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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic and the sudden transition from face-to-face to virtual learning have
given rise to various challenges and obstacles in teaching contexts all over the world. This
paper explores the impact of this unexpected transition in the teaching and learning process
based on English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers’ and learners’ experiences at a Saudi
university. This research employed a mixed methods approach. Four male and female EFL
teachers were involved in addition to thirty-six students from a preparatory year program. The
key findings of the study revealed that there were three major challenges encountered in the use
of virtual classroom applications during the pandemic, including crucially a lack of technology
and Internet connection, having large numbers of students in a virtual learning classroom, and
lack of student and teacher interaction when using virtual learning classes. Although Saudi
EFL students and teachers viewed the virtual learning classes in a positive light during the
pandemic period, they reported that in the post-pandemic period and over the long term, they
would prefer traditional face-to-face teaching.

Keywords: Virtual learning classes, English as a foreign language, COVID-19, Internet,
Technology, Pandemic

1. Introduction
1.1 Background

The entire world witnessed the disruption to schooling systems, higher education institutes
included, due to the unexpected transition from face-to-face teaching to the virtual classroom
(hereafter VC) because of the COVID-19 pandemic (Carrillo & Flores, 2020). To maintain
teaching and learning practices as usual, countries were forced to use various technology-based
devices (Blackboard, Microsoft, etc.) (Day et al., 2021). The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA)
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was no exception. Many researchers in foreign language teaching have emphasised that
teachers’ and students’ perspectives are particularly crucial when new applications are used
(Wart et al., 2020). Dawson et al. (2019) for instance, stated the importance of seeking
instructors' and students’ perspectives to obtain pragmatic and valuable insights regarding their
experiences and expectations. The rationale for involving both teachers and students as
participants in this study was to obtain in-depth insights regarding their different experiences
and perceptions of VVCs. In the existing literature, researchers use various terms to describe the
use of online teaching and learning. Most are discrete concepts with diverse implications, but
are often applied interchangeably (e.g., virtual learning, virtual classes, distance learning,
online teaching and learning, online education and remote teaching and learning) (Carrillo &
Flores, 2020). In this study, virtual learning (VL) and virtual classes (VC) are used
interchangeably.

1.2 Problem Statement

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Saudi higher education sector was forced to
implement various strategies due to the unexpected shift to virtual learning (hereafter VL).
This gave rise to some challenges and limitations, but also to opportunities that needed to be
studied. For instance, teachers required understanding of the use of online teaching, applying
active learning online, as well as marking students' work. Delivering the subject content to the
students required substantial efforts and solid infrastructure (Internet, computers/laptops). One
issue that arose was the extent to which Saudi EFL instructors and students perceived VCs
were appropriate in meeting their language teaching and learning needs during the COVID-19
pandemic. Thus, exploring teachers’ and students' perspectives concerning their virtual
teaching and learning experiences, specifically focusing on the challenges they faced, could
help provide possible suggestions for successful implementation and recommendations for
future studies.

1.3 Significance of the Study

The main purpose of this study is to investigate the role of VCs in students’ English language
learning during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. For VCs to be useful, it is necessary to
investigate how both teachers and students perceive their implementation as a key factor in
ensuring effective language teaching and learning. Thus, this study seeks to achieve the
following objectives: (a) to investigate Saudi EFL teachers’ and students’ perspectives
concerning the importance of VCs at a Saudi university under the COVID-19 pandemic
restrictions; (b) to investigate teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the usefulness of VCs; (c)
to identify potential challenges that participants encounter during the implementation of VL; (d)
to provide suggestions for future studies that might enhance VCs in the Saudi EFL context.

1.4 Research Questions

The overall purpose of this study is to explore Saudi EFL teachers’ and students’ perspectives
on the implementation of VCs at a Saudi university during the COVID-19 pandemic. This
research seeks to answer the following overarching question: What are Saudi EFL instructors
and students’ perceptions of the use of virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic? The
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following sub-questions are used to guide the design of the study and answer the main
question:

1. To what extent have virtual classes been important during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. How beneficial are virtual classes for fostering students’ English language learning?
3. What are the challenges and obstacles in the application of virtual learning?

