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 The field of online learning has grown significantly, especially during the COVID-19 

pandemic, where educational institutions worldwide shifted to remote learning. While 

existing studies focus on the technological and academic aspects of digital education, 

less is known about the emotional and social experiences of students engaged in this 

learning mode. Despite the wealth of data on effectiveness, a significant gap exists in 

understanding how students emotionally and socially navigate online learning. This 

study employs a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of 

students during remote learning, aiming to address this gap. Data was collected 

through semi-structured interviews with 15 students, focusing on their perceptions of 

technological barriers, emotional challenges, and coping strategies. Thematic analysis 

revealed that students faced substantial technological difficulties and feelings of 

isolation, yet 10 out of 15 students reported developing adaptive coping strategies, 

such as forming peer support networks, which helped them manage these challenges. 

The findings underscore the need to integrate emotional and social support into 

remote learning environments. This research contributes to a deeper understanding of 

the student experience and highlights areas for future improvement in digital 

education strategies. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The transition from traditional in-person education to online learning has become one of the 

most significant changes in the educational landscape, particularly in response to the global COVID-

19 pandemic (Chen et al., 2022; Feldman, 2020). This shift has reshaped how education is delivered, 

with many institutions rapidly adopting digital tools to continue instruction amidst lockdowns and 

social distancing measures. The widespread adoption of technology in education has led to new 

experiences, challenges, and perceptions among students, making it a crucial phenomenon to study in 

the context of modern education. 

In this rapidly evolving educational environment, the phenomenon of remote learning has 

become a central topic of interest, not only for educators and policymakers but also for students who 

are directly affected by these changes (Gyekye & Learned, 2024). The implications of this transition 

are vast, as students are required to adapt to new learning platforms, manage their studies from home, 

and overcome various technical and emotional barriers (Davy & Quane, 2021). These challenges are 

not merely logistical but deeply emotional and psychological, as the students’ lived experiences with 

digital education shape their academic identity, social interactions, and overall well-being. Thus, 

understanding the human experience of online learning is critical, as it touches upon various facets of 

students’ lives, from their academic engagement to their emotional and social connections. 
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The relevance of studying this phenomenon lies in its profound impact on students' learning 

experiences and personal growth (Buckley et al., 2023). By examining the subjective experiences of 

students, we can better understand how they navigate the complexities of remote learning, how they 

perceive their own educational journey, and how they make sense of their academic and emotional 

responses (Syska & Pritchard, 2023). This exploration aligns with the phenomenological approach, 

which focuses on uncovering the essence of human experience through the participants’ own 

perspectives. Phenomenology allows for an in-depth analysis of how students experience and interpret 

the world of online education, offering insights that go beyond statistical data and general trends. At 

the same time, explicitly linking this gap with the present study, the objective of this research is to 

examine not only the technological barriers but also the emotional and social challenges faced by 

students, highlighting the coping strategies they develop to navigate remote learning. This direct focus 

positions the study as a novel contribution by bridging the gap between prior research, which has 

emphasized system efficiency, and the urgent need to address students’ lived emotional and 

technological realities. 

Research on the subjective experiences of individuals in specific phenomena has become a 

vital area of focus, particularly in fields such as education, psychology, and sociology (Bahrami et al., 

2023). The exploration of these experiences offers a nuanced understanding of how individuals 

interact with and interpret their environments (Abramova et al., 2021). In the context of online 

learning, it is particularly crucial to investigate how students experience this shift, as it provides 

insights into the complexities of education beyond just academic performance. Phenomenological 

research allows us to gain an intimate understanding of these personal experiences, capturing the 

emotional and psychological responses to the challenges of learning in a digital environment. 

However, exploring deep and meaningful experiences presents several methodological 

challenges (Gelles et al., 2020). Traditional quantitative methods, such as surveys and statistical 

analysis, are limited in their ability to capture the rich, subjective aspects of human experience. These 

methods often focus on broad generalizations or aggregate data, which fail to address the unique, 

individual meanings that participants assign to their experiences (Ensmann et al., 2021). For example, 

while quantitative surveys may measure the effectiveness of online learning tools, they cannot explore 

the emotional weight of the shift to digital education, such as feelings of isolation, frustration, or 

empowerment. The lack of insight into these personal, lived experiences demonstrates the 

shortcomings of quantitative approaches when it comes to understanding complex human phenomena. 

