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Abstract: This contribution presents the results of a qualitative analysis of open-ended re-
sponses collected through a questionnaire investigating students’ perceptions of distance
learning. The analysis focused on three key areas: perceived positive aspects, negative ele-
ments, and features students would like preserved in the future. Through inductive coding,
the study identified recurring themes that highlight the ambivalent nature of distance learn-
ing experiences. Positive aspects include flexibility, improved time management, and greater
accessibility of digital resources. Negative elements relate primarily to reduced social interac-
tion, lower engagement, and difficulties in maintaining motivation and concentration. The
responses also reveal students’ desire to retain practices developed during the Covid-19
emergency, such as recorded lessons, digital materials, and hybrid configurations that sup-
port personalised learning rhythms. The findings offer a nuanced understanding of how
students interpret the affordances and constraints of distance learning and provide useful
insights for designing future hybrid and technology-enhanced learning environments.
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1. Introduction
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fion under the terms and condiions of ~ N€cessary to reflect on the role of technologies in teaching—learning processes.
g‘% Greatve Commons Awribution (€€ Hmergency periods, such as those associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, have
(https:/ /creativecommons.org/licenses/b  highlighted both the strengths and critical issues in the use of digital tools in school
y/400) contexts.

During the pandemic, it emerged that the educational relationship and the emo-
tional bond between students and teachers, as well as among peers, should be con-
sidered a fundamental and indispensable resource for sustaining young people’s mo-
tivation and learning (du Merac, Sensin & Livi, 2022; Means & Neisler, 2021; Means
et al., 2021). From this perspective, it may be observed that “it was the contingency
of the situation that determined the large-scale use of distance learning, proving to

be a valuable ally in attempting to reduce the educational and formative damage re-
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sulting from school closures” (Valenzano & Zamengo, 2020, p. 101). Indeed, some
studies have shown that every ten-day period of school closure may lead to a 5%
decrease in the number of students achieving the learning objectives expected by the
end of the school year (Marcotte & Hemelt, 2008; Cooper et al., 1996).

It therefore becomes essential for online teaching to form part of teachers’ pro-
fessional competences, requiring appropriate planning, adequate infrastructure and
specific training (Hodges et al., 2020; Means & Neisler, 2021; Means et al., 2021).
According to several studies, including the TALIS 2018 Survey (OECD, 2019),
teachers report the greatest need for training in the use of information and commu-
nication technologies for teaching.

The obligation to conduct activities exclusively at a distance also suggested the
need to redesign the teaching relationship, rethinking spaces, time, and tools
(Muoio, 2020). The use of technology in schools, in fact, requires appropriate teach-
er mediation and careful selection of the characteristics and functions of digital de-
vices based on the educational objectives to be pursued and the teaching strategies
adopted (Calvani, 2025). It is therefore necessary to adopt new strategies and train-
ing pathways capable of responding to students’ real educational needs by fostering:
creativity and innovation; responsible and effective use of media; critical and reflec-
tive thinking; and the soft skills that are essential for personal, professional and civic
development (Muoio, 2020).

In line with the relevant literature, it appears to be a priority to ensure continui-
ty, that is, to integrate digital resources and activities into the school context daily,
even when face-to-face teaching is not interrupted by adverse events, to allow for a
less disruptive transition to online learning in the event of new emergencies. Such
integration would also enable the promotion of self-regulated learning and its adap-
tation to students’ individual needs.

Another essential element for the genuine integration of digital technologies in
the school environment is that teachers acquire the competencies necessary to foster
engagement, community building, and online communication. This involves pro-
moting active learning in online settings, proposing problem-solving activities, de-
signing strategies to build a sense of community within the class, and using group
work and techniques to create an online “presence” and regular communication be-
tween teachers and students. Teachers are therefore required to clearly explain the
available resources, the assessment criteria, and the forms of support provided, as
well as to plan procedures for contacting students who experience difficulties or fail
to participate in distance learning activities (Means & Neisler, 2021; Means et al.,
2021).

Regarding the critical issues highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is evi-
dent that physical distancing often gave rise to emotional and affective distance, ac-
companied by students’ perceived fear of losing contact with their teachers and
classmates (Mosconi, 2021). Consequently, some studies emphasise a dichotomy in
the literature on distance learning (DAD). On the one hand, DAD appears to have
generated a sense of loneliness, limiting contact to the virtual dimension; on the
other hand, it has promoted learner agency and enabled students to acquire greater
autonomy and an enhanced capacity to organise their time (Mosconi, 2021).
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Following the pandemic, students acknowledged that technology enabled them
to maintain a sense of “normality”, and they expressed a desire to promote integrat-
ed (blended) learning in the future, emphasising the importance of online teaching
(Mosconi, 2021; Biasioli, 2022).

