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Abstract 

The transition from analogue campus-based learning to digital distance learning during the Covid-19 
pandemic affected our society in many ways. This study set out to explore the experiences of 30 pre-service 
teachers when transitioning to digital distance learning. The pre-service teachers (PSTs) participated in a 
series of focus-group interviews that were subsequently analysed using qualitative content analysis. The 
results indicate that the transition to digital distance learning worked well and that the technology that 
was used performed satisfactorily. However, the PSTs experienced both opportunities and obstacles with 
respect to distance learning. The opportunities associated with digital distance learning were reported 
to be instantiated by teacher-led ‘flipped classroom’ teaching sessions and the additional freedom that 
was enjoyed by the PSTs (in both space and time). An obstacle associated with digital learning was the 
feeling that important aspects of interpersonal interaction disappeared. The PSTs remained sedentary 
and isolated at home, and the learning experience became somewhat dysfunctional when the teaching 
was not clearly structured and teacher-lead. The study concludes that it is not possible to replace IRL 
(‘in real life’) teaching entirely with digital distance learning. However, the results suggest that a hybrid 
form of teaching or elements of digital teaching can work well as a complement to future campus-based 
courses.
Keywords: Covid-19, digital learning, digital teaching, distance learning, hybrid learning

Introduction

In March of 2020, teaching at most Swedish higher education institutions were forced to 
implement distance education. Several questions were raised concerning this form of education, 
given the speed of the transition and the limited time that teachers and students had to prepare 
for the change. 

The aim of this study was to describe the pre-service teachers’ (PSTs) experiences and 
perceptions of the transition from analogue to digital learning during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
The research questions were: (i) What were the PSTs’ experiences of the transition from 
analogue to digital learning? (ii) What opportunities and obstacles do they associate with digital 
learning? For this purpose, focus group interviews via Zoom were conducted. The conversations 
were recorded, transcribed, and then subjected to a qualitative content analysis.

Digitisation and the Transition to Distance Learning

Today, hardly any business or professional activity has avoided the effects of the 
digitalisation of society. Digital technology has been implemented and compelled change and 

https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/22.80.273



PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION

IN THE 21st CENTURY
Vol. 79, No. 6, 2021

274

ISSN 1822-7864 (Print) ISSN 2538-7111 (Online)https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/22.80.273

Johan BÄCKLUND, Martin HUGO, Kerstin ERICSON. Pre-service teachers’ experiences of the transition from analogue to digital 
learning during the Covid-19 pandemic

development (Castells, 2011; Karanasios & Allen, 2014). At colleges and universities, this 
change has entailed modifying the conditions for both teachers and PSTs by imposing new 
strategies and modes of interaction for teaching and learning.

The Covid-19 pandemic has entailed a rapid transition to digital teaching and thus also 
the teachers’ planning regime, which is an essential part of distance learning. Certain digital 
aspects of teaching hail back from the 1960s (Greenberg & Zanetis, 2012), but development 
in this area underwent rapid development in the 2000s (Dafgård, 2020). The pandemic has 
changed practices significantly since campus-based learning was closed down and replaced 
with distance learning.

Digital tools that were initially only available to a few people (usually experts) have 
now developed to a stage where almost everyone enjoys access to them and can use them. In 
this context, it is noted that From et al. (2020) have argued that digitalisation should focus on 
pedagogical practices instead of the technology per se. Fleischer and Kvarnsell (2015) claimed 
that this technology will enable new changes in teaching, for example, increased flexibility 
which can simultaneously involve increased risk-taking and uncertainty. The technology has 
thus become a compelling force for change in educational contexts as a consequence of the 
digitalisation of society:

The school system must be on the leading edge with respect to what is taking place 
in society today and also be aware of how society is going to develop in the future. 
Therefore, our point of departure is one where the school system must be considered to 
be something dynamic and changeable instead of a conservative institution (Fleischer & 
Kvarnsell, 2015, p. 11).

Distance Learning and Remote Teaching

The terms distance teaching and remote teaching may, at first glance, seem to be very 
similar to each other, but they have several differences. Distance teaching refers to a “teaching 
that is conducted with information and communication technology where students and teachers 
can be separated from each other in both space and time” (SOU 2017: 44, p. 36). In contrast, 
remote teaching entails that one either provides synchronous teaching (via some or other digital 
tool) or asynchronously, where the student accesses the material by means of a digital tool, 
irrespective of the time when the materials were first produced. Remote teaching takes place in 
real-time, where students and teachers are separate in terms of space but not in time (SFS 2010: 
800, 1 Chapter 3 §), which entails that the students can be gathered in a lecture room whilst the 
teacher is at a different location (SOU 2017:44). Based on these different definitions of these 
terms, it can be argued that in the domain of children’s education, the phrase remote teaching is 
sometimes used since distance learning is not used to any great extent (Skolforskningsinstitutet, 
2019). However, both terms are applicable to the tertiary education context. In this article the 
term distance learning is used as an overarching term that includes what is understood as 
remote teaching.

