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Lessons from Listening to Students during the COVID-19 

Pandemic:  Using Self-Determination Theory to Contextualize 

Course Evaluations and Best Practices for Online Teaching  

 

Abstract: 

This paper examines the intersection of best practices for effective online teaching from pre-

pandemic scholarship with student feedback on teaching effectiveness during the pandemic.  The 

shift to compulsory online learning may have affected the students’ motivations for and needs 

from online learning, so student feedback about online learning during the pandemic should be 

examined.  Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is applied as a theoretical framework for 

examining student feedback because it addresses motivation.  This paper considers the following 

research questions:  1) How does feedback of students who were forced into online learning 

during the COVID-19 pandemic align with established best practices for online teaching?; and 2) 

How did student feedback on course evaluations change during COVID-19 emergency remote 

teaching (ERT)? Three published surveys provide broad context for student feedback during the 

pandemic, and course evaluation data are compared for pre-pandemic and pandemic semesters.  

Collectively, these data foreground student perceptions of their pandemic online learning 

experiences.  Ultimately, the paper finds the use of best practices for online learning may have 

promoted student motivation during the pandemic by supporting basic needs identified by 

SDT—autonomy, competence and relatedness; however, even with implementation of best 

practices for online teaching, qualitative student feedback shifted negatively during COVID-19 

ERT.  

 

1. Introduction 

The pandemic-induced mass migration of on-ground university classes to online learning in the 

Spring of 2020 often is identified as a move to “emergency remote teaching” (ERT).  As [1] 

explains, ERT is “a temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to 

crisis circumstances” whereas “online learning” draws upon an established body of best practices 

scholarship and includes an intentional design structure that requires time for planning.  

Independently and with varying degrees of support from university instructional designers, many 

faculty turned to existing established best practices for online teaching and implemented what 

they could in a limited timeframe.2, 3  However, pre-pandemic online learning scholarship 

situates online learning in a particular educational space, one created for a distinct sub-set of 

learners who intentionally chose to learn through an online delivery system, often 

asynchronously and self-paced.   

 

The COVID-19 pandemic dramatically changed the online learner profile: the vast majority of 

students had both expected and wanted in-person university instruction.  Some features of 

established best practices for online learning, for instance those related to cognitive load and 

active learning, remained salient for this new learner profile.  However, motivation is a key 

component of learning, whether online or on-ground, and the disruptive and forced nature of the 



shift to online learning, coupled with the stress of the pandemic, impacted students’ learning by 

their own accounts.  By examining needs of students during unexpected and potentially stressful 

conditions, we may be able to improve future teaching for all students.   

 

Recent scholarship examines COVID-19 pandemic ERT from a variety of perspectives.  One 

approach explores the potential long-term impact of pandemic ERT on the future of online 

learning3, 4, 5: will the forced experience make students more or less receptive to bona fide online 

learning in the future?  Another perspective examines lessons to be learned from ERT during this 

pandemic to improve continuing and future ERT.2, 4, 5, 6, 7  Indeed, continual improvement of ERT 

is an ethical imperative.4, 5, 8  This paper joins both efforts by examining student course 

evaluations during ERT, and it asks:  

1) How does feedback of students who were forced into online learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic align with established best practices for online teaching? 

2)  How did student feedback on course evaluations change during COVID-19 ERT? 

Data from multiple surveys provide broad context for student feedback during the pandemic.  

End-of-semester student course evaluations use an established instrument that allows for 

comparison to pre-COVID-19 responses.  Together, these data foreground student perceptions of 

their ERT experiences and can be examined in the context of best practices for online teaching.  

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) will be applied as a theoretical framework because it is a 

macro theory of motivation and thus useful for analyzing qualitative student feedback during this 

unexpected and extreme situation. 

2.  Literature Review 

The literature review has three sections: the first section summarizes SDT; the second section 

notes some best practices for online teaching; and the third section summarizes three published 

surveys presenting student feedback on ERT, highlighting connections to SDT and best practices 

for online teaching.  

