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Abstract

Expanding educational settings to include online and hybrid modes requires discussing their challenges. This study explores the difficulties
undergraduates encounter, including the impact on mental health concerns. These quantitative studies were distributed through a Google Form among
529 university students and analyzed using SPSS version 26. The survey reveals that individuals face multiple challenges, including anxiety and
despair, while engaging in online and hybrid learning. It is recommended that suitable guidelines be formulated to mitigate the issues associated with
online and hybrid learning for a better learning experience.
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1.0 Introduction
The Glossary of Educational Resources (2013) defines a learning environment as diverse physical locations, contexts, and cultures in
which students learn. The word is frequently used as a more desirable or correct substitute for the more restrictive and traditional
definition of classroom, which usually refers to a space with rows of desks and a chalkboard. It is undeniable that one key aspect of a
conducive learning environment is the physical space. A well-designed classroom with adequate lighting, comfortable seating, and
appropriate resources can enhance students' focus and productivity (Henderson & Dancy, 2007). In addition, physical space can
promote student learning beyond students' abilities, as classrooms are thought to encourage student-centered learning and capitalize
on students' choices and modern lifestyles. Hence, the design of these spaces is critical in developing a conducive environment for
students, especially in online classes.

However, with the increase in the variety of classroom settings in education, including online and hybrid classrooms, discussion
about issues and challenges with learning environments in these settings should be highlighted more. As the role of the educator has
emerged to facilitate students' face-to-face learning in physical classrooms and via online platforms, studies focusing on students'
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perceptions and experiences regarding online classes will be essential for educators to conduct their learning sessions. As Nagler (2025)
mentioned, educators act as experts in their subject and as role models and motivators for the students. An understanding of issues
and challenges faced by students during online learning can help educators strategize a better approach toward a conducive online
learning environment. This study focuses on the experience of higher education students during online learning. A quantitative method
will investigate factors such as educators, assessment, peer collaboration and communications, home setting, and internet access
during online learning. Findings and discussions will be provided to help higher education institutions redesign the learning environment
with higher degrees of freedom for learners and practical learning.

2.0 Literature Review

2.1 Online and Hybrid Learning Environments

The shift toward online and hybrid learning has transformed higher education, offering new possibilities while posing significant
challenges. According to Rumble (2001), the growth of distance education was influenced by postmodemist trends such as
consumerism, the emergence of post-bureaucratic organizations, and globalization. These developments led to greater interest in using
a range of e-learning tools in higher education, including e-books, simulations, text messaging, podcasting, wikis, and blogs. New tools
keep being introduced to support more dynamic and varied learning experiences. Hodges et al. (2020) highlight the difference between
emergency remote teaching (ERT) and well-designed online learning. The latter requires thoughtful instructional design and planning to
help students learn effectively. Bao (2020) noted that ERT often lacks in-depth teaching methods because it is used in response to
urgent needs rather than as part of a long-term plan. Haningsih and Rohmi (2022) found that students in hybrid learning models do
better when courses include set times for interaction, such as live discussions, group projects, and self-paced learning. Mishra et al.
(2020) emphasized the importance of digital equity, noting that differences in access to technology and infrastructure often exacerbate
educational inequalities. These studies show that while online and hybrid learning have great potential, their success depends on sound
design, sufficient resources, and strong institutional support.

2.2 Roles of Educators in Online and Hybrid Learning

The changing role of educators in online learning has been widely studied, focusing on how professional development affects teaching
effectiveness. Van Nuland et al. (2020) stressed that training in digital pedagogy and instructional technology is essential for helping
educators meet the demands of online teaching. Similarly, Martin et al. (2020) found that professional development programs focused
on interactive tools, such as video conferencing platforms, collaborative software, and multimedia tools, increased student engagement
and satisfaction. Singh, Singh, and Matthees (2022) suggested that combining social, cognitive, and teaching presence is vital to creating
a strong, positive online learning experience. This framework supports the idea that instructors play a key role in encouraging active
learning, fostering connection, and providing structured content. Cutri, Mena, and Whiting (2020) highlighted educators' added workload
when adapting to digital teaching, noting that ongoing learning and access to peer support networks help reduce these challenges.
Borup et al. (2020) noted that maintaining a strong instructor presence through consistent communication, personalized feedback, and
active facilitation is associated with better student retention and outcomes. These studies show that professional development helps
educators improve their digital skills and create more effective, student-centered online learning experiences.

