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Abstract

:

This paper explores the student learning experience using technology as an e-learning tool during the COVID-19 pandemic. This article utilized qualitative methods to examine the quality of student learning using deep and surface approaches to understand what influences student engagement with technology. Interviews were conducted with 21 students from various academic majors using deductive content analysis to evaluate their responses. The findings show that technology increased student engagement with class discussion, and students became more informed about lecture material. It is noteworthy that there were some variations in the students’ interpretation of the learning experience with technology, indicating a gap in the quality of learning. Notably, there was an improvement in grades compared to the last online session and the face-to-face learning experience prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, and there were fewer missing quizzes and late assignments. These outcomes may be used to enhance teaching strategies and problem solving within teaching and learning to develop a new mode of delivery. In addition, these findings are important for the future of education in a post-pandemic world.
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1. Introduction


The COVID-19 pandemic has sparked global debates since December 2019, when several cases were reported in Wuhan, China [1]. The coronavirus disease outbreak led to the shutdown of countries around the world, which impacted multiple sectors, including the economy, health, and education, which have been affected tremendously. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic has altered the entire education system, especially higher education. This study examines how the quality of higher education was affected, with a specific focus on the Kuwait higher educational system and what could be done to respond to future challenges. Kuwait schools and universities were closed to prevent the spread of COVID-19 on 26 February 2020 [2]. The country then imposed a curfew on 12 March 2020, which altered not just education but all sectors.



Indeed, education, training, and research are powerful platforms that shape future generations. In a desperate act, governments worldwide took the preventive measure to close down educational institutions and curb the spread of COVID-19 [3]. Lockdown was imposed, and universities were forced to adopt purely online teaching. Thousands of universities around the world closed their campuses [4]. In fact, many nations have adjusted to the pandemic’s outcomes by reinstating other alternative means of learning such as online learning. Education industries worldwide have shifted their traditional face-to-face teaching to online learning or e-learning as part of a new phase in education. All of the curriculum materials are accessible through portals with the aid of digital technologies [5]. Consequently, the education calendar has been significantly altered, and it is difficult to predict when traditional campuses will be open again. Higher education teaching and learning quality has certainly been affected. Parents, teachers, and students have reported that e-learning does not offer the same educational value that was available before the pandemic struck [6]. For example, during student interviews, many revealed the poor quality and inefficiency of education during online learning.



Despite the great opportunities that online teaching provides, e-learning still has some downsides that affect the quality of learning. Some students may suffer from losing the merit of education due to being discouraged or not taking online education seriously [7]. For instance, students emphasized that they were not engaging as much as they used to while attending classes in person. It is possible that when webcams and microphones are switched off, class engagement is reduced, resulting in some students paying less attention and lacking focus. Another downside presented in online learning during the spread of COVID-19 is that many students are starting to feel disconnected from their peers and experience loneliness. This would significantly affect those who normally attend extracurricular activities such as sports, school clubs, and study groups.



Using technology through Moodle, internet café channels were created to discuss the lecture material among different groups of students and to explore deep and surface student learning approaches. Each group session was led by a different student administrator, who was responsible for picking a topic to be addressed from the weekly relevant curriculum. For example, the administrator would choose a question to be posted and discussed at a time agreed by all students. More importantly, the internet café aims to prepare and assist students with their exams and assignments. The administrator must also clarify any specific issues related to the discussed question. In addition, a WhatsApp group was added to each group to obtain an update and access class information. Every student had the opportunity to actively engage in the internet café. Similarly, students could discuss anything concerning the unit, potentially providing space for informal virtual communication among students to enhance their learning outcomes. The internet café was also intended to provide educational benefits via digital technology related directly to the quality of learning in order to enhance student engagement with the unit material and make them active partners in the teaching and learning process.



To achieve the aim of this research, interviews with different groups of students were conducted to understand students’ learning experiences and their perception of the quality of their learning. For example, when exploring how and why students engaged with the internet café, the author examined whether it was to pass the test and get a good grade, to learn what the module is intended to teach, or both. Hence, determining the factors that deter students from actively engaging in the internet café could help develop a plan to enhance learning practices.



Therefore, this research is intended to examine challenges students faced while taking online classes. For example, challenges may emerge from online teaching, such as student engagement during online lectures and how technology can underpin the teaching strategies [8].



