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Abstract 

In 2020, the world was turned upside down by the COVID-19 pandemic.  Countries had to take rigorous 

decisions to stop the spread of the virus very quickly. These decisions included  the strict lockdown of 

all institutions that were not essential to health or life.. Thus, educational institutions had to close their 

doors and adapt to new teaching methods such as online learning, so that students can continue their 

studies. The practices linked to online learning were  fairly new to most teachers and students since 

the majority was used to traditional practices, that took place  face-to-face. During this time ,  

institutions had to deal with several difficulties linked to remote learning. Despite a laborious start, 

teaching staff and students finally managed successfully in remote education.  

The aim of the DigiFoodEdu project was to study the pedagogical practices developed at that time, in 

order to identify the bests ones and improve education. To this end, we developed questionnaires for 

pedagogical staff and students. And to expand the knowledge gained from the questionnaires, we 

organised focus groups with the two target groups to get further feedback. The study took place in 3 

countries involved in the project: France, Greece and Slovenia.  

From the results of the focus groups , it appears that the digital tools were a real discovery for the 

pedagogical staff as they found them useful to foster learning and keep students’ attention during 

online classes. In addition, pedagogical staff also learned new pedagogical practices such as using 

online material content like videos. These appeared to be great additional material for education. 

Videos  allowed students to rewatch the content as often and many times as they pleased. This seems 

to be a really good practice. However, according to the objectives , traditional teaching should not be 

completely replaced  by remote teaching. However, they agreed on the benefits of digitalisation and 

suggested hybrid education, mixing traditional and digital practices, in the future. They are convinced 

it can improve motivation and interest. In addition,, the focus groups highlighted the need of taking 

breaks during classes to maintain students’ attention and interest. Finally, the targets agreed on the 

fact that practical work cannot be replaced by digital methods, although the use of videos before the 

practical course seems to be a good practice to keep with the aim to achieve better understanding. 
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I. Introduction 
In 2020, the appearance of a new virus, namely the COVID-19 virus, turned the world upside down and 

shook up the world of education. Institutions were closed, without the ability to perform traditional 

face-to-face teaching. Thus, teachers and students were forced to change their habits and implement 

new ways of teaching exploiting the available digital tools. Education in the agri-food sector was 

particularly affected at the level of practical work in the lab. Overall, this was a challenge for education. 

DigiFoodEdu project aims to study the pedagogical practices developed during the COVID-19 crisis in 

order to improve education in the agri-food sector. To do so, we disseminated a questionnaire (see 

report Output 1 task 1 questionnaire) among the two target groups: teachers and students, and then 

organised focus groups to prompt discussion around the pedagogical practices put in place, focusing 

on the difficulties that had to be overcome or even the success stories and ultimately the identification 

of the best practices. 

This report focuses on the results of the focus groups. 

II. Focus group methodology 
 
The focus groups were held after the collection of the first results of the survey (see report O1 T1 
questionnaire) and involved students and teachers in the agri-food sector.  
The focus groups were organised by the 3 partner universities: 

- AgroParisTech in France 
- National Technical University of Athens in Greece 
- University of Ljubljana in Slovenia 

 
3 focus groups were organised in each partner university:  

- Students focus group: to assess the students’ point of view 
- Teachers and pedagogical staff: to assess the teachers point of view 
- Mixed: to compare and contrast views from both students and teachers 

 
10 questions were asked to the participants. The questions were established according to the 
questionnaires’ results. 
 
Number of participants for each focus group: 

Focus group Students (S) Teachers (T) Mixed 

France 5 7 4 T + 3 S 

Greece 12 6 5 T + 7 S 

Slovenia 9 10 4 T + 5 S 
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III. Results of the focus groups 
 

The goal of the focus group was to prompt discussion around the pedagogical practices put in place 

during the COVID-19 crisis, focusing on the difficulties that had to be overcome or even the success 

stories in order to identify the best practices according to the respondents. 