Distance learning can be described in terms of three phases of development (Bates, 2005), 
where the first phase includes distance learning via the use of simple means, for example, 
printed materials that are used in a correspondence course. This first phase provides minimal 
opportunities for communication between the teacher and student. The second phase is based 
on the use of multi-media materials but is also limited in terms of the communication that can 
take place between the student and teacher. This phase primarily consists of un-directional 
communication and a transfer of information from the teacher to the student. Bates (2005) 
argued that the third phase in the development of distance learning was realised in connection 
with the development of technology in the domain of video conferencing and the use of the 
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internet. These developments have made distance learning more accessible too. The third phase 
offers opportunities for interaction between the teacher and the students and even between 
students. Besides this significant difference, students enjoy more control and a better overview 
of their studies and are offered opportunities to engage in dialogue and collaborative learning 
exercises.

Distance learning has been used since the 1990s in Sweden, primarily in sparsely 
populated areas, to provide students access to qualified teachers and to mitigate the effect of 
school closure. As technology has improved, distance learning has become more successful 
(Häll et al., 2007). The most significant advantages with distance learning, according to Häll et 
al. (2007), are access to teaching and increased flexibility (see also Hilli (2016)).

Distance Learning in Higher Education

Distance learning entails several technological challenges (Aldrin, 2017; From, 2019; 
Häll et al., 2007). Factors such as the quality of digital hardware, the software, and their 
technical integration with internet connections, cameras, microphones, and the users’ computer 
skills all influence the efficacy of distance learning. Even though many people are used to using 
a computer, being required to perform new tasks on a computer may give rise to feelings of 
uncertainty in some users (Dafgård, 2002). Previous research has shown that with respect to 
PSTs, their computer literacy is often made use of in the context of work-based training but not 
in campus-based activities (Sjöberg & Hansson, 2016).

Tømte et al. (2015) demonstrated that, for those who teach PSTs, the digital tools that 
are available in teacher-training courses are relatively poor from a pedagogical perspective. 
The role of the teacher trainer, as ‘a good example of a teacher’ (Ungar & Baruch, 2016), 
is not demonstrated to its fullest. Hållsten (2017) claimed that digital solutions are primarily 
used for administrative purposes, for the compilation of courses and the planning of teaching 
(Amhag et al., 2018). However, they should be used more extensively as pedagogic tools 
(Lakkala & Ilomäki, 2015; Winters & Mor, 2009) to support classroom teaching and learning 
(Forbes & Khoo, 2015). Amhag et al. (2018) argued that teacher trainers need to identify the 
pedagogic value digital tools offer. Pettersson (2015) observed that the transition from (A) 
physical encounters between student and teacher to (B) the implementation of distance learning 
demands extensive changes in the structures and methods used by teachers, including how 
educational courses are organised and delivered. Brink et al. (2020) shared similar findings 
in their study of how students experienced a new culture of learning during the pandemic that 
included increased levels of technical support and the perception that the education that they 
were provided with was felt to be ‘modern’. However, in this context, it was also reported 
that there was a lack of vision associated with the implementation and increased use of digital 
services.

Digital Competence

The teacher’s competence is crucial when digital technology is used for pedagogical 
purposes (Pettersson, 2018). The competence that each teacher possesses will determine how 
digital tools will be used (Blau & Shamir-Inbal, 2017). Both From (2017) and Hatlevik (2016) 
claimed that digital competence is the fundamental factor that determines the extent to which 
digital tools will be used for pedagogical purposes. A high level of digital competence also 
contributes to more frequent use of such tools and a clearer critical perspective regarding their 
use. The teacher’s digital competence also has a profound effect on how their students use 
digital tools during their education (Pettersson, 2018). The conclusion that Pettersson (2018) 
(see also Sipilä, (2014)) drew, suggests that a teacher’s digital competence is more important 
than the question of whether a range of different tools are available for use (or not).
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The transition from analogue to digital forms of teaching has given rise to several 
challenges that are related to the teacher’s digital competence (Blau & Shamir-Inbal, 2017; 
Dafgård, 2020; Erstad & Quale, 2009; From, 2017; Lakkala & Ilomäki, 2015; Lundahl et al., 
2017; Sandkuhl & Lehmann, 2017; Ungar & Baruch, 2016; Winters & Mor, 2009). However, 
challenges can also be related to their pedagogic competence since the analogue classroom 
is often merely ‘translated’ to the digital context, where only the location has changed. Note 
that in a digital context, one does not encounter the learning activities that take place in the 
same way as one might do in a physical classroom. Consequently, important aspects of the 
transformation of the teaching practice may be left out (Pettersson & Olofsson, 2013).

