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Abstract

The synchronous model enables teachers and students to communicate in real time, though different spaces. Synchronous
distance education offers an environment closer to the traditional class environment and allows students to establish
visual and voice communication with teachers through video conferencing. The objective of this study is to determine
how postgraduate students’ changing perceptions of synchronous distance education classes using Skype-based video
conferencing. A qualitative research approach was used for the study. The subjects consisted of students in a Master’s
program in a public University in Malaysia. For the case study method, a qualitative data collection method was used and
the data was obtained via observation results and semi-structured interviews. Data was analyzed using the descriptive
analysis method. Findings obtained indicated that students’ perceptions of the course changed during and upon the
completion of the course. It was generally seen that some of the students knew the accurate concept of synchronous
distance education and video conferencing, but they did not use it in their daily lives. Some of them did not have enough
information or had preconceived ideas about synchronous communication prior to the course. After attending the online
sessions, the perception of students changed and they were able to realize clearly the opportunities that are provided by
synchronous education via the Internet. In this study, the most important problem in synchronous distance education
was determined to be disconnection and audio problems. Other significant problem related to hardware includes - i.e.,
sound, speed and connectivity issues. At some point students became bored because they could not see each other by
video call due to the limitation of the Skype program. Besides technical problems, students expressed that the factors of
time management and environment also change their perceptions on synchronous distance education. The paper suggests
possible positive changes in the students’ opinions about synchronous distance education and more fruitful courses should
be provided on condition that some of the factors causing the negative perceptions are minimized.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, developments occurring in Internet-
based technologies have allowed/enabled the e-learning
model to be an important factor in distance education'.
According to?, e-learning is an approach to enhance and
facilitate education via both communication technologies
and computer. E-learning, defined as an education based
on media and electronic tools through network technolo-
gies and the Internet. E-learning offers a model of an
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alternative education, combining together students and
teachers from different environments®. The communica-
tion in e-learning model is implemented by two different
methods, asynchronous and synchronous.

The synchronous model enables students and teach-
ers to communicate at the same time in spite of differ-
ent places. The asynchronous model does not require
the student and teacher to communicate in real time. It
provides learners with the flexibility to complete his/her
learning based on his/her own learning speed and time*>.
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Synchronous distance education is considered more use-
ful in terms of real-time discussion, dealing with tech-
nical issues and brainstorming. Synchronous distance
education offers an environment closer to the traditional
class environment and allows immediate feedback. In
contrast, in asynchronous distance education delayed in
the feedback may cause lower levels of interaction, inter-
est and engagement among students. In addition also
make students feeling a sense of isolation!. Pointed out
that the environment in synchronous distance education
is closer to the traditional class, where the synchronous
distance education allows the students and teachers to
establish audio and video communication through video
conferencing.

Video conferencing is one of the technological sys-
tems which can be used in online learning’. Video con-
ferencing is a synchronous model for interactive video,
audio and data transfer conducted between two or more
groups/people through communication lines®. The effec-
tiveness of video conferencing as an educational tool
relies on several factors, such as institutional, contextual
and the attitudes of students and teachers’. Video confer-
encing has advantages in terms of save time and reduce
cost of education by connecting teachers and students
who are in different locations. Video conferencing offers
a connected environment where students can share their
experiences with each another and creates a feeling of
togetherness, besides the benefit of expert instruction.
Video conferencing is considered more advanced com-
pared to other methods of distance education in terms of
real-time interaction, relationships and motivation coop-
erative learning®!0. The quality of video conferencing sys-
tems differs depending on the bandwidth and technology
used and it affects the quality of education and level of
interaction among students and teachers!!. In addition, it
promotes effective student participation in the process is
very important for ensuring training environment and an
efficient education!2.

