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Abstract: The aim of the study was to identify studying times preferred by students
participating in asynchronous forms of distant education. It was carried out using
the instrumental, collective case study method, which allowed comparing cases and
examining them in a context.

At the beginning of the academic year, familiarising themselves with e-learning,
students participated in online classes. Soon, they did not require further assistance.
Initially, the majority of students did the tests shortly after the classes, but after
a few sessions they did them before the classes. Students, for whom e-learning was
new, usually took one test before the classes while experienced ones did several in
one go. Students preferred to study in the evenings and at night. This means that
distance education should incorporate the asynchronous delivery mode. University
authorities need to regulate distance education which, in accordance with the Act
and the ordinance of the Minister of Education, in addition to the dominant at Polish
universities synchronous delivery mode, should allow also for asynchronous forms of
distant education delivery mode. It is a myth that asynchronous mode of study weak-
ens the bond between student, and between students and their lecturer. This common
misconception myth disadvantages Polish universities, because corporations as well
as the world highest-ranked universities offer MOOC and on-demand courses.
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INTRODUCTION

Polish legislation on labour law in higher education allows delivering distance edu-
cation courses in synchronous and asynchronous mode (Higher Education Labour
Law, Art. 67, p. 4).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the authorities of almost all Polish universities
decided that classes were to be conducted in a synchronous mode using a videocon-
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ference system, such as MS Teams. Lectures and tutorials were held at specified
times according to the time table which had been developed for on-campus teaching.
Following the schedule for distant education made it easier for decision-makers to
control its delivery, for example the headmaster logged in at specified times to check
whether the classes had started on time.

For both students and teachers synchronous distance education turned out to be psy-
chologically and physically exhausting (Dtugosz, 2020a: 21; Dtugosz, 2020b: 4, 26,
42; Gruszczynska, 2020: 27). The lecturers shared texts, books and other documents
in pdf format, however disregarding students’ time constraints. The students were
expected to read the materials over the semester, and also participate in lectures,
tutorials, workshops and on-line seminars.

On the other hand, Peter C. Herman aptly observed that “The major advantage of
online learning is asynchronicity, or, «anytime, anywhere learning».” (2020). Asyn-
chronicity, technology-mediated interaction and engagement are fundamentals of
e-learning (Vrasidas, Zembylas, 26; Kedzierska, Slosarz, Ratusinski, Skrzypek,
2014; Stowarzyszenie E-learningu Akademickiego, 2008). It requires the lecturer’s
immediate feedback (Alvarez, 2012) and personal reflections, collaboration, dialogic
interactions, exchange information and ideas (Sparnon, 2004). They are more chal-
lenging to organise than a videoconference. Preparing not only study materials but
also forms of self-assessment, tests, marking criteria and designing a course prior
to its commencement requires competence and time investment on the part of the
lecturer. On the other hand, asynchronous studies do not require any preparation
of a detailed plan of studies or application of complicated technology (Anderson,
1997-1998). Such an approach is often used in medical field (White et al., 2021) as it
gives students opportunity to study 24/7.

Therefore, it is worth to investigate at what time students are most inclined to study
when they are given freedom of choice. The study presented in this paper is an at-
tempt to answer the above question. It was conducted to examine to what extent
synchronous distance education offered by a number of Polish universities is prac-
tical, whereas foreign universities for some time have been successfully offering
asynchronous courses (Picciano, 2002; Blignaut & Trollip, 2003; Cheung & Hew,
2004; Dennen, 2005; Peterson et al., 2018), corporations offer more and more studies
on-demand (SHRM, 2021), and the world’s highest ranked universities offer MOOC
courses allowing the students to work at their own pace (Coursera, EdX).

1. AIM, HYPOTHESIS AND METHODS

The aim of this study was to identify the time students typically undertook e-learning
activities. As part of the netographic study, the daily practices and unique behav-
iours of students in specific groups were analysed in order to determine the scope of
a wider phenomenon i.e. the rationale and effectiveness of on-line courses delivered
in asynchronous mode.

