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Abstract

The purpose of this exploratory study undertaken in Saudi Arabia is to understand how in-service and new teachers perceive
distance education. The study involved nineteen male and female postgraduates who were pursuing an education master’s
degree during the COVID-19 pandemic. This is a qualitative research asking participants to provide a 300-word response to
the open-ended question: “How will you implement what you have learnt in your studies so that distance education can be
effectively provided and convince others of the merit of this approach?” The task was presented in Arabic and the complete
assignments were returned electronically. The 11,181-word corpus underwent content and thematic analyses yielding eight
themes. Participants addressed issues pertinent to teaching and learning, equity in technological access and digital literacy.
To make DE in Saudi Arabia successful, thorough preparation of involved parties, including educators and learners, and their
digital teaching and learning skills should be mastered.
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1. Introduction

Through their plans and programmes, education policymakers are taking the educational process
through a massive information and technological revolution both abroad and more recently in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). This revolution has resulted in modern visions of education that strive
to keep pace with the requirements of the post-modern era. By virtue of new technologies, both ways
of teaching and acquiring new knowledge are no longer confined by space and time. Modern
technologies and interactive learning have affected educational orientations and strategies of
educational entities (Alnjm, 2019).

An example is distance education (DE) made possible because of increased use of the Internet and
the availability of important applications that facilitate communication requirements in the digital age
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2016). This shift in education delivery and learning mode is quite natural given the
increasing demand for easy-to-use educational programmes that can also improve the quality of
educational outcomes, if they account for learners’ functional, social and cultural needs. Education is
no longer limited to physical universities and training centres; both Saudi educational institutions and
learners are attracted to online tools that serve as major sources of learning at a distance (Alahmari,
2017).

Since the advent of the COVID-19 global pandemic in 2020 and the imposed mandatory distance
learning at the global level, DE has emerged as a dominant theme in the educational literature. But
even before that, Vision 2030 (Saudi Arabia’s current national development plan) (KSA, 2016) had
considered the quality of its educational process. Envisioned modifications included changes to
educational curricula, administrative cadres and teaching staff as well as the provision of appropriate
educational environments and requirements for DE. Traditional educational methods were deemed
insufficient for preparing talented generations to compete in the age of knowledge. Modern
technology, digital learning and DE are now being employed (Alahmari, 2017; Al-Omari & AlRehili,
2020).

Bunaiyan (2019) referenced Saudi Arabia’s Afaq project with its focus on facilitating DE access
through access to technology. “In pursuit of this goal, the Kingdom established [the] National Center
for eLearning and Distance Education (NCel)” (p. 65). The centre is tasked with building a vision for
distance education that makes it accessible to all Saudi citizens (ALsayi, 2016). This accessibility will be
achieved by increasing universities’ capacity to deliver DE through improving the quality of necessary
infrastructures, offerings, programming, and training and professional development (Alahmari, 2017;
Alsayi, 2016).

1.1 Purpose and question of this research and its importance

Alhathlol (2017) noted the absence of Saudi students’ voices around the DE phenomenon, in his
instance, undergraduate students. Fidalgo, Thormann, Kulyk, and Lencastre (2020) recently found that
Arab undergraduate students were apprehensive about, but somewhat willing to enrol in, DE courses.
The voice of Saudi teachers (or soon-to-be teachers) who are enrolled in postgraduate education
programmes, and their perceptions of DE in the KSA, is thin in the literature. Walabe (2020) affirmed
this assertion, claiming that “as online learning in Saudi Arabia is still relatively new, there is limited
documentation available in the scholarly literature” (p. 5) with most of it focused on undergraduate
students.

In a one-university study, Alajlan, Aljohani, and Peterson (2014) reported that Saudi university
students had positive experiences with synchronous DE. That said, those same students
recommended that universities support this mode of delivery and any adjustments in the transition
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from traditional to online learning. Abedalla, Pinchot, Samgrandi, and Al-Masri (2014) reported that
Saudi university students were inclined to opt for real-time learning (on-ground) instead of DE.
However, this choice was replaced with mandatory DE in the KSA in March 2020 because of the
national lockdown.

Respecting the lack of research on this topic from Saudi education postgraduate students’
perspective, it is important to gauge the standpoint of teachers (either in-service or soon-to-be) who
are an integral part of DE. Thus, the guiding research question of this study that was put forward to
the respondent was: “What are Saudi Arabian postgraduate education students’ perspectives on
distance education?” Their perspective matters, because they are both (a) experiencing DE during the
pandemic lockdown as postgraduate students enrolled in an education master’s degree course and in
their own teaching careers and (b) facing its continued implementation until the global health crisis is
resolved. Furthermore, Vision 2030 (KSA, 2016) intended e-learning and distance learning as key
factors in growth and development, implying that experienced and novice educators must be
comfortable with DE.

1.2 Limitations of this research

Reaching as many citizens as possible through education to achieve Vision 2030 and meeting the
demands of the pandemic both depend on distance education in Saudi Arabia. Researchers are
encouraged to move beyond small-scale exploratory qualitative studies, so they can begin to build an
empirical, evidence-based approach to Saudi DE especially given the predicted future prevalence of
this mode of education. This means both expanding the sample frame to other Saudi provinces
beyond the Eastern Province and including many more Saudi higher education institutions across the
country.