A repeated error in evaluating video conferencing
practices is to equate the online environment with the tra-
ditional class environment and use it in this way!*. While
the practices of video conferencing provide opportunities
for synchronous listening, watching and communication
with other participants, however the human interaction
is not efficient as in the process of the traditional educa-
tion!4. In order to assess the efficiency of video conferenc-
ing in education, many studies that have been submitted
indicate that the participants’ expectations still cannot
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be realized adequately. The perceptions of students are
accepted as one of the determinants in order to develop
knowledge!®. The students mentioned that the technolo-
gies applied technical problems such as image, sound and
connection problems, the interaction between students
and the duration of the courses were factors that affected
on their perceptions and viewpoints about distance
education!®16,

Skype is free software for communication that permits
users to perform calls, video conferencing online and send
instant messages. It is easy to use and install. Skype pro-
gram is considered as one of the best voices-over-internet
services online. Skype is one of the applied programs that
can be used to broaden collaboration and interaction with
different groups involved in the learning process. Internet
Forums and E-mail are popular forms of asynchronous
communication for the educational process. In contrast,
video conferencing, chat and voice calling features in the
Skype program allow for synchronous communication.
These main features of the Skype program break the bar-
riers of the traditional classroom walls to overcome the
distance that frequently restricts participants from uni-
versal communications!”.

The objective of this study is to investigate postgradu-
ate students’ perceptions on Synchronous courses using
Skype-based Video Conferencing. The questions of the
study are:

e What are the students’ opinions about synchronous
education before taking online sessions using Skype-
based Video Conferencing?

e What are the students’ opinions about synchronous
education after taking online sessions using Skype-
based Video Conferencing?

e What are the positives and negatives factors of syn-
chronous distance education?

e What impacts the perception of students toward dis-
tance education during the learning process?

2. Literature Review

A study carried out by!8 titled “Quality of Teaching and
Learning via Video Conferencing” investigated the con-
cern of using video conferencing on the classroom activi-
ties and cognitive outcomes among local and remote
students. The study’s subjects consisted of a total of 66
students enrolled for the master degree course. Forty five
students participated in local site and 21 in remote sites.
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The study indicated that the technical problem related to
the hardware made the students in remote sites could not
make eye contact with other students and among teach-
ers. As a result the students felt alone (isolated) and not a
part of the class. This situation would the decrease of the
concentration of students and made a negative perception
of their learning. The results indicated if there is a good
working relationship between the organizers in both the
local and remote sites. The video conferencing would be
used properly and applied effectively. The factors of the
lack of the equipment, inexperienced, bad preparation
and planning, inappropriate teaching strategies and inad-
equate training also have a negative impact on the quality
of learning and teaching via video conferencing.

In the study, “Perceptions of Students Who Take Syn-
chronous Courses through Video Conferencing about
Distance Education™, examined that the perceptions of
undergraduate students toward video conference-based
lecture via distance education changed. The interview-
ers were conducted with nine students from two different
levels.

The study concluded that negative perceptions of the
students started to turn into more positive towards the
end of the video conferencing. The students’ interviews
showed that five main factors that were technical prob-
lems, the teachers, environments, course type and dura-
tion also caused a change in their perceptions.

The study conducted by’ aimed to find out students’
perceptions of video conferencing in higher education.
The study was conducted with 36 students. The students
stated that they had positive perceptions of a video con-
ferencing. The participants mentioned that one of the
advantages of video conferencing was online interaction.
Also the students thought that prior experiences in video
conferencing were important. The participants noted that
video conferencing had more benefits for educations in
terms of being able to share ideas, learning new infor-
mation and feeling relaxed, benefiting from experts and
creating a new learning. In spite of these advantages, the
technical problems and the topic of the lecture might
cause a slight change to negative perceptions of students
toward video conferencing. If the video conferencing ses-
sion were organized at frequent intervals, then the per-
ceptions of students began to turn into more positive
rather than negative.

In the study, “The Value of Using Synchronous Con-
ferencing for Instruction and Students!®” showed that
the participants had a positive perception toward video
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conferencing. But other students confirmed that video
conferencing could not replace face to face traditional
classes due to technical problems. The study identified the
quality of video and audio was considered as critical fac-
tors for successful video conferencing courses. Also the
results indicated that synchronous video conferencing
provided immediate feedback and interaction between
instructors and students with audio and video but the
difficulty in agreeing on the scheduling of meeting times
remains an issue.