2. Literature Review

In the Saudi Arabian context, due to the disruption of educational systems, included, colleges
and universities, shifted to the unexpected transition from face-to-face teaching to the virtual
learning application (Al-Nofaie, 2020). As a historical background, in the last two decades, VL
has become an increasingly common aspect of educational systems, in terms of changing the
constructs of education (Buzzetto-More, 2007), such that scholars predicted that it would cause
a change in basic assumptions in education. Numerous studies have argued the validity and
advantages of VL as a powerful means of delivering quality education and enhancing
classroom-based instruction (Buzzetto-More, 2007). In this paper, recent literature related to
VL will be used throughout to identify teachers’ and students’ perceptions with respect to the
research questions, specifically the use of VL for English language teaching and learning.

According to Hamouda (2020), EFL is of global significance and is thus a major subject taught
across the world. Seeking effective methods of teaching EFL continues to be a challenge faced
in modern-day education (Hamouda, 2020). Moreover, as noted by Brown and Johnson-Shull
(2000), throughout the 1990s the Internet and computing underwent immense technological
developments, thus assisting VL and e-learning platforms in gaining widespread exposure
within the field of education. Because the convenience and accessibility of VL, Cerny and
Heines (2010) note that schools in all stages of education have made substantial assurances to
obtain VL platforms in the hope of improving their students’ learning and attainment.

2.1 Empirical Studies

Numerous studies have shown the importance of implementing VL in EFL contexts to improve
learners’ language competence. For example, Khalawi and Halabi (2020) investigated Saudi
EFL teachers’ and students’ perceptions of VCs at a Saudi English Language Institute. They
used a quantitative survey with a few open-ended questions to obtain a comprehensive
understanding of the participants’ views. The results of the study showed that most of the
teachers and students held positive attitudes towards the use of VCs in EFL, but overall
preferred face-to-face classrooms. Nonetheless, some participants acknowledged the
enormous role VCs played in improving learners’ autonomy.

In a more recent study, Alahmadi and Alraddadi (2020) investigated the effectiveness of VL in
teaching second language (L2) students. The study participants comprised 90 Saudi female
undergraduate students, all registered on an English language course provided in the
foundation year programme at a Saudi English Language Centre, with English language being
the core module. The participants’ English language proficiency was beginner to
low-intermediate level. The study used a quantitative research approach based on a
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questionnaire containing 19 statements that aimed to identify the impact VVCs had on the L2
students, as well as determining whether the students had a positive outlook about learning
through VCs. The outcomes of the research revealed that communication and interaction
among the Saudi participants in the VCs was of a good standard. Furthermore, the results
showed the participants held positive perceptions of the use of VCs in their module. The study
concluded that employing VCs for language teaching and learning would be viewed
favourably by students in the Saudi learning environment.

Another study conducted in the Saudi Arabian context by Al-Nofaie (2020) examined the
perceptions of Saudi university students concerning the education they received via
Blackboard due to the pandemic. The objective of the study was to determine the students’
preferred methods of VL and gain a broader understanding of how students view such learning
experiences in unprecedented conditions. The study sample consisted of 25 university students
undertaking English language as their major at a Bachelor of Arts level. Based on analysis of
the students’ learning logs, the results showed that the participants favoured asynchronous
learning over synchronous learning, with most stating that the former method provided greater
flexibility. Moreover, it is important to note that a proportion of the Saudi students, although a
minority, were not in favour of online education for language learners.

Likewise, a study undertaken in Thailand, where education was also unsettled and transferred
to being online-based because of the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, assessed
the response of language instructors. Todd (2020) surveyed the views of 52 English language
instructors in a Thai university using a questionnaire split into two sections. The first section
asked the instructors to rate the importance of 17 potential issues that might arise in two stages
of the VL experience, the first being in the initial week of online teaching and the second stage
being several weeks later. The second section asked the instructors to provide potential
solutions to these problems, and to state the advantages and disadvantages they saw in online
teaching. The outcomes of the study showed that the instructors viewed the potential problems
they might face as serious, but identified solutions, one suggestion being that lessons could be
divided into “a greater number of shorter units” (Todd, 2020).