2.3 Assessment in Online and Hybrid Learning

Assessing student learning in online settings has required new approaches to deal with the lack of face-to-face interaction. Kearns
(2012) suggested breaking down larger tasks into smaller parts and giving continuous feedback to improve learning outcomes. Boud
and Soler (2016) emphasized the need to shift toward formative assessments focusing on the learning process rather than just the final
product, which aligns with real-world assessment methods. Mellar et al. (2018) also discussed the need for tools like proctoring software,
plagiarism detectors, and open-book assessments to address concerns about cheating in online classes. Recent advances in adaptive
learning technologies, as reported by Woolf et al. (2021), have shown promise in tailoring assessments to student progress, providing
instant feedback, and identifying areas where students need help. Ng et al. (2020) explored gamified assessments, which increase
student motivation and engagement by making evaluations feel like games. When implemented correctly, these strategies help ensure
assessments are reliable and beneficial for learning in online settings.

2.4 Peer Learning in Online and Hybrid Learning

New research shows peer learning is important for encouraging teamwork and improving learning outcomes in online and hybrid
environments. Bagley et al. (2021) found that asynchronous peer discussions offer flexibility and support teamwork, making them
effective in hybrid settings. Mendieta-Aragon et al. (2023) showed that peer learning activities, such as group projects and peer feedback,
help students learn more and improve their communication and motivation. Their study of peer learning in the asynchronous part of
hybrid teaching found that students see these activities as helpful, which helps them better understand subjects and feel more connected
in online classes. Cheng, Hampton, and Kumar (2024) said that working together on problems in online peer learning contexts greatly
improves critical thinking and interpersonal skills. Tsay and Brady (2010) also noticed that structured peer learning reduces student
competition, creating a more inclusive and supportive environment. These findings highlight the importance of well-organized and
supported peer learning in helping students stay engaged and succeed in online and hybrid settings.
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2.5 Physical Environment and Internet Accessibility

The physical environment and access to reliable internet significantly affect how well online learning works. Zhu, Zhu, and Zhao (2024)
pointed out that poor home conditions, such as noisy or crowded spaces, make it hard for students to concentrate and stay engaged in
online classes. Bao (2020) said students from less-resourced families face even more challenges, such as not having personal devices
or enough internet speed. Sun et al. (2022) supported these findings, showing that these issues often lead to higher stress and lower
academic performance. Mishra et al. (2020) reported that lending devices and offering cheaper internet plans are important for helping
students. Wu (2023) suggested that creating designated study areas and providing resources can significantly improve focus and
productivity. These studies show that addressing environmental and tech barriers is key to making online learning fair and effective.

2.6 Challenges and Opportunities in Online and Hybrid Learning

The rapid shift to online learning has brought challenges and opportunities for innovation in higher education. Cui et al. (2024) discussed
the potential of gamification, augmented reality (AR), and artificial intelligence (Al) to increase engagement and make learning more
personalized. However, long-term online learning has also caused issues such as digital fatigue and lower motivation, as noted by
Huang and Wang (2023). As discussed by Ambok Welan & Zulkilfi (2023), a shift toward online and hybrid learning can lead to limited
social interaction and increased academic pressure among students, increasing stress, anxiety, and emotional fatigue. While Chileya
(2022) noticed that decreasing instructors' engagement with students probably makes students more anxious when facing technical
difficulties during learning time, as well as lower motivation. Although hybrid learning offers flexibility, students may still experience
confusion in managing both physical and virtual components, resulting in higher levels of cognitive overload and mental exhaustion
(Losa-Iglesias et al., 2023). Handling these problems requires a comprehensive approach that supports student well-being, promotes
regular interaction, and employs varied teaching strategies to keep students engaged. Van Der Spoel et al. (2020) suggested that
combining live and self-paced activities gives students more flexibility and maintains chances for real-time interaction. Kessler et al.
(2020) recommended using universal design in online courses to ensure they are accessible for students with disabilities, making these
environments more inclusive overall.

3.0 Research Methodology

3.1 Sampling techniques

This study employed purposive sampling to recruit participants, as the research specifically targeted undergraduate students who had
experienced at least one semester of online learning. Purposive sampling was considered appropriate because it ensured that only
individuals with direct and relevant exposure to the phenomenon under investigation were included, thereby strengthening the validity
of the data collected (Campbell et al., 2020). The sample consisted of 527 students across nine faculties at Universiti Malaysia Kelantan,
which represents a sufficiently large number to enhance the reliability of the quantitative analysis and minimize sampling error. By
focusing on students who met the defined criteria, the study generated findings that are both contextually meaningful and reflective of
the actual challenges undergraduates face in online and hybrid learning environments.

