this period is needed to take advantage 
of these opportunities. Various studies have revealed important findings about what we were facing and what we were learning from 
teaching online during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the study of Svihus [17], the results indicated that experience and attitude had a 
significant role in encouraging involvement in an online environment. Black screens and expectations were two challenges that ed-
ucators found difficult because no one was prepared for them. Asynchronous resources, role-playing, and outside tools were some of 
the strategies used to teach students. A multinational survey carried out by Alqahtani et al. [18] revealed that internet speed, inability 
to track student engagement, and technical skills were barriers limiting the quality of online teaching. The study results of González 
et al. [19] showed that higher education teachers learned several key lessons from online transition during COVID-19 pandemic. First, 
they used a variety of digital tools to continue delivering content and encouraging student interaction. Second, they also gained a 
deeper understanding of course design and assessment. Finally, they developed empathetic qualities to relate to students’ circum-
stances. The themes that stand out in Bhati et al.’s [20] study investigating the perceptions and experiences of academic staff included 
the importance of improving student involvement, the significance of training and technical assistance, grading and assessment 
procedures, the reliability of online assessments, and the best work-life balance. In the light of these studies, this study aims to explore 
the academic staff’s experiences with online teaching and the use of digital technologies in practical skills-based courses in health care 
education. The research seeks to understand “how academic staff have adapted to online teaching in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic and to explore the challenges and opportunities that digital technologies offer for teaching practical skills in health 
care”. This study was conducted at six universities from six countries. The findings of the study provide crucial information that will 
help online teaching and digital technology for practical skills be successfully integrated. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Research design 

A qualitative study with a descriptive phenomenological approach was developed to explore the academic staff’s experiences of 
online teaching and the use of digital technologies when teaching practical skills in health care education. 

2.2. Study setting and context 

This study was conducted at six universities from six countries (Başkent University/Türkiye, Mälardalen University/Sweden, 
Arcada University of Applied Sciences/Finland, University of Coimbra/Portugal, R̄ıga Stradiņš University/Latvia, Lithuanian 
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University of Health Sciences/Lithuania) as a part of the “Digital and Hybrid Teaching and Learning of Practical Skills in Higher 
Education (DITEPRACT)” project. The project was funded by the European Union Erasmus + KA2 (number: 2020-1-FI01-KA226-HE- 
092515). 

2.3. Sampling and recruitment 

The purposive sampling method was used [21]. Full-time or part-time academic staff who had experience with health care edu-
cation and having online teaching experience in practical skills were defined as inclusion criteria. 

Data saturation was considered to determine the number of academic staff to be recruited [22]. Achieving data saturation was 
decisive in determining the number of participants, and the data collection process was terminated at the point where the data began to 
repeat [23]. 

2.4. Data collection 

Data were collected between June 17, 2021 and November 30, 2021 via a focus group with an in-depth interview technique. The 
interview questions were as follows [24].  

• What is your experience using digital technologies in teaching activities of practical skills?  
• What are the advantages and disadvantages of using digital technologies in practical teaching?  
• How do you ensure students’ active participation in using digital technologies in practical teaching?  
• What barriers exist in the online teaching of practical skills?  
• What are the suggestions for improving the online teaching of practical skills? 

In addition to these questions, a personal information form was prepared to determine the academic staff’s sociodemographic 
profiles. 

The interviews were conducted by experts in qualitative research, either face-to-face or online, according to the COVID-19 
pandemic measures in universities. Each university conducted the interviews in their native language. The face-to-face interviews 
were held in a quiet, calm room at the university campus where the conversation would not be interrupted. Two researchers were 
present in the interviews, one of them directed the interview questions to the participants as a moderator, and the other recorded the 
interview continuously with the voice recorder with the permission of the participants and took short notes on the responses from the 
participants. An online meeting (zoom) link was sent to the participants in advance for online interviews. They were asked to be in a 
quiet room with a strong internet connection. The duration of each interview, either face-to-face or online, lasted between 45 and 60 
min. Permission of the participants was obtained to record the interviews. The information in the transcription files and recordings of 
the interviews will be safeguarded for five to seven years before being deleted in accordance with Regulation (EU) 2016/679. 

2.5. Data analysis 

Colaizzi’s method was used to evaluate the data to discover, comprehend, and define the experiences of academic staff, including 
(1) familiarization, (2) identifying and extracting significant statements, (3) formulating meanings, (4) organizing formulated 
meanings into clusters of themes, (5) exhaustively describing the investigated phenomenon, (6) describing the fundamental structure, 
and (7) returning to the participants [25,26]. All the data were transcribed verbatim by three research assistants who were not 
participating in the study. Once transcribed, all transcripts were imported to Nvivo® 12 [27], ATLAS. ti [28] or MAXQDA 2022 [29] 
for data analysis following the preferences of the participating universities. Two researchers independently reviewed the interview 
materials several times to gain a sense of the participants’ descriptions of their experiences in online teaching and digital technologies. 
All statements directly related to their experiences have been revealed. Afterward, the important statements were carefully evaluated, 
and the meanings related to the experiences were defined. The defined core meanings were brought together under the relevant 
themes. The themes were reviewed and reorganized into themes, subthemes, and categories. A comprehensive description of the 
academic staff’s experiences was written using themes, subthemes, and categories. The fundamental structure of experiences was 
described. Finally, researchers turned to participants to validate the descriptions. Themes, subthemes, and categories were provided to 
randomly selected participants. 

