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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic led to a strong digitalization push at university level
teaching. The latter had to be converted to distance modes quickly. This paper
discusses the consequences of these developments for the field of social science
research education, a discipline where the personal interaction between
lecturers and students traditionally plays a major role in the transfer of
knowledge and competences. Accordingly, we ask whether lecturers accepted
distance learning as part of their work and if they will implement the
associated digital teaching modalities into their regular teaching repertoire in
the future. Furthermore, indicators shaping the acceptance of future distance

teaching are explored.

The article is based on a continuous online survey of lecturers (n = 169) who
teach social science methods and methodology at Austrian public universities.
The results of this study show that more than 40 % of the sample with or after
the experience of distance teaching will retain some aspects of it in their
teaching due to the CODIV-19 pandemic. In particular, the evaluation of the
preparation effort, the interaction with students and the attitude toward new
didactic methods play a central role in the acceptance of distance teaching.
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1. Introduction — How Research and Methods Education Changed Overnight

Academia has been entrenched in controversial discussions about the potential consequences
of relying on distance learning and teaching in tertiary education for a long time (Marshall,
2018). However, those discussions have been halted during the COVID-19 crisis of 2020 and
2021 because the pandemic made distance teaching and learning common at most
universities. Thus, it can be argued that now, perhaps more than ever before, the long-term
future of higher education has become linked to the digital transformation, where all
hypothetical ifs and buts have been replaced by the reality of distance education, based on
online lectures and assessments (Ali, 2020; Temte et al., 2019).

While this abrupt change has been an unusual experience in many ways (Watermeyer et al.,
2020), it also had different effects on the equally different scientific domains and disciplines.
The following paper engages with the consequences of those developments in the field of
social science research education. Consequently, it will be discussed whether lecturers are
(1) accepting distance learning as part of their job and (2) if they are going to implement the
related digital teaching modalities into their regular future teaching repertories. Following
up on the results of this descriptive analysis, characteristics influencing educators’ opinions
will be identified.

The domain of research methods education in social sciences is of great interest because of
two principal reasons: Firstly, bestowing students with the abilities to conduct research and
providing them with the skills necessary to distinguish between trustworthy empirical claims
and invalid assertions is a key takeaway from social science studies and often one of the more
practical and employment-relevant aspects of university graduates in the related disciplines
(Nardi, 2018; Prandner & Tabakovic, 2019). Therefore, it is central for students to develop a
strong grasp of the underlying concepts. Secondly, courses dealing with such issues are
commonly among the most challenging in university teaching for both students and lecturers
(Earley, 2014). Because of this, such classes rely heavily on in-person teaching, personal
interaction during tutorials and close proximity when it comes to data analysis sessions. This
expands to many forms of data collection (e.g. interviews, face to face surveys) which are
typically part of social science research training. However, because of the restrictions put in
place during the COVID-19 pandemic teaching in person or even engaging with others for
data collection purposes became much harder or even impossible.

The empirical foundation for this discussion is based on a case study from Austria which has
(currently) two waves of quantitative data to draw upon. The population of the study are
social science research lecturers in Austria who teach at public universities. Section 2 will
introduce the current state of research and theoretical arguments, while section 3 will give an
overview of the empirical material. Subsequently, the results will be presented (4) and a
discussion closes the paper (5).
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2. Social Science Research Education, What Is Expected from It and How Does
This Relate to the Digitalization of Education?

Despite the fact that online education had been on a steady increase even before the COVID-
19 pandemic struck, digitalization of both university level education and distance teaching
are highly contested topics in debates about higher education (Ali, 2020; Zhang et al., 2020).
There has been an institutional resistance in academia to adapt to online teaching, especially
when it comes to more application-based content that demands a high level of student and
lecturer interaction, citing quality concerns as primary reasons (Ivancheva et al., 2020). In
this regard, it has to be stated that the introduction of technology and systemic change is
always a challenge. This is also true for online teaching in higher education, with several
factors influencing satisfaction and acceptance (Ali, 2020; Bolliger & Martin, 2018). Many
of those factors relate to the assumption that online teaching is time-consuming and
demanding in preparation, requires higher efforts to build a relationship between educator
and student, and the perceived success is often tied to the lecturer’s media literacy and skills
to engage with students online (Bolliger & Martin, 2018; Zhang et al., 2020). Previous
publications additionally illustrated that accepting online teaching is highly dependent on
individual factors. A high teaching load and long experience in a traditional teaching
environment typically result in a skeptical position towards online teaching (Bolliger
& Martin, 2018). When it comes to demographic characteristics, younger female educators
were more open to online teaching before the pandemic hit (Horvitz at al., 2015). Most of
these assessments are likely to be present in the field of social science methods education as
well.

Furthermore, previous studies have shown research methods education to thrive when it is
possible for lecturer/student interaction, elaborate feedback procedures and exercises to work
together (Michaelsen & Sweet, 2008; Prandner & Tabakovic, 2019). It has been monitored
over decades that tutorials and applying gained knowledge are necessary for students to
develop methods skills. It also became evident that — despite the fact that regularly expected
methods skills can be generalized — there is no homogenous pedagogical style that has been
established to teach them, resulting in a generally higher burden for those who teach courses
that deal with such a content (Nind & Lewthwaite, 2018; Prandner & Tabakovic, 2019).

3. The Dataset and the Methods Used

The survey that is the background of this case study is part of Digitize!, funded by the
Austrian Federal Ministry for Education, Science and Research. The survey is meant to
constantly monitor the digitalization of social science research method education in Austria
beginning in 2020. While the project was meant to start in September 2020, the COVID-19
pandemic and its influence on the universities forced the researchers to accelerate their
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timetable and begin in March 2020. Furthermore, the project no longer has to observe a field
that may slowly adapt to new teaching methods but one that has been radically transformed
in recent months.

The population for the study was defined as university level educators who teach social
science research courses and method classes in the four core disciplines of the social sciences
at the public universities of Austria: Sociology, political science, communication studies and
educational sciences. The corresponding individuals were identified via the lecture registers
for bachelor and master programs, published by the public universities of Austria. Regarding
the first wave, 182 individuals teaching social science research courses and method classes
could be identified. Regarding the second wave, 126 additional educators became part of the
population (total n = 308 for both waves). They were contacted via an individualized e-mail
addressed to their official university e-mail accounts. Those were sent in March 2020 for the
first wave and in September 2020 for the second one, with an additional reminder following
after two weeks. Participants were given information about their rights in accordance with
the General Data Protection Regulation. The questionnaire used closed questions to gather
information about relevant demographic information (e.g. discipline, gender, years of
experience, position) before identifying the respondents’ pedagogical strategies, and feelings
and experiences with online teaching and assessments.

The survey was piloted initially in mid-March, mostly consisting of established scales from
the educational sciences. The online survey itself was conducted via the German provider
Socscisurvey. Items and scales used for this paper and their distribution can be found in Table
1. The independent variables used are tied directly to the influences discussed in section 2.
The response rate for the first wave was a surprisingly high 58 % (n = 105). The second wave
had a response rate of 21 % (n = 64), more in line with other online surveys.

Sixty-three percent of social science methods instructors surveyed are women, with an
average age of 43 years. Seventeen percent are junior scientists (e.g. predocs, assistants,
project assistants). A quarter are tenured. The teaching average is about 5 units of 45 minutes
per week, while the participants have an average of 11 years teaching experience in
methodology or empirical methods. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, there was hardly any
experience with distance teaching. Eighty-five percent of the respondents teach courses
where students are continuously assessed, resulting in a high level of interaction between
educators and students and among students. More than half of the respondents have tried
many new didactic methods (e.g. use new online-teaching tools and communication
platforms to engage with students), which can typically be seen as a proxy for media
competency. However, distance teaching is perceived by a large proportion of respondents
(81 %) as more time-consuming in terms of preparation and follow-up. More than half of the
respondents also find interaction with students in a distance mode more challenging.
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Table 1. Dependent and Independent Variables

Mean
. . . st.Dev.
Dimension Variable Scale /(M edia n) /
percent!
g . Temporary Dlstqnce teaching is only a temporary 3.00
£ g & solution solution (n = 142) | - strongly agree
8 =s.E . . .
= 25 Permanent I will continue to implement aspects of to 5 — strongly
g2 implement online teaching after the pandemic (n = disagree 3.00
< ation 139)
© Ir?i(s:hplgrg How many teaching units did you teach metric 4.86
i 2 (n= :
§ week per week this semester? (n = 155) (nr. of units) (3.53)
3 How many years have you been teaching
a i 10.91
5 empirical research methods and/or (8.36)
& Extent of methodology? (n = 149) metric '
= teaching How many years have you been teaching (no. of years)
3 experience empirical research methods and/or 0.93
= methodology via distance teaching? (n = (2.20)
141)
§ ° Continuous Did you teach courses with seminar, multiple answer
H & assessment in  project, or practical course character? (n=  recoded into 85.2
o~ class 169) 1 =yes; 0 =no
Openness to I try out many new didactic methods. (n = ) 541
2 new didactics  146) ordinal sgales; ’
hat Perception of I currently need more time than usual to reioded mnto
S5 additional prepare and follow up my lessons. (n = 1= (strongly) 81.0
= S : agree;
t 142
E E preparation ) 0 = neither agree
g . , — o disagree,
z Interaction I find interaction with students via distance ?;;0;2?5;66 538
< with students learning is harder to organize (n = 143) disagree ’
With which gender do you identify? (n = 1 = female
Female 144) 0 = male 62.5
metric 43.03
Age How old are you? (n = 142) (no. of years) (10.36)
E . . 1 = juni
3:; Junior How would you describe your current sciejnli?s]tzr 17.4
S . L .
8 scientists professional position? (n = 144) 0 = others
My current employment contractis ... (n= 1 = tenured
Tenure 169) 0 = temporary 254
Survey wave  (n=169) 1 = fall 2020 379

0 = spring 2020

Source: Digitize!-Panel-Study on Methods Education (2020).

! Percentage always states the amount of answers coded with 1.

2 Factor solution for linear regression: 1 factorial solution — extracted variance: 82.37/ eigenvalue: 1.65; Cronbach’s

alpha: 0.78

417



How social science research education was influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic

4. Who Embraces the Digitalization of Research Education?

The fact that nearly all lecturers were forced to adapt to the new circumstances during the
COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a situation where the majority had a (strong) opinion on
whether distance teaching is just a stopgap or if it should be kept after the pandemic. In this
regard, it can be reported that about 15 % of the respondents agreed strongly that they
consider distance teaching to be an emergency solution, while another 28 % somewhat
agreed. Nine percent do not consider distance teaching as a temporary solution at all. Fifteen
percent of respondents are certain that they will continue to offer some of their teaching over
distance, even after the pandemic ends. Another quarter are likely to do so as well. Sixteen
percent cannot imagine a future implementation of distance teaching at all (see Figure 1 for
details).

future implementation (n = 139) 27 % 17 % 16 %

temporary solution (n = 142) _ 31% 17 % 9%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100 %

M strongly agree M agree neither agree nor disagree disagree strongly disagree

Figure 1. Attitudes towards distance learning. Source: Digitize! Panel Study on Methods Education (2020).

A more detailed look emerges when considering the results of a linear regression on the
acceptance of distance teaching by social science methods instructors. Two models were
calculated to do this. The first model deals with the extent of teaching and the teaching
experience and the mode of the courses and evaluation of the situation were included. In a
second model, sociodemographic data were also included to check for their influence. A
variable identifying the timing of the survey was included in both models.

Results show that neither the extent of traditional nor that of online teaching experience have
a significant impact on the acceptance of distance teaching. This is also true for the question
whether an instructor taught courses that require continuous assessment of students or not.
The number of teaching hours has only a tendency to positively influence the attitude towards
distance teaching when sociodemographic variables are not considered. However, educators
who are open to new didactic approaches are also more positive about distance teaching.
Following the assumption that trying new didactic methods in online teaching requires the
media literacy and skills to engage with students online, parallels to the literature can be seen
here. As expected, the perception of a longer preparation time for distance teaching compared
to face-to-face teaching and the negative experience regarding the difficulty of interacting
with students have a negative impact on the acceptance of distance teaching.
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Age, gender and whether someone is in a temporary or permanent employment relationship
do not directly affect the acceptance of distance teaching. Considering these variables,
however, makes a tendency toward lower acceptance for distance teaching among in junior
researchers (p < 0.10) evident. The survey timing also plays a significant role in the
acceptance of distance teaching. In both models, distance learning is viewed more favorably
during the second survey in the fall of 2020 when compared to spring 2020. This seems
logical, as lecturers had time to come to terms with distance teaching, after a rather abrupt
change in the spring. Educators and students had already adjusted to the new situation and
gained experience. It is also likely that there had been a significant investment regarding the
change to distance teaching, therefore, the desire to retain parts of it even after the pandemic
ended may have increased.

Table 2. Acceptance of distance teaching

Linear regression for: Acceptance of distance teaching (regression constant)

Independent Variables Is\f(;).dgl tla Is\f;dél t2a

Teaching experience Teaching hours per week 0.157~ 0.158

Open-mindedness to new didactic concepts 0.209* 0.198*

Perception of additional preparation -0.166* -0.190*
A‘sses§ment of the Interaction with students is harder -0.198* -0.211*
situation . C .

Junior scientists - -0.161~

Survey wave 0.197* 0.178*
n= 124 122
R? 0.24 0.27
R? change +0.03

~p <0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; Only significant effects reported. There was no significant influence by the extent
of teaching experience (online and general), the type of courses taught, the age of the participants, their sex or if
they were tenured. Source: Digitize! Panel Study on Methods Education (2020).

5. Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic made distance teaching a reality at most universities worldwide.
The results of the Austrian case study on social science method educators show that more
than 40 % of the sample are going to keep some aspects of distance teaching in their
(methods) lectures after this unusual experience. However, an equally sizeable part remains
sceptic. Furthermore, in the level playing field of the pandemic, previous assumptions about
gender or age bias were proven insignificant. The same was true regarding the type of course
— and, thus, content — taught. It can be seen that experiences during the pandemic are of
relevance instead: Those who feel an additional burden — be it in preparation or student
interaction — are more likely to reject distance teaching, while those who have the
competencies or interest in tinkering with their teaching are more likely to embrace a future
with distance teaching. This is an important assessment: Trying out new techniques and
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teaching methods will improve online teaching and may lessen the stigma it experiences in
highly interaction-based disciplines — such as the social science methods education
researched.
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