Despite succeeding in finding solutions to some of the problems they might face, the
instructors emphasised that they could face difficulties in stimulating online activities for their
students and marking their assignments. In general, the instructors were able to point out some
positive aspects of e-learning, although there were also negative implications.

In a more recent study, Mulyani et al. (2021) investigated students' perceptions and preferences
on English instruction through e-learning implementation during the COVID-19 pandemic. A
qualitative approach was employed, and data was collected from 3 different higher education
institutes involving 106 English class students in Aceh, Indonesia. The data was analysed
through the thematic and comparative analyses approach. Results showed that half of the study
participants showed negative attitude towards the internet network, the limitation of learning
material explanation and absorption, a high need of internet quotas, and the social media
influences. On the other hand, 59.6% of the participants showed positive attitude towards
features associated with the students’ interest, for instance, e-learning implementation,
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engagement and enthusiasm, the flexibility of time and place, and the advance of digital
technology usage and adaptation. In addition, the students expressed that, WhatsApp,
Opensimka, Google Classroom, and Google Meet have become the four most preferable
e-learning platform. However, the study concluded that sufficient mentoring and extra
supporting digital tools are still necessary for the students and the lecturers.

In a related study, Alwahoub, Azmi and Jomaa (2020) analysed the perceptions of e-learning
held by primary school students and instructors in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. The researchers
adopted a quantitative research approach, distributing two web-based questionnaires with
items measured on a five-point Likert scale. The outcomes showed both students and
instructors had positive views of VL From the instructors’ perspective, presenting classes
virtually helped develop their technological abilities, enabling them to learn and consequently
aiding their productivity in delivering online sessions well to their students. The students stated
that the use of VL platforms enhanced their computer knowledge, which gave them the
opportunity to perform more efficiently technologically. Overall, despite VL being in the first
stages of development, the pupils, and teachers at this primary school in Riyadh showed
positive perceptions of virtual learning.

Concerning the importance of this study, to the best of my knowledge, no research has yet been
undertaken on language teachers’ and students’ experiences in dealing with VL in a Saudi
university setting. The aim of this paper is thus to fill the gap in the literature by examining the
following three major concerns: the importance of VCs in the Saudi university context, the
extent to which VL has been useful in fostering students’ language learning, and the perceived
challenges and limitations of applying VL in English language teaching and learning.

3. Methods

This section sets out the research methods used in this study to explore instructors’ and
students’ perspectives with respect to the use of VL in the Saudi EFL context. The study
primarily focused on the perceived impact of the use of VL on the teaching process in terms of
enhancing students’ English language competence from the instructors’ and students’
perspectives.

3.1 Research Design

The study employed a mixed methods approach, consistent with Plano-Clark and Ivankova’s
(2015) view that this helps to address complex research purposes within the margins of a single
study, resulting in the global popularisation of the approach for scientific research. Moreover,
Tashakkori et al. (2003) stated that the mixed methods approach “is widely employed over
mono method designs to obtain ... understanding because [it] enables the strengths of some
methods to compensate for the limitations of other methods™ (p. 530). The quantitative data
were collected through a questionnaire and the qualitative data comprised transcripts of
recorded interviews.
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3.2 Research Participants
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The study sample comprised Saudi EFL male and female instructors (N = 4) and students (N
= 36) at a Saudi university. The students who willingly agreed to participate in this research,
recruited through a systematic sampling approach (Teddlie & Yu, 2007, p. 90), represented
various ages (see Figure 1) and levels of language proficiency based on the Common European
Framework of Reference (CEFR), as shown in Figure 2. The students completed a
questionnaire which includes an open-ended statement to examine their opinion regarding the
use of VL in their classroom. Then, semi-structured interviews were conducted with four EFL
teachers to gain in depth and broad information undertaken remotely over Zoom due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

@ 18-20
® 21-23
24-26
@ 27-29
@ 30 and above

Figure 1. Distribution of student participants according to age

® A1
® A2

B1
@ B2
®ct
®c2

Figure 2. Student participants’ English language level on the CEFR

Table 1. Instructors’ demographic information (N = 4)

