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Abstract

In the post-COVID-19 era, the internet has become an integral tool for academia,
encompassing teachers, educational researchers, educationists, students, and parents.
It is widely utilised to solve various problems, learn innovative concepts in different
subjects, and expand knowledge in areas of interest. Specifically, students at different
educational levels frequently turn to the internet for assistance in understanding and
improving their academic work. This behaviour aligns with the concept of online academic
help-seeking, which is often described as a “self-regulating learning strategy” (Newman,
1994). To investigate the online academic help-seeking behaviours of postgraduate
students of central universities in India, this study aimed to understand how students
seek online academic help to meet their academic needs, which online channels they use,
how they utilise these channels to accomplish academic tasks, and whether any external
factors influence their online academic help-seeking behaviours. Adopting a qualitative-
exploratory design, the study engaged 38 postgraduate students from diverse academic
disciplines, selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected via an online
questionnaire comprising both closed- and open-ended questions, and analysed using
thematic analysis. The findings highlight that online academic help-seeking is a crucial
learning strategy, enabling students to address academic challenges and enhance
their subject understanding through varied online platforms, depending on their level
of internet self-efficacy. However, external factors such as socioeconomic status and
language barriers significantly impact students’ ability to seek online academic help.
The study emphasises the need for educational institutions to address these challenges,
ensuring equitable access to online academic resources and preventing any student
from being excluded from the benefits of digital learning.

Keywords: Online academic help-seeking, internet self-efficacy, external factors,
postgraduate students, higher education in India

Introduction is also one that causes hesitancy
(Karabenick, 2003; Peeters et al., 2020;
Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). Sometimes, it
leads them to be victims of an inferiority
complex situation. This hesitation can
hinder their learning performance and

It is evident that students need
guidance and help from their teachers
and other sources in order to flourish
in their academic lives. However,

research studies show that there are a
significant number of students in the
classroom who feel hesitant to ask their
teachers for guidance and support in
certain areas. Among different factors,
the fear of being alienated from their
academically successful peer groups

achievement, as they may struggle to
effectively grasp the concepts being
taught (Baker, 2017).

The rapid advancement of information
and communication technology (ICT) in
the era of globalisation has opened up
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new possibilities and perspectives for
individuals in various sectors (Makitalo-
Siegl et al., 2011). As a consequence,
the internet has become a valuable
tool for getting effective assistance and
accomplishing tasks efficiently (Comer,
2019). In recent times, it has played a
significant role for everyone involved
in academia, including teachers,
educational researchers, educationists,
students, and parents (Mouratidis &
Papagiannakis, 2021). It serves as a
platform to address a wide range of
problems, explore innovative concepts
in various subjects, and expand
knowledge in areas of interest (Comer,
2019). ThroughtheInternet, students get
access to a vast array of online learning
resources, platforms, and communities
that can provide the help and support
they need (Zimmerman, 1990). Online
channels such as educational websites,
forums, virtual tutoring platforms, and
social media networks allow them to
seek assistance beyond the confines
of the classroom (Cheng & Tsai, 2011).
As a result, they can connect with
experts, educators, and peers from
diverse backgrounds and locations,
expanding their perspectives and
learning opportunities (Comer, 2019).
This behaviour is often described as a
“self-regulating learning strategy” of the
students (Newman, 1994) that promotes
independent problem-solving  skills,
and fosters a sense of autonomy in
students’ academic pursuits (Newman,
1994; Zimmerman, 1990). It reflects the
metacognition and regulation skills of
the students (Aleven et al., 2003; Gonida
et al., 2019) and provides an alternative
approach for them to comprehend
topics they may feel uncomfortable

asking their teachers about in a
traditional classroom setting.
By actively engaging in the self-

regulating learning strategy, students
can independently seek clarification
and support from a wide range of
resources available on the internet
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(Tseng & Chai, 2011). Numerous studies
conducted globally have demonstrated
a relationship between students’ online
academic help-seeking behaviours and
their internet self-efficacy, which refers
to their belief in their ability to exert
effort and complete tasks effectively
online (Cheng & Tsai, 2011; Ding & Er,
2018). Through online academic help-
seeking, students can bridge knowledge
gaps, gain new perspectives, and
ultimately achieve better academic
outcomes (Tseng & Chai, 2011). A study
conducted by Ding and Er (2018) found
that students with high internet self-
efficacy are morelikely to navigate online
platforms, access appropriate sources
of assistance, and effectively accomplish
their academic tasks. By leveraging their
internet self-efficacy, they can actively
seek help and support online, tailoring
their learning experiences to their
specific needs (Cheng & Tsai, 2011).
This empowerment enables them to
become independent learners, develop
critical thinking skills, and enhance
their problem-solving abilities. Hence,
it is crucial for students to cultivate
their internet self-efficacy and utilise
online platforms effectively to maximise
the benefits of online academic help-
seeking in their learning journey (Ding
& Er, 2018).