1. In distance learning, what were the challenges? 

Several challenges linked to distance learning were reported from students and teachers. A significant 

problem was the lack of interaction with students and professors. They found that group work was less 

effective, and it was difficult to establish communication, especially for students in their first years of 

study who did not have the chance to meet and create links with their classmates.  

One of the major difficulties was linked with closed cameras during the courses. Teachers reported 

that it was complicated to know if students were understanding and following the class as their 

cameras were off and they could not see students’ expressions. They had to repeatedly ask the 

students to turn on the cameras but it was difficult. Moreover, there was a big motivation for distance 

learning at the beginning, but as the time went by, both professors and the students, used their 

cameras less and less.   

Also, students declared that it was difficult to follow the courses. They were psychologically tired and 

preferred to relax instead of attending the courses. For them, it was more difficult to sufficiently 

understand the lectures than in the face-to-face situation where teachers can easily notice if the 

students are following and understanding what is taught. This is more difficult remotely. Teachers 

shared the same feeling as well; they had difficulty to identify the most complicated parts of their 

lectures, the ones that needed to be more explained, and when they questioned the students, it was 

always the same students responding. For professors, it was easier to ask everyone to respond if they 

understood in a small class. 

Network issues were a great challenge for both teachers and students. It was complicated when they 

had a poor internet connection speed or too many people connected in one session which overloaded 

the internet traffic and caused time delays between their speech and what students heard. Cameras 

on also impaired internet connection, and this was particularly an issue when doing exercises and 

sharing experimental content. 

Another difficulty was linked to device issues. Teachers said that sometimes, they needed more than 

one device at the same time to ensure the course flow but didn’t have another one. Students also 

expressed lack of means concerning the available devices. For example, some of them had no personal 

computer and had to share one with their siblings, or their computer was not performing very well. 

Regarding the tools, it was difficult for teachers to use all digital tools and they had a limited time to 

master them. They had to attend seminars and ask tech-expert to learn how to use all the different 

tools and platforms, which hindered the education process. For example, some teachers didn’t know 

how to use a white board and write equation when necessary. Moreover, institutions did not provide 

adequate support and materials to professors to learn how to use the digital tools. They had to spend 

a lot of time to prepare for distance learning and adapt their teaching material for online learning. 

Regarding the students, they reported that their teacher used different platforms and they had to 

adapt to each one of them. 

Students reported cognitive engagement issues. They had difficulty to stay concentrated and 

motivated, and not being able to see the teacher did not help to stay focused. They attributed their 
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loss of concentration to boring lectures and lack of stimulation from the teachers. Not taking a break 

during classes made it difficult to continue attending because of fatigue and too long lectures. They 

had to stay about 12 hours in front of the screen per day, and lots of professors extended their classes. 

It was also hard for students because of their bad state of mind and their difficulty in participating in 

the class. They also had to deal with environmental distraction such as their family or social media.  

Professors noticed the passiveness of the students. According to them, some students were just logged 

in to the online learning but did not actually follow the lectures.  

Over time, the communication between teachers and students was altered, there was no more cultural 

communication. 

However, professors and students revealed some positive points from distance learning. Teachers 

noticed that some students were participating despite the challenges and built relationships with 

teachers. Students, on the other hand, could have part-time jobs and the absence of transport to go 

to school was a plus. 

2. Do you think that student education was less effective and incomplete because of the 

distance teaching? Why? 

The majority of the participants, students and professors, responded that “yes”, the education at that 

time was less effective and incomplete, for several reasons. 

They declared a loss of some lectures’ content, because of cancelled lectures and the indifference of 

students who did not want to study harder. They complained about a loss of skills such as 

argumentation, calculation, comprehension and reflexion. It was also difficult to evaluate the quality 

of the course, as it is very different from the traditional class. 