This process was carried out in the native language of the universities and then translated into English. Through onsite and online 
meetings, all university researchers reached a common decision, establishing the study’s final themes, subthemes, and categories. 
While bringing together the themes, subthemes and categories, attention was given to reflect the experience diversity of the academic 
staff. 

To ensure integrity, all researchers examined the connections between themes, subthemes, and categories and the connections 
between each of them and each other. During the interviews, researchers avoided behaviors that could affect the participants’ 
opinions, and sufficient time was given to all participants to express their experiences. The Consolidated Criteria for Reporting 
Qualitative Research (COREQ) guidelines were followed in reporting the methods [30]. 
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2.6. Ethical consideration 

This study was approved by Başkent University Institutional Review Board and Ethics Committee (Project no: 17162298.600–136) 
on May 18, 2021. The prospective participants were informed about their rights, including that they could decline the study and 
withdraw from this study. 

3. Results 

A total of 22 focus groups were conducted with 117 participants, as detailed in Table 1. 
The analysis of the interview data resulted in 6 themes, 25 subthemes and 56 categories that captured participants’ experiences 

regarding online teaching of practical skills and using digital technologies for that purpose in health care education (Table 2). 

3.1. Theme 1: digital technology skill development 

This theme captures how academic staff enable their digital technology skill development. The transition from face-to-face to 
online teaching has made the competencies of academic staff in using digital technologies critical in terms of the sustainability of 
teaching. For this reason, the participants resorted to the most suitable ways to improve their competencies. Digital skill development 
is defined by two subthemes: “informal ways” and “formal ways”. 

3.1.1. Informal and formal ways 
The participants mentioned that they received support from social networks consisting of friends, family, and other academic staff 

to quickly adapt to the change in a teaching style requiring technological competencies. “In my case, this stage of providing a remote 
learning process has resulted in new collaborations with more experienced colleagues. When I realize that I have to implement lessons and I lack 
the nuances or knowledge of how to do it better. So, I got a lot of good suggestions on how I can run those classes more effectively.” (Latvia), 
“Learn and be inspired by colleagues … ” (Sweden), “I was involved in two projects to develop and use digital tools, much was learned through 
employees there, colleagues from other schools.” (Finland). On the other hand, the younger participants tried to improve their compe-
tencies through individual efforts such as self-discovery of the online environment in which they would teach. They emphasized that 
their curiosity about technology was a good guide for them and that they had no difficulty. “I’m not a digital immigrant, I’m a bit on the 
digital native’s side, if I’m going to put myself in that classification. Therefore, I did not truly try very hard in terms of competence, I just tried to 
learn minimally what that process brings.” (Türkiye). 

Participants often used formal ways in addition to the informal ones mentioned above. They said that they attended the courses/ 
certificate programs provided by their institutions whenever they could and benefited from the step-by-step guides prepared by their 
institutions. “I was greatly helped by a continuing education course organized by Centre for Educational Growth where I gained an under-
standing of how to organize online learning. Then, I saw all digital solutions as tools, not as an obligation. In addition, then I understood, how 
can I involve students more actively and achieve the goals of the lesson.” (Latvia), “… we had all those documents […] PDFs with all the steps.” 
(Portugal). 

3.2. Theme 2: advantages of online teaching 

This theme reflects the advantages of online teaching from the perspectives of academic staff. The popularity of online education 
began to grow before the COVID-19 pandemic and is known to provide many advantages compared to traditional face-to-face edu-
cation. Participants identified advantages of online teaching for both academic staff and students. These were defined in six subthemes; 
for academic staff as “advanced learning environment”, “advanced time management”, and “resources”; and for students as “personal 
benefits”, “academic achievement”, and “resources”. 

Table 1 
Characteristics of academic staff who participated in the study.   

Türkiye Sweden Finland Portugal Latvia Lithuania 

Number of focus group 5 2 2 4 4 5 
Total number of participants 25 9 14 26 26 17 
Method of interview Face-to-face Online/ 

Zoom 
Online/ 
Zoom 

3 face-to- face, 1 online/ 
Zoom 

Online/Zoom Face-to- 
face 

Gender 
Male 5 3 3 8 7 – 
Female 20 6 11 18 19 17 
Age (mean) 38,52 48,7 47,50 52,6 38,62 45,76 
Teaching experience in years 

(mean) 
12,80 11,4 11,70 20,6 12,04 11,00 

Distribution of all participants by departments 
Professions (n) Physiotherapy Nursing Midwifery Social work Nutrition and 

dietetics 
Others  

13 53 7 5 4 35  
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Table 2 
Themes, subthemes and categories captured experiences.  