Furthermore, efforts were made to assess the students’ learning experiences in the new online atmosphere. An online café was created to discuss the class material for different academic modules to see how technology influenced student engagement and how it affected student learning. The academic modules were undergraduate modules delivered over 14 weeks, with two hours per week. Each module aims to develop the students’ understanding and knowledge to help them complete their chosen degree.



The remainder of this paper is arranged as follows: Section 2 is a literature review, providing background information and related research outcomes; Section 3 outlines the methodology; Section 4 provides the findings and analysis and discusses the study outcomes; and Section 5 provides concluding remarks.




2. Literature Review


Technology has advanced dramatically in recent years, bringing with it more reliable and faster means of digital communication, and this has fed through to the educational environment. Education now relies on technology to perform teaching and learning activities [9]. Universities nowadays have increasingly adopted technology to enhance engagement with learning material. For example, active learning strategies strengthen student engagement, and cognitive development allows students to develop critical thinking [10]. Integrating active learning strategies will enable teachers to assess students’ performance and understanding and make any necessary changes to enhance the teaching materials. For example, [11] highlighted the use of active learning techniques where lecture discussion and group work are encouraged over the lecture format.



Online teaching and learning contain different resources, tools, roles, pedagogical approaches, structures, virtual meetings, and types of interaction [12,13]. Alexander (2004) suggested that technology is fundamental to significantly transforming and enriching the educational learning environment [14]. This begs the question of how technology can affect the learning experience and pedagogy from the students’ perspective. The authors of [15] mentioned that higher education institutions struggle to meet the demand for non-traditional students, such as those participating through online courses. However, many higher education institutions have turned to hybrid and online courses to reach a wider pool of students and reduce costs.



It is essential to understand the various student learning strategies. As Marton and Saljo (2005) argued, learning approaches are generally divided into two categories: “deep” and “surface” approaches [16]. For example, a student using a surface approach tends to engage minimally with the course material. In surface-level processing, the student memorizes the information without necessarily understanding it and is extrinsically motivated by a deadline [17]. Meanwhile, a student using a deep approach focuses more on understanding the course topics and being able to explain them to another learner and creating a link between different ideas. A student practicing the deep approach is proactive and highly engaged with the topic, and they are intrinsically motivated by their personal interest [18,19]. The authors of [18] found the surface approach to often be associated with low-level understanding, leading to poor learning outcomes and superficial knowledge. In contrast, the deep approach is associated with a higher level of understanding, leading to good learning outcomes and a profound understanding of the educational content. From a teaching perspective, students do not intrinsically adopt a deep or surface approach; rather, it depends on their perception of specific learning contexts.



Technology can act as a facilitator or barrier to high-quality learning. Different studies on the impact of technology on the quality of student learning have demonstrated that technology may support high-quality education and a deep learning approach but may also hinder it [20]. In fact, technology is just a tool that students will engage with and use differently, where approaches to learning and technology interact. For example, how students use technology depends on their perceptions of the teaching and learning environment based on their own prior experiences and motivations, and how teachers have set up the learning environment. The authors of [20] explored the dimensions of online hybrid learning relevant to education by examining the primary factors contributing to the success and failure of online learning, including measuring learning outcomes and understanding students’ learning experiences using specific learning tools. For instance, students have positive or negative attitudes toward technology acceptance, which influence their readiness to engage with technology. A positive effect of technology may lead to gaining knowledge and valuable learning experiences, which could be related to a deep approach. However, adverse effects may lead to avoidance, which may, in turn, result in less knowledge being gained via technology.



Therefore, in conjunction with the internet café, technology acceptance can help dissolve the barrier between students and modern technology in teaching and learning. Students see online courses differently from traditional classes, and any negative perceptions may lead to adverse learning outcomes, potentially affecting their motivation to learn [21]. To overcome the negative perceptions of technology, a student administrator was appointed to manage and post a selected question for peer discussion. Students were given the freedom to generate their own learning environment as administrators, encouraging student ownership and engagement with the unit material [22].



Technology has the potential to enhance student learning and improve learning outcomes, as discussed by [23], who focused on technology as a central element of education. Technology has enabled students to access a broader range of resources and facilities, enhancing their research and expanding their knowledge. Other benefits of technology include a diversity of provision, increased access to higher education, efficient delivery, and, most importantly, personalization of learning. Whether teaching is face to face or online, each learner has different needs and preferences [24].