Age Educational level Gender N=4
35 MA in TESOL Male 1
41 MA in Applied Linguistics Male 1
43 MA in Education Female 1
38 MA in TESOL Male 1
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3.3 Data Collection

According to Rohrmann (2007: 2) questionnaires are the most-used method of data collection
in social sciences, and almost all of them use rating scales as the primary response mode. The
main research question in this study concerned the views of EFL instructors and students
regarding the usefulness of VL during the COVID-19 pandemic. For this reason, a
questionnaire was employed as the main research method to collect data from the students in
the context and obtain insights into actual classroom practice, followed by semi-structured
interviews with four EFL instructors. In addition, students were asked to add their comments
as an answer to the open-ended question to help the researcher to triangulate the respondents’
answers.

3.4 Data Analysis

In terms of the analysis of the qualitative data, I read the entire transcript of each teachers’
interview initially to gain an overall idea of the content. On reviewing the transcripts for the
second time, | applied marginal notes to code responses as positive and negative. These notes
mainly applied to further clarifications by the participants made during the interview sessions.
| then categorised and classified the data according to the research questions (importance and
purpose of VL, effectiveness of VL, challenges facing the participants), i.e., applying a
predetermined thematic coding (Dornyei, 2007). The findings obtained from the analysis of
the students’ questionnaire data including the open-ended question, (i.e., please state your
opinion regarding your virtual learning experience). The data were then compared with the
perceptions of EFL instructors in terms of both the teaching needs and students’ learning
needs to compare similarities and differences between the actual face-face courses and what
needs to be done in the future regarding the application of VL in the Saudi language teaching
context. To maintain anonymity, the participants are referred to by a number (T1, T2, T3, T4;
S1, S2, S3, etc.).

4. Results

The reporting of the qualitative and quantitative findings is structured to provide a collective
response to each research question.

4.1 Students’ Responses
4.1.1 Importance of Virtual Classes

Regarding the first research question, the students were asked to indicate their opinions
concerning the importance of VL during the COVID-19 pandemic on a Likert-type scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree).
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6.a) "Virtual classrooms during the pandemic are important for English language learners”
36 responses

20

20 (55.6%)

15

10

8 (22.2%)

5(13.9%)

3(8.3%)

Figure 3. Importance of virtual learning from students’ perspectives

As can be seen from Figure 3, most of the participants (28 out of 36) rated this item “strongly
agree” and “agree”, with only 8 out of 36 opting for “disagree” and “strongly disagree”. Thus,
the student participants viewed VCs as very important for English language learners during
the pandemic. Furthermore, the students expressed their views regarding the importance of
VL for English language learners. Although most of the students expressed satisfaction with
VL, some did not, with one of the students stating that: “I don’t like it because it is boring”
(S6).

Moreover, students differ in terms of their preferred English language learning mode, with
some favouring the face-to-face approach, while others are more active and motivated to
participate in VCs.

One of the students stated: “I believe virtual learning is more beneficial and important for
those who are interested students than for reactive learners” (S3).

4.1.2 Usefulness of Virtual Classes

The students were asked to rate the effectiveness of VL in the questionnaire by responding to
four statements (6b, 6¢, 7a and 7b) aimed at exploring the usefulness of VL during the
pandemic.
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I Strongly Disagree M Disagree Agree M Strongly Agree
0
15
10
5
6b. In VL teachers provide us  6c. Virtual learning makes 7a. In virtual learning 7b. In virtual classes, | feel
opportunity to communicate in  English language learning teachers provide us with confident to participate
English. much easier. group-based activities.