Themes Subthemes Categories Participants 

Türkiye Sweden Finland Portugal Latvia Lithuania 

Digital technology skill 
development 

1. Informal ways 1.1. Social network ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
1.2. Contribution of other 
academic staff 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

1.3. Individual effort ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
2. Formal ways 2.1. Course/certificate 

program 
✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  

2.2. Step-by-step guidelines ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─ 
Advantages of online teaching For academic staff        

1. Advanced learning 
environment 

1.1. Use of different 
pedagogical approaches 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

1.2. Fewer distractions ─ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─ 
2. Advanced time 
management 

2.1. Being flexible ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

2.2. Less traveling time ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  
2.3. Ease of exam evaluation ✓ ─ ─ ─ ─ ✓  
2.4. Accessibility ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

3. Resources 3.1. Easy access to digital 
resources 

✓ ─ ─ ─ ✓ ─  

3.2. Diversity of resources ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
For students        
1. Personal benefits 1.1. Less travel burden ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─  

1.2. Time flexibility ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  
1.3. Easy access to the 
academic staff 

✓ ─ ─ ─ ─ ✓ 

2. Academic 
achievement 

2.1. Increase in exam scores ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─  

2.2. Higher motivation ─ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─  
2.3. Higher participation ─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─ 

3. Resources 3.1. Easy/fast access to 
information 

✓ ✓ ✓ ─ ✓ ✓  

3.2. Replaying the 
recordings 

✓ ─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ 

Disadvantages of online 
teaching 

For academic staff        
1. Deterioration of 
relations with students 

1.1. Unable to visualize and 
know the student 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ─ ─  

1.2. Lower interaction ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
2. Difficulties related to 
time management 

2.1. Need more time to 
prepare for the lesson 

─ ─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓  

2.2. Impact on private life 
and family dynamics 

✓ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ✓ 

3. Health-related 
consequences 

3.1. Physical ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─  

3.2. Emotional ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
For students        
1. Limitations in 
learning methods 

1.1. Lack of hands-on 
experience 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2. Psychological 
consequences 

2.1. Isolation ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─  

2.2. Privacy invasion ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─ 
3. Physical 
consequences 

3.1. Impact on posture ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─  

3.2. Eye fatigue ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─ 
Encouragement for student 

participation in online 
courses 

1. Pedagogical methods 1.1. Immediate questions by 
naming 

✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  

1.2. Obtaining and 
providing feedback 

─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  

1.3. Active learning ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
1.4. Sharing experiences ─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─  
1.5. Video creation by 
students 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2. External control 2.1. Video attendance check ✓ ─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ 
Online teaching barriers For academic staff        

1. Issues with resources 1.1. Network instability ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
1.2. Insufficient technology 
provision 

✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  

1.3. Working in the same 
room 

─ ─ ─ ─ ─ ✓ 

(continued on next page) 
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3.2.1. Advantages for academic staff: advanced learning environment, advanced time management and resources 
According to the participants, one of the important advantages of online teaching was its advanced learning environment. They 

emphasized that they were able to enrich the course content further, especially because online teaching allows different pedagogical 
approaches. “Streaming movies between the method rooms and complementary digital support and uploading films on the implementation of 
different methods” (Sweden). In addition, the controlled learning environment by the academic staff has prevented the course from 
being interrupted by the students. Thus, it has been possible to create a more suitable learning environment for better learning. “And 
the cross-talk [ …] they do not have the colleague next to them, enhancing the interaction with us.” (Portugal). 

Participants also identified online teaching as advantageous in terms of time management. They stated that they had more 
workloads compared to past rotations. Nevertheless, they had the opportunity to be more flexible about time because they could spread 
out the course and meeting hours throughout the day. “Considering the self-scheduling of the instructor, it actually served us a lot. Chance of 
having evening classes or morning classes, and so using daytime more efficiently … In this respect, it was a much more productive period for me.” 
(Türkiye). Not spending time traveling between school and home has allowed them to save time. “There is no need to waste time going to 
university; it is much more convenient for the academic staff; I am talking about lectures, not about practical work.” (Lithuania). In addition, 
learning environment has allowed them to spend less time on exam evaluations. “…. making it easier for academic staff not to have to 
check that paper-based test.” (Lithuania). Participants also identified accessibility as an advantage of online teaching. “Accessibility gave 
easiness to the balancing of the schedules … ” (Portugal). 

The participants emphasized that one of the essential advantages of online teaching was resources. In particular, they said that the 
lessons became more interesting to students thanks to in-class easy access to digital resources. For example, it has been a great con-
venience to be able to open a video instantly or share a digital image. Diversity of resources were also defined as advantages of online 
teaching by participants. “The number and quality of the things, materials we use as resources has diversified. So, we were able to use not only 
books, articles and so on, but other things, everything that was available on the internet, as a resource.” (Türkiye). 