Salmon (2012) discussed three ways of participating online: The first is through distance learning, where participants and the e-moderator do not meet face to face [12]. The second is a supplement to campus-based learning, whereby students meet face to face and benefit from the VLE. The third is a mixture of the previous two and is called blended learning, and this could include seminars, lectures, and online courses. This study focused on distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic to explore the students’ learning experience, since the unit was delivered entirely online. According to Salmon (2012), e-moderating is the key to online teaching and learning. For example, e-moderators should set up exercises and online events that promote critical thinking in the discussion, such as commenting on each other’s writing. Salmon (2012) mentioned other benefits of having distance learning courses, such as the low cost involved and their promotion of a sustainable environment, and the potential for student development using the e-learning approach.



Salmon (2013) discussed the model of online teaching and learning via online networking by discussing the “5-stages framework” and “e-tivities”, which provide essential support and development for participants to build expertise in online learning [25]. For example, designing courses using these stages would create an effective group discussion and support individual development. The first stage comprises access and motivation by setting up the system and accessing it. The second stage, online socialization, establishes the online identities to be used for sending and receiving messages, which includes users familiarizing themselves with cultural, social, and learning environments. The third stage involves information exchange, during which the participants can search for information and find supporting learning material. The fourth stage, knowledge construction, involves participants having discussions. The fifth stage is a development that provides links outside the discussion form for further support and provides an opportunity for users to benefit from online networking.



Teaching a module that comprises mostly international students who come from different business backgrounds can be challenging. This is important to consider in order to examine the impact of the use of technology on enhancing international students’ learning experience. Nevertheless, the focus in this study is the use of the internet café by all students, as indicated earlier. However, according to [26], international students have a tendency to sit back and not get involved in a class discussion, and this may impact negatively on their learning outcomes. This makes it challenging for the lecturer to encourage students to participate during a lecture or outside activities, especially when the unit is largely composed of international students. Of course, there could be many reasons for this, such as a language barrier or cultural differences. Carroll (2015) highlighted the challenges facing teachers who work with international students and across national boundaries with different cultural settings and educational systems, using different examples from experiences of a wide range of disciplines [27].



According to [28], there is an increased number of international students studying at Western universities. The authors of [29] indicated that the UK is among the top five countries that receive international students. International students not only provide a financial and academic contribution but also bring a rich cultural heritage, values, and norms that enable students to play a vital role in their new community [30]. However, international students face some serious challenges when they travel to study and leave their family and friends, including language barriers, cultural differences, tuition fees, and the expectation of success from their loved ones. As [31] identified in his study, international students experience a higher level of stress compared to local students, especially first-year students. International students might feel that they are less qualified to attend, and it is very common that they are misunderstood by academic staff. Biggs (1997) stated that it is important to identify any problems that international students experience and to help overcome them, and to make an effort to understand international students’ prior learning and adopt the right strategy to encourage cognitive engagement from all students, as this leads to better learning outcomes [28]. Similarly, [32] found that international students are confronted with serious learning difficulties that can impact their learning experience, such as a lack of confidence in their language skills, which prevents them from playing a proactive role during class discussions. Moreover, the fact that language might be a barrier could reduce students’ cognitive engagement during class activities. By identifying some of the problematic issues that might prevent students from being more proactive during class discussions, this might help both the students and their teacher to overcome any issues.



Academic staff face a serious challenge regarding the class participation of international students in different courses [33,34]. This matter should be addressed to provide a quality outcome as well as student satisfaction with the delivery of the expected teaching programs. Therefore, it is important to recognize any problems that international students face in learning and become familiar with the context to mitigate these issues and improve the teaching process. This emphasizes the importance of not alienating any segment of the student population. It also highlights the significance of exploring alternative provisions for teaching and learning, such as an internet café. The authors of [34] made reference to how teaching practices can be improved in order to enhance the student learning experience, particularly that of international students.



In this study, the aim was to gain insights into the impact of using technology as a complementary student learning tool for high-quality teaching and learning. This article is intended to develop a long-term way in which to improve teaching and learning strategies, in order to ultimately obtain an effective outcome for all students.




3. Methodology


Research design: This study implemented qualitative research using interviews. Several authors indicated that qualitative research affords an understanding of phenomena or a situation that shows and tells the story rather than defining a cause and effect [35,36]. Additionally, qualitative research can be a good tool when examining a relationship and exploring reasons why an event is taking place [37]. On the other hand, interviews are most effective using qualitative methods and are designed to collect information concerning attributes, behavior, preferences, opinions, or knowledge [36]. For example, an interview can help the researcher explain and explore the research subject and obtain in-depth information using open-ended questions.