Figure 4. Perceived effectiveness of virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic

As can be seen from Figure 4, the students were asked about several aspects of the
application of VL during the pandemic. Many of the students (33 out of 36) chose “strongly
agree” and “agree” for teachers providing opportunities to communicate in English in VL,
only 3 students selected “disagree” and none rated this statement “strongly disagree”.
Moreover, most of the students (26 out of 36) responded “strongly agree” and “agree” to VL
making learning easier, with only 10 considering that the English language learning process
was not easier in VCs. Responding to item 7a, 23 out of 36 students found that teachers in
VCs provided them with group-based activities, but 13 chose the “strongly disagree” and
“disagree” options. Concerning the fourth item, 7b, the majority (27 out of 36) of students
chose the “strongly agree” and “agree” options, indicating that they felt confident
participating in VCs. In addition, in response to the open-ended questions, the students
expressed their views regarding the opportunities to communicate with teachers and share
their thoughts during the VL. A group of students stated that: “It is a wonderful and
comfortable experience, as well as the communication increases between us and the teachers.

We also recognized the effectiveness of communication in virtual classes. We feel more

involved when we make conversation, ask questions and discuss assorted topics together.’
(S22, S12, S3, S6). However, some students (9 out of 36) were not in favour. As one put it:

“Actually, 1 am not amazingly comfortable with the virtual classroom application. |
believe learning in a face-to-face class is easier and better for me.” (S14)
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4.1.3 Challenges and Obstacles to Virtual Learning

The students were asked to rate the challenges and obstacles of VL in terms of whether they
preferred VL over face-to-face classes, whether VCs helped them to improve their language
ability or not and whether they felt confident participating in VCs.

I Strongly Disagree [l Disagree Agree [l Strongly Agree
15
10
0
7d. | prefer virtual learning more than the ~ 7e. Virtual classes help me to increase 8a. In virtual classes, | do not feel
face-to- face classes. my language learning ability. confident to participate.

Figure 5. Challenges and obstacles to virtual learning

As can be seen from Figure 5, the responses to item 7d about preference for VL or
face-to-face classes, 19 out of the 36 participants chose “strongly agree” and “agree”,
whereas 17 chose “strongly disagree” and “disagree”. Regarding whether VL helped students
to learn during the pandemic, 23 out of 36 students chose “strongly agree” and “agree”, while
only 13 opted for “strongly disagree” and “disagree”. Item 8a asked the students to rate the
statement “In virtual classes, I do not feel confident to participate”. In response, 13 out of the
36 responded “strongly agree” and ‘‘agree”, whereas 23 students responded, ‘“strongly
disagree” and ‘“disagree”. The participants also expressed their views regarding the
above-mentioned issues. As one of the students stated:

“I believe in virtual classes, I have more opportunity and freedom to participate than
in traditional classes with all my colleagues and teacher in the same place.” (S21)

Moreover, another student stated:

“In terms of language learning, I enjoy the virtual learning experience since I can
achieve it in my own comfort zone more than face-to-face classes.” (S16)
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15 I Strongly Disagree [l Disagree Agree [ Strongly Agree
10
| JI
8b.Technical issues such as poor 8c. Large number of students in virtual 8d. Students -teacher interaction is
internet connection occur during the classes would obstruct my in-class higher in virtual learning than the face-
virtual classes. productivity. to-face classrooms.

Figure 6. Technologically based challenges and obstacles

Concerning technological challenges to implementing VL, Figure 6 shows that 23 out of the
36 students responded, “strongly agree” and “agree” to technical issues such as a poor
Internet connection occurring during VCs, while only 13 chose “strongly disagree” and
“disagree”. In terms of item 8c, the results show that 10 out of 36 students did not consider
that having large numbers of students in VCs hindered their in-class productivity. However,
most of the students (26 out of 36) agreed that large classes were one of the obstacles they
encountered during VCs. Furthermore, in relation to student—teacher interaction during VL,
17 out of 36 “agreed” and “strongly agreed” that interaction was higher in VCs than in
face-to-face classes. However, a slightly higher number (19) responded “strongly disagree”
and “disagree”. Although the responses were evenly distributed, the participants did highlight
some advantages and disadvantages of learning in VVCs, with a few students reporting:

“We believe that learning in a traditional class is more appropriate, but through
virtual classes we can participate easily, and we can use the recorded classes any time,
so in both classes students could achieve a lot of benefits.” (S12, S31, S6)

4.2 Teachers’ Responses
4.2.1 The Importance of Virtual Classes

In the semi-structured interviews with teachers, the first question was about the importance of
VL during the pandemic. One of the teachers stated that:

“Virtual learning is a necessary tool especially during the current COVID-19
situation, because it is the only way that enables us to teach our students.” (T3)

Another teacher also noted that:
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“During this period, I believe I had an opportunity to enhance my digital skills while |
was teaching in virtual classes.” (T1)

Another teacher stated that:

“To have the useful implementation, given the importance of VL in English language
teaching and learning during the crisis curriculum writers and language programme
leaders should work on examining how VL and face-to-face classes might be used
together for the benefit of language learners” (T3).

