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ABSTRACT

This paper we attempted to find an answer to the perceptions and experiences related to online
education, with the help of the stories told, which can adequately indicate the epidemic's effects
on the 15-29-year-old age group. We can reasonably assume that the global pandemic events of
2020, 2021 and partly 2022, which are associated with digital education, may have profound
and long-lasting effects on young people as a social group. However, we so far have only a few
scientific findings contributing to the assessment of the COVID-19 pandemic's long-term effects
on young people.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Even though, according to most OECD reports, Hungary had one of the longest and toughest
lockdowns, which caused severe disruptions to the Hungarian education system, which is already
performing exceptionally poorly (OECD Report 2022, see Monostori 2021). From Friday
evening on 13 March to Monday, 16 March 2020, the Hungarian Government ordered all public
education institutions and vocational schools to conduct their educational activities outside the
classroom in a digital form. Together with the Government's directive on higher education, this
measure marked the beginning of a 1.5-year-long period, often called online education, in
Hungary's education system.

We can reasonably assume that the global events of 2020, 2021 and partly 2022, which are
associated with digital education, may have strong and long-lasting effects on young people as a
social group. However, we so far have few scientific findings contributing to the assessment of
the COVID-19 pandemic’s long-term impact on young people. We are unable to provide a
sufficiently nuanced determination whether such experiences as the direct restriction of social
life; digital learning; social distancing; the problems arising from the lack of communities, or
long-term solitude are just “momentary weaknesses” that hardly affect our youth at all and never
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get internalized as a formative memory or they make up a life-altering cornerstone, i.e., a so-
called generation-forming life event that fundamentally transforms their way of life, prospects,
problem perception and behavioural patterns, thus shaping their generational characteristics as
well. The restriction of offline social interactions and increased social life and recreational
activities transfer into the online sphere is part of everyday memory. It is simply impossible to
analyse this phenomenon and model its long-term post-COVID impacts with the conventional
methods of social science because memories do not only fade; they are also transformed and
updated and adjusted to the present. In the framework of the HAS’ high-risk post-COVID
research project, our group investigates how Hungarian youth experienced this period, whether
the COVID disease, more specifically, the resulting pandemic and social separation, as well as
the transformed socialization processes, may have entailed such consequences that would give us
grounds to rethink the traditional generational theories and start talking about a COVID
generation instead of the earlier alphabet generations (Szab6 2020; Fekete—Nagy 2020; Nagy—
Fekete 2020; Zwanka—Buff 2020, Fekete—-Nagy 2021; Déri-Szab6 2021; Székely 2021, Kutwa
2021, Szab6-Déri 2022).

There seems to be a scientific consensus inasmuch that COVID occurred in young people’s lives
as an asteroid effect (Déri-Szab6 2021; Déri-Szabd 2022), but are the impact, its consequent
effect, and the degree of adaptation novel and different enough to have caused or to cause the
creation of a historical COVID generation? Due to its significance — which, looking back after a
few years, does not make it a potential caesura in terms of social structure and political thinking
per se — it may be considered a landmark period like 1956, 1968, 1989 or 2001.

The primary approach to analysing whether these events caused a paradigm shift must obviously
be a retrospective one, but this initial thought was supported by at least as many arguments as the
other concept, i.e., that the COVID period did not result in any such break in terms of thinking,
attitudes and world perception at all.

When discussing this problem, the prominent question is what sociological research method can
be applied to analysing the period from early 2020 to late 2021, as it has largely been reduced to
memory. Several special journal issues or individual studies have been published on the
correlations between COVID and digital education in both the Hungarian and the international
literature (see, e.g., Distancing, Disease and Distress. Young 2021/4. Furthermore, such
publications as the Journal of Youth Studies and the Children and Youth Services Review have
also been discussing COVID as a prominent issue). So, the topic, primarily based on small-
sample online or phone surveys and a limited number of interviews, cannot be considered under-
researched. On the other hand, the limitations of survey-dominated youth studies are increasingly
perceptible (Nagy, 2022). We believe that the digital shift in social science (Salganik 2019)
enables researchers to obtain real-time knowledge about young people’s thinking as well as the
related triggers of reflection with a high number of items and interactions.

This study analyses the perceptions related to online education. We believe online education is a
kind of litmus test that may sufficiently indicate the pandemic’s effects on the 15-29 age group,
because digital teaching did affect most of the young people in one way or another, even if their
own first-hand experience was not the only factor and they associate third-party accounts with it
as well.

