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Abstract 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic has wreaked havoc on every aspect of society. It has caused 
profound disruption to the education system as governments around the world have 
temporarily closed educational institutions to contain the spread of the coronavirus. Face-
to-face classes have been cancelled and moved online, bringing about the rise of online 
learning that has allowed learners to continue their education. The sudden transition from 
face-to-face to online learning has, however, posed numerous challenges for students, 
teachers, administrators, and education leaders. Drawing on previously published sources, 
this article first attempts to explain different terms used to describe online learning. It then 
discusses key challenges posed by the widespread adoption of online learning during the 
pandemic, followed by a discussion of suggestions made by different researchers to 
enhance the effectiveness of online learning. The article concludes with a summary of key 
challenges and suggestions and brief recommendations for the broader adoption of online 
and blended learning in the post-COVID-19 world. 

Introduction 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused global disruption, affecting every aspect of human 
life in many ways. A telling example of the disruption caused by COVID19 is the temporary 
closure of educational institutions worldwide. To ensure the continuity of education for 
students, face-to-face classes have been moved online, ushering a new version of online 
learning in which lectures, lessons, and all learning activities are conducted remotely. In 
developed societies, online learning is not new. It is part of the curriculum and students are 
generally familiar with different aspects of online learning through the use of Moodle, 
Blackboard, and other learning management systems. However, in developing societies 
such as Cambodia, online learning is not common, and there are many issues when it comes 
to implementing this learning mode. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the concept of 
blended learning – a combination of face-to-face learning and online learning – was 
introduced at some Cambodian universities such as the Institute of Technology of 
Cambodia, 
 

but it was not really a common learning method (see Kaing, 2020). The advent and impact 
of COVID-19 have changed everything. As schools and universities were ordered to close 
to contain the spread of the coronavirus, traditional physical classes were transitioned to an 
online mode of learning. The transition was abrupt, posing a lot of challenges for students, 
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teachers, school administrations, and even parents. The challenges may vary across 
countries, systems, institutions, and groups of students. However, in the context of 
Cambodia characterized by limited resources, including technological and human 
resources, the challenges presented by the adoption of online learning have been 
considerable, particularly in the remote part of the country. In this article, we attempt to 
examine different variations or names for online learning, discuss key challenges facing 
Cambodia as it embraces online learning, and offer suggestions to improve the conduct of 
online learning 

Variations of online learning 
 

As online learning and relevant technological tools continue to evolve, several 
terminologies associated with online learning are used. They include e-learning, each of 
these terminologies alludes to the act of using technology in learning, but how students 
engage in that process is marginally different. In an attempt to distinguish these 
terminologies, we reviewed some relevant literature to determine their definitions, 
characteristics, and distinction. Online learning (often used interchangeably with e-
learning) is a form of distance education that involves using technology as the mediator of 
the learning process, and that teaching is entirely delivered through the internet (Siemens 
et al., 2015). Depending on individual educational institutions/instructors, students might 
have to attend regularly scheduled online lectures/presentations and/or discussions. 
Moreover, students usually access learning materials online, such as recorded 
lectures/presentations, reading lists, activities, assignments, and so on 

 

through the provided platform. With online learning, students submit their works and 
receive feedback online. Students can also connect and interact with their peers online, and 
sometimes they can be together in an online class with an instructor while working through 
their digital lessons, materials, or assessments (Stauffer, 2020). With a comparable 
characteristic, distance learning/education has the same structure as online learning. It can 
be synchronous (happening at the same time) or asynchronous (self-paced) (Offir et al., 
2008). Siemens et al. (2015, p. 99) define distance learning as “teaching and planned 
learning where the teaching occurs in a different place from learning, requiring 
communication through technologies and special institutional organization.” Distance 
learning is simply an effort to provide access to learning for those who are geographically 
distant (Moore et al., 2011). 
 