3.2.2. Perceptions toward advantages for students: personal benefits, academic achievement, and resources 
Participants mentioned that the advantage of online teaching for students was related to personal benefits. According to partici-

pants, online teaching has saved students financially and, at the same time, reduced their burden of traveling to school by accessing 
lessons from home. “ … may be cheaper, economically speaking … ”, “ … also facilitates, as students live far from school … ” (Portugal). In 
addition, the participants stated that setting class hours until the late hours of the day provided time flexibility for the students 
compared to the hours in face-to-face teaching. “When thinking about online education, the classes in the evening may have been useful to 
them in terms of education, in terms of choosing courses.” (Türkiye). They also stressed the importance of ensuring that students had easy 
access to academic staff when needed. “ … we each have both undergraduate and graduate students, and it feels great that those technologies 
have made communication between the supervisor and the student easier.” (Lithuania). 

Table 2 (continued ) 

Themes Subthemes Categories Participants 

Türkiye Sweden Finland Portugal Latvia Lithuania  

1.4. Lack of technical 
support 

─ ✓ ✓ ✓ ─ ✓  

1.5. Lack of good-practice 
guidelines 

─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─ 

2. Characteristics of the 
courses 

2.1. High number of 
students 

─ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─ 

3. Issues with academic 
staff 

3.1. Lack of knowledge 
about the use of digital 
technologies 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ─ ✓ 

For students        
1. Issues with resources 1.1. Network instability ✓ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─  

1.2. Difficulties in accessing 
technological devices 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ─ ─ 

2. Students’ knowledge 2.1. Lack of students’ digital 
skills 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ─ 

3. Issues with 
environment 

3.1. Crowded home 
environment and sound 

✓ ─ ─ ─ ─ ─ 

Online teaching improvement 
recommendations 

1. Needs of academic 
staff 

1.1. Personalized online 
training 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2. Needs of student 2.1. Facilitating access to 
technological devices 

✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ─  

2.2. Training for 
information technology 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

3. Institutional support 3.1. Invest in infrastructure 
and equipment 

✓ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  

3.2. Hybrid classrooms ✓ ─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓  
3.3. Reduce the number of 
students per class 

✓ ─ ─ ✓ ─ ─  

3.4. Technical support ─ ─ ─ ✓ ✓ ✓  

C. Baskici et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                        



Heliyon 10 (2024) e24275

7

Another advantage of online teaching defined by participants was the positive effects on students’ academic achievement. They 
stated that with the transition from face-to-face to online teaching, students’ exam scores, motivation and interest in courses increased. 
“The evaluation scores, thus far, have not been worse, quite the opposite … ”, “I think so, they valued the lessons, they are more motivating [ …] 
if the methodology is well used. ”, “ … this learning, they get more focused and place questions more quickly.” (Portugal). 

Participants identified resources as another advantage that online teaching offers students. They emphasized that students could 
access information faster than before and listen to course recordings as much as they wanted. “ … they are comfortable being able to 
repeat an unlimited number of times.” (Lithuania). 

3.3. Theme 3: disadvantages of online teaching 

This theme reveals the disadvantages of online teaching from the perspectives of academic staff. Although online teaching provides 
many advantages for both academic staff and students, it also has significant disadvantages. In parallel with the advantages, partic-
ipants identified the disadvantages of online teaching for both students and academic staff within six subthemes. Disadvantages for 
academic staff include “deterioration of relations with students”, “difficulties related to time management”, and “health-related 
consequences”. Disadvantages for students were defined as “limitations in learning methods”, “psychological consequences” and 
“physical consequences”. 

3.3.1. Disadvantages for academic staff: deterioration of relations with students, difficulties related to time management, and health-related 
consequences 

The participants identified one of the main disadvantages of online teaching as disrupting their relationship with the students. They 
stated that the lack of physical presence in traditional classrooms, in other words, the lack of eye contact with students, reduced their 
interactions. They also said that since the students’ cameras were not always on, they could not see their students and did not have the 
opportunity to get to know them. “That I get sad and hurt because they do not have the cameras on, and then I feel like this, are they even 
there?” (Sweden). 

In terms of time management, online teaching has caused disadvantages as well as advantages for academic staff. The preparation 
for courses has taken more time, affecting private life and family dynamics and causing difficulties for academic staff, especially female 
academics, to govern time. “What I encountered was that it took a lot more time to prepare for online lesson, because all the materials had to be 
remade in digital format - both images and videos - all the resources we had previously prepared for face-to-face lessons, all had to be put in 
digital format.” (Latvia), “ … Because there is a child on one side, there is something on the other side, trying to somehow get to courses, I mean, 
it was challenging for me.” (Türkiye). 

Another disadvantage of online teaching, according to the participants, was the consequences for their health. They mentioned that 
staying in front of the computer for long hours created physical problems. In addition to the lessons, the transfer of meetings to the 
online environment has caused these periods to take longer and therefore exacerbated the physical effects. They stressed that the 
effects were not only physical but also emotional. ‘’I find it emotionally difficult when a student is not involved. Once everyone is connected to 
Zoom, the materials are prepared and the academic staff try to involve the students, but there is no answer - it is emotionally difficult.” (Latvia). 

