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In response to the global Covid-19 pandemic, universities across the world moved coursework online 

and frequently used Zoom videotelephony software to replicate the experience of learning in a classroom. 

While this platform supported certain aspects of the traditional classroom, such as immediacy of responses 

and the facilitation of social interactions, learning via Zoom also differed in various ways from the 

familiar classroom experience. Although there has been considerable research on online learning, most 

studies focused on an asynchronous design and interaction. Thus, the understanding of learning within 

synchronous, video-mediated platforms, such as Zoom, is nascent. In this study, the data was derived from 

a focus group with eight university students from the United States that was conducted over Zoom. Using 

of Zoom, could strengthen engagement, yet they also heighten anxiety for some and fatigue for most users. 

how to support student learning, students experienced a deepened sense of connection to their peers, 

the faculty, and their learning. Family science educators who recognize the strengths and limitations of 

learning and well-being.

Keywords: Zoom, synchronous, online learning, pandemic, socio-emotional learning, video-

mediated learning

Novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 emerged as 
a threat to human life at the end of 2019. In the 
months that followed, the global pandemic and 
shelter-at-home orders led universities to shutter 
face-to-face classes, and many students, some 
with little or no experience in online classes, 
abruptly became online learners. To facilitate 

course continuation, many universities adopted 

for corporate enterprise use. With campus 

or similar videotelephony platform, rapidly 
became the new classroom. The current focus 
group study, informed by a systematic literature 
review of research on synchronous online 



learning, describes results from a focus group of 

classroom,” which we use as shorthand to describe 
online learning platforms largely based on video 
interactions with an instructor and classmates. 

the 1800s with universities sometimes offering 
extension classes and correspondence learning. 
Delivery methods followed technological advances 
and by the mid-1990s distance learning moved 

learning began as predominantly asynchronous, 
with the student and teacher not necessarily 
engaging one another in real time, over the last 
decade educators have increasingly drawn upon 

conducted a systematic review of synchronous 
online learning research between 1995 and 2014 
and found no published studies prior to the year 
2000. Because synchronous learning using live 
video is a relatively recent phenomenon, research 
into the students’ experiences with such platforms 
has only recently emerged.

Although there is considerable scholarship 
available on online learning, relatively little research 
has explored synchronous online learning using 
video platforms. In the current study, we sought to 

a literature review in PsychInfo, a database of more 

Other inclusion criteria comprised publication in 

relevance, screened for duplication, and ultimately 
located 11 articles representing two themes: 
synchronous instruction and blended synchronous 
learning. Table 1 tallies the articles located by the 
various searches.

First, synchronous online learning is considered. 

2008 and in 2014 and found that perceptions of 

or student to student) decreased over time. Other 
research suggested engagement may suffer over 
time because learners’ cognitive resources are taxed 
more by virtual environments compared to real-

However, Weiser et al. (2018) noted that participation 
was highest when instructors explicitly engaged 
their students, which draws attention to the potential 
for the educator to transcend the limits of the new 
learning environment. 

A second synchronous approach involved 
broadcasting classroom teaching to satellite 
campuses or learners in remote locations: Blended 
Synchronous Learning Environment (BSLE) 

learners at multiple sites and the potential for 

Covid-19 resulted in some educational institutions 
rapidly shifting to exclusively synchronous online 
learning platforms. Considering the rapid and wide 

for educational purposes during 2020, educators 
needed insight into the students’ experience with 
this new virtual classroom experience. The purpose 
of the current study was to understand the student 

learning synchronously with students in highly 
varied settings.

We are all family science educators. Dr. 

Human Services. He has been teaching online 

Table 1. Articles Yielded by Search Terms



synchronously since 2002 and has been lightly 
involved in both the scholarship of teaching and 
learning and faculty development. Dr. Novotny is 
an assistant professor of Counseling and Human 
Services. Her scholarship includes diversity 
education (specializing in gender and sexuality 
studies), high impact practices, and student 
success. Dr. Novotny has taught asynchronous 

synchronous learning. Dr. Ko is also an assistant 
professor of Counseling and Human Services. His 
research interests lie in family support behaviors 
and motivation.