Something that is not always easily influenced is the choice of the specific digital tools 
that will be used in the teaching situation. The learning management system should, for example, 
contain a multifunctional user interface where both the teacher and the students can interact 
with each other and communicate and present their work (Lundahl et al., 2017). Furthermore, 
the teachers should be provided with professional development training and additional time for 
lesson planning with the use of digital tools. For good measure, the teacher should inform the 
students about what expectations will be made of them during distance learning (Saqr et al., 
2020).

Several previous studies have shown that it is essential that teacher trainers and 
PSTs develop and integrate digital competence in the teacher education program (Hatlevik, 
2016; Krumsvik, 2011, 2012; Lund et al., 2014; Tømte et al., 2015). For example, Røkenes 
and Krumsvik (2016) also concluded that a systematic effort needs to be made to promote 
digital competence and integrate the use of technology in teacher education programs. Thus 
far, however, it has been challenging to implement this type of professional development for 
teachers (Erstad & Quale, 2009).

Previous Studies on the Transition to Digital Teaching During the Covid-19 Pandemic

The Covid-19 pandemic has forced the temporary closure of campus-based learning at 
educational institutions worldwide (Hansson, 2021; König et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020; 
Tang et al., 2020). This disruption has entailed not only the implementation of fundamental 
changes in society (Bjursell, 2020) but also changes in the philosophy of education (Jandrić et 
al., 2020; Quezada et al., 2020). Students have expressed their displeasure with online education 
in general (Tang et al., 2020), but, more specifically, they have also been disappointed by a 
lack of communication and not being able to receive answers to their questions. However, 
the practices of using ‘flipped classrooms’ and course evaluations were mentioned as positive 
digital experiences (Tang et al., 2020). Bao (2020) identified several key factors relevant 
to student learning during the transition to distance learning. These are: clear instructions, 
effective communication, high-quality course content, and having a plan in place to deal with 
situations that may arise in the learning management system. Other factors that contribute to 
the successful transition to distance learning are access to digital tools and the teachers possess 
high levels of digital competence (König et al., 2020; Stenliden et al., 2021). Busic et al. (2020) 
also noted that the students who participated in their study were not particularly skilled in using 
computers, a factor that negatively impacted the teachers and the learning that took place during 
this time. Quezada et al. (2020) demonstrated that essential strategies used in the transition 
to digital teaching are (i) knowledge of how one should teach in front of a camera, (ii) the 
possibility of receiving technical support, (iii) new forms of course evaluation, and (iv) finding 
new pathways to receive feedback on courses. Finding new protocols for examinations is 
challenging, according to Alarcón López et al. (2021), who observed that teachers are inclined 
to employ conventional methods of examination in a digital environment. However, Rapanta 
et al. (2020) stated that examinations that focus on assessment must be adapted to the new 
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learning environment. On the other hand, Busic et al. (2020) noted that distance learning has 
entailed more instances where students and teachers work alone. The consequences of this 
are (i) increased isolation, where people distance themselves from society, and (for some) (ii) 
limited access to educational opportunities. Glancing back at this study’s research questions: (i) 
What were the PSTs’ experiences of the transition from analogue to digital learning? (ii) What 
opportunities and obstacles do they associate with digital learning? the aim of this study is to 
describe the pre-service teachers’ (PSTs) experiences and perceptions of the transition from 
analogue to digital learning during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Research Methodology

Design 

The present study has been designed as a qualitative interview study (Kvale & Brinkman, 
2009) with PSTs who are enrolled at a university in southern Sweden. A semi-structured 
approach was used during the focus-group interviews (Halkier, 2010; Wibeck, 2010), a type 
of interview best suited to examine people’s individual and collective experiences in groups 
of participants who find themselves in a shared context or situation (Wibeck, 2010). A semi-
structured interview guide (fixed questions, not in a fixed order or in fixed numbers, with the 
option to ask additional questions) was used in the focus-group interviews (Lantz, 2013) that 
included questions regarding the PSTs’ experiences of the opportunities and obstacles that they 
experienced during the transition from analogue to digital teaching.

Data Collection

The PSTs were asked to participate in the focus group interviews via messages from 
within the Canvas learning management system in May 2020 (internal e-mailing system). PSTs 
who were enrolled in at least one of the following courses were asked to participate in the 
study: Kulturmöten och Interkulturell pedagogik, Examensarbete, Utbildningsvetenskaplig 
kärna II, or Utbildningsvetenskaplig kärna IV. In total 30 PSTs accepted to participate in the 
study (16 male and 14 female PSTs). All the participants were PSTs enrolled in the VAL teacher 
education program; a short teacher training program offered to active teachers who lack teaching 
qualifications. When scheduling the focus group interviews it added up to a total of eight focus 
group sessions where the groups differed in size from three to six PSTs in each group during 
June 2020. Zoom video conferencing was used for this purpose. Each interview lasted between 
25 and 53 minutes and were subsequently transcribed.

