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Abstract - The purpose of this study is to examine undergraduate EFL students' perceptions about their first-time experience 
attending online classes at a Saudi novice university. Random sampling used, the sample size of the study comprises 8 
undergraduate EFL students who attended am online classes in a blended course for the first time in Al-Baha university; 
Saudi Arabia. SWOT analysis used to process the collected data.  Findings of the study indicate the following strength points 
of using online classes in EFL context:  time-place flexibility, promoting more active-interactive learning style and finally 
the availability of recorded sessions helps revising the content delivered asynchronously. Findings indicate that weakness 
points are some technical related issues (voice as it was breaking and some students that accessibility to an adequate internet 
connection and required gadget). This study generates new insights into processes of adopting online classes or blended 
classes to teach the English language in the Saudi context and the potential strength, weakness, opportunity, and threats to 
such adoption in the target university. These findings might be beneficial for other Saudi higher education institutions of 
similar context, Saudi higher education policymakers, and targets of Vision 2030 in Saudi Arabia. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Nowadays; emerging innovations in information and 
communication technology (ICT) have had a major 
influence on many areas of our life. Such innovations 
and advancements have opened great opportunities as 
well as challenges for organisations across numerous 
industries, including higher education institutes. 
These developments mean that nowadays all 
organization including higher education institutes are 
compelled to offer, in part or in full, their services 
online. 
 
E-learning has become essential for both 
universities,faculty members and students to operate 
effectively in accordance with the digital twenty-first 
century. The development of ICT has contributed to 
enhancing teaching and learning with the help of 
providing new approaches for acquiring knowledge 
and developing students’skills. Thus; withsuch 
continual expansion of e-learning operations and 
development in higher education, higher education 
institutes face the demanding process of updating 
their already-adopted e-learning tools to соре with 
competition from other institutions аs well аs rapidly 
changing and developing educational 
technologies(Cairns & Alshahrani, 2013). 
 
In the same breath; as a sense of acknowledgment to 
the demands of this digitally connected world and 
globalized market, the Saudi government has been 
giving serious attention to e-learning in the higher 
education sector. The Saudi Ministry of Education is 
emphasizing e-learning asan essential innovation that 
can neither be ignored nor avoided. onceof the steps 
taken in response to these needs is the establishment 

of the National Centre of E-learning and Distance 
Learning (ELC) and the Saudi National Commission 
for Academic Accreditation and Assessment in 2006 
which aims to organise the shift to e-learning and 
prepare e-learning toolsfor all public 
universities(MOHE, 2011; Yasmine, 2007). 
 
The purpose of this study is to the adoption of online-
class in TEFL context, undergraduates’ perspectives 
in a novice Saudi university in relatively remote area, 
it also aims to discuss the use of technology in 
teaching and learning languages with the focus on 
possible advantages and disadvantages and analyze 
the application of online classfor teaching English 
language with reference to potential benefits and 
drawbacks.   
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Reviewed literature indicated that many terms were 
used to reflect the impact of telecommunications in 
general at a time when the use of information 
technology (IT) in the field of education was starting 
to expand into information and communication 
technology (ICT). The term ‘e-learning’ was not 
adopted in education until 2002(Bradford & Jessica, 
2013; Cahill, 2009). Other terms like ‘web-based 
instruction’ and ‘computer-assisted learning’ were 
used exchangeably to describe e-learning; thus ‘e-
learning’ can be considered as an umbrella 
terminology that labels them all (Bradford & Jessica, 
2013); it is challenging to be precise about the exact 
extension of the term ‘e-learning’ one of the attributes 
is the fact that educational technologies that are 
rapidly changing and developing (Bradford & Jessica, 
2013). 
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E-learning delivery methods can be categorized from 
two main classifications: synchronous and 
asynchronous e-learning(Donnelly, Benson, & Kirk, 
2012; Giesbers, Rienties, Tempelaar, & Gijselaers, 
2014) . In synchronous e-learning, learners are 
required to be online with their instructor ‘facilitator’ 
via streaming audio-video at a fixed time using a 
learning management system provided by their 
educational institute. This allows students the ability 
to collaborate with their instructors and hear-read 
their colleagues’ comments and questions in real-time 
interaction. On the other hand, Asynchronous e-
learning provides time flexibility, as students 
participate in learning activities available online at 
the time that suits them best. One major drawback of 
synchronous e-learning is the fact that flexibility of 
time is lost. Thus, for some students, this could mean 
they having to be online at inconvenient time periods 
(Donnelly et al., 2012; Giesbers et al., 2014). 
 