In the study® focused on the students” experiences who
were taking courses through video conferencing during
one year in the field of initial training for teachers. After
conducting the interviews, the participants mentioned
that the technical errors that occurred in the video, inter-
net connection and sound made the participants feel as if
they were not as real students in the class. Furthermore,
conducting the interview with the teacher through a spe-
cific period of time is considered as deficiency. Most of
the students frequently mentioned that there were live
interaction among students and teachers, creating a sense
of intimacy and receiving immediate answers about ques-
tions in the courses.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study used a qualitative approach as described by?°.
The qualitative approach is sensitive for the environment
of natural and the researcher has a participation role. The
qualitative approach is flexible in the research design and
is considered as an integrated approach. It reveals about
the perceptions of participants for conducting the study
and it has an inductive analysis?!. The case study was
used in the research design. The case study model gives
detailed, in-depth and rich data collection about an event
or phenomenon?2.

3.2 Participants of the Study

The participants for the study were twenty students of
postgraduate students enrolled in web based training
and management course in Master’s program in the pub-
lic University at Malaysia. During this course there were
online sessions. The participants attended an online ses-
sion using Skype program. These online sessions were for
three weeks. The participants were meeting online once
per week for approximately two hours. The participants
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never met face-to-face during the online sessions. These
participants were chosen in order to determine how
postgraduate students change their perceptions about
synchronous education using Skype-based Video Confer-
encing. According to the research ethics, the participants’
names were not used in the study. Students participating
in the study were encoded as “P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7,
P8, P9, P10, P11, P12, P13, P14, P15, P16, P17, P18, P19
and P20”.

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis

Multiple data collection methods were used to enable
corroboration of the data. In this research, observation
and semi-structured interviews were used as data collec-
tion tools. In this method, the researcher tried to identify
some of mental perceptions unobservable, comments and
opinions of participants about the study, reactions. Inter-
view questions regarding the study show in the Table 1.

Table 1. Interview question

Number | Related Interview Questions

What are the opinions of students about distance
1. educations before taking synchronous distance
education through a video conference via Skype?

What are the opinions of students about distance
2. educations after taking synchronous distance edu-
cation through a video conference via Skype?

What are the positives and negatives of synchro-
nous distance education

What impacts the students’ perceptions of dis-
tance education during the educational process?

This study uses the descriptive analysis technique in the
analysis of the data obtained through interviews. Within
the framework interviews, the researcher has coded the
transcripts for each participant by repeatedly reading and
formation of the themes. In addition, the researcher sup-
ported the themes through reflection of views by citing
directly from participants’ opinions. The researchers use
the code names instead of real names in the quotations.

4. Finding

This section shows the findings about the perceptions of
postgraduate students toward synchronous distance edu-
cation using Skype-based video conferencing and the fac-
tors that caused changing in their perceptions. Research
questions were analyzed and examined accurately within
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the framework of participants’ view points. Opinions and
themes about each question in addition to data related to
the study were observed in the research process and are
presented below, in the forms of observation.

Data relating to the questions “What are the students’
opinions about synchronous education before taking
online sessions using Skype-based Video Conferencing?”
and “What are the students’ opinions about synchro-
nous education after taking online sessions using Skype-
based Video Conferencing?” are presented below. From
the results of the study about the participants’ opinions
on the synchronous distance education before taking
online course using Skype-based video conferencing, it
seems that the majority of the participants believed that
synchronous distance education courses might be just
listening to lectures and exchanging ideas in a simple
way. Although the participants think synchronous online
learning is a useful way of learning. Some of the partici-
pants thought that online video conferencing required
that the students need to meet online face to face before
that. Two of the participants mentioned that synchronous
distance education is very flexible and is considered as a
new learning style but still cannot substitute traditional
course. Only three participants mentioned that synchro-
nous distance education is a simultaneous and interactive
education conducted via the Internet. The participants’
opinions below:

o “First one I thought was an online video conferencing
meeting where everyone have to online face to face
before that, each one of them have to agree with the
meeting time.” (P12)

o ‘I feel this is learning style is very flexible, but not as the
traditional class........... ” (P4)

o “Ithink it's a good way of thinking, but I don’t think it
can substitute traditional course” (P3)

o “Ithink that the students are able to interact with each
other more, compare to the traditional learning method
at the same time on different place”. (P6)

