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The COVID-19 Pandemic has severely impacted educational systems around the globe,
necessitating rapid modifications to the educational milieu while safeguarding human
health and wellbeing. Following the closure of universities in Saudi Arabia, the instructors
of all theory courses were mandated to switch from face-to-face course delivery to
remote teaching and learning. This research examines the challenges and impacts of
the COVID-19 Pandemic on the mode of teaching and learning and the numerous
adaptations in the pedagogical framework of the Landscape Architecture program at
Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal University, Saudi Arabia. It also explores the opportunities
the transition to online education presents to faculty and students moving forward. The
data were collected using an online questionnaire survey and focus group discussions.
Data analyses consisted of descriptive statistics and thematic content analysis. The
research finds that the sudden transition to online teaching and learning disrupted
academic activities and had negatively affected the existing teaching and learning
framework. Therefore, the research recommends an adaptable and dynamic teaching
framework agile enough to cope with sudden disruptions. It concludes with lessons for
future teaching and learning frameworks and amendments for upcoming sessions to
deal with similar situations.

Keywords: course adaptations, online education, student satisfaction, emergency remote education, COVID-19,
experiential learning, higher education

INTRODUCTION

The World Health Organization (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020) declared on 11
March 2020 that the COVID-19 has become a Pandemic after infection cases reached more than
100,000 worldwide. As the COVID-19 continued to spread at an alarming rate, many educational
institutions around the globe were forced to shift to online or remote learning options, which
caused some teaching and learning challenges among faculty members and students (Marinoni
et al., 2020). The situation indicates that educational institutions should be resilient and swift to
make necessary decisions and adaptations to ensure proper teaching and learning in challenging
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times. In addition, researchers suggest that institutional and
infrastructure support are important in ensuring the quality of
online education (Jones, 2014; Lederman, 2020).

During the Pandemic, the transition to the online
environment has required instructors to modify their teaching
practices, including assignments and exam formats (Johnson
et al., 2020). Because the conventional techniques for assessing
student success are not compatible with online settings, modes
of course delivery require modification (Serwatka, 2002). While
some researchers such as Herrington et al. (2001); Mayes et al.
(2011) stress the importance of group work and collaboration
in online learning, Dumford and Miller (2018) posit that
students taking online classes might experience less collaborative
learning. Likewise, Driscoll et al. (2012) emphasize adjusting
teaching strategies and methodologies to conform to the
requirements of digital technologies. These adjustments include
using information and communication technologies (ICT),
remote teaching strategies, and untested methods (Driscoll
et al., 2012). The sudden transition from face-to-face teaching
to remote or online modes of teaching necessitated many
abrupt and untested modifications. Therefore, the outcomes of
such adjustments can only be revealed as the courses progress
(Iqbal and Tayyab, 2021). The transition has notably resulted
in an increased workload for instructors and a challenge to
shift existing courses designed for face-to-face to an online
format (Kaden, 2020). On this account, it is safe to add that
online education adaptation requires adopting different teaching
methods, which require testing and putting the needed support
in place, including guidance, technical and moral supports
(Marinoni et al., 2020). The Pandemic challenged educational
institutions and the telecommunication sector to meet the high
demand for educational technologies from students and faculty.
The extent of satisfaction with online teaching and learning
depends upon the preparedness and the infrastructure provided
by each academic institution.

In Saudi Arabia, the Ministry of Health officially reported the
first COVID-19 case on 02 March 2020 (CNN Arabic, 2020). On
08 March 2020, the Ministry of Education suspended the face-
to-face mode of education in all educational institutions in the
country, mandating them to switch to online or virtual learning
modes (Alarabiya News, 2020). The Ministry further advised
universities to develop their strategies of switching to the online
mode of education and facilitate meeting the needs of faculty
and students. Before the Pandemic, e-learning tools, and online
methods of teaching in Saudi Arabia were limited (Alali and
Xanthidis, 2014; Rajab, 2018). However, some researchers have
speculated extensive use of e-learning systems to help students
gain wider access to higher education and overcome cultural
barriers (Alali and Xanthidis, 2014; Xanthidis et al., 2016; Aldiab
et al., 2017; Abubakar et al., 2020). Also, Rajab (2018) indicates
that online education provides a safe learning environment for
students and can deliver quality education. However, during
the Pandemic, technical and technological issues have been
highlighted as some of the most crucial factors to be considered
for effective e-learning systems (Almaiah et al., 2020).

Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal University is among the
Saudi universities that suspended all face-to-face academic
activities, including classes, training, and workshops during the

Pandemic. As such, the University management ensured that
while academic activities continue virtually, the health and
wellbeing of the students and staff are safeguarded. Furthermore,
the University management swiftly provided technical support
and extensive training workshops on using various software and
applications such as videoconferencing through Zoom and using
the Blackboard and QuestionMark for online quizzes and exams
to facilitate learning delivery in all programs. These adaptations
seem to be unanimously adopted by universities worldwide
to facilitate and ease education delivery and help faculty and
students deal with anxiety and possible negative effects of the
Pandemic (Johnson et al., 2020; Lederman, 2020).

The present study aims to examine the impact of the COVID-
19 Pandemic on traditional teaching and learning practices and
the opportunities and challenges of switching to an online-centric
delivery mode at the Department of Landscape Architecture
at Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal University, Saudi Arabia.
The authors conducted a questionnaire survey and focus
group discussions with students and reported a case study of
how they adjusted course delivery plans, such as reformatting
the remaining lectures, reducing course load, and modifying
assessment criteria. This study shares experiential online teaching
and learning from the perspectives of both students and
instructors of a theory course after the transition from the
traditional to the online mode of teaching and learning. Both
students and instructors faced considerable obstacles and had to
adapt to the new modalities accordingly. Therefore, the questions
this study explores are:

1. How did the students perceive the sudden shift from face-
to-face to the online mode of learning?

2. What were the common obstacles faced by the students
and teachers alike during the online teaching and learning
phase?

