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Abstract: Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is perceived as the worst modern-times pandemic. This entirely 
new health situation entailed a new challenge to the education system. To our knowledge, the impact of alternative 
teaching methods derived from the social distancing imposed by COVID-19 on university student perception in 
teacher education has not been investigated. The aim of this study was to analyse an educative experience 
developed in a Faculty of Teaching from March 2020 to July 2020 in order to overcome the challenge imposed by 
COVID-19. A qualitative approach was used for data collection and analysis using four information sources: (a) The 
final written documents developed by the working groups (b) The online oral presentation of their work (c) The semi-
structured interviews conducted through videoconferencing during the lockdown and, (d) The focus groups 
meetings. We have identified 8 major categories. Our results show that: (a) students find videoconferences are a 
tool that offsets the issues of social distancing; (b) intrinsic motivation is essential to overcome the perceived barriers; 
(c) the move to a virtual environment allowed students to deepen their methodological skills; (d) students now see 
themselves more competent regarding academic information research; e) the constant interaction among group 
members and the teacher is a key element to achieve a positive experience during social isolation; (f) new logistic 
and operational dynamics for cooperative working were constructed as a result of using videoconferences. We 
highlighted the barriers and facilitators perceived by students during the implementation of a tutorial action during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 

Keywords: pandemics, higher education, teacher education, teleconferencing. 
 
Resumen: La enfermedad del Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) se percibe como la peor pandemia de los tiempos 
modernos. Hasta donde sabemos, el impacto de los métodos de enseñanza alternativos derivados del 
distanciamiento social impuesto por COVID-19 en la percepción del estudiantado universitario no ha sido 
investigado. El objetivo principal de este estudio fue analizar una experiencia educativa desarrollada en una 
Facultad de Educación entre los meses de marzo y julio de 2020 para superar el reto impuesto por COVID-19. 
Hemos utilizado cuatro fuentes de información para analizar el impacto de un programa de acción tutorial virtual 
para desarrollar un anteproyecto de investigación: a) Documentos escritos b) La presentación oral de sus trabajos 
c) Las entrevistas semiestructuradas realizadas por videoconferencia y, d) Los grupos de discusión. Nuestros 
resultados muestran que: a) el estudiantado considera que las videoconferencias son un instrumento que compensa 
los problemas del distanciamiento social; b) la motivación intrínseca es esencial para superar las barreras 
percibidas; c) el paso a un entorno virtual permitió al estudiantado profundizar en sus aptitudes metodológicas; d) 
el estudiantado se percibe ahora más competente en lo que respecta a la investigación; e) la interacción constante 
entre los miembros del grupo y el profesor es un elemento clave para lograr una experiencia positiva durante el 
aislamiento social; f) se construyeron nuevas dinámicas para el trabajo cooperativo como resultado del uso de las 
videoconferencias. En conclusión, destacamos las barreras y los facilitadores percibidos por el estudiantado durante 
la implementación de una acción tutorial durante la pandemia de COVID-19. 
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1.  Introduction 

1.1.  Impact of COVID-19 in the education system 

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) caused by Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 

Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), is perceived as the worst modern-times pandemic. In January 

2020, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2020) declared a new coronavirus disease 

outbreak, COVID-19, to be a public health emergency of international concern. To mitigate the 

spread and infection, governments from around the world suspended traveling, social activities, 

and gatherings in public spaces. The modification of educational activities was among those 

measures, entailing a new challenge to the education system. Within this framework, 

governments in globally suspended in-person teaching both in school and universities. Our 

country was among the first countries hit by COVID-19. As per executive’s orders, classroom-

based educational activity in the country was suspended in all educational organizations and 

levels; instead, they were to be maintained through distanced and online alternatives, 

whenever possible.  

This entirely new health situation required university teachers to adapt the objectives, 

processes, and assessment methods of their subjects to the new pandemic-generated scenario 

in a short time frame (González-Zamar, Abad-Segura and Bernal-Bravo, 2020). Our University 

Council faced the challenge of maintaining the quality of university teaching, while taking into 

account the delicate psychological, social and economic situation of the general population and 

the student body.  

 

1.2  Aims 

Therefore, the present study wants to share with the higher education community an 

educational experience developed with university students in a Faculty of Teaching within the 

subject of Physical Education for Early Childhood Teacher Education. To our knowledge, the 

impact of alternative teaching methods derived from the social distancing imposed by COVID-

19 on student perception has not been investigated through a qualitative approach. Therefore, 

the main of this study was to analyse an educative experience developed in a Faculty of 

Teaching in order to overcome the challenge imposed by COVID-19. Furthermore, the 

manuscript has three specific aims: (1) to describe the process of creating, implementing, and 

developing a tutorial action program in a curricular course in a Faculty of Teaching under social 

distancing conditions; (2) to analyse how students perceive the impact of a virtual tutorial action 

program for developing a preliminary research project with special consideration of the barriers 
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and enablers of this new way of working; and (3) to reflect on the importance of distanced 

tutorial action in the university’s role in training new generations of professionals committed to 

social change. 

 

2.  Theoretical framework 

2.1  The new challenge of COVID-19 in university education 

Traditional universities have overcome multiple challenges throughout their existence. 