There are many attributes to adopt e-learning for 
educational purposes(Bradford & Jessica, 2013; 
Johnson, Becker, Estrada, & Freeman, 2014). These 
attributes include but not limited to the following: a) 
E-learning promotes personalized content that meets 
the students’ needs and expectations, it supports 
student’s ownership and contribution to the process 
of learning, b) E-learning incorporation in education  
offers the opportunity of capturing the learning 
content in a digital form, permitting for quality 
control and staff development in ways almost 
impossible for conventional teaching styles, 
c)reducing costs is another identified reason to adopt 
e-learningas it is believed to contributes to cost 
reductions, yet Littlejohn & Pegler(2007)stated that 
this claim is difficult to be proven as it is extremely 
difficult to accurately estimate the costs of e-learning 
integration,d)meeting students’ expectations of 
technology use as they expect that technologies used 
inside classrooms should be comparable to those 
available or used it,e) Because of its flexibility in 
time and location, e-learning provides orientation for 
a widely distributed group of students(Donnelly et al., 
2012; Gosper & Ifenthaler, 2014), f) e-learning off-
campus or blended learning with campus-based 
teaching might be a solution for all types of students 
(Ashwin, 2006; Littlejohn & Pegler, 2007). 
 
Several studies conducted in Saudi context one of 
them is (Alebaikan & Troudi, 2010)conducted a 
quantitative study on blended learning in Saudi 
Universities. Findings indicated that that blended 
learning had the potential to enhance the quality of 
learning. Thus, the advantage of facilitating 
interaction between lecturers and students would be 
more effective in blended courses.(Sajid et al., 2016) 
conducted another quantitative study to evaluate 
undergraduate students’performance and perceptions 
towards blended learning (comprising conventional 
classes with online classes), the study comprises 127; 

third-year students in Alfaisal University in Saudi 
Arabia. Findings indicated that students expressed 
satisfaction with online courses as a new and 
effective learning approach. Findings also showed 
that online course promotes student-centered learning 
and critical thinking.Another quantitative oriented 
study carried out in a Saudi university to explore EFL 
students’ perceptions of blended learning, study 
included 160 male students, findings indicated that 
blended learning promoted more effective and more 
cooperative learning, the study also concluded with 
several drawbacks including some technical related 
issues and providing the proper training for students 
before implementing those online courses (Al Zumor, 
Al Refaai, Eddin, & Al-Rahman, 2013). 
 
III. RESEARCH DESIGN AND CONTEXT OF 
THE STUDY 
 
Qualitative methodology is used in this paper as it 
serves the paper objective and one of the major 
features of qualitative data as illustrated by (Flick, 
2009)is that they focus on naturally occurring, 
ordinary events in their natural settings, so qualitative 
scholars have a strong handle on what a ‘real life’ is 
like. Also, the fact the data were collected in close 
proximity to a specific situation where the possibility 
of for understanding underlying issues is strong, 
rather than through mail, email, or phone is giving 
qualitative data advantage over the quantitative data 
(Creswell, 2012). 
 