2.1 Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a macro theory of motivation that addresses three universal 

and innate psychological needs: autonomy, competence and relatedness.9  SDT has been used to 

promote engineering students’ intrinsic motivation to learn10 and to aid in the retention of women 

in engineering.11  Because motivation is a recurring theme in multiple surveys about COVID-19 

ERT, SDT is an appropriate theory for analyzing student feedback.  COVID-19 ERT represents a 

potentially extreme case situation for all three facets of the theory—autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness—which may provide additional insight.   

2.1.1 Autonomy  Autonomy concerns having a sense of volition, choice and self-determination.  

It is “accompanied by feelings of willingness and engagement.”12  While students may not have a 

choice about the shift to ERT, certain teaching strategies (such as active learning) would be more 

effective at fostering student engagement, supporting their sense of autonomy.  On the other 

hand, high stakes assignments and perceptions of high workload or an activity’s lack of 

relevance have been found to undermine students’ sense of autonomy.13  Online fatigue (or 



“Zoom fatigue”) has a physiological basis; however, autonomy can be considered an associated 

SDT need based on its connection to engagement, given the lack of both control and choice.14  

2.1.2 Competence  Competence “is the belief that one has the ability to influence important 

outcomes.”12  It relates to the ability to master material and general self-efficacy.  Assignments 

and activities should be challenging but achievable to promote a sense of competence.  Clear 

instructions and supportive, informative feedback both promote students’ sense of competence.13   

2.1.3 Relatedness  Relatedness is feeling meaningfully connected to others.  Collaborative 

assignments would seemingly support student perceptions of relatedness, but “communication 

issues and disagreements” within small teams and “limited interaction with the wider class” can 

potentially undermine relatedness.13  Of course, during ERT, students may have experienced 

social isolation and disconnectedness for multiple reasons, such as quarantine policies and being 

away from their families without an in-person campus community; a goal, rather than a best 

practice, of online teaching is creating an inclusive classroom community.  

2.2 Best practices for online teaching 

Online learning has distinct cognitive loading and student engagement considerations.  

Traditional lecture courses need strategic adjustments to translate effectively in the online 

environment.  To engage students, active learning techniques are advised.15  “Chunking” time by 

having several shorter activities can reduce cognitive overload and maintain student 

engagement.16  Direct instruction may shift toward facilitating.17  Practical considerations 

include increased structure, small group work, low-stakes assignments, and alternative means of 

participation.18  Course management best practices include clear and repeated documentation of 

course policies, due dates, and teacher-student communication channels.19  Pre-COVID-19, [20] 

noted that many STEM active learning techniques can be adapted for online delivery.   

2.3 Student Surveys during ERT 

Three surveys of students about their perceptions of ERT during the COVID-19 pandemic will 

be discussed.  Together, these three surveys provide a multi-scaled perspective of student 

feedback.  The below summaries highlight feedback related to student motivation and best 

practices for online teaching. 

2.3.1 National STEM student survey  [5] conducted a national, random-sample survey of 1,008 

undergraduates whose courses moved to ERT in Spring 2020.  Students were asked to base their 

responses on one course, and 63% of the respondents based their response on a STEM course 

(8% engineering).  Students answered 3- and 4-point scale questions and there were no open 

answer questions. 



The survey identified eight “recommended practices for online instruction” and found student 

course satisfaction increased as the number of the practices used increased.  Table 1 below maps 

these surveyed practices to SDT needs. 

Recommended online teaching practice surveyed  Primary Associated SDT need 

Personal messages to individual students about how 

they are doing in the course or to make sure they can 

access course materials 

Relatedness 

Using real world examples to illustrate course content Autonomy 

Assignments that ask students to express what they 

have learned and what they still need to learn 

Competence 

Work on group projects separately from the course 

meetings 

Relatedness 

Frequent quizzes or other assignments Competence 

Live sessions in which students can participate in 

discussions 

Relatedness 

Meeting in “breakout groups” during a live class Relatedness 

Breaking up class activities into shorter pieces than an 

in-person course  

Autonomy 

Given its methodology of nationwide random sampling, the survey provides a broad context for 

student perception.  It asks students to rate their satisfaction with their course before and after the 

move to ERT.  Students rated their ERT course satisfaction “dramatically lower” than they rated 

the in-person portion of the same course, but there was no previous measurement.   