The lockdown arising from the sanitary state of alarm led public universities to consider new 

alternatives, becoming a tipping point in the education field and the digitalisation of education 

(Almazán, 2020; Beltrán et al.,2020). It is not only about the unequal access to technology 

derived from lack of economic resources or cultural capital (Feito, 2020) but also about the 

differences in digital training received by teachers, which has led to a gap in student care during 

the pandemic. Educators have adapted through technology and rethinking teaching practices 

(Sánchez et al.,2020) to reach the whole of the student body. 

Sánchez et al. (2020) signpost to three more issues stemming from this forced 

digitalisation of university-level teaching: logistic, technologic, and pedagogical. All of them can 

lead to stress and anxiety (Rogero-García, 2020) for both students and teachers when taking 

part in the learning process. In this new scenario, as Toquero (2020) suggested, higher 

education institutions must seize these opportunities to strengthen the data monitoring, 

documentation, and evidence-based practices of the services offered to the students. 

In recent months, the literature on potential action plans as a reaction to COVID-19 has 

increased considerably especially in the medical education context (Plancher, Shanmugam 

and Petterson,2020). Chick et al. (2020) have proposed innovative solutions for mitigating the 

loss of in-person academic and operative education for surgical residents. Nguyen et al. (2020) 

have discussed the advantages and disadvantages of digital platforms for medical education. 

Guadix et al. (2020) have identified the concerns of medical students interested in pursuing 

neurosurgery during the pandemic. However, Zhang, Wang, Yang and Wang (2020) have 

suggested that one of the most pressing tasks is to conduct in-depth investigations into online 

education, especially regarding student support. In this regard, Baloran (2020) has assessed 

the knowledge, attitudes, anxiety, and personal coping strategies of college students during the 

pandemic in Southern Philippines. In the United States, Gallagher and Schleyer (2020) have 

conducted a brief, anonymous survey to learn more about how COVID-19 was affecting 
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medical students, interns, and residents in internal medicine and emergency medicine, and 

fellows in pulmonary and critical care at their institutions.  

 

2.2 Tutorial action as an instrument to increase participation 

2.2.1 Characteristics of the tutorial action 

Student-centred education, the construction of new pedagogical processes and the role 

of the university in the society of the 21st century are fundamental elements that need 

pedagogical alternatives that favour processes of interaction and communication. In Spain, it 

has been pointed as mandatory to create new methodologies in the universities to give to the 

students a major participatory role in their own education (Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia 

[MEC], 2006). In this line, Lázaro (1997) has suggested that the tutorial action could be 

considered as a good strategy for accomplish this aim. The author has indicated that going 

deeper into the scientific nature of tutorial action raises major questions not only about the role 

played by the university in the 21st century, but above all about the role played by university 

teachers in promoting a critical attitude not only in the context of the classroom. 

However, as suggested by García (2008), the european countries have entered into a 

process of European harmonisation that generates transformations in its main agents that are 

inevitably linked to a new philosophy of tutorial action. In this line, as suggested by Álvarez and 

González (2008), in order to exercise the tutorial action, a change of conception is needed in 

the way in which attention and advice is guaranteed to students, always taking into account the 

fact that the tutorial action is also a manifestation of university teaching. As Zabalza (2013) 

argues, the university pedagogical role understands the university teacher less as a transmitter 

of knowledge and more as a person who accompanies and facilitates student learning.  

 

2.2.2 Experiences regarding tutorial action with university students 

In the Spanish context, research has been carried out on the impact of institutional tutorial 

action programmes on primary teacher education (Chiva and Ramos, 2007; López, 2013; 

Zabalza and Cid, 2006). In particular, Taibi (2006) carried out a tutorial action experience 

focused on answering specific questions, working on grammar issues, related to classes and 

linked to the English language. Andreu, Sanz y Serrat (2009) described a pedagogical 

experience in which they proposed the creation of a subject in the curriculum of a psychology 

faculty based on research work developed in groups. Valero, Aramburu, Baños, Sentí and 

Pérez (2007) described a pedagogical experience of the use of a portfolio elaborated through 
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tutorial action in the continuous work of transversal competences of university students. 

Recently, Martínez-Bello and Martínez-Rojas (2016) have described the main characteristics 

of a tutorial action program developed within an academic subject in a Faculty of teacher 

education. The authors found that a tutorial action was an positive alternative experience in 

order to facilitate communication and participatory processes with university students. In other 

field of knowledge, Martínez (2008) analysed the reasons for using tutoring in the university 

environment among students of English philology. De Castro-Camero (2014) analysed the 

impact of a tutorial action in small groups in the framework of the elaboration of a research 

project in a Faculty of Law and highlights the satisfaction of the students through the 

cooperative work. Finally, the impact of COVID-19 on traditional tutorial action, as suggested 

by Seymour-Walsh, Bell, Weber and Smith (2020) may bring many course designers and 

educators into uncharted territory. However, to our knowledge the researchers could not locate 

previous studies about the impact of a tutorial action during pandemic time (in particular during 

the COVID-19 lockdown).  

 

3 Material and methods 

3.1  Approach  

This study used a qualitative research design. At the same time, this study was an 

exploratory research in which open-ended, semi structured qualitative interviews and 

qualitative content analysis of documents were conducted. This research study was conducted 

from March 2020 to July 2020. 