Recruitment
The East Tennessee State University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) approved the study design on 

four faculty colleagues who had recently taught 

supplied the names of former students who might 
consider being part of a focus group concerning 

contacted those potential participants by email, and 
if the prospective participants indicated they might 
have interest, we sent another email detailing 
the protocol and providing an informed consent 

students who returned the signed content form 
were included in the focus group.

From an original list of 54 students, ten 
expressed interest in participating. We proceeded 
with a focus group of eight participants, which 

students from two public colleges in the United 

female with ages ranging from 20 to 24 with 

Services, and one studied Biochemistry.

Procedure
We adopted a focus group study design (Barbour 

by content analysis of the transcripts. Considered 

scholarship and the consumer focus of the research 

a focus group design for data collection. The 
Covid-19 pandemic led regional institutions to 
impose limits on face-to-face activities during the 

2020. As the session began, we introduced the 

focus group research. We then proceeded with 

• 
different from the learning experience in a 

• 
different from social interactions in the 

• 

• What advice would you give to your 

platform provided an initial recorded transcript, 
which we used for analysis.

Analysis Plan

to apply a content analysis approach to the data 

focused on the data itself, avoided a priori categories 
used in previous studies, and developed meanings 
and insights inductively based on participants’ 
stories. We followed the data analysis procedure 
of decontextualization, recontextualization, 
categorization, and compilation (Bengtsson, 

read through the transcribed texts, reduced content 
into smaller meaning units, and developed codes. 
In the recontextualization stage, we independently 
reviewed whether the meaning units and codes 
generally captured all aspects of the content. In the 
categorization stage, we condensed the meaning 
units and codes into categories and themes. Finally, 
in the last stage we considered the way in which the 



the codes, categories, and themes. After arriving 
at consensus, we turned over the data and our 
analyses to Novotny. In this compilation stage, 
Novotny served as a peer debriefer, reviewing 
the consensus codes, categories, and themes and 

We entered and recoded the transcripts in 

which provided the opportunity to reconsider 

analytical step, we developed a conceptual model 
based on the codes, categories, and themes that 
would suggest the way in which the categories 
interacted with one another. We shared our 

the same participants. The interviewees concurred 

Through our research design and 
implementation, we sought to support the 

the data independently, discussed the analyses, 

a measure of triangulation. Novotny, who was 
not invested nor involved in the initial analyses, 

over time, was supported by use of a conventional 

analytic process, which employed independent and 
collaborative efforts to share in the development 

and Ko conducted the analysis separately and 
then collaboratively. Novotny contributed as a 

slightly. Ultimately, the Dedoose software served 

the transcripts. Although we do not provide rich 

description of the conversation will provide the 

employed many steps to ensure the trustworthiness 

pseudonyms for participants.

Four general categories emerged from the 

Experience. The categories are not prioritized, 

and Challenges and bring about a more desirable 
student learning experience.

the platform but shared by online learning more 
generally: being at home, avoiding commutes 

The students observed that active and learner-
centered pedagogies were especially important in 
this format. This is commonly accepted as true in 

indicated that active pedagogies were especially 

who employed learner-centered approaches, such as 
facilitated discussion and small group discussions 

learning more generally.

to record the classes. This provided students 
opportunities to review portions of class they 

Also, they could enlarge slides for easier readability. 
Finally, the teacher could integrate Web resources 
more easily into learning.

The presence of a camera distinguished 

asynchronous learning experiences. They offered 
mixed views regarding the use of their camera 

expressed that having the camera turned on created 
a social expectation, which added a higher level 



of accountability and created a dynamic that more 
closely resembled an in-person classroom. KH 

The students noted that the camera contributed 

that they would participate in class discussions. 

paying a lot more attention.”

Zoom Challenges

category. Students contended with internal 

fatiguing effects of screen time during a day was 
cumulative and students described headaches and 
exhaustion. Participants would also self-distract to 

challenges coalesced around the subcategory of 
external challenges. These challenges included 
interruptions in technology and environmental 

all participants. Unstable internet connections led 
to video feeds freezing, intermittent connections, 

frustration and anxiety for students.

day, I don’t have any of the class material 
and I really struggled with that aspect of it.

