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Im, Hyun Sun. “Transitions in Education Platforms: COVID-19.” Studies in English Language & 

Literature 46.4 (2020): 91-108. While the shift to online education in spring 2020 was a response to the 

unique crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic, it may mark a turning point in how education is delivered. 

Towards preparing for a future in which computer-based educational platforms are the norm, this study 

compares the outcomes of traditional face-to-face and online university English courses. It has three main 

goals: (1) to compare student achievement in traditional face-to-face lecture and recorded online lecture 

classes; (2) to compare attendance rates in the two types of course; and (3) to explore correlations 

between achievement and attendance in the two types of course. The findings show only a small gap in 

attendance rates, but significantly better average final test scores in face-to-face lecture courses. It can be 

concluded that academic outcomes of students are affected by education platforms. However, higher 

average final scores correlate with lower attendance rates, and the online course, which had the highest 

attendance rate, also had the lowest average final score. (Korea University)
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I. Introduction

Worldwide, the novel coronavirus has altered life as we know it. When 

governments started imposing social distancing in March 2020, education changed, 

as educators struggled to find ways to deliver courses to students without meeting in 

the classroom. Thanks to Korea’s widespread internet access, universities in Korea 
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quickly adopted various methods employing available technologies to continue to 

offer classes. While the pandemic made the change in education platforms urgent, it 

is also true that many educational institutions had already been using different ways 

of delivering lectures as part of their efforts to accommodate a broader student 

demographic, one that is more mobile, more likely to work while enrolled in school, 

and more eager to seek alternatives to the traditional campus classroom. What the 

pandemic did, then, was to turn an alternative approach to education into the main 

approach. Virtually every university had offered some form of online courses using, 

for example, Google Classroom, Kaltura, Collaborate, or Zoom. These platforms 

allow students to have access to lectures as if sitting in an actual classroom.

The online format has evolved considerably and the delivery is enhanced with 

many other functions to create a good learning environment. Because these 

external-delivery courses have been in existence for decades, the shift to online 

platforms was carried out in a reasonably orderly way, allowing schools to avoid 

chaos despite the pandemic. However, the transition is not yet complete. To 

smoothly move to online education as the main approach, it is crucial to examine 

and attempt to foresee the consequences of this shift. A traditional course is built 

around the time-honored educational activities of lecture, interaction, and testing. 

They occur in a seamless fashion, and in a fixed order. In a traditional classroom, 

instruction begins with a lecture that is used to provide students with the first 

exposure to a lesson’s content. Interaction follows, often in the form of 

teacher-student dialogue. Interaction is used to assist students to more deeply process 

the lesson content. Finally, testing occurs to assess knowledge transfer. Yet while the 

traditional paradigm implies this fixed order, there is nothing sacrosanct about it. It 

is a standard procedure, and educators and students are used to it. However, in the 

face of the current crisis, online lectures are naturally replacing the traditional 

method. The use of technology offers challenges and opportunities, which invite 

experimentation, but also raise questions about such things as student acceptance, 

student use, academic performance, active learning, and what do to with class time 
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when lectures are put online. The transition in the delivery of lectures requires many 

other changes to have at least the same effect, if not a better effect, than the 

traditional approach. This study compares the outcomes of face-to-face and online 

students in a course called “Practical English Reading and Writing” at a Korean 

university. Unlike many prior studies on the subject, this study’s different student 

groups are in the same setting (i.e., same institution and course); only the platform 

differs. While the study was conducted in the unique situation of a worldwide 

epidemic, when online classes became students’ only option, it may well mark a 

turning point in education. Moving forward, online courses may become the 

preferred educational platform.

This study has three main goals: (1) to compare student achievement in traditional 

face-to-face lecture and recorded online lecture classes; (2) to compare the 

attendance rates in the two types of course; and (3) to explore the correlations 

between student achievement and attendance in the two types of course.