2.3.2 Single university survey, undisclosed majors  [21] administered an anonymous online 

survey to students mostly (89%) from a single public university on the east coast (n = 270) after 

the shift to ERT.  The survey included 36 questions, using 4- and 5-point scales.  Two open-

ended questions provide qualitative data about “challenges…that affected your learning 

experience” and more general “positive aspects and or changes” not necessarily related to 

education. 

A grouping of seven questions asked students to compare their pre-ERT motivation level for 

various factors with their ERT level of motivation for the same factor, using a four-point scale: 

student-reported motivation decreased from 3.19 before the shift to ERT to 2.27 after the shift to 

ERT.  Response rates to individual questions are not provided, but the questions can be mapped 

to the needs of SDT (see Table 2 below). 

Table 1.  Mapping of recommended online teaching practices to their primary associated 

SDT needs.  Categories and phrasing of the left column are from [5]. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, “the findings showed that motivation, self-efficacy, and cognitive engagement 

decreased after the transition” and that students preferred “face-to-face instruction over online 

education.”  Here, as in [5], there was no previous measurement for comparison.   

2.3.3 College-wide engineering student survey  [4] reports on the results of surveys given to both 

students (n = 627) and faculty (n = 110) across six engineering departments at a large California 

public university.  Both surveys collected quantitative and qualitative data.  The survey was 

administered after the end of the Spring semester.  The student survey addressed “challenges 

with online instruction.”  The most commonly cited challenges can be connected to the needs 

identified by SDT (see Table 3 below).  

 Challenge of ERT Percent of 

respondents  

Primary Associated SDT 

need 

Maintaining focus/experiencing Zoom fatigue 70% Autonomy 

Lack of engagement during online classes 64% Autonomy 

Feeling a lack of clear guidance or 

communication from instructors 

60% Competence 

Feeling social disconnection from peers 55% Relatedness 

 

The paper suggests multiple teaching techniques to address these issues, including: “breaking 

down a long lecture into shorter segments with more frequent breaks, encouraging group 

discussion among students, [faculty] making themselves available during the exams, providing 

Motivation-gauging factor asked about in 

survey  

Associated SDT needs 

Talking to classmates Relatedness 

Interaction with professors Relatedness, Autonomy 

Hanging out (eating, talking, studying, etc.) Relatedness 

School activities Relatedness, Autonomy, 

Competence 

Complete schoolwork Competence 

Interest in class topics Autonomy 

Finishing degree/program Competence 

Table 3.  ERT challenges noted by students mapped to primary associated SDT needs.  

Category identification, phrasing and response data in the left and center columns are from 

[4]. 
 

Table 2.  Mapping of survey questions used to gauge student motivation to their 

associated SDT needs.  Categories and phrasing of the left column are from [21]. 



students with a clear roadmap for the online course, making the recording of the live lectures 

available after the lecture is over.”  These techniques draw from established best practices for 

online teaching discussed above in Section 2.2.  The survey asked only about challenges and not 

about any possible strengths of ERT instruction during Spring 2020. 

 

2.4 Summary  
 

The three elements discussed in this literature review are interconnected: SDT needs can be met 

by best practices for online teaching; and the surveys present student feedback related to both 

online teaching practices and SDT needs during ERT.  All three surveys mentioned “lack of 

motivation” as a notable feature of student experience of ERT.  “Motivation” is a very broad 

term, particularly in the context of learning.  As a macro theory of motivation, SDT can provide 

a useful framework for analysis because it considers both internal motivation and external 

factors.  During ERT, students experienced decreased choice and control over their educational 

environment, representing an extreme case scenario for applying SDT.  The Discussion section 

will explore further connections between best practices for online learning and student comments 

on course evaluations in the context of SDT. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

Course evaluation data from multiple sections of an Advanced Communication for Engineers 

course at a major research university in California is examined for two years, from Spring 2019 

to Fall 2020 semesters.  Over those semesters, course evaluations for a single instructor were 

distributed to a total of 268 students.  The response rate was 50% (n = 133) over the six 

semesters (Spring, Summer, and Fall both years).  Individual class sections ranged from 13 to 19 

students.  The course is designated for engineering majors and the content is engineering-

focused, but any major is allowed to enroll.  The course evaluation questions and their formatting 

were most recently revised in Fall 2018.  The course evaluation is administered as an anonymous 

online survey, so the demographic constitution of the respondents is unknown.  IRB approval 

was obtained for using this data. 

