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Abstract:

Understanding how COVID-19 impacts English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education is critical, as it has led to a global
shift to remote learning. Considering Saudi Arabia’s substantial eLearning investments, this study synthesizes EFL teachers’
and students’ perceptions. It uses a meta-analysis of 35 primary Saudi studies involving 1,333 teachers and 4,097 students.
Key findings highlight attitude and flexibility as the predominant strengths of online education, while interaction,
assessment, and technical challenges are areas of concern. Notably, a strong positive correlation exists between teachers’
and students’ perceptions, indicating a shared experience in the online learning environment. The analysis also reveals that
perceived challenges outweigh the strengths. This emphasizes the need for targeted improvements in online EFL teaching
and learning. This article adds to a global discourse on remote learning by urging international collaboration to address the
highlighted challenges and be more responsive to the needs of teachers and students
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1. Introduction

In Wuhan, Chinese authorities reported the first
COVID-19 virus case on December 31, 2019. The World
Health Organization (WHO) declared a pandemic on
March 11, 2020. As part of efforts to control the spread
of the virus, the Saudi Ministry of Education closed all
educational institutions, including public and private
schools, technical and vocational training facilities,
and technical schools on March 8. During the global
pandemic, Saudi students were kept out of the classroom
for 18 months. This research aims to map the perceptions
of both EFL teachers and students about their distance
education during that crisis. By distance education, we
refer to both synchronous and asynchronous types of
eLearning.

In addition to its strategic geopolitical location, G20
status, and leadership role among most Islamic countries,
Saudi Arabia plays a crucial role regionally and globally.
Due to its significance, educators, policymakers, and
online learning companies worldwide need an in-depth
understanding of online education in Saudi Arabia. The
Saudi government has launched several educational
initiatives for online classes, such as the Madrasati
platform and Microsoft Teams. The aim is to improve
educational content quality and stimulate e-learning
revenue.

The Saudi e-learning sector has seen substantial growth
and evolution, especially as a response to the worldwide
challenges brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.
The Saudi e-learning market was valued at US$1.8
billion by 2022. The International Market Analysis
Research and Consulting Group (IMARC Group)
projected this market in Saudi Arabia to reach US$4.3
billion by 2028, growing at a Compound Annual Growth
Rate (CAGR) of 15.1% between 2023 and 2028 (56).

Considering the importance of English as a foreign
language in Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 strategy”, the
country has dedicated itself to enhancing education
through digital initiatives. In line with this, further
steps have been taken to improve English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) learning and teaching settings,
aligning with Vision 2030 objectives. However, several
studies (1-4) have examined the state of EFL learning
and teaching before the pandemic. In these studies,
technology was limited, teaching methods needed to be
updated, feedback needed to be adequate, motivation
needed to be higher, and learning outcomes needed to
be better. In this review, we aim to consolidate research
conducted regarding online English language learning
in this critical region during the COVID-19 outbreak.
It seeks to understand the perceptions and attitudes of
stakeholders (teachers and students) towards online
English language education. The focus is on identifying
areas of challenge and excellence and establishing a
framework for quality online learning and enhancement.
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2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Framework

This paper will track research studies of EFL students’
and teachers’ perceptions of strengths and challenges
in EFL distance education in Saudi Arabia during
COVID-19. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)
and the theory of Task-Technology Fit (TTF) will be
used to understand and discuss this study’s findings.

TAM focuses on the user acceptance of technology like
online learning and teaching, emphasizing perceived
usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of use (PEOU) as
primary determinants®. Perceived usefulness refers
to the degree to which a person believes that using
technology would enhance performance. Perceived ease
of use (PEOU) refers to the degree to which a person
believes using technology would be free of effort. In
contrast, TTF highlights the alignment between task
requirements and technology capabilities®. The TTF
theory posits that technology is more likely to positively
impact individual performance and satisfaction when
the capabilities of the technology align well with the
task’s demands.

While TAM and TTF have distinct focal points, they
are complementary. TAM is more user-centric, focusing
on the individual’s perception and acceptance, while
TTF emphasizes the alignment between the task and
technology. Integrating both models can provide a
more comprehensive understanding of technology
adoption and utilization. While TAM provides a basis
for understanding user acceptance, TTF emphasizes
the importance of the fit between technology and tasks.
As technology evolves, these theories can guide the
development and implementation of effective technology
strategies in organizations.

2.2. Previous review studies of Distance Learning
During the Pandemic

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, online learning
has become increasingly popular. This section presents
a comprehensive review of various review studies
conducted in Saudi Arabia and other contexts to provide
a comprehensive picture of the dynamic nature of online
language education during a crisis, highlighting both its
potential and limitations.

Previous Review Studies in Different Contexts.

An analysis of 10 studies in Indonesian EFL contexts
examined the challenges and responses to emergency
distance English language education during the
COVID-19 pandemic®?. The challenges were categorized
into five themes (educational, social, technical,
interactional/motivational, and comprehension). The
responses of teachers, students, and institutions were
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analyzed. The findings call for improving the quality
of distance education for English language teaching by
providing technical support, digital literacy training, and
institutional promotion of various platforms.

According to a systematic literature review of 51 articles,
ESL learners, particularly those in online classrooms,
faced speaking challenges during the COVID-19
pandemic®. Several psychological and environmental
factors