
Background

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic led to 
a rapidly evolving situation that influenced the educa-
tion systems worldwide (1). During the pandemic, the 
higher education system, mostly based on face-to-face 
teaching, was forced to a major shift to online teach-
ing and learning, whereby students and teachers inter-
acted using different kinds of technological tools and 

techniques (2–4). This learning methodology is also 
referred to as e-learning (5–7). 

The transition raised researchers and academics’ 
concerns about the effectiveness of the online educa-
tion and training methods, which is evaluated primar-
ily by the quality of teaching contents and learning 
outcomes (8).

Online learning, despite its sudden popularity, 
is not at all a new concept. It is defined as learning 
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conducted from a distance and assisted with such elec-
tronic devices as laptops or smartphones requiring an 
internet connection (9). Some studies have highlighted 
the advantages of online learning university programs 
in terms of flexibility, effectiveness of in-depth study, 
greater student autonomy, lower costs and time savers 
(10). Research showed that there are no big learning 
outcomes differences between offline and online mo-
dalities (11).

Learning process can be influenced by elements 
concerning qualitative aspects like the students’ self-
perception, sense of belonging, attitudes towards a 
profession, motivations, communication skills and ac-
ademic achievements (12). The quality of academic life 
generally represents students’ feelings of satisfaction 
towards their university experiences (13) and factors 
influencing student’s engagement (14). 

Even in the pre COVID-19 time, the topic of 
the quality of educational life seemed to be less in-
vestigated (12). Recent studies regarding COVID-19 
experiences of nursing students highlighted mostly 
the effect of the transition from face-to-face to online 
education(15) rather than the complexity of the over-
all quality of educational life. Some researchers have 
found that the transition to online mode has led to 
challenges to the educational process, which can turn 
into opportunities through proper planning, scientific 
management and improved use of technologies (16). 
However, other studies have identified online learning 
obstacles, such as learner isolation, lower participation, 
lack of human interaction and teachers’ failure to pre-
pare for online lectures (17–20). 

Several studies documented the effectiveness of 
online learning in health professions training (18), al-
beit the forced transition still raised the issue of the 
effectiveness of online learning programs. Nurse re-
searchers and academics criticize online learning for 
its potential lack of the social dimension, which repre-
sents a big part of the nursing training programs (21). 
Authors’ opinions diverge also on the implementation 
of postgraduate online education (22–24). There is a 
relevant number of researches on students’ general per-
ceptions of their experience of the forced transition to 
online learning; nevertheless,  studies aimed at inves-
tigating the quality of educational life in the Covid-19 
era is still lacking (6,7,25,26).

This research is the second step of the qualitative 
study conducted by Sarli et al. (27). This first part of 
the study aimed to explore the perception of the qual-
ity of educational life in the moment of sudden tran-
sition from face-to-face teaching to online teaching, 
in working students attending post-graduate courses 
for health professions, during the very first pandemic 
wave in 2020 (27).

The second step of this study aimed to gain an un-
derstanding of how the “first-phase students” perceive 
the quality of educational life once the online train-
ing was already consolidated (six months after the first 
survey). Specifically, this second step will search for 
any shift of meanings concerning the students learning 
experience, from the first phase of the sudden transi-
tion to online and the stabilization phase.

Methods

Study design

This is a longitudinal qualitative study, which used 
semi-structured interviews carried out in two mo-
ments of the teaching activity (T0) three months after 
the activation of online teaching forced by COVID-19 
(May-June 2020) and (T1) six months after the first 
survey ( January -February 2021) with conservation of 
online teaching.

Participants and setting

The participants were the students attending sev-
eral post-graduate courses for health professions held 
at University of Parma, Department of Medicine and 
Surgery. Participants were attending post-graduate 
specializing courses of the academic year 2020/2021, 
respectively in palliative care, case/care management, 
training strategies, critical area and hospital infectious 
risk management.

During the first step of the study, participants 
were enrolled by a convenience sampling technique; all 
students attending the five post-graduate courses (150 
students) were contacted via emails, personal contact, 
telephone chats or by their tutors and invited to par-
ticipate in the study.  The student who showed willing-
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ness to participate were contacted by the research team 
and therefore they were introduced to the research 
aims and qualitative methodology used (in-depth in-
terviews).