The motivation for this project was to explore student learning experiences by creating an internet café and measuring the variation with respect to the quality of learning and the differences in approaches to learning. E-learning has become a new experience, helping both academics and students reach their aims of achieving their desired learning outcomes. It is important to understand the student learning strategies used to improve engagement and learning quality during online learning.



Therefore, this research adopted the commonly used definition for deep and surface learning approaches offered by [25,38], where a deep learner can explain a topic to another learner. Deep learners are those students who are proactive and highly engaged with the subject, using technology as a distance learning tool during the COVID-19 pandemic.



The internet café was intended to discuss learning module materials. Each session of the internet café was managed by a different student administrator, who was responsible for introducing a topic for the week that was relevant to the curriculum being discussed. The administrator selected a question to be addressed at a time agreed by all students. Making a student the administrator has an educational rationale: posting a specific question for discussion in the internet café and leading the discussion forum allow students to think independently and take ownership in seeking answers. In addition, a WhatsApp group was established for each group so they received updates and could effortlessly access class information.



Data Collection: Data were obtained using several interviews. Interviewing has been largely used in different research works as a method of data collection [39]. Interviews enable participants to express their views in an open-ended questionnaire, gain feedback, and obtain an in-depth understanding of their experience [40]. An interview would be a more personal method of research than a survey. For example, an interviewer can work directly with the participants and has the opportunity to review and ask more questions. Therefore, this study aimed to examine the student learning experience and the quality of education provided to them using technology. A total of 21 student administrators were interviewed (7 from each group) with respect to their perceptions of the online learning experience.



Three classes from different academic majors were selected (Table 1). An online interview was performed among various undergraduate students using a deductive analysis to code their responses and understand their learning practice.



The open-ended questionnaire was carried out in the last session of the semester, which allowed all participants to express their views and provide feedback on their learning experiences related to using the internet café to discuss unit subjects. Interview responses were analyzed using the conceptual framework of [12,16] to identify factors that encouraged student engagement with technology and the internet café, and to ascertain the outcomes of their learning experience.




4. Findings and Discussion


4.1. Learners’ Perception of Technology


According to the students’ responses, there was a varying degree of the quality of learning, despite them agreeing that technology enhanced their learning practice. As noted by [23], technology provides several advantages, including online library resources. Students’ responses indicated that technology is a good source of knowledge and is a time- and energy-saving tool when searching for information. For example, they reported that technology facilitates communication between learners and teachers, and that using technology enables them to access knowledge from multiple sources to enhance their learning. Other students emphasized that technology enabled them to increase the quality of learning and were concerned about writing and researching correctly. For example, they stated that technology makes teaching and learning more accessible, as it was possible to send an email to ask a question instead of having to go to university to ask. While this is true, it could indicate that these individuals were more concerned with convenience than gaining knowledge and the learning itself. Technology also helped to connect classmates, making the course more efficient without face-to-face meetings. It was also reported that technology is beneficial because of the online tools available, such as Google Scholar, and the ability to borrow books online instead of going to the university library.



Responses varied among student groups who were mostly concerned about ease of access and minimal engagement with the unit as tentative passive learners, perhaps to pass the course, as per the surface approach [16]. Nevertheless, there was some indication from the interviews that some students may be more concerned about learning the unit material and how technology would help them develop research skills, indicating a deep approach, as suggested by [19].



There was also variation in students’ use of technology regarding the quality of learning. For example, responses from group A indicated that being in a classroom provides an opportunity to interact with fellow students, and that this produces positive outcomes such as teaching among peers and exchanging knowledge. In comparison, online teaching lacks deep student interactions.




4.2. Motivations and Challenges for Learning Using Technology


The primary purpose of making a student an administrator is the educational rationale of posting a specific question for discussion in the internet café and leading the discussion forum. This makes the students think independently and participate in searching for an answer. Students provided different responses to the question regarding motivation for using the internet café. The reactions shown in Table 2 address the main aspects of why administrators chose a particular question for their discussion using technology.