1.3 Emergence of distance education

Educational adjustments and adaptations are required to cope with global changes and modern
times (Al-Hefni, 2015). Educational systems and attendant policies thus seek digital empowerment
(Almasaid, 2017). Innovations include modern information technology and distance education delivery
platforms (Al-Hefni, 2015). Distance education is so named because students are at a geographical
distance from the actual buildings, campus, teachers and fellow learners. Nowadays, they mainly
connect via computers (hardware and software), the Internet and other interactive
telecommunication devices (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2016), such as iPads and android phones.

In detail, DE requires (a) special methods of education and design, (b) electronic communication
technology and (c) organisational and administrative structures. It is programmed education provided
in a location other than the place of teaching and it can occur anywhere, at any time (Moore &
Kearsley, 2015). DE depends on educational institutions creating a multiple communication media and
information technology system that delivers education (Algahtani, 2010; Alnjm, 2019). Despite its
growing popularity, DE is still considered an alternative, or complement, to traditional brick-and-
mortar, in-person education (Salem, 2010). As a caveat, synonyms for distance education include
distance learning, online learning, e-learning, m-learning (mobility devices) and virtual learning with
distance education “the most renowned descriptor” (Moore, Dickson-Deane, & Galyen, 2011, p. 129).

Distance education emerged in response to changes in modern technology and the requirements of
the third millennium. It has been around for nearly 200 years and progressed through several
generations all of which are still in use today (Anderson & Dron, 2011). These stages are noted herein,
because the KSA did not follow this full trajectory. The first DE generation before computers entailed
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mailing printed resources with accompanying instructions and eventually audio-visual aids (e.g. film
strips, Kodachrome slides, cassette tapes). The second stage pulled in television, radio, satellite and
film (multimedia systems) to deliver live or recorded lessons. Video/audio tapes, compact disks (CDs)
or digital versatile disks (DVDs) of these recordings were mailed to students who in turn mailed back
assignments (Al-Omari, 2019; Moore et al., 2011). Students and instructors stayed in touch by
telephone or postal correspondence. The third DE stage (multimedia systems) built on stage two by
adding computers as teaching and learning tools (Al-Omari, 2019; Alrashoud, 2015) to enable
personalisation of content (Aoki, 2012). This stage manifested in computer-assisted instruction (CAl)
and computer-assisted instructional design (CAID) systems (Anderson & Dron, 2011) especially in the
early and mid-eighties.

The fourth DE stage built on stage three by adding interaction via information and communication
technologies (ICT) along with content delivery. Beginning in the early 1990s, it stemmed from the
advent of the Internet, email, electronic databases, online library holdings, advanced
telecommunications, social media platforms, interactive video, and class management systems (e.g.
Collaborate Blackboard). Engagement between students and teachers is synchronous (live, everyone
at the same time), asynchronous (perhaps live but not everyone at the same time) or a hybrid
(Almulla, 2016; Al-Omari, 2019; Aoki, 2012).

1.4 Benefits of distance education

Education at a distance has many benefits for students. It helps people gain an education while
balancing the growing demands of work, school, life, and family. It helps people begin, continue and
complete their academic studies despite circumstances hindering them from doing so in person and
on site (Alshehri, 2014; Burns, 2012). Kanwar and Taplin (2001) reported that distance education
learning opportunities increased students’ self-confidence and eventually reduced their fear and
anxiety regarding advanced technology, so they could benefit from it.

Once enrolled in DE, students can enjoy flexible scheduling through online or hybrid learning (de
Oliveira, Penedo, & Pereira, 2018; Monarch Media, 2016). They can repeatedly re-access the material
to review as often as required (de Oliveira et al., 2018). Flash video lectures help students better
understand course material. Voluntary discussion boards and chat rooms provide opportunities to
discuss difficult concepts, confirm course information, and even discuss topics unrelated to the course
material. The teachers’ role in this regard is to clarify any incorrect information posted (Buseli¢, 2012).

Colman (2020) explained that although both formative and summative assessment protocol still
apply to distance learning, different strategies are available (and maybe preferred) due to interactive
technology. Examples of this benefit include drag-and-drop assessment (measures ability to apply
knowledge to solve problems), dialogue simulations, online polls, game-based assessment (not real
tests, per se), peer evaluation using rubrics or prescribed questions, and forums (online discussion
boards).

1.5 Disadvantages of distance education

The most prominent disadvantage is the absence of real-time, face-to-face interaction between
teacher and student and among students. While some believe that lack of human contact can severely
compromise learning, others say people learn better via DE, because they can learn at their own pace
and through ways best suited to their learning style. Challenges do exist around ensuring that the
home learning environment is conducive to learning given the array of distractions. Other
disadvantages include a shortage of teaching staff trained in this approach and their lack of technical
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skills to deal with various aspects of electronic devices and e-learning platforms. When something
goes wrong, there is often inadequate support — a lack of quick and direct response to technical
problems — which compromises teaching and learning (Al-Maghdawi, 2009; ALsayi, 2016).

Sampson (2003) reported that university students were satisfied with course modules and
attendant course materials and the time they had to complete assignments and any resultant
feedback. However, students reported significant issues for access to learning materials provided by
instructors and availability of student support both of which impact the successful provision of DE.
Other disadvantages include depending on learner autonomy and unsupervised, self-directed learning
in environments often shaped by teacher-centred approaches (e.g. lectures, memorisation, rote
learning) as in Saudi Arabia (Hamdan, 2014). Students who are not mature, self-motivated and self-
disciplined may be disadvantaged with DE. It should not be assumed that DE will resonate with all
learners (ALsayi, 2016; Sampson, 2003).