Although, many of the previous studies were 
quantitative correctional studies designed to 
investigate the relationship between demographic 
factors and positive or negative attitudes or 
perceptions toward using e-learning,  this study used 
qualitative method as it aims as claimed by (Flick, 
2009)  and(Gray, 2009)to gain a deep, intense 
overview of the context of the study about students 
perceptions about attending online classes. The study 
comprises eight semi-structured interviews. Random 
sampling was used to recruit participants for this 
study. The research investigator used the LMS at 
target university to attach a link for the interview 
questions available for all EFL undergraduate 
Students' who were enrolled in these online courses. 
The research investigator uses SWOT analysis to 
construct the semi-structured interviews’ questions as 
well as toanalyze the collected data, SWOT is an 
abbreviation which stands for strength; weakness; 
opportunity and threats (Fine, 2009). The interview 
questions were formulated based on these four 
factors; namely, strength; weakness; opportunity and 
threats of attending EFL online course in Saudi 
context; undergraduate students’ perspectives. 
Research context is Al Baha University which is a 
novice university located in Al Baha Province in the 
south-western region of Saudi Arabia. 
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IV. LIMITATION 
 
A limitation of this study is that this study focuses 
only on one novice Saudi university the limited 
number of participants which is due to the scope and 
nature of the study and nature of qualitative oriented 
research.The inclusion of more participants and other 
similar-contexed novice Saudi universities would 
have allowed for more cross-comparisons, and better 
supported generalizability of the research findings. 
Such limitations are due to time constraints and 
limited resources offered by the targeted university, 
and the fact that these novice universities are spread 
in remote areas within Saudi Arabia, yet. this study 
opens a window for future studies. 
 
V. FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The in-depth interview process was implemented as 
semi-structured interviews which were informed by 
the attributes identified, namely strengths, weakness, 
opportunity, and threats of attending online class for 
undergraduate EFL students. Findings show positive 
attitudes towards their first-time experience attending 
an online class, furthermore analysis shows that time-
place flexibility, new-interesting way to learn that 
promote interactivity and increase concentrationwere 
the main strengths. On the other hand, findings show 
that technical issues some related to the provider 
others are linked to the poor internet connection were 
causing connection drops and therefore missing some 
of the content of the class were the main weaknesses. 
The following are the main five interview questions 
and quotes from participants responses: 
 
5.1 In general; how was your experience of 
attending an online class as an EFL student? 
Findings indicate positive attitudes towards attending 
online classes as students state that it was more 
convenient and interesting learning style as compared 
to conventional classes. The following quotes 
demonstrate these points: 
‘I had a great experience, it was very convenient for 
me as a student to attend an online class and for the 
teacher as well. ’ 
‘It was wonderful; one of the most that I can get a 
lecture including all the valuable information… never 
thought without any need of leaving me room’ 
 
5.2 What could be the strengths points of 
attending an online class as an EFL student? 
Participants’ responses indicate that main strength 
points of online classes are time-place flexibility 
especially in the context of the study where most of 
the winter days are foggy and driving is not safe so 
online class might be a solution. This strength point 
goes well with the cited literature as time-place 
flexibility are believed to be the main reasons to 
adopt e-learning(Donnelly et al., 2012; Gosper & 

Ifenthaler, 2014).The following quotes demonstrate 
these strength points: 
 
‘… the most important one is that it made me be on 
time because I could attend the class from my phone 
from anywhere and anytime.’ 
‘You don't have to be in a certain place to attend the 
class; you can attend it … sometimes we do face a 
weather issues and other things. I remember last week 
it was a foggy day we barely saw anything. So you 
won't be able to drive, and that can cause so many 
problems; one of them is to attend the class lately. ’ 
‘…. you don't have to be in a specific place to attend 
the class. You can have the chance to attend it even if 
you are traveling to another city. ‘ 
‘you don’t need to attend a visual lecture, also stay at 
home and attend the class comfortably.’ 
 
5.3 What could be the weakness points of 
attending an online class as an EFL student? 
Findings indicate that weakness points are some 
technical related issues with the voice as it was 
breaking and some students that accessibility to 
adequate internet connection and required gadget 
might be an issue hindering the likehood of taking 
more online classes.(Sajid et al., 2016). The 
following quotes demonstrate weakness points: 
‘the voice was unclear so I couldn't hear the whole 
lecture. ‘ 
‘I think unclear voice from time to time is the only 
problem of online classes’ 
‘lost connection after 30 minutes…later I got into the 
class again, but it was too late.’ 
‘The weakness points are: some students do not have 
internet connection or smartphone, also a 
microphone.’ 
 