II. Theoretical Background

2.1 Traditional lecture: face-to-face lecture

The face-to-face lecture format emerged from the Western world’s tradition of 

public oral discourse, most notably in Ancient Greece (Cubberley, 2005). Today, in 

educational settings around the world, including in Korea, face-to-face lectures 

remain the standard approach. In universities, it is frequently the main, or even the 

only, way of lecturing, and until the COVID-19 pandemic, despite the existence of 

other methods or choices, it had never lost its dominance. The field of education is 

conservative, but many educators believe that the traditional lecture approach to 

teaching is less effective than other, more active learning methods (Jungst, Licklider, 

& Wiersema, 2003; Marbach-Ad, Seal, & Sokolove, 2001). Now, whether we like it 
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or not, it is being replaced, and much effort is required in order for the new 

situation to settle in. And while this is taking place in a crisis situation, it is 

nevertheless important to take the time to investigate and examine traditional 

approaches in order to apply new approaches successfully. 

Traditional lectures have both advantages and disadvantages. The face-to-face 

format offers students the advantage of seeing the instructor in person as well as 

sitting in a room with classmates (Bosshardt & Chiang, 2016). The classroom setting 

can free students from distractions, allowing them to concentrate harder on learning. 

Learning in groups, students have the opportunity to connect, problem-solve, and 

network with other students from a wide range of backgrounds. Many educators see 

such interaction among peers as what higher education is all about: learning through 

discussion and learning from and with each other. Panther, Mosse, and Wright 

(2011), who compared the effects of face-to-face and online teaching, also claimed 

that face-to-face lectures help students understand the material presented, keep them 

motivated and up to date with the course, provide good preparation for exams, and 

help them to integrate and contextualize the materials. Another advantage is that 

there is simply more opportunity to do more. This goes beyond the ability of 

students to ask questions (Buckles & Hoyt, 2005). Simply put, students can access 

more information and richer understanding through teachers’ and other students’ 

body language and voices. There is ample opportunity for social interaction and 

support. 

Some other properties of the traditional lecture have evidently favored its 

preservation. It is quantitatively efficient and flexible, in that an audience can range 

from five to five hundred, or more, all presented with the same material 

simultaneously. It affords the lecturer substantial control over the content and 

delivery of the material. According to some research, it is as effective as other 

teaching methods in transmitting information (Bligh, 1998, cited in Nicholls, 2002). 

One of the disadvantages of the face-to-face lecture format is the fixed time 

period of the lecture, which means students must be present or they will miss the 
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lecture (Bosshardt & Chiang, 2016). Attendance times can be restrictive and 

inconvenient. Another weakness of the lecture method is that it allows students to be 

passive recipients of information that has been predigested by the professor (Hansen 

& Stephens, 2000). Thus, students become more dependent on the instructor to tell 

them what they need to know and can avoid taking responsibility for their own 

learning (Machemer & Crawford, 2007). Further, students accustomed to being 

passive have a low tolerance for challenges (Hansen & Stephens, 2000).

2.2 Computer platforms:　Online lecture, recorded lecture

Computer-based lectures, whether online or prerecorded, present a new 

opportunity to present and disseminate information interactively. Computer platforms 

appear to have the flexibility needed to let students perform while drawing on their 

creativity. Again, however, there are both positive and negative sides.

First, the advantages of web-based lectures are as follows. The availability of 

recorded lectures for review may change the way students engage with a lesson’s 

content, and allow students to concentrate more on the material being presented 

(Balfour, 2006). In face-to-face classes, the lecture is the only opportunity to hear 

the information; hence, students may pay too much attention to taking 

comprehensive notes, which can in turn interfere with their comprehension (Biggs, 

2003). The ability to access lectures as often as desired and at their own pace can 

help maximize students’ understanding. Moreover, recorded lectures prevent the 

problem of missed classes, as students can access them whenever it is convenient, as 

well as helping students who have difficulty comprehending the lecture’s spoken 

language (Ronchetti, 2010). Furthermore, students are able to navigate to sections of 

the online lectures to repeat the most relevant or most difficult parts.