Also, it is challenging to just keep up with the tremendous and rapid developments in the field of
modern technologies let alone master them for educational purposes. Furthermore, students often do
not initially understand the special advantages of DE that distinguish it from traditional education —
mostly related to time, place of learning and flexibility. Their resistance to this alternative mode of
content delivery and learning engagement must be anticipated and accommodated. Also, a culture of
distance education must be inculcated, and the necessary human and material resources to
implement DE must be provided. Additionally, training for computer usage and attendant teaching
and learning software must be made available for everyone involved (Al-Maghdawi, 2009; ALsayi,
2016; Moore & Thompson, 1990).

Another DE challenge is digital literacy; the two go hand in hand. Distance education demands that
learners form new learning habits like learning anywhere and anytime by using new generation
technologies. Succinctly, digital literacy is “related to learners’ abilities to find and choose reliable as
well as relevant information within complex networks” (Ozdamar-Keskin, Ozata, Banar, & Royle, 2015,
p. 76). It involves being tech savvy as well as using critical thinking, sound reasoning and judgements,
and meaning making. Digitally literate learners are more apt to be active participants in their
educational and intellectual lives (Ozdamar-Keskin et al., 2015).

1.6 Distance education in the KSA

This paper is about distance education in Saudi Arabia, which did not move through all the
aforementioned DE stages, because it lacked a communication infrastructure. Instead, the KSA started
with the third stage via the construction and use of multimedia systems. Historically, in response to
changes in Saudi society, a 2002 symposium on the previous national development plan (2000-2020)
prioritized opening new study options in higher education such as DE and the Open University. An
earlier national Saudi plan for information technology had aimed to prepare national cadres in the
field of information technology who would ensure the use of technology in education and support
national projects in this endeavour (Al-Omari, 2004). Technology is an important educational resource
for developing and modernising university education. DE helps achieve fairness in providing
information and higher education online learning opportunities to students in any part of the Kingdom
and to both sexes (Al-Omari, 2019).

Indeed, DE in the KSA has recently been embraced as a suitable and pragmatic way of continuing
education in light of the COVID-19 global pandemic. As indicated, a suitable technolgoical
environment, integrated educational system and DE infrastructure have existed for some time in most
Saudi state universities and educational institutions (ALsaysi, 2016). Research and academic data
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regarding educational outputs attest to the proven effectiveness and efficiency of distance learning in
the KSA by those who have used it so far. Saudi Arabia uses DE for social, cultural, economic and
psychological reasons (Almulla, 2016). Tikkanen (2005) reported that Saudi university professors felt
that DE was effective and fruitful for students’ social, cultural, educational and economic development
with no gendered differences.

Razan (2010) reported faculty members’ perspectives on the extent of distance education’s
effectiveness in Saudi Arabian higher education. Faculty expressed concerns about any disparity
between the effectiveness of traditional versus distance approaches to education, real and perceived.
Faculty also recommended heeding best practice via learning from other Saudi institutions’
experiences with the planning, management and implementation of e-learning. Razan (2010) highly
recommended ongoing research on this phenomenon in the KSA including (a) promoting studies to
identify the problems and obstacles regarding the use of e-learning and education management
systems in different universities, (b) submitting appropriate suggestions to solve these problems and
(c) conducting studies on the technical readiness of students and faculty members in universities.
Alshehri (2014) reported the importance of providing training for Saudi higher educational information
system specialists and university librarians.

Algahtani (2010) reported that Saudi university faculty members approved of virtual learning
(which is synonymous with “DE” in this paper) and agreed to its importance. Recommendations
included (a) expanding the scope of DE in all Saudi colleges and education programmes, (b)
intensifying training and awareness of its importance as an education delivery mode, (c) attracting and
hiring qualified faculty members who would engage in and encourage DE programming and (d)
developing electronic courses and teaching methods that comply with DE requirements. Aljuhani
(2008) stressed the importance of adapting and applying his proposed educational management
expert DE model in the Arab Open University and other open universities that have similar students
and organisational structures.

Alattas (2010) was concerned with developing DE in Saudi universities including the philosophy,
goals, and dimensions of DE as well as best practices around contemporary global trends in the DE
field relative to the reality of DE in Saudi universities. Alattas (2010) commented on how the
emergence of DE and programmes was related to the social reality of specific countries in terms of
technical aspects and the qualification of human resources. Another finding was the moderate usage
of DE in Saudi universities with one of the most important challenges being the development of high-
quality education that is in line with both the culture of Saudi society and DE beneficiaries (Alattas,
2010).

To conclude this section, Alhathlol (2017) observed that although Saudi Arabia “has a short history
and little experience of [DE] compared to many other nations” (p. 16), it has now increased usage of
and commitment to DE learning platforms, infrastructures and training. Distance education is now in
place to some degree in Saudi higher education institutions with pioneering universities including
Saudi Electronic University, King Abdulaziz University, Imam Abdulrahman bin Faisal University (1AU),
and King Saud University (Al-Omari, 2004). The Kingdom remains keen to expand the scope of DE
evident in its recent national development plan’s (Vision 2030) mention of distance learning and e-
learning (KSA, 2016).