According to the results of the research projects conducted in this topic, the effect of the
pandemic on online education can be divided into three, clearly distinct phases. Phase 1: Spring
semester 2020 — the period of panic and shock; Phase 2: The 2020/2021 academic year — rational
and more prepared management of digital education; Phase 3: Fall 2021 — complete withdrawal
of online education. What all the three phases have in common is that they had nearly the same
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effect on primary, secondary and higher education systems as well. The research findings show
us such factors as the teachers’ attitudes and experience related to online education as well as the
effect of the families’ socio-economic status on learning efficiency, but they do not reveal the
opinions and personal narratives of students, i.e., the other side involved in the learning process.
This study aims to remedy this situation.

2. SHORT LITERATURE REVIEW — EMPIRICAL EXPERIENCES OF ONLINE
EDUCATION

Analysing Italian and Jordanian samples respectively, Panarese—Azzarita (2021) and
Almahasees—Mohsen—Amin (2021) concluded that keeping to a daily routine was greatly
instrumental for students in getting through the initial difficulties. Investigating a sample of
Austrian primary school students, Heidrich at all (2022) experienced that the students wished for
more support and security during the months of online education, suggesting that the most
important negative consequence may have been a general feeling of uncertainty. Perhaps most of
the problems have arisen from the students having fewer opportunities to ask for and receive help
from their teachers or peers (Agostinelli et al., 2022).

In Hungary, around 7% of secondary school-age students automatically opted out of online
learning due to a lack of internet connection at home or a computer or could only join in with
extraordinary effort. And the lack of technical conditions for digital education was strongly
associated with student's family background and place of residence (Hermann 2020). Having
analysed the consequences of digital education, Engler—Markos—Dusa (2021) concluded that the
parents’ education level had little effect on their frequency of studying together with their
children. Furthermore, other social group characteristics (type of settlement, financial status)
showed no significant correlation with studying together, which led them to the conclusion that
every parent, regardless of their social status, tried to give maximum support to their children in
this extraordinary situation (For matriculation results, see Vit 2022).

The only statistically significant variances were found to be caused by the parents’ type of work
activity and the number of children in the family. Parents who worked from home during the
pandemic typically could allocate less time to checking and supporting their children’s school
assignments. In contrast, the higher the number of children was in the family, the more motivated
the parents were to study together. Szilveszter—Kassai—Takacs—Futd (2021) also found that the
parents’ social status or cultural capital were less determinative in terms of successful home
learning during the pandemic than the indirect effect of these factors. Such effective factors
included the family’s adaptability, their opportunity to create a relaxed, neat physical
environment as well as a predictable daily routine. One of their key conclusions was that the
effects of social status should be interpreted in a wider context, and it is necessary to consider the
family atmosphere when assessing a child’s school performance (Szilveszter—Kassai—Takacs—
Futé 2021).

Fekete (2020) explores the Hungarian teacher experience of online education. The analysis of
individual in-depth interviews demonstrates that teachers were shocked by the transition to digital
education; they used such expressions as “deep water”, “roller coaster”, “chaos”, “burden”,
“uncertainty” and “excitement” to describe the situation (Fekete, 2020: 311). The opportunities of
digital transition were determined by the teachers’ personal training level, ICT skills, the
institution’s measures taken, and rules adopted to prepare for and manage the transition. Based on
the interviews, Fekete concludes that the worst situation occurred in the institutions where there
was no uniform concept to regulate the work of the teachers (For international experiences, see

Orlov et al. 2021.).
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In the second part of our study, we analyse the student’s experiences with online/digital
education. We hypothesise that Hungarian students could adapt more easily and quickly than
their teachers, but at the same time, they were exposed to solid impressions and influences that
will stay with them for a long time.