3. How can instructors improve the student experiences
during the online learning phase?

In Saudi Arabia, few studies reported the experience of
university students and faculty during the sudden transition
to online education caused by the Pandemic. For example,
Almaghaslah and Alsayari (2020) studied the impacts of the
Pandemic on teaching, research, and administrative duties
among the academic staff of the College of Pharmacy at King
Khalid University using an online questionnaire survey. The
respondents reported that the transition to online education
and the related administrative work was carried out smoothly,
but research activities were negatively affected. Nevertheless, the
study did not include students who are important stakeholders
in teaching and learning. On the other hand, Khalil et al. (2020)
conducted a qualitative study to assess the perspectives of Qassim
University medical students about the sudden transition to online
education during the Pandemic and noted that the participants
well-received online classes. However, their study neglected
the perspectives of academic staff regarding the prospects and
challenges of online learning. Similarly, medical and pharmacy
students have different learning environments than landscape
architecture students, indicating the need also to explore the
experience of the latter. Also, the present study utilized mixed
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methods to benefit from the strength of both questionnaire
survey and focus group discussion (FGD).

The experiential learning of a rapid adaptation to online
course delivery reported in the present study can guide faculty
members in other universities to learn lessons or validate their
findings from the course adaptations they made during the
Pandemic. Furthermore, the study may give some positive
insights about future academic planning considerations in case
the Pandemic forces longer university closures or if a similar
situation arises in the future. The next section details the
adaptation measures for transition to online course delivery at the
Department of Landscape Architecture of the University. Next
is Section “Materials and Methods” that describes the research
design. Section “Results and Discussions” presents and discusses
the study findings, while the last section concludes the paper with
some remarks and recommendations.

ADAPTATIONS TO ONLINE TEACHING IN
THE LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE
PROGRAM

In the following days, after the first case of COVID-19 was
reported in the country, all faculty and staff were physically
coming to the University for regular office hours. However, as
the number of new cases increased, the University management
directed all faculty members to transit to remote work
completely. Thus, the semester was almost halfway through, with
substantial course content yet to be covered at that time. All
university courses are offered in a 15-week semester followed by
a final examination.

The Theoretical courses in the Program are lecture-based,
delivered face-to-face using tools such as whiteboard and
multimedia. Class meetings are scheduled weekly, and the
students are supposed to be involved in class discussions
(individual and group) which also account for their final
grade. Furthermore, they also watch two documentary films
related to the course objectives and summarize them based
on a standard procedure developed by the instructors. Other
course assessments typically include at-least two individual
report writing assignments and one end-of-the-term group
project. The students are only required to conduct site visits for
the group project.

Additionally, the students must take two written quizzes and
one mid-term examination based on the lectures and assignments
related to the course. The course concludes with a written
examination that has the highest weightage in terms of the grades
assigned. The course learning outcomes are based on the learning
domains - knowledge, skills, and competencies - approved by the
National Center for Academic Accreditation and Evaluation.

Modes of Communication Between
Students and Instructors
The course instructors were available for consultations and
student support during office hours, at least 2 h a week. Students
were notified about the office hours of all instructors, along

with their email addresses. A student who cannot meet an
instructor during their designated office hours may request
another convenient time. At least one instructor’s contact number
is also shared with the students for communicating via text
messages, WhatsApp, or audio calls in case of urgency.

The e-learning Management System of the University uses
Blackboard as the mainstream platform for providing a wide
range of services to the students and instructors, including
course guides, lessons, updates, assessments, grades, tools.
In addition, the Students Information System (SIS) is used
to record students’ attendance, grades, and class schedules.
Due to a growing emphasis on e-learning technologies,
the University and its associated deanships have provided
extensive training and workshops to enhance students’ and
instructors’ involvement in the e-learning systems. Even before
the Pandemic, instructors have frequently used these systems
to share course content with the students. However, it is
worth mentioning that instructors were mostly using the
Blackboard for announcements, sharing lecture resources such
as PDFs or PowerPoint slides, and posting students’ grades.
Similarly, students were typically using the Blackboard platform
to access information provided by the instructors and submit
assignments. Other advanced features of the Blackboard,
such as online quizzes or exams and audio/video lectures,
were less frequented by the course instructors and students
mainly because of inconvenience, time consumption, and
lack of experience.

Adaptations Made by the Course
Instructors
The course instructors attended two of the many training sessions
offered by the University on the use of QuestionMark. They
learned how to create quizzes and exam questions and link
them to course learning outcomes, set up the date and time for
the quiz/test to be available to the students, access and grade
the completed quiz or exams, and assign and publish grades
on the Blackboard. The course instructors also attended one
workshop on using the Zoom application and its various features
and settings for delivering online lectures and coordinating
and recording discussions with the students. The literature
indicates that providing faculty with the required training can
enhance their satisfaction and technical and pedagogical skills
(Stickney et al., 2019).

The most important step after the closure of the University was
to revisit the remaining lectures and assessment tasks and decide
whether they require any modifications because of the change
from traditional to online mode. Figure 1 below summarizes the
major modifications made before resuming the course delivery
after the suspension of face-to-face classes.

Reformatting the Remaining Lectures
Initial discussions among the instructors indicated that the
students tended to be less involved and focused on online lectures
due to the lengthy online meetings. Therefore, the PowerPoint
lectures were slightly modified by either deleting additional text
or making the most important words, phrases, or definitions bold
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FIGURE 1 | Steps involved before resuming online classes.

or highlighted to help the students understand the contents more
easily. However, the students were still given either the extended
versions of the lectures for reading at home or a detailed list for
‘recommended reading’ along with hyperlinked sources available
through the University’s digital library.