At present, almost every higher
education institution in the world has
adopted the blended learning method to
encourage learners to be self-regulated
(Fan & Lin, 2022). Influenced by this
method, students have begun to take
online help from different platforms
to do well in their academic work (Hao
et al., 2017). It is to be mentioned that
when there were no provisions for
finding adequate quality academic
materials in the library, learners faced
a lot of problems understanding certain
phenomena and matters related to
their education, but now they are able
to access a myriad of academic readings
to be academically self-reliant. This



virtual assistance helps them develop
their knowledge and understanding in a
broader way in the era of globalisation
to become competent in the global
academic as well as economic arenas
(Ding & Er, 2018).

In a developing country like India, where
68.8 per cent of the total population, or
833 million people, lives in village areas
(Census of India, 2011), the influence
of online learning among students
pursuing higher education is very
significant. They are now no longer
only accustomed to reading printed
texts but are going beyond them (Naik
et al.,, 2021). Since this is an era of
globalisation and advanced science and
technology where there is no scarcity
of quality learning materials over the
Internet, students seek online academic
help using their internet self-efficacy
from different channels to do their
studies well (Fan & Lin, 2022). It helps
them understand things better and
become knowledgeable, productive,
and self-reliant.

Literature Review and Research
Questions

Student Help-Seeking

When a student asks his/her teacher
for clarification about their classroom
assignment, this is considered a kind
of help-seeking behaviour (Qayyum,
2018). Help-seeking is a cognitive and
metacognitive activity that entails a
number of acts, such as recognizing
the need for assistance, explicitly
articulating  the  difficulties, and
formulating inquiries to ask for help
(Doebling & Kazerouni, 2021; Newman,
2008). It is a very important component
of self-regulated learning (Gall, 1981).

A student can seek both non-academic
and academic help (Qayyum, 2018).
Non-academic help implies seeking
assistance in different fields other
than academia, such as administration,

personal life, career-building,
technology, human relationships, etc.
On the other hand, academic help
refers to the assistance that students
seek from their teachers, peer groups,
and other academicians in the field of
academia to enhance their learning
experiences.

Academic  help-seeking behaviours
are crucial for students’ academic
excellence, as they can access support
through diverse online and offline
channels. Therefore, while defining
the concept of academic help-seeking,
Qayyum (2018) opines that “it is one
among many learning strategies
students use to improve their learning,
including studying more, organising
one's studying, note-taking, outlining
notes and readings, reviewing, choosing
engaging assignments, and managing
expectations, including lowering
aspirations” (p. 1). Academic help-
seeking is a key behaviour that can help
both face-to-face and online students
learn more effectively (Qayyum, 2018). It
is a process of being aware of the need
for assistance, deciding that assistance
is required, locating helpers, eliciting
assistance, and assessing the assistance
(Aleven et al., 2003; Cheng & Tsai, 2011).

There are a variety of factors that affect
the decisions of students about their
academic help-seeking behaviours, such
as the learner's motive (Karabenick &
Knapp, 1991), the perception of menace
to their self-esteem from aid resources
(Karabenick, 2003), and their faith in the
resource’s utility (Price et al., 2017).

Online Academic Help-Seeking

Online academic help-seeking is
described as the spontaneous request
for assistance from others over the
Internet (Cheng & Tsai, 2011). It refers
to getting help using internet resources
such as search engines, emails, or
online platforms like social network
sites and different educational mobile
applications with the goal of solving
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academic challenges (Hao, 2016). As a
result, looking for online material for
academic reasons has progressively
emerged as a significant sort of help-
seeking activity on the Internet (Fan &
Lin, 2022). When students effectively
utilise their self-regulatory skills to select
appropriate online academic resources,
they can reap significant benefits,
leading to an enhanced learning
experience (Doebling & Kazerouni,
2021).

Researchers have looked into how
the internet environment might assist
learners in improving their aid-seeking
tendencies (Makitalo et al., 2011;
Puustinen et al., 2011). Makitalo-Sieg| et
al. (2011) discovered, for example, that
the web-based learning environment
had a favourable impact on learners’
help-seeking activities, particularly when
there was a low degree of guidance on
the teacher’s part. With regard to online
academic help-seeking, Cheng and Tsai
(2011) identified three types of student
behaviours: (1) information searching
(for example, surfing Google or similar
search engines for information to
address academic issues); (2) formal
query (for example, requesting support
from teachers or tutors through email);
and (3) informal query (for example,
making virtual requests for academic

assistance to peers or unknown
academicians).
Nevertheless, accessing online

academic support necessitates internet
self-efficacy, as students require
confidence in their ability to navigate
and utilise digital resources effectively.
Without this proficiency, students may
encounter difficulties in locating and
leveraging suitable online academic

help, potentially hindering their
academic success.

Internet Self-Efficacy

Internet self-efficacy is commonly

defined as a student’s confidence in his/
her ability or expected outcomes in an
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Internet-based learning environment
(Tsai et al., 2011). Students with a high
level of internet self-efficacy performed
better in online learning than those with
a low level of internet self-efficacy (Kuo
et al., 2020). Studies conducted earlier
have found that students’ internet self-
efficacy is directly tied to their prior
internet experience (Joo et al., 2000;
Wu & Tsai, 2006). When students had

a favourable experience in online
settings—for example, experiencing
constructive criticism or having a

sense of success on the Internet—they
would possess higher levels of positive
confidence and attitude towards
utilising the Internet (Chu & Tsai, 2009;
Wu & Tsai, 2006). Liang and Tsai (2008)
found a significant positive correlation
between internet self-efficacy and
students' preferences for internet-based
learning environments. Specifically,
their study revealed that students with
higher levels of internet self-efficacy
exhibited a stronger inclination towards
exploratory learning, preferring to
investigate information from diverse
sources and engage in online inquiry-
based learning activities.