1.7 Distance learning during the pandemic

Khalil et al. (2020)’s thematic content analysis of their qualitative study revealing four themes. The
researchers held virtual focus group discussions synchronously with 60 Saudi medical undergraduate
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students from whom the researchers wanted to gain students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of
online learning. Like any other students in the country, they experienced a sudden switch from
traditional mode of learning to online learning because of the pandemic. The four themes emerged
from the group discussions include: educational impact, time management, challenges encountered
and preferences for the future. Moreover, Mann, Schwabe, Fraser, Fulop, and Ansah (2020) offer a
boarder view of how the COVID-19 pandemic is changing education from a perspective from Saudi
Arabia. Their report compared the responses to the pandemic in ensuring education continuity from
both OECD (i.e. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) and non-OECD countries
(including Saudi Arabia).

2. Methods

When little is known about a phenomenon in a specific context, exploratory research can serve to
generate broad, initial insights and understandings that can lead to more conclusive future studies.
Data tend to be gathered using smaller samples and open-ended questions (Dudovskiy, 2016;
McGregor, 2018). This study explored how Saudi postgraduate education students (teachers and soon-
to-be teachers) perceived DE and did so by employing a qualitative research design in the form of
content and thematic analyses.

2.1 Study context and sample frame

In her role as Vice Dean in the female education section at IAU for several years, the lead author
has advised or taught nearly 300 female postgraduate students. IAU is a university in the Eastern
Province of Saudi Arabia. The second author had been Dean of Student Affairs at IAU for seven years.
Using convenience sampling, both authors compiled a final sample frame of 19 Saudi male and female
postgraduate students (at master’s level) aged 25 to 45 and specialised in Arts, Education, or Basic
Sciences. Their time at IAU ranged from four to five years. IAU has separate female and male
campuses and faculty complements.

2.2 Data collection

Data were collected in August 2020 during the pandemic. Participants received an email asking
them to write 300 words (maximum) in response to the following open-ended prompt: “To limit the
spread of the novel coronavirus, the Saudi Ministry of Education started to apply the distance learning
method since the middle of the second semester of 1441 AH. This situation may continue until the
first semester of next year 1442 AH. How will you implement what you have learnt from your study so
that the distance learning process can be effectively provided and then convince others of the merit of
this mode of education? Write from the perspective of a teacher taking consideration of your learning
of the curriculum theory; curriculum development theories, principles and concepts; curriculum
planning and processes; and teaching methods. The assignment was written in Arabic and completed
tasks were returned to the researchers electronically. The responses were then translated into English.

Given the 300-word limit, the authors anticipated an approximately 5,000-word written corpus for
analysis. The final data set comprised of 11,181 words with most data pertaining to the pros and cons
of DE rather than the two sub-tasks, which were addressed just not to the extent anticipated. In detail,
participants were first asked to explain how DE could be improved (i.e. used more effectively) based
on (a) the curriculum theory and process-oriented content they were learning and (b) their own
learning experience during the 2020 pandemic lockdown. Ineffective distance education will appear
fruitless, unsuccessful and counterproductive. Students will not learn as well nor be engaged learners,
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and teachers will not feel self-efficacious and effectual. Study participants were also tasked with
convincing others of the merits of distance education.

A second data point was the authors’ reflections about their own experiences with mandated DE
garnered over the last term at IAU during COVID-19. Each researcher had tracked his/her lived
experience with this mode of teaching and drawn on that self-knowledge in this study. Reflection is an
ongoing component of practice that enables practitioners to learn about themselves and their work by
giving it serious thought and consideration. Insights into one’s practice are generated through
exploring and articulating experiences that one would not normally pay attention to on a regular basis.
Reflection is very useful when people need to explore what they can change in their context and how
to work with what they cannot change (Bolton, 2009).

An abrupt (almost over night) compulsory shift to DE impelled the authors to step back and
examine such a dramatic transition in their own teaching. They judged it timely to ask their students
(who were teachers [or soon to be] in their own right) to apply what they were learning in their
postgraduate class to a real-world dilemma — using DE in the midst of and beyond a global pandemic.

2.3 Data analysis

Before analysis, all Arabic written responses were translated to English and saved to a WORD
document, which became the corpus of the study. The initial coding process involved a content
analysis, wherein the researchers coded for redundant and similar ideas. After this coding process, the
rearranged data underwent a thematic analysis, which involved aggregating similar codes to form
major themes (Allen, 2017). The thematic analysis helped filtering and highlighting the important
content of the dataset.

In detail, for the content analysis, the corpus was scanned for keywords and variations (i.e. a code
list) using a word processing editing function (Ctrl F). Keywords were located and colour coded
including but not limited to ‘learning,” ‘curriculum,” ‘education,” ‘technology,” ‘distance,” and ‘digital.’
For example, ‘learning’ and ‘e-learning’ were highlighted green. ‘Education’ and ‘educational’ were
highlighted in a different colour. To determine any meaning associated with these keywords, the
surrounding text was identified and recorded as well (Krippendorf, 2004; List, 2012). The intent was to
improve accuracy by understanding the contextual meaning of words as they appeared in the
searchable document (Bast, Buchhold, & Haussmann, 2016).

The analyst then (a) singled out the participants’ responses to the two sub-tasks in the prompt; (b)
paraphrased and expressed these responses in point form; and (c) reacted to/interpreted these
responses by adding supplementary notes (including references and definitions), so that the second
analyst and co-author could make any further analysis. To facilitate this process, data were transferred
to an Excel workbook with separate worksheets for each participant’s answers to the prompt.
Thematic analysis (i.e. searching for repeating patterns) lead to initial themes being assigned. After a
second analyst examined the coding results, the themes were subsequently refined (Allen, 2017).