Data collection

The data collection was carried out using semi-
structured interviews performed online. The interviews 
were recorded upon participants’ agreement to sign an 
informed consent form. The study was designed to 
carry out interviews at two different times:
- T0 interviews (May-June 2020) aimed to collect 

students’ experiences in the transition from tradi-
tional face-to-face training to e-learning, relating to 
the first pandemic period.

- T1 interviews ( January-February 2021) were carried 
out to the same students after almost six months, in 
the period in conditions of maintenance and stabili-
zation of e-learning teaching.

Interviews were conducted and videotaped us-
ing videoconferencing platforms (Skype, Zoom or 
Hangout). All researchers who conducted interviews 
and data analysis are experts in qualitative research 
methodology and interviews technique.

Both blocks of interviews (T0 and T1) were carried 
out following the same interview questions (Table 1).

Data Analysis

The thematic analysis methodology used was 
Braun and Clarke’s model (28–30). Two researchers 
independently analyzed the data and confronted each 
other to come to an agreement. In case of disagree-
ment, a third researcher intervened. Following the 
methodology of the longitudinal qualitative analysis 
(31) all the interviews with T0 were first analyzed and 

meaning units defined from the original codes. The 
meaning units were then grouped into sub-themes and 
afterwards into themes. The research team shared and 
agreed on the results in order to define sub-themes and 
themes. After the analysis of the first interviews, the 
T1 interviews were analyzed adopting same T0 meth-
odological steps. Subsequently, the themes and sub-
themes emerged from the first and second interviews’ 
analysis were confronted and cross-analyzed to gener-
ate a summary of the transversal thematic analysis (31) 
and to identify the meaning shifts between themes 
generated in T0 and T1 (32,33). The definition of the 
“meaning shift” between T0 and T1 is the achieved by 
several research team meetings and discussions.

Study procedures and reporting followed the 
Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Re-
search (CoreQ) guidelines (34). 

Rigor

To ensure methodological rigor and trustworthi-
ness, the authors applied the principles of credibility, 
transferability and reliability. This process implied the 
following steps: a) full transcription of the recorded 
interviews to respect “transparency and consistency”;  
b) the individual analysis of the researcher with pre-
vious experience; c) sharing and discussing with the 
research group the issues that emerged to find a com-
mon definition and rereading the significant units 
where there was no agreement in the interpretation. 
Following these checks, insignificant and overlapping 
themes were then discarded or summarized to create 
a main list of themes and related sub-themes relevant 
to the research objective. This process made it possible 
to achieve accuracy and reliability of the analyzed data 
(35). 

Table1. Interviews questions

The interview aimed at explore four fundamental themes:

1. Traditional teaching and quality of university educational life, the experience lived 
by students

T 0:In the rapid 
transition to 

e-learning caused 
by COVID-19

T 1: During the 
e-learning 

maintenance period2. Covid-induced e-learning teaching and quality of university educational life, the 
experience lived by students

3. Main favoring or hindering factors encountered in the transitory period

4. Expectations regarding the future of university educational life
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Ethical considerations

The University of Parma authorized the study. The 
interviews were conducted in respect of participants’ 
privacy and confidentiality following the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR), (EU) No. 2016/67. 
During the video recording, all the participants were 
given the information explaining the objectives of the 
study, from which they were free to withdraw any time. 
After providing verbal consent, which was videotaped, 
the researchers assigned each participant a sequential 
number to hide their identity.

Results

The T0 participants were 24 students; whereas 
the interviews conducted at T1, (6 months after the 
first) were 16. The participants were nurses attending 

five different post-graduate university training courses. 
The duration of the interviews ranged from a mini-
mum of 25 minutes to a maximum of 58 minutes. The 
main characteristics of the participants are highlighted 
in Table 2.

The main “meaning shifts” emerged from the 
comparison of the qualitative analysis findings of the 
interviews carried out respectively at T0 and T1; those 
were represented by five major themes:
1) Reactions to change in educational life;
2) Factors hindering the perception of the quality of 
educational life 
3) Strategies to facilitate communication and lack of 
the classroom

4) Factors favoring a new quality of educational life 
5) Adaptation strategies to the new educational life

In table 3 the main themes and the differences of 
meaning are provided.