4.2.2 Usefulness of Virtual Learning

The second interview question asked the teachers whether teaching in VCs allowed them to
provide opportunities for students to communicate and share their thought, and the extent to
which VL useful during the pandemic. One of the teachers stated:

“Virtual classes had more advantages with active students than passive students. What
| have noticed during the virtual learning process is that students who used to be
nervous or less productive in terms of classroom participation, | found them now more
active compared to the traditional or physical classes.” (T4)

Another teacher considered that:

“Despite some of the technical problems which affect the connection during the
teaching sessions, | believe virtual classes are very effective in terms of providing
teachers certain opportunities to share students’ concerns, answering their questions
to some extent.” (T1)

Another interesting point raised by one of the teachers. She noted that:

“I would recommend that having some procedures, in terms of providing an online
academic adviser to minimise the impact of any negative attitudes due to unexpected
educational shift from face-to-face to a virtual learning which occurred during
pandemic period.” (T2)

4.2.3 Challenges and Obstacles to Virtual Learning

In several ways and repeatedly, the teachers were asked to describe the challenges they faced
using VL during the COVID-19 pandemic. The teachers expressed numerous challenges that
they faced, for instance reporting:

“We believe that virtual classes are helpful during such circumstances [i.e., the
COVID-19 pandemic], but they cannot replace the face-to-face classroom. In virtual
classes, the quality of the teacher’s and students’ interaction is extremely poor due to
the absence of motivation. Also, students on the other side assume that someone else
will answer and are less motivated to answer teachers’ questions.” (T1, T3, T4).
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Another teacher stated:

“There are more obstacles in virtual classrooms than in ordinary classes. Technical
issues such as the Internet, microphone, students’ inadequate skills in dealing with
technology.” (T4)

Another teacher made the critical point that:

“During virtual learning, the teacher’s authority is reduced compared to normal
face-to-face classes. The students need some sort of authority to manage their
classroom behaviour.” (T2)

The teachers were also asked to explain their teaching methods in VL. Most of the
participants’ views can be summarised in this statement:

“We ask the students to read the paragraph first and discuss the main ideas within
themselves to ask possible questions. However, in current virtual classes,
technological faults, such as poor Internet, contributed to some of the difficulties that
students already faced during these sorts of classes.” (T1, T2, T3, T4)

T3 also noted:

“No doubt there are more obstacles in virtual classrooms than in ordinary classes. For
example, the Internet, microphones, less interaction with students and teachers, and
most of the students are passive in terms of classroom participation.” (T3).

5. Discussion

This section discusses the results presented in this paper. It synthesises the findings to
identify key areas needing further improvement in the implementation of VL. The following
sub-sections address the research questions in turn, discussing the findings in relation to the
reviewed literature. The first sub-section discusses the participants’ perceptions of the
importance of studying English language using VL(RQ1). The second sub-section considers
the effectiveness of VL from the students’ and teachers’ perspectives (RQ2). The third
sub-section identifies and articulates the challenges and obstacles faced by the students and
EFL teachers in implementing VL (RQ3). The discussion draws on the data obtained from the
open-ended questions in the students’ questionnaire and the teachers’ semi-structured
interviews to ensure the validity of the study findings also addresses the limitations of the study.
The aim was to identify the extent to which VL are effective in improving English language
learners’ language learning ability.

