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ABSTRACT

Objective: To determine the preparedness of the first-year undergraduate medical students toward online learning.

Study Design: Descriptive study.

Place and Duration of the Study: The study was conducted at the Department of Medical Education, Fazaia Ruth Pfau Medical
College, Air University, Karachi, Pakistan, from September to December 2021.

Methodology: The study participants were first-year undergraduate medical students. A pre-validated instrument developed by
Lesley University in July 2014 named 'The Prospective Online Student Readiness Questionnaire' was used. Permission was taken via
email. The questionnaire has two parts. Section A consists of the demographic characteristics. Section B evaluates the student’s
readiness for online learning.

Results: Data from 81 respondents were collected through an online questionnaire. The results showed that internet self-efficacy,
self directed learning, learner control, and learner style have a positive and significant relationship with students' preparedness for
e-learning.

Conclusion: Students are aware of the use of technology. They could be more comfortable working independently at the beginning
of the course. Online environment and communication for learning purposes with peers also appear to be weak areas. Students
prefer visual aids for learning, and very few enjoy raising their hands in class to answer questions. They are confident in social
communications but need more confidence in using online tools for effective online communication and posting questions on online

forums during discussions.
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INTRODUCTION

Online learning is described as learning experiences in syn-
chronous or asynchronous environments using various
devices with internet access." It is contextualised as broad-
cast teaching material to the learners through the internet.
However, this is a different strategy of teaching and learning,
anditisinspired by principles of pedagogy with unique features
like student-centred, flexible, self-directed, and interactive.’
Online learning positively impacts students' achievements,’
satisfaction in learning experiences, self-confidence, and life-
long learning.*> Online learning has expanded drastically
and is currently a mainstream educational method. It offers
opportunities to work collaboratively and interactively with
teachers and other students from various educational insti-
tutes across the world.®
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Many opportunities have been opened by the current techno-
logical revolution, extensive accessibility, and constant
connectivity of the internet. This has opened international
learning possibilities, distance education channels, and knowl-
edge exchange platforms. There are well-established online
anddistancelearning programsin many affluent countries. This
differsfromthesituationin most medical colleges in developing
nations, including Pakistan.” Despite being used extensively
throughout the world, most educational institutions in Pakistan
have never integrated online learning into formal education.®
There was a change in situation when all public and private
educational institutions in Pakistan, like many other nations
around the world, were instructed by regulatory bodies to
conduct all of their teaching and learning activities online until
thespread of COVID-19 slowed down.”*

There are two stakeholders of online learning, the technology
and the learner itself. Technology has been essential for the
development of online learning. It is necessary to have various
tools that deal with information exchange and help in communi-
cation. These tools can be a desktop computer, laptop, smart-
phone, or other smart device, an internet connection, and online
learningplatforms.**** However, itrequiresacertainlevel oftech-
nical skills and expertise for online learning from users. Students
must be somewhat prepared at least to get the most out of this

Journal of the College of Physicians and Surgeons Pakistan 2024, Vol. 34(03):343-347 343



Tahir Ansari, Rabia Aftab and Masood Ahmed

online learning style. This has raised the question of whether
Pakistani undergraduate medical students are ready and
equipped to adopt online learning and successfully navigate its
barriers. This study was designed to determine the level of readi-
ness for online learning of undergraduate medical students in
oneofthe privatemedical collegesinKarachi, Pakistan.

METHODOLOGY

This study used a descriptive research design. The participants
werefirst-yearmedical students atthe Fazaia Ruth Pfau Medical
College (FRPMC), Karachi. Non-probability convenient samp-
ling was used. The total number of students was 100 and only
those students who voluntarily participated in the study were
included. The students who were absent throughout the
sessions were excluded. The study took place in September
2021. A pre-validated instrument developed by Lesley Univer-
sity in July 2014 named 'The Prospective Online Student Readi-
ness Questionnaire' was used. The permission from Lesley
University to use the instrument was taken through email. The
questionnaire has two parts: Section A determines the demo-
graphic characteristics, and Section B determines the student's
preparedness for online learning and is grouped into five cate-
gories: Computer/internet self-efficacy, self-directed learning,
learner control, learning styles, and online communication self-
-efficacy. Theresearch and ethics board of the FRPMC approved
the study (Protocol number: FRPMC-003). Before the beginning
of the survey, the participants were given full disclosure about
thestudy. The consentform wasfilled fromallthe participants.

SPSS version 22 was used for data analysis. The selected
participants were sent a survey questionnaire through email.
Only 81 participants responded to the questions. After all the
responses were collected, the data were analysed using
descriptive analysis.

RESULTS

Atotal of 100 questionnaires were emailed to the participants.
Outofwhich, only 81 participants responded. The demographic
resultsareshowninTablel:

In the computer self-efficacy category, seven questions were
asked. Results showed that participants were comfortable
using the internet, as reported by 51 (63%) students. Sixty-
eight (84%) students were able to use search engines to
research information, 65 (80%) students used technology to
communicate, 64 (79%) students

had used web browsers and chat programs, and 63 (77%)
students couldload and install new programs. Figure 1 presents
the participants’ responsestoward internetself-efficacy.

In the self-directed learning category, seven questions were
asked. Theresultsshowedthat61(75%)studentsenjoyedinter-
acting with classmates individually or in group projects. Fifty
seven (70.4%) students made notes from viewing audios or
videos and turned in assignments on time without reminders.
Figure 2 presents the participants’ experience with self-di-
rectedlearning duringonline education.