The following hypothesis was formulated: the majority of students undertakes
e-learning activities as per schedule.
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The instrumental, collective case study method was used (Stake, 2009; Creswell,
2012), which allowed placing the cases within a larger context, understanding them
better, and making comparisons, which provided a better insight into an issue (Cress-
well, 2012, 465). The inductive and deductive stages of qualitative methods were used
for data analysis (Patton, 2002, 18; Stake, 2011, 20).

Objective data was collected in the form of digital records of times at which students
submitted individual tests. Data was entered into an Excel spreadsheet. Then, the
frequency of specific values e.g. 9.00 a.m., 5.00 p.m. was calculated with the help of
an internal search engine. The obtained results were presented as charts in order to
establish trends, variabilities as well as the similarities and differences. Qualitative
analysis included characteristics of the group and compared it with other groups.
After analysing the data, assertions were formulated and grouped into categories for
and against asynchronous education. Based on careful data analysis, all assertions
supported by enough evidence were adopted. The results were also compared with
those published by other researchers.

2. RESEARCH MATERIAL

The research material consisted of automatically registered times at which students
enrolled in four different off-campus courses offered at the Institute of Polish Philol-
ogy at Pedagogical University in Cracow in the summer semester of academic year
2019/2020 and 2020/2021 submitted their assignments. Classes were delivered on
the MOODLE platform in asynchronous and synchronous modes, i.e. all or almost
all study materials were made available to students before the first class so they were
able to study at the time convenient to them. Additionally, students were able to meet
the lecturer during scheduled online sessions. They were, therefore, able to study at
their own pace and many completed particular modules or entire course well before
the due date. The university courses were run in a synchronous mode, and online
sessions were delivered according to the timetable set for on-campus education.
After each class, students were required to do an assignment. Three attempts were
allowed. Students took second or third attempt if they failed the test or in order to get
a higher score. Assignments had no weighting for the final mark. These were manda-
tory pass/fail tests. However, in the case of the first two courses the high mean test
score improved the final mark.

The analysed modules were selected in such a way as to provide as much informa-
tion as possible: two courses, courses delivered bachelor’s and master’s degrees level,
modules from the 2019/2020 and 2020/2021 academic years, lectures, tutorials and
workshops as well as on-campus and off-campus modes of study.

The lecturer had sessions with the students at set times. In academic year 2019/2020,
the lecturer communicated with the students by exchanging posts on the forum,
and in 2020/2021via BigBlueButton. At the beginning of each session, the lecturer
discussed the main topics, provided information on how many students had already
completed modules, and provided full names of students who scored 100% in the
tests. Over time, the number of participants in these meetings decreased because they
either did not need to continue mentorship, or had already completed the module or
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the entire course. Nonetheless, the synchronous contact with the lecturer was avail-
able over the entire course, according to the timetable. However, not many students
participated in real-time meetings. That could have been due to the difficulties asso-
ciated with the observance of real time meetings. Therefore, students usually posted
their queries and requests to the lecturer outside of scheduled meetings.

Table 1. Analysed courses

Course Class Level, Semester N.0°. of
participants
Course: Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge
Contemporary Media Lectures, tutorials Bachelor’s first semester, 50
Systems 2019/2020
Basics of Social Lectures, tutorials Bachelor’s second 13
Communication semester, 2020/2021
Neurocognitive Analysis Tutorials Master’s, first semester, 20
of Cultural Texts 2019/2020
Course: Polish Philology
Multimedia in Social Workshops Bachelor’s first semester, 14
Communication 2020/2021
Total 97

Source: Own work.

3. LIMITATIONS

The author of this study attempted to establish preferred studying times of students
of a given university. The results cannot be generalised due to a small research
sample, preparation and delivery of classes by one lecturer only, as well as only two
academic terms and one Institute of the university. Moreover, attending tests prior to
class could have been influenced by the student’s hope to be praised by the lecturer by
having their name revealed to other students had they achieved 100%. The way stu-
dents studied might have also been influenced by the social context — the pandemic
caused uncertainty as to the possibility of continuing studies. Thus, students might
have been more inclined to study systematically. The case study presents behaviours
of individual students only. Nonetheless, it allows for applying identified behaviours
to a broader population i.e. all studied groups and the entire population of students.