This gap in understanding calls for a more qualitative and in-depth exploration of the student 

experience, particularly through phenomenology (Garner & Osthoff, 2024). Previous studies that 

relied heavily on quantitative methods have overlooked the essence of the student experience, failing 

to capture the underlying emotional and psychological factors that shape students' perceptions of their 

online education (Lapitan et al., 2023; Smith, 2021). Phenomenological research, by contrast, offers a 

more comprehensive approach, focusing on the lived experiences of students and their individual 

interpretations of the challenges and rewards of remote learning. Accordingly, this study seeks to fill 

the identified research gap by pursuing two interconnected objectives: (1) to explore students’ 

emotional and social experiences in depth, and (2) to identify the coping strategies that emerge in 

response to technological and psychological challenges during remote learning. These objectives 

strengthen the study’s contribution and underline its importance in informing future educational 

practices that balance both technological advancement and human well-being.In addressing the 

challenges of online learning, many studies have relied on practical, established approaches, such as 

quantitative surveys and experimental designs, to measure variables like engagement, performance, 

and technology use(de Jager & Steyn, 2023; Youssef et al., 2020). These methods, while useful for 

providing broad overviews of trends, often fall short in capturing the rich, subjective experiences of 

students. They focus primarily on measurable outcomes rather than the underlying emotions, 

perceptions, and personal meanings that students assign to their experiences (Stewart & Lowenthal, 

2022). For example, while quantitative data might demonstrate that online learning platforms are 

generally effective, they do not explain how students feel about their learning process or the 

emotional toll of adapting to an entirely digital environment. 
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The limitations of these conventional approaches highlight a significant gap in understanding 

the deeper, more personal dimensions of remote learning (Bekova et al., 2021). There is a lack of 

insight into how students internally process their experiences how they navigate feelings of isolation, 

frustration, or empowerment, and how they make sense of the technological and social challenges 

they face (Bozzi et al., 2024). These are the kinds of lived experiences that are not easily captured 

through statistical analysis, yet they are essential to understanding the true impact of online education 

on students. 

To bridge this gap, a more holistic and qualitative approach is needed one that focuses on the 

essence of students’ experiences (Brady, 2024). Adopting a phenomenological approach offers an 

opportunity to explore these experiences in-depth, allowing for a nuanced understanding of the 

emotional, psychological, and social aspects of remote learning (Shin et al., 2021). By prioritizing the 

subjective meaning of students' experiences, phenomenology provides a more comprehensive view of 

the phenomenon, one that can reveal the complexities and subtleties that other methods overlook. This 

study, therefore, aims to fill the gap by exploring the lived experiences of students in the digital 

learning environment, offering insights that go beyond surface-level observations and addressing the 

deeper meanings that students derive from their educational journey. 

Several studies have explored the experiences of students in the context of remote learning, 

emphasizing factors such as engagement, performance, and the technological challenges they face. 

Research by Cleary (2022) and Besche et al (2022) has focused on the emotional and academic 

impacts of online learning, revealing significant disruptions to students' social and academic lives. 

However, these studies often employ quantitative approaches, overlooking the rich, subjective 

experiences that shape how students adapt to online education (Meletiou-Mavrotheris et al., 2022). 

The theoretical frameworks underlying these studies primarily address general perceptions and 

behaviors, without deeply investigating how students make sense of their own emotional responses to 

digital learning. As a result, while the existing literature provides valuable insights, it does not fully 

capture the depth of students' lived experiences in the online learning environment. 