5.4What could be the advantages of attending an 
online class as an EFL student? 
Results indicate that online classes are promoting 
students to be more active learners; to interact with 
their peers and instructors is one of the main 
advantages. This point complements the reviewed 
literature(Donnelly et al., 2012; Giesbers et al., 2014; 
Ginsburg, 1998). Another advantage of online classes 
is the availability of recorded session for students so 
they can go back to them if they miss the class or if 
they need to revise some points(Bradford & Jessica, 
2013; Johnson et al., 2014). The following quotes 
demonstrate these points: 
‘I have the ability to interact more, understand faster 
and think better than inside the classrooms’ 
‘For me, it is a good way in learning and teaching 
which more developed, faster, and easier.’ 
‘… I paid attention to everything was said and my 
teacher was making sure that everything was clear 
throughout the class …’ 
‘Recording the lectures is good.’ 
 ‘online class change the usual educational method 
and return the recorded lectures’ 
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‘Recording the classes is really good so if I have any 
difficulties I can go back to the record.’ 
 
5.5What could be the disadvantages of attending 
an online class as an EFL student? 
The overwhelming majority of participants state that 
poor internet connection is a major disadvantage of 
online courses as there is no connection provided by 
the targeted university and it seems like the region is 
lacking adequate infrastructure and poor cellular 
coverage which is due to the fact that this region is 
partially remote. (Al Zumor et al., 2013). The second 
disadvantage is related to the first one in a way or 
another as participants indicate that in some 
occasions there were forced to travel between their 
homes, seeking stable internet connection to attend 
online class and college to attend other conventional 
classes in the same day.The following quotes 
demonstrate the disadvantages: 
‘The bad connection of the internet if there is.’ 
‘Slow internet connection sometimes.’ 
‘internet wi-fi or issues that related to the website 
provider of the online courses. ‘ 
‘The only disadvantage for me was that other classes 
were not online classes on the same day.So, it made it 
a little harder for me to catch both classes.’ 
 
VI. CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
As discussed earlier, findings of the study showed 
that undergraduate EFL students held positive 
attitudes towards their experience attending an online 
course for the first time as it offers time-place 
flexibility, especially insevere weather conditions. 
Students’ stated that they were more active learners 
and they emphasize that asynchronous content, 
namely recorded lectures were helpful. The potentials 
of adopting e-learning are numerous including but 
limited to: 
 E-learning promotes personalized content that 

meets the students’ needs, it supports student’s 
ownership and contribution to the process of 
learning. 

 E-learning integration in TEFL context offers the 
opportunity of capturing the learning content, 
permitting for quality control and staff 
development in ways almost impossible for 
conventional teaching styles. 

 Reducing costs is another identified attribute as 
e-learning is expectedto contribute to cost 
reductions,  

 Meeting students’ expectations of technology use 
and they expect that technologies used in 
classrooms should be comparable to those 
available or used 

 Because of its flexibility in time and location, e-
learning provides orientation for a widely 
distributed group of students. 

 e-learning off-campus or blended learning with 
campus-based teaching might be a solution for 
all types of students. 

 
Yet, in light of the findings of the study the 
researcher recommendsa vital step that needs to be 
considered before the actual adoption of online 
classes, that is assessing the infrastructure available at 
the targeted context of the process of online courses 
incorporation before the actual adoption of such 
technologies. Altameem(2013)stated that ICT 
infrastructure is one of the most critical issues facing 
developing countries. Inadequate ICT infrastructure is 
a major barrier by itself capable of hindering the 
effective and efficient delivery of e-learning content.  
The researcher suggests further studies to be 
conducted in other Saudi universities with a similar 
context of the targeted novice university or similar 
contexts in neighboring countries as more studies will 
contribute to international research on online courses 
in TEFL for undergraduates. 
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