Table 2.  Participants demographic characteristics

Age (mean and range)
T0 T1

43 (24 - 58) 42 (24 - 58)

Gender (n)
Women 20 Women 12

Men 4 Men 4

Work experience (Years) (mean and range) 19 (1 - 39) 19 (1 – 39)

Previous on-line courses experience (n)
Yes 7 Yes 6

No 17 No 10

Previous post-graduate traditional courses (n)
Yes 11 Yes 11

No 13 No 5

Table 3. Themes identified and meaning shifts found between T0 and T1

Themes MeaningShift
interviews T0

(period: May-June 2020)
interviews T1

(period: January –February 2021)
1. Reactions to change in educational life From an emotional reaction to e-learning To a more rational and open reaction to change
2. Factors hindering the perception of the 
quality of educational life

From the effort of learning with 
technology

To the perception of reduction of professional 
and social relationships

3. Strategies to facilitate communication 
and lack of the classroom

From the declaration of absence of the 
classroom and internship

To the awareness of having to introduce new 
figures and tools that facilitate communication 

and aggregation

4. Factors favoring a new quality of 
educational life

From the initial appreciation of the 
practical and economic advantages

To understand that this teaching methodology 
could be maintained also in the future by 

facilitating training
5. Adaptation strategies to the new 
educational life

From the research phase of coping / 
adaptation strategies

To consider e-learning a ‘new opportunity’ for 
the quality of educational life



Acta Biomed 2022; Vol. 93, Supplement 2: e2022192 5

Reactions to change in educational life
(From an emotional reaction to an open reaction to change)

The first theme described the experiences and re-
actions perceived in the transition from face-to-face 
to online teaching, which then continued for the en-
tire duration of the courses. The students’ meanings of 
their lived experience changed from a first predomi-
nantly emotional reaction, in the forced transition 
from traditional teaching to e-learning, to a more ra-
tional, analytic and realistic one in the continuation of 
e-learning teaching.

There are three sub-themes identified:
1) from not being part of the group to a more solitary 
idea of   training;
2) from feeling restrained and disappointed to the ex-
perience of self-management;
3) from feeling on an unknown planet to experiencing 
new things.

In the first sub-theme, the participants initially 
expressed feeling inadequate in the group with respect to 
the situation (T0 cod. 13.8), feeling anxiety (T0 cod. 
1.9) and worry (T0 cod. 13.9) in a condition of chaotic 
change. In this regard, they state:
“Oh well, we have lived this situation very chaotically be-
cause they had to implement this thing within a couple of 
months ...” (T0 cod. 6.9).

At T1, they then perceived that group training was 
moving towards a “solitary” type of training due to the 
impact of the health emergency also on professional and 
family life, as well as on training. A student states:

“... compared to my expectation of somehow having 
an additional competence from advanced training, because 
I am attending an advanced course [...] and therefore eve-
rything is like this, a bit relegated to the single person and 
it’s a bit a solitary training ... “ (T1 cod. 1.16).

In the second sub-theme, the participants initially 
reported perceiving the learning path as less rich, say-
ing: “So at first I had a bit of this impression that I was 
being offered a much less rich path than what I thought 
when I decided to enrol.” (T0 code 21.5).

Furthermore, the training course was perceived 
as interrupted (T0 cod. 16.6), with feelings of difficulty, 
feeling held back by difficulties with technology due to lack 
of computer literacy (T0 cod. 1.4). While these percep-

tions seemed to lead to the belief that it was indeed 
impossible to carry out an online course in those con-
ditions, in reality, in the interviews at T1 the partici-
pants felt satisfied that they have managed to proceed, 
stating:

“Initially, I also thought that everything would be 
skipped because it didn’t even seem feasible. Instead, with-
out problems, I seem to have understood that we have 
moved forward, that we have managed to do it. So the 
positivity that the Master had started, made me feel happy! 
“ (T1 code 4.8).

Also at T1, another important element emerged 
as the need for self-management of learning.

“I thought - who knows if one day I’ll start doing 
another course. Thinking about it, I felt like saying that I 
would do this online again. I don’t know why this thing 
came to my mind, because I feel, in quotation marks, freer 
to organize myself ” (T1 cod. 4.20).