To address this gap, a phenomenological approach is employed to explore the essence of 

students' experiences in remote learning (Walwyn & Combrinck, 2021). Phenomenology is 

particularly suitable for this study, as it allows for an in-depth investigation of how students perceive 

and interpret the challenges of digital education. By focusing on the participants’ subjective 

experiences, this research aims to uncover the emotional, psychological, and social dimensions of 

remote learning, providing a richer understanding of the phenomenon (Jones et al., 2021). The choice 

of phenomenology answers the call for a more comprehensive approach that can reveal the deeper 

meanings behind students' interactions with online learning environments. Through this method, the 

study seeks to offer insights into the complexities and nuances that are not captured by more 

conventional, quantitative approaches. 

This article is structured to provide a clear and coherent presentation of the research process 

(da Rosa Marinho et al., 2023). The introduction sets the context by discussing the phenomenon of 

remote learning and its significance in the current educational landscape. Following the introduction, 

the methodology section explains the phenomenological approach used to examine students’ lived 

experiences, outlining the data collection and analysis procedures (McCabe et al., 2023). The results 

section presents the findings, focusing on key themes that emerge from the participants' experiences. 

The discussion will interpret these results in light of existing literature, and the conclusion will 

summarize the study's contributions and suggest directions for future research.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

This study adopts a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of students 

in relation to digital learning during the pandemic (Fife, 2020). Phenomenology is chosen because of 

its focus on understanding and interpreting the subjective experiences of participants. The design of 

this research allows for a deep exploration of how students perceive, make sense of, and adapt to the 
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shift from traditional to digital education. The phenomenological approach is particularly relevant for 

this study as it aims to uncover the essence of participants' experiences, providing insights into their 

personal meanings and emotional responses to online learning. 

For this study, an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was utilized. IPA is 

particularly suitable as it focuses on the interpretation of personal experiences within specific 

contexts, taking into account the individual’s perspective. This method provides a rich, detailed 

account of how students relate to and make sense of their experiences with remote learning, making it 

ideal for answering the research questions. 

Participants 

The participants in this study were selected through purposive sampling, ensuring that they 

had direct experience with the phenomenon of remote learning during the pandemic (Kawamura, 

2020). The inclusion criteria consisted of students who had participated in fully online courses during 

the pandemic, with an age range of 18 to 30 years. Exclusion criteria included students who had not 

engaged in online learning for at least one semester or those who had previous extensive experience 

with digital learning environments prior to the pandemic. 

A total of 15 students were included in the study, with an equal distribution of male and 

female participants. The average age of the participants was 22 years. The diversity in academic 

backgrounds among the students was considered relevant, as it allowed for the collection of varied 

perspectives on the experience of remote learning across different disciplines. This sample size is 

consistent with IPA research, where in-depth analysis of a smaller number of participants allows for a 

detailed understanding of individual experiences. Although the sample size of 15 may appear limited 

in terms of generalizability to the broader student population, this aligns with the methodological 

principles of IPA, which prioritize depth of insight over breadth of representation. The relatively 

small but diverse sample enables a focused exploration of individual lived experiences while still 

capturing variation across disciplines. Nevertheless, this limitation is acknowledged, and the findings 

should be interpreted as context-specific, offering transferable insights rather than statistically 

generalizable conclusions. 

Data Collection 

Data was collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted via video 

conferencing platforms, which provided a safe and comfortable environment for the participants 

(Clair, 2003). Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes and was conducted at a time 

convenient for the participant. The interview protocol was designed to capture a comprehensive view 

of the participants' experiences with remote learning, covering challenges, coping strategies, 

emotional reactions, and overall perceptions. The interview questions were open-ended, allowing 

participants to freely express their thoughts and feelings. 

A set of interview questions was developed based on the existing literature on digital learning, 

ensuring that the questions addressed the key aspects of the research topic. The protocol was reviewed 

by experts in educational psychology to ensure validity and clarity. All interviews were audio-

recorded with the consent of the participants, and transcripts were created for further analysis. 

Data Analysis 

The data was analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), a method that 

seeks to explore how individuals make sense of their personal and social worlds. The analysis 

followed a systematic approach, beginning with the transcription of the interviews, followed by a 

close reading of the data. Each transcript was analyzed to identify significant statements or 'meaning 

units' that reflected key aspects of the participants’ experiences. These meaning units were then 

grouped into broader themes, with the aim of capturing the essence of the participants' experiences. 