Data Analysis

A qualitative content analysis was applied in the analysis of the data (Krippendorff, 2004) 
on a latent abstraction level, where the researchers interpreted the content of the interviews 
(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). The purpose of the analysis was to provide a rich and thick 
description of what appeared in the participants’ narratives (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). The analysis 
was performed in three stages (Creswell 2014; Larsen, 2009; Tesch, 1990). First, the interviews 
were transcribed. Then all the interview transcripts were read closely, and coded keywords were 
added. In the final stage, all interviews were read through again and content categories based on 
the keywords were created. In the results section the quotes from the focus groups are referred 
to an individual from the focus group. The individual’s comment should be seen as a product of 
the discussions from within the focus group. It is still debated within the social and behavioural 
sciences as to how data from focus groups should be analysed (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009 and 
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that focus group data can arise from individual data, group data, and/or group interaction data 
(Duggleby, 2005). Six themes were identified in the material with respect to how the PSTs 
experienced different aspects of the teaching that was provided to them during the transition 
from analogue to digital learning. The six themes were: (i) Digital teaching saves time, allows 
for more freedom, and is more effective; (ii) Teacher-led flipped classrooms in small groups 
work well in a digital context; (iii) Digital professional development also takes place; (iv) The 
social interaction with classmates and the teacher is lacking; (v) Digital distance learning does 
not work if it does not include teacher-led teaching; (vi) Important aspects of interpersonal 
interaction is absent.

Ethical Considerations

The participants were informed of the study’s aims and gave their consent to participate 
in the study. The participants’ right to integrity resulted in their information and identity being 
treated in confidence. They are referred to in the text by means of anonymised codes, for 
example, F1M1, where ’F1’ indicates the focus group the participant was a member of and 
the ’M1’ indicates the gender and the unique number of the participant. In summary, our study 
adhered to the ethical requirements that research in the humanities and social sciences are 
subject to (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017).

Research Results 

The PSTs reported that they began the autumn term with campus-based learning. When 
the Covid-19 restrictions were initially put in place at the end of March 2020, all campus-based 
learning was replaced by distance learning. Almost all the PSTs interviewed stated that the 
transition to digital learning worked quite well. One student remarked: “The transition has been 
smooth and comfortable, if I were to summarise it.” (F5M3). Several PSTs reported that, in the 
beginning, they were worried about the prospect of learning via distance learning only but that 
this mode had worked better than they had expected. In the distance learning that was provided, 
the teachers primarily used Canvas, Zoom, e-mail, and Kaltura. The respondents reported that 
these technologies and the digital tools that they used during their courses worked well. Many 
PSTs claimed that the reason why they worked so well was that their courses had first started 
as campus-based learning, and so they had had the opportunity to meet with their teachers and 
classmates before the changeover to digital learning:

I get more out of the lectures if I have personally met the lecturer before the course starts. It does 
not play such a big role when I have met the teacher before if it [the course] is via the internet. 
However, those teachers whom I did not meet beforehand, it has been a little bit more difficult 
[…] I believe that with distance learning, it is great that you get to meet them first…because it also 
involves interrupting and asking questions during a lecture where you have personally met the 
lecturer…it feels more personal than doing that with someone whom you have not met. (F4F2).

Even though the transition was experienced as something positive, and the technology 
worked well for the PSTs, several other student perceptions regarding opportunities and obstacles 
related to digital distance learning were reported during the interviews. Most of the PSTs felt 
that there were advantages and new possibilities to be enjoyed with distance learning. The 
advantages involved some of the practical aspects associated with their learning and the content 
of the different courses. At the same time, most of the PSTs experienced several disadvantages 
with distance learning. Some PSTs claimed that a crucial part of being a student is partaking 
in student social life and meeting with one’s classmates, an opportunity that disappeared with 
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the transition over to distance learning. Some PSTs reported that they experienced decreased 
learning performance when the interpersonal interaction was lost. In fact, several PSTs stated 
that they lived a sedentary life at home where they sat in front of the computer screen for whole 
days at a time over a period of weeks during the pandemic, and this behaviour had negatively 
impacted their health and well-being. Below, the six themes are presented; the PSTs’ experiences 
of the opportunities and obstacles associated with the transition to distance learning.