3.3.2. Perceptions toward disadvantages for students: limitations in learning methods, psychological, and physical consequences 
Participants stated the main limitation of online teaching in learning as the lack of hands-on experiences compared to face-to-face 

teaching. “All, hundred percent of students said they lacked hands-on experience. They understood the theory and saw the examples, but they 
could not try it for themselves.” (Latvia), “via Zoom, we saw that the students lose the patient safety idea very much.” (Finland). 

Another disadvantage identified by the participants was the psychological problems that emerged in the students. Participants 
thought that while traditional teaching brings students together physically in the classroom and allows the opportunity to socialize, 
online teaching creates an isolated environment for students and negatively affects students’ psychological well-being. “Because ed-
ucation and university are not just limited to students learning the course; they come here, they socialize.” (Türkiye). They also stressed that 
when it is mandatory for the cameras to be on, they believe that the privacy of the students’ lives has been violated. This situation was 
identified by the participants, among other important factors that adversely affected the psychology of the students. “ … the question 
of privacy, of the poor use, or risk of poor use [ …] of what can be easily recorded … ” (Portugal). 

According to the participants, another disadvantage online teaching created for students was physical consequences. They said that 
staying in front of the computer for long hours negatively affected posture and caused eye fatigue. “ … eye fatigue [ …] students start to 
have … ”, “ … bad postures … ” (Portugal). 

3.4. Theme 4: encouragement for student participation in online courses 

This theme captures how the academic staff encourages students to participate in online courses and which strategies/tools they 
use. With the pandemic, online teaching has created a new experience for both academic staff and students. Although both sides are 
trying to keep up with this new arrangement, it is clear that academic staff have more duties in carrying out the process. In particular, 
they had to make great efforts toward student participation in online courses. These efforts are defined by two subthemes: “pedagogical 
methods” and “external control”. 

3.4.1. Pedagogical methods and external control 
Participants mentioned that they resorted to various pedagogical methods to encourage the students to participate in online 
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courses. They said that they often asked direct/sudden questions to the students, especially during the lessons. “Asking questions. In my 
practice, this is the best way to engage students in the learning process. The student must be named. Then, the student also turns on the 
microphone and camera.” (Latvia), “I always ask and say by name.” (Lithuania). However, they observed that obtaining feedback from 
students or providing feedback to students ensured the student’s active participation in the lessons. “I use Jamboard to get practical and 
anonymous feedback. I use different methods, also orally. If medical students do it more skillfully and more often, then nursing students are often 
ashamed and unable to assess - then I mix - if there is a lot of time left in the lesson, then orally, if not, I use Jamboard to write an opinion after 
the lesson. Usually, 15 min of lesson is devoted to feedback.” (Latvia). They included active learning methods in the form of peer learning 
and group work in their courses. “I use team-based learning, so there are always tasks that students do in a team, and they have the op-
portunity to discuss the task with each other, support each other and help if needed, and they can talk to each other about this period of remote 
learning, and it is especially important because most students are communicative but lack communication with each other, so working in a small 
team is especially welcome. In turn, if one team is more successful than another, we send them to help others.” (Latvia). Some participants 
invited experts from their fields to the courses and created environments that would allow them to share their experiences with the 
students. They emphasized that such sharing positively affected students’ participation and interest in the course. “I invited a Brazilian 
colleague [ …] and the way she talked to the students, it was so funny, and they were constantly questioning … ” (Portugal). Giving students 
the responsibility of preparing videos within the scope of the course by the academic staff was a frequently used method. “ … I wanted 
each student to shoot one part of that exercise program for themselves and one part of that exercise program as a video and send it to me.” 
(Türkiye). 

Participants also resorted to external control to encourage students’ participation in courses. The reluctance of students to turn on 
their cameras has been the main reason for academic staff to resort to video attendance control. Participants shared that such a control 
mechanism increases the participation of students in the course, even if it is compulsory. “It is the same requirement to turn on the 
cameras.”, “ … the talking students must turn on the cameras … ” (Lithuania). 

3.5. Theme 5: online teaching barriers 

This theme describes the barriers that both academic staff and students face regarding online teaching. Online teaching requires 
detailed and precise planning in advance. However, the pandemic has not left anyone time to prepare ahead of time. Therefore, this 
situation has brought various difficulties to implementing online teaching. Participants identified barriers to online teaching for both 
academic staff and students with a total of six subthemes. While barriers to online teaching for academic staff were defined as “issues 
with resources”, “characteristics of the courses”, and “issues with academic staff”, barriers to online teaching for students were defined 
as “issues with resources”, “students’ knowledge” and “issues with environment”. 