Students used different ways of searching for information to choose a particular question as the administrator, adopting either a deep or surface approach. For example, some students only posted questions to fulfil the requirements and probably obtained the minimum information to satisfy the administrator role, which was convenient for them. Some students wanted to connect being an administrator with the final assignment to fulfil requirements but also to compare the lecture notes with in-depth research related to a problem. These students’ focus was on learning, which could suggest that they are oriented towards extrinsic goals, such as passing the final assignment, meeting a deadline, or fulfilling the administrator role, indicating a surface approach as per [16,41].



Meanwhile, students in group B appeared to go beyond the unit’s requirements, searching for further information to strengthen their understanding of a topic. They were trying to build connections to learn more about the subject, indicating a deep learning approach. This is interesting because there is often a split in the learning environment. For example, if the assignment requires the students to exercise a high level of cognitive activity, it is a good thing, as they are more likely to search for relationships among key elements of the topic. However, if the assignment does not exercise a high level of cognitive activity, then students may not put in as much effort to learn deeply about the topic.




4.3. Learning Expectations Using Technology


To some students, the internet café seems to have had an academic advantage associated with retrieving quality information. While several students called it a powerful pedagogical tool, others were more pragmatic, using it to obtain references for their assignments. According to their responses, technology also allows them to see information from different perspectives. The internet café discussion enabled students to illustrate their points and connect at a deeper level with the subject material. Some students described their engagement during the internet café discussions as a source of information regarding the exams and assignment. Therefore, it will be beneficial to look at students’ engagement in the teaching and learning environment of the internet café to analyze their learning experiences.



If we compare the advantages of online approaches with traditional face-to-face teaching, the students’ responses align with [12], who found that e-moderating is the key to online teaching and learning. For example, group A mentioned that the internet café made them more relaxed and less shy, which may also be linked to language, cultural barriers, or emotional issues.



Some students in group A mentioned that they feel more comfortable discussing lecture material online, and this was especially the case for international students. Other students revealed that they were in their comfort zone and did not feel shy or intimidated, as they do when they are in class. They reported that, in the internet café, everybody can contribute and everybody learns.



Students in group B thought it was easier to contribute during the internet café than during in-class discussions. For example, students discussed the extent of their understanding of the unit’s material. Attending the internet café made them read more and complete more work, especially when considering what to discuss to learn more effectively. There were positive remarks describing the internet café as a helpful and pleasant learning environment. Members of group B reported that they were more engaged with the unit during online learning. This seems to facilitate, perhaps as a prerequisite, behavior indicating a deep approach, e.g., searching for more information, discussing material, and making contributions during discussions. Meanwhile, some students were more concerned about being comfortable in their own space.




4.4. Disengaging in the Teaching and Learning Environment


Students in all groups reflected certain negative behaviors, such as random discussions, discussing unrelated issues, and time lags in replies. This could detract from the learning aspect of sessions. This drawback could lead to participants becoming disengaged, distracting them from focusing on learning the topic, and may potentially affect learning outcomes. This corroborates the findings of [15], who tested students’ positive and negative experiences in hybrid and online courses. Many students in their study believed that their expectations were met in terms of ease of access to information; however, many others expressed negative experiences with regard to online learning outcomes, which hindered them from being proactive and obtaining knowledge.




4.5. Learning Experiences Using the Internet Café


It is interesting to see the variation between students’ responses and their interpretation of the learning experience with the internet café when they were asked how they would evaluate the overall learning experience of the internet café. Some students thought it was a valuable tool to help them achieve good grades, as it helped them complete assignments and prepare for exams. Others thought that it was an excellent tool to learn more about the elements of lectures and research in general. This variation indicates a gap in the quality of learning among students. For instance, according to the students’ responses, those in group A would complete the minimum amount of work necessary, looking for an easy way to pass the course. However, these students can be encouraged to complete more work or use a high cognitive process by being administrators, which may motivate them to work more and engage with the material effectively. For example, one of the administrators in group A mentioned that “being an administrator has helped to do more work, and I have to go through my lecture note and the internet to find a good question to be discussed” (see Table 3 for more responses). This aspect of the internet café seems to have been particularly important, as the independent work seems to have stimulated students to engage in higher levels of cognitive activity. Furthermore, students become responsible for their own knowledge by being an administrator and need little support beyond what is already available, leading to them developing critical thinking skills and the ability to challenge the given task [12].