Digital Teaching Saves Time, Allows for More Freedom, and is More Effective

A common perception shared by the PSTs regarding distance learning is that it saves 
time: “I think that what is positive with this experiment is that it saves time. We save time…we 
use the time wisely, you might say.” (F2M2). According to the PSTs, not needing to spend time 
travelling to the university created a great sense of freedom: “Distance learning created more 
space, you know, … you don’t need to go to the school...you have more freedom.” (F7M2). 
Another student in the same focus group remarked: “You know, distance learning can open 
up more opportunities. It saves time.” (F7F2). In addition to being a time-saving process and 
providing the PSTs with more freedom, distance learning was also described as being a more 
effective learning method, according to some PSTs:

Having a PowerPoint or a digital lecture gave me precisely the same thing as if I were in the 
lecture hall…I think that you can provide that with the same quality digitally…and we are more 
effective via a digital link. (F5M3).

Some PSTs claimed that their levels of motivation to study had increased when teaching 
transitioned to distance learning:

For me, on a practical level, it has increased my motivation because you don’t have to be 
on site…you don’t need to spend some much time driving […] If you have to drive for 
three hours to get to Jönköping, then you are totally exhausted when you are supposed to 
absorb everything. But now, when you wake up…take it easy, and your mind is clearer…
so this has increased my motivation. (F4M1).

PSTs who were parents of young children were particularly satisfied with the freedom 
and efficiency that distance learning entailed: “For us who are parents of young children, dis-
tance learning has been a really nice experience. It has been great for me […] really great to be 
able to work from home.” (F4F2).

Teacher-Led Flipped Classrooms in Small Groups Work Well in a Digital Context

The type of teaching that the PSTs perceived as the best approach during the transition 
to distance learning was when they were involved in teacher-led flipped classrooms in small 
groups where the PSTs were tasked to read up on something, before they met in Zoom or on 
the Canvas platform:

I was delighted because the set-up is excellent, you know…and the teacher’s level of in-
volvement was what motivated me…hats off to the technology…but the teacher’s way of 
using the technology was good. Both the seminar form where you read up on something 
beforehand…when we read literature…you have the other’s stories before you discuss 
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it, you know. That is great. […] The group discussions went much smoother than what 
they would have had they been on campus […] The group discussions are a good way to 
use the pedagogics together with the technology. (F2M1).

In some of the courses that they attended, the PSTs were tasked to participate in obligatory 
discussions on Canvas, which could take place over the course of a week. The discussions could 
only proceed if every student had read the same text(s). This form of teaching was positively 
received by the PSTs, who reported on its educational value:

The lengthy discussions developed into excellent assignments…it was an excellent as-
signment because you had enough time to reflect on every element […] now you had 
time to read every contribution thoroughly. So even if we now return to having physical 
meetings, you can still have similar assignments, which is an advantage. (F1M1).

The discussion assignments made you become more engaged and conversant [in the 
topic] […] primarily I thought that it was nice to have it on Monday since you had read 
through everyone’s texts and reflected over them…and then you go through a whole 
workweek and think about them in the back of your mind all the time…I thought that 
this was rewarding. (F1M2).

A recurring topic in the focus-group conversations included the PSTs’ perceptions of 
how important it was that the interactive group learning that took place was structured and 
teacher-led: “Both orally and the writing have worked well with the discussions, but the 
assignment must still be arranged so that there are no doubts about what should be done.” 
(F2F2). Another form of interactive teacher-led group instruction that the PSTs reported on 
as being successful in a digital context was the group supervision and the assessment of their 
thesis work. Many PSTs also reported that they appreciated that they could access recorded 
lectures via the Canvas platform. This reduced the amount of stress they felt since they were 
not bound to attend lectures at a particular time of day: “You feel calmer when you know that 
you can watch a lecture when you have time and you when you have more time…I have not 
felt as stressed” (F1F2). According to several PSTs, another advantage that was associated with 
the recorded lectures was the possibility to stop and re-start the lectures and even listen to them 
several times over: “I also see some advantages with the recorded lectures…for example, you 
can rewind if there are things that you need repeating or listen to again.” (F8M1). One student 
remarked that the recorded lectures facilitated his learning:

I want to mention one thing that I liked a lot. When the teacher recorded their lectures, I could 
listen to them several times over to improve my understanding…If I didn’t understand something, 
then I could listen to it again…that was good…I liked that. I have also listened to them on my 
mobile phone, and this has given me time to understand the depth of the subject. It is good that 
this is saved so you can repeat and listen when there is peace and quiet for us who are slightly 
linguistically challenged. (F2M4).