4. RESULTS
4.1. Step One: Need for Mentorship

Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge students who were enrolled in the unit Con-
temporary media systems in the second semester, had not had any experience with
the MOODLE platform. After the onset of the pandemic, most of the classes were
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delivered via the newly purpose-adapted videoconferencing services such as Micro-
soft Teams, ZOOM, or Google Meet.

However, students were prepared for classes being delivered on the MOODLE plat-
form, because at the beginning of the second semester they had been provided with
study materials and assignments the same as for the lectures delivered on-campus.
The student’s main task was to post on the forum a Power Point presentation based
on the readings which had already been presented to the students on campus. Stu-
dents needed thorough instructions at the beginning of their e-learning experience,
so they could master their platform navigation skills. Instructions were provided to
the students face-to-face, and then via group and individual posts on the MOODLE
platform.

Before the first online lecture, and the third in general, the lecturer posted detailed
information on how distance learning would be delivered. The lecturer provided
similar information prior to and during the following online sessions. Thanks to this,
sessions ran smoothly. There were no organisational or technical issues. A hundred
percent of students participated in the online lectures and tutorials. Such high attend-
ance is uncommon in the case of on-campus classes. The lecturer provided students
with further instructions during the first few online sessions. As scheduled, the
lecture was delivered 11.30 a.m. — 1.00 p.m. on Thursdays, and tutorials 9.15 p.m. —
1.45 p.m. — on Mondays for group I, and on Fridays for group II.

Figure 1 below shows that students attending group sessions, rarely completed
their assignments during sessions. Students studied hardest between 5.00 p.m. and
7.00 p.m. 36% of students studied after 8.00 p.m., at the time when on-campus ses-
sions are hardly ever delivered. Therefore, it can be said that every third student pre-
ferred to study in the evening rather than during the day (including during scheduled
sessions).
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Figure 1. Studying times of first year BA students

of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge
Source: Own work.
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It follows that asynchronous mode was useful. Classes for the second group had
been scheduled to be delivered in May. Nonetheless, students logged in at the same
time as the first group students and were completing modules ahead of the schedule.
They studied systematically, so they were ready to take an exam before the scheduled
exam session. Almost 100% of students completed their assignments and posted
their presentations at the forum before the deadline. Preparation of a presentation
was a challenging task. Therefore, it was decided that a student who did not prepare
a presentation on time would be required to prepare an additional one. That might
be one of the reasons why students posted their presentations ahead of the deadline
in order to avoid the risk of e.g. difficulties with internet connection.

Figure 2 shows that almost all students completed the tests and assignments prior to
the classes, rarely during and hardly ever after them.

m Before classes  ® During classes  m After classes

Figure 2. Studying times of first year BA students
of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge

Source: Own work.

It was found that the students in the group were committed and ambitious. Two
lectures delivered on campus gave students and the lecturer the opportunity to es-
tablish a good rapport with each other, which in distant education is of significant
importance. This hypothesis was confirmed by excellent exam results — the average
was close to high distinction. 7 students (14%) dropped out, which is quite common
in the first year.

The following year, students who studied in a similar system, did not achieve such a
high exam mean result, one student failed the exam and twenty-nine students (31%)
dropped out. It seems that reasons for the lower marks could be that it was impossible
to meet on the campus that year. Additionally, the pandemic weakened the collegial
bonds necessary for preparing group presentations. It also made it difficult for stu-
dents to get to know the lecturer, and for the lecturer — to understand the needs of the
students. However, earlier research suggested that asynchronous learning actually
fosters a very high degree of interaction among students and instructors (Wilson
& Weiser, 2001: 365). A number of researchers share this opinion (Mayadas, 1997,
Miller & Webster, 1997; Koehler et al. 2020). Therefore, it can be said that blended
learning, i.e. in this case the first two classes delivered face-to-face followed by
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distant education in 2019/2020 because of the pandemic — triggered dedication in
students and provided them with the opportunity to study asynchronously, which
turned out to be highly effective.

4.2. Part-Time Students: Time Saving

Second-year BA students of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge completed
Basics of Social Communication unit delivered entirely in distant education mode.
They had been familiar with e-learning, because in the first year they completed
two units delivered in this way: Contemporary Media Systems and Information and
Communication Technologies for a Culture Expert. The off campus mode of deliv-
ery meant that students frequently studied during scheduled hours due to their work
commitments. The spike at 1.00 p.m. in Figure 3 was due to ten lectures and tutorials
conducted between 1.00 p.m. and 2.00 p.m.
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Figure 3. Studying times of second year BA students of Cultural Studies
and Media Knowledge in distant education mode

Source: Own work.