The Surge in Online Learning due to
the COVID-19 Pandemic

The rapid advancement of information
and communication  technologies
has significantly transformed the
landscape of teaching and learning. The
COVID-19 pandemic, which disrupted
conventional face-to-face education,
compelled thousands of higher
education institutions worldwide to
cease in-person operations and adopt
online learning as a primary mode of
instruction (Abdelfattah et al., 2023;
Oraif & Elyas, 2021). During this period,
online education emerged as the most
accessible format for higher education.
Students, educators, and researchers
were required to swiftly transition
to digital platforms, incorporating
online courses, virtual classrooms, and
electronic textbooks into their academic



routines. This shift demanded that
educators exhibit readiness to embrace
online learning as a viable alternative to
traditional pedagogical methods.

Duffin's (2023) research reveals that
65 per cent of surveyed educators
expressed support for integrating
open educational resources into their
teaching practices, while 63 per cent
advocated for  competency-based
education systems. The global health
crisis has underscored the necessity
for a transition from traditional
teaching approaches—such as lectures,
seminars, and laboratory work—toward
online education. However, despite
the apparent benefits, the adoption of
online learning has not been without
challenges.

In the context of India, the
implementation of online learning
is significantly influenced by socio-
economic disparities. Research by
Goswami et al. (2021) highlights
the difficulties faced by socially and
economically marginalised groups—
such as Scheduled Castes (SC),
Scheduled Tribes (ST), Other Backward
Classes (OBC), women, and students
from rural areas—during the shift to
online education. Key barriers include
the high cost of high-speed internet,

inadequate  digital  infrastructure,
and poor connectivity (Goswami
et al, 2021; Ministry of Human

Resource Development, 2020). Malo
(2021) corroborates these findings,
emphasising the  disproportionate
challenges faced by marginalised
students in accessing online education.
Additionally, Vashistha et al. (2024)
report that students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds often lack the
necessary experience to effectively use
digital devices, further hampering their
educational outcomes.

Despite these challenges, many
students pursuing higher education

in India continue to leverage online
resources to enhance their academic
performance. However, in this context,
there is a dearth of qualitative research
exploring how students actively engage
with online platforms to improve
productivity in  their educational
pursuits. Recognizing this gap, the
present study aims to investigate this
underexplored dimension of online
learning within the Indian context.

Research Questions

The research questions guiding this
study were: How do students pursuing
higher education in India seek online
academic help to meet their academic
needs? What types of ‘online channels’
(Cheng & Tsai, 2011)—such as e-tutor
systems, social networking sites, and
other platforms—do they utilise for this
purpose? How do they leverage these
channels to complete their academic
tasks? Additionally, are their online
academic  help-seeking  behaviours
influenced by external factors? These
qguestions have been explored through
a flexible approach in this research.

Referring to the categorization of online
academic  help-seeking  behaviours
proposed by Cheng and Tsai (2011),
this study has aimed to understand
India’'s central university's postgraduate
students’ online academic help-seeking
behaviours. The central universities,
also known as public universities, are
under the responsibility of the Ministry
of Human Resource Development (now
known as the Ministry of Education),
Union Government of India. It was
established by an Act of Parliament
(Ministry  of  Human Resource
Development, Government of India,
2012). Here, students from different
parts of the country come to study,
irrespective of caste, religion, gender, or
economic condition.
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Methodology
Research Design

The study adopted a qualitative-
exploratory design to gain a
comprehensive  understanding  of
the online academic help-seeking
behaviours of postgraduate students at
a central university in India. Exploratory
research  requires a  qualitative
approach to understanding phenomena
(Denscombe, 2003), as it provides in-
depth insights, flexibility, and a focus on
participants’ context and experiences.

This approach enables the exploration
of underlying reasons and dynamics,
contributing to future research and
theory development.

Participants
Sample Background and Selection:

The study included a total of 38
postgraduate students as participants.
The selection of participants was carried
out among diverse academic disciplines
within different central universities
in India, chosen through a purposive
sampling technique.