MW: I completely agree with the WiFi negative 

home also … I’m currently in my bedroom 
because it’s the best room, other than my 
parents’ room.

Face-to-face classes create social systems and, 

Knowledge involves social construction, and the 
classroom serves as a social repository of that 

because of a hindered ability to engage with 
one another casually during lulls in class time, 

to participate actively in class discussions. ES 

compared to in-person learning.

during an in-person class, students expressed a 

and self-consciousness. Thus, although the 
camera supported engagement and accountability, 
it was also a source of anxiety for a small number 
of participants.

interacted with a third category: Faculty 

contributed to the students’ experience of learning. 

at that point.” Students expected instructors to 
have a measure of technical competence with the 

surrendered. ES highlighted this when they 



because there is a hesitation of maybe not feeling 

to.”

classroom management and pedagogy. Participants 
emphatically noted that passive approaches 
detracted from their learning. Students disengaged 
when the instructor lectured for extended periods 
of time or did not include a variety of instructional 
methods in the lesson.

On the other hand, students reported that 

participants described varied learning activities 

form of assignments, discussion posts, experiential 
activities, interacting across complementary 

Students recognized the importance of 
classroom management as it related to promoting 
social interaction. Participants suggested opening 

KH noted,

management proved to be an important area of 
impact on the students’ experiences. Students 
reported that they were more engaged in the class 

feature, etc.).

Student Learning Experience

experience in two areas: socio-emotional and the 

emotional learning generally as those classroom 
experiences that promote resilience, emotional 
regulation, and adaptive responses to challenge 

socio-emotional learning is broad and beyond the 
scope of this research.

three ways that important emotional connections 

connection to the instructor, connection to 
peers, and connection to content. These three 
socio-emotional areas directly contributed to the 
students’ learning experience, their investment in 
the course, and their connection to the classroom. 
The connection that students described did not 

alluded to a connection in their relationships and 
common experiences that ultimately impacted 
their learning.

Part of the college experience includes 

their classmates. Our participants reported that 

professors say ‘sorry my cat’s really loud,’ or ‘I live 

Informal interaction with self-disclosure and 
vulnerability on the part of the instructor was 

not rushing off somewhere else.”
Relationships with classmates were less 

uniformly positive, though. Students were 
apprehensive about communicating with one 

social need that had gone unmet since classes 
were moved online. This sense of connection also 
carried forward to the content. The learning felt 
more meaningful, especially as compared to an 



classroom that asynchronous courses failed to 

interacted with their instructor and classmates in 
real time. They viewed the instructor’s presentation 
slides through screen sharing. Perhaps most 
importantly they shared a common experience, 
felt connected to one another, and enhanced 
their engagement with the course material. This 
contributed positively to their learning experience.

Our analysis produced two data displays. 

among the categories as denoted by participants. 

Learning. However, some of these challenges 

A more detailed data display, aided by Dedoose 

and tabulates the broad themes, the narrower 
categories, and the codes that arose from the data.



Table 2. Frequency of the Themes, Categories, and Codes (N = 196)

First, all participants attended one of two public 
universities in a single state, the convenience 

helping professions, and all participants were 

learning experiences during the summer of 2020 at 
a time when the United States was approximately 
four months into the pandemic. Participants 
indicated that they had little or no prior experience 

classroom to synchronous online instruction 
with little notice or training. The universities 



represented in our studies did not have policies 
concerning camera use in spring or early summer 
2020. Findings might well be different in the future 

In 2020, many family science educators 
incorporated live video into synchronous online 
learning in an effort to recreate the face-to-face 
classroom learning environment as much as 

mediated, student learning experience is timely, 
foundational to related future scholarship, and 
connected to the literature. Our research offers 
insight into student exhaustion, active learning, 
and engagement in video mediated learning.