A thematic approach with inductive coding was used to categorize and tally student responses to 

open-ended questions.22, 23  This approach was selected because the qualitative data was detailed 

and rich. The approach was iterative; for the final instrument, only categories that received at 

least two comments in a semester were included. Relative frequency was chosen to represent the 

data because the number of courses taught and the enrollment fluctuated over the two-year 

period.  

4.  Results 

Inductive coding and a thematic approach were used to categorize and tally student responses to 

four open-ended questions.  The questions are: 

1)  If you have selected at least a “Strongly Disagree” or “Disagree” option with one of the 

previous statements on COURSE DESIGN, INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN, ASSESSMENT 



PRACTICES or COURSE IMPACT, please describe a change that would improve that aspect of 

the course. 

2)  Is there any additional information or feedback that you would like to share with [the] 

instructor? 

3)  Please describe the MOST valuable aspect(s) of this course. 

4)  Please describe the LEAST valuable aspect(s) of this course. 

 

Below is a relative frequency chart for comments, separated by positive and negative responses 

and grouped by SDT need.  Individual students could state more than one item in each response. 

 THEMATIC CATEGORY S 19  Sm 19  F 19  2019 S 20  

Sm 

20  F 20  2020 

2020-

2019 

instructor helpful/caring 15.4% 8.3% 24.0% 17.3% 10.6% 0.0% 18.8% 11.6% -5.7% 

RELATEDNESS, positive subtotal 15.4% 8.3% 24.0% 17.3% 10.6% 0.0% 18.8% 11.6% -5.7% 

RELATEDNESS TOTAL 15.4% 8.3% 24.0% 17.3% 10.6% 0.0% 18.8% 11.6% -5.7% 

                    

clear expectations 4.6% 8.3% 6.0% 5.8% 0.0% 0.0% 9.4% 2.7% -3.1% 

learned valuable skills 30.8% 25.0% 24.0% 27.3% 19.7% 21.4% 15.6% 18.8% -8.6% 

helpful feedback/fair grading 1.5% 0.0% 10.0% 4.3% 13.6% 14.3% 9.4% 12.5% 8.2% 

COMPETENCE, positive subtotal 36.9% 33.3% 40.0% 37.4% 33.3% 35.7% 34.4% 33.9% -3.5% 

lack of clarity 4.6% 4.2% 2.0% 3.6% 3.0% 21.4% 18.8% 9.8% 6.2% 

harsh/unfair grading 1.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 4.5% 0.0% 0.0% 2.7% 2.0% 

COMPETENCE, negative subtotal 6.2% 4.2% 2.0% 4.3% 7.6% 21.4% 18.8% 12.5% 8.2% 

COMPETENCE TOTAL 43.1% 37.5% 42.0% 41.7% 40.9% 57.1% 53.1% 46.4% 4.7% 

                    

valued/liked assignments 10.8% 20.8% 10.0% 12.2% 10.6% 7.1% 9.4% 9.8% -2.4% 

well organized 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.3% 6.3% 

class was engaging/enjoyable 20.0% 16.7% 16.0% 18.0% 9.1% 7.1% 3.1% 7.1% -10.8% 

AUTONOMY, positive subtotal 30.8% 37.5% 26.0% 30.2% 24.2% 21.4% 21.9% 23.2% -7.0% 