 

3.2  Participants 

3.2.1. Description of the course 

“Didactics of Physical Education in Early Childhood Education” is a compulsory course in 

the curriculum of teacher training in early childhood education in a Faculty of Teaching in the 

University of Valencia. The course was four months long and the experience was conducted 

between March and May 2020. During the four months, we proceeded to carry out the fulfilment 

of the teaching guide (University of Valencia, 2020). In order to develop a critical reflection of 

the role that psychomotor education play in the Early Childhood Education curriculum, the 

teaching guide recognize the aim to know and apply basic educational research methodologies 

and techniques and be able to design innovation projects identifying evaluation indicators. In 

order to achieve this goal the teaching guide recognize that the tutorial action programme 
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should serve as a means of coordinating students in individual and group tasks, as well as 

evaluating individual progress, activities and teaching methodology. The model of the teacher 

as researcher in the classroom focuses student activity on the formulation of relevant questions, 

information search, analysis, elaboration and subsequent communication. The specific 

contents of each block will be introduced by the teaching staff and approached by the group 

through critical reflection. Therefore, the active and reflective participation of the students, both 

in the discussion generated in the classroom and in the practical activities proposed, will be 

fundamental in the development of the subject.  

 

3.2.2 Participants 

The mean age of the participants was 22 years (SD = 3.1). The great majority were 

women (98%) while men accounted for 2%. 90% of the participants were dedicated solely to 

university studies, 9% worked an average of 15 hours or more, and 1% worked less than 15 

hours per week. A total of n=40 students participated.  Before each instrument and data source 

performed it was explained the purpose of the actions and verbal informed consent was 

obtained from participant’s students. 

 

3.2.3 Course structure 

In our university system, an academic credit ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) 

equates to twenty-five hours: ten for in-person activities and fifteen for independent study, 

tutorials, and autonomous work. The course awards six ECTS credits, delivered during 

semester two: Sixty hours were devoted to in-person learning (including participative classroom 

activities) and ninety to activities outside the classroom. The course assessment was 

continuous, summative, and formative, following the guidelines of the Teaching Guide. The 

final grade consisted of three components: 40% corresponding to theoretical and practical 

workshops; 30% to theoretical knowledge tests; and finally, 30% to a preliminary research 

project (through a tutorial action). 

 

3.2.4. The preliminary research Project in the tutorial action framework (before the 

Pandemic) 

The model of tutorial action described below is considered, following the classification of 

Lazaro (1997), as a combination of academic-educational tutorial developed in small groups, 

in which the apprehension of contents related to problematic situations is sought, becoming a 
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manifestation of participatory tutoring in which interaction between the teaching staff and the 

small group, as well as among those who participate in the small group, is favoured, as 

proposed in Bologna’s system of education model. 

For the pedagogical design of the assignment, we selected, sequenced, and incorporated 

the objectives and phases suggested by Zabalza (2008) in the framework of competency-

based tutorial action. To achieve that, we focused on the design of this tutorial action 

experience, based on teaching support, an individualized learning structure and teamwork. 

Because of that, developing a preliminary research project was emphasised as the foundation 

for the tutorial pedagogical experience. It was carried out in small groups with teaching staff 

support, linked to the implementation of the initial structure of research work in small groups. 

At the start of the academic year, a compilation of topics linking to the relationship 

between the body and movement in early childhood education classrooms and other related 

topics was provided. Students were asked to organise in small groups of up to four members. 

Twelve groups of three to six students were created. They were also informed about the specific 

competences of the course (determined in the teaching handbook, University of, 2019-2020): 

“Develop a critical assessment of the role of psychomotor education in the early childhood 

education curriculum”. After selecting the topic, creating the groups, and informing the tutor of 

it, the first formal tutorial was planned. 

 

3.2.5. Adaptation of virtual tutorials through videoconferencing (during the pandemic) 

On Saturday 14 of March 2020, the Spanish Government declared a state of emergency 

in the national territory, imposing social distancing to avoid the spread of COVID-19. After the 

consequential restrictions, the course organiser was forced to adapt the goals and contents, as 

well as the way the preliminary research project was conducted. The chosen method to conduct 

the project and tutorial action was videoconferencing. On the 25th of March 2020 students were 

informed of the new working protocol for the remainder of the course. Several timeslots were 

offered so that students learnt about the modifications and redesign of the preliminary research 

project in online tutorials. From the 1st of April forward, all work was conducted fully online. 

The preliminary research project parts were justification, goals, research problem 

statement, theoretical framework, methodological design, and a reflection on the process. 

Students were provided with databases of interest as well as a compilation of the key 

international journals concerning early childhood education. Once the students selected and 

discussed the gathered information, the instructions for the methodological design were 
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delivered. Lastly, they were suggested to develop a reflection on the creation process of the 

preliminary research project which was presented through videoconferencing during the three 

final days of the course. 

 

3.2.6. Virtual classroom used 

Up until in-person teaching was suspended, the University used Moodle 3.74. as a virtual 

classroom. When compelled to move to online teaching, complementary software was provided 

in addition to Moodle. Among other tools, Blackboard Collaborate was added. It is a platform 

that facilitates academic tasks through synchronous videoconferencing and allows the 

management of several pedagogical activities. Blackboard was the tool used to carry out this 

project’s tutorials. Each team took part in between two and five synchronous videoconferences 

with a duration of 15 to 45 minutes. 