In the third sub-theme “from feeling on an un-
known planet to experiencing new things” instead it is 
reported that “... often, when I talk about it, I say that it 
is as if we had landed on a hostile and completely unknown 
planet.” (T0 code 4.3).

Over time, the participants felt they could be 
open to a new world, recognizing that there was the 
support of the online tutors in explaining how to use 
the IT platforms. One participant stated: “we started 
with a professor, he made us do some online practices such as 
[…] or in any case other practices […] allowed us to open 
up a bit the vision of this new world “ (T1 cod. 4.10). 
At T1, most of the participants felt they were opening 
their vision to new innovative teaching methodologies, 
noting that being a new thing for everyone, a condition 
had been created in which everyone felt at ease in the end 
(T1 code 12.9).

Factors hindering the perception of the quality of 
educational life
(From the effort of learning with technology to the percep-
tion of a reduction in professional and social relationships 
also due to the pandemic)

 The second theme described, among the hinder-
ing factors, the difficulty of students to learn in condi-
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tions of permanent lack of socialization and difficulty 
in using technology.
There are two sub-themes identified:
1) from the idea of   a pandemic as a further element 

of difficulty to the need to reorganize the training 
process;

2) from the effort of using technology to the fatigue to 
the discomfort caused by poor socialization.

In the first sub-theme, the pandemic was identi-
fied as an obstacle to following the online teachings 
(T0 code 6.15), with inability to participate in lectures 
due to the many shifts linked to the emergency:

“… Myself despite having the schedule of lectures… 
working in an emergency room, my plans are blown. I cer-
tainly couldn’t ask my manager to take the day, as I’m do-
ing now, since we managed because things have changed a 
bit. However, in the most important phase I missed some 
lectures… ” (T0 cod. 9.9).

Over time, this required a reorganization of the 
training process, which caused the participants to have 
a different perception of the classroom:

“... doing teaching in this way, I don’t know from 
home, from work, I don’t know, how you managed it any-
way the environment is not like that of the classroom, it is 
much more disturbed [...] you don’t have the same concen-
tration that you would have achieved if you had been in 
the classroom ... “ (T1 code 3.19).

In the second sub-theme, “from the effort of using 
technology to fatigue to the discomfort caused by poor so-
cialization”, technical difficulties are noted, especially 
at T0, such as, for example, discomfort in asking ques-
tions online:

“Seeing the recorded lectures, of course, maybe you 
can’t even participate, so you can’t even ask questions and 
it’s tiring to keep the thread, this is the biggest thing in my 
opinion.” (T0 code 3.2).

It is also difficult to collect and access the proposed 
teaching material, a very penalizing condition for some 
students exposed to e-learning (T0 cod. 15.3), seen as 
a methodology that compromised the organization of the 
training course (T0 cod. 3.7).

At T1, the difficulty in having satisfying relation-
ships prevails over technological discomfort. Some-
times the lack of, or the reduced insight of the teacher 
due to the online (T1 cod. 12.6) was perceived. At the 

same time, it emerged recurrently that the lack of a tu-
tor figure caused students to re-elaborate the contents 
insufficiently: “ ... not being able to confront with my col-
league or with the teacher, or with the tutors, who already 
know this path, and therefore maybe he can give me some 
advice sand different point of views... “ (T1 cod. 1.17). 
This aspect is intensified by the lack of being with other 
companions in person (T1 code 12.8).

Strategies to facilitate communication and lack of 
the classroom
(From the declaration of absence of the classroom and in-
ternship to the awareness of having to introduce new fig-
ures and tools that facilitate communication and aggrega-
tion)

In the third theme there are two sub-themes 
identified:
1) from the regret of the lack to the discovery of pos-

sible alternatives;
2) from an attachment to ‘rites’ to orienting oneself to 

activate different strategies and suitable figures.
In the first sub-theme, it was initially described 

the regret for the absence of university life (T0 cod. 13.12), 
believing that in presence there would be more confronta-
tion and more stimuli (T0 cod. 1.3) and communication 
would have been easier too. 