low stakes as busy work 3.1% 8.3% 2.0% 3.6% 7.6% 21.4% 0.0% 7.1% 3.5% 

disliked assignments 6.2% 8.3% 2.0% 5.0% 6.1% 0.0% 6.3% 5.4% 0.3% 

poorly organized/scheduled 1.5% 0.0% 4.0% 2.2% 4.5% 0.0% 0.0% 2.7% 0.5% 

heavy workload 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 3.6% 3.6% 

AUTONOMY, negative subtotal 
10.8% 16.7% 8.0% 10.8% 24.2% 21.4% 6.3% 18.8% 8.0% 

AUTONOMY TOTAL 41.5% 54.2% 34.0% 41.0% 48.5% 42.9% 28.1% 42.0% 1.0% 

                    

TOTAL COMMENTS                   

Subtotal (positive comments)       84.9%       68.8% -16.1% 

Subtotal (negative comments)       15.1%       31.3% 16.1% 

 

Table 4.  2019 and 2020 student comment data grouped by thematic categories for each 

semester, with annual totals.  Figures are rounded to the nearest tenth of a percent. 



5.  Discussion 

The surveys discussed in the Literature Review address broad conceptual issues—course 

satisfaction,5 motivation,21 and challenges to learning.4   All were administered after the Spring 

semester shift to ERT and before the Fall semester.  [5] and [21] asked students to rate their pre-

ERT satisfaction on various items; as one-time surveys, there was no other means for comparing 

student satisfaction before and after the shift.  The course evaluations reviewed above in Section 

4, then, add two important elements: 1) they provide additional qualitative data; and 2) the data 

can be compared to data from the same instrument pre-ERT.  

 

5.1 Research Question 1 
 

Research Question 1 asks:   

How does feedback of students who were forced into online learning during the COVID-

19 pandemic align with established best practices for online teaching? 

 

Student feedback, from both positive and negative perspectives, largely supports the 

effectiveness of established best practices for online teaching.   

 

As noted above (in 2.2), [5] found that the usage of best practices for pre-pandemic online 

teaching led to significantly higher student satisfaction levels during pandemic teaching than the 

courses that used fewer of them; the more strategies used, the higher the student satisfaction 

level.  For the most part, however, the surveys reviewed here focused on challenges students 

faced during ERT.  Only [21] asked whether the students experienced positive outcomes during 

ERT.  The question was framed broadly, and the majority of responses were not related to online 

learning (for example, students cited “having more time with family” as a positive outcome).   

 

Course evaluations include standardized questions about both the perceived strengths and 

weaknesses of the instructor and the course, but they do not ask directly about best practices for 

online teaching because the format was designed for in person instruction pre-ERT.  However 

open-ended questions provide the opportunity for students to address salient features of their 

online learning experience.  Table 5 below maps thematic categories of student responses, 

combining both the positive and negative feedback, to several best practices for online teaching.   

 

Thematic category Relative 

frequency  

Related best practices 

Instructor helpful/caring 11.6 Frequent use of teacher-student communication 

channels 

Clear expectations or lack 

of clarity 

12.5 Clear and repeated documentation of course 

policies and due dates; reminder emails 

Helpful feedback or 

harsh/unfair grading 

15.2 Frequent use of teacher-student communication 

channels 

Liked or disliked 

assignments 

15.2 Use of real world examples 

Level of organization 9.0 Clear and repeated documentation of course 

policies and due dates; reminder emails 



Engaging class 7.1 Time chunking; increased structure; small group 

work; alternative means of participation; 

synchronous class discussions; active learning 

techniques; facilitating over instruction 

Low stakes work as busy 

work 

7.1 Frequent low stakes assignments should be 

meaningful and not perceived as busy work 

 

In addition to the aggregated frequency of similarly themed positive and negative comments, the 

most frequent negative and positive comments during ERT should be considered.  Table 6 below 

notes the top three positive and negative comments and the associated SDT need, accounting for 

65.2% of total comments. 