5.1 Importance of Virtual Learning

As discussed in the review of the existing literature, exploring teachers’ and students’
perceptions and knowledge with respect to the application of VL should be the starting point
for the implementation of such an approach (Van Wart et al., 2020). In this study, the findings
revealed that most of the participants held positive attitudes regarding the importance of VL.
This issue was discussed further during the semi-structured interviews with the teachers’ and
the participants’ responses reflected the belief that the serious situation presented by the
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COVID-19 pandemic forced English teaching in the Saudi context to make the shift to using
VL applications and do so successfully. The participants each offered their own personal
experience regarding the implementation of VL in their classrooms. The findings of this study,
confirming that using VL was particularly important for English language learners in the
pandemic, are in line with prior research (e.g., Alwahoub et al., 2020; Todd, 2020) reporting
on the importance of VL and especially during the COVID-19 crisis. However, the findings
revealed that the students preferred traditional, face-to-face classes over VL for several reasons,
for instance the poor student—teacher interaction in VL compared to traditional classes, in line
with the research of Khalawi and Halabi (2020). Interestingly though, given the importance of
VL in English language teaching and learning during the crisis, the participants suggested
that curriculum writers and language programme leaders should work on examining how VL
and face-to-face classes might be used together for the benefit of language learners.

5.2 Usefulness of Virtual Learning

In this study, the usefulness of VL in terms of empowering teachers to provide opportunities
for their students to communicate and share their thoughts in English was discussed. Some of
the teachers appreciated the opportunity offered by VL to enabling communicating and the
sharing of views. In addition, in the semi-structured interviews, some of the teachers were very
specific about how their VL improved the students’ language learning, specifically for those
who were known to be shy and participate less during face-to-face teaching classes. Indeed,
one of the teachers argued that despite VL presenting some problems, it was noticeable that
there were advantages for shy students. For example, as the findings of the interviews indicated,
teachers noticed that students who used to be nervous or less productive in terms of classroom
participation showed more motivation and productivity in the VL compared to the traditional
classes. These findings are in line with the work of Alahmadi and Alraddadi (2020), who found
communication and interaction among Saudi participants in VL to be of a good standard.

Moreover, the effectiveness of VCs was also discussed from the students’ perspectives,
which can be summarised in terms of comparing traditional, face-to-face classes with VL. In
their open-ended responses in the questionnaire, the students found the application of VL to be
a great and comfortable experience in terms of improving student-teacher communication and
classroom interaction. The students also reported that they recognised the effectiveness of
learning in VL feeling more involved in class conversations, asking questions, and
participating in various topics. A small number reported that they do not feel confident in VL
and preferred learning in traditional, face-to-face classes, considering that VCs presented more
problems and challenges. This is consistent with Khalawi and Halabi’s (2020) study, which
also found that although most teachers and students had positive attitudes towards VCs in
EFL, they preferred face-to-face classes overall.

5.3 Challenges and Obstacles to Virtual Learning

The analysis of the EFL teachers’ and students’ perceptions revealed three primary
challenges faced in using VCs during the COVID-19 pandemic. The first challenge was lack
of technology and Internet connection issues. The teachers and students pointed out that
technical issues, such as a poor Internet connection and issues with microphones were the
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main challenges in accessing VCs. The second challenge was having large numbers of
students in VVCs. The participants believed that teaching more students than expected had a
major impact on the language learning and teaching process during the pandemic and most of
the students reported that large classes was one of the obstacles they had encountered during
VCs. In addition, the teachers considered that having large numbers of students in the VL
environment reduced their authority in terms of managing the students’ attitudes in class.
Specifically, the teachers argued that in the absence of physical interaction, the students
needed some sort of authority to manage and control virtual classroom behaviour. The quality
and manner of student—teacher interaction in VL was the third challenge reported by the
participants. When the teachers were asked to provide further explanation, they recounted that
although VCs were effective in the specific circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic, they
could not replace the face-to-face classroom. They noted that in VCs the quality of interaction
was very poor due to the lack of students’ motivation to participate and get involved in the
given classroom activity. It seemed that the students assumed someone else would answer the
teacher’s questions as they were not as immediately engaged as when attending the actual
classroom. The teachers also argued that overloaded teaching hours made the student—teacher
interaction process difficult and restricted the time available for communicative activities.