From the participants’ opinions, it seems that the
majority of the participants do not have an exact concept
about synchronous distance education and the benefits
of this learning. Some of them were the first time using
Skype-based video conferencing. Some of them know
about the video conferencing but they did not use it in
real experiences. Comments, below:
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o “Actually I really don’t have any idea about synchro-
nous learning before taking online sessions before the
online session. I think have an idea that its I normal
learning system”. (P5)

e “T have no experience previously. This is my first expe-
rience using Skype.” (P8)

Although a majority of participants did not have an
accurate concept of synchronous distance education but a
few of participants used video conferencing before that in
their work, education, life, etc. They considered the Skype
program is the best way of communication between their
peers, classmates, coworkers, family, etc. Participants’
opinions below:

e ‘T have used Skype to communicate with peers and
long lost friends. Most of the time was the 1 to I conver-
sation”. (P9)

e “T have used the video conference when I was study-
ing at UMS for my first degree. That time, this tech-
nology is really very new to me because I never used it
before. “(P4)

Since a majority of the participants do not have an
accurate concept of synchronous distance education, but
they believe that they will experience connectivity issues
that may prevent them from learning or cause boredom,
possibly even causing anxious them to fail the course:

e ‘T was anxious that we would not be able to continue
the course when connections failed......” (P4)

Beside the concerns of the participants above-men-
tioned, they also observed that they were excited and
concerned about the environment when they knew that
they would take online sessions using Skype-based video
conferencing. One participant mentioned that he felt anx-
ious due to his concerns of the programs used and devices
settings. Comments below:

o ‘T feel uncomfortable because the lack of fast internet
despite I have a well equipped PC with Webcam “ (P1)

o T feel anxiety because I'm not familiar with using
Skype and I should to learn how to use Skype and its
features”. (P3)

After taking online sessions using Skype-based

video conferencing for three times, participants defined
this concept as a method of learning realized through
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enabling teachers and students to communicate in real
time though different places. Some of the participants
said that synchronous distance education offering an
environment closer to the traditional class environment
and allowing instant feedback. Another mentioned that
this type of education is not the same as face-to-face edu-
cation in terms of communication and interaction. Two
of the participants said that the online discussion could
promote activation and motivation participants between
each other to interact more. Opinions of the participants
below:

e ‘... its really a valuable experience. This kind of
learning style is a  different learning style and very effi-
cient. (P4)

e “..... the students are able to interact with each other

more compare to the traditional learning method.
We were able to get feedbacks instantly from different
sources“ (P6)

The participants feel that the experience of learning
in the synchronous online course is enjoyable, comfort-
able and convenient, because they do not need to come
to the physical campus and can be more relaxed during
the class. Majority of Participants pointed out that syn-
chronous online education has features in terms of being
able to participate the experts in a course from different
places, comfortable and interesting environments, learn-
ing new information in the technology, saves time for
teachers and students, saves travel expenses, providing
interactive environments, encourages the teamwork and
ensuring quick access to information:

o “These web training lessons is very interesting and
widen our horizon on the latest tool in education as
well as communication”. (P3)

o “For these three weeks I'm just staying at my home,
didn’t travel to the university. So, it saves my travel
expenses”. (P4)

In spite of all of these advantages, the participants
mentioned that a big challenge was the communication
issue. The synchronous distance education lacks to the
facial expression this makes it difficult for the participants
to grasp what other participants are saying. Opinions of
the participants below:

o ‘I consider the weakness of communication as a great
deficiency”. (P2)
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o “To talk about disadvantages, we can mention the
weakness of communication*. (P4)

Beside the issue mentioned above, technical problems
also can weaken the learning process. Majority of par-
ticipants indicated that they disliked technical problems.
Some of the participants complained about poor sound
and video quality.

Some students asserted that the virtual conferencing
tools did not serve as a direct replacement for face to face
course because of technical problems. As a result of the
technical problems, some students preferred face to face
classes. Comments below:

e “For our conference, we couldn’t use video confer-
ence because we need to purchase the full premium of
SKYPE. Sometime, we have some internet connection
problems”. (P4)

o ‘I think the technical problem is the greatest disadvan-
tage”. (P8)

o “Sometimes I need to make call for the same persons
over and over again due to line interruption”. (P17)

Besides the technical problems, the time management
also was the problem for the participants. Some of the
participants mentioned that the problem with synchro-
nous learning is to gather the participants at the same
time. Majority of the participants agreed that whenever
the number of participants has increased in the same
group whenever the problems were more. Opinions of the
participants below:

o “Sometimes it is quite difficult to agree to a time for
meeting because each of us got our own activities on”. (P5)

o “I think the Skype have problem or the quality will go
worst when big number of people in group”. (P9)

Data relating to the question “What impacts the stu-
dents’ perceptions of distance education during the edu-
cational process?” are presented below.