Other studies, however, underline that pupils tend to perceive “traditional” ed-
ucation as higher quality than online education, emphasising the importance of as-
pects such as direct and physical interaction with classmates, the absence of tech-
nical connectivity problems associated with this modality, and the possibility of in-
teracting directly with the teacher (Biasioli, 2022).

The literature also highlights that among the positive aspects of distance learn-
ing identified by students are primarily: the possibility of recording lessons and hav-
ing constant access to the materials provided by teachers; the convenience of attend-
ing classes from home; and greater attention to the development of digital compe-
tences among both teachers and students (Valenzano & Zamengo, 2020). Concern-
ing negative aspects, students emphasise: the limited interactivity of lessons (Scarpel-
lini, 2020); the lack of adequate spaces; difficulties in organising study time and
homework and in managing the greater “freedom” and responsibility offered by dis-
tance learning; problems in the use of digital technologies (such as unstable internet
connections); and lower motivation to learn (Valenzano & Zamengo, 2020).

Beyond the strengths and weaknesses of distance learning, studies also under-
score the importance of the educational relationship, which must be cultivated in
both face-to-face and online contexts (Valenzano & Zamengo, 2020). From this
perspective, it is essential that teachers possess the ability to engage students even at
a distance, together with disciplinary and relational-communicative competences;
that they pay appropriate attention to students’ cognitive, emotional, affective and
social dimensions; and that they demonstrate flexibility and the ability to adapt to
the digital environment, reshaping their teaching interventions and proposals based
on students’ responses and feedback (Mosconi, 2021).

In conclusion, the findings confirm the importance of teaching that is more
flexible in its modes of delivery, more interactive and engaging, attentive to students’
cognitive styles, and mindful of the social, emotional and experiential dimensions of
learning. Only by integrating technological tools into innovative, well-structured
teaching processes will it be possible to respond to students’ evolving educational
needs and contribute to the development of the competencies required in the work-
place (Muoio, 2020). This necessitates further studies on the integration of digital
technologies into teaching—learning processes, particularly by exploring the mediat-
ing role of the teacher and the competencies required (Martin, Sun & Westine,
2020).

2. Materials and Methods

The present research forms part of a broader study concerning students’ per-
ceptions of distance learning (DAD). This contribution presents the results of the
qualitative investigation, aimed at addressing the following research questions:

- What are the positive aspects of distance learning (DAD), according to
secondary school students?
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- What are the negative aspects of distance learning (IDAD), according to
secondary school students?

- Which elements of distance learning would secondary school students
like to retain in the future?

The study sample comprises 297 students (212 boys, 84 girls, 1 student did not
respond). Among these participants, 82 did not specify the level of schooling they
attend, 203 are enrolled in upper secondary school, and 12 are enrolled in lower sec-
ondary school.

With regard to the instruments used for data collection, the research employed
a questionnaire comprising both closed-ended and open-ended items. In this paper,
only the results derived from participants’ responses to the open-ended questions
are presented. These responses were analysed through inductive coding using
MAXQDA. The study thus identified recurring themes, grouping them into micro-
and macro-categories to highlight the ambivalent nature of the distance learning ex-
perience from the students’ perspective (Trinchero, 2002).

3. Results

Based on the data collected, the positive aspects of distance learning (DAD),
according to the students, mainly include: autonomy in organising work and study
(50) and in managing time (33); the flexibility and convenience offered by distance
learning—resulting, among other things, in reduced travel time (43); continuity (34)
and improvement in the learning process (13); a perceived reduction in anxiety and
stress (23); the possibility of immediate communication between teachers and stu-
dents (20); greater attention devoted to each learner (18); fewer distractions and in-
terruptions (11); the possibility of recording lessons and having constant access to
the materials provided by teachers (10); and increased attention to the development
of digital competences among both teachers and students (10).

It should also be noted that 36 participants did not identify any positive aspects
of distance learning. All these categories are illustrated in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1. Positive aspects of distance learning according to students' opinions
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As shown in Figure 2, among the negative aspects of distance learning (DAD)
identified by students are primarily: a reduction in social interaction and an increased
sense of isolation (123), as well as issues related to unstable internet connections
(73). It should also be noted that some students report greater confusion, difficulties
in learning (36), increased distraction (20), and fewer opportunities for direct com-
munication between teachers and students (16).

Finally, 15 participants stated that distance learning leads students to spend ex-
cessive time in front of technological devices. In contrast, another 15 students indi-
cate that DAD has negative aspects without specifying them, and only 4 students do
not identify any critical issues associated with distance learning.