It is not too much to say that this is the era of technology, and it is likely that 

technology will continue to penetrate ever more deeply into our lives. For the 

so-called digital native generations, the availability of web-based lectures may be a 
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motivating factor in their learning process (Prensky, 2001). It is generally true that 

young people today prefer interactive systems and are turning away from being 

passive consumers of information (Davis, Connolly, & Linfield, 2009), and these 

generations of students may expect to have the option of accessing lectures at a 

time, place, pace, and volume that suits them (Balfour, 2006).      

However, not every researcher supports web-based education, and not every 

student prefers it. The type of experience and interaction that students get from 

attending face-to-face sessions is not replicated with online lectures. Panther et al. 

(2011) reported low achievement in online courses, which they attributed to the fact 

that listening to recorded online lectures is solely up to the students, as well as to 

the difficulty of monitoring how students are doing in online settings. 

Davis, Connolly, and Linfield (2009) reported that students regarded face-to-face 

sessions as being more valuable than online lectures, as in the following student 

comment: “I would not consider them to be a substitute for the live event. Because 

you can’t ask questions; there is no actual interactions; that you couldn’t teach 

yourself from the recordings” (p. 7). As the comment indicates, the most obvious 

disadvantage is the absence of interaction between students and teachers, or students 

and students. It is true that the interactivity level might not be much worse than 

what is achievable in crowded classes, but it is certainly not improving on the 

traditional lecture model either. 

Bennett and Maniar (2007) mentioned two other major issues with 

computer-based lectures. First, recorded lectures can make learning uninteresting, as 

they lack immediacy, and a lecturer’s enthusiasm may not translate to the recording. 

Furthermore, the recorded lecture content takes on a level of importance it probably 

should not have; students should not be encouraged to see a lecture as the only 

source of knowledge about the subject area. In addition, reliance on being able to 

repeat lectures may hinder the development of students as independent learners. The 

second issue is that not everybody is comfortable using technology. Technology is 

constantly changing and can be hard to keep up with; moreover, web-based teaching 
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relies entirely on equipment and connectivity; if the hardware does not function as 

expected or the internet connection goes down, access is impossible. Moreover, 

while the ability to use content like videos as visual aids is one of the positive 

aspects of the online format, doing so can cause a computer to crash and hinder 

smooth lecture delivery. Furthermore, the use of the internet for the delivery of 

lectures entails hard-to-resist distractions, making it difficult for students to 

concentrate. 

These problems mainly arise with online lectures; the online setting can enable 

uncontrollable interruptions with unexpected consequences, negatively affecting both 

the quality of lectures and the morale of the lecturers.

III. Methodology

In this study, three research questions are investigated. 

1. How do the average final scores of traditional face-to-face lecture and recorded 

online lecture classes compare?

2. How do the attendance rates of the two different class types compare? 

3. Are there correlations between the average final scores and the attendance 

rates?

3.1 Participants

All the participants of this study were enrolled in an English course titled 

“Practical English Reading and Writing” at a university in Gyeonggi-do, South 

Korea. It is a compulsory course in general studies for students of all majors. The 

course focuses on learning vocabulary and grammar through reading and writing, 

and is based on readings on various topics. A total of 271 students participated over 

two years: 77 participants in fall semester 2018, 48 participants in spring semester 
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2019, 59 participants in fall semester 2019, and 87 participants in spring semester 

2020. The first three semesters were face-to-face; the fourth semester was online. 

Each class met for two hours once a week (15 classes per semester).

3.2 Data collection

For each of the four semesters, the final exams and attendance rates of the 

students were collected. The school’s strict attendance policy remained the same 

regardless of the different platforms. In other words, in spring 2020, when the 

course was offered online with recorded lectures, students were expected to join the 

online class meeting and view the lectures in real time; only the lecture part was 

pre-recorded.

In the offline classes, attendance was taken at the start of class, and students were 

expected to be physically present. In the online class, attendance was taken within 

10 minutes of the start of class, and tasks had to be uploaded at specific times 

during the lecture. The class was managed in real time and the need for attendance 

was emphasized throughout the semester, as part of the school’s policies for 

maintaining an academic atmosphere by requiring students’ diligence and sincere 

effort despite the shift in platforms.