3.5.1 Barriers to online teaching for academic staff: issues with resources, characteristics of the courses, and issues with academic staff 
Participants attributed the issues related to resources as the barrier to performing online teaching. They identified the problem of 

network connection before or during the lesson as a simple but important problem that makes it difficult to teach online. “ … network 
connection center … of various kinds make it difficult.” (Finland), “ … the connection broke, got stuck, threw me out of the lecture.” 
(Lithuania). They also stressed that their technology was insufficient for online teaching. “There are technologies that can now truly teach 
an applied science to a student, perhaps better than those in the field. However, we do not have any of those technologies right now.” (Türkiye). 
Those who had to share their rooms with other academic staff mentioned that this situation seriously hindered online lecturing. 
Physical facility limitations evidenced the problem of coordination to be able to conduct lessons. “I would say our offices are not suitable 
for such work, so that there would be some kind of wall, like in offices, that it would be your space.” (Lithuania). Lack of technical support and 
good-practice guidelines have been seen as important barriers. “The problem with support functions is that they are divided into three 
instances and there is a lack of information about who should help” (Sweden), “ … it would be important to have good practice guidelines 
… ” (Portugal). 

Participants also identified the characteristics of the courses as a barrier to online teaching. In particular, the high number of 
students taking online courses has been seen as an important problem. “ … online the number of students per class is alarming.” (Portugal). 

The participants also defined some situations related to themselves as a barrier. Compared to the younger participants, the older 
participants emphasized that they lacked in using digital technologies, which was an important part of online education. “ … when I saw 
the digital boards for the first time, without any previous information, this was a barrier for me … ” (Portugal), “Having basic skills, I do not 
have this deep knowledge of technology, and what I could do to solve problems.” (Sweden). 

3.5.2 Perceptions toward barriers to online teaching for students: issues with resources, students’ knowledge, and issues with environment 
Participants identified network connectivity issues as significant barriers to online teaching for students. “ … because more than one 

person was connected at the same time, for example, because her mother was a teacher, there were students who said, ‘My mother also studies, so 
my connection is very bad.’” (Türkiye). The participants emphasized that some students had difficulties accessing technological devices, 
while some had to attend online courses from their phones. “Not everyone has access to all tools, licenses, they are not always compatible 
with learning platforms … ” (Finland). 

Participants identified the lack of digital skills for students regarding the functioning and requirements of the new system as 
another barrier. 

According to the participants, multiple simultaneous activities in the same physical place disrupted the teaching environment. 
“There are employees, there are brothers at home, there are others, everyone uses computers and the internet.” (Türkiye). 
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3.6. Theme 6: online teaching improvement recommendations 

This theme presents recommendations of academic staff on what is needed to improve online teaching. The improvement of online 
teaching requires knowledge of the demands at different levels. The recommendations of the participants on the improvement of 
online teaching were defined by three subthemes: “needs of academic staff”, “needs of students”, and “institutional support”. 

3.6.1. Needs of academic staff, needs of students, and institutional support 
According to the participants, the improvement of online teaching primarily depends on the academic staff receiving more 

personalized training on this subject. “ … understand the needs [ …] in this case of the academic staff, and group them in terms of skills, and 
perform personalized training … ” (Portugal), “There is probably a lot of potential in making maximum use of all the tools available to get a 
high-class teaching, or will it be at a lower level precisely because we do not have access to all this technical stuff” (Sweden). 

Participants stressed that reaching online teaching requires internet access and equipment, so to enhance online teaching, it is 
important to support economically disadvantaged students and to facilitate accessing to technological devices. “The economic and 
infrastructure problems of the students need to be solved”, “The economic strength and social strength of your target students should be very 
efficient.” (Türkiye). They also emphasized the need to provide training to students on information technology. “IT knowledge for 
students is very different. However, doctors are more knowledgeable, nurses have poorer IT knowledge. We should work on students’ IT 
knowledge. The moment you talk about the possibilities of data analysis and the student asks you how to insert a column or box, or color the box 
etc. you are a little confused. What if he doesn’t know the most basic things you need to know when working with a computer? you can’t teach 
him further.” (Latvia). 

Participants stated that the parties to online teaching are not only academic staff and students but also institutions with important 
duties in improving and maintaining the process. While emphasizing the need for universities to invest in infrastructure and equip-
ment, they said that establishing hybrid classrooms is necessary for online teaching. “ … I have many internet disruptions [ …] the school 
needs to think about this [ …] needs to invest in equipment.” (Portugal), “Maybe you could do something with the glasses (like google glasses) to 
keep an eye on what’s going on.” (Lithuania). They emphasized that crowded classrooms make online teaching difficult, and it is 
important to create classrooms to allow student-academic staff interaction for better teaching. “ … we should have a lower number of 
students because I believe that with smaller groups, we work better … ” (Portugal). They stated that institutions should always provide 
technical support for the teaching process to function better. “ … it would be great to have that IT professional somewhere close by.” 
(Lithuania). 

4. Discussion 

The findings of the study are remarkable in several respects. According to the findings, academic staff developed their digital 
technology skills in two different ways. In the informal ways, for example, the academic staff’s social networks, colleagues, and own 
efforts are the sources of skills development. These results conform with Pokhrel and Chhetri’s [1] research, where the academic staff 
collaborated with colleagues to learn from each other to overcome the limitations of virtual teaching. The second is the formal ways, 
which include attending a course/certificate program or using step-by-step guidelines. However, academic staff underlined the need 
for more formal training to develop digital skills. It is important for universities to support academic staff in this regard. 