 

3.3 Instruments and data sources 

We have used four information sources to analyse the perceptions of university students 

on the impact of a virtual tutorial action program for developing a preliminary research project: 

(a) The final written documents developed by the working groups containing questions, goals 

and a research design proposal (b) The online oral presentation of their work, presenting and 

defending the creation process (c) The semi-structured interviews conducted through 

videoconferencing during the lockdown and, (d) The focus groups meeting two weeks after the 

academic year ended. Pseudonyms were used in order to protect participants’ privacy. Before 

each instrument and data source was performed it was explained the purpose of the actions 

and verbal informed consent was obtained from participant’s students. 

 

3.3.1. Questions asked in each data source 

The instruments used during the educational experience were developed ad hoc. This 

was due to the fact that during the COVID-19 lockdown there was not research history to rely 

on specific validated instruments. To this must be added the fact that we were not promoting 

the composition of a questionnaire for the quantification of the possible resulting data; we were 

interested in the most personal information, in the qualitative data obtained from the discourse 

of the students involved. The questions were constructed following the next procedure. 

Independently, the three professors participating in the educational experience formulated a 

series of questions that would be used in each of the information sources with the students. 
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Once this was done, the professors met to share them and come up with a common set of 

questions that would be the final ones to be used in the data collection process. 

For the final written document and oral presentations, we focused on the answers to the 

pre-determined questions about the experience with online tutorials. The questions were: (a) 

What have you learnt about the topic selected for the assignment? b) What have you learnt 

about research methods? (c) How did you organise the work? that is, did you interact? Have 

you used video conferencing? How? Which platforms have you used? (d) Identify three barriers 

and enablers that you perceived in conducting the preliminary research project (e) Explain to 

what extent the preliminary research project has been useful to you. 

During the semi-structured interviews led after online tutorials, conducted during the 

lockdown period, we asked: (a) Had you ever attended a tutorial of this kind? How have you 

felt? (b) What do you think of the way the tutorial was conducted? (c) How have you organised 

to develop the project? (d) Have you understood the purpose of the assignment? 

Lastly, the questions during the focus groups were: (a) What has isolation meant to you 

regarding the completion of the project? (b) Do you feel more competent, more versatile using 

ICTs (Information and Communication Technology) with this new work method? (c) How have 

you fitted this assignment with the rest of your academic workload? (d) What has the use of 

digital tools in your presentations entailed? (e) How do you think it has affected you, not only 

as students but also as future educators? 

 

3.4.  Procedures 

A qualitative approach was used for data collection and analysis. Before each instrument 

and data source performed it was explained the purpose of the actions and verbal informed 

consent was obtained from participant’s students. The audiotapes were transcribed in the 

traditional way, i.e. the recordings were distributed among the staff involved, who transcribed 

them directly into the computer. No specialised processor or programme was used for direct 

transcription into Word format. The transcripts and audiotapes for the oral presentations, 

interviews during videoconferences, and focus groups were compared and checked for 

accuracy. Besides, the procedure aims to compile information contrasting the results, analysing 

coincidences and differences in research instruments and enabling understanding in 

educational research (Aguilar Gaviria and Barroso Osuna, 2015). 
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3.4.1 Data analysis procedure 

The data collection and analysis was completed by using a qualitative approach. The 

data generated was analysed as follows. Data from the audiotapes (both interviews and focus 

group) were transcribed in a word document immediately after conducting the interviews. 

Regarding the analysis process of the other sources previously transcribed, the following 

procedure was used: two researchers reviewed each data source and all the transcripts 

independently to detect and extract meaningful quotations and reactions. For the document 

content analysis (the final written document and online presentation) we have followed the 

same previously procedure. Once the interviews and the written extracts from final document 

and online presentation were transcribed, we elaborated a pre-categorization of the 

information. Through this process, we detected the most significant issues, identifying 15 initial 

categories using a deductive coding scheme. Finally, multiple sources were triangulated, that 

is, multiple sources were used to analyse data and enhance the credibility of the research study 

(Fick, 2007). They were compared them and consolidated them into 7 major categories relating 

to the perceptions of the tutorial action trough videoconferences (Table 1). The categories on 

student perception took Bruner's (1963) starting point as the fact that each student constructs 

his or her knowledge from categories that are modified as their interaction with the environment 

"impacts" them. That is, the student's previous cognitive baggage will enable some connections 

or others with the new cognitive experiences, creating new representations of reality (Bruner, 

1963). Thus, the "new reality" associated with COVID-19 led them to rethink their previous 

knowledge, giving rise to representations different from those expected by their environment. 

 

4.  Results and Discussion 

Table 1 shows 7 major categories and 13 subcategories. These have been identified from 

the analysis of student perceptions on the impact of a virtual distance tutorial action program 

in developing the preliminary research project from the four information sources (final 

document, oral presentations, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups). 
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Table 1. Initial and final codes of the qualitative analysis of university student perceptions on the 
impact of a virtual tutorial action program (Valencia-España,2020) 

 Initial identified categories Source where 
information was 

detected 

Final category 

Identification of information 
management competence 
Identification of database research 
skills 
Lack of experience in using databases 
as a barrier 
Difficulty to find information related to 
the topic 

Written document  
Oral presentation 
Focus groups 

Informational dimension 
of online learning 

Acknowledgment of an increased 
versatility in the use of digital tools 
Use of tools to overcome distancing 
Enhancement in the use of previously 
learnt and used tools 
Slow internet connection as a barrier to 
communication 