Another core data type, the scores of the final exams, was also collected each 

semester. Regardless of the platform (i.e., offline or online), the courses’ final exams 

were conducted face-to-face on site, and the same exams were used for testing to 

maintain the same experimental setting. The final exam was designed as a written 

test and had three parts: vocabulary, translation, and grammar. The raw scores of the 

final exams were calculated and analyzed for this study. 

3.3 Education platforms: face-to-face lectures and online recorded lectures

Until the pandemic of spring 2020, the university had offered “Practical English 
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Reading and Writing” only in the face-to-face format. With the advent of 

COVID-19, the university decided to allow lecturers to choose among face-to-face 

lectures, recorded lectures, and project replacement. For this particular course, the 

class was conducted in real time online, but the lecture section was delivered via 

pre-recorded streaming. 

Both class formats followed similar procedures. Before getting to the main 

reading passage, all the core vocabulary was previewed with different contexts. Then 

the main passages were thoroughly covered, with a focus on comprehension. Next, 

the grammar assigned for the unit was explained, followed by three grammar 

exercises for practice. Up to this point, the face-to-face and recorded classes 

followed the same procedure, but the exercises were done differently. In the 

face-to-face classes, all the exercises were done in class time, and the class as a 

whole went over the questions the students had the most difficulty with. Every 

week, all the materials for one unit were completed in class. On the other hand, in 

the online format, only two exercises out of the three were done in class. It was up 

to the students whether they stopped the lecture and took the time to do the 

exercises or skipped doing them. In addition, regardless of students’ contribution, 

each question was explained. For the last exercise, it was designed as a pop quiz by 

using a Google classroom quiz tool. After the quiz, each student saw their score and 

was shown which questions they answered incorrectly. Each question was again 

explained in the next session. Due to the time constraints, the exercises were 

explained differently than in the face-to-face classes, and this could be one limitation 

of the study.

3.4 Data analysis

Each semester’s final exam scores and attendance rates are simply averaged and 

then compared. To investigate a correlation between face-to-face and online courses, 

statistical analysis of mean final scores of the two groups was conducted using t-test. 



100 Hyun Sun Im

Before conducting the t-test, the averages and the variances of improvement of the 

scores from the two groups were calculated and an F-test was conducted on the 

equality of the two variances.  

IV. Findings

Figure 1 shows the final average scores of the students each semester, from fall 

2018 to spring 2020. For the three face-to-face semesters, the final exam average 

scores were fairly similar: fall 2018, 71.7%; spring 2019, 82.8%, fall 2019, 80.5%.

Figure 1. Final test average scores

In contrast, in spring 2020, the average score was much lower, at 50%. Because 

the only change in the courses was the change to the online platform, it is most 

probable that the different lecture delivery method affected the learning achievement 

of the students.

Table 1 shows a correlation between two different platforms: face-to-face and 

online courses. The F distribution is used to see the difference of the variance 

between the two. It shows that the two groups have the same distribution with the 

equal variance from p=0.1123(>0.05). Next, t-test was conducted to see whether the 
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mean scores of the two groups were significantly different with assumption of equal 

variance.

The average score for face-to-face courses from fall, 2018 to fall, 2019, is 77.4 

which is a lot more higher than that of online, 49.8. t-test also shows the difference 

is statistically significant with p=0.0000(<0.05). There is a noticeable influence in 

the achievement of the students. It can be concluded that academic outcomes of 

students are affected by education platforms. 

Table 1. Statistical analysis of academic achievement: Fall, 2018 - Spring, 2020

N Mean S.D. df t stat
t 

Critical

p

(T<=t)

Fall, 2018 - Fall, 2019

(Offline)
184 77.4 20.9

269 10.4899 1.9688 0.0000
Spring, 2020

(Online)
87 49.8 18.6

Figure 2 shows the attendance rates from fall 2018 to spring 2020. The highest 

attendance rate is from spring 2020, the online course, but the rates were very 

similar across all four semesters: fall 2018, 97.6%; spring 2019, 93.3%; fall 2019, 

93.3%, and spring 2020, 98.2%.