Table-1: Background of the Participants

Category Sub-category Number of Percentage
Participants (n) (%)
Total Participants 38 100
Academic Discipline Science 11 28.95
Arts 24 63.16
Commerce 3 7.90
Socioeconomic Background | Middle Class 25 65.79
Lower Middle Class 13 34.21
Geographical Location of | Delhi 15 39.47
Participants
Uttar Pradesh 3 7.89
West Bengal 4 10.53
Bihar 6 15.79
Maharashtra 1 2.63
Assam 8 21.05
Arunachal Pradesh 1 2.63

Gender Distribution:

Among the participants, 21 were male
and 17 were female. This distribution
indicates a slight imbalance towards
male participants, with males comprising
approximately 55.26 per cent of the
sample, while females constituted
approximately 44.74 per cent.
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Age Range:

The participants’ ages ranged from 20
to 25 years, corresponding to young
adulthood. This stage is considered a
critical university developmental age,
characterised by developmental tasks
focused on experiencing and managing
independence and autonomy (Alesi et



al., 2023). This age range was chosen
to ensure that the participants were in
a similar phase of life, primarily focused
on their postgraduate studies. By
limiting the age range, the study aimed
to minimise potential variations due to
significant age-related factors.

Internet Usage Habits:

A ssignificant majority of respondents (74
per cent) reported spending more than
21 hours per week on internet usage,
while the remaining proportion (26 per
cent) allocated less than 21 hour weekly
to online activities.

Data Collection Tools and Procedure

To address the research questions,
an online guestionnaire was
developed to gather pertinent data.
The questionnaire comprised a mix
of closed- and open-ended items.
The closed-ended questions elicited
demographic information, including
gender, age, academic discipline,
geographical location, socioeconomic
status, and internet usage patterns,
thereby providing a comprehensive
participant profile. Conversely, the
open-ended questions were designed
to facilitate in-depth, qualitative
responses, enabling participants to
express their thoughts, opinions, and
experiences regarding online academic
help-seeking behaviours, uninhibited
by predetermined response categories.
This dual approach vyielded a rich
dataset, combining quantitative and
qualitative insights for analysis.

To facilitate the data collection process,
a digital platform was employed, which
is a Google Form. Participants were
provided with a unique link to the
Google Form, which they could access
through their internet browser on any
device, such as laptops, smartphones,
or tablets. Upon opening the link,
participants were presented with
the questionnaire, where they could

read each question and provide their
responses in the provided text boxes.
This ensured that participants could
complete the questionnaire at their
own convenience and from any location
with internet access. Once participants
completed and submitted the form,
their responses were automatically
received by the researcher.

The data collection period spanned
nearly four months, allowing
participants sufficient time to respond
to the questionnaire. The extended
duration ensured that a diverse range
of participants could contribute their
insights and experiences, potentially
enhancing the representativeness of the
sample and enriching the data collected.

Data Analysis

This study is grounded in Cheng and
Tsai's (2011) categorization of online
academic help-seeking behaviours,
which served as the foundation for
coding the collected data. However,
while coding the data, a few additional
themes emerged that extended beyond
Cheng and Tsai's framework, including
the impact of socioeconomic factors
on digital access and the influence of
language on online academic help-

seeking. The participants provided
responses in either English or
Assamese. Grammatical errors in

English responses were corrected, while
Assamese responses were translated
into English. To capture these nuances,
the researcher employed Thematic
Analysis (Aronson, 1994), a qualitative
research method suited for identifying,
analysing, and reporting patterns and
themes within data (Javadi & Zarea,
2016). This analysis method helped
uncover meaningful insights and
understand underlying themes or
patterns that emerge from participant
responses (Braun & Clarke, 2012). It
also allowed to integrate both a priori
codes (based on Cheng and Tsai's
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(2011) categorization) and emergent
themes, providing a comprehensive
understanding of students’ online
academic help-seeking behaviours.

Findings and Discussion

The present generationis livingin an era
of advanced science and technology.
Individuals, from students to teachers,
academicians to scientists, businessmen
to entrepreneurs, all take advantage
of information and communication
technology (ICT) to get their stuff done
effectively (Player-Koro, 2012; Sarkar,
2012; Uluyol & Sahin, 2014). In this
process, the internet—a worldwide
system of computer networks—plays
a pivotal role, without which it is very
difficult to survive in this era (Comer,
2019). The Internet helps us get things
done quickly and very effectively with
ease, be it academic, personal, social,
economic, or business-related issues,
etc. (Castells, 2001). This section
analyses how and why postgraduate
students in India use the Internet for
online learning, specifically examining
their online academic help-seeking
behaviours under various themes.

Information Searching

Information searching is the first
category of online academic help-
seeking behaviours of a student as
classified by Cheng and Tsai (2011). The
data that came out of the study paints
a great picture of how the students
pursuing their postgraduate courses
in different subjects at the central
universities in India took to the internet
to search for information on certain
topics to get their doubts clarified and
develop their understanding (Bailey &
Lee, 2020; Metzger, 2003; Tanveer et al.,
2020). A few of their responses in this
regard are depicted below, giving them
pseudonyms.
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Respondent: Anand

“l use Google most of the time
to seek information on different
subjects. For example, if | need to
know about a certain topic that
is not clearly given in the book to
which | am referring in my course,
| type the keywords in the search
engine of Google and get reading
materials there. It helps me a lot to
clear up my doubts and improve
my understanding of the topic.”

Respondent: Rohit

“Sometimes we do not find some
information  appropriately in
books, and for this we have to
rely on other sources. To fill
this gap, | take help from the
internet. Most likely, | use Google,
YouTube, and Google Scholar
to find the needed information.
It saves my time and energy. A
student like me greatly benefits
from this process.”