Blended learning (also known as hybrid learning) refers to the practices that combine (or 
blend) traditional face-to-face classroom instruction with online learning (Siemens et al., 
2015). Compared with other forms of online learning, blended learning provides students 
with more fruitful channels of getting connected with their peers and instructors (Park & 
Shea, 2020). Academic research also suggests that blended learning gives students a better 
understanding of course content due to the support of social interactions (Garrison & 
Kanuka, 2004). As the above definitions suggest, online learning and blended learning are 
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different, but not entirely distinct. According to Pearson (2020), online learning involves a 
learning environment that exists online, while blended learning is a mixture of both face-
to-face learning and online learning. The University of the West Indies’ Center for 
Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL, n.d.) differentiate online learning from 
blended learning by stating that in an online learning environment, the responsibility for 
learning shifts primarily to the while teachers mainly play a role as a guide to facilitate the 
learning process. In a blended learning environment, however, students can both learn at 
their own pace through the convenience of online learning and have the opportunity to 
interact with peers and their teacher in face-to- students face sessions. 

Challenges associated with online learning 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced the shutdown of many physical activities worldwide, 
including educational activities. This situation leaves educational institutions no choice but 
to migrate to online learning. Even though online learning is not a novel phenomenon, this 
sudden transformation into online learning has posed substantial challenges for educational 
activities globally, and particularly in resource-scarce environments such as Cambodia, 
where educational institutions, teachers, and students are generally not ready for this 
unexpected disruption to traditional teaching and learning methods. A recent study by 
Adedoyin and Soykan (2020) points out several concrete challenges caused by the abrupt 
digital transformation of instructional operations during the period of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Key challenges are related to technological infrastructure and digital 
competence, socio-economic factors (educational inequality), assessment and supervision, 
heavy workload, and compatibility (some subjects such as sports sciences require physical 
interactions). 

 

By its nature, online learning depends entirely on technological devices and the internet, so 
it is undeniable that technology is the most pressing challenge to online learning if those 
involved in the process of teaching and learning are not digitally competent due to 
inexperience or insufficient training. Some typical technological issues include lack of 
knowledge of how to use applications, unstable/slow internet connection, outdated 
communication devices, and incompatible browsers. Jalli (2020) argues that lack of internet 
access poses great challenges for students in Southeast Asia to study online. In Cambodia, 
for example, teachers and students, particularly in rural areas, do not have reliable internet 
access and are not capable of using emerging technology, making online learning a 
difficult, if not frustrating, experience for many (see Flynn & Himel, 2020). Despite the 
efforts by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) to provide online learning 
opportunities by disseminating video lessons through television and other online platforms 
such as MoEYS Facebook page, YouTube channel, and elearning website, the number of 
students who have had access to online learning is still low (UNESCO, 2020). 

 

With online learning as the replacement of physical classrooms amid the COVID19 crisis, 
many students, including Cambodian students, are vulnerable to falling behind in their 
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studies or experience additional challenges due to their socioeconomic status (see Sun, 
2020). Students from low socio-economic families are not able to afford broadband 
connection and pertinent devices such as computers/laptops or tablets to support their 
online learning. Instead, they are using smartphones to access lessons and learning 
materials, complete assignments, and take exams (Chea et al., 2020) 

 

Assessment is, no doubt, vital to any learning, either face-to-face or online learning. 
However, online learning during this global pandemic makes the assessment more 
complicated (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020) as it needs to be conducted online. New 
approaches to assessment, therefore, are imperative. With online assessment, teachers have 
limited control over students’ work, so it is difficult for teachers to regulate cheating and 
ensure that students complete the assessment tasks by themselves. For many educational 
institutions, the sudden shift to online learning has created an unexpected workload, 
particularly on building e-platforms and integrating external applications into their systems 
in a timely manner (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). Along with that, another critical issue is 
to immediately train teachers and support staff to use the new platforms and systems. 
Teachers who play an inseparable role also face the pressure of sharing extra workload 
because they are in charge of transforming course/subject contents, learning resources, and 
assessments to online platforms. With the immediate demand, this workload has more or 
less caused stress and anxiety (MacIntyre et al., 2020; Winthrop, 2020). As Adedoyin & 
Soykan (2020) note, the compatibility issue is another considerable challenge linked to 
online learning. While online learning appears to be applicable to particular academic 
disciplines, for example, social and linguistic studies, it might be inappropriate for practical 
disciplines such as sports, engineering, and medical studies because these disciplines 
require handson experiences as part of instructional activities (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). 
In Cambodia, where digital infrastructure and resources are deficient (Chea et al., 2020), 
teaching such practical disciplines online is undoubtedly a demanding challenge 

 

There are many other challenges which have been discussed in recent research studies on 
online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, online or distance learning 
amid the pandemic has created more stress, frustration, and isolation for students who have 
lost the opportunity for peer interactions (Daniel, 2020; Gillett-Swan, 2017). The 
unprecedented shift to online learning has also increased concerns regarding cybersecurity, 
cyberbullying, online violence and exploitation, and other psychological issues caused by 
difficulties and uncertainties associated with online learning during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Daniel, 2020; Yan, 2020). 