Figure 2. Lecture attendance rate
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In Figure 3, the average scores and attendance rates are compared to show any 

correlations. It is worth noting that the highest average scores and the lowest 

attendance rates are correlated, in spring 2019 and fall 2019.

Figure 3. Correlations between scores and attendance

On the other hand, the third highest average score occurred in fall 2018, the 

semester with the second highest attendance rate. Furthermore, surprisingly, the 

lowest average score correlates with the highest attendance rate in spring 2020.  

As indicated in the graph, the higher scores correlate with lower attendance. 

Therefore, the spring semester of 2020 had notably high attendance at 98.2%, and a 

notably low average score of 50%.

V. Discussion

This study’s findings suggest that the different platforms affected the achievement 

of the students. The traditional method of teaching, face-to-face lectures, resulted in 

average final exam scores from 71.7% to 82.8%. However, the newly introduced 

platform, online lectures, led to the lowest score of 50%. This is a substantial 
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difference in outcomes. This finding, together with the findings of some previous 

studies (e.g., Panther et al., 2011), supports the conclusion that face-to-face lectures 

lead to better learning outcomes because the format helps students focus on and 

understand the material being presented, keeps them engaged and motivated through 

participation in class, and allows teachers to monitor students’ understanding and 

address any difficulties with the materials as they arise. Meanwhile, in contrast, with 

recorded online lectures, the students must take on more responsibility and have 

autonomous learning skills. The numerous positive aspects of recorded online 

lectures (e.g., the ability of students to review the content at will and at their own 

pace) do not seem directly associated with the exam results in this study.

Furthermore, the results of this study indicate that the teacher’s role is crucial in 

education. Teaching is not just about delivering information; pedagogy is complex, 

and a teacher’s roles vary depending on the needs of the class, which may be more 

apparent and easier to address in face-to-face classes. Any teacher with experience 

would know that teachers’ interventions are key to actual learning taking place: 

helping students focus when they are having problems, finding different solutions as 

problems emerge, being a resource and a prompter, a motivator, and much more. As 

Brown (2007) observed, “teachers can play many roles in the course of teaching and 

this might facilitate learning. Their ability to carry these out effectively will depend 

to a large extent on the rapport they establish with their students, and of course, on 

their own level of knowledge and skills.” To have successful online outcomes, we 

must address the problem of how instructors can fill all the different roles they need 

to play as comfortably and as naturally as they do in traditional classes.   

Interestingly, although this study shows a large gap in final exam results, there is 

only a small gap in the attendance rates. Yet there are also interesting correlations 

with respect to the average scores and attendance. When the final average scores are 

higher, the attendance rates are lower. When offline and online courses are 

compared, the attendance rate of the online course is the highest of all, yet it has 

the lowest exam scores. Although the university attempted to enforce a strict 
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attendance policy for online courses in spring 2020, it was fairly easy for students 

to demonstrate online attendance, as it required only a click or two, whereas 

students needed to be physically present in offline classes for the attendance check. 

Internationally, there is considerable evidence to suggest that lecture attendance 

levels are moderately (but significantly) related to academic performance (e.g., 

Devadoss & Foltz, 1996; St. Clair, 1993). This evidence, added to the possibility 

that students’ online attendance rate in this study does not reflect the reality of their 

attendance, brings the study’s finding of high attendance correlating with low final 

exam scores in the online course into question; is the correlation due to false 

attendance rates, or to some aspect of the online platform that undermined student 

learning? This is certainly an issue for further investigation. Naturally, academic 

performance is not only a function of attendance level. Individual factors such as 

diligence, ability, prior knowledge, interest, and motivation also play tremendous 

roles in predicting performance and in influencing attendance levels. Additionally, 

teaching styles and levels of motivation engendered by the lecturer would play an 

important role in determining students’ performance and attendance (Park & Kerr, 

1990).