Adjusting Assessment Criteria and
Requirements
During the transition period, the students have already
submitted some of their assignments. However, regarding group
assignments, the Department decided to merge their course
learning outcomes with other remaining assessments because the
students could not make site visits due to the lockdown situation.
In place of conventional mid-term examination where students
appear physically in the exam hall, the instructors revised the
assessment by carefully merging grading weightage according
to the course learning outcomes. For example, the mid-term
and final examinations grades were combined into additional
quizzes and individual assignments. This modification shown in
Figure 1 ensures that the course learning outcomes and student
performance are measured effectively.

The instructors canceled the mid-term examination and
introduced three more quizzes instead of only two planned
quizzes at appropriate intervals to replace the final exam. Due
to the circumstances, the instructors revised the assessment
criteria by carefully merging and shuffling grading weightage
according to the course learning outcomes. For example,
the mid-term and final examinations grades were combined
into additional quizzes and individual assignments. This
adjustment was necessary because otherwise, the course
learning outcomes and student performance would have been
affected considerably.

Enhancing Modes of Communication
To minimize the disruptions caused by the sudden transition to
online learning, each course instructor offered two extra office

hours a week for one-on-one online consultations with students
to address any problems they encountered. Each instructor
also maintained several hours responding to student inquiries
via emails. Instructors also shared their phone numbers with
the students for communicating via text messages, WhatsApp,
or audio calls in case of urgency. In addition, the instructors
increasingly used SIS and Blackboard e-learning platforms to
record students’ attendance and grades, publish instruction
materials and assignments, and interact with students.

Collecting Regular Feedback From
Students
The instructors electronically sent out online snapshot feedbacks
in the form of open text comments to each student at the end of
each lecture session to collect feedback about students learning
outcomes. Additionally, feedbacks on the challenges related to
online education were encouraged from the students during the
FGD sessions. The discussions were replayed at the end of the
sessions, and key issues were transcribed and synthesized. The
outcome from the process informs a part of the result section of
the present study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This research adopted a mixed-method approach comprising
an online questionnaire survey and FGD to examine the
impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on course delivery after the
sudden transition from a traditional, face-to-face teaching
and learning practice to online education. The study also
assesses the opportunities and challenges encountered
during the transition, focusing on the course delivery
modes, methods of assessment and examinations used by
the course instructors, the extent of students’ satisfaction
with the course delivery, and the effectiveness of the teaching
and learning processes during the initial phase of online
education. While the questionnaire survey depended upon the
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experiences of all students of the Department of Landscape
Architecture, the FGD approach was meant to assess students’
satisfaction in an individual course taught by the researchers
during the Pandemic. Indeed, FGD can assess students’
experiences of particular teaching and assessment methods
(Breen, 2006).

The structured questionnaire was adapted from a previous
study (Almaghaslah and Alsayari, 2020) and hosted online. The
researchers emailed the link to the survey to all 45 students
enrolled in the Bachelor of Landscape Architecture Program
at the study time. The questionnaire was structured around
the participants’ demographic characteristics, experiences,
perceptions about online lecture sessions, assessments, ICT,
ability to interact with the e-learning platform, and participation
in class discussions. Survey responses were recorded using the
Likert Scale (1-5) satisfaction level: never, rarely, sometimes,
often, and always. Out of 45 enrolled students, 33 students (73%)
completed the survey. The data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics: percentage, mean, standard deviation (SD), and the
Relative Importance Index (RII).

The FGD was held using the Zoom application and lasted for
about 50 min. Sixteen out of the 20 enrolled students participated
in the discussion sessions, divided into two groups for easier
management. The sessions began by briefing the participants
about the purpose and importance of the study, the type of
questions to be asked, and how they could interact. Next,
the course coordinator facilitated the discussion and allocated
speaking time to each participant. Then the floor was opened for
discussion, comments, and questions and answers. Both sessions
were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using thematic content
analysis in which themes from the discussions were generated,
organized, and synthesized.

Moreover, this study’s authors, the course instructors, have
utilized a single descriptive case study methodology to explain
their own experiences before, during, and after shifting to
online teaching and learning modes. The approaches used
for collecting the case study data include in-class (online)
discussions, instructors’ observations, instructors’ daily activity
log, feedback through emails, WhatsApp and text messages,
phone calls, and notes from the class representative. A study
comprising multiple data sources has higher content validity
because of triangulation: converging lines of inquiries.

A reliability test using Cronbach alpha was performed on the
research variables to test whether the participants’ responses to
each research question were valid. The test results in Table 1
indicate a fair coefficient of 0.529 for participants’ ability to
interact with peers using the e-learning platform. The rest of
the variables have satisfactory reliability, with coefficients ranging
from 0.797 to 0.907.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results From the Questionnaire Survey
The survey respondents were drawn from year three to five
undergraduate students (n = 33) where 42.4% of those that
completed the survey were students in their final year (year 5)

TABLE 1 | Reliability test of the questionnaire items.

Research variable No. of items Cronbach’s α

Ease of technology use 5 0.871

Engagement with online assessment 5 0.812

Degree of concentration during
e-learning

5 0.797

Engagement with instructor and peers 12 0.907

Willingness to engage in group and
one-to-one discussions with instructors

5 0.853

Ability to interact with peers using
e-learning platform

5 0.529

α ≥ 0.9 = excellent; 0.7 ≤ α < 0.9 = Good; 0.6 ≤ α < 0.7 = acceptable;
0.5 ≤ α < 0.6 = fair; α < 0.5 = unacceptable.

of the study, 39.4% were from year 4 (4th year), while 18.2% were
studying in year 3 (3rd year).
(a) Students’ experiences with online course delivery and
assessments
Table 2 presents the students’ experience and engagement with
online learning using percentages, averages, SD, and relative
importance index (RII). There seem to be different levels of
challenges and disruptions experienced by the participants.
The difficulty of concentrating during classes is the highest-
ranked challenge faced by students (RII = 5.34), followed by
concentration during lectures with a similar RII of 0.528. In
contrast, the least challenge is the internet connection problems
(RII = 0.472). While 30.3% of respondents reported always
experiencing technical communication problems, 6.1% said they
always experienced the challenge. About 12.1% indicated they
always face difficulty concentrating on the lecture contents,
24.2% stated they never experienced such a problem. In another
question around student ability to keep pace with lecture delivery,
33.3% of respondents sometimes and 15.2% of them often find
online lectures a bit fast. Hence, they are unable to keep up
with the delivery.