Regarding the exams, teachers noticed that students succeeded in the exams, creating the impression 

that the training had been completed. However, many professors think that a lot of students cheated 

during exams. On the other hand, students declared that distance modality exams were easier, they 

had less to learn as they had their material next to them during the exams and were better organised 

to cheat. Grades were not representative of the work done and the lessons learnt. 

Teachers deplored a lack of interaction with hindered learning as they didn’t know if the students 

understood the lessons, while some students felt ashamed to ask questions. Online classrooms were 

very passive with no communication. Teachers also noticed a bigger impact on students with 

disabilities and difficulties. 

Concerning motivation, teachers reported that students were very motivated at the beginning, but this 

drastically changed after 2 or 3 months of online learning. 

Regarding training and practical exercises, they were replaced by videos which were great but less 

complete and effective. It was different from conducting a live experiment, and technical skills were 

not developed. According to the students, lab practices cannot be carried out online.  

It was impossible or difficult to organise field trips, leading to an incomplete education. But virtual 

tours of companies or plants were organised when possible, with the speaker visiting the building to 

be equipped with a camera and make comments on the visit. 

Overall, learning is less effective when it comes to online classes. 

Regarding some positive remarks, teachers and students appreciated the recorded videos, allowing 

the students to watch or rewatch them in their pace and better understand the content. Professors 
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reported that the use of digital tools such as Wooclap increase the interactivity of students, sometimes 

more than in the traditional class. They suggested a combination of online and face-to-face classes, as 

they think that it is ok to do online classes for theoretical contents. 

 

3. Do you think students were less involved and motivated during distance learning? How did 

you notice that they were less or more involved? 

In general, students and teachers agreed about the lack of involvement and motivation during distance 

learning. Teachers reported a very good interaction with only a few students, but no answer from the 

rest and even when directly addressing them a question, they were absolutely absent. They believe 

that students were indifferent, and distance learning was an excuse to not participate in classes. Both 

groups reported a decrease in motivation and participation in long terms due to boredom and lack of 

self-control. Teachers are convinced that during the first semester of distance teaching the students 

were more involved and engaged with the lectures because the students did not have anything else to 

do as they were closed in their houses, due to the lockdown. But after the first semester, they started 

to go out and have other activities and began feeling bored with distance teaching. 

Teachers and students complained that the lack of interaction did not help in staying involved and 

motivated. According to professors, most of the students preferred to write into the chat or send 

emails after the lecture than ask questions during the class. Also, the cameras being turned off gave 

teachers the impression that students were unmotivated and not following the course. Students 

thought there was a lot of recording material, extra notes and educational material, so some of them 

preferred to watch this later at a time when they were more motivated instead of participating in the 

class.  

A positive effect of these extra materials on students is that it offered the opportunity to study harder 

and learn more if they wanted. 

 

4. In terms of pedagogical practices, what did you implement and was a success? Why was it a 

success? Did you try to use any method that wasn’t so successful? 

The teachers had to adapt to distance teaching. They tried to implement pedagogical practices to 

improve learning and the involvement of the students.  

During digital learning, it is better to work in small groups and then reunite the results and share of 

content with the whole class. It facilitates the exchange between teachers and students, and it is better 

for students’ involvement. In addition, to better involve the students, teachers implemented flipped 

classroom consisting of learning the theoretical lessons at home and do the exercises in class. Students 

thought that it was good to learn but complained of too much work sometimes. Reverse class, 

consisting of letting students make the lessons instead of the teacher was also a good pedagogical 

practice according to teachers. Pooling during lectures helps motivation and feedback from students. 

It adds dynamics to the lecture, which is great. 

Sharing videos and the possibility of recording the class was a success for both students and teachers. 

For teachers, the creation of videos was very useful for the identification of essential notions they 

wanted to share with the students, and sharing internet videos allowed to answer specific questions. 