The high position of 9.00 p.m. and the neighbouring hours in Figure 3 also deserves
attention. Distant education students completed 32% of their units after 8.00 p.m.,
due to their other commitments.

Students did not work systematically. They frequently completed assignments after
the sessions, often after the next scheduled class. Inexperienced students procras-
tinated (Sanecka, 2019), which accounted for their falling behind. Nonetheless,
they were able to make up on time. Figure 4 presents the scale of this phenomenon.
It suggests that although students frequently completed their assignments before the
class, the procrastination rate reached 37%, and it was the highest for all four studied
groups.
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m Before classes W During classes  m After classes

Figure 4. Test taking times of second year BA students of Cultural Studies
and Media Knowledge in distant education mode

Source: Own work.

Students did not need any detailed instruction or arrangements at the beginning of the
course. The majority participated in the first two sessions. Some students completed
their assignments at the scheduled times, others — at a later date. Starting from the
third session, most students completed their assignments prior to the scheduled ses-
sions; tests were also less often attempted during session times. This is illustrated in
Figure 5. The unequal numbers of students attempting tests during sessions resulted
from the fact that some students attempted their assignments twice or three times
in order to increase their score and final grade. Additionally, as one absence was
allowed, some students completed tests at a later date, which accounts for the spike
in figures.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

M Before classes W During classes W After classes

FigureS. Assignment completion times of second year BA students
of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge

Source: Own work.

Despite being well behind with their studies, experienced students were able to
make up by participating in unsupervised distance learning (Fernandez-Aleman et
al., 2016) and completing several modules at one sitting. All students — except for
the one who dropped out — completed unit on time. All students passed the exam
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before the formal examination period. They had established a good relationship with
the course coordinator and were familiar with the course program (Schroeder et al.,
2016). Therefore, they were able to use e-resources proficiently. Nonetheless, work
and other commitments posed a significant challenge for some of them.

4.3. Students Unfamiliar with MOODLE

The majority of second-year students of Polish Philology studied during the sched-
uled hours when completing the Multimedia in Social Communication unit. Sessions
were held on Thursdays from: 3.15 p.m. — 4.45 p.m. Figure 6 shows that most students
studied during the first hour of classes; they had also studied intensely prior to them.
Some students participated in a group session with the intention of completing their
assignments at a later date. Therefore, there was lower attendance in the second hour
of the session.
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Figure 6. Assignment completion times of second year BA students

of Polish Philology
Source: Own work.

Second-year students had previously completed a few sessions delivered on the
MOODLE platform so they were familiar with it. However, these sessions mainly
involved accessing study resources files (called Resources for students), i.e. the
repositories. Therefore, students from this group were unfamiliar with e-learning.
The student-representative of the group stated that that was their first Moodle unit
to complete.

They studied systematically, hardly ever anyone fell behind. They aimed at complet-
ing the tests before the scheduled date. 23% of the assignments were completed after
8.00 p.m. Over time, fewer and fewer students studied during session times, prefer-
ring to study independently. The evening and night study times were preferred for
posting presentations and commenting on their colleagues’ posts. 36% of these were
posted after 8.00 p.m. Preparing the posts required more attention and focus than
ten-minute tests. Therefore, the students preferred to edit them when they had no
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time limits. It can be said that for these students their first distant education course
became an opportunity for developing their independent-learning strategy. Figure 7
shows that 77% students worked before classes.

M Before classes M During classes M After classes

Figure 7. Test taking times of second year BA students of Polish Philology

Source: Own work.

This was the most committed group. The students diligently followed instructions.
They studied systematically, on average completing one assignment, i.e. one module,
a week. None of the students fell behind with their studies and all of them completed
the unit on time.

4.4. Experienced Students: Independent Studying

The Neurocognitive Study of Cultural Texts unit delivered in distance education
mode was completed in the second semester of the 2019/2020 academic year by the
first-year MA students of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge. There were 20
students in the group. All students completed e-learning units during their bachelor
degree course. Therefore, they were familiar with this mode of education and, indeed,
utilised their skills freely and independently.