Students were also asked to gauge their level of engagement
with varied forms of assessment used to measure their
learning outcomes. Table 3 indicates that the most important
challenge to the students is feeling of overburden by excessive
assignments (RII = 0.63), followed by understanding assignments
requirements (RII = 0. 57) and completing assignments online
(RII = 0.53). On the other hand, the least important challenge is
the inability to access assignments online (RII = 0.442). Based on
the number of questions asked, 27.3% of the participants said they
sometimes have difficulty organizing themselves to prepare for
online quizzes/exams at home. While 42.4% of the respondents
sometimes experienced difficulties understanding assessment
requirements, more than half of the respondents never or
rarely faced challenges of understanding or completing online
quizzes/exams. Similarly, 66.7% of the participants affirmed
that they never or rarely experience difficulties submitting their
assessments to Blackboard (Table 3).

(b) Students’ satisfaction with the instructors’ performance on
online teaching

Table 4 shows the percentage, mean, standard deviation,
and RII for each factor considered in this section of the
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TABLE 2 | Students’ experience with online lecture delivery.

Variables Percentage (%) Mean SD RII

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always

Technical problems connecting to e-learning medium for
lecture (zoom)

18.2 33.3 36.4 9.1 3.0 2.45 1.003 0.490

Difficulty concentrating during lectures 24.2 24.2 24.2 15.2 12.1 2.67 1.339 0.534

Difficulty understanding the lecture content or concept 27.3 15.2 27.3 27.3 3.0 2.64 1.245 0.528

Difficulty keeping up with lecture pace 18.2 27.3 33.3 15.2 6.1 2.64 1.141 0.528

Experienced technical problems communicating with
instructors during live sessions

30.3 12.1 30.3 21.2 6.1 2.36 1.245 0.472

TABLE 3 | Students’ experiences with online assignments and assessments.

Factors Percentage (%) Mean SD RII

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always

Difficulty in preparing for online quizzes/exams at home 30.3 27.3 27.3 6.1 9.1 2.36 1.245 0.472

Inability to access online quizzes/exams links 24.2 36.4 33.3 6.1 0 2.21 0.893 0.442

Difficulty in concentrating during online quizzes/exams 30.3 36.4 18.2 9.1 6.1 2.24 1.173 0.448

Difficulty in understanding online quizzes/exams 21.2 33.3 27.3 12.1 6.1 2.48 1.149 0.496

Experienced problem completing online quizzes/exams
within the given time

24.2 27.3 18.2 21.2 9.1 2.64 1.319 0.528

Problem arranging for facilities and devices required to
complete assignment (internet/computer/laptop/printer)

30.3 18.2 24.2 24.2 3.0 2.52 1.253 0.504

Difficulty in concentrating or completing assignments while
working from home

27.3 18.2 36.4 15.2 3.0 2.48 1.149 0.496

Understanding the requirement for the assignments and
assessment

21.2 6.1 42.4 27.3 3.0 2.85 1.149 0.570

Feeling overburdened due to the excess of other course
assignments

9.1 21.2 39.4 6.1 24.2 3.15 1.278 0.630

Difficulty in submitting assignments on to Blackboard 30.3 36.4 18.2 9.1 6.1 2.24 1.173 0.448

survey. Overall, there is the highest level of satisfaction
with the instructor’s engagement with students in discussions
(RII = 0.716), encouraging students to ask questions and support
to minimize difficulties (RII = 0.716). Conversely, adjustments
and modifications of assignments received the least satisfaction
level from the students. About 51.5% of the respondents are very
or extremely satisfied with how the instructors encouraged them
to ask questions, seek clarifications, and engage in discussions
during online lectures. However, 33.4% were not satisfied or
slightly satisfied with opportunities to resubmit assignments
with improvements. Another 27.7% were not satisfied or
slightly satisfied with timely feedback on their studies and
assessments by instructors.
(c) Students’ participation in online learning
Figure 2 presents the results on participants’ attitude to engage
with interactive functions of the live e-learning session. This
study finds a varying degree of satisfaction for each question
asked. For example, about 36.4% of the respondents see the
platform as extremely satisfying for answering questions by
the instructors. In addition, engaging in verbal discussions
was also considered extremely satisfactory (27.3%) among
the participants. In comparison, 24.2% said they were not
satisfied using the live video chat to get the attention of
the instructor and peers during the online session, and

another 21.2% indicated dissatisfaction with the platform for
written communications.

Figure 3 presents students’ assessment of the importance
of various forms of interactions with other students and
instructors using the online learning platform. Close to one-
third of the respondents (30.3%) considered the medium
extremely important for working in group assignments. Using
the platform for working individually or obtaining additional
details for assignments are interactions deemed very important
by 27.3% of the respondents. However, 24.2% of them
considered the medium slightly important for working on
assignments individually.
(d) Students’ preference for different modes of communication
Figure 4 reveals that, overall, participants expressed a greater
(27%) preference for WhatsApp messaging, followed by email
correspondence (22%) and Blackboard announcements (10%).
The discussion forum is their least preferred mode of
communication. This result is not surprising given the country’s
high rate of internet penetration and the use of social media
(Almulhim and Abubakar, 2021).

