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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought significant disruptions to various
sectors, including education. According to UNESCO (2020), approximately 24
million learners across the globe are at risk of not returning to school due to the
pandemic, with South and West Asia and sub-Saharan Africa having the
highest number of affected learners. University students, in particular, are
highly impacted due to the high cost of higher education. In response to the
pandemic's challenges, higher education institutions have adopted innovative
solutions, including shifting from traditional learning to fully online instruction
and adopting flexible learning approaches (Rizvi & Eckel, 2020; Tam & El-Azar,
2020).

In the Philippines, the government's closure of all universities and
colleges has prompted the adoption of flexible learning as the new mode of
instruction delivery in higher education institutions (Commission on Higher
Education, 2020). Flexible learning provides learners with increased choice,
convenience, and personalization of learning that best suits them, as well as
greater flexibility in terms of when, where, and how learning occurs (Huang et
al., 2020; Shurville et al., 2008). This approach can involve a combination of face-
to-face and online learning, facilitated by various digital and non-digital
technologies (Chaeruman, Wibawa, & Syahrial, 2018; Joan, 2013).

Previous studies have shown that flexible learning, including online
learning, can be as effective as traditional learning outcomes (Feldhammer-Kahr
et al., 2021; Miller & Milderbenger, 2021). However, implementing online
learning presents numerous challenges for higher education institutions, such
as the lack of technological devices, limited internet access, inadequate learning
management systems, and insufficient institutional policies and guidelines
(Bao, 2020; Delgado & Arellano, 2021; Gayon & Tan, 2021; Gocotano et al., 2021;
Muftahu, 2020; Tuga et al., 2021).

One of the universities significantly impacted by the paradigm shift in
education brought by the COVID-19 pandemic is Dr. Emilio B. Espinosa Sr.
Memorial State College of Agriculture and Technology (DEBESMSCAT).
DEBESMSCAT is a lone public university spanning 3,668 hectares of land in
Mandaon, a third-class municipality in Masbate, Philippines. This area is
considered among the less fortunate municipalities in terms of having reliable
and fast internet connections, as reported by Bueno and Pacis (2020) and
Magsambol (2020). Additionally, this area experiences frequent power
interruptions that can last for several hours (IFC, 2007).

Given the above-mentioned challenges, this study aims to explore the
factors that would determing the level of adoption of flexible learning modality
by university students at Dr. Emilio B. Espinosa Sr. Memorial State College of
Agriculture and Technology (DEBESMSCAT) in ensuring the continuity of the
delivery of instruction amidst the pandemic. By investigating these factors and
identifying appropriate actions, the study seeks to contribute to providing
quality education during these challenging times.
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Research Questions
The present study explored the factors that affect the level of adoption by public
university students of DEBESMSCAT for flexible learning modality as the new
mode of learning among higher education institutions. Specifically, it sought
answers to the following questions:
1. What are the students primary supports for a flexible learning set-up?
2. Which technological devices are available to DEBESMSCAT students for
flexible learning?
3. How many DEBESMSCAT students have reliable access to the internet
for online learning?
4. What are the primary means of internet access among DEBESMSCAT
students?
5. What is the preferred learning modality among DEBESMSCAT students?
6. What are the perceived barriers to effective learning under the flexible
learning modality by DEBESMSCAT students?

METHODOLOGY
Research Design

This study adopted a descriptive-research survey approach to assess
factors affecting the adoption level of flexible learning modality by public
university students in Masbate, Philippines. This study design attempts to
observe and evaluate the socio-demographic and other characteristics of the
research participants without intervening or manipulating any prevailing
conditions that influence them (Camara et al., 2020).

Sampling Method

A combination of snowball and convenient sampling was employed to
recruit participants for the study. Snowball sampling was utilized for online
respondents, while convenient sampling was utilized for on-site respondents
with walk-in transactions and those who did not have reliable internet access.
In snowball sampling, an initial group of students was recruited and forwarded
the link to the survey questionnaire. They were asked to answer and share the
survey questionnaire link with their classmates and friends enrolled in
DEBESMSCAT, and the recruitment continued until the desired sample size
was reached.

Respondents

A total of 1,137 university students from DEBESMSCAT participated in
the study. 808 (71.1%) students were from the Main Campus in Mandaon,
Masbate, and 329 (28.9%) were from the Cawayan Campus in Cawayan,
Masbate. Among the participants, 785 (69%) were female, and 352 (31%) were
male. The median age of the participants was 21 years old, with an age range of
18 to 35 years old.

The study was conducted for a five-month duration during the first
semester of the School Year 2020-2021, amidst the implementation of the
flexible Learning modality in all higher education institutions in the country
(Commission on Higher Education, 2020).
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@® Female
@ Male

® Main

@ Cawayan

329 (28.9%) 352 (31.0%)

808 (71.1%) 785 (69.0%)

a) b)
Figure 1. a) Distribution of participants per campus; b) distribution by sex.