3.2 Participant selection

The participants of this study were undergraduate students from Universiti Malaysia Kelantan, representing nine faculties across the
university. All participants must have experienced at least one semester of online learning to ensure sufficient exposure to the context
being studied. In total, 527 students were selected, making the sample large enough to provide reliable insights into the challenges of
online and hybrid learning, and this selection process aligns with the quantitative survey design of the study (Hu, 2023).

Table 1. Respondents’ Demographic Background

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 135 256
Female 392 744
Age Group 18-20 years 210 39.8
21-23 years 265 50.3
24 years and above 52 9.9
Year of Study Year 1 120 228
Year 2 150 285
Year 3 170 32.2
Year 4 87 16.5
Mode of Learning Experience Fully Online 310 58.8
Hybrid (Online & Face-to-Face) 217 41.2
Total 527 100.0

Table 1 presents the demographic profile of the 527 undergraduate respondents. The sample consisted predominantly of female
students (74.4%), with male students accounting for 25.6%. Most respondents were between the ages of 21 and 23 (50.3%), followed
by those aged 18-20 (39.8%) and a smaller proportion aged 24 and above (9.9%). In terms of academic progression, the largest group
was Year 3 students (32.2%), followed by Year 2 (28.5%), Year 1 (22.8%), and Year 4 (16.5%). Concerning their learning mode, most
reported engaging primarily in fully online learning (58.8%), while the remaining 41.2% experienced hybrid (online and face-to-face)
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arrangements. These demographic details provide a comprehensive picture of the respondents and indicate a balanced representation
across faculties and study years, strengthening the findings' relevance to the broader undergraduate population (Wiese et al., 2010).

3.3 Data Collection

Data for this study were collected through a structured questionnaire distributed online using Google Forms to ensure accessibility and
convenience for all participants. Respondents were informed of the study's purpose and provided consent before beginning the survey.
On average, it took approximately 20 minutes to complete the questionnaire. The instrument employed a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree," allowing for measuring students' perceptions, attitudes, and experiences related to online
and hybrid learning. Upon completion, responses were compiled and analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) version 26. Reliability testing was conducted through Cronbach's alpha to assess the internal consistency of the items, ensuring
that the constructs measured were coherent and dependable. This systematic process provided a robust foundation for examining the
challenges faced by undergraduates in the online learning environment (Taber, 2018).

3.4 Rigor

To ensure methodological rigor in this quantitative study, several procedures were undertaken to establish the reliability and validity of
the instrument. First, the questionnaire items were adapted and refined based on relevant literature and expert input from the field of
social sciences to ensure strong content validity (Taherdoost, 2016). A pilot test was then conducted with a small group of students who
met the study criteria, and their responses were analyzed to identify any ambiguities or weaknesses in the items (Fraser et al., 2018).
Following the pilot, necessary revisions were made to improve clarity and alignment with the research objectives. Reliability was
assessed using Cronbach's alpha to examine the internal consistency of the constructs, with values exceeding the recommended
threshold of 0.70, indicating satisfactory reliability. In addition, construct validity was supported by expert review and item analysis,
ensuring that the questionnaire accurately measured the intended domains. These steps collectively enhanced the credibility, accuracy,
and consistency of the data collected for the main study.

4.0 Findings and Discussion

Table 2. Reliability Statistics
Cronbach's Alpha N of ltems
923 7

The results in Table 2 indicate that the instrument achieved a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.923 for the seven items tested, which falls
within the “excellent” range. This demonstrates that the items are highly consistent in measuring the intended construct, thereby
providing confidence in the scale's reliability for further analysis in this study.

Table 3. ltems of Survey

ltem Mean Std. Deviation N Cronbach's Alpha
1. Online classes are causing me to feel stressed at ~ 3.7826 1.17583 529 .903
the moment.

2. The lecturer's attitude during the online classes 4.0435 1.04809 529 918
makes me feel stressed.

3. The stability level of the intemet connection at 3.5558 1.26177 920
home while attending lectures makes me feel

stressed.

4. The conditions and environment at home while 3.8204 117739 529 91
attending online lectures make me feel stressed.

5. I have been getting less rest or sleep while 3.7127 1.16963 529 917
attending online classes.

6. | feel a hefty burden while attending online 3.8355 1.14208 529 .903
classes.

7. | feel that my physical and mental health has 3.7694 1.19331 529 907
declined while attending online classes.