For students, videos allowed them to make breaks, backward steps, repeat content to refresh and to 

learn more when seeing things. Uploaded recording lectures and presentations for theoretical courses 
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allowed students to watch the course again but teachers believe that the recorded sessions and the 

uploaded material was not helpful for students unless they participated in the online classes. 

Regarding video recordings of lab practices, students thought they have learned more than in 

traditional lab practices because they had the control or they could see the whole process instead of 

staying focus on only one particular process in the lab. However, they should not exceed 45 min in 

length. Textbooks also provided with videos for lab practices, should be more detailed, followed by a 

short session in class for clarifications and questions. Online classes, before the labs, were proved to 

be a good practice for giving instructions. Online lectures do not occupy the physical classroom and 

practical implementation is performed directly in the lab. Videos are very good for visual learners and 

have proved to be a very good teaching method. 

Concerning the organisation of the class, breaks should be longer and more frequent to keep students 

in attention, and classes should be shorter (1 hour instead of 2). Indeed, in online teaching, students 

need more breaks and shorter lessons to keep their motivation and attention. Teachers should respect 

that needs. 

Quizzes, questionnaires and tests were implemented by several teachers after each chapter, without 

grading them, to help students understand the course material and not feel anxious to succeed. It was 

a good method for ongoing assessment. 

Some teachers developed individual distance lessons for students who had questions or queries. These 

were easier to organize, very flexible and a good experience against the lack of discussion in online 

classes. Teachers were also available by emails. 

To tackle the cancellation of field trips, teachers organised round-table discussions with their students 

and external professionals by video conference. It also motivated students and fostered interaction. 

Other materials and digital tools were successfully implemented such as mind maps, H5P tools, 

whiteboard or educational platforms. 

Concerning the failures, some teachers are not sure if their pedagogical practices helped the students 

and if they understood the material content because of the lack of interaction. For that reason, 

traditional face-to-face classes are better. For students, it was sometimes difficult to well understand 

the lecture and thought their professors were occasionally jumping to the conclusion without 

explanations. They complained about the lack of technique to make the courses interesting. 

5. What digital tools did you use to help improve your way of learning/teaching? (quizz, white 

board, videos, wooclap, mentimeter, etc.). Have you noticed that it had an impact on 

students’ interaction, motivation and involvement? Do you recommend the use of these 

tools in the future? Why? 

The digital tools used: 

Digital surveys, 
quizzes, Evalbox, 
Examnet 

Very good to evaluate the students. Allow self-assessment. 

Digital whiteboard, 
graphic tablet, mind 
maps, openboard 

Was used for lab practice. 
Very useful to realize schemes, structure the course by giving more details 
of the reasoning, write equations. 
Lead to more successful results and a greater understanding 

Moodle Allows to share lecture content before class 
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Kahoot, Mentimeter, 
Wooclap, Miro, H5P 

Are very good tools to foster interaction and motivation. They help 
structuring the course, make “breaks” and give rhythm. They also enable 
students to question themselves on the course content. 

Teachers believe that the digital tools are very helpful and make distance teaching more interactive 

and interesting, but they need (students as well) some extra seminars and some extra help in order to 

learn how to use them. They confirmed that they will continue to use these tools in the face-to-face 

lectures as well, but they are absolutely sure that the use of digital tools cannot replace the traditional 

teaching modality. The students would prefer a better combination of face-to-face lectures and the 

use of digital tools.  

 

6. What pedagogical practices were put in place to replace lab practices? Were they effective 

on learning? Could they be a good option to replace traditional lab practices or use in 

addition to lab practices? 

To replace lab practices, teachers shared videos, pictures and online materials. Videos were great as 

they allowed showing precise gestures with possibility to zoom, and explain the whole process of a lab 

experiment and not just part of it as in the traditional lab practices. 

As it was not possible for students to collect their own data from the experiments, teachers shared 

data from past years to do the exercises.  

When it was possible to access the lab, the reflexion on the manipulations was carried out prior to the 

practice work and tutorials were written in a more precise manner for distance learning. 