Research Instrument

The researchers developed a self-reported survey questionnaire using
Google Forms for online respondents, and a hard copy of the survey
questionnaire was provided to on-site respondents. The items in the
questionnaire were adopted and modified from previous related studies. The
instrument is divided into four sections: 1) personal information, 2) family
background, 3) means in flexible learning, and 4) capability in flexible learning,
respectively. The questionnaire comprised close-ended and open-ended
questions to gather data on the factors affecting the participants’ level of
adoption for flexible learning delivery. The questionnaire was developed based
on a review of relevant literature and was validated before distribution to the
participants.

Data Collection Method

The researchers sought the help of program chairpersons and section
advisers from various colleges and campuses to distribute the survey
questionnaires to the target respondents to facilitate wider and faster data
collection. Walk-in clients who had personal transactions in DEBESMSCAT
Main and Cawayan Campus and those who reside inside the campus were also
provided with a hard copy of the questionnaire to accomplish. An informed
consent form was provided to participants at the beginning of the survey to
ensure their voluntary participation. Data gathering lasted for one month until
the desired sample size was reached. The collected data was then subjected to
data cleaning to exclude incomplete responses.

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics such as the frequency count and percentage
calculation were utilized to determine the distribution of responses across the
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different variables under investigation. The data were analyzed using MS Excel
statistical package.

RESULTS
Support for Flexible Learning Modality

Family support has been demonstrated to have a major impact on
learner study habits and satisfaction, significantly impacting learning
attainment (Azhari et al., 2022; Munich, 2014). As highlighted in Figure 2,
respondents in this study reported relying on a variety of sources for support
during flexible learning, with parents/guardians being the most common
(45.3%), followed by self-reliance (18.7%) and support from older siblings
(16.4%). However, despite the importance of family support, learners may still
face challenges in completing distance learning tasks at home due to factors
such as disinterest and home environment-related constraints (Lau & Lee,
2021). Furthermore, parents may lack the time and professional knowledge
required to help their children with online learning, exacerbated by the
economic and financial constraints imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic (Dong,
Cao, & Li, 2020).

Parents/guardians 515 (45.3%)

You have the ability
to study alone 213 (18.7%)

Older

brothers/sisters 187 (16.4%)

None 140 (12.3%)

Other relatives 66 (5.8%)

Grand parents 10 (0.9%)

Tutor 6 (0.5%)

0 200 400 600

Figure 2. Students perceived support for flexible learning modalities.

Availability of Devices that can be used for Flexible Learning Modality
The availability of technological devices is critical for adopting online
learning, especially smartphones that allow students to access course materials
and attend virtual classes (Alvarez, 2020). As presented in Figure 3, the majority
of respondents (57.4%) reported using their smartphones for flexible learning,
with basic cellphones/keypads (24.4%) and cable television (7.4%) being the
next most common devices. However, some respondents (2.8%) reported not
having access to any device, which may hinder their ability to participate in
flexible or online learning environments. Lucas (2014) and Statista (2021)
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reported that majority of the youths in the Philippines aged 16 to 24 now own a
smartphone. While the availability of technological devices is critical in the
adoption of online learning, students must be prepared and familiar with the
technology adopted, and stakeholders must provide support and collaboration
(Aliyyah et al., 2020).

800

653 (57.4%)

600

400
277 (24.4%)

200
84 (7.4%)

35 (3.1%)32 (2.8%) 28 (2.5%) 9(0.8%) 7 (0.6%) 6(0.5%) 6 (0.5%)
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Figure 3. Technological devices that students can use for flexible learning,.

Students’ Internet Accessibility

@ With Internet Access
@ Without Internet Access

278 (24.5%)

859 (75.5%)

Figure 4. Percentage of students with and without access to the internet.

Internet accessibility is a vital component in flexible learning, with the
availability and sustainability of internet connection being crucial in the
effective delivery and adoption of online learning (Agormedah et al., 2020;
Agung, Surtikanti, & Quinones, 2020; Alvarez, 2020; Bhuana & Apriliyanti,
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2021). As shown in Figure 4, the majority of respondents (75.5%) believed they
had internet access, while a significant minority (24.5%) did not. These findings
are consistent with Statista (2021) projections that more than half of the
Philippines' population is already online, with persons aged 16 and up being
the majority of the digital population. However, students living in rural and
suburban areas with limited internet access and power supply may still
experience difficulties accessing the internet due to poor signal reception
(Bhuana & Apriliyanti, 2021; Magsambol, 2020).

Means of Internet Connectivity for Students

@® Own mobile data

@® Own DSL, WIFI and Satellite
Another place outside

® None

® Computer shop

Figure 5. Students” means to access the internet.