Students in group C were mostly trying to improve their understanding of the topic being studied. They were more concerned about learning the unit material and how technology would help them develop research skills. This indicates that those students were using a deep approach, as explained by [19]. Ultimately, students’ reflections varied in terms of the quality of learning and outcomes. For example, the internet café discussion had a positive impact on students in their final exam and assignment results compared to the previous year’s students. The benefits of online learning in terms of student development using the e-learning approach are aligned with the students’ responses using the internet café, as mentioned by [12]. For instance, students in groups A and B mentioned that the internet café helped them develop their knowledge and communication skills.



In addition, some students commented that the internet café made them more focused on the study topic. Some students’ responses indicated that because the lecture is not their responsibility to teach, they could easily become distracted. By contrast, the demands of the internet café session kept students more focused.



Among students’ other positive statements about using the internet café, online courses were perceived as positive aspects of the learning experience by students who considered them more convenient. These statements are in line with the findings of [15]. It was reported that the internet café helped students complete their assignments and prepare for final exams and was convenient and accessible. For example, one of the group C students stated that “it is practical to discuss the unit components online, from everywhere, such as if students are travelling, we did not miss the discussion session and the information presented”.



However, the central negative aspect was the framework of the internet café itself, especially with regard to the delay in responses. While this functionality could be updated in the future, in its present form, it meant some participants became distracted and they lost focus on the topic. In addition, it was reported that irrelevant discussions by some students hindered the focus of the internet café sessions. Some students also experienced a technical issue in the first session, and they did not participate because they did not know how to login or where to go for the session, as they were in the discussion forum instead of the internet café, despite being instructed to go to the internet café session. To avoid this happening in the future, there could be a briefing in class to clearly demonstrate to students how to login to the internet café and to resolve any other technical issues.



Finally, we considered the benefit of online learning in terms of student development using the e-learning approach, where it is incorporated and aligned with the student’s responses toward e-learning. For example, students mentioned that the internet café helped them develop their knowledge and communication skills. However, discussing the model by [12] stage by stage to compare it with the internet café, in stage one, the internet café did not meet expectations because some students failed to gain easy access. Nevertheless, all the other stages of Salmon’s framework were accomplished by the internet café including online socialization, exchange of information, finding supporting material, and gaining knowledge.





5. Concluding Remarks


It is clear that the education system needs reliable and robust technology to enhance teaching and learning approaches. Several interpretations could be extracted to develop and improve teaching strategies based on the students’ responses gathered here. These include the diverse range of approaches to learning adopted by students, and the independence gained by enabling students to enhance their engagement with the module’s content. For example, active learning techniques increased students’ opportunities to become more interactive learners, as appointing a student as an administrator seems a powerful tool in which implementing technology enhances the learning experience. According to students’ feedback, being an administrator made them search more to choose an appropriate question for the discussion, which made them read material they otherwise might not have. This is interesting, although it is less related to using technology; however, it seems that the administrator role, in particular, puts the onus on students to do something sophisticated, that is, to understand a matter and find a solution, as students are using cognitive process phases to teach themselves [42].



Nevertheless, students’ interview responses provided significant variation in the extent of their learning experience in the internet café. The interviews also provided an insight into the students’ learning experiences in terms of enhancing their critical thinking, addressing assignments, and preparing for the final exam. Students attained better results in the exam and produced better assignments than those achieved in previous online taught courses and in the previous year during face-to-face teaching, and this was particularly marked among international students. According to [26], international students tend to be less involved in class discussions, which may negatively impact their learning outcomes. This makes it a challenge for the lecturer to attract students to participate during lectures or outside activities, especially when the unit largely consists of international students. Reasons for this include potential language barriers and cultural differences. The authors of [27] highlighted the challenges that face teachers working with international students, crossing national boundaries with different cultural settings and educational systems. For example, language might be a barrier, potentially reducing cognitive engagement, especially during class activities. This can have some serious learning implications, affecting students’ learning outcomes, possibly preventing them from proactively engaging in class discussions [32]. Therefore, the internet café has the potential to allow all students, especially international students, to overcome some barriers to using technology in teaching and learning and mitigate issues such as a lack of confidence with language. As students in group C mentioned, the internet café provides a more comfortable setting to discuss the lecture materials.



The students’ reflections also identified some limited language fluency issues. For instance, the English language or culture could prevent them from being proactive during class discussions, as they are more comfortable online than in class. This supports the findings of [34] that teaching practice can be improved to enhance student learning experiences by identifying hindrances to student engagement, such as language.