Online learning trends to keep an eye on as the education landscape changes 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced school closures across the country, and over 300 million 
children in India are unable to attend school. The educational landscape has evolved 
considerably as a result of the impending health crisis, with the significant rise of e-
learning, in which teaching is done remotely and on digital platforms. School pupils have 
acclimated well to online learning, which has enhanced information retention while also 
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taking less time, signaling that the pandemic’s changes are here to stay. The usage of 
language programs, virtual tutoring, video conferencing technologies, and online learning 
software has increased significantly. Major global catastrophes frequently act as a catalyst 
for rapid innovation, but we must wait and see what the future holds for e-learning in the 
post-pandemic period. Let’s have a look at some of the trends that are changing the 
education landscape for good. 

Making the switch to online learning 
 

Conventional teaching will need to embrace digital change in some form or another. This 
effectively means that academic establishments will use hybrid models. The way one 
educates will change dramatically as well. Adapting classrooms to meet the needs of 
digitally connected pupils. Educational establishments that do not go digital will lose 
market share. The ed-tech sector will expand fast, fueled by the National Education Policy 
and recent advances as a result of the pandemic. More educational institutions will be using 
hybrid models in the future, harnessing technology to encourage digital learning for 
students from all walks of life. That’ll be a significant departure from the conventional 
ways. 

Advanced digital technologies are on the rise 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), Augmented Reality (AR), and Virtual Reality (VR) are a few 
of the emerging technologies that will totally transform the online learning environment. 
AI really does have the capacity to analyze and evaluate people’s learning skills, allowing 
us to develop more effective academic programs. 

The popularity of video-based material will rise 
 

One of the most important areas for creating and delivering video content will be digital 
learning. The content material will span beyond online classes broadcast and recordings to 
the creation of special instructional content. 

Put a premium on interactive materials 
 

Amongst the most significant advantages of offline lessons is that they look to be more 
involved, personalized, and focused while still being entertaining. However, a digital class 
nowadays may seem less personalized and engaging to a teacher or a learner. The virtual 
education sector is now wrestling with the difficulty and is looking for ways to make online 
classes increasingly dynamic & participative via content or technologies, such as digital 
boards, real-time quizzes, polls, and so on 

Future of online Education 
 

The Country should establish a National Digital Education Mission with the goal of 
integrating the nation with 4G connectivity & heralding in the 5G era. Online learning 
presents a fantastic opportunity to equalize basic education and accomplish the long-held 
Indian ambition of 100 percent literacy and K12 education, thanks to quicker internet 
access and emerging technologies. Schools across the country have moved to virtual 
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classes, and when these schools reopen, both teachers and students are going to need their 
digital skills to be successful in future. Students are now getting prepared to navigate the 
real world and the virtual world efficiently to deal with future disruptions. Depending on 
how long the pandemic lasts, schools may be forced to find creative ways to get children 
enjoy learning. Until a few years ago, the online medium was used only for entertainment 
content, but now it has taken over traditional classroom methods. Despite some perceived 
drawbacks, online learning is the need of the hour. 

When the storm of pandemic passes, schools may be revolutionised by this online 
teachinglearning experience. Instead of walking into a school, students might be turning on 
their laptops to see live-streaming lessons. Online learning gives learners the benefit of 
learning from the comfort of their homes or while travelling, providing flexibility in terms 
of space. In real school life, students belong to a peer group which instils a sense of 
competition, motivating them to excel but the forced online classes suffer from issues like 
attention span, as students tend to multi-task; checking emails, chatting with friends and 
surfing the net during online sessions. This poses questions, how do we instil discipline and 
develop relationships with students through a virtual environment? How do we monitor 
understanding? Is virtual learning truly a better alternative? Or is it better to return to a 
formal classroom setting? Learning is an ongoing process, and the vision of schools is to 
overcome the learning crisis. Digital learning enables students to take better advantage of 
the resources available online. Assessments might change, giving more weightage to 
weekly assignments and online presentations compared to final exams. Educators are 
teaching through video conferencing, and students participate using padlet – a virtual post-
it note system that lets them share their ideas, and flipgrid, which allows students and 
teachers to create and share videos. Social distancing could be challenging for high school 
students who thrive on social connections. This crisis abruptly brought an end to their 
school year, taking away the quintessential traditions like graduation ceremony followed 
by cancelled exams which have impacted students emotionally. Apart from implementing 
guidelines to provide a better learning experience, caring for their physical and emotional 
well-being is also important. 