Our findings showed that online teaching provides various advantages, such as an advanced learning environment, advanced time 
management and resources for academic staff compared to traditional classroom teaching. Academic staff favored online education 
largely because it allowed them to use different methods and practices of teaching. Thanks to their control over the learning envi-
ronment, the interruption of the lessons by the students was prevented. Bdair [31] supported these findings by concluding that online 
learning enables academic staff to control the learning environment from student interruptions. One of the other advantages of online 
teaching has been the reduction of time spent traveling from home to work, which has also been reported in the literature [32]. 
According to the participants, online teaching provided advantages in terms of flexibility and accessibility. As mentioned in the 
literature [32,33], online education offers flexibility to regulate the daily dynamics to their time preferences. According to this study, 
being accessible to students was an advantage of online education. This finding aligns with the literature, where students defined 
academic staff accessibility as an advantage [34]. As reported in the literature [35], easy access to digital resources has been an 
important advantage of online teaching for participants. 

In addition to academic staff, students also gained various advantages, such as personal benefits (time flexibility, less travel burden, 
easy access to the academic staff), academic achievement (increase in exam scores, higher motivation, higher participation) and re-
sources (easy/fast access to information, replaying the recordings). The findings are consistent with the work of Bdair [31], who 
emphasized that the main advantage of online teaching is the time flexibility it provides. Additionally, according to his study, students 
save time by not going to school due to online teaching. At the same time, online teaching has opened the way for students to 
communicate through more channels with their academic staff. Although the increase in the student’s academic achievement was 
described as an advantage in our study, there were doubts about the reality of success. Similarly, Bdair [31] mentioned the difficulties 
of controlling the learning environment during exams while emphasizing increased student success. The advantages regarding re-
sources were also consistent with various studies in the literature. In Mukhtar, Javed, Arooj, and Sethi’s [4] study, recording the 
lessons and then uploading them to the system was mentioned as an important advantage of online education. As stated by Yuhanna, 
Alexander, and Kachik [35], access to a wealth of information on topics of interest is easier thanks to online education. 

However, our findings showed that, compared to traditional classroom teaching, online teaching has disadvantages, including 
limited interaction between academic staff and students, time management and health problems concerning the academic staff. One of 
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the most important reasons for limited interaction is the lack of “real” eye contact, an essential pedagogical tool, in online education 
[36]. Another reason that disrupted the interaction was that the academic staff and students came together only on an online platform, 
resulting in an “invisible student” who could choose not to use a camera [32,37]. Similarly, in the study of Casacchia et al. [38], 
academic staff complained about reduced interaction with students during lessons. Academic staff should understand that online 
education is student-oriented and therefore create course designs that will ensure the active participation of students to promote 
interaction between the two sides [33]. Another disadvantage of online teaching for academic staff is the difficulty associated with 
managing time. Problems with time management stemmed from preparing courses for a new teaching environment and combining 
private life and business life in the same physical space. According to the participants, preparation time for online courses took more 
time, as reported in the literature [37,39]. The lack of boundaries between work and home was a challenge for time management for 
both male and female participants. However, as in other studies [32,40], it has been observed that difficulties related to time man-
agement are experienced more by female academic staff. Increased childcare burden and spending more time on cooking combined 
with work responsibilities [41] created more pressure on time management. Health was also mentioned as another disadvantage 
created by online teaching. Academic staff have had to spend more time in front of the computer to adapt to changes in teaching 
practices and course designs. This has challenged academic staff, both physically and emotionally, who are already at high risk of 
work-related mental health problems [38,42]. 

There have been various disadvantages of online teaching for students as well. The results supported by Bdair [31], Mukhtar et al. 
[4], Atout et al. [43] showed that online teaching was not suitable for gaining practical competencies and hand-on skills. There were 
also various health-related disadvantages. The negative effect of online teaching on peer socialization [31,43,44] has also negatively 
affected students’ psychological well-being. As reported in the literature, long hours spent in front of the computer cause eye fatigue 
and poor posture [45–48]. 

The rapid transition from face-to-face teaching to compulsory remote teaching needed students to be encouraged to participate in 
the courses in alternative ways. Consistent with the results of Heilporn, Lakhal, and Bélisle [49] to foster student engagement in the 
online component of blended learning, most participants tried to increase the participation of the students with a dynamic approach by 
immediate questions. Feedback was also reported to have been delivered in ways that support student participation, as stated in the 
literature [50]. Similar to what was reported in the study of Heilporn, Lakhal, and Bélisle [49], most of our participants emphasized the 
importance of promoting active learning through peer learning or group working. Nevertheless, it is understood that while the par-
ticipants tried to encourage student engagement in the online courses, they did not use a particular pedagogical strategy. According to 
the literature [50], the three generally accepted dimensions of student engagement are behavioral, cognitive, and affective. It is crucial 
to investigate the best ways for academic staff to promote it in certain learning settings. 