Respondent: Chahana

“When | encounter difficulties
downloading articles from Google
Scholar, | rely on our university's
E-Library systemto access necessary
reading materials. The E-Library
has subscriptions to numerous
international publishers and journal
databases. If | still face challenges,
| supplement my searches using
alternative  platforms:  LibGen,
Anna’s Archive, Z-Library, ProQuest,
DuckDuckGo, and Sci-Hub.”

Respondent: Upasana

“l take help from YouTube videos
to understand the topics of my
syllabus that seem difficult to me
to understand by reading. On
YouTube, you are able to find a



lot of academic videos on almost
all topics that you want to learn
about. It is the best platform for
me to understand anything, be
it academic or current issues,
etc.”

Respondent: Anupam

“When|needtolearnaboutaspecific
topic, | instantly turn to ChatGPT.
It provides a comprehensive
overview, allowing me to grasp the
essence instantly. ChatGPT has
been invaluable in clarifying various
concepts. Additionally, | utilise
ChatGPT to refine my sentence
structures for academic writing,
which significantly enhances the
standard of my language.”

Respondent: Dhiraj

“Alongside ChatGPT, | also utilise
Meta Al and Gemini for my studies.
These platforms prove helpful, but
| regularly verify the authenticity
of the data they provide, as they

occasionally supply inaccurate
information.”
The platforms (search  engines

and online resources) used by the
participants (students) of the study
include widely known ones such as
Google, Google Scholar, and YouTube,
as well as specific resources like the
E-Library of the university, ChatGPT,
Meta Al, Gemini, E-Journals, Library
Genesis, Anna's Archive, Z-Library,
ProQuest, DuckDuckGo, and Sci-Hub.
These platforms cater to the specific
academic needs of the students,
including providing access to scholarly
journals, research papers, books, and
other resources (Cheng & Tsai, 2011).
They offer participants the opportunity
to delve deeper into their subjects and
obtain critical understanding through
reliable and comprehensive materials
(Culduz, 2024; Simamora et al., 2020).
Although Al chatbots like ChatGPT, Meta

Al, and Gemini offer valuable insights,

their limitations necessitate careful
evaluation (Schei et al., 2024). Students
must critically assess and verify

information through multiple sources to
avoid potential pitfalls, such as outdated
data or biased perspectives, ensuring
academicintegrity and reliability (Annus,
2024; Dwivedi et al., 2023).

When asked about the availability
of study materials on the internet,
most participants stated that Western
academic books and articles are easily
accessible online. However, they noted
that the same may not be true for Indian
academic resources. In this regard, two
participants’ responses are given below.

Respondent: Amir

“On the Internet, you can find as
many books as you want freely,
but most of them are written by
foreign authors and published
abroad.”

Respondent: Preeti

“It's really difficult to download
books freely from the Internet that
are published by Indian authors
in our country. To clarify my
confusion regarding certain topics,
therefore, | go through Western
writers' books. They are easily
available on Google.”

When  selecting online reading
resources, participants consider two
key aspects: surface-level factors such
as title, abstract, and writing style, and
credibility indicators like peer-reviewed
sources from renowned publishers
(e.g., SAGE, Taylor & Francis, Springer)
and indexing in databases like SCOPUS,
Web of Science, or UGC-CARE. However,
some participants expressed concerns
about the authenticity of freely
available online resources, questioning
their reliability without proper in-text
citations and peer review (Kankam et
al., 2024; Tang et al., 2021). Therefore,
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they emphasise the importance of
verification, highlighting the need for
critical evaluation of online information
to ensure academic integrity. Their
responses are cited below.

Respondent: Ashish

“When | need in-depth information
on a specific topic, | prefer reading
relevant articles. To determine
relevance, | review the article’s
abstract to assess its alignment with
my academic needs. If the abstract
meets my requirements, | proceed
to read the article; otherwise, |
discard it. | particularly value articles
available online that include proper
citations, as this ensures the authenti-
city and credibility of the information.”

Respondent: Sanjana

“| prefer research journals from
renowned publishers like SAGE,
Taylor & Francis, and Springer
for my academic purposes,
particularly those indexed in
databases such as SCOPUS, Web
of Science, or UGC-CARE.”

While most participants reported not
facing difficulties in finding information
online, a few mentioned encountering
challenges. In this case, one of the
participants, Tina, reveals,

“Most of the time, | face difficulty
getting access to authentic and
quality reading materials. Because
of this, | get unmotivated to study.”

According to Kuo et al. (2020), students’
low internet self-efficacy could be the
cause of this difficulty. To overcome
these challenges, they need guidance
from peers or teachers in the classroom
on how to find authentic learning
materials on the internet (Ong & Quek,
2023).
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Formal Query

According to Cheng and Tsai (2011),
formal query is the second category
of a student's online academic help-
seeking behaviours. This category
refers to students seeking support
and clarification from their teachers or
e-tutors through virtual multi-media
platforms (Cheng et al., 2013; Lee et
al., 2014; Liu, 2017; Martin-Arbds et al.,
2021). The communication between the
student and the teacher in this context
is considered formal (Martin-Arbds et
al., 2021).