Results From Focus Group Discussion
The findings of the FGD were categorized into the resulting
five themes discussed below. Quotations of students’ expressions
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TABLE 4 | Students’ opinions about instructors’ performance on online teaching.

Factors Percentage (%) Mean SD RII

Not
satisfied

Slightly
satisfied

Moderately
satisfied

Very satisfied Extremely
satisfied

Explanations given by instructors about new adaptations for
the courses

9.1 15.2 39.4 33.3 3.0 3.06 0.998 0.612

Modes of communication used for announcement and
updates

0 15.2 39.4 33.3 12.1 3.42 0.902 0.684

Adjustments and modifications in the types of assignment
accordingly

9.1 21.2 36.4 27.3 6.1 3.00 1.061 0.600

Adjustments and modifications in the types of assessment
(quizzes/exams) accordingly

9.1 15.2 30.3 36.4 9.1 3.21 1.111 0.642

Providing flexibility in assignment deadlines 12.1 9.1 27.3 30.3 21.2 3.39 1.273 0.678

Providing opportunities to resubmit assignments with
improvements

15.2 18.2 21.2 36.4 9.1 3.06 1.248 0.612

Providing timely feedback on assignments and
assessments

18.2 9.1 27.3 24.2 21.2 3.21 1.386 0.642

Availability of instructors to discuss any difficulties or
problems faced

6.1 12.1 39.4 21.2 21.2 3.39 1.144 0.678

Accommodation and support to students against any
difficulties or problems faced

0 15.2 33.3 36.4 15.2 3.52 0.939 0.704

Encouraging students to ask questions and seek
clarifications during or at the end of each online lecture

6.1 12.1 30.3 27.3 24.2 3.52 1.176 0.704

Encouraging students to engage in discussions during or
after the lectures

0 15.2 33.3 30.3 21.2 3.58 1.001 0.716

Concluding the course according to the course learning
outcomes

12.2 15.2 33.3 24.2 15.2 3.15 1.228 0.630

exemplify the common themes originating from the discussion
sessions. The results are then discussed within the context of the
existing body of knowledge.
(a) Difficulty in concentrating during lectures
Students frequently complained about not being able to focus
on the online lectures and the difficulty in concentrating. Losing
attention during online classes is often because of distractions
from other activities, such as chatting with friends and surfing the
web, happening simultaneously (Govindarajan and Srivastava,
2020). As a result, students often found the online sessions
not engaging and ‘boring’ and struggled to remain focused
throughout the lectures. One student stated, “I could not focus
on the lectures. . .there was (frequent) noise in the background.”
Another source of lack of interest during lectures is having “too
much information and text.” Distractions by family members at
home also contribute to loss of focus and difficulty concentrating
on online education.

Regarding the difficulty in concentrating during online
lectures, students frequently mentioned not being able to focus
or concentrate. This notion corroborates Ogunleye’s (2010) study
that concluded that online education might have little to offer
to arouse students’ interest. Similar findings were also reported
by Mukhtar et al. (2020), who found that students considered
limited attention span a disadvantage of online education.
Moreover, technical issues, weak connections, and delays in
starting the online classes may further cause discontentment and
frustration among online learners (Mackey and Freyberg, 2010).
(b) Internet connectivity and technical issues

Poor signals from the telecommunication network and slow
internet connection are some technical issues that undermine
the transition to online education. A few students said they
frequently experienced problems accessing the links to the
QuestionMark exams because of slow or broken connectivity
during online learning. For example, one of the students had
a technical issue and reported: “My link did not work. I tried
from the phone and also from the laptop, but it did not work”
(referring to QuestionMark Quiz, the issue was resolved later).
Another student had a connectivity issue because he lived
in a remote area. In addition, the group faced occasional
problems with assignment submissions through the Blackboard,
mostly because of low internet bandwidth or connectivity issues.
For example, a student who tried resubmitting an improved
assignment remarked, “the system is not allowing me to resubmit
the assignment,” to which the technical problems persisted even
after the instructors deleted the earlier submission and allowed
for resubmission and had to accept email submissions instead.

This issue of interrupted Internet connectivity and software
technical issues is consistent with that of the study by Almulhim
et al. (2020), who found that problems with the Internet
connection were a major source of discontentment among
medical students in Saudi Arabia. Thus, the high demand for
internet services during online learning is a likely contributor to
technical problems encountered.
(c) Increased workload
As a result of a sudden transition to the online mode of learning,
there was a common feeling among the students of being
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FIGURE 2 | Students’ satisfaction with participation during online learning.
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FIGURE 3 | Students’ opinions about varied forms of interaction with peers and instructors.

overburdened with several tasks from other courses. They also
indicated finding it very difficult to handle all the assigned tasks
simultaneously. For example, one student complained that: “too
many instructors are giving us work, and I find it not easy (to
handle).” This concern by the students about increased workload
has also been reported in earlier studies. For example, Roby
et al. (2013) reported that surveyed students mentioned more
workload as one of the disadvantages of online education in their
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FIGURE 4 | Students’ preference of different modes of communication.

studies. However, in this case, it could just be a misconstrued
perception by the students as instructors in the department
confirmed that the course requirements were rather lowered
instead of increased.
(d) Difficulty with quiz/exam formats
Another issue brought up by the students in the FGD was the
lack of familiarity with the QuestionMark format and how to
engage with an online quiz as they found it difficult to navigate
through the platform. For instance, one student said he had
trouble understanding the task format and said, “It was difficult
for me to attempt the quiz, even though I prepared very well for
it.” Another student remarked, “I did not know how many total
questions I have to attempt. . . I will prefer to solve (the quiz) with
my sequence.” Whereas one student said, he did not expect the
kind of question he got in the quiz. “I was not prepared for the last
question” (referring to a descriptive question).