The themes were organized into clusters that represented major areas of concern or emotion 

in the students' experiences with online learning, such as technological challenges, emotional impact, 

and coping strategies. NVivo software was used to assist in organizing and managing the qualitative 
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data, though the analysis was primarily driven by a manual coding process to ensure depth and 

accuracy. 

Ethics 

Ethical considerations for this study were adhered to in accordance with international research 

ethics standards. Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the relevant research 

ethics committee. All participants were provided with an informed consent form that outlined the 

purpose of the study, their rights as participants, and the confidentiality of their responses. Participants 

were assured that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any 

time without consequence. To ensure anonymity, all identifying information was removed from the 

transcripts, and pseudonyms were used in place of participants' real names. The confidentiality of the 

data was strictly maintained, with all interview recordings and transcripts stored securely. 

 

RESULTS  

Perceived Technological Challenges in Remote Learning 

The experiences of the students regarding the technological challenges in remote learning 

were diverse but strikingly consistent across the interviews. Many participants mentioned that the 

transition to digital platforms for education was not only abrupt but also challenging. They cited 

issues related to internet connectivity, inadequate hardware, and the lack of technical support. For 

instance, one student, Participant 5, shared, “I often found myself lagging behind during lectures 

because of poor internet connection. It was frustrating because I could see the others moving ahead, 

but my screen was stuck.” This comment reflects the common sentiment of feeling isolated and 

disconnected from the learning process due to technological barriers. 

Further, Participant 12 highlighted the difficulty of adapting to the digital tools required for 

online assessments: “The first time I had to take an online exam, I was really stressed because I didn’t 

know how to use the platform well. I kept worrying about my answers not being submitted properly.” 

This comment reveals not only the technical challenges but also the psychological burden associated 

with learning in a remote environment. Notably, students from technical disciplines such as 

engineering and computer science tended to report greater confidence in troubleshooting digital tools, 

while those from social sciences and humanities described a steeper learning curve, particularly in 

navigating online assessment platforms. This contrast underscores how disciplinary background 

influenced the way technological challenges were perceived and managed. 

Emotional and Social Impact of Online Learning 

In addition to technological barriers, emotional and social factors emerged as significant 

themes in the students' experiences. Many participants reported feelings of isolation, anxiety, and 

disconnection from peers and instructors. Participant 3 reflected on the emotional toll of learning 

alone, stating, “It feels like you are just talking to a screen, there’s no connection with your 

classmates. I missed the group discussions and the direct interaction with my professors.” This 

sentiment was echoed by others, who highlighted the lack of social presence as a major disadvantage 

of online education. 

However, some students found ways to cope with these feelings by establishing new virtual 

communication channels with peers. Participant 8 shared, “Even though I missed the physical 

presence of my friends, we created study groups online. That made me feel more connected, like we 

were still in this together.” This illustrates how students adapted to the challenges of social isolation 

by developing new forms of virtual community, emphasizing the adaptability of the student body 

despite the circumstances. Comparative insights also emerged in this theme: students living in rural 

areas, who experienced poorer connectivity and limited peer access, reported more intense feelings of 

disconnection than those in urban areas, who had better infrastructure and more opportunities for 

synchronous engagement. Thus, geographical and social context played a critical role in shaping the 

emotional dimension of remote learning. 
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Coping Strategies and Adaptation to Online Learning 

Despite the challenges, students also revealed a strong sense of resilience and adaptability. 

Many participants shared their strategies for coping with the limitations of online learning. These 

included time management techniques, seeking technical support, and creating structured routines. 

Participant 1 noted, “At first, I was overwhelmed, but I started organizing my study schedule more 

strictly. It helped me to stay on track and reduced my anxiety.” Similarly, Participant 6 discussed how 

they used online tutorials to improve their technical skills, “I took the initiative to watch tutorials to 

understand the online exam platforms better. It helped me feel more confident.” 

Interestingly, some participants also mentioned that their experiences in online learning 

provided them with valuable skills, such as self-discipline and the ability to learn independently. 

