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Every cloud has a silver lining:
The experience of online
learning in English language
classes at Saudi universities in
the post—COVID-19 era

Muneer Hezam Algahtani ® *

Department of Curriculum and Instruction, College of Education, King Faisal University, Al-Hofuf,
Saudi Arabia

This study investigates the perceptions of 149 English language students about
online language learning at a state university in Saudi Arabia and how this
experience has prepared them to continue online learning in post-pandemic
times. It also investigates any differences in students’ attainment of the four
language skills of reading, listening, writing, and speaking with respect to
the online learning experience. Data were collected using a questionnaire
with close-ended items with each item having an open-ended query. The
findings of the study indicate that, overall, the students had positive attitudes
toward learning English online whether during the pandemic or after it is
over. However, their views differed regarding the acquisition of the four
language skills; learning the receptive skills of reading and listening online
was perceived positively, while learning the productive skills of writing and
speaking online was perceived negatively as a result of the online learning
mode. The study concludes that more advanced technical features are
needed to be introduced onto online learning platforms for more effective
learning outcomes and that the current platforms at universities fall somewhat
short of the English language students’ needs.

COVID-19, online learning, English as a second language, higher education, learner
autonomy

Introduction

After the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in late 2019 and its rapid spread in
early 2020, many countries worldwide implemented lockdowns in March 2020 (Hodges
et al., 2020). Although many people had adapted quickly to the new measures by, for
example, working from home, the question of how education could continue in schools
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and universities remained unclear in the beginning. However,
gradually, governments swiftly adopted online education as a
preferred mode of education to continue (Hazaea et al., 2021).

In 2021, many countries started to relax their earlier
COVID-19 restrictions and allowed for the partial return of
university and school students as long as social distancing
was maintained (Milne et al, 2020). In Saudi Arabia, in
March 2022, the authorities announced that all COVID-
19 restrictions were lifted and that life would go back
to what it used to be before the pandemic (Thompson,
2022), including the full return of students to schools and
universities. However, some universities have since continued
to use online learning platforms even after the restrictions
were lifted in the country. This step has been welcomed by
some university students but disapproved by others. Several
previous studies in the Saudi context investigated COVID-
19 with respect to various variables (Al-Ahdal and Algasham,
2020; Alamer, 2020; Almekhlafy, 2020). In addition, Alamer
(2020) investigated the use of the Blackboard; Almelkhlafy (2020)
explored students’ vocabulary learning; Al-Ahdal and Alqasham
(2020) studied the competency of Saudi professors in computer
skills.

Despite such vast research in the area, a chasm that is still
unbridged is the impact of online learning on the acquisition
of the four language skills. Therefore, this study aimed to
investigate the perceptions of English language students in
a state university in Saudi Arabia on their language skills
acquisition as a factor of online learning. This investigation tries
to answer the following questions:

Research questions

This study aimed to investigate the following research
questions:

1. How do English language students at a Saudi University
perceive the implementation of online language learning in
the post-COVID-19 era?

2. Are there any differences in the acquisition across the four
language skills (reading, writing, speaking, and listening)
that the students reported when they were taught online?

Literature review

Saudi Arabia and online education
during the pandemic

When many countries worldwide shifted to online teaching
as a response to the spread of coronavirus, Saudi Arabia
was exceptionally effective in implementing online teaching
in education both at schools and at institutions of higher
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education. For school education, Saudi Arabia established the
Madrasati (Arabic for my school) online platform, which served
more than 6,000,000 school students and 500,000 teachers
averaging 250,000 online streaming every day (Al-Thumairy,
2020). The Online Learning Consortium (OLC) compared
the Madrasati platform with other online teaching platforms
from other countries and concluded that the “Saudi platform
outperformed its international peers and proved to be one of
the best responses taken to address the pandemic challenges,
whereas more than 6 million users subscribed to Madrasati
with a penetration rate amounting to 98%” (Unified National
Platform [UNP], 2021, para. 3).