In the learner control category, seven questions were asked.
The results showed that 72 (88.9%) students found writing and
readinginEnglish easy.

Table I: The demographics of study participants.

Variables n Percentage (%)
Gender

Male 27 33.3396

Female 54 66.67%
Students' age in consolidate form

18 years old 2 2.47%

19 years old 27 33.3391

20 years old 44 54.3296

21 years old 6 7.41%

22 years old 1 1.2396

23 years old 1 1.2396
Education system Adopted for HSC

Intermediate Board 73 90_12%

Cambridge System 8 9.8896
Have own desktop / tablet / laptop

Yes 76 93.8396

No 5 6 1796
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It was convenient for 64 (79%) students of the students to
communicate with others in writing, 59 (72%) students were
optimistic about their writing skills, and 62 (76.5%) students
used emailto contactany instructor. Figure 3 presents the parti-
cipants’ experience with learnercontrol.

In the learning styles category, six questions were asked. The
results showed that 66 (81%) students did best in the class
when listening to the lectures or recorded lectures. Sixty-four
(79%) students preferred visual aids after reading written infor-
mation. Figure 4 presents the participants’ experiences with
learningstyle.

In online communication self-efficacy, three questions were
asked. Results showed that only 40 (49%) students felt opti-
misticaboututilisingonlinelearningtoolstocommunicate effec-
tively with others. Thirty-one (38%) students felt confident
about posting questions in online discussions, and 48 (59%)
confidently expressed themselves during online classes. Figure
5 presents the participants’ experiences with online communi-
cationself-efficacy.

DISCUSSION

This study shows that undergraduate medical students have a
high level of preparedness in computer self-efficacy, followed
by self-directed learning and learner control. It was lowestinthe
areaof onlinecommunication self-efficacy.

Fromthefindings, itcan be deduced that students are confident
in their skills in using computer technology and web browsers.
Medical students are generally skilled in using computer tech-
nology due to theirtechnology-rich surroundings.” These skills
include using different web browsers, searching for relevant
online information, and using MS Excel, MS PowerPoint, and

other online learning software. These are essential skills to
increase students' preparedness for online learning.’ The
findings are similar to other research studies concluding that
computer self-efficacy was necessary for e-learning and was
significantly associated with students' online learning

success.>*®

The findings in the domain of self-directed learning revealed
that students enjoy interacting with classmates and taking
notes while viewing audio or video clips butare less comfortable
working and learning independently. Self-directed learning is a
learning methodology that allows students to take control of
their learning actions. They establish study goals and link
resources forlearning. They also choose and implement strate-
giesconvenienttothemandassessthe learningoutcomes.”’

Learner control has been studied for more than half a century.
Still, a clear definition or theory has yet to be developed due to
its multidimensional characteristics.” Learner control is the
extent to which students can choose how, what, and when to
learn.” In this study, learner control included reading and
writing skills, learning with peers, and using email to communi-
cate. The majority of the students found writing and reading in
English easy. Students need to be more comfortable with online
environments and communication with peers. Learner control
is the lower-rated dimension of online learning readiness
among learners as compared to other dimensions.”

Learning style is how each student initiates the focus process
andretains new and strenuous information. By identifying each
student's learning style, the students and instructors can have
valuable knowledge about factors influencing learning. With an
increased diversity of students, instructors can design new and
alternative learning strategies to increase student motivation
and interest.” The findings in this domain revealed that most
students preferred a learning style in which they see visual aids
after reading written information. Few students enjoy raising
theirhandsinclasstoanswerany questions.

The results in online communication self-efficacy have shown
lower mean scores compared to the other domains. Although
socially, students are confident in expressing themselves
through text but need more confidence in using online tools for
effective online communication. They also need to be more
confidentin posting questions ononline forums during a discus-
sion. Thisissimilarto otherstudiesthatconcluded thatstudents
are generally comfortable expressing themselves in writing.”
There is an interesting finding from this study that students'
preparedness for the internet and computersis high butitis low
towards effective online communication. This finding is similar
to previous research concluding that online communication self
efficacy is essential to promote online learning for students.”
On the contrary, another study found that the online communi-
cation self-efficacy of students was comparatively less essen-
tial.” The low scores in this domain clearly indicate that under-
graduate medical students need more attention and strategies
forimproving confidence in onlinecommunication.
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In this study, theoretical framework was used, based on the
online collaborative learning (OCL) theory, proposed by Linda
Harasim, that emphasizes the facilities of the internet to
provide a conducive learning environment. It also promotes
collaboration and knowledge building. This theory derives from
social constructivism, as students are provided opportunities to
collaborate and solve problems. The teachers play the role of
facilitator as well aslearning community members.*

CONCLUSION

Thefindings from this study show that learners (first-year MBBS
students) are well aware of the use of technology. They are less
comfortable in beginning coursework and working indepen-
dently. Online environment and communication for learning
purposes with peers also appear to be weak areas. Students
prefer visual aids for learning, and very few enjoy raising their
hands in class to answer questions. They are confident in social
communications but need more confidencein using online tools
for effective online communication and posting questions on
online forums during discussions. There is a dire need for plan-
ning and implementing activities empowering students to use
online tools forteaching and learning, providing them with plat-
forms where they caninteract with peers for educational collab-
oration, and incorporating audio-visual aids during online
classes. Follow-up studies are needed to measure the outcome
ofe-learningactivitiesonstudents'academic performance.
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