Exhaustion
Participants described a heightened sense of 

felt different and more wearying than face-to-

that this difference was owing to a measure of 
relaxation or social engagement with peers that 
might occur in a classroom setting. In contrast, 
students felt more self-conscious or spotlighted in 

opportunity to disengage. The research literature 
described earlier offered an alternate explanation. 

that communication that limited communication 
cues (i.e., body language, intonation, facial 
expressions) strained cognitive processing. 
Although video-mediated learning resembled 
classroom interaction, it was not identical. 
Whether a heightened self-consciousness or an 
information processing challenge, learning by 

Active Learning
Our research found that the effect of online, 

active learning approaches greatly aided 
engagement. Students consistently reported that 

them engaged, helped them learn, and sharply 
contrasted with lecture. This aligned with 
previous research. A meta-analysis of 225 studies 

Not only does active learning affect information 
and concept retention, a review of the literature 
reported that active learning supported affective 

et al., 2018).
Students often experience lectures passively, 

possibly even more so when the lecture occurs 

for various discussions, such as case study, 
application, and problem-based learning (Bishop 

Schiller, 2013).
Socio-emotional Learning and Family Science
Family science draws attention to the 

importance of relationships, and not without good 
reason. Data displayed in Table 2 demonstrated 

our participants was connection: connection to 
faculty, connection to peers, and connection to, or 

appeared to strengthen these socio-emotional 
aspects of learning. This corresponded with the 

Delahunty et al. (2014). Their review found support 
for the interrelationship of social interaction, 
a sense of community, and the development of 
student identity in that social space that is online 
learning. Though the Delahunty review focused on 
asynchronous learning, our research, addressing 
real time video interactions, suggests students 

Of note, participants described a deepened 
connection to faculty. In the classroom, the 

devoid of personal information. By contrast, in 



Focus group participants insisted that seeing their 
professors in their natural habitat humanized 
them, made them more relatable, and thus more 

personal and professional ways when they perceive 

2010). Participants noted an increased willingness 

This connection in learning matters. An 
abundance of scholarship shows the well-being 
of youth improves in response to socio-emotional 
learning across a range of measures (Taylor et 
al., 2017). The pandemic, which catalyzed the 

socio-emotional learning more important. Stay-
at-home mandates led to isolation and loneliness, 
and the loneliness led to an increase in depression 
and suicidal ideation in some cases (Killgore et al., 
2020). A sense of classroom connection, mediated 

depression. Research suggested these relationships 

stressors, such as the national pandemic (Cohen 

connection to supporting socio-emotional learning 
can hardly be overstated.

Education

there remain a range of actions a faculty member 

such as discussions, small groups, and using and 

classroom management strategies, such as attending 

class the gist of the chat discussion, could support 
engaged learning, especially among students who 

science educators when compared to traditional 
classroom learning. Students who are learning 

to a wealth of personal memorabilia and symbols 
that can contribute to a discussion about family 
and relationships. For instance, the family science 

hunt in their space and locate items that represent 
coupledom, attachment, strengths or resilience, 

could include photographs, gifts, trophies and 

culture and values. Family science educators may 
lead a discussion about the process by which the 

necessities were procured, and what this may 
indicate about gender roles, family involvement, or 
family resource management. Moving the learning 
from the more public sphere of the classroom to the 
more private realm of the student’s personal space 
affords an abundance of new ways to interact with 
a family science curriculum. Faculty are, to use a 

Arguably, it became more important. Family 
science educators should be intentional about using 

socio-emotional well-being of their students. The 
pandemic has resulted in economic dislocation, 
uncertainty, loss of control, and social isolation for 
many people. Building a classroom community via 

student’s emotional health and resilience, goals that 
align with the family science aims of prevention.

Qualitative research is by nature exploratory. 
Future research might clarify the nature of 

Learning Experience. In addition, there are gaps in 
the literature regarding socio-emotional learning 
in postsecondary contexts. When this scholarship 
and corresponding assessment matures, it would be 

asynchronous online learning with video-mediated 



critical as we encounter a near-term educational 

school closures, and a long-term educational future 
that might be forever changed by video mediated, 
online learning.
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