Written document 
Oral presentation 
Semi-structured 
interviews 

The techno-utilitarian 
dimension of online 
learning 

Acknowledgement of a deeper 
knowledge on the selected topic 
Acknowledgment of increased 
research skills in the education field 
Improvement in virtual content creation 
skills 

Written document 
Oral presentation 
Semi-structured 
interviews 

The cognitive dimension 
of online learning 

Acknowledgement of the importance of 
cooperative online work for 
competence development 
Lack of in-person contact among group 
members as a barrier 
Acknowledgment of the barriers of 
online dialogue 
Virtual meetings as a social opportunity 
during lockdown 
The trust and harmony of the group as 
enablers of the online group work 

Written document 
Oral presentation 
Semi-structured 
interviews 
Focus groups 

The social dimension of 
online learning 

New cooperative working methods 
online 
Development of autonomy enhanced 
by online environments 
Increased interdependence among 
group members 
Organisation of the preliminary 
research project simultaneously with 
other assignments 
Great autonomous workload in other 
subjects 
Personal and family issues as a barrier 

Semi-structured 
interviews 
Focus groups 

The organisational 
dimension of an online 
learning environment 
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Freedom in selecting a topic   
The importance of topic selection as a 
motivational element 
Personal interest to learn about the 
chosen topic 

Semi-structured 
interviews 
Focus groups 

The essential role of 
intrinsic motivation to 
overcome perceived 
barriers 

Self-awareness on strengths and 
weaknesses regarding the use of ICTs 
The identification of elements to 
improve in the future professional 
career 
The reflection in the use of ICT in the 
creation of audio-visual content 

Focus groups The critical reflection on 
the impact of virtual and 
distanced education in 
the early childhood 
education curriculum 

Source: Prepared by the authors based on the information from the four information sources, 2020. 

 

4.1.  The informational dimension of online learning 

The first category identified from the data source analysis is linked to the opportunity of 

students to improve their research and data management skills. In this vein, Lobato, Arbizu and 

del Castillo (2004) suggest that educators consider their main task to be the accompaniment 

in skills acquisition inside and outside the university. Students participating in this ICT-led 

preliminary research process manifest that the assignment allowed them access to scientific 

articles related to their selected topics: 

“Library and online data bases” (Oral presentation, group 2). 

“Ubiquity and ease of access to data sources” (Oral presentation, group 5). 

 

In this regard, students have been observed to acknowledge a direct link between the 

versatility in data research and the self-perception of skills linked to the subject and their 

degree. Two students point out: 

“I was quite used to going to the library… researching through databases, citing online 

articles, to be fair, it has been complicated… yes, I feel more competent now that I have 

used those” (Student 1, focus group I). 

 

However, despite the ease of access to databases and scientific articles in their field, 

some groups have identified barriers to their learning process. For instance, some groups 

remark the following about oral presentations: 

“Difficulty to find articles and documentation about the research topic” (Oral presentation, 

group 2). 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://revistas.ucr.ac.cr/index.php/aie


  

 

 

Los contenidos de este artículo están bajo una licencia Creative Commons  

  
13 

 Doi: 10.15517/aie.v21i2.46793 
Volumen 21, número 2, Art. Cient., may-ago 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

Revista Actualidades Investigativas en Educación 

Disponible en revista.inie.ucr.ac.cr 

“Lack of information about the topic of early childhood education” (Oral presentation, 

group 12). 

 

4.2. The techno-utilitarian dimension of online learning 

As stated before, students feel competent to use databases. They are also comfortable 

with using synchronous communication software such as Skype, Zoom, and Hangouts. Those 

tools and online services available and used by students are considered enablers for most 

groups: 

“In order to support and enhance the quality of our work, we have used, synchronously, 

the digital platform Skype…” (Written document, group 12). 

“We used Skype to communicate, debate and solve doubts” (Written document, group 

9). 

 

In the same vein, Al-Emran, Elsherif, and Shaalan (2016) analysed students’ attitudes 

towards mobile technology. They found an overall positive perception of the usefulness of 

mobile devices. Concretely how they facilitate information and material access, retrieval, and 

exchange, and allow their self-improvement and the development of skills and learning. 

Although in general terms the use of technological instruments guaranteed the interaction and 

communication among group participants, other students identified inconveniences about the 

difficulty of moving online derived from the digital gap. A group states: 

“Very often our work has been affected by the poor connection we had from home” 

(Written document, group 10). 

 

Those statements confirm how educational inequality (of a different sort) can be 

enhanced because of the digitalisation of learning and teaching processes (Jiménez, 2020) 

and technical constraints (Nguyen et al.,2020). Agarwal and Kaushik (2020) found that students 

identified technical faults during sessions as barriers to the teaching process. We agree with 

Toquero (2020) and Díaz, Molina and Monfort (2019), in stating that university as an institution 

must train students and staff in digital skills to respond to structural challenges, such as the 

move to hybrid learning and conjunctural issues like COVID-19. 
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4.3. The cognitive dimension of online learning 

Lobato et al. (2004) suggest that students’ ignorance of the formative possibilities that 

tutorial action offers leads their participation interest to be short-sighted disregarding the long-

term potential. Sanz (2012) showcases the convenience of informing students of the potential 

of tutorials, to maximize the utility of those spaces and the quality of higher education. 