 “In my opinion it is easier to find 5 or 6 in a room, 
than 5 or 6 in a Zoom room, because communication is 
more immediate when you are in person… there are things 
that I think it is better to do in person, others that if you 
want…” (T0 cod. 6.18).

This opinion has changed over time, acknowledg-
ing the importance of maintaining a learning relation-
ship and dialogue using alternative forms of communica-
tion and interaction (T1 cod. 12.9).

In the second sub-theme, it is still strongly felt the 
perception that traditional training can give something 
more than online training, both in terms of personal 
relationships between students and students-teachers 
too. The thought, at least initially, that you can learn 
more and better in person is reinforced by the partici-
pants’ perception that leaving home to go to class was 
a sort of ritual.
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“I see it as a preparation, as if it were a ritual dance 
that one it prepares for learning, something that has al-
ways been done like this for us, so we are not used to, “ (T0 
cod. 12.8). 

In addition, clinical learning remains a problem 
as it is emphasized that with e-learning there is a lack 
of direct experimentation of skills (T0 cod. 13.7). Many 
participants, especially in the second interview, recog-
nized that new methods and strategies are needed in 
online teaching to improve its effectiveness. Further-
more, they highlighted that there is need of a support-
ive figure facilitating learning and aggregation, such as 
the tutor. In fact, an interviewee states: “What actually 
made the difference in the learning process compared to my 
experience and even now I see it in the training we are 
experiencing now (..), is when someone somehow helps you 
to think and, in somehow, it gives feedback on what you 
think you have learned.” (T1 code 1.4).

Factors favoring a new quality of educational life
(From the initial appreciation of the practical and eco-
nomic advantages to understanding that this teaching 
methodology could be maintained in the future by facili-
tating training)

In this theme, some advantages were noted among 
the positive aspects of the quality of teaching life with 
e-learning. There are two sub-themes identified:
1) from technology as a tool to facilitate learning to 

technology with new potential
2) from a ‘utilitarian’ convenience, of e-learning to the 

‘satisfaction’ of this methodology 
In the first sub-theme, as it was already under-

lined in the first interviews, that technology becomes a 
factor that facilitate learning, the retrieval of contents 
and the possibility of following lectures, as explained 
here:

 “… For me it was a good thing, first of all, because 
in any case I have no problems using computers / it’s easier 
/ I can manage it better from my logistical point of view, 
that’s it. Yes, I manage to fit lectures and work better, not 
having to go to Parma anymore. “ (T0 code 6.1).

This made it possible to improve didactic continu-
ity (T0 cod. 13.6), considering it advantageous to be able, 
to reread the e-presentations and review the recorded video 

contents (T0 cod. 1.11). For some participants, these be-
liefs have been maintained and strengthened over time, 
going so far as to state that e-learning should not be aban-
doned (once the pandemic is over), and arguing that:

“(...) maybe it would be interesting to have a mixed 
mode, do you know what I mean? In other words, you do 
something in the classroom and a part can handle it in e-
learning… there even hasn’t been enough time to approach 
it and I find it very interesting as a tool, also for the future. 
“ (T1 code 9.9).

It emerges that this methodology could also be 
used as a tool to enhance face-to-face teaching (T1 code 
3.12), considering it an opportunity to learn about new 
work procedures (T1 code 14.2).

In the second sub-theme, even at T0, it was noted 
that for students online teaching  has made  possible to 
reduce the expenses related to the attendance of the course of 
study in the presence (being away from home) (T0 cod. 
2.3), as well as saving time when traveling. It seems to 
have been easier to reconcile work and study (T0 code 
6.1), appreciating the positive aspects.

 “But I honestly am not that negative about these on-
line lectures, I don’t mind at all. In quotation marks it is 
even more convenient for me not to have to pay for the 
room, rather than the train and so on. “ (T0 code 5.4).

Subsequently, this perception has evolved, recog-
nizing that e-learning allows the reduction of stress re-
lated to traffic and the use of the car to go to class (T1 code 
16.3), saving money (T1 code 4.13), time saving (T1 
code 9.4) being able to listen to the lectures anywhere 
using technology. One student stated:

“And I must say that I appreciated this thing, the fact 
of not going to Parma every time, taking the train, taking 
the means; staying at my house, maybe getting up, stretch-
ing my legs, even during the lecture, because in the end, 
everything can be followed easily. “ (T1 code 15.3).