In  the study, participants were
presented with a questionnaire that
focused on the concept of “formal
query” as proposed by Cheng and Tsai
(2011). The collected data revealed that
most of the students do seek help from
their teachers and e-tutors to enhance
their understanding of specific topics.
When faced with challenges in finding
authentic and relevant materials for
their subjects, students turn to their
teachersforassistance, andtheteachers
provide them with the necessary
support (Doebling & Kazerouni, 2021).
From this perspective, the participants
responded,

Respondent: Rakesh

“Sometimes when | don't find
appropriate materials on the
internet, | ask the subject teacher
to provide us with the readings.
He/she shares them through email
or WhatsApp.”

Respondent: Vivek

“Whenever | have some doubts or
queries regarding certain topics,
| send texts on my e-teacher's
WhatsApp or mail him on the
same, seeking support. He or she
then shares quality materials over
there. Itis really very helpful.”



Inthisstudy,itwasfoundthatparticipants
predominantly utilise platforms
such as WhatsApp and Email to seek
virtual assistance from their teachers.
WhatsApp, in particular, provides an
instant messaging platform that allows
for quick and both synchronous and
asynchronous communication, enabling
students to receive timely responses
and support from their teachers
(Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014; Reeves et
al., 2019). These communication tools
offer convenient and direct channels for
students to reach out to their teachers,
ask questions, and seek clarifications
regarding specific subject matters
(Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014; Cheng &
Tsai, 2011; Reeves et al., 2019; Sharma
et al., 2011). This interaction fosters a
supportive learning environment where
teachers act as mentors and facilitators,
helping  students receive timely
responses, even when mentors may not
be available for immediate face-to-face
interaction. It saves time and allows
students to make progress on their
projects without significant delays.

Few participants mentioned that in
cases where a larger group of students
faces challenges understanding a
particular subject, virtual audio-visual
meeting applications like Google Meet
and Zoom are commonly employed
by teachers. In this regard, one of the
study's participants, Shruti, says,

“When we have difficulty
understanding certain contents of
the syllabus, we ask our teachers
to take a class on the same.
Sometimes, they take classes in
virtual mode using Google Meet
or Zoom."

Platforms like Google Meet and
Zoom offer features such as video
conferencing, screen sharing, and real-
time interaction that facilitate effective
communication and  collaboration
between teachers and students
(Adenegan & Abiodun, 2018; Wiyono
et al, 2021). By leveraging these

applications, teachers can conduct
virtual classes, hold discussions,
and provide explanations in a more
interactive and engaging manner. This
form of virtual communication facilitates
direct and personalised support,
enabling mentors to address specific
challenges or provide suggestions for
improvement (Wiyono et al., 2021). This
promotes a sense of inclusivity and
allows students to actively participate
in the learning process (Nuraziza et al,,
2021). Therefore, it can be anticipated
that the use of virtual audio-visual
meeting applications not only aids in
addressing group difficulties but also
helps in establishing a friendly rapport
between students and teachers.

Furthermore, some participants
mentioned that when working on
projects or dissertations, they often
discuss any issues or challenges they
encounter with their mentors through
virtual means like WhatsApp, email, or
audio-visual meeting applications. One
of the participants, Satish, responded,

“I remember that when | was
doing my dissertation work,
several times | took guidance
from my mentor through Email
to appropriately analyse the
collected data. You can't meet
your mentor every day due to
his engagement at various works
and in this case, online channels
like Email or WhatsApp play a
significant role.”

These platforms provide convenient
and efficient channels for students to
communicate with their mentors and
receive timely guidance and support
(Adenegan & Abiodun, 2018; Bouhnik
& Deshen, 2014; Reeves et al., 2019;
Wiyono et al., 2021). By utilising virtual
means of communication, students
can benefit from the expertise and
guidance of their mentors without the
constraints of physical proximity (Sofi-
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Karim et al., 2022). They can maintain a
continuous flow of communication, seek
clarifications, and receive valuable input
throughout the project or dissertation
process. This virtual engagement
fosters a collaborative and supportive
relationship between students and
mentors, ensuring that students receive
the necessary guidance to excel in their
academic work (Ratten, 2023).

Informal Query

It is interesting to note that according to
Cheng and Tsai (2011), informal queries
are identified as the third category
of online academic help-seeking
behaviours. This category refers to
students seeking virtual assistance from
their peers or unknown academicians
to accomplish their academic tasks in a
convenient manner. The data collected
through the questionnaire revealed
that a significant portion of participants,
approximately 82 per cent, engaged in
seeking virtual help from their peers or
unknown academicians through various
onlinechannels. They mentioned several
online channels that they commonly
use for informal queries, such as
Email, Facebook, LinkedIn, WhatsApp,
ResearchGate, Academia, Unacademy,
and Byju's, among others. They utilise
these platforms to connect with subject
specialists, authors, and academicians
worldwide (Gao, 2022; Lee et al., 2023)
. Some participants expressed that they
rely on a few of these channels to obtain
high-quality research articles that are
not freely available on the internet,
expanding their access to diverse
knowledge sources. In this perspective,
Aditi utters,

“When | am not able to download
an essential article for free on the
internet, | send a request to its
original author on ResearchGate to
share it with me. This way, | collect
the articles that | want to read for
my academic benefits.”