Most of the sessions were held between 3.30 p.m. and 5.00 p.m. However, as Figure
8 shows, students hardly ever studied at these times. They preferred to study in the
evening hours, especially after 6 p.m. 36% of the quizzes were completed after 8
p.m. that is the highest percentage for all surveyed groups. This finding suggests that
there is a high demand for asynchronous mode of learning, especially in the case of
students with advanced skills in e-learning. It can be said, therefore, that every third
student from this group studied in the evening, independently of the timetable.

The joint meetings were rarely logged in because the instructions were clear, so no
additional clues were needed.

Experienced students were comfortable in planning their study times independently.
Therefore, they did not need to participate in sessions delivered in real time. They
studied at their own pace, often completing several assignments at one sitting, before
or after sessions. Hence, a relatively high percentage of the students who completed
their assignments after the session, as illustrated in Figure 9. Only 1% of the students
completed tests according to the timetable. Only a few joined online sessions because
instructions were clear, and they did not require additional information.
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Figure 8. Studying times of first year MA students
of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge

Source: Own work.

m Before classes W During classes W After classes

Figure9. Study times of first year MA students
of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge

Source: Own work.

On the discussion forum, the students presented their reflections based on selected
readings and their own experiences. Their posts were a mandatory requirement for
successful completion of the unit. Alike their inexperienced colleagues enrolled in
the Multimedia in Social Communication unit who completed 23% of their assign-
ments after § p.m., they also preferred to study in the evening. Seven out of twenty
comments were posted after 8§ p.m., which amounts to 35%. This means that both
extremely inexperienced and highly experienced students preferred to work asyn-
chronously while completing the distant education course.

Figure 10 illustrates study patterns of experienced e-learning students. It shows that
students preferred asynchronous contact with the lecturer, and that they required
instructions only at the beginning of the course. Over time, they completed all as-
signments prior to sessions.

Thus, master’s degree students were able to successfully organise their learning by
taking advantage of the asynchronous study mode.
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Figure 10. Assignment completion of first year MA students
of Cultural Studies and Media Knowledge

Source: Own work.

CONCLUSION

The hypothesis that the majority of students undertakes e-learning activities accord-
ing to the timetable has not been confirmed. Thus, it can be argued that enforcing
synchronous mode of distant education by universities can be justified neither meth-
odologically nor organisationally. As students gain experience in completing modules
delivered on the MOODLE platform in asynchronous mode, they need less and less
synchronous instructions. Moreover, experienced students do not need them at all.
Students completed assignments asynchronously and in large blocks. They studied
at times convenient to them and at their own pace.

The majority of students completed modules and entire units before the due date.
Many students also studied after scheduled sessions times or did not participate in
synchronous interactions at all. It seems that students were avoiding synchronous
interactions preferring to study independently. They seemed to be least satisfied when
required to follow the study regime imposed by the timetable.

The surveyed students needed one or two meetings with the course coordinator
at the beginning of the course to familiarise themselves with the unit’s rules and
expectations. Therefore, for the future, it would seem reasonable to deliver the first
two classes on campus, and the rest asynchronously. Those sessions should be audio-
visual, and delivered in real-time so that the students could get to know the lecturer
and the lecturer — the students. It is recommended that universities install the Big-
BlueButton application along with the commonly used Microsoft Teams. It is a myth
that BigBlueButton slows down the system. It is successfully used on the MOODLE
platform, for example by the University of Wroctaw and by the Pedagogical Univer-
sity in Krakow from 2021/2022 academic year.

The argument that distant education negatively influences the students-lecturer and
student-student relationship is a risky myth resulting from an inappropriate use
of videoconferencing and negative attitudes the majority of university staff have
towards distant education. That is the case because organising distant education
requires huge time investment while academics seem to prefer to dedicate their time
to research and publishing.
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Study times of students of enrolled in asynchronously delivered courses require ex-
tensive research. The aim of research is to suggest improvements to practice (Cress-
well, 2012: 4). In the 21* century, the coherent vision of quality education requires
inclusion of distant education delivered in asynchronous mode.
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