Participant 9 remarked, “The pandemic forced me to become more self-reliant in my learning. I 

learned to find resources on my own and became more disciplined with my study habits.” When 

compared across academic backgrounds, students from professional programs (e.g., business, health 

sciences) frequently emphasized the importance of structured time management to cope with heavy 

workloads, while students from creative fields (e.g., arts, humanities) highlighted flexibility and self-

directed exploration as their key adaptation strategies. This variation suggests that coping mechanisms 

were not uniform but rather shaped by disciplinary demands and expectations.The findings of this 

study highlight that while technological and emotional challenges were significant during the 

transition to online learning, students demonstrated resilience through coping strategies and 

adaptation. The experiences of social isolation and technical difficulties were commonly shared 

among participants, but many found ways to overcome these barriers, either through peer support 

networks or by enhancing their personal learning skills. Importantly, the comparative analysis across 

disciplines, geographic backgrounds, and program demands reveals that student experiences were not 

homogeneous but layered, with unique challenges and strategies emerging depending on academic 

and social contexts. The key takeaway from these findings is the complex interplay of technological, 

emotional, and social factors that shaped students' experiences of online education during the 

pandemic. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Key Findings 

This study reveals that students' experiences with online learning during the pandemic were 

characterized by significant technological challenges, emotional isolation, and the development of 

coping strategies (Hendricks et al., 2024; Park & Sohn, 2023). These experiences underline the 

complex nature of digital education, highlighting how technology-mediated learning environments 

impact not only academic performance but also students’ emotional and social well-being. The 

findings offer insight into the broader question of how students adapt to and make sense of the shift to 

remote education in the context of the global pandemic. 

Contribution to the Research Question 

The research contributes to a deeper understanding of the essential experiences of students 

navigating remote learning (Díez-Pascual et al., 2025). By focusing on the subjective, lived 

experiences of students, this study answers the key question raised in the introduction: How do 

students experience remote learning, and what are the challenges and solutions they identify? The 

findings highlight that while technological and social challenges are pervasive, students actively adapt 

by developing new coping mechanisms and support systems. These strategies not only enable them to 

persist in the face of adversity but also foster personal growth, including greater self-reliance and 

discipline. The ability of students to adjust to and derive meaning from their remote learning 

experience demonstrates the resilience and adaptability of individuals under challenging 

circumstances. 

Relation to Existing Literature and Theory 

These findings align with and expand upon previous research on the impact of remote 

learning on students. Studies such as those by (Stone et al., 2022) and (Washburn et al., 2021) 
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emphasize the challenges posed by technology, yet this study adds a unique perspective by focusing 

on the emotional and social dimensions of the remote learning experience. The emotional isolation 

reported by participants in this study is consistent with earlier findings that digital education can lead 

to feelings of disconnection from peers and instructors. However, unlike previous studies, which 

primarily focus on technological aspects, this research brings attention to how students cope with 

these feelings through virtual study groups and other adaptive strategies. 

More specifically, the coping strategies identified in this study resonate with prior findings in 

the literature. For example, Wong & Li (2022) also reported that students relied on peer networks and 

virtual study groups to mitigate social isolation, while Zhao et al. (2021) highlighted time 

management and structured routines as critical mechanisms for maintaining academic progress in 

online contexts. In contrast, this study extends the discussion by demonstrating how coping 

approaches varied across disciplines, with students in professional programs emphasizing structured 

scheduling, whereas those in creative fields relied more on flexibility and self-directed exploration. 

This comparative insight underscores the originality of the present study, as it situates coping 

strategies not only as universal mechanisms of adaptation but also as contextually shaped by academic 

background and social circumstances. 

In terms of theory, the findings can be situated within the broader framework of educational 

psychology, particularly with regard to how learners interact with their environment and the 

emotional responses this interaction provokes. The work of (Mitchell Dove, 2021) on self-efficacy 

can also be applied here, as students' reported coping mechanisms, such as increased discipline and 

initiative in seeking technical support, can be seen as manifestations of enhanced self-efficacy. 

Moreover, the emotional and social challenges students face underscore the importance of social 

presence in learning environments, supporting earlier work on the role of community and interaction 

in educational success (Firmante, 2024). By explicitly linking these findings with the literature, this 

study strengthens the argument that coping strategies are not peripheral but central to the online 

learning experience, bridging gaps between existing theories of self-efficacy, resilience, and social 

presence. 

Explanation of Findings' Implications 

The findings of this study offer both theoretical and practical implications for understanding 

remote learning (Singh et al., 2025). On a theoretical level, this research contributes to the growing 

body of literature on online education by emphasizing the emotional and social dimensions of 

students' experiences. The study shows that remote learning is not just a technical challenge but also 

an emotionally taxing process for many students. This realization underscores the importance of 

considering the psychological and social well-being of students in the design and implementation of 

online learning environments. Practically, the findings suggest that educators and institutions should 

consider integrating more robust support systems, such as virtual peer groups, to mitigate feelings of 

isolation and enhance the overall learning experience. In doing so, the present study echoes calls made 

in previous research (e.g., Park & Sohn, 2023; Wong & Li, 2022) for more intentional design of 

online environments that incorporate social support structures as integral components of digital 

pedagogy. These findings are especially relevant in the current global context, where online learning 

has become a predominant mode of education and will likely continue to play a central role in the 

future of education. 

Limitations of the Study 

While the findings provide valuable insights into students’ experiences with online learning, 

there are limitations to this study that must be considered (Meda, 2021). The primary limitation is the 

sample size, as only 15 students participated in the research. This sample size, though adequate for a 

phenomenological study, may not fully represent the diversity of experiences across different 

academic disciplines or geographical regions. Additionally, the study focused solely on students who 

had engaged with online learning during the pandemic, which may limit the generalizability of the 

findings to other contexts or periods. The use of self-reported data from interviews, while providing 

rich qualitative insights, may also be subject to biases such as social desirability or selective memory. 
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Future research could expand on this study by including a more diverse sample and exploring the 

long-term effects of online learning on students' academic and emotional well-being. 

Prospective Directions for Future Research 

Building on the insights from this study, future research could explore several promising 

avenues (Slivkoff et al., 2021). One potential direction is to examine the long-term effects of remote 

learning on students’ academic engagement, emotional well-being, and social connectedness. This 

could include longitudinal studies that track students’ experiences over time, offering a deeper 

understanding of how their perceptions of online learning evolve. Additionally, comparative studies 

between students from different cultural or educational backgrounds could provide further insights 

into how context shapes the online learning experience. Another promising avenue for future research 

is the exploration of how different types of online learning platforms and teaching methods influence 

students' emotional and social experiences. These insights would not only contribute to the academic 

literature but also offer practical guidance for educators and policymakers striving to create more 

inclusive and effective online learning environments. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This study explored the experiences of students engaging with remote learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, addressing the challenges and adaptations they faced in a digital education 

environment. The findings revealed significant technological barriers, emotional isolation, and the 

development of coping strategies such as peer support networks and increased self-discipline. These 

insights contribute to the understanding of online learning by highlighting the emotional and social 

dimensions often overlooked in previous research. By focusing on the subjective experiences of 

students, this study fills the gap in literature concerning the emotional impact of remote learning, 

offering a more comprehensive view of the phenomenon.  

Future research could expand on this work by investigating the long-term effects of remote 

learning on students’ academic performance, psychological well-being, and social connectedness 

through longitudinal and cross-cultural studies. Comparative analyses across disciplines and 

educational levels would also provide a deeper understanding of how context shapes coping 

strategies. Moreover, experimental studies evaluating the effectiveness of interventions—such as 

structured peer mentoring, integrated mental health support, and adaptive digital platforms—would 

further clarify best practices for enhancing student resilience. From a practical perspective, the 

findings suggest that institutions should implement targeted measures such as building accessible peer 

support systems, embedding mental health resources into online platforms, and providing training for 

both students and faculty to navigate digital tools effectively. These efforts would not only mitigate 

feelings of isolation and stress but also foster more inclusive and supportive online learning 

environments that prioritize student well-being alongside academic s 
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