To replace lab practices, some professionals proposed remote work on projects. 

Concerning sensory analysis, some students reported that their faculty sent them samples at home. 

The sensory analysis was then carried out online under the guidance of a professor. 

According to both target groups, it is not possible to replace practice exercise. Lab practices are 

essential to develop students’ skills and teach them how to conduct an experiment, and universities 

were not ready to introduce virtual lab exercises to students. Moreover, the pedagogical practices 

developed for distance lab courses should be further used at traditional lectures because they were 

very helpful as additional educational material.  

 

 

7. What do you think about breaks? Do they help students to maintain their attention? Should 

breaks be more frequent to promote learning (teachers should do breaks more frequently)? 

According to students and teachers, breaks are much more essential during distance learning to avoid 

the loss of attention. Sometimes, teachers did not understand their importance and skipped the 

breaks, thinking that students do not need it because there are at home and can drink and eat while 

attending the class. They eventually understood their mistake, when students started to exit the class 

during sessions. For students, it was very hard to keep track and participate to non-stop lecture, they 

were feeling tired and confused. Some of them even took a break by themselves because they really 

needed it. When the cameras were turned on, it was a bit embarrassing and rude to the professor to 

just get up and walk away, or maybe do something else. Students didn't want to disturb the professor 

and that was the reason why they wanted to turn off their cameras. 
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During distance learning, a balance between lectures and breaks must be found to foster learning, and 

both parts should respect the necessity of breaks. It also allows changing the rhythm of the lecture and 

maintain students’ attention. 

Some teachers suggested the students to do some physical activity during breaks such as stretching 

exercises together with the students to make them do something else and be ready to pursue the class. 

A negative point was that some students were not coming back after the break as they knew they 

could watch the recording of the lecture later on. 

 

8. Do you think a hybrid version (traditional and distance class) would have a positive impact 

on learning, and should it be more developed? Should it be more often introduced to the 

teaching/learning process? Why? 

The hybrid version is a positive solution as it offers much more flexibility. It is possible to work in multi-

places, with multi-partners and multi-target/public. It can allow the students to attend the class if they 

have transport issues, or when they are sick for example. Thanks to the hybrid version, external 

contributors can participate with video-conference. It is great for group work, interactivity and, 

according to the teachers, it could help develop students' autonomy. 

However, there are several difficulties with the hybrid version. For example, the hybrid version is not 

practical for laboratory work because it needs excellent technical support such as cameras and 

microphones. Sometimes the camera was pointing in the wrong direction, and staying in front of the 

computer for several hours and not being able to see or hear anything was a loss of time for students. 

Also, it is difficult for professors to be 100% present for both physical and online students.  

Network and device connection is another issue. If the connection speed is too low, the image will 

freeze, the microphone will not work and the quality of the camera will be poor, hindering learning. 

Regarding the question if hybrid class should be more develop, the answer is mitigated. For some of 

them, it should be more develop, but it depends on students' equipment. They are afraid of harming 

the education and the credibility of the university if there is an excessive use of distance classes. For 

lab practice it is definitely not a good idea, whereas it could be used sometimes for some classes and 

exercises. 

 

9. Since distance learning/teaching, did you change your pedagogical practices/ways of 

learning? Did you discover other ways to teach/learn? What was the impact (more/less 

effective, more/less interesting, etc…). 

During the COVID-19 crisis, teachers and students discovered new pedagogical practices and some of 

these had a positive impact on teaching and learning. Among the positive ones, are the discovery of 

digital tools which foster learning, motivation and attention. Some of them are still used today. Digital 

material, such as videos, photos or other extra material, may contribute to the better understanding 

of the content and attract students. It was possible to use other content which was not strictly 

educational in order to teach. Videos are good to encourage learning as students can replay them 

several times, watch them when they actually have the motivation and are great for refreshing and 

revision before the exams. Short videos (2-3 min) were considered very efficient to be introduced into 

the study process. In addition, they help to prepare lab practice before going into the lab.  