3. Findings and discussion

The research question was ‘What are Saudi Arabian postgraduate education students’ perspectives
on distance education?’ The participants were teachers (or would be ones) enrolled in an education
master’s degree course. The authors (being the instructors of the participants) expected the
respondents, who have been engaging with learning via DE platforms, to be aware of the importance
and familiar with ideas around the effective implementation of DE. Participants’ overall thoughts were
categorised into eight themes (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Themes embedded in participants’ overall thoughts on distance education

1 Flexibility

Providing the subject matter content and material anywhere and anytime
satisfies the different needs of all types of learners based on their
inclinations and motivation.

2 Need support

Distance education requires support from both parents and community
partnerships. Also, education entities are supposed to ensure well-trained
teachers and provide them with educational resources for the distance
learning mode.

3 Home learning
environment

The school environment is somewhat controllable, but in distance
education, many elements need to be considered to both make the home
a place for learning and help learners stay focused amongst a myriad of
distractions. Issues of securing necessary technological equipment and
accessing the Internet at home should be addressed especially in villages,
isolated locations and low-income urban neighbourhoods.

4 Availability of learning
resources

There should be special curriculum materials that consider individual
learning differences through varied levels. Fees for such materials should
be reasonable, if not free. The new curriculum should still meet learners’
needs, which is achievable by involving teachers in curriculum planning
initiatives.

5 Digital literacy

Digital literacy skills are essential for distance learning; parents must
acquire these skills so they can monitor their children’s e-learning at
home.

6 e-learning skills

e-learning skills are required for effective and successful distance
education. Teachers with e-learning skills can better utilise available
Internet resources while considering students’ diverse learning needs.
Learners should be able to choose from educational activities based on
their preferences and abilities and yet reaching their learning targets.

7 Teacher’s role and
competencies

In-service teacher training (professional development) is needed with a
view to raising their performance through specially tailored programmes
that both help teachers deal with digital educational platforms and
students interact with the learning material. The teachers’ role is different
with remote teaching. They are no longer a prompter, but an organiser.
Teachers can also design their own programmes to cope with different
situations.

8 Teaching strategies and
techniques

Effective e-teaching strategies can provide opportunities for applying
varied techniques, such as the flipped classroom; Know, What to Know,
Learned (K.W.L.); and problem-solving strategies. PowerPoint, videos,
maps and more are helpful for teachers and appealing to learners. There
are also different strategies concerning evaluation of distance learning.

These eight themes revolved around the (a) nature of the delivery method (flexible but requires
supportive measures, partnerships and technological access); (b) efficacy of the home learning
environment; (c) necessity of new skill sets like digital literacy; and (d) changing roles of teachers and
how they teach (see Table 1). This collection of concerns is echoed in the literature (e.g. Al-Maghdawi,
2009; Alsayi, 2016; Buseli¢, 2012; de Oliveira et al., 2018; Ozdamar-Keskin et al., 2015; Mann et al.
2020). The voices of Saudi teachers attending education postgraduate school proved to be in line with
the DE literature. Participants expressed clear understandings of the pros and cons of distance
education. They further appreciated that it can be synchronous or asynchronous (Almulla, 2016; Al-

Omari, 2019; Aoki, 2012).
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3.1 Sub-task one: Applying curriculum theory to distance education

Emergent from their own reflections (Bolton, 2009) while teaching during the pandemic using DE
platforms, the authors thought it would be prudent to prompt their students (i.e. in-service or trainee
teachers) with this query: “How will you implement what you have learnt in your studies so that
distance education can be effectively provided?” The participants shared a rich repertoire of ideas
drawing on their curriculum theory courses. They addressed issues pertinent to teachers and teaching,
students and learning, stakeholder communication and collaboration, equal access to distance
learning and digital literacy.

Respectively, participants said that new and in-service teachers must be taught about both distance
learning platform usage and DE pedagogy, including student assessment. Alajlan et al. (2014)
concurred that teachers need support when shifting to DE. Pedagogical recommendations from our
study participants included moving beyond traditional lecture, rote learning and memorisation.
Instead, teachers must learn how to use small-group learning activities, project-based learning and
collaborative learning, and they must know how to use interactive technology (Colman, 2020).
Participants also said teachers will have to loosen up their expectations around the teacher-centred
approach and make room for flexibility in assighments, meeting times and communication methods
(de Oliveira et al., 2018; Monarch Media, 2016).

To continue, participants said teachers will face changing roles shifting from lecturers who hold all
information to facilitators, guides, coaches, and leaders that help students when the latter ask for it or
appear to need it (Buseli¢, 2012). Teachers’ new role in DE is to move beyond preparing lessons full of
content delivered in person to planning, designing and creating an online learning environment.
Moore and Kearsley (2015) concurred that DE requires special methods of education and design;
teachers must be supported in this process (Alajlan et al., 2014). Participants also said that teachers
must gain new respect for differential learning (i.e. modify teachings to meet learners’ styles and
needs) and differentiated student assessment (Colman, 2020).

Participants felt that assessment and evaluation should change from summative to formative with
more attention to assignments rather than just tests and finals (per Buseli¢, 2012; Colman, 2020).
Differentiated learning means teachers must take extra effort to discern students’ different academic
needs and strengths. In an interesting twist, some participants recommended that teachers
themselves should be evaluated to discern how well they are doing with DE pedagogy.

Regarding students, participants affirmed that more than rote learners, students must be socialised
to engage with self-directed learning, gain self-motivation, and learn and practise time management
skills (ALsayi, 2016; Sampson, 2003). Participants believed that learning alone in a home environment
means students will have to monitor themselves rather than be managed in a structured classroom
(Al-Maghdawi, 2009; ALsayi, 2016). This process will be more assured with improved communication
among students, teachers and parents. To that end, participants suggested using questionnaires, video
chats, audio clips, social media, and educational platforms to stay on task in DE.

Distance education is totally dependent on technology (Algahtani, 2010; Alnjm, 2019; Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2016). Participants said that for students to learn, both students and their parents must be
supported as they master digital literacy, which means making of new habits engaging learning
anywhere and anytime while using a new generation of technologies (Ozdamar-Keskin et al., 2015).
Regarding the latter, participants said educational agencies and institutions must ensure equitable
access to distance learning technology (e.g. computers, Internet access). This will require enhanced
support from (Alsheri, 2014; Razan, 2010) and collaboration (maybe first ever) amongst a variety of
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stakeholders to make DE successful (e.g. education government offices, school administration, parents
and guardians, and ICT service providers) (Sampson, 2003).

3.2 Sub-task two: Advocating merits of distance education

Again, emergent from their own reflections (Bolton, 2009), the authors were interested in their
postgraduate students’ ability to “convince others of the merit of distance education.” Approximately
one fifth of the participants addressed this subtask. Their thoughts mostly revolved around its (a)
flexibility, (b) learners’ acquisition of specific skills and (c) time and money savings. Respectively, they
touted distance education’s ability to reach students anywhere, anytime at any age if learning is
adapted to learners’ preferences, styles and talents (de Oliveira et al., 2018; Monarch Media, 2016).
This flexibility was the most mentioned benefit.

Participants further believed that studying via DE, if effective, enables learners to acquire or nurture
skills such as self-motivation, self-reliance and self-refection. Students who lack these skills may be
disadvantaged with distance learning (AlLsayi, 2016; Sampson, 2003). Kanwar and Taplin (2001)
reported that DE learning opportunities increased students’ self-confidence. Participants in our study
said that DE can help students gain the opportunity to become independent learners who can practise
their communication and collaboration skills and enhance their digital literacy (Ozdamar-Keskin et al.,
2015). Also, they suggested that DE saves time and money, which is beneficial in times of teacher
and/or classroom shortages (Al-Maghdawi, 2009; ALsayi, 2016).

To a lesser extent, study participants commented on (a) distance education’s usefulness for insuring
education continuity during crises (Alshehri, 2014; Burns, 2012); (b) learners’ novel access to diverse
types of information, learning techniques, other’s knowledge and teachers from around the world;
and (c) parents’ increased ability to communicate with teachers and be involved in their child’s
education process.

In summary, the literature is rich with discussion of the benefits of DE (e.g. Alshehri, 2014; Burns,
2012; Kanwar & Taplin, 2001) most of which were embedded in the data. Participants agreed that DE
can be flexible, economical, empowering, and it can effectively bring learners, teachers and parents
together (de Oliveira et al., 2018; Monarch Media, 2016). Education interrupted due to crises can
continue unabated albeit differently, and learners benefit from exposure to people and pedagogy far
beyond their regular learning environment. Some participants effectively argued that people can be
convinced that learning at a geographical and temporal distance has its benefits (Kaplan & Haenlein,
2016).

4, Conclusions

This exploratory study reflects perspectives of students who are current practitioners or future
practitioners in education in a country that is investing in distance learning by importing technologies
developed in other parts of the world. However, Khalil et al. (2020)’s research involves medical
students who have a need to conduct clinical and lab work. Their study participants are in favour of
live sessions although simulators can be used to some extent when DE is the only option. Both Khalil
et al. (2020) and Mann et al. (2020)’s findings confirm students’ need for support from others (such as
IT providers, course providers, faculty, teachers and parents) in making DE successful in Saudi Arabia
(Khalil et al, 2020, pp. 5-7; Mann et al., 2020, Part 2). The findings of this exploratory are also
meaningful, because the KSA’s (2016) Vision 2030 aspires to educate a new generation that is
equipped with advanced scientific information and knowledge, which positively affects the growth and
development of Saudi society on all levels. Increased focus on and awareness of distance education in
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the KSA behoves education officials and curriculum planners to create a suitable and supportive DE
environment. Existing and future teachers’ comfort with and confidence in this mode of teaching, as
evidenced in this exploratory inquiry, bodes well for the KSA and its intent to support distance
education. For further research on DE in Saudi Arabia, it is recommended to expand the sample frame
to other Saudi provinces beyond the Eastern Province and include many more Saudi higher education
institutions across the country.

Acknowledgements

We would like to acknowledge the IAU postgraduate students who participated in the study in the
midst of a pandemic. We would also like to thank Mrs. Wai Si El-Hassan for her confirmatory review of
the thematic data analysis.

References

Abedalla, R. W., Pinchot, J. L. Samgrandi, N., & Al-Masri, R. (2014). Saudi students’ perceptions of online
education versus on-ground education in Saudi Arabia. Proceedings of the Information Systems Educators
Conference, 31(3045), Baltimore, Maryland, USA.
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.688.2708&rep=repl&type=pdf

Alahmari, A. (2017). The state of distance education in Saudi Arabia. Quarterly Review of Distance Education,
18(2), 91-98. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1159092

Alajlan, S. M., Aljohani, O. H., & Peterson, C. M. (2014, November). Saudi graduate students’ perceptions of
synchronous distance education. Paper presented at the American Association of Adult and Continuing
Education Conference. Charleston, SC.

Alattas, T. S. (2010). The development of distance education in the universities of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in
light of contemporary global trends. (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Umm Al-Qura University,
Mecca, Saudi Arabia.

Alhathlol, A. (2017). Quality of distance e-learning at Saudi universities: Students’ perspectives (Doctoral
dissertation). https://theses.ncl.ac.uk/jspui/bitstream/10443/3785/1/Alhathlol%2C%20A.%202017.pdf

Al-Hefni, M. K. (2015). Skills of the twenty-first century teacher. Paper presented at the 24" Scientific Conference
of the Egyptian Association for Curricula and Teaching Methods, Cairo, Egypt.

Aljuhani, M. F. (2008). 'idarat alkhadamat altullabiah bimuasasat altaelim aleali ean baed min wijhat nazar
khubara' al'idarah altarbawiah (namudhaj mugqtarah litalbiat 'ihtyajat tibt aljamieah alearabiah
almaftuha) [Student services department/distance higher education institutions from the viewpoint of
educational management experts. A proposed model to meet the needs of Arab Open University
students] (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Umm Al-Qura University, Mecca, Saudi Arabia.

Allen, M. (Ed.) (2017). The SAGE encyclopaedia of communication research methods. Sage.

Al-Maghdawi, A. A. (2009). nizam altaelim ean baed fi almarhalah althanawiah - barnamaj mugqtarah [Distance
education system at the secondary stage — Suggested program] (Unpublished doctoral dissertation).
Islamic University, Islamabad, Pakistan.

Alshehri, D. F. (2014). tagwim altaelim al'aktaruni fi altaelim aleali alsaudi [Evaluation of e-learning in Saudi
higher education]. Specialized Educational Journal, 3(6), 63-80.

Almasaid, T. F. (2017). tahadiyat 'iiedad almuealimin watahilihim fi daw' maharat algarn alhadi waleishrin
[Challenges of qualifying and training teachers in light of twenty-first century skills]. World of Education
Magazine, 18(570), 1-9.

Almulla, A. A. (2016). taqyim tajribatayn liltaelim ean bed: aljamieat almaliziat almaftuhat waklyat altarbiat
lilbannat fi almamlakat alearabiat alsaeudiat bna'an ealaa wikalat daman aljawdat liltaelim aleali
(almamlakat almutahida) [Evaluation of two distance education experiments: Open universities of

318


https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v13i2.5715

Alghamdi, A. K. H., & Aldossari, A. T. (2021). Saudi Education Postgraduates’ (Trainee Teachers’) Perspectives on Distance Education. World
Journal on Educational Technology: Current Issues. 13(2), 307-321. https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v13i2.5715

Malaysia and the colleges of education for girls in Saudi Arabia based on the Quality Assurance Agency
for Higher Education (UK)]. International Journal of Educational Research, United Arab Emirates
University, 39, 123-168.

Alnjm, Q. M. (2019). Distance education and future challenges. Islamic Research Journal, 5(41), 131-160.

Al-Omari, A. (2004). The role of computers in teaching students of faculties of education in the Kingdom. Third
symposium on the prospects of scientific research and technological development in the Arab world. King
Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology, Riyadh.

Al-Omari, A. (2019). The reality and aspiration of distance learning in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Unpublished
manuscript, King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology, Riyadh.

Al-Omari, A., & AlRehili, T. (2020). faeiliat aistikhdam baad tatbigat aldaem al'iiliktruni ealaa tanmiat altamkin
alragami ladaa muealamat altaelim aleam fi daw' maeayir jawdat altasmim altaelimi [The effectiveness
of using e-support applications in developing digital empowerment among public education teachers in
light of quality standards for instructional design]. Journal of Educational and Psychological Studies,
Sultan Qaboos University, 14(2), 206-228.

Algahtani, I. S. (2010). wagie aistikhdam alfusul alaiftiradiah fi barnamaj altaelim ean baed min wijhat nazar
'aeda’ hayyat altadris bijamieat almalik ebdalezyz bimadinat jida [The reality of using virtual classrooms
in the education program from the viewpoint of King Abdulaziz University faculty members in Jeddah].
(Unpublished master’s thesis). Jeddah.

Alrashoud, A. M. (2015). madaa rida tullab altaelim ean baed bijamieat al'amam muhamad bin sueud al'islamiah
ean al'irshad min wijhat nazarihim [Degree of Imam Mohammed bin Saud Islamic University distance
students' satisfaction with counselling]. Journal of Scientific Research in Education, 16, 588-628.

Alsayi, A. (2016). Future policies for distance education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. International Journal of
Digital Society, 7(2), 1157-1164.

Anderson, T., & Dron, J. (2011). Three generations of distance education pedagogy. International Review of
Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 12(3) 80-97. https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v12i3.890

Aoki, K. (2012). Generations of distance education: Technologies, pedagogies, and organizations. Procedia-Social
and Behavioral Sciences, 55, 1183-1187. https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/82595361.pdf

Bast, H., Buchhold, B., & Haussmann, E. (2016). Semantic search on text and knowledge bases. Foundations and
Trends in Information Retrieval, 10 (2-3), 119-271. https://doi.org/10.1561/1500000032

Bolton, G. (2009). Reflective practice. Sage.

Bunaiyan, W. (2019). Preparing the Saudi educational system to serve the 2030 vision: A comparative analysis
study (Doctoral dissertation). https://digitalcommons.du.edu/etd/1648

Burns, M. (2012). Distance education for teacher training: Modes, models and methods. Washington, DC:
Education Development Center.

Buseli¢, M. (2012). Distance learning: Concepts and contributions. Oeconomiaca Jadertina, 2(1), 23-34.
https://doi.org/10.15291/0ec.209

Colman, H. (2020, July 3). 9 ways to assess student learning online [Web log post].
https://www.ispringsolutions.com/blog/8-ways-to-assess-online-student-learning

de Oliveira, M. M. S., Penedo, A. S. T., & Pereira, V. S. (2018). Distance education: advantages and disadvantages
of the point of view of education and society. Dialogia, 29, 139-152.
https://doi.org/10.5585/dialogia.N29.7661

Dudovskiy, J. (2016). The ultimate guide to writing a dissertation in business studies. Research Methodology.
http://research-methodology.net/about-us/ebook/

319


https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v13i2.5715
https://doi.org/10.1561%2F1500000032

Alghamdi, A. K. H., & Aldossari, A. T. (2021). Saudi Education Postgraduates’ (Trainee Teachers’) Perspectives on Distance Education. World
Journal on Educational Technology: Current Issues. 13(2), 307-321. https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v13i2.5715

Fidalgo, P., Thormann, J., Kulyk, O., & Lencastre, J. A. (2020). Students’ perceptions on distance education: A
multinational study. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 17, Article 18.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00194-2

Hamdan, A. (2014). The reciprocal and correlative relationship between learning culture and online education: A
case from Saudi Arabia. The International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning, 15(1), 309—
336. https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v15i1.1408

Kanwar, A. S., & Taplin, M. (Eds.). (2001). Brave new women of Asia: How distance education changed their lives.
Vancouver, BC: Commonwealth of Learning.

Kaplan, A. M., & Haenlein, M. (2016). Higher education and the digital revolution: About MOOCs, SPOCs, social
media, and the Cookie Monster. Business Horizons, 59(4), 441-450.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2016.03.008

Khalil, R., Mansour, A. E., Fadda, W. A., Almisnid, K., Aldamegh, M., Al-Nafeesah, A., Alkhalifah, A. & Al-Wutayd,
0. (2020). The sudden transition to synchronized online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in Saudi
Arabia: a qualitative study exploring medical students’ perspectives. BMC Medical Education, 20(285).
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-020-02208-z

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. (2016). Vision 2030.
https://vision2030.gov.sa/sites/default/files/report/Saudi_Vision2030_EN_2017.pdf

Krippendorff, K. (2004). Content analysis (2" ed.). Sage

List, D. (2012). Know your audience: A practical guide to media research [e-book]. Crafers, Australia: Audience
Dialogue. http://www.audiencedialogue.net/kya.html

Mann, A., Schwabe, M., Fraser, P., Fiilop, G., & Ansah, G. A. (2020). How the COVID-19 pandemic is changing
education: A perspective from Saudi Arabia. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD). http://www.oecd.org/education/How-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic-changing-education-
Saudi-Arabia.pdf

McGregor, S. L. T. (2018). Understanding and evaluating research. Sage.

Monarch Media. (2016). The benefits of distance learning programs to organizations: A case study in nursing
education. Santa Cruz, CA: Author. http://www.monarchmedia.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/04/Benefits-of-Distance-Learning-Case-Study.pdf

Moore, J. L., Dickson-Deane, C., & Galyen, K. (2011). e-Learning, online learning, and distance learning
environments: Are they the same? The Internet and Higher Education, 14(2), 129-135.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2010.10.00

Moore, M. G., & Kearsley, G. (2015). Distance education: A systems view of online learning (2nd ed.). Belmont,
CA: Wadsworth.

Moore, M. G., & Thompson, M. M. (1990). The effects of distance learning: A summary of literature [Research
Monograph Number 2]. University Park, PA: American Center for the Study of Distance Education.

Ozdamar-Keskin, N., Ozata, F. Z., Banar, K., & Royle, K. (2015). Examining digital literacy competences and
learning habits of open and distance learners. Contemporary Educational Technology, 6(1), 74-90.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1105611.pdf

Razan, F. D. (2010). madaa faeiliat nizami jusur watudaris fi eamaliat altaelim ean baed bialjamieat alsewdyh min
wijhat nazar 'aeda' hayyat altadris [Effectiveness of Jusoor and Study systems in the distance education
processes in Saudi universities from the point of view of faculty members] (Unpublished master’s thesis).
Imam Mohammed bin Saud Islamic University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

320


https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v13i2.5715

Alghamdi, A. K. H., & Aldossari, A. T. (2021). Saudi Education Postgraduates’ (Trainee Teachers’) Perspectives on Distance Education. World
Journal on Educational Technology: Current Issues. 13(2), 307-321. https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v13i2.5715

Salem, A. M. (2010). asalib wataqniat altaelim [Methods and technology of education] (3rd ed.). Riyadh: Al-
Roshed.

Sampson, N. (2003). Meeting the needs of distance learners. Language Learning and Technology, 7(3), 103-118.
https://scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.edu/bitstream/10125/25216/1/07_03_sampson.pdf

Tikkanen, T. (2005). Reconciling learning human resources development and well-being in the workplace. British
Journal of Occupational Learning, 3(1), 33-53. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED496997.pdf

Walabe, E. (2020). E-learning delivery in Saudi Arabian universities (Doctoral dissertation).
https://ruor.uottawa.ca/bitstream/10393/40064/1/Walabe_Eman_2020_thesis.pdf

321


https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v13i2.5715