3. THE ONLINE Focus GROUP INTERVIEW — METHOD AND RESULTS

We used the transcripts of three online focus group interviews for identifying preliminary
patterns and laying down the foundations for the study of the research theme. Online video
interviews have the same framework as personal interviews, but the participants join in the
conversation via an online platform which allows them to see and hear each other live by sharing
the camera and the voice. The benefit of this method is that the participants do not need to stay in
the same physical space. Thanks to the use of the camera, they can immediately react to the
moderator’s questions or the other interviewee’s input as well as see each other’s
metacommunication, facial expressions, thus allowing for further analysis (Vicsek, 2017). The
method is outstandingly relevant for the studies with 15—29-year-olds, as the members of this age
group already spent a significant amount of time on online communication even before the
COVID restrictions, it has been their preferred method for social interaction in their education,
work and private life alike (Nagy—Fazekas 2016, Fekete—Tibori 2018, Székely—Aczél 2018). As
a method, focus group interviews allow us to detect changes occurring at the micro level, in other
words, they give us an insight into the youth’s personal life situation, thinking and cultural forms,
all of which may be significant factors in the post-Covid period as well.

We used the intelligent content analysis software Zurvey.io to scan and analyse the opinions or
sentiments expressed in the focus group interviews, which allows for the investigation of shorter
text bodies by Analysing its words and categorizing them according to predetermined parameters.
The software’s sentiment analysis tool recognizes and highlights negative and positive
expressions, while evaluating the quality of the opinions on a scale of 1 to 7. According to their
emotional charge, the software arranges the text’s expressions into three groups: positive,
negative, and neutral. The three emotional charges are colour-coded as follows: green-positive,
red-negative, grey-neutral. In the graphical representation, usage frequency is indicated by font
size. The software also creates an opinion index, i.e., a universal indicator that quantifies the
sentiment value of the given category.

The participants of the focus group interviews were youth between 15 and 30, arranged into three
groups of 6—7 based on age and education. Group 1 had youth of 15-17 years of age, while
Group 2 contained young people of 18-30 years of age with secondary school education. Group 3
consisted of young people of 18-30 years of age who had either obtained higher education
degrees or were studying in higher education. The respondents used the Miro application for the
free association exercises. This application is an online whiteboard for group work and
collaboration https://miro.com/. Before starting the discussion of each topic, the focus group
interview participants could anonymously write their topic-related thoughts or discussion topic
suggestions on Miro stickers.

The onset of COVID-19 and the subsequent restrictive measures affected high school and college
students the most: their daily lives changed radically and uniquely to this group. The shift to
online education had a dual impact: firstly, it resulted in easier requirements and secondly, class
and group cohesion was diluted due to the students’ weakened social skills. The experience of the
latter led to unanimously negative emotions in the respondents.
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Figure 1: Topic cloud based on Group 1 (15-17 years of age) interviews

According to the opinion index, the strongest positive emotion is attached to the expression
“grade” (value: 4.5), followed by “face-to-face” (value: 3), then “comfort” and “expectation” (2
each) (Figure 1). The strongest emotions (either positive or negative) are associated with the
learning process in the youth’s narrative. The unprecedented experience of remote education
increased the value of the traditional in-school, face-to-face education forms in the eyes of
students.

The positive experiences of digital education were typically associated with testing,
measurement/evaluation of student performance as well as the decreased amount of time spent on
societally restricted activities. The latter category includes activities that do not really offer a free
choice for the individual: working, studying, commuting (Falussy, 2002), which have changed
significantly due to the onset of COVID-19 and the adoption of restrictive measures.

“When it came to a history class starting at 7.30, it was enough for me to get up at
7.29, log in from my bed, and then go back to sleep.” (Group 1, Z. woman, 16)
“Studying was hard, getting good grades was easy” (Miro comment, Group 1)

“The teachers are desperate, the education system is a total chaos” (Miro comment,
Group 1)

The negative values were attached to the efficiency of online teaching and learning: the
expression “studying” (opinion index value: -0.5) summarizes the young people’s opinion on
teaching-learning productivity (the difficulties of studying on their own, online classes slept
through or completed with the camera and/or microphone switched off, low motivation level,
lack of engagement).

As described in the study earlier, the unique characteristics of the first online education period
(global and local panic) are validated by the term “chaos” (value: -1.5), which reflects on the
Hungarian education system’s severe deficiency faced by teachers and students alike in March
2020: the absence of such measures as the digital reform in public education, or the lack of
development and adoption of methods, course materials, smart books and programmes applicable
in digital education. High school student subjects showed empathy for their teachers, understood
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their difficulties (the -2 value of the term “teacher” confirms it), but they still leveraged the
digital competence gap between them and their teachers, nonetheless.