I Indian Journal of Educational Technology
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The data revealed that participants
found value in engaging with global
academics through informal queries. A
similar finding was also reported in the
study conducted by Green (2018). These
interactions provided them with insights
into the education systems of different
countries and valuable information
about admission procedures for
traditional and professional higher
education courses. One of the
respondents, Riya, says,

“For my further studies, | am these
days having interaction with
different professors around the
globe with the help of my LinkedIn
account. They show cooperation
regarding various aspects of acad-
emia. At first, | didn't have any idea
how to get admission to a foreign
university with a scholarship, but
thanks to the LinkedIn platform, | now
have some basic ideas regarding the
same. It has helped me alot.”

This aspect underscores the significance
of connecting learners and teachers
from around the world, as it fosters
social harmony and contributes to the
holistic development of individuals. By
interacting with academics from diverse
backgroundsandgeographicallocations,
participants gain a broader perspective
on various education systems (Zalli,
2024). They can learn about the unique
features, approaches, and practices
employed in the educational institutions
of different countries. This exposure to
diverse educational systems enhances
participants’ understanding of global
perspectives and promotes a more
inclusive and comprehensive outlook
on education. Additionally, participants
acquire  information  about the
admission procedures for traditional
and professional higher education
courses in different countries. This
knowledge can be particularly valuable
for those considering pursuing further



studies abroad or seeking insights
into alternative educational pathways.
Engaging with global academics
allows participants to gather first-
hand information and advice, helping
them make more informed decisions
regarding their academic pursuits and
future career paths (Fabriz et al., 2021).

Participants in the study expressed a
strong interest in discussing academic
matters with peers from different
locations, highlighting the positive
impact of such interactions. Engaging
in discussions with peers from
diverse backgrounds was seen as a
valuable opportunity to enhance their
understanding of various subjects and
academictopics. One of the participants,
Ashish, responds,

“l come across different research
scholars on platforms like LinkedIn,
Academia, ResearchGate, and
Facebook, with whom | can
discuss various academic issues.
Sometimes, we can collaborate
on research papers to get them
published in reputed journals.”

Another respondent, Aditya, elicits,

“I use Email and WhatsApp most
of the time to convey my basic
academic doubts to my Research
Supervisor so that | can get
clarification within a short span of time.”

Interacting with peers from different

locations brings together different
perspectives, experiences, and
knowledge. Participants find that

engaging in discussions with peers
from diverse backgrounds provides
them with new insights, alternative
viewpoints, and unique approaches to
understanding and tackling academic
challenges (Bjgntegaard, 2015;
Virkkula, 2016). These interactions
broaden their understanding of various
subjects, expose them to different
methodologies and  perspectives,

and enrich their overall learning
experience. Furthermore, participants
emphasise that collaborative work on
projects and research papers can be
facilitated through these interactions.
Working together with peers from
different spaces enables them to pool
their diverse expertise and resources,
leading to more comprehensive
and well-rounded outcomes. By
combining their knowledge, skills, and
perspectives, participants are able to
approach academic tasks from multiple
angles and produce more robust
and innovative work. Collaborating
with peers from different locations
also fosters valuable cross-cultural
exchanges and interpersonal skills that
help them learn each other's cultural
backgrounds, communication styles,
and collaborative practices (Sahadevan
& Sumangala, 2021). These interactions
enhanced their ability to work effectively
in diverse teams, appreciate different
perspectives, and develop intercultural
competence.

Impact of Socioeconomic Factors on
Digital Access

Socioeconomic  factors significantly
influence students’ digital access (Al-
Ajeely et al, 2023; Zdravkov, 2024).
Specifically, income level, educational
background, geographic location, and
family structure and resources impact
affordability, availability, and proficiency
in utilising digital technologies (Joshi
et al., 2024). This study revealed that
most students from lower-middle-class
backgrounds face a digital divide due to
their households' low income and poor
internetconnectivity, bothathomeandin
institutions. This limitation hinders their
online learning opportunities, digital
literacy development, and ultimately,
academic performance, perpetuating
unequal educational outcomes (Afzal et
al., 2023). The findings underscore the
need for targeted interventions. The
following responses from respondents
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illustrate this concern:
Respondent: Dilip

“I| dont have a laptop for my
academic pursuits. Financial hurdles
create numerous challenges in
accessing quality education.”

Respondent: Bidisha

“I'live in a remote village with
poor internet connectivity,
making it challenging for me
to utilise virtual platforms like
YouTube, Google Meet, and
Zoom, which hampers my online
learning.”

Studies conducted by Korkmaz et
al. (2022) and Muthuprasad (2021)
have also reported similar findings,
highlighting the need to bridge the
digital divide. To achieve this, essential
measures such as affordable digital
infrastructure, digital literacy programs,
accessible educational resources, and
community-based initiatives must be
ensured. Educational institutions should
also play a vital role in this context
by providing high-speed internet on
campus and adequate computers with
subscriptions to renowned publishers
and databases (Ministry of Human
Resource Development, 2020; Simamora
et al., 2020). Research has shown that
institutions offering these amenities
significantlyenhance students'academic
performance (Simamora et al., 2020). By
addressing socioeconomic disparities
and promoting equitable digital access,
educators and policymakers can foster
an inclusive and supportive learning
environment for all students.