Figure 5 illustrates that the majority of the students (72.8%), use their
mobile data to access the internet. This result is consistent with Statista's (2021)
report that 73% of the Philippine population in 2020 used their mobile phones
to access the internet. This reliance on mobile data is due to the limited
availability of high-speed internet in most areas in Masbate Philippines, where
Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) or home fiber networks are not widely available
(Bueno & Pacis, 2020; Magsambol, 2020). Furthermore, some students (11.2%)
use their own DSL, Wi-Fi, or satellite networks, while other students (9.3%) rely
on their neighbors' Wi-Fi connections or PESOnet residential Wi-Fi networks.
PESOnet works like a vendo machine that allows students to connect to the
internet starting at one peso for a 5-minute access (Pescovitz, 2022). A
significant minority (3.9%) indicated having no access to any internet or data
connections at all, while others (2.8%) visit internet shops to access the internet.
While mobile data may be slow compared to other internet connection types,
students in rural areas have limited options for high-speed internet access.
However, students who are disadvantaged financially may struggle to
participate in online learning due to a lack of mobile load credits, which can
cause significant anxiety (Irawan, Dwisona, & Lestari, 2020, Magsambol, 2020).
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These students have fewer learning opportunities in terms of time and learning
experiences (Bonal & Gonzalez, 2020; Lestiyanawati, 2020).

Preferred Set-up in Flexible Learning

As depicted in Figure 6, majority (51.2%) of the students prefer face-to-
face learning set-up, while others (23.5%) believe they learn best through online
learning set-up, and modular learning set-up (22.9%). Although students may
be prepared and capable of utilizing online and modular learning modalities,
most prefer the face-to-face learning set-up, as it is more convenient and
suitable for them. This result is consistent with Penuliar et al. (2021) findings
that most students prefer partially online-and-offline instruction delivery to
fully online instruction. Combining synchronous (virtual) and asynchronous
(partially online) approaches is crucial for enhancing student satisfaction
(Elshami et al., 2021). However, students' unfamiliarity with these approaches
may hinder the succesful adoption of various applications for online learning
(Al-Kumaim et al., 2021).

@ Face to face teaching
® Online
Modular
@® Others
® Television
® Radio

Figure 6. Students” preferrences in flexible learning delivery.

Main Barriers in Flexible Learning Modality Adoption

Figure 7 shows that the main perceived barriers to a flexible learning
environment are financial constraints related to mobile load credits (32.9%) and
unstable internet connection (31.4%). The unavailability of gadgets/equipment
is also a significant barrier for some students (15.2%). Other barriers include
noise and social media use (6.8%), household chores (3.3%), inability to study
alone (2.4%), health issues (2.1%), and lack of a conducive space to study inside
the house (1.8%). Despite having family support, devices for online learning,
and access to the internet, a significant number of students struggle due to
financial constraints. These findings support and add to the growing number of
previously identified challenges such as financial constraints, absence of reliable
internet access, unavailability of devices, and lack of emotional and affective
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support as significant barriers to the successful implementation of online,
blended as well as flexible learning modalities in higher education institutions
(Alvarez, 2020; Agormedah et al., 2020; Agung, Surtikanti, & Quinones, 2020;
Bhuana & Apriliyanti, 2021; Bonal & Gonzélez, 2020; Dong, Cao, & Li, 2020;
Gayon & Tan, 2021; Gocotano et al., 2021).

Lack of budget for

ood 374 (32.9%)

Unstable connection

in cp/Internet 357 (31.4%)

Unavailable gadgets 173 (15.2%)
Barriers in learning
like noise, social m... 77 (6.8%)

Household chores 37 (3.3%)

Others 31(2.7%)
Inability to study
alone 27 (2.4%)

Health Issues 24 (2.1%)

Lack of space in the
house to study

Change of residence
due to community...

20 (1.8%)
17 (1.5%)

0 100 200 300 400

Figure 7. Students’ perceived barriers to the adoption of flexible learning
modality.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Family support plays a significant role in learner study habits and
satisfaction in flexible learning. Correspondingly, respondents in this study relied
heavily on parents and guardians for support during flexible learning. However,
despite the importance of family support, learners may still face challenges due
to factors such as disinterest and home environment-related constraints. The
availability of technological devices is critical for the adoption of online learning,
with smartphones being the most commonly used device. Internet accessibility is
also crucial for the effective delivery and adoption of online learning. While a
majority of respondents believed they had access to the internet, students in rural
and suburban areas may still experience difficulties accessing the internet due to
poor signal reception. The reliance on mobile data is due to the limited
availability of high-speed internet in most areas in Masbate, Philippines.
Financial constraints related to mobile load credits and unstable internet
connection were perceived as the significant barriers to flexible learning
modalities. While most students prefer face-to-face learning set-up, combining
synchronous and asynchronous approaches is crucial for enhancing student
satisfaction.

Ultimately, efforts should be made to address the financial barriers to
flexible learning, such as providing subsidies or financial assistance for mobile
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load credits and internet connectivity for students from disadvantaged
backgrounds as well as exploring alternative modes of learning, such as modular
and blended learning to cater to different learner needs and preferences. By
addressing these challenges, learners can have a more positive and productive
distance learning experience, leading to better academic outcomes and future
success.
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