  

Most common  

positive 

comments 

SDT need Frequency Most common  

negative 

comments 

SDT need Frequency 

Learned valuable 

skills 

Competence 18.8% Lack of clarity Competence 9.8% 

Helpful 

feedback/fair 

grading 

Competence 12.5% Low stakes as 

busy work 

Autonomy 7.1% 

Instructor 

helpful/caring 

Relatedness 11.6% Disliked 

assignments 

Autonomy 5.4% 

 

The top three most frequently noted comments, comprising 41.1% of total comments, all 

addressed the SDT need of competence.  The two positive comments related to competence 

express students’ sense of self-efficacy in mastering skills and tasks being achievable.  The 

negative comment expressed to an unmet need for competence, reflecting frustration that tasks 

were unachievable because unclear.  As noted in Figure 5 above, these three comments reflect 

best practices of online teaching (or their absence), in particular the practices of communication, 

clarity, and repetition of information.  The third most frequent comment addressed instructor 

helpfulness and caring, which could also be connected to frequent communication, a best 

practice of online teaching.  Notably, comments about the instructor being “helpful” (meeting 

outside of class, for instance) are categorized differently than comments about instructor 

feedback being “helpful” in the learning process: while both comments mention “helpful,” the 

former refers to the instructor and represents student perception of the SDT need for relatedness 

while the latter refers to the best practice of both formative and summative assessment 

commentary on student work and represents student perception of the SDT need for competence. 

 

Table 5. Relative frequency of thematic categories (comprised of both positive and negative 

comments) identified by students during ERT (Spring, Summer and Fall 2020) mapped to 

some of the best practices of online teaching (see Literature Review section 2.3).  

Table 6. The relative frequency of the most common positive and negative comments during 

ERT (Spring, Summer, and Fall 2020). 



The fifth and sixth most frequently noted comments both reflect students need for autonomy. 

When students perceive low stakes work as busy work, they do not see value or relevance in the 

activity; this perception can also be the case when students dislike larger assignments.  Although 

using low stakes work is a best practice for online teaching, the task’s relevance to a larger 

assignment should be stated explicitly and time spent during synchronous class periods should be 

carefully monitored not to exceed what is needed for most students to complete the task.  Major 

assignments, in turn, need to be presented as relevant to the students’ degree program and 

professional future.  Students’ need for autonomy is frustrated when they do not perceive the 

relevance of tasks, whether large or small. 

  

Overall, through both positive and negative comments, feedback of students who were forced 

into online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic supports the use of established best 

practices for online teaching. 

  

5.2 Research Question 2 
 

Research Question 2 asks:   

How did student feedback on course evaluations change during COVID-19 ERT? 

[24] AND [25] present large-scale studies comparing course evaluations before and during 

COVID-19 ERT: [24] compared data from 1,416,059 nationwide evaluations from Spring 2020 

to data from 1,157,334 evaluations from Spring 2019; [25] reviewed a total of 26,804 course 

evaluations from Spring 2018 through Spring 2020 from a single, small private college.  Both 

only examine quantitative data.  Based on quantitative date regarding course satisfaction, both 

[25] and [24] find that overall student evaluation ratings of courses slightly improved during 

Spring 2020 ERT.  In a companion study to [24], [26] examined qualitative data from the same 

2019 and 2020 course evaluations and “found no meaningful differences in the average word 

count, proportions of negative and positive words, content of word clouds, sentiments, linguistic 

complexity, and readability.”  The above findings seem surprising in light of the data from the 

three surveys of students during ERT discussed in Section 2.  The qualitative data from the 

course evaluations in Section 4 can add texture to these large-scale studies because each 

comment was coded, preserving greater context, albeit on a small scale. 

 

The relative frequency of student comments in terms of SDT need categories remained fairly 

stable from 2019 to 2020, despite the upheaval in the educational environment.  For both years, 

the fewest comments addressed relatedness, which fell an absolute 5.7% (but 33% relative to 

2019) from 2019 to 2020.  Relative frequency of comments related to competency rose an 

absolute 4.7% and 11% relative to 2019; relative frequency of comments related to autonomy 

rose an absolute 1% and 2% relative to 2019.  The rank order of comment relative frequency by 

category remained unchanged: competence was followed closely by autonomy, with both well 

ahead of relatedness.  Figure 1 below graphically illustrates this data. 