8. Communication with other students online makes ~ 3.5614 1.23572 529 .826
me feel stressed.

9. Conflict among students occurs more frequently 3.3837 1.26064 529 830
during online learning.

10. Conflict with other students during online classes ~ 3.5898 1.21542 529 .820

causes stress.

Table 3 shows that the overall mean scores for most items fall within the high range, indicating that most respondents reported
significant levels of stress and challenges associated with online and hybrid learning. In line with Najihah et al. (2018), a mean value
above 3.66 suggests a high level of agreement with the statements, and this threshold is met for several critical items. Among all items,
the lecturer's attitude during online classes (M = 4.04, SD = 1.05) recorded the highest mean, highlighting the crucial role of instructors
in influencing students' emotional well-being. This finding validates the importance of educators not only as content deliverers but also
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as facilitators of supportive and empathetic learning environments (Mardiana, 2020). The results are consistent with Razak et al. (2021),
who emphasize the emotional dimension as a key determinant in students' adaptability to online learning.

On the other hand, the item with the lowest mean score was related to conflict among students (M = 3.38, SD = 1.26), suggesting
that interpersonal conflict, while present, is a comparatively less significant challenge than other stressors. This indicates that students
can generally manage peer interactions in online platforms, although occasional conflicts still occur. Nevertheless, effective peer
communication remains important for maintaining a positive learning climate (Razak et al., 2022).

Item 3, concerning internet stability (M = 3.56, SD = 1.26), shows that connectivity issues were a moderate concern. Although
internet access is often cited as a barrier in online learning (Ghafar et al., 2021), the current findings suggest that students were relatively
more affected by psychosocial stressors, such as lecturer attitudes, home environment, and heavy workload, than technical limitations.
This underscores the need for universities to address technological and emotional aspects of online learning readiness.

Furthermore, home conditions (Item 4, M = 3.82, SD = 1.18) were also reported as a significant source of stress. Students often
faced distractions, limited privacy, or a lack of family support, all of which contributed to heightened anxiety. This finding supports
Nusraningrum et al. (2022), who noted that students' domestic environments strongly influence their learning performance during online
instruction.

Sleep and rest deprivation (Item 5, M = 3.71, SD = 1.17) emerged as another major issue, with students reporting reduced well-
being and increased isolation. This concern reflects the observation that poorly designed online learning environments can contribute
to feelings of hopelessness (Hershner & Chervin, 2014). Similarly, perceived workload and academic burden (ltem 6, M = 3.84, SD =
1.14) further aggravated stress levels, suggesting the importance of balanced course design and workload distribution (Qureshi et al.,
2022).

Finally, students reported that online classes negatively impacted both their physical and mental health (Item 7, M = 3.77, SD =
1.19). This result reinforces the call for higher education institutions to prioritize student well-being by integrating counseling services,
stress management programs, and supportive instructor-student interactions into online learning structures. As Ahmad et al. (2022)
have shown, anxiety and depression are common outcomes of prolonged online learning without adequate institutional support.

This study has potential limitations. As this research focused on students from only one university, further studies should include a
larger number of respondents from a variety of universities in Malaysia. In addition, qualitative methods such as focus group discussions
are advisable to gain greater depth into students' knowledge of mental health concerns.

5.0 Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that the challenges associated with online and hybrid learning significantly impact the
effectiveness of virtual education. Issues such as stress, workload, lecturer attitudes, and home environments collectively influence
students' learning experiences and their overall well-being. These results highlight the importance of this research in informing the
development of innovative learning concepts, including hyflex (hybrid and flexible) models, which aim to foster greater inclusivity and
active participation in the educational process. Furthermore, the study underscores the critical role of engagement and collaboration
between educators in addressing the difficulties faced by students. Higher education institutions must support lecturers adapting to new
teaching approaches, including professional development, peer support, and self-training, to better respond to students' academic and
emotional needs. For future research, it is recommended that psychosocial and institutional stakeholders collect more comprehensive
data on the mental health challenges students face in online and hybrid settings. Such evidence will be invaluable in shaping policies
and interventions that strengthen the effectiveness of online learning and safeguard student well-being and personal growth. As primary
and secondary schools in Malaysia have already embarked on a hybrid class initiative, piloting since 2021, the national education policy
should be introduced. In higher education, systematic guidance for instructors will be a significant support in welcoming a new generation
experienced with online and hybrid learning. By doing so, educational systems can move toward a more sustainable and holistic
approach to digital learning in higher education.
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