From the participants’ opinion, there are four main
factors affecting on participants’ perceptions.

Technical Problems

By examining the table presenting the factors that affected
the participants’ perceptions of Synchronous Courses
Using Skype-based Video Conferencing, it was deter-
mined that they faced a communication gap because of
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connection problems that caused cuts in the sound and
image. Furthermore, the participants stated that they
encountered problems such as not seeing each other
clearly and not making eye contact by video call because
they need to purchase the full premium of Skype pro-
gram. The participants’ opinions about these issues are
given below.

o L. the problem that I faced whereby ..... Video images
weren’t clear. Maybe it was due to the line reception or
some technical problem “ (P14)

o “The only problem on using Skype is the Internet con-
nection. It has to be fast so that ............. ”(P15)

o “There was no much trouble, but the problem was the
internet connection. The image display was very slow
"(P13)

o “Sometimes I need to make call for the same person over
and over again due to line interruption”(P17)

Medium

The participants liked the environment of synchronous
learning and availability of technological devices. The par-
ticipants used their computers in their home which makes
them more comfortable. They are satisfied learning new
information from the specialists in a more comfortable
environment than the conventional class environment. As
well as there are some difficulties faced in the communi-
cation between each other by video conferencing because
of certain environmental factors such as limitation of the
Skype program, speed of Internet lines and the difference
in the hardware specifications among the participants.
The opinions of the participants are as follows:

“This medium will also allow those shy students to have

the chance to build their confidence in communication”.

(P20)

o . if a student did not have the good tool to com-
municate than it will be useless”. (P11)

o “For these ten weeks I'm just staying at my home, I felt
comfortable”.(P3)

o “Toften informed that the quality of image is low because

the limitation of group calling”. (P10)

Time Management

The Participants said that the difficulty of agreement on
the time for online sessions would affect on flexibility
learning in the synchronous distance education via video
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conferencing. The majority of the participants stated that

the

problem was how to determine and manage the time

that fit with all the participants. The opinions of the par-
ticipants are as follows:

“Sometimes it is quite difficult to agree on a time for meet-
ing because each of us got our own activities on.” (P3)
“We found a problem that two of our group forgot the
time of our discussion”. (P2)

it is not flexible ,because everyone have their busy
schedule and they have to arrange their time for learn-
ing® (P19)

DT The problem is to gather the participants at
one time, so that none of them will miss the discussion”.

Number of Participants

Majority of the participants agreed that whenever the
number of participants has increased in the same group
whenever the problems were more. Opinions of the par-
ticipants below:

o ‘L. when the conference involved large number of par-
ticipants, the video call does not work®. (P20)

o “Synchronous learning with too many participants,
everything will be mess up”. (P12)

o ‘T think whenever the number of participants large, the
problems will be more ....... < (P10)

(P13)

Table 2.

Factors influencing perceptions of synchronous distance education

In the light of the findings above, the factors affecting participants’ perceptions on
synchronous distance education during the learning process can be summarized in Table2.

Technical Problems Medium Time management | Number Of Participants
Sound problem Appropriate with small number of
Connection problem Comfortable environment Unable to manage participants

P1 . . .
Unable to see each other | Need to buy the original version. | the time.
in video

P2 | Video problem Need to buy the original version. grlrllaeble to control the | Many responses make confuse

P3 Sound problem Comfortable environment | |
Connection problem

P4 A voice mterrupts Unal?le to manage Many responses make confuse
Connection problem the time.