Digital Professional Development Also Takes Place

One observation that emerged during the focus-group interviews was that, during the 
transition, PSTs who were not used to using digital tools in an educational context were forced 
to do so: “I think that it is also exciting to try out something new…it is interesting to see that 
things can be done differently and still achieve the same thing.” (F1F1). Most of the PSTs 
thought that this worked well, and they found it interesting to test and learn about new digital 
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tools: “I think that it has worked out really well…we have tested Zoom, and we have tested a 
whole lot of other programs too.” (F1M1). A different student related how he had learnt about 
these digital tools during his studies and had adapted to them:

We used Google Docs, of course, where we wrote in documents at the same time…then we also 
used Google Meets or Hangouts where you can share…so you could share the document so that 
any one of us could write. We also used different tools. We used the telephone, of course. I con-
ducted some interviews via Google Meets, and with the telephone…you used the technology in 
all possible ways. You adapted [to the situation]. (F7M2).

All the PSTs who were interviewed for this study were enrolled in a teacher training 
program where they were expected to be able to use digital tools in their future careers. Many 
of the PSTs reported that they experienced the transition to digital distance learning as a good 
professional development experience in using digital tools in their future career:

This was like a professional development course in digitalisation. I was, of course, really 
stressed by that PowerPoint presentation…but it went really well…I have become more 
acquainted with these digital tools, which I think I will use when I am teaching at school. 
(F6K2).

The Social Interaction with Classmates and the Teacher is Lacking

Many of the PSTs maintained that they missed meeting with their course-mates, socially 
and to discuss IRL: “You don’t meet with each other face-to-face and talk with each other in the 
same way…you don’t get that connection which you have when you meet on-site.” (F1F1). The 
PSTs felt that meeting each other online could not replace the physical interpersonal meetings 
and informal conversations between classmates that usually take place on the university’s 
physical campus. “Of course, you miss those informal conversations when you take a rest-
break.” (F7F1). One student described the situation as follows:

You know, you miss it when there is a rest-break, and you go off for a coffee…have a chat about 
any topic you like with your fellow course-mates. You miss that…of course, you can do it digi-
tally, to a certain degree, but the social aspects are a bit boring. Obviously, you miss it when you 
just sit in front of the screen […]. It is not really the same, digitally…not really the same feeling, 
to put it mildly. There is also a type of interaction…but it is not real. It’s not genuine. (F4M1).

Another aspect to the social interaction that is missing in the digital distance learning 
context was that the PSTs missed taking a break from their everyday environments at home, 
for example, which they would experience if they had to travel to a new environment and meet 
with their course-mates:

The aim of studying on the campus or digitally is that we are to learn…but I think that visiting 
the campus is better for one’s recovery and from disconnecting from work. To have a different 
life, you might say…so, for me, it is better to study at the university. (F2M2).

Digital Distance Learning Does Not Work if it Does Not Include Teacher-Led Teaching

The PSTs considered it important that a lecturer direct their distance learning. Many 
PSTs reported that digital interactive activities that were not teacher-led were not effective:



PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION

IN THE 21st CENTURY
Vol. 79, No. 6, 2021

282

ISSN 1822-7864 (Print) ISSN 2538-7111 (Online)https://doi.org/10.33225/pec/22.80.273

Johan BÄCKLUND, Martin HUGO, Kerstin ERICSON. Pre-service teachers’ experiences of the transition from analogue to digital 
learning during the Covid-19 pandemic

You miss physically meeting with the other PSTs…it doesn’t work well. It works with 
the teacher but not with those with whom I am writing an assignment …it is a bit more 
difficult. We need those moments to sit together and write…so it was really difficult for 
us during these times of the Corona virus. (F1M3).

Specifically, the obligatory group- and pair-work activities that were not teacher-led did 
not work well during the transition to digital learning:

There is just one downside, so to speak…the disadvantage in this thing. The group-work did not 
work…didn’t work well with the communication. So, with the group work, it makes me a bit 
doubtful about this digital [approach]. (F2M2).

I always think that distance [learning] and group-work is difficult […] It is difficult when you 
don’t physically sit together…especially when we haven’t met anyone in the group before…but if 
you know the people so then there is no problem with a digital solution…it takes more time before 
you find a way of cooperating via Teams. (F4F1).

Important Aspects of Interpersonal Interaction are Absent

Most of the PSTs felt that part of the interpersonal interaction that they experienced on 
campus disappeared during the transition to distance learning: “When you meet other in person 
then there is a different type of energy…in reality when you meet…there is energy…there are 
expressions…this is emphasis…that are other things.” (F5M1). Three other PSTs share this 
sentiment:

For me it was a negative thing to go from analogue to digital. It was pretty difficult for me actually 
[…] I really like the analogue experience…being face-to-face and discussing [things]…but to lis-
ten for two hours is a bit difficult […] I learn better when I am with others and talk and discuss…
or when my teacher is present than when it is digital. (F8M2).

I like meeting with people…you don’t just talk with your mouth but with your whole body. I like 
reactions with the whole body…and it is not the same via the computer. It is not the same. I think 
that you lose those small nuances. (F5F1).