Concerning that, we have observed that students perceive the importance of the study of 

research methods to access the final dissertation: 

“The development of this project brought us closer to the research world… which 

encouraged us to do research ourselves when we become teachers” (Written document, 

group 4). 

 

Recently, Ng and Peggy (2020) training suggested a 3-step virtual classroom approach: 

plan appropriate tasks; select essential resources and perform effective delivery. Moreover, in 

the field of virtual interaction Seymour-Walsh et al. (2020) suggested that course designers 

should clearly identify the core learning objectives to promote an interactive environment to 

support communities of inquiry in online tutorials. A group pointed out:  

“It allowed us to share our experiences […] which was beneficial in gaining a critical 

perspective” (Written document, group 6). 

 

This critical thinking that must be encouraged in the formation of early childhood 

education teachers, promoting dialogic teaching perspectives, has not lost its relevance. 

Rogero-García’s (2020) prediction of a negative impact of the heath alarm, by reducing the 

relevance of learning processes based on discussion and debate, has not come true. Instead, 

future educators have acknowledged that learning in the classroom is also about researching 

(Feito, 2020). 

Students recognise the scarcity of research conducted in our mother tongue in the 

context of early childhood education. However, the barrier is not as much related to the 

procedures developed as a response to COVID-19 but more to the academic and linguistic 

requirements of the university. Some students state the following: 

“Lack of information about eating disorders during childhood” (Written document, group 

8). 

“Scarcity of documents, research and articles focusing on our specific research topic” 

(Written document, group 4). 
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Finally, it must be kept in mind that this process has aimed to make students autonomous 

knowledge-builders allowing them to take responsibility for their learning in the short, medium, 

and long term. About that, Anderson (1997) maintains that the perception of university students 

of academic tutorial action focuses mostly on improving the construction of knowledge and on 

the quality of their own discussions and conclusions. It must be highlighted that the presented 

proposals were diverse, with a variety of thoughts, procedures, needs, and interests to 

complement their development as early childhood educators. Examples of those are: 

“What is the impact of children’s advertising on how they perceive their own image and 

others’?”. 

“How do natural habitats influence psychomotricity in early childhood education?”. 

“How do psychomotor practices influence the development of a body scheme considering 

their drawings?” (Research questions developed by groups). 

 

4.4. Social dimension of online learning 

In addition to the instrumental and cognitive impact of the preliminary research project, 

we have observed the social impact of the new work dynamics through online cooperative 

learning environments. Students have identified new methods of cooperation through creating 

and sharing of knowledge in digital settings. For instance, through synchronous tools such as 

Skype or Zoom, they debated and shared ideas, through WhatsApp they communicated and 

with Google Drive the created notes and curricular materials cooperatively. Students consider 

educational technology an enabler for communication and interaction, which, for Casey, 

Goodyear and Armour (2016) are required mediators for online learning. Groups say: 

“It made us realise that we can actually work as a group virtually. Now we are more open-

minded towards this work method which removes the distance barrier” (Written 

document, group 8). 

 

In the same line, Huang et al. (2020) have identified that using cooperative and social 

learning tools for online education in emergencies is beneficial to learners in finding and 

processing information, constructing knowledge, collaborating with peers, expressing 

understanding, and evaluating learning impacts. A group reflection confirms it: 

“All the group members have worked together and cooperatively, trying to complement 

our knowledge and skills and resolving concerns as a team” (Written document, group 10). 
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In this sense, we have encountered that the use of ICT, especially for virtual interaction, 

has been a positive experience during hard times. For instance, a student says: 

“I believe the lockdown itself and ICTs have allowed us to be face to face, it really felt as 

if we were all together” (student 3, focus group II). 

 

About that, Al-Emran et al. (2016) found that perception of mobile technology’s role in 

supporting communication with colleagues and instructors emerged as an important element 

of distance learning. In this regard, Nguyen et al. (2020) have suggested that digital formats 

could potentially allow the required social distancing during the pandemic. Likewise, Agarwal 

and Shankar (2020) found that how students lived and experienced the online teaching 

sessions during the COVID-19 pandemic revealed the impact of this kind of online learning on 

their morale by creating a diversion from the ongoing situation. Furthermore, Gallagher and 

Schleyer (2020) found that students and trainees experienced a considerable loss of social 

connections during the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, we agree with Huang et al. (2020) that 

online instructional practice should involve using online communication, ensuring regular 

human interactions, and addressing potential online challenges, such as learners’ perceived 

loneliness or helplessness. 

At the same time, the analysis of videoconference tutorials points out to the pre-existing 

friendship among group members as an enabler for the development of the preliminary 

research project. Students say: 

“We are a group where we have confidence in each other when presenting ideas, and 

that makes our work easier” (Semi-structured interview, group 12). 

 

A key aspect of the new paradigm of higher education is centring the learning processes 

around the interaction among the participating subjects (Lobato et al.,2004; Sola & Moreno, 

2005) where educators lose their central role and become enablers of students’ autonomous 

knowledge management. Moreover, as suggested by Seymour-Walsh, Weber and Bell (2020), 

students must have opportunities to interact with the tutor and each other, to co-construct 

professionally relevant meaning with their peers. In fact, for some students, the key benefit of 

tutorials is the ability to communicate with participants to answer questions, regardless of the 

channel used. A student brings up: 
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“I think there is no problem, I mean, as long as we can do tutorials and we get answers 

to out questions, it is the same as going to the office to ask something” (Semi-structured 

interview, group 8). 