  



  

 

Student feedback on open-ended questions was more positive for all categories in 2019 (pre-

ERT) than 2020 (during ERT), as shown in Figure 2 below.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Relatedness received only positive comments for both years, but the relative frequency was 

noticeably higher in 2019.  While the relative frequency of positive comments regarding 

competency remained relatively stable from 2019 to 2020, the relative frequency of negative 
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Figure 1.  Comparison of relative frequencies of student comments as categorized 

by SDT needs, 2019 and 2020. 

Figure 2.  Comparison of 2019 and 2020 positive and negative comment 

frequencies according to SDT categories. 



comments increased three-fold.  In both years, autonomy had the greatest relative frequency of 

negative comments, and in 2020 the positive comments significantly decreased while the 

negative comments increased. 

 

Six comments had an over 5% absolute change in relative frequency from 2019 to 2020.  Three 

positive comments deceased in relative frequency, two positive comments increased in relative 

frequency, and one negative comment increased in relative frequency, as shown below in Table 

7.  

 

Absolute frequency change Comment SDT need 

10.8% decrease Class was engaging/enjoyable Autonomy (positive) 

8.9% decrease Learned valuable skills Competence (positive) 

8% increase Helpful feedback/fair grading Competence (positive) 

6.1% increase Well organized Autonomy (positive) 

6.2% increase Lack of clarity Competence (negative) 

5.9% decrease Instructor helpful/caring Relatedness (positive) 

To sum up: in terms of relative frequency, fewer students commented that the class was 

engaging, they learned valuable skills, and that the instructor was helpful; in terms of relative 

frequency, more students commented the instructor gave helpful feedback, that the course was 

well organized, and that tasks lacked clarity. 

 

5.3 Limitations: 

 

A single coder reviewed the data, created the categories, and assigned data to the categories.  The 

coder’s awareness of the SDT context for analysis influenced category creation.  Multiple coders 

may have reduced the possibility of coder bias.  Another limitation of the study was its relatively 

small scale.  The value of student course evaluations is the subject of on-going debate, which is 

beyond the scope of this paper; data are presented here as descriptions of student perspective. 

 

Technological and access inequities impact the three basic needs identified by SDT and affect 

student learning even when best practices are employed.  International surveys of student 

COVID-19 experiences were excluded from this paper because of great variances of 

technological access (for instance two surveys from Pakistan27, 28 cite technology and access as 

major barriers to ERT implementation, while they are not reported as significant issues in 

surveys from South Korea and India29 or Israel30).  For the surveys and course evaluations 

discussed in this paper, the impact of such inequities is likely de-emphasized and under-

represented because responses were collected online (as noted, too, by [21]).  In their 

Recommendations, [4] suggests multiple ways for their institution to address technological 

inequities; however, it is beyond the scope of this paper to address these important issues. 

 

5.4 Conclusion 
 

Table 7.  Student comments with at least 5% absolute frequency change from 2019 to 2020. 



Pre-pandemic online teaching catered to a distinct audience, specifically an audience that 

intentionally chose the benefits and drawbacks of online learning over the benefits and 

drawbacks of in-person learning.  However, pre-pandemic online learners may have had 

personal, financial, or time stresses that led them to choose online learning in the first place.  

During COVID-19 ERT, nearly all students experienced additional stress of some sort, and in 

multiple surveys students note lack of motivation during COVID-19 ERT.  However, in contrast 

to the portrait of struggling students painted by survey responses during-ERT, large-scale studies 

of student course evaluations show slight improvement in course satisfaction during ERT 

compared to previous semesters: this apparent contradiction remains unresolved and warrants 

further investigation.  In effort to preserve the richness of student comments and offer more 

granular data, this paper used inductive coding and a thematic approach.  Although this 

examination of student comments through the lens of SDT supports the value of best practices 

for online teaching during ERT, even with implementation of such practices, student comments 

on course evaluations shifted negatively during COVID-19 ERT for this small sample size study.  

Clearly, further research into student experiences during COVID-19 ERT is needed. 
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