Adaptation strategies to the new educational life
(From the research phase of coping/adaptation strategies to 
considering e-learning a new opportunity for the quality 
of educational life)

In the fifth theme, it is noted how the participants 
were stimulated to recognize and identify adaptation 
mechanisms to improve the quality of their educa-
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Discussion

This longitudinal study explores how the percep-
tion of the quality of educational life of nursing stu-
dents, workers enrolled in higher education courses, 
with transition, due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
emergency, changes over time from a traditional class-
room teaching mode to a sudden online one (T0) and 
to a subsequent stabilization of the online (T1). Un-
like what has been reported in recent literature in this 
area, where participants are enrolled in basic university 
courses (16,19,36,37), this study encompassed work-
ing students, many of them engaged in direct care of 
COVID-19 patients, thus finding an additional dif-
ficulty in staying focused in online classes after work 
shifts. The protracted online mode, in conjunction with 
the persistence of the pandemic, required students to 
make an unexpected and sudden change causing an in-
itial concern and sense of inadequacy, as also found in 
other studies (36), and added to a growing work com-
mitment due to the severity of the emergency.

Participants in the study had to learn teaching 
methodologies that involve the use of technological 
tools and the transition to different modes of inter-
action and peer socialization (5–7). In the first phase, 
students are asked to quickly adapt to a training ap-
proach different from the one initially envisaged in 
presence. In this condition, the cohesion and strength 
of the group supported the students to develop new 
skills and seek solutions to manage an unexpected 
change. Indeed, there was a change in their perception 
of online teaching, which in some respects improved 
the quality of educational life.

For example, having acquired greater confidence 
with new technologies, the usability of materials that 
guarantee greater didactic continuity, greater economic 
sustainability and flexibility in reconciling work and 
private life have made it possible to consider continu-
ing the online training even at the end of the emer-
gency. In fact, as suggested by literature, this teaching 
method could lead to economic savings, time savings 
by eliminating travel and a consequent increase in time 
for family and rest (37).

From this study, students showed an augmented 
perception of the advantages, linked to the positive ef-

tional life in e-learning. From this initial phase, the 
participants then moved on to consider e-learning as a 
new training opportunity for the future.
There are two sub-themes identified:
1) from an initial orientation towards self-manage-

ment to the understanding that one can become an 
expert in this;

2) from the feeling of ‘being able to do it’ to perceiving 
the strength of being a group.

Regarding the first sub-theme, already in the first 
interviews some participants acknowledged having de-
veloped new skills: “Because the positive side is that you 
manage it yourself.” (T0 code 6.13). The students have 
progressively sought new solutions to implement the 
training path (T0 cod. 1.16), perceiving that they are 
gradually becoming more and more experts (T0 cod. 14.4).

Furthermore, with the advancement of the train-
ing course, after about six months, it was perceived to 
live a positive experience also thanks to the possibility of 
reviewing the video recordings of the theoretical lectures: 
“... without a doubt the possibility of being able to use the 
video recording in different moments,…several times, […] 
however you don’t miss anything. And for those who work 
like us [...] it is a great added value. “ (T1 code 6.16).

It was recognized that there were no alternatives 
and no possibility to change the existing conditions (T1 
code 8.8). The participants also wanted to underline 
that it could be an opportunity to become familiar with 
new technological methodologies to be used as trainers 
also in the future: “... the use of devices is positive, I was 
already quite skilled [...] but in this period I…I discov-
ered some new functions, in short, even more interesting 
things.” (T1 code 1.9).

The second sub-theme highlighted the students’ 
adoption of coping mechanisms that allowed, initially, 
to recognize the possibility of succeeding, provided that 
group cohesion was maintained (T0 code 8.6), feeling safe 
being on the path with others (T0 code 8.8). This condi-
tion was reinforced by having shared skills among all stu-
dents: “We had organizational problems in the sense that 
we had to understand how to do it; we had to put together 
all the skills of each one regarding the use of technology ...” 
(T0 code 3.1). This helped to improve the quality of 
educational life. At a later stage, several participants 
perceived that e-learning had become, over time, an 
opportunity to develop aggregation (T1 cod. 11.1).
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