 

All of the former combined, we consider the way academic support is provided through 

digital environments during the social distancing situation can positively condition not only the 

educational experience but also the personal and social experience caused by the absence of 

personal contact among the members of the educational community. 

 

4.5. The organisational dimension of an online learning environment 

Zhang et al. (2020) point out that students and teachers have trouble when studying and 

teaching at home. However, in this case, groups found the negotiating mechanisms through 

which they managed to develop this project along with other subject’s assignments. In fact, 

when analysing the videoconferences, students appear to identify organisation and time 

management as a key factor to succeed. Some groups stated: 

“We kind of planned how many days we have and how many we will use for work this 

week and what we want to get done no matter what” (Student 1, focus group II). 

 

In this framework, we observed how the new work dynamics focused on interaction and 

support throughout the project were aimed at reducing those personal and communicative 

barriers. Students acknowledged that inter-student relationships and teaching support in 

learning confirm the importance of institutional and emotional advice; which have been a key 

task for educators during the online learning period (Villafuerte, Bello, Pantaleón and Bermello, 

2020). This is backed by statements such as: 

“The existing comradeship among group members” (Written document, group 11). 

“The good academic and personal communication we had” (Written document, group 8). 

 

Regarding the involvement of the educator, this model is incompatible with a traditional 

teaching role. Students recognise the implication and flexibility of the teacher as an enabler for 

the process. Students say: 

“I think as well that having tutorials through videoconference is convenient …” (Semi-

structured interview, working group 7). 
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“The teacher’s availability has been of great help… the quick replies to answer our 

questions and to meet us virtually to discuss mistakes and improvements…” (Written 

document, group 8). 

 

However, this atmosphere of trust and proximity among group members is only possible 

if they can find alternatives to cooperative work in the framework of online working. In fact, 

students point out: 

“We have been all three, all doing all the questions… we want to do it together because, 

for example, I don’t know what part my classmate did but, we end up doing it all at the 

same time” (Semi-structured interview, group 12). 

 

4.6. The fundamental role of intrinsic motivation to overcome the perceived 

barriers 

Anderson (1997) points out that if the student perceives the tutorial action is not oriented 

to a specific set of tasks, the discussions between teachers and small groups will be of poor 

quality. In this regard, intending to develop research methodology skills, the analysis of focus 

groups conducted after the course completion, yields an important fact: the intrinsic motivation 

generated by the task was essential to successfully develop the preliminary research project. 

As two students say: 

“I was motivated, I enjoyed doing it and then, if I had to prioritise something, it was this 

task, not the others, I was looking forward to doing it” (student 2, focus group II). 

“And it also generated this motivation, and that is why we enjoyed the theoretical aspect… 

but also the practical side of asking ourselves, hey, let’s see how many people think this 

way…” (student 3, focus group II). 

 

In the same line, Agarwal and Shankar (2020) found that during the pandemic, medical 

students felt motivated to read on the topics they were learning about, as it helped them not to 

think of COVID-19 and sleep peacefully. Several learners lack crucial learning competencies, 

such as self-regulation and motivation, which are key factors for successful online learning 

(Huang et al. 2020). To reduce that lack of self-drive, Martínez-Navarro (2017) pinpoints how 

technological resources can act as motivational tools through, for example, gamification, which 

encourages participation and can improve the results of the learning process. Therefore, giving 

meaning to the process of tutorial action in the framework of distance learning as well, will 
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encourage student adherence, which proves positive in the long term, as will be observed in 

detail below. 

 

4.7. The critical reflection on the impact of virtual and distanced education in the 

early childhood education curriculum 

We also wanted to analyse the impact of carrying out the project in their future teaching, 

when embedding digital tools and services. From the answers, we constructed three sub-

categories. The first one, aims to know the status of early childhood education in the post-

COVID-19 era. About that, students explain: 

“I consider it good in the sense of creating content for my future classroom, but I don’t 

like it for class, I would rather work closely and with natural methods… but to create 

content, it is good” (student 1, focus group II). 

“The ability to do online tutorials with children, but I don’t know, I would rather have in-

person contact… I think direct communication will be of a higher level” (Student 3, focus 

group II). 

 

The second one, springs from the analysis of the final written documents. We detected 

that academic work-life balance is a perceived barrier for some. A group points out: 

“… it is hard to simultaneously deal with family situations and university work, as the 

workload was high and family situation were really different” (Written document group 1). 

 

However, time management was a key factor to adapt to the spontaneous situation 

generated by the pandemic. In fact, that led us to centre the discussion in the focus group 

around the perceived barriers students would not like to see in their future classrooms. For 

example, a student expressed: 

“For me, this is a way to pay attention to the things I was missing as a student and learn 

what children need so that the same does not happen to them… for example 

miscommunication and lack of engagement” (Student 1, focus group I). 

 

In fact, Baloran (2020) found that most university students during the COVID-19 

pandemic in Southern Philippines displayed anxiety during the lockdown period. Therefore, we 

agree with Zhang et al. (2020) when suggesting that the findings of these investigations will 

enable schools to provide targeted instruction and counselling service for students with learning 
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difficulties during the pandemic, and support students’ successful re-adaptation to online school 

education after the pandemic. 