You miss the meetings…the dialogues with your classmates…and to be able to have a live dia-
logue with your lecturer…those more spontaneous questions which perhaps arise in the situation 
during a lecture. (F8M1)

According to many of the PSTs, the spontaneity and authenticity in their communication 
are diminished in the context of distance learning:

I believe that we lose some information from your teacher and course coordinator. You know, 
those subtle things…those things that emerge in the room that you might not have planned for as 
a teacher but emerge as a need that we want to learn more about. I might suspect that we have lost 
something there…I need to meet physically in the lecture room. (F6F2)

You have lasting impressions or a better memory of what you hear during a lecture when you are 
actually there. Then it is more like a complete experience. I think that you learn more at a lecture 
if you are in physical attendance. (F8F1)

Several PSTs reported that they missed the spontaneous interaction that takes place 
between the teacher and the PSTs during campus-based lectures. Distance learning was not 
appreciated by every student and was considered to impact the teaching and learning of course 
content negatively:
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I am used to having the teacher standing in front of the whiteboard and writing…and then sud-
denly you have to enter the digital world…then the teacher just sits behind their microphone, of 
course. I think that you miss it when you have distance learning, and you also miss the interper-
sonal interaction too […] Because sometimes it is important that the teacher writes on the white-
board, and we take notes…which determines that you understand that part of the course. That 
doesn’t exist in the digital…then you just sit and listen and listen. (F4M1)

Regarding the pre-recorded videos, I think that you lose something since you can’t ask questions 
[…] And you don’t have any interaction with the pre-recorded videos. So, I think a great deal is 
lacking because then you often have a question to ask and would like an answer, of course. (F1M2)

The PSTs even felt that the digital communication with their classmates was not as good 
as it was in the context of analogue communication:

You don’t communicate in the same way. You are, of course, limited in your communication…you 
really are. You mostly say your own thing. It feels like there is not so much two-way communi-
cation […] more one-way communication. I say what I have to say and the opponent group says 
what they have to say. You don’t have time to create a discussion in the same way as if you were 
to meet physically. (F7M2)

Of course, it is not at all like a fluid discussion…it is a completely different way than if you sat in 
on a discussion with some people around a table. Here you get little apology…‘may I interrupt’ 
and it is difficult to follow. (F7F1)

Discussion

The PSTs who participated in this study reported that the transition to digital distance 
learning worked relatively well. Other studies (for example, Tang et al., 2020) have demonstrated 
that other groups of students have been generally dissatisfied with online teaching. One reason 
behind the positive attitudes that are reported on in this study, and highlighted by the PSTs 
themselves, was that they had started their on-campus courses before the Covid-19 pandemic 
broke out. They already had made acquaintance with each other and met their teachers IRL 
before the transition. Another reason for the positive attitudes is probably because most of the 
teachers possess a great deal of experience of teaching in front of a camera (Quezada et al., 2020). 
However, our student participants also remarked on the uncertainty that some PSTs experience 
in conjunction with new digital exercises and practices (Dafgård, 2002). Bao (2020) argued that 
critical factors for student learning in the context of distance learning are clear instructions and 
effective communication. The dissatisfaction regarding a lack of communication and not being 
able to receive answers to one’s questions, as described by Tang et al. (2020), was experienced 
as a partial problem by our interviewees too. Furthermore, the PSTs felt that the technology 
which was used in the courses worked well. Thus, the technical challenges highlighted by 
Aldrin (2017), From (2019), and Häll et al. (2007) can be overcome.

The findings in this study thus show that there are both positive and negative aspects of 
distance learning from a student’s perspective. According to the PSTs, a positive feature was 
the opportunity to participate in teacher-led flipped classrooms in small groups. In the context 
of the flipped classroom, they participated in group discussions, were provided supervision, 
and wrote examinations after they had read the same texts or watched a recorded lecture that 
informed the group meetings. The PSTs’ positive digital experiences in connection with the 
flipped classroom are also remarked on by Tang et al. (2020). Another positive aspect of digital 
distance learning which was observed (and agrees with previous studies (Fleischer & Kvarnsell, 
2015; Hilli, 2016; Häll et al., 2007)) were the PSTs’ reported experiences of greater freedom 
and increased flexibility with regards to their use of space and time. A significant negative point 
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of digital distance learning was the deterioration of the social aspects of regular student life, 
something which is important for many PSTs. This phenomenon is also remarked on by Busic 
et al. (2020). Many of the PSTs reported that they had difficulties in absorbing the content of 
lectures and seminars when essential aspects of the interpersonal interaction were missing. 
According to the PSTs, learning that was not teacher-led was least effective, for example, group 
work that did not enjoy leadership from a teacher.