Despite this achievement, however, few studies have focused
on the implementation of language online learning at Saudi
universities, in contrast to numerous such studies in other
countries (e.g., Bailey and Lee, 2020; Kitishat et al,, 2020;
Hammond et al.,, 2021; Hazaea et al.,, 2021). The reason for
the lack of studies on online learning at Saudi universities—
unlike Saudi school education—stems from the fact that school
education uses a central national platform across the country
reinforced by the Ministry of Education. Moreover, each Saudi
University is left to implement the online platform, such as
Blackboard or Zoom, that best suits their needs without any
enforcement from a higher authority. Therefore, it has been
more feasible for many studies (e.g., Aldossry, 2021; Alkinani
and Alzahrani, 2021; Alubthane, 2021; Shishah, 2021; Algahtani,
2022) to investigate various research questions related to online
learning in Saudi schools compared to Saudi universities.

Nevertheless, some studies have attempted to investigate
online learning in Saudi higher education. For example, Al-
Ahdal and Algasham (2020) surveyed a group of professors at
the Saudi Electronic University and Qassim University. They
discovered that the study subjects had moderate computer
competency, which led to a number of challenges such as
detecting cheating during online exams as well as their belief
that the performance of learners was not as effective. They
concluded that more organization is essential when performing
online teaching.

Similarly, Alolaywi (2021) investigated the advantages
and disadvantages of online learning from the perceptions
of 43 English language teachers at Qassim University. The
respondents expressed their preference for online teaching
because it was an opportunity to improve their technical skills
and make the most of the available online tools, such as teaching
methods and assessments. Considering the disadvantages,
however, the respondents reported that they struggled with the
immediate transition to online learning without any former
preparation.

Another study on online teaching during the pandemic in
Saudi Arabia was conducted by Abduh (2021). She surveyed
the perceptions of 26 English language instructors at Najran
University toward the online assessment methods they used,
the challenges that they faced, and whether there were any

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1027121
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Algahtani

differences between perceptions of male and female instructors.
The findings revealed that the majority of the research subjects
had moderately positive attitudes to online assessment but
believed that online teaching itself was challenging. Overall,
however, their perceptions of online teaching were positive and
there were no clear differences between perceptions of male and
female instructors.

However, few studies have focused on the experiences
of English language learners at universities in Saudi Arabia.
For example, Alamer (2020) explored the perceptions of 34
English language students at a Saudi University toward learning
vocabulary online using Blackboard during the pandemic. She
concludes that, initially, the learners had negative attitudes
toward learning vocabulary online. However, over time, using
the Blackboard, despite its limitations, has improved their
attitudes, and subsequently, their vocabulary level.

Another study that focused on English language students at
Saudi universities and their experiences during the pandemic
was carried out by Almekhlafy (2020). He surveyed 228 first
and second-year English language students at a Saudi University
and found that second-year students had negative perceptions
toward using the Blackboard even though they had used it
during blended learning alongside attending face-to-face classes
before the pandemic. In contrast, first-year students had more
positive attitudes toward using the Blackboard as the primary
tool for English language learning. The author argues that this
happened because the second-year students had been using the
Blackboard as a tool of communication between them and their
instructors rather than an effective learning tool. Therefore, he
calls for further training and technical support for both students
and instructors to make the most of the platform. Another
significant finding reported by Almekhlafy (2020) was that
students in his sample perceived learning listening and reading
skills online positively compared to writing and speaking that
were perceived negatively. However, he did not provide an
explanation for why this was the case.

Therefore, this study built on Alamer’s (2020) and
Almekhlafy’s (2020) studies by extending the investigations to
include all four language skills and explaining why some skills
were perceived to benefit differently than other(s). Furthermore,
the current study examined the students’ attitudes toward online
English language learning in the post-COVID-19 period as
a permeant learning tool rather than a temporary measure
designed to deal with the learning issues during the pandemic
to be terminated once the pandemic was over.