In addition, several students mentioned that the time for
completing online quizzes was not enough compared to paper-
based quizzes before the online transition. “The time given for
the quizzes was very less than before.” Besides, there was a feeling
among the group that “the questions should be easy,” implying that
they should either be based on multiple-choice questions (MCQ)
only or the number of MCQ should be more than descriptive and
analytical questions. However, students were more interested in
MCQ or definitions than in descriptive and analytical questions
during online quizzes and exams. This finding is consistent with
the study conducted by Toufaily et al. (2018), where the students
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mentioned not being able to sit in front of the computer for too
long as a disadvantage of online education.
(e) The need for recorded lectures
Another observation raised by the group was the lack of
recorded lecture sessions for later use. The participants suggested
recording and giving them the lectures at the end of classes
instead of PDF versions. One student said: “I want to be able to go
back to the lecture and watch it again. . .not through simple (PDF)
lecture.” Also, some participants suggest that a shortened lecture
session will be much easier to engage with, as summed up in the
words of one of them: “It is not possible for us to sit for 2 h in online
mode. Time for lecture should be short.”

Instructors’ Experiences of Online
Course Delivery
The findings reported in this section are brief accounts of
instructors’ experiences of online course delivery during the
Pandemic. The accounts are based on their observations,
activity logs, and individual feedback received from students.
The experiences are organized around online lecture delivery,
assignments and grading, communicating with students, and
technical issues.
(a) Online lecture delivery
For the first few lectures, the class timings were not followed as
scheduled to allow the students some time to adjust to the new
learning modalities. Therefore, the initial lectures were scheduled
after discussing with the students about the best possible time that
suits all of them (see Box 1 for example). The literature indicated
that the first online teaching experience could be challenging
for instructors and students because of likely confusion and
ambiguity for those without prior experience (Schmidt et al.,
2013). Since it was the first time the instructors delivered a course
online, many new experiences and observations were made. Some
were positive, and some were not very promising.

The instructors observed that most students lose interest
in the lecture after the first 30 min and stop giving proper
attention in the remaining lecture duration. This issue persisted
throughout the course delivery, even with modifications to the
lectures and shortening the duration. After some deliberation,
the course instructors introduced more interactive ways, such
as watching online short movies related to the course outline
(see Box 2). Another strategy is asking students to fill in pre-
designed templates to summarize their understanding of the
topics discussed. This strategy proved effective as the students
showed much interest, and submissions were made within the
time limits set out for them.

BOX 1 | Flexible lecture hours to allow students to adjust to the online
mode of learning.

BOX 2 | Alternative teaching strategies to improve students’ concentration.

BOX 3 | Announcement about resubmitting the assignments after technical
issues were reported.

Taking attendance is another challenge faced by instructors
during online lectures. The process consumes time and students
feel bored. Likewise, tracking who was present is difficult and
distracts the instructors from class delivery as they cannot do both
simultaneously. Furthermore, some students were not interested
in asking questions even when individually prompted during
or after the lectures. They rather wanted the instructors to
quickly end the online session in order to leave as soon as
possible. As such, instructors tried to ask random questions
to increase students’ attention. Nevertheless, even when called
out by names, several students could not respond to the
questions, implying they either physically left the session while
still logged in or had technical issues. This issue is particularly
concerning since some students always distract themselves from
the learning atmosphere. However, the instructors did not
press this issue beyond a considerable limit due to the special
circumstances involved. Many students were genuinely going
through difficult times and were facing countless challenges
to learn online. A similar experience of inactive students’
participation in an online course during the Pandemic was
reported in Hong Kong (Moorhouse, 2020). While sharing
community college instructors’ experiences in online learning,
Hulett (2018) notes that having higher motivation is a crucial
factor in affirming students’ success.
(b) Course assignments and workload
The students indicated some problems that prohibited them
from submitting the assignments online during the first few
days. One possible explanation for this is the excessive internet
and e-learning system usage and accessibility issues about weak
internet access. However, the concerned IT personnel solved
most of these issues, and the instructors allowed resubmissions
to all students (see Box 3).

Grading the assignments was another challenge faced by
the instructors. They always use the approved grading rubrics,
compare the quality of work among other students, and peer-
review their assessments to ensure fairness. Also, grading is easier
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BOX 4 | Announcement for resubmitting assignments after improvement.

BOX 5 | Instructions about the course of action in case of technical difficulties
during online quizzes/exams.

and faster in paper-based assessments as the instructors could
shuffle the pages to revisit other questions than via the Blackboard
easily. Nonetheless, the instructors found that reconciling grades
is best done through Zoom meetings, although it required
considerable time.

Another challenge was receiving and managing assignments
through emails. After some time, it became quite difficult
to differentiate between subsequent and current assignments,
and some files were even corrupted. Therefore, the instructors
changed the medium of submissions to online, gave detailed
written feedback, and allowed resubmissions to improve their
performance (see Box 4). However, despite the opportunity, very
few students improved their assignments.
(c) Online quizzes and examinations
The students were also given details about the online quizzes
and links for related lectures, similar to assignment instructions.
The instructors realized the need to inform students beforehand
about what to do in case of technical difficulties during
online quizzes/examinations. Furthermore, due to anticipated
technical issues in the remaining quizzes/exams, the students
were informed about the proper course of action in case of
any technical problems (see Box 5). In addition to guidelines
for facing any technical difficulties, the instructors also sent
instructions about the timing, duration, and related details
through announcements and emails (see Box 6). Also, the same
detailed information was sent to the students in the WhatsApp
group through the class representative.

However, some issues persisted, such as students forwarding
inaccessible links to other students, which did not work as each
student must access the online assessment links through his
account on the Blackboard and not through forwarded links.
Moreover, it was found that having the whole quiz as MCQ is
not a good idea since it increases the chances of cheating, and
there is no way of making sure it does not happen in an online
quiz or exam. The instructors found considerable evidence that
some students had copied the exact answers from one another.