“I still have some knowledge from that period, because I kept it on mute, too... We
really didn’t study for it at all, because it was easy to bypass any system, which the
teachers tried to prevent, but they couldn’t. I did not study in this period at all.”
(Group 1, L. woman, 15)

Online classes increased the total screen time significantly. The subjects also reflected on the
consequent health risks.

“Zoom classes with a terrible headache, after which the real face-to-face teaching is
much better, it was more difficult to study during the online education period” (Miro
comment, Group 1)

“Even if you did want to pay attention, I think your head simply can’t bear it when
you have to listen to the third 90-minute class back-to-back, you get a headache and
you can’t concentrate on what they say. It’s much easier face to face” (Group 1, M.
man, 17)

The software associated a negative emotion with COVID vaccination because the high school
subjects expressly resented the sanctioning and dismissal of teachers who rejected the
vaccination.

“The school dismissed some teachers, because they were not vaccinated” (Group 1,
Z. woman, 16)

Out-of-school education weakened social connections, made it difficult or even impossible for
students to form new class communities and increase group cohesion, which resulted in
heightened anxiety in an environment of increased insecurity, unpredictability and loss of control
(as expressed by the word “fear” in the topic cloud as well). According to the students’
experience, the online communication options were unable to help them in developing social
relations in the new environment. Both high school and university students associated an intense
sentiment with these difficulties in terms of their COVID experience.

“The good thing for me was that my grades became better, because it was very easy
to write tests. The bad thing for me was that | was in 9th grade at the time, you know,
and we didn’t really know each other with my classmates, we didn’t really talk.”
(Group 1, B. woman, 15)

“It was more difficult to have a conversation and get to know the new classmates
because saying something face-to-face is not the same as posting it online” (Group 1,
0. man, 17)

“It wasn’t such a good experience because I couldn’t meet my new college mates at
the beginning, so the community could not be formed completely, we couldn’t get to
know our college mates and form new relationships, which is very important in a
university in my opinion” (Group 3, P. man, 21)

The narratives of Group 3’s university student respondents also reflect on the dual opinion
regarding online education: similarly to high school students, these subjects also experienced
positive aspects in the area of performance testing/measurement in the form of easier exams, and
they mentioned the reduced material costs as a positive aspect as well. Conversely, the negative
side was represented by the limitations or, at times, the impossibility of online knowledge
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acquisition as well as the anomalies occurring in education implementation due to the absence of
good practices and earlier experience, particularly in Phase 1 of the online education period.

“I experienced the good and the bad side of online education, too. The good side was
that exams were obviously easier, I didn’t need to pay for lodgings, while the bad
side was that I couldn’t really grasp the professional things they were teaching. 1
study to become a physiotherapist, you know, and you can’t really learn things like
what and how you do with the patient online. That was bad” (Group 3, F. woman,
22).

“They kept changing the exam dates (final exam) for me, so I didn’t know when I was
going to take my exams, but it didn’t have an impact on learning, and I could keep
working as usual” (Group 3, Sz. Man, 27).

The change in the form of education entailed the transformation of the traditional educational
framework (lecture, seminar, fixed framework, and methods of practical), which also required
student routines to be changed — which led to the onset of new difficulties in relation to that
(taking notes, maintaining their concentration in their home environment).

4. CONCLUSION

After the appearance of COVID-19, broad society groups experienced volatility and radical
uncertainty in their lives as they lost control regarding their priorities, scheduling, and access to
information (Kay-King 2020). Hungary occupies a special place in this sociological space
because its education system has struggled with severe problems for decades (OECD 2022).
Online education has only added to these severe problems at the societal level.

We believe the global health crisis in the spring of 2020 weakened young people’s reflexive life-
forming abilities and individual capacities. The pandemic and the risk-minimizing measures
forced them to restructure the fixed framework of their daily life and quickly adapt to the new
normality, i.e., the online education process, social interactions, and leisure time activities. The
crisis has intensified social tensions and differences, while social inequalities have become more
visible. The period of online education has demonstrated the existing disparities in connectivity
and usage autonomy. The applied research methods explored the experiences and opinions of 15—
29-year-old youth regarding online education and the detected competency gaps in infrastructure,
education organization and equipment use. Young people have a mixed idea of digital education:
positive attitudes are primarily associated with the measurement/evaluation of student
performance, whereas the negative aspects are attached to learning efficiency, which
consequently increases the appreciation of in-school education.
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