Methodology

Research design

This study adopted a survey design. It collected data on the
perceptions of Saudi undergraduate students on the impact of
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online learning on their acquisition of the four language skills.
The study was conducted at a state university in Saudi Arabia
for the academic year (1442-1443) AH.

Participants

In total, 149 male and female students at a Saudi state
university participated in this study. They were first-year
students studying in the department of English. This was
a convenience sample and the university required them
to continue attending online classes even after lifting the
pandemic restrictions and measures as a part of its plan
to make the most of the advantages that online learning
provides. The participants were informed of the research
aim, assured of data confidentiality, and their consent
duly obtained.

Data collection tool

To address the research questions, this study developed
a questionnaire consisting of 10 open-ended and close-ended
items. The open-ended questions provided the respondents
with a set of answers to choose from across three alternatives
(agree, disagree, and I do not know/it does not differ from
face-to-face learning). Next, each close-ended question was
followed by an optional open-ended question that allowed the
respondent to explain the reasons for choosing their answer,
answering this was optional. In the end, there was another
open-ended question that allowed the respondents to freely
express any thoughts on the topic not covered in the previous
close-ended questions.

Data collection process

After the formulation of the survey questions, validation
was sought from three senior professors with at least
2 years of experience in online education. Their suggestions
pertained to item reframing were duly enforced. Following
this, a link on Google Forms was created. It was then
sent to the academic staff at the English department
where the respondents are enrolled. They shared the
link with their students and encouraged them to send in
their responses.

Data analysis
One of the advantages of using Google Forms is that

it computes figures and frequencies and presents them in
graphical form. Therefore, after submitting their answers, the
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respondents’ data were summarized and presented graphically
without intervention on the researchers part. The collected
data from the participants were analyzed both quantitatively
and qualitatively. For the close-ended items, percentages
were calculated whereas thematic analyses were applied for
the qualitative data. They were presented along with the
quantitative findings.

Results

In this section, the findings of the 10 close-ended questions
and the responses to the open-ended questions are presented.

Virtual learning is more difficult with
respect to reading skills

Figure 1 shows students opinions regarding acquiring
reading skills through online learning.

The figure shows that half of the participants (49.7%)
perceived that online learning did not differ from conventional
learning in this matter. A quarter of them (25.5%) did not
agree that studying/learning the reading skill were more difficult
virtually. Similarly, the same percentage of the participants
(24.8%) agreed that learning reading skills was more difficult in
the online mode.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students explained their answers by stating the following
reasons:

1. Because virtual learning does not differ from face-to-face
learning.

2. Sometimes, there is no observer to correct the student’s
mistakes in reading.

= Agree = Disagree = It does not differ from face-to -face learning

FIGURE 1
Students’ opinions on acquiring reading skills virtually.
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= Agree = Disagree = |t does not differ from face-to -face learning

FIGURE 2
Students’ opinions on acquiring writing skills virtually.

3. Considering reading skills, students prefer to be warmed
up before reading and to feel psychologically comfortable.
Virtual learning provides such preparation and comfort.

4. Face-to-face learning is better to get more benefits.

5. Virtual learning is more difficult.

6. Reading skills are not an issue.

Virtual education is more difficult with
respect to writing skills

Figure 2 shows the students’ opinions regarding acquiring
writing skills through virtual learning.
that 36.2% of the
perceived that acquiring writing skills virtually did not
differ the
percentage (35.2%) of them agreed that this was more
difficult virtually. 24.8% of the
did not agree that acquiring writing skills were more

Figure 2 shows respondents

from conventional learning. Nearly same

In contrast, students
difficult virtually.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students provided the following reasons for their opinions:

1. Because virtual learning does not differ from face-to-face
learning.

2. I think writing skills depend on self-effort.

3. All in all, we will get ourselves trained on the tasks and
assignments. Nothing more is required from us.

4. Because there is a difference between virtual and face-to-face
learning in explaining and understanding the lessons.

5. Because I use google translate in my writing in the beginning
till I become dependent on myself later. Such dependency on
Google minimizes my writing ability.