 

After this phase subsides, the students will be more conscious of this infectious disease 
when they come out of home quarantine to re-enter school. The schools will enforce social 
distancing by asking students to disinfect their hands before entering school while security 
guards will take their temperature. In the classrooms, the desks will be rearranged to 
increase space, group activities will be limited, the movement will be restricted within the 
classroom, and on the corridors, other available space in the school will be used for smaller 
groups, visits to the washroom will be restricted, congestion during arrival and dismissal 
will be reduced, recess area will be segregated according to classes, solo physical activity 
will be encouraged instead of games, meal times will be staggered, and events like 
assemblies, field trips, excursions and classes with high rates of the meeting will be 
cancelled. While so much remains uncertain about what the future holds, post-pandemic 
expectations largely depend on schools’ current preparedness for digital learning. This is 
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an opportunity that reminds us of the skills students need in future, such as informed 
decision making, creative problem-solving, think creatively, communication, collaborative 
learning and adaptability. It is a good time to reflect on how this disruptive crisis can help 
us define what learning should look like for future generations. 

 

Impact of Online education in society during pandemic 
 

• The COVID-19 has resulted in schools shut all across the world. Globally, over 1.2 billion 
children are out of the classroom. As a result, education has changed dramatically, with the 
distinctive rise of e-learning, whereby teaching is undertaken remotely and on digital 
platforms. While countries are at different points in their COVID-19 infection rates, 
worldwide there are currently more than 1.2 billion children in 186 countries affected by 
school closures due to the pandemic. In Denmark, children up to the age of 11 are returning 
to nurseries and schools after initially closing on 12 March, but in South Korea students are 
responding to roll calls from their teachers online. With this sudden shift away from the 
classroom in many parts of the globe, some are wondering whether the adoption of online 
learning will continue to persist post-pandemic, and how such a shift would impact the 
worldwide education market. Even before COVID-19, there was already high growth and 
adoption in education technology, with global edtech investments reaching US$18.66 
billion in 2019 and the overall market for online education projected to reach $350 Billion 
by 2025. Whether it is language apps, virtual tutoring, video conferencing tools, or online 
learning software, there has been a significant surge in usage since COVID19 
 

  Conclusion 
The timing has never been better for using technology to enable and improve learning at 
all levels, in all places, and for people of all backgrounds. From the modernization of E-
rate to the proliferation and adoption of openly licensed educational resources, the key 
pieces necessary to realize best the transformations made possible by technology in 
education are in place. Educators, policymakers, administrators, and teacher preparation 
and professional development programs now should embed these tools and resources into 
their practices. Working in collaboration with families, researchers, cultural institutions, 
and all other stakeholders, these groups can eliminate inefficiencies, reach beyond the walls 
of traditional classrooms, and form strong partnerships to support everywhere, all-the-time 
learning. Although the presence of technology does not ensure equity and accessibility in 
learning, it has the power to lower barriers to both in ways previously impossible. No matter 
their perceived abilities or geographic locations, all learners can access resources, 
experiences, planning tools, and information that can set them on a path to acquiring 
expertise unimaginable a generation ago. All of this can work to augment the knowledge, 
skills, and competencies of educators. Tools and data systems can be integrated seamlessly 
to provide information on student learning progress beyond the static and dated scores of 
traditional assessments. Learning dashboards and collaboration and communication tools 
can help connect teachers and families with instantaneous ease. This all is made more likely 
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with the guidance of strong vision and leadership at all levels from teacher-leaders to 
school, district, and state administrators. For these roles, too, technology allows greater 
communication, resource sharing, and improved practice so that the vision is owned by all 
and dedicated to helping every individual in the system improve learning for students. 
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