BOX 6 | Announcing online quiz timings and instructions.

BOX 7 | Added details and instructions for online quizzes/examinations.

Therefore, the students were informed that the subsequent
quizzes would contain analytic or descriptive questions in
addition to MCQ. Moreover, the instructors resorted to more
detailed instructions, and the students were also repeatedly
advised not to access online assessments through forwarded links
(see Box 7).

Making, publishing, and marking quizzes via the
QuestionMark platform consumed more than three times
the time for conventional paper-based assessment. This process
can be particularly challenging because of the need to reconcile
grades to avoid any bias or mistakes. The Pandemic has
also increased the workload for teachers who had to rapidly
transform courses and assessments designed for face-to-face to
online education. For instructors, it means spending more time
in logistics than improving the quality of teaching and learning
(Dumford and Miller, 2018).
(d) Communication and feedback
Upon the suspension of face-to-face classes, the students were
advised to check their emails for official announcements related
to the course. The students were not interested in having a video
call and always had their cameras off. Likewise, most students
had their mics muted as well. This part was particularly peculiar
for the instructors as there was no way of finding out how well
the students were receiving the information. Despite multiple
reassurances to contact the instructors, the students still seemed
reluctant to contact the instructors to discuss any problems or
issues related to the course. A similar concept has previously
been mentioned by Serwatka (2002) that the students might
show reluctance in asking for help if they face problems in
online courses.

The feedback on assignments is crucial for students and helps
them ‘validate’ their work (Serwatka, 2002). Before COVID-19,
the course instructors gave face-to-face feedback to the students,
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allowing them time to read the comments first and then come
to the instructors for any additional explanations. However,
during the online phase, the instructors had to give written
feedback against the individual submissions on the Blackboard.
Therefore, it was largely undetermined whether the students
seriously considered this feedback or not. The students were
routinely reminded to contact any instructors through emails,
WhatsApp, or even phone calls when necessary.
(e) Technical issues
Technical issues are fewer among the instructors than students,
therefore, affected their learning activities, online assessments,
and assignment submission processes. Due to the overburdened
learning systems, which were not ready for such situations, the
students frequently complained about not being able to access
the Blackboard or, in other cases, unable to submit assignments
properly. The instructors believe that this is one of the reasons
why the students were dissatisfied and less motivated with the
online experience.

Table 5 below summarizes the challenges faced by both
students and instructors during the transition to online teaching
and learning. The students experienced most difficulties related
to low motivation, disruptive home working environment, and
technical issues. These challenges are likely because students

TABLE 5 | Summary of key challenges identified by the students and instructors.

Categories Challenges faced by
students

Challenges faced by
instructors

Online lecture
delivery

• Lack of motivation and
concentration during
lectures
• Lack of proper (home)
environment for online
learning

• Recording attendance
• Keeping students
concentrated
• Completing the lectures in
a short time
• Knowing if the students
understood the lecture
contents

Course
assignments

• Feeling overburdened
due to other coursework
• Lack of interest in
resubmitting assignments

• Restructuring
assignments to keep the
course learning outcomes
the same.
• Reconciling grades
between the instructors

Online quizzes/
examinations

• Unfamiliarity with
quiz/exam formats
• Internet connectivity: slow
connectivity and lack of
signals
•Lack of time for
attempting the quiz/exams

• Preparing, publishing,
and administering online
quizzes/examinations.
• Comparing student work
and reconciling grades.
• Controlling cheating
during the
quizzes/examinations

Communication
and feedback

• Lack of camaraderie
among peers
• Lack of direct contact for
feedback with instructor

• Motivating students to
ask questions
• Proper registration of
feedback

Technical issues •Internet connectivity and
accessibility issues
• (Occasional) difficulties in
submitting assignments

• Accessing online
assessment folders due to
overburdened virtual
learning systems.
• Marking assignments
during fluctuating internet
accessibility

are overwhelmed by circumstances warranted by the lockdowns.
For instance, students that mostly lived on campus within the
academic setting (hostels, libraries, classrooms, etc.) before the
Pandemic but were sharing their living spaces and learning
resources with family members during the lockdowns. As such,
concentrating on academic endeavors can be challenging due to
distractions, an unsuitable learning environment, and depression
due to rising COVID-19 mortality and morbidity cases.

On the other hand, the instructors were challenged by
managing students’ participation in online course delivery,
technical issues, and creating, posting, and grading quizzes and
examinations. The instructors strongly felt a lack of motivation
and positive spirit among the students, which indicates that the
students were largely dissatisfied with the online experience in the
initial phase. These experiences have important implications for
improving online course delivery in universities. The next section
concludes with the lessons learned from the present study and
recommends some practices toward fostering online education.

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The COVID-19 Pandemic has caused several changes in teaching
and learning, negatively impacting educational institutions’
stakeholders, including students, faculty, and administrators.
Faculty members and students worldwide faced difficulties in
shifting to online education during the Pandemic. This study
researched the challenges regarding the sudden transition from
face-to-face to the an online mode of instruction and shared
the experiences of students and instructors of a University in
Saudi Arabia regarding the modifications to adaptations that
ensued. The University made and supported timely adaptations
by procuring relevant education software and programs like
Zoom and QuestionMark and conducting extensive training
workshops for all the faculty members to help them adapt
to the sudden shift to the online mode of instruction. These
training sessions have enhanced the instructors’ pedagogical and
technical skills.