In the Context of Distance Learning, Pedagogy Supersedes Technology

When teachers transition from analogue to digital teaching without a great deal of 
reflection and forethought, the use of technology and the teacher’s pedagogic digital competence 
is lacking (Pettersson & Olofsson, 2013). This could be compared to Shulman’s PCK concept 
(Shulman, 1986). Obviously, it is more difficult for the teacher to participate in distance 
learning, but it is not impossible. For this to happen, teachers need digital competence that they 
can use to deliver an effective pedagogy (From, 2017; Hatlevik, 2016). One way of deploying 
one’s pedagogy with technology can be found in the group discussions that were arranged in 
the learning management platform. Not least because the PSTs were given time to reflect on 
the work that they had done and because the learning platform consists of a multifunctional 
interface. In this context, Lundahl et al. (2017) observed that presentations, interactions, and 
communication are made possible. Regarding the pre-recorded lectures, they were parts of the 
course that were both appreciated and questioned by the PSTs. The opportunity to pause the 
playback of a lecture and repeat sections of a lecture was something that the PSTs experienced 
as positive since it gave them time to reflect on what they had learnt. However, they also 
remarked that they missed interacting with the teacher during the lectures since they could 
not ask questions or make comments. Our findings demonstrate that digital learning saves 
time, provides more freedom to the PSTs, and is effective. At the same time, not every aspect 
of digital distance learning is satisfactory for PSTs. Consequently, there is a need for further 
research as to how this situation can be improved. If faced with a similar situation in the future, 
alternative opportunities must be offered for student-teacher and student-student interaction so 
that the PSTs can feel that they can ask questions and that they will be answered. By allowing 
the PSTs to encounter different technologies in the context of digital learning, the professional 
development of future teachers is also enabled, so their PSTs will, in turn, enjoy the opportunity 
to engage in hybrid learning and become proficient in this domain. This is a competence that 
Erstad and Quale (2009) call for.

Implications for Pedagogy

In the light of the forced changes that teaching and examinations in higher education have 
undergone, it is reasonable to assume that education in the future will comprise a more varied 
content than was previously the case. The term hybrid learning has already been coined, and 
practices such as blended learning and the flipped classroom have been described as positive 
experiences by Tang et al. (2020), for example. Similar observations have been made in the 
present study. Some of our respondents were quite clear in stating that elements of their learning 
experience, for example, when they discussed ideas in a discussion forum during a limited time 
period, should remain on the curriculum. This lies in agreement with the observation that the 
teachers used the technology that was available to them effectively. The study has also shown 
that the provision of supervision, examinations, and the literature review and thesis seminars 
worked well in a digital context. These are all elements that future hybrid learning can take on 
board. However, it should be noted that pedagogical practices must remain central to the PSTs’ 
learning and not the technology. Several PSTs reported that teaching and learning are negatively 
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impacted if the pedagogy is not adapted to the digital context. Furthermore, future teaching 
practices should include teacher-led learning that features clear and timely information and 
responses from the course coordinator and teachers. Rapid feedback via e-mail or the teachers’ 
frequent attendance in discussion forums (where the teacher-moderator makes comments and 
responds to questions) improve the PSTs’ experience of teacher-led activities. Furthermore, 
PSTs feel that they are taken notice of during such exercises. Obviously, receiving a rapid 
response to one’s questions by a teacher allows the PSTs to proceed in their work and not be 
distracted by something that they do not understand. In summary, one can say that the available 
teacher is one who demonstrates high levels of involvement in their PSTs and the course. One 
focus group remarked that: “the teacher’s involvement is what has made us motivated” (F2M1). 
However, one should not forget that many PSTs found it difficult to cooperate with each other 
in the context of digital distance learning, especially if they had not personally met with each 
other prior to the course commencement. Teachers should consider this issue so that they can 
offer opportunities for their PSTs to establish interpersonal relationships and thereby facilitate 
the pair- or group-work that they may engage in as part of their distance learning.

Conclusions and Implications

The forced transition from analogue to digital teaching seems to have worked beyond 
expectations for the respondents. Nevertheless, important aspects of interpersonal communication 
are absent in digital teaching that may be difficult to do anything about. Although, this is 
something that needs to be kept in mind in the future and try to change the pedagogy to bridge 
the interpersonal communication and interaction in as many ways as possible. Furthermore, 
when it comes to pedagogy, what stands out in this study about digital teaching and digital 
learning, is that it is the pedagogy and available teachers that are central, not the technology; 
how and for what purposes the technology is being used. This study confirms part of the results 
of previous studies with other groups of students. Although, it is of importance that future 
studies describe specific and situational experiences from students from different educational 
contexts. This must be achieved to acquire a nuanced picture of opportunities and obstacles 
with digital teaching.
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