P5 Audio echo Comfortable environment Unable to control the | Appropriate with small number of
Connection problem Need to buy the original version. | time. participants

P6 | Technical Problem The Technologies used | -----=-----—-- Many responses make confuse

p7 Internet Connection Comfortable environment Unable to manage Small number of participants make
Voice Interruption Need to buy the original version. | the time. easy to control everything
Connection problem Comfortable environment Small number of participants make

P8 o I )
Eye - Contact problem Need to buy the original version easy to make video call
Low Connections . Difficulty to agree

P9 Unable to see each others The Technologies used ontime | 77T

P10 Quality of image is low Limitation of group calling Unable to manage Small number of participants make
Internet Interruption The Technologies used the time. easy to control everything

P11 Delay in sound Comfortable environment Difficulty to agree Appropriate with small number of
Eye - Contact problem Need to buy the original version | on time participants

P12 | Technical problem i Unable to control the | Many participants ,everything will

time mess up

P13 Voice Interruption Quality of programs used , Unable to manage Appropriate with small number of

Connection problem computers and Internet the time participants
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Video problem Comfortable environment Difficulty to acree
P14 | Connection problem Need to buy the original version cwtytoagree
. . on time
Internet Interruption The Technologies used
P15 Internet Connection Unable to manage Small number of participants make
Video problem the time easy to understand the content
Internet Connection Quality of programs used , com- App‘ro'prlate with small number of
P16 puters and Internet | ----moeeee- participants
Eye - Contact problem .
Comfortable environment
Video problem Comfortable environment . Small number of participants make
. .. . Difficulty to agree i
P17 | Internet Connection Need to buy the original version . easy to control everything
. . . on time
Line Interruption The Technologies used
Voice problem Comfortable environment Unable to control the Small number of participants make
P18 . Quality of programs used , com- . easy to understand the content
Internet Connection time
puters and Internet
P19 Connection Interruption | Comfortable environment Difficulty to agree Small number of participants make
Voice problem Need to buy the original version | on time easy to control everything
P20 Sound problem Comfortable environment Unable to control the | --------------
Eye-contact problem The Technologies used time

5. Discussion and Conclusion

According to the Findings obtained, the following results
can be reached. The objective of this study is to investigate
how postgraduate students are changing their percep-
tions of Synchronous courses using Skype-based Video
Conferencing. In addition to discover how postgraduate
students perceive learning through taking Synchronous
courses using Skype-based Video Conferencing.

The researchers observed that participants have pre-
vious biases about the concept of synchronous distance
education, because they did not have accurate informa-
tion about the synchronous distance education or they
had misinformation. However it was clear from the
interviews that these perceptions began to change posi-
tively with the opportunities offered by the synchro-
nous distance education, which is in line with other
studies”!1.

The highlight of research indicated four critical factors
that cause changes in the participants’ perceptions on syn-
chronous distance education. These factors are defined as
following: technical problems, the environment, the time
management and the number of participants.

In this research, technical problems take the lead
among the factors that affecting on the perceptions of
participants. Participants had negative perceptions about
technical faults such as cuts and echoes of the sound, fail
to connect by video call and internet connection that dis-
tracted them online session. In the study® stated that faulty
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technology caused participants to feel as if they were not
real students which is a consistent finding with?3. Similar
to the finding reported by'® the participants had positive
perceptions in using synchronous distance education, but
technical problems were still the largest barrier to type
distance learning. Also this conclusion is similar to the
study carried out by'. In addition, other result obtained
is that the participants could not see each other by video
call due to the limitation on the Skype program. And thus
the participants had difficulty in creating eye contact with
each others; therefore this has adversely affected their
motivation. This result is similar with!. The technical
problems factor has affected negatively on participants’
perceptions about synchronous distance education.

According to the results both of!"!6, it was also
observed that participants liked the educational environ-
ments that used new technologies. In addition to the!
stated that the insufficiency of this technologies caused
students to feel disappointed in the courses. The same
results were obtained in the present study where partic-
ipants stated that failure to make video calls and trans-
form for voice calls affected them negatively. In addition
the perceptions of students might turn into being more
positive rather than negative if the video conferencing
session could have been organized at the right time for all
participants in an appropriate environment, which is in
consistent with’ study.

When examining the factors that affecting the par-
ticipants’ perceptions of synchronous distance education
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via video conference, we noted that there were positive
changes in the opinions of the participants about distance
education and more fruitful courses will be provided on
condition that the factors causing negative perceptions
are minimized. For further research with larger samples
and more video conferencing sessions is necessary to gain
a more in-depth understanding into participants’ percep-
tions and explain the reasons behind their opinions.
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