6. Virtual learning is difficult, especially in producing correct
spellings.

7. Practice makes it easier.
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= Agree = Disagree It does not differ from face-to -face learning

FIGURE 3
Students’ opinions on acquiring listening skills virtually.

= Agree = Disagree It does not differ from face-to -face learning

FIGURE 4
Students’ opinions on learning speaking skills virtually.

Virtual learning is more difficult with
respect to listening skills

Figure 3 shows the students’ opinions regarding learning
listening skills through virtual learning.

Figure 3 shows that 33.6% of the participants did not
agree that acquiring listening skills is more difficult virtually.
Furthermore, 30.9% of them reported that acquiring listening
skills virtually did not differ from acquiring them through
conventional learning. Furthermore, the same percentage
(30.9%) of them agreed that acquiring listening skills was more
difficult virtually.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students provided the following reasons for their answers:

1. Because virtual learning does not differ from face-to-face
learning.

2. Listening skills improve through listening to lectures, so there
is no difference whether the lectures are virtual or face-to-
face. Moreover, listening skills can be improved because of
the many available tools.

3. Because of the technical problems.

4. No difference.

5. When I hold my mobile, I can only listen without
concentration. Such a thing I could not control; I felt sleepy
and missed many points.

6. There are many programs/applications which students can
use to improve their listening skills.

Virtual learning is more difficult with
respect to speaking skills

Figure 4 shows the students’ opinions regarding learning
speaking skills through virtual learning.
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Figure 4 shows that 43% of the participants agreed
that acquiring speaking skills through virtual learning was
more difficult. Furthermore, the same percentage (43%) of
them reported that acquiring speaking skills virtually did not
differ from acquiring them through conventional learning. In
contrast, 26.8% of them did not agree that acquiring speaking
skills was more difficult virtually. This implies that it was easier
for them.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students reported the following reasons:

1. Because virtual learning does not differ from face-to-face
learning.

2. Speaking is very difficult to be learned virtually because in
virtual learning there is no direct practice. In face-to-face
learning, we discuss more and speak more.

3. There is no difference.

4. Visual communication is an important element in
conversation and explanation. Eye contact is the most
important thing we need to understand in the conversation.
Such semiotic language is missed in virtual learning.

5. A student can practice speaking outside the learning
institution.

6. It is easier because a student feels less stressed. However,
problems in audio hardly occurred.

Virtual education enables me to
become more self-dependent in
learning English

Figure 5 shows the students’ opinions about the self-
dependency they acquired to learn English virtually.

Figure 5 shows that 57% of the participants agreed that
virtual learning urged them to become more self-dependent in

frontiersin.org
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= Agree = Disagree = 1don’t know m Agree = Disagree = |don’t know
FIGURE 5 FIGURE 6
Virtual learning boosts students’ self-dependency in learning. Virtual learning opens new dimensions in English learning.

learning English. In contrast, 30.2% of the students did not agree
with the benefit of virtual learning related to increasing students’
self-dependency in learning English. Finally, 18.8% of them
did not show any opinion. They did not know whether virtual
learning increased or not their self-dependency in learning
English.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students reported the following reasons:

1. It makes me more curious.

2. Idid not depend only on the professor’s information; I myself
searched for other ways/methods to learn English.

3. Virtual learning reduced the interest I previously had to learn
English. 1t is not real learning.

4. Sometimes virtual learning is not clear.

5. Sometimes virtual learning is better if a student makes more
effort.

6. Various learning sources are very important in virtual
learning. Moreover, it is more interesting when I get much
beneficial information. Likely, I can search more and learn

more.

Virtual education opens new
dimensions for me to learn the English
language

Figure 6 shows the students’ opinions about the new
dimensions they acquired by learning English through the
virtual platform.

Figure 6 shows that 44.3% of the participants agreed that
virtual learning opened for them new dimensions to learn
English. In contrast, 36.9% of the students did not agree that
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virtual learning opened new horizons in learning English.
Finally, 18.8% of them did not show any opinion. They did
not know whether virtual learning opened new dimensions or
horizons in learning English.