VI. Implications

Whether we like it or not, in the future, it is highly probably that face-to-face 

lectures will be replaced by online lectures, and not just in crisis situations such as 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The online platform is an increasingly popular approach 

that may become the default for academia. This means we could be on the brink of 

a very big transition in the platform of education, and it has the potential to 

permanently alter the way in which teaching is delivered and received, with 

consequences for the whole system of education that has evolved since at least the 

Renaissance. The full consequences are still unknowable; it could be a catastrophe or 
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an opportunity. There are still many issues to consider in using online platforms as 

the main tool for delivering education, and these issues extend beyond pedagogy.

The results of this study indicate that the shift to online lectures affects student 

achievement negatively. Nevertheless, having more options is positive. Different 

methods of lecture delivery allow more possibilities, but it is crucial that we take 

the time and make the effort to contemplate the road ahead and decide how we 

want to construct the infrastructure for a new era of education. 

First, equality of students needs to be guaranteed. If online education is 

mandatory, it is important to think about how students who cannot afford the 

necessary equipment and connectivity will be supported financially. Further, although 

most students may be generally tech savvy, some will be technophobic or simply 

unskilled. However, technology proficiency is a must for online courses as it enables 

students to manage their assignments and courseware in an organized and timely 

manner without struggling. Those who are not comfortable using the technology to 

do this will be starting out with a disadvantage, which will further decrease their 

motivation and enthusiasm. This will be an ongoing issue between those who desire 

to introduce newer, better, more advanced technologies and those who are busy 

catching up. 

Second, there are many rules and policies to be established within online 

platforms. The biggest problem may be testing. In Korea, even after one semester, 

universities are still agonizing over how to hold exams. The transition caused a 

critical moral problem in education, and created a new term, “group cheating,” 

pointing to a flaw in the system. Many universities and professors prefer having the 

students physically present on campus for assessment to prevent cheating. On the 

other hand, students generally prefer online assessments, especially as clusters of 

infection continue to emerge, with some students taking action against their schools 

over the issue. There is strong disagreement between the two groups, which will 

require careful formulation of rules and policies to address the matter.

Another big problem is copyright protection for course materials. Lecturers as 
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well as students of online courses do have the same rights over their materials as 

those in face-to-face classes. However, more precautions are required for the online 

setting, yet there are few guidelines available. It is quite possible for course 

materials presented or shared online to be misused and distributed without the 

owners’ noticing. And while rules and policies on copyright issues already exist, the 

scope of the problem is growing quickly, and there is a need to revise current 

policies and disseminate guidelines to prevent infringements.

Third, a new kind of teacher training is vitally necessary. Students and teachers 

are in the same boat to some extent. With the sudden shift to mandatory online 

courses, many teachers are as confused and nervous as the students. Teachers need to 

be informed and taught about the equipment and the programs being used. For 

educators, the new setting itself can be a burden. Instructors already have their hands 

full with lessons; mastering a new setting on top of that can be too much. Switching 

from the traditional face-to-face classrooms, which they were trained to teach, to 

computer-based training makes the learning experience entirely different for teachers. 

Instructors with a traditional mindset may find it difficult to adapt, and teacher 

training needs to take place to help them accept the new learning circumstances with 

an open mind. Moreover, even though the education platform is changing, many 

teacher roles will remain the same. What good teachers know is that teacher 

interventions must be timely, precise, and responsive, but their ability to intervene 

will be very limited by the online setting. In addition, the teacher’s roles beyond 

lecturing may become even more diverse and more necessary, as many students could 

fall behind and give up in the face of difficulties in handling the technology. It will 

be largely up to the teachers to help students follow the new educational trends, 

while they are simultaneously being required to properly equip themselves for future 

challenges in their education and career. It is necessary to build new infrastructure 

and provide new training resources for educators to rely on, which will require the 

support of educational institutions and the government. In order for this transition to 

work smoothly, instructors will need to be ready and feel comfortable.
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