Teachers introduced more quizzes and surveys. Additionally, use of video conference was new and 
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very useful. It offers more flexibility with the working hours and teleworking, and it avoids time 

transport to attend the class. Another positive point is that teachers were more communicative 

towards the students and more concerned if the students followed the lectures. 

For teachers who did not change their pedagogical practices, students found their lecture neither 

interesting nor attractive. Students noticed that “young” teachers were more willing to adapt their 

pedagogical practices and try to keep student engagement and motivation during lessons. 

 

10. To conclude, do you think distance learning or digital tools used for distance learning should 

be further developed (and why) ? 

According to the majority of the respondents, distance learning and digital tools should be further 

expanded under certain circumstances. Digital tools and platforms developed due to distance teaching 

can be also used for seminars, for lifelong learning and to help and better prepare the Master and PhD 

students. According to the students, digital tools such as Miro are very good for collaborative work. 

For teachers, it is essential to further develop distance learning and digital tools because they keep 

students involved and should be more integrated into the classroom teaching. They believe that digital 

tools such as Moodle are very useful and essential to the educational process in order to organize the 

educational material, to create a repository for extra materials and files which will be available to 

students anytime. However, teachers should not only lean on them in order to make an interactive 

lesson and tools should be improved to be easier to use as users need to relearn how to use a new 

tool. Also, the tools should better adapt to student’s needs. 

Distance learning and digital tools enable much more flexibility, solving livelihood problems as they 

allow students to attend lectures at the university even when they are working part time or are sick. 

They offer flexibility to teachers too, as they can lecture from home, even on a business trip. They can 

also do some online classes or consultations abroad; the flexibility is open. This way, the classes are 

neither postponed nor cancelled, even when we are travelling for work. 

The use of digital tools was a positive experience for oral exams and individual sessions too. The 

teachers can ask a set of questions to see if the topic is well understood. 

More specifically, visual content, short summaries of the most important lecture topics, pictures, 

lecture clips, videos from the web (2-3 minutes length) were very appreciated from the students. 

For some respondents, the traditional methods cannot be replaced by distance teaching. They think 

that digital tools are ancillary to the traditional teaching process. Also, distance teaching encourages a 

loss of communication and social interaction, especially for newcomers to universities, and distance 

learning is very unequal between individuals. Students reported that screen monitoring can be an 

issue, mainly for students with attention disorders, as it is difficult to stay focused. 

Face-to-face classes are essential and should remain the basic teaching method, and universities 

should not rely on only distance learning. The inclusion of hybrid teaching can be an alternative 

solution. 

IV. Conclusion 

Due to the COVID-19 crisis and the enforcement of distance teaching, the professors adopted a new 

culture of education such as the use of digital tools. Although most of these tools pre-existed before 
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COVID-19, most professors did not know their abilities, their necessity, and the fact that the use of 

those tools could benefit the educational process. These tools are very useful to foster learning and 

keep students’ attention and motivation.  

Moreover, according to the results of the focus groups, some pedagogical practices developed during 

the COVID-19 crisis should be kept, such as online class for some theoretical courses. The use of 

different material content, such as videos, was also a very good initiative. Students can rewatch the 

videos in a future time, which can improve motivation and interest.  

Traditional teaching should not be completely replaced in favour of distance learning. Indeed, 

according to the feedback obtained from the focus groups, not everything is considered necessary to 

maintain in online education. Teachers and professors suggest opting for hybrid solutions and the use 

of certain digital tools to improve learning. 

The focus groups highlighted the need to take breaks in order not to lose students' attention and 

interest. 

Concerning practical work, it is obvious for the respondents that it cannot be replaced by distance 

learning. However, video sharing for preparation beforehand seems a good practice to keep. 

 