What are the reasons for your answer?

The following reasons were reported that explained the
students’ attitudes:

1. Virtual learning urges us to search for information and
reinforces self-learning.

2. I discovered new ways and methods for learning and

development suiting me. They did not let me feel bored; they

made me go on learning.

It does not suit me.

It does not differ.

I practice new applications.

I do not know whether it is true or not.

N ok W

1 did not know what to revise.

Virtual learning makes me believe in
the possibility of learning the English
language. Virtual learning enables
everyone to learn independently

Figure 7 shows the students’ opinions about the new belief
they acquired about the possibility to learn English through the
virtual platform.

Figure 7 shows that 61.1% of participants agreed that
everyone could learn English virtually. In contrast, only 22.8%
of the students did not agree with the possibility to learn English
through virtual education. Finally, 16.1% of them did not show
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m Agree = Disagree I don’t know
m Agree = Disagree | don’t know
FIGURE 8
FIGURE7 Students’ conviction about English language learning after
Virtual learning enables me to learn the English language COVID-19.
independently.

any opinion. They were unsure whether it was possible for
anyone to learn English virtually.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students reported the following reasons:

1. Because it is easy.

2. 1 strongly agree because English language learning is a
skill and creativity; every person can learn by themselves.
I thought that I could not learn English, but I discovered
the opposite. I acquired the four language skills during the
academic year.

3. It does not exist.

4. Every person can learn the English language independently

if they have an interest. Virtual learning makes me believe in

this view because I experienced it before.

It is something interesting for me.

Every person can learn and develop themselves.

It is not a logical reason.

® N w

Virtual learning is not the reason for my self-dependency on
English language learning.

My conviction about learning English
changed after the COVID-19 pandemic

Figure 8 shows the students’ changeable convictions on
virtual learning after the COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 8 shows that 45% of the participants agreed that
their convictions on virtual learning had changed after they
experienced virtual learning during the pandemic. In contrast,
30.2% of the students did not agree that their conviction on
virtual learning had changed after the pandemic. Finally, 24.8%
of them did not show any opinion. They did not know whether

Frontiers in Education

07

their conviction had changed or stayed the same as it was before
the pandemic.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students reported the following reasons:

1. My conviction did not change.

2. Because virtual learning is easy.

3. Before the pandemic, my way of revision was wrong; I did
not have the motivation to develop my English language, but
after the COVID-19 pandemic I learned the correct way of
revision and I discovered that English language learning is
easier than what others think.

4. Convictions are changeable.
relationship with convictions.

5. My English language becomes weaker.

6. It depends on the person.

7. Itis not real.

The pandemic has no

After the COVID-19 pandemic, | think it
is important to use virtual learning for
English language acquisition

Figure 9 shows the students’ opinions about the importance
of using virtual learning after the COVID-19 pandemic in
acquiring the English language.

Figure 9 shows that 45% of the participants agreed that
it was important to receive virtual education in acquiring the
English language after the pandemic. In contrast, 36.2% of the
students did not agree with the importance of virtual learning
in online English learning after the pandemic. Finally, 18.8% of
them did not show any opinion. They did not know whether
it is important to continue learning English virtually after the
pandemic or to use conventional classrooms.
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FIGURE 9 FIGURE 10
Students’ opinions on continuing virtual learning after the Students’ opinions on applying virtual skills to learning English.
COVID-19 pandemic.

What are the reasons for your answer?
Some of the students’ reasons to support their opinions are
as follows:

1. Wedid not understand the courses delivered through virtual
learning and they preferred to study them conventionally.
According to me, it is better to attend them together giving
more space to conventional learning.

2. It is a huge mistake and a bad decision.

3. The reality of learning occurs by attending class. I am
convinced by this as I have accustomed to it.

4. I did not only talk about English language learning.
Virtual learning is not a good environment, even the word
environment should not be used because many learning
elements have been missed.