Figure 2. Negative aspects of distance learning according to students' opinions
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When students were asked which elements of distance learning (DAD) they
would like to retain in the future, the majority of participants appeared to prefer
face-to-face teaching (77). Nevertheless, some respondents expressed a desire to
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preserve: improvements in relationships and interactions, both between students
and teachers and among peers (35); slower and more relaxed learning rhythms (30);
and the possibility of using digital devices and developing related competencies (24).
Finally, 37 students reported being unable to provide an answer to this question, as
shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Elements of distance learning that secondary school students would like to keep in the fu-
ture
ITEMS TO KEEP
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The findings provide a nuanced understanding of how students interpret the
potential and limitations of distance learning, offering useful indications for the de-
sigh of future hybrid and technologically enhanced learning environments. The
analysis also shows that the data are fully consistent with studies conducted so far at
the national level (Valenzano & Zamengo, 2020) and highlight an internal variability
in students’ experiences of distance learning.

In conclusion, in line with the existing literature, the research emphasises the
centrality of the educational relationship in both face-to-face and distance teaching.

4. Discussion

In light of the theoretical framework and findings from the research, several
concluding reflections can be formulated to situate the experience of distance learn-
ing within a broader, future-oriented pedagogical perspective. First, the study con-
firms what has already been highlighted in the literature: distance learning, widely
adopted during the COVID-19 pandemic, served as a necessary emergency re-
sponse, ensuring educational continuity during a critical situation (Valenzano & Za-
mengo, 2020). However, as emphasised by Means et al. (2021) and Hodges et al.
(2020), the effectiveness of online learning cannot be improvised; it requires inten-
tional design, specific competences and adequate infrastructure.

The data collected confirm a dual dimension. On the one hand, distance learn-
ing was a valuable ally in mitigating pandemic-related difficulties, helping to reduce
physical and emotional distance; on the other hand, it highlighted structural and re-
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lational limitations. While distance learning fostered autonomy, organisational skills,
and time management, it also generated feelings of loneliness, isolation, and reduced
social interaction. These findings strongly recall the importance of the relational di-
mension of learning, which should be considered a structural element (Marini &
Santini, 2024; Marini et al., 2023). In many cases, physical distance translated into
emotional distance, affecting students’ motivation and their sense of belonging to
the school community.

Moreover, the results confirm that students continue to prefer face-to-face
teaching over online learning, particularly about direct interaction, immediate com-
munication and the stability of the learning environment (Biasioli, 2022). At the
same time, students appear to be aware of the added value of certain practices expe-
rienced during the emergency, such as the availability and constant accessibility of
teaching materials, organisational flexibility, and the numerous opportunities to de-
velop digital competences. This suggests that the pandemic experience should not
be interpreted as an opposition between presence and distance, but rather as an op-
portunity for transformation and integration within the school context.

The future of education, therefore, appears to be oriented toward blended
models that combine the relational richness of face-to-face learning with the oppor-
tunities offered by digital technologies. In line with the indications proposed by
Muoio (2020), a form of teaching that is more flexible, interactive, and attentive to
the cognitive, emotional, and social dimensions of learning appears not only desira-
ble but also necessary. The systematic integration of digital tools within teaching
practices can foster continuity, the personalisation of learning pathways and the de-
velopment of self-regulated learning, while also making the education system more
resilient in the face of potential future emergencies.

Another crucial aspect concerns the role of the teacher. The centrality of the
educational relationship, emphasised both by the empirical data and by the literature
(Martin, Sun & Westine, 2020), calls for a redefinition of professional competences:
not only disciplinary mastery, but also digital, communicative and relational skills.
The “Three Cs” — engagement, community building and communication — be-
come the pillars of effective teaching, both online and face-to-face. Teachers are
called upon to design active learning environments, promote problem-solving and
collaboration, monitor participation, and support students experiencing difficulties,
constantly adjusting their teaching practices on the basis of the feedback received.

Finally, the research highlights that technology in itself does not guarantee in-
novation; rather, it is the pedagogically grounded use of digital tools that determines
the quality of the learning experience. When integrated into structured teaching pro-
cesses oriented towards the development of transversal competences — such as
critical thinking, creativity and soft skills — technologies can make a significant con-
tribution to preparing students for the world of work and for active citizenship.

In conclusion, the experience of distance learning during the pandemic repre-
sents an unprecedented pedagogical laboratory. It has revealed fragilities and ine-
qualities, but it has also opened spaces for innovation. The current challenge is not
to choose between presence and distance, but to integrate thoughtfully and inten-
tionally the potential of both, while keeping the educational relationship at the cen-
tre as an indispensable foundation of every teaching—learning process.
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