The students most experienced difficulties were low
motivation, disruptive home working environment, and
ICT issues. Conversely, the instructors faced challenges of
maintaining students’ participation in online teaching, assessing
students through quizzes and examinations, and technical
issues. The present study also described how the instructors
took various adaptation measures in the existing pedagogical
framework to transition to online learning. The current research
was limited to a sample of 33 students and three instructors
from the College of Architecture and Planning and might not
be generalized to other disciplines. However, the experiential
learning experience shared in the present study makes several
noteworthy contributions that can guide some faculty members
to validate their findings from the course adaptations they
made during the Pandemic. Furthermore, the study may give
some positive insights about future planning considerations
in case the Pandemic forces longer university closures or if a
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similar situation arises in the future. The following are the key
recommendations of the present study.

Online Lecture Delivery
• Instructors should carefully plan any course adaptations

to achieve effective online course delivery during the
current transition and future similar cases. They should
dedicate adequate time to prepare and adapt to the learning
environment to guarantee student-centered learning and
a rich learning experience. Lecture duration should be
shortened to avoid low interest among students and
increase students’ satisfaction in online courses (Jackson
et al., 2010). In addition, short videos from educational
websites or YouTube can make lectures more interesting.
Instructors could also utilize open-source educational
resources to cater to the limited preparation time
(Huang et al., 2020).

• If increasing student interaction is difficult, instructors
could include bonus grades for active discussions and class
participation to motivate students. Short oral quizzes can
be introduced at the end of each lecture to give students
an incentive to be attentive. Because many students are
concerned with a meaningful learning experience (Brocato
et al., 2015), they can participate in an active, interactive
learning environment (Driscoll et al., 2012).

• Course instructors should develop norms for discussions
and synchronous interaction in advance and might use
examples and rubrics to explain to the students’ (Mayes
et al., 2011). Discussion forums are an important part
of online learning, and instructors should promote those
outside class hours (Hulett, 2018).

• Students should also be prompted to ask questions during
or after lectures. They should be mandated to post
questions through the chat function, while the instructor
answers them during or after classes. Encouraging students
to explore more on the topic and giving presentations
might also be helpful in this regard (Atreya and Acharya,
2020).

Course Assignments and Workload
• Institutional and faculty supports are important for

students to adapt to online learning modalities, especially
under lockdown circumstances. Students should also
be acquainted with the unique demands of online
environments such as increased cognitive discipline,
independence, and personal responsibility (Mayes et al.,
2011) and intrinsic motivation, maturity, good time
management, and active participation in in-class activities
(Hulett, 2018).

• Course instructors should consider that students might
be overburdened and exhausted due to the workload
from other courses. Moreover, the circumstances related
to the Pandemic itself have also been reported to
increase stress among university students in Saudi Arabia
(AlAteeq et al., 2020).

• The instructors could manage initial, pre-submission
evaluations and give feedback before grading the

assignments to enhance student performance. This strategy
might encourage students to improve the assignments
before submitting them for final assessments.

• Wherever possible, the instructors should not impose
strict submission deadlines and allow some flexibility
to the learners.

• Instructors should devise innovative methods for
introducing group work and course learning outcomes that
require collaboration and teamwork because during the
Pandemic students could not go outside their homes, and
face-to-face interaction was hampered.

• One way, for example, could be for the groups to
meet separately, following the guidelines and SOPs for
safe distancing. If site visits or practical work are not
possible, similar activities should be introduced based on
the same learning outcomes. Serwatka (2002); Stallings
(2002) propose that in online teaching settings, the
criteria for assessment should be revised to assess student
mastery.

Online Quizzes/Examinations
• Assignments and homework should supplement online

assessments that are challenging, especially when courses
involve practical skills or technical competencies. These
alternative assessment methods should be based on
relevant rubrics (Osman, 2020). Students find online exam
formats unconventional and difficult since face-to-face
education is the mainstream mode of teaching and learning
before the Pandemic.

• Students should be familiar with the format and the
typology of questions and the time allowed beforehand
to prepare adequately. This task could be done by
asking students to take mock examinations to become
familiar with the format and sharing detailed, step-by-
step instructions.

• Although students might prefer the easier way of having
only MCQ in quizzes and exams, higher-order, cognitive
skills-based questions are also recommended to ensure
consistent course learning outcomes.

• To avoid cheating, instructors could make a large
question bank and choose options such as shuffling the
question sequence and selecting random questions for
each student. The same method has previously been
endorsed by Serwatka (2002).

• Making online MCQ based on the same cognitive level and
course learning outcomes as paper-based quizzes/exams
needs extensive revisions. Therefore, instructors should
prepare such questions way ahead of the scheduled quiz
or exam date or preferably at the beginning of the
course.

Communication and Feedback
• The key to effective communication between the students

and instructors is finding different avenues to connect
with them (e.g., emails, phones, virtual meetings,
social media) and removing barriers to communication
(Schmidt et al., 2013).
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• Introducing online office hours could help students feel
free to contact instructors during these hours. This
recommendation is important because students might feel
hesitant to interrupt the instructors in their private time or
decide when to contact them to discuss issues or seek any
clarifications on learning (Serwatka, 2002).

• Students should be given immediate and constructive
feedback on course tasks and discussions (Mayes et al.,
2011). However, as reconciling grades and comparing the
student work could be time-consuming, instructors should
allow sufficient time between assignment deadlines and
assessment schedules to avoid overburdening themselves
and providing prompt feedback to the students.

• Future online courses should include a student-instructor
‘camaraderie’ (friendship), through avenues such as ’coffee
shop’ or ‘teacher’s lounge’ to promote interaction, support
students and develop trust (Mayes et al., 2011).

Technical Issues
Educational institutions should provide students and
instructors with prompt ICT support whenever needed.
Technical support facilitates online education and teachers’
responsibilities (Roby et al., 2013). Having technical issues
related to the e-learning system could impede students’
progress and their perceptions of its usefulness (Almaiah
et al., 2020), exacerbate inequality in online education and
intensify the digital divide among students (Govindarajan
and Srivastava, 2020). Instructors in online environments
need to put more effort into helping students resolve
technical issues, especially under the circumstances such as the
current Pandemic.
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