5. We (the students) as human beings are thirsty for the
knowledge needed to communicate with each other in real
life, not in front of hardware, we “need” to make eye contact.

6. Obtaining virtual learning supports students to learn some
skills.

After the COVID-19 pandemic and
returning to conventional classroomes, |
will apply the skills that | have learned
through virtual learning to English
language acquisition

Figure 10 shows the students” opinions on the application

of the skills they acquired from virtual learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic to acquiring the English language.

Frontiers in Education 08

Figure 10 shows that many students (67.8%) agreed that
they would apply the skills that they had learned virtually to
conventional learning. Nevertheless, 20.1% of them did not
show any opinion. They did not know whether they would
apply the skills learned in virtual education to their face-to-
face English language learning or not. Finally, just 12.1% of
the participants did not agree that they would apply the skills
learned during online learning to learning English after the
pandemic in conventional classrooms.

What are the reasons for your answer?

Students reported the following reasons:

1. Because the skills we learned virtually are very beneficial.

2. I became cleverer and more skilful, gained more experience
in discussions, and my writing and listening comprehension
abilities increased.

. Nothing learned.

. There are no skills for me.

. It depends on my work and abilities.

. We can tell you about that later on.

NN s W

. Idid not acquire any skills from virtual learning; I did not
feel any improvement in my English.

Write down some notes/views on your
virtual learning experience not
mentioned in the answers to the
questionnaire

1. Ttisa good and interesting experience.

2. First, my English language learning became more flexible
and easier. Second, conventional mid-term and final
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examinations sharpened my English language ability as
the examiner made open-ended questions to include
the whole syllabus.

3. Virtual education is frustrating. I did not feel like studying.
In my entire life, I will not forgive those who caused me to
study some online courses.

Discussion

The findings can be divided into two main sections: the
students’ attitudes toward learning English online as a whole and
their actual experiences learning the four skills online.

Students’ attitudes toward learning
English online

Figures 5-10 show that the students overall had a
positive attitude toward online learning. Such positivity
stems from the benefits that online learning provides. For
example, McKeown et al. (2022) point out that online
learning provided students with safety, convenience, and
flexibility. Similar findings were reported by Alamer (2020) and
Almekhlafy (2020) who investigated the students’ perceptions
and attitudes toward learning English using Blackboard. Both
studies found that those who had prior experience using
the Blackboard for learning and had been familiar with
the platform showed more positive attitudes toward using
it as an English learning tool compared to those who had
no experience using it before. Furthermore, the findings of
the current study demonstrate that the students’ positivity
toward online learning extends to their willingness to continue
adopting online learning even after COVID-19 restrictions are
lifted.

The students’ attitudes toward
acquiring the four language skills

Figures 1-4 show the students attitudes toward their
process of learning the four language skills. The findings in
this study are consistent with the findings of Almekhlafy’s
(2020) study, which reported that the students believed
that online learning improved reading and listening but
not writing and listening. However, Almekhlafy (2020) does
not provide a sufficient explanation regarding why this
was the case. In the current study, the students were
given the opportunity to explain the reasons behind their
preferences.

Considering receptive skills, such as reading and listening,
the students—although by a small margin—preferred online
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learning to traditional face-to-face classrooms. Their preference
may be attributed to numerous online resources for accessing
and practicing their reading and listening skills on their own
without assistance from their instructors. Furthermore, any
reading or listening materials can be saved to be accessed online
when convenient.

In contrast, the students showed different attitudes toward
online learning related to the productive skills of writing and
listening. Regarding writing, those who preferred face-to-face
classrooms justified their choice by stating that they needed
their instructors’ assistance to help them improve their writing
skills. Others explained that learning skills online led them
to depend on translation apps which hindered their writing
improvement, whereas others complained that they needed
constant evaluation of their spelling errors from their teachers.
Nevertheless, the difference between those who preferred
face-to-face classrooms to online learning concerning writing
remains relatively small because most online platforms have
in-built spell-checking tools.