Interestingly, some of the teachers agreed that despite there being some technical problems in
applying VCs, there were certain advantages for active students, in contrast to passive learners.
Nonetheless, the participants reported that it was also clear during the pandemic that students
who tended to be nervous or less productive in classroom participation showed greater
motivation and productivity. The possible explanation for this could be that shy students feel
more confident and relaxed engaging in VCs than in face-to-face classes. This finding
confirms the results reported by Todd (2020), who found that instructors were able to point to
some positive aspects of virtual classes, despite negative aspects also being present. In general,
the findings of this study indicated that having positive attitudes towards VCs alone was not
sufficient to improve the students’ English language learning ability. However, a
collaborative and integrated approach to teaching and learning, whether in virtual or
traditional classes, is crucial for successful English language learning.

6. Conclusion

This study has drawn on teachers’ and students’ perspectives to determine the effectiveness
of the application of virtual learning in terms of fulfilling the students’ English language
learning needs. The study discussed three major challenges in implementing virtual learning,
namely lack of an Internet connection, having large numbers of students in the virtual
classroom, and lack of student and teacher interaction. Nevertheless, the results also indicated
that the participants viewed virtual classes as important, especially during the COVID-19
pandemic, enabling educational institutes to continue English language teaching and learning.
Also, the findings showed that most of the participants, particularly the language learners,
recognised the role of virtual learning in the EFL context in terms of the room it provided to
participate and share their views. In addition, regarding preferences for teaching methods, the
students believed that learning in a traditional class was more appropriate, but that virtual
classes enabled them to participate freely and easily, and the students appreciated that they

www.macrothink.org/ijl
32 anj



- International Journal of Linguistics
A\ Mac_l'OtthI’;Ik ISSN 1948-5425
Institute 2021, Vol. 13, No. 6

could access the recorded classes at any time. Most of the participants believed that large
classes were an obstacle to virtual learning and the teachers considered that this reduced their
authority and ability to manage students’ behaviour, as well as hindering student—teacher
interaction. In general, the results obtained from the analysis of both qualitative and
quantitative data can be used as a framework for designing and planning virtual learning
classes in similar contexts.

6.1 Implications of the Study

Based on the findings of this study, it is noticeable that the English language teaching and
learning context in Saudi Arabia needs certain adjustments to make better use of VL
applications as evidenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. The challenges and obstacles
preventing the effective use of virtual learning in the Saudi university context must be resolved
to maximise its use. In particular, the size of classes needs to be reduced and the technical
issues, especially poor Internet connection, need to be resolved. In addition, in-service training
should be provided to teachers, because some of the challenges inherent in the virtual learning
process arise from the fact that teachers are not sufficiently familiar with dealing with technical
issues. Therefore, professional training focusing on the use of the virtual learning environment
should be designed and implemented for language teachers. Saudi researchers also need to
conduct further studies to explore the needs and expectations of EFL learners in the Saudi
context.

6.2 Final Remarks

This research investigated EFL teachers’ and students’ perspectives concerning the
effectiveness of implementing virtual classes during the COVID-19 period. The paper has
presented various aspects, namely the importance and effectiveness of VCs, and the
challenges and obstacles they present. The purpose of this study was to improve the
application of virtual classes for the benefit of English language learners. The overall
conclusion is that VL requires considerable development to maximise the benefits. Initially,
the three major challenges identified need to be addressed, i.e., technical issues and internet
connectivity, the size of classes, and poor student and teacher interaction. The findings of the
study also showed that the students lacked the required motivation to engage in virtual classes
to develop their English language competence. The researcher also noticed that there are
some limitations, which should be examined in future studies. For instance, the quantitative
results could be enhanced by adding one more tool such as “classroom observation” to
observe the virtual learning classes in terms of students' and teachers' virtual interaction. as
well as some of the challenges that teachers face during the application of VL. The current
study examined the usefulness of virtual learning application using only the participants'
perceptions. However, far more findings would have been collected if the study were applied
to measure the virtual learning outcomes using a control and experiment groups. Overall,
more research needs to be conducted to identify the best use of VCs in collaboration with
EFL teachers, language colleges and program developers.
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