The third one, focuses on identifying alternatives to make the use of technology in 

distance education more attractive, especially in the framework of audio-visual content 

creation. Sáez and Ruiz (2014) point out how videoconferences can motivate students and 

promote critical learning. A student explains: 

“It is essential to know the children… we can start to complement education with audio-

visuals and recordings, which generate interest” (Student 1, focus group II). 

Finally, students consider the preliminary research project, conducted through online 

tutorials, allowed them to broaden their field of study and possibilities as teachers and 

researchers. 

 

4.8. Limitations of the preliminary research project 

Students identify room for improvement in some aspects of the online preliminary 

research project. Two students point out: 

“Maybe if it were possible to upload all the videos to watch at home and really 

understand… downloading maybe, for me it would be much more enriching and I would 

learn much more” (Student 2, focus group II). 

“I still miss the thrill of fear before a presentation… I like to the see body language of 

those who are explaining something…” (Student 2, focus group I). 

 

5.  Limitations of the university experience 

 This work has limitations that can be improved in future experiences. Firstly, the results 

of our educational experience are merely descriptive, which is why no cause-effect 

relationships can be drawn from them. However, future educational experiences and research 

could improve this aspect. Secondly, it would be interesting to analyse the perception of 

teachers during a tutorial actions well on site or online. Thirdly, the novelty of carrying out 

interaction and communication processes that both students and teachers had never faced 

before. Fourth, the need to facilitate a better understanding of the phenomena to be analysed, 

i.e. the need to articulate the importance of educational research in the training of future Early 

Childhood Education teachers from the beginning of their studies. Finally, the need to broaden 

participants' knowledge of the use of distance communication tools. It is important to remember 

that the educational experience was carried out during the most difficult months of confinement 
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in our country. That is to say, the academic results as a result of interaction via videoconference 

with the students were achieved during a difficult psychological, economic and health situation. 

To our knowledge, no qualitative university experiences have been shared on what it meant for 

the students to continue their university education during the lockdown months. In any case, it 

is considered that the results of the experience as well as the information collected are robust 

and fill a very large conceptual gap on the role of tutorial action in the training of future Early 

Childhood Education teachers during a new time that generates new challenges for the whole 

educational community. 

 

6.  Further research 

Taking into account that use of ICTs during the COVID era has proved to be a trend 

accelerator, it is possible an irreversible move of higher education to hybrid models. To 

implement those models, higher education teachers will need an ethical, critical and 

emancipatory digital competence (Casey et al., 2016; Díaz, 2020), that guarantees equity, 

privacy and security and avoids digital gaps (Díaz et al., 2019). This alternative techno-

pedagogical model will also need to fight the dystopic and techno-phobic positions emerging 

as a reaction to the rise of Artificial Intelligence (Big Data, Machine Learning, Learning 

Analytics, etc.) and educational robotics. 

Finally, further studies should take into account that security, privacy, and data protection 

are related to with pedagogical practice. For instance, university students recognize the use of 

non-institutional tools like WhatsApp in their learning. They have also used Zoom, a software 

that, according to the National Institute of Cybersecurity (INCIBE, 2020) is vulnerable because 

of its inability to protect personal data or prevent fraud and cyberattacks. The low awareness 

of their vulnerability, the inexperience in preserving data privacy or the ignorance of basic 

juridical aspects among university students may be due to, according to Díaz (2020), their 

limited training in digital competence, magnified by the health emergency scenario that 

compelled a sudden move from a traditional to a virtual system.  

 

7.  Conclusions 

To our knowledge, no experience has been carried out, assessed and disseminated that 

describes the whole process of tutorial action in small groups during the COVID-19 lockdown. 

It is considered that the process of tutorial action as an alternative experience in our University 
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will help to clarify pedagogical mechanisms to promote communicative and participatory 

processes in university education that are more in tune with a student-centred education. 

Throughout this work we have presented a first approach to one of the great challenges 

of the new role of university teaching staff in times in which on-site teaching shares processes 

and actions with off-site teaching, as well as the need to implement interaction and 

communication processes to favour the continuous work of transversal and specific 

competences of university students. This experience aims to show itself as an alternative in 

times of social distancing to carry out accompaniment processes with students. Finally, this 

experience does not claim to be the only option. Each professor will have to create his or her 

own way of adapting to this new scenario. However, it is considered that it can be an option to 

be reviewed, improved and completed in university classrooms by those professor who 

consider it convenient to change education towards a paradigm of student-centred teaching. 

Thus, new questions arise about the process of implementing tutorial action in the university 

classroom. 

Our results have highlighted the barriers and facilitators perceived by university students 

during the implementation of a tutorial action program aiming to develop a preliminary research 

project in a Faculty of Teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Following the results of our 

study we can point out that: (a) students find videoconferences are a tool that offsets the issues 

of social distancing; (b) intrinsic motivation is essential to overcome the perceived barriers to 

conducting the preliminary research project; (c) the move to a virtual environment allowed 

students to deepen their methodological skills for future projects; (d) students now see 

themselves as more competent and versatile regarding academic information research and 

use; e) the constant interaction and communication among group members and the teacher is 

a key element to achieve a positive educational experience during social isolation; (f) new 

logistic and operational dynamics for cooperative working were constructed as a result of using 

videoconferences; g) students are now more aware of the challenges of virtual education in 

their future career development and in early childhood education. From these findings, we 

concluded that higher education institutions and teachers can and must consider new 

alternatives for students to develop their professional skills. 
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