Unlike traditional classroom education, online education has enabled access to courses through a single internet connection with 
flexibility in terms of place [51]. However, academic staff encountered fundamental barriers in online teaching, such as network 
instability, insufficient technology provision, working in the same room, lack of technical support and good-practice guidelines. 
Similarly, Muflih et al. [52] found that one of the main obstacles to online teaching was an unstable internet connection. Adedoyin and 
Soykan [53] state that online learning elements are technology driven and dependent on internet facilities, so removing barriers is 
paramount to taking advantage of opportunities. 

There have been various online teaching barriers for students as well. Network instability has been identified as one of the main 
barriers for both students and academic staff. Participants mentioned that maintaining online teaching on the internet is mandatory. As 
mentioned above, insufficient physical space is a barrier for academic staff, as supported by the literature [31], crowded house en-
vironments and noise have emerged as spatial barriers for students. Difficulties accessing technological devices have been identified as 
an important barrier for students. These results were supported by Zou, Li, and Jin’s [45] research, where many students reported 
challenges were concerned with technical issues. Providing students with computer classes and the library with an internet connection 
at any time could be a solution for students who do not have technological devices and the internet at home. 

With the COVID-19 pandemic, it seems that no academic staff in the world has experienced online teaching. There was no time to 
worry about the ideal online teaching, as face-to-face teaching was shifted to online teaching out of necessity. However, the recom-
mendations drawn from the experiences gained are critical for more effective online teaching. Participants indicated that academic 
staff and students should receive training as a priority for improving online education. These findings are concurrent with Forde and 
OBrien’s [8] results, where the review of barriers and opportunities was presented by digitally enhanced practical skill teaching and 
learning. Unfortunately, considering that there are students living in rural areas, access to the internet and technological devices 
necessary for online learning is not equal for all students. The participants highlighted that these inequalities should be eliminated to 
improve online education. At this point, universities’ and states’ efforts and roles are critical for equality in online education. While the 
COVID-19 pandemic has not allowed institutions time to prepare for online education, there is now more time to make the necessary 
adjustments. The participants’ suggestions regarding universities and the state’s contributions are to improve the teaching environ-
ment physically. Additionally, participants emphasized the significance of technical support given by universities whenever academic 
staff and students need it. These results were supported by Bdair’s [31] research, where faculty and students highlighted the 
importance of technical support specialists in following up on technical problems. 

4.1. Strengths and limitations 

This study has several strengths, including that it is conducted at universities from different countries. Considering that most of the 
studies focused on a single country, a wider geographical distribution made it possible to see different perspectives together. In 
addition, the qualitative nature of the study provides an in-depth understanding of the experiences of academic staff regarding online 

C. Baskici et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                        



Heliyon 10 (2024) e24275

11

teaching and digital technologies. This will increase the knowledge base and provide a better understanding of the teaching experi-
ences of academic staff in such situations. This research shed light development of online teaching for practical skill. 

However, the study also faced some limitations. The direct quotes of academic staff were all translated from a foreign language, 
which resulted in some odd language constructions. Additionally, our suggestions depend on the experiences of the participating 
academic staff. As such, these suggestions need to be understood in the context of the specific situations in which they might be 
applied. Although the academic staff’s experience with online teaching and the use of digital technologies in practical skills-based 
courses in health care education were explored, they shared their more general experiences regarding online teaching. 

The study only examined the experiences of academic staff; hence, future research may also examine the experiences of universities 
as an organization being on the front line and students. Some of the focus group interviews were conducted online by researchers. 
Online interviews are criticized for the lack of nonverbal communication [54]. 

5. Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic left neither universities nor academic staff time to prepare for the transition from traditional teaching to 
compulsory remote teaching through online environments. While online teaching offers many advantages, such as an advanced 
learning environment, advanced time management and diversity of resources, there are also disadvantages related to the interaction 
between academic staff and students, time management and health problems. In addition to academic staff, students have also faced 
various advantages such as personal benefits, academic achievement, and resources as well as various disadvantages such as limita-
tions in learning methods and psychological and physical consequences. Due to the rapid transition from face-to-face to online 
teaching, it has been necessary to urge students to participate in online courses with heterogeneous pedagogic methods and external 
control used by academic staff. The unprepared transition to the new teaching environment has caused academic staff and students to 
face various barriers. One of the important barriers for both parties has been network instability for online teaching. The main goal has 
been not to create a new educational ecosystem with a transition to online teaching but to continue teaching without interruption. 
However, fulfilling the requirements of online teaching requires taking several steps. In this respect, the improvement recommen-
dations reported in this study, training about online teaching and learning by academic staff and students, eliminating the disparities 
experienced by students in accessing online education, investing in infrastructure and equipment, and giving technical support are 
receiving attention. 

This study demonstrates the paradigm shift we are witnessing, and the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated that. Engaging all 
actors in practical skills development is crucial for the success of this new teaching environment. Moreover, understanding the ex-
periences of academic staff has the potential to increase student engagement and improve learning outcomes. 
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