Concerning speaking, however, the gap between those
who preferred face-to-face classrooms to online learning was
the widest among all the four skills. Some of the students
complained about the lack of speaking practice in online
learning. Others explained that body language, such as eye
contact, was missing in online learning. Sato and Ballinger
(2016) argue that face-to-face classrooms can function as a
dynamic and productive environment for students to practice
their English naturally. Therefore, more group work is required
for speaking practices, which is difficult to achieve in online
learning (Adnan and Anwar, 2020). Moreover, what the
students referred to as the lack of body language and eye
contact in online learning is what Tavares (2022) refers to
as “meaningful social interaction” (p. 95). He argues that to
maintain meaningful social interaction, individuals need to
create a sense of community that can only be naturally achieved
in face-to-face classrooms.

The significance of a strong sense of community
to meaningful social interaction for multilingual
international students in online environments cannot
be overstated. Multilingual students may feel more
motivated to participate in their learning environments
if their relationships with their peers are characterized
by quality and familiarity, and if group cohesion is
present...Unstructured face-to-face interactions that
occur within the physical classroom contribute majorly
to bringing a group together. However, replicating this
experience digitally is often difficult unless thoughtfully
devised opportunities are present (Tavares, 2022).

Tavares (2022) illustrates this idea by stating that even

after his students had known one another, and therefore, had
established a sense of community, they seemed almost like
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strangers to each other when online learning commenced after
the pandemic struck. They were less engaged in class activities
and would not take part in any activity unless they were called
out by their names to participate.

Therefore, the findings show that the students had more
positive attitudes toward the receptive skills of reading
and listening to be practiced online because both skills
depend entirely on the learner and can be practiced on
their own. Students did not respond positively to productive
skills, such as writing and speaking. They needed their
instructors’ assistance to constantly check their writing,
whereas concerning speaking, online learning created an
undynamic and unnatural setting that hindered the students’
opportunities to practice their speaking skills with their
peers.

Conclusion and implications

This study investigated the perceptions of 149 university
students studying English at a Saudi state university. It
demonstrated that most of the respondents perceived online
learning positively and believed that it was a great opportunity
for their language learning process. However, considering
learning the four language skills, their perceptions differed.
The students believed that online learning enabled them to
acquire and practice the receptive skills of listening and reading,
and therefore, they were positive about the practice. However,
both productive skills of writing and speaking were not met
with the same positivity because the students required constant
assistance from their instructors to guide them and help them
improve their writing skills, whereas they needed a more
natural and meaningful social setting to practice their speaking
skills with their peers, which was only possible in face-to-
face classrooms.

Two conclusions can be made from this study and can
be used for practical implications. First, the students do
not entirely oppose online learning. Rather, they oppose the
limited features that it provides them with. Therefore, any
current or future online platform needs to include sophisticated
features that facilitate the learning process and simulate face-
to-face classrooms to compensate for the lack of natural
and social interaction. Second, online learning should not
be perceived as a temporary measure taken by governments
during the pandemic. Instead, it should continue after the
pandemic is over regardless of whether the restrictions have
been relaxed or even lifted.

Recommendations

The advantageous opportunities that online learning
has provided should be recognized and utilized after the
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pandemic is over. One can never predict any future natural
disasters, disruptions, or even other pandemics to emerge, and
therefore, educational systems worldwide must be equipped
with advanced online platforms for education to continue
without the state of panic that many countries had to
encounter at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. This
study recommends the importance to foster students’ four
language skills in whatever learning mode is used, but
with the inclusion of the online component for specific
skills. Online-course designers, teachers, and methodologists
should make room for learners to practice language learning
skills.

Limitations

The study had a mixed-gender sample with almost
equal numbers of male and female participants. However,
the role of gender in the difference of perception was
not evaluated here and this was one of the limitations.
Similarly, perceptions may be different when the learning
platforms are changed and this must be considered in future
studies.
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