The results of the interviews indicate that there were several different motivations for participating in the internet café. For example, some students started to seek more knowledge, which implies that students could enhance their participation and engagement in all aspects of the discussion. While some students are reluctant to participate during in-class discussions, the internet café allowed them to engage in the discussion or say what they were hesitant to say in class. These observations suggest how the potential of the internet café could be used to develop students’ knowledge and improve participation in activities by introducing new learning information.



The internet café described here helped to facilitate deeper cognitive thinking through peer interaction and instructor challenges. It functioned as a flipped classroom pedagogical strategy, which aims to enhance students’ engagement and center instruction [43]. For example, some students brought questions to the online class discussion and sought critical comments and feedback, rather than simply being lectured to. However, some issues need to be addressed for future students’ engagement. For example, some students engaged minimally to fulfil the requirements, not using the internet café as an essential tool for learning; the authors of [16] call this a surface approach. Some students may think that this is an easy way to pass the course, as some questions posted by students may be in the exam.



Students are essential partners in the education system. Sharing the teaching and learning responsibility with students provides them with skills regarding how to learn a specific subject. For example, making a student a session administrator shows strong partnership, as discussed by [44]. The objective in this case is to make students decision makers by posting their own researched questions and administrating the internet café themselves, enhancing their engagement in class discussion. This approach ensured that students understood the teaching material and learnt based on their own interests. For example, a student may focus more on understanding the course material in order to be able to explain it to another learner, which is significant as it means they engage in a deep approach to learning. This is a great benefit that can help improve teaching and learning practices and develop the course aims and learning outcomes of future teaching units.
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Table 1. Three groups of students compared in this study.
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	Group
	Number of Students
	Academic Major
	Module





	Group A
	32
	Economics
	Introduction to Economics



	Group B
	29
	Business
	Introduction to Business



	Group C
	30
	Finance
	Commercial Banking







All groups had a mix of male and female students between the ages of 19 and 32 years. Additionally, all groups included some international students.
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Table 2. Students’ responses to learning using technology.






Table 2. Students’ responses to learning using technology.





	Group
	Student Responses





	Group (A)
	“I have to go through the lecture note to find a question which could be a good topic to discuss and help us with the final assignment”.

This is a good reaction that makes students review what they have written during the actual lecture.



	Group (B)
	“In the internet café discussion, one of my colleagues had mentioned a great source of knowledge, an article that discussed this week class topic. I have read the article and researched it more to learn it better, which I could use for my final assignment”.

This is a reasonable reaction that could give the student an incentive to discuss the lecture material more toward a deep learning approach.



	Group (C)
	“I came from Nigeria, which poverty is very high, and I wanted to contribute in that regard. Therefore, I have chosen this particular question because I want to know how moral economics can help develop my county regarding poverty” […] “What I will learn in my assignment would take it back and have a seminar in my country to address that issue of poverty using ethical financial tools”.

“I went to a university back home that never used a computer. For example, there is no adequate measure for plagiarism; students just cut and paste their assignments. However, technology has improved my ability to write and research properly”.







Group A consists of 32 undergraduate students in the Introduction to Economics module. Group B consist of 29 students in the Introduction to Business. Group C have 30 students in Finance Commercial Banking. All groups have a mix of males and females between the age of 19–32. Additionally, all groups included some international students.
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Table 3. Student responses related to the learning experience using the internet café.






Table 3. Student responses related to the learning experience using the internet café.





	Group
	Student Responses *





	Group (A)
	“The internet café helped me with my communication skills, my assignment, understanding of other people’s views, opinion, and ideas”.



	Group (B)
	“It has been positive in terms of helping me with my research and enabled me to participate actively for the unit”.

“I can voice my own opinion about different issues, gained more knowledge”.



	Group (C)
	“The internet café increases my intellectual capacity, it broadens my ideas about the topic, it made me do more research”.

“When I was the administrator, some good points were raised. I researched them to be more familiar with the topic, which made me develop more knowledge in the topic and enhance my ability to do more research”.







* These are some responses from different students in various groups. For example, group A consists of 32 undergraduate students in the Introduction to Economics module. Group B consist of 29 students in the Introduction to Business. Group C have 30 students in Finance Commercial Banking. All groups have a mix of males and females between the age of 19–32. Additionally, all groups included some international students.
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