Influence of Language on Online
Academic Help-Seeking

Language plays an indispensable role in
students’ academic success (Met, 2008).
Proficiency in language significantly
affects students' ability to articulate their
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needs, comprehend online content, and
engage with digital learning materials
(Ramadan  Elbaioumi Shaddad &
Jember, 2024). Students whose home
language differs from the dominant
language of online educational
resources may encounter significant
obstacles in seeking online academic
help. These obstacles can lead to
misunderstandings, misinterpretations,
or incomplete comprehension of
academic instructions. This study's
findings support this notion, as reflected
in the responses of several participants:

Respondent: Pranjit

“Having studied in a vernacular
medium until  graduation, |
now face difficulties adjusting
to English-language academic
materials. Choosing the right
reading materials is challenging,
and | often struggle to express
myself in English. Academic English
proves especially daunting.”

Respondent: Suchita

“| face difficulties seeking online
academic help due to my
limited knowledge of English
vocabulary. If reading materials
were available in the vernacular
medium, | would have benefited
immensely.”

The excerpts demonstrate that
language limitations can deter students
from seeking online help, potentially
jeopardising their academic success.
The National Education Policy 2020
recommends placing special focus
on making content available in all
Indian  languages, ensuring that
digital resources reach teachers and
students in their respective mediums of
instruction whenever possible (Ministry
of Human Resource Development,
2020). Research suggests that students
from linguistically diverse backgrounds
can  benefit  significantly  from:



Multilingual online resources, culturally
sensitive  support  services, and
language-specific academic guidance

(Kroll & Dussias, 2018). In this regard,
teachers, therefore, should receive
rigorous training in learner-centric

pedagogy and in developing high-quality
online content using teaching platforms
and tools. The teacher’s role should be
highly emphasised in facilitating active
student engagement with both the
content and their peers (Ministry of
Human Resource Development, 2020).

Implications for Higher Education

The study focuses on the online
academic  help-seeking  behaviours
of postgraduate students at India’s
central university. The findings suggest
that online academic help-seeking is
considered a “self-regulating learning
strategy” (Newman, 1994), which implies
that students actively take initiative
in seeking assistance to support their
learning process. The study highlights
the significance of various online
channels that students use for help-
seeking purposes. These channels
are reported to play a crucial role in
students’ help-seeking behaviours,
indicating their importance as valuable
resources for academic support (Cheng
& Tsai, 2011).

Given the study's findings, higher
education institutions can take steps to
support and encourage students’ use of
various online channels for academic
help-seeking. They should stay updated
with  the evolving technological
landscape and continually assess the
effectiveness and appropriateness of
the recommended online channels for
academic support.

The higher educational institutions
can consider implementing strategies

to scaffold and foster students’
engagement with these platforms
outside the traditional classroom

setting so that students gain a better

understanding of their academic
subjects (Qayyum, 2018). For example,

while search engines and online
platforms offer quick and convenient
access to information, the higher

education institutions can help students
develop effective search strategies by
supporting their digital literacy. This may
include using appropriate keywords,
understanding search algorithms, and
employing advanced search techniques
to locate relevant and reliable sources.
Students should also be encouraged by
their educational institutions to critically
evaluate the information they find and
ensure its credibility and relevance to
their studies.

Students who struggle with English
should be made aware of alternative
ways to access reading materials in
their vernacular medium. In this regard,
institutions can prioritise developing
contentin all Indian languages to ensure
accessibility in students’ mediums
of instruction. Additionally, teachers
should receive rigorous training in
learner-centric pedagogy and the
creation of high-quality online content
using teaching platforms (Ministry of
Human Resource Development, 2020).

Conclusion and Future Work

The study highlights the importance of
online academic assistance as a learning
strategy for students. It emphasises
that students, based on their internet
self-efficacy, employ a variety of online
channels to seek help and address
their academic concerns. This process
not only aids in better understanding
the subject matter but also facilitates
knowledge expansion. Additionally, it
fosters a sense of social harmony among
learners and teachers, contributing to
overall personality development.

However, this study acknowledges
certain limitations, particularly as digital
alternatives continue to expand. The
primary aim of this qualitative study
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was to understand how postgraduate
students from Indian central universities
seek online academic help to make their
learning fruitful rather than to draw
broad conclusions. Hence, the findings
of the study may not be generalizable
to students enrolled in state-run
universities or other levels of higher
education, such as undergraduate
programs. This is a limitation of this

To gain a more comprehensive
understanding of students’ online
academic help-seeking behaviours,
future studies may encompass diverse
levels of higher education, including
undergraduate and  postgraduate
students, in both state and central
universities. This broader scope would
offer a nuanced understanding of
their needs, enabling more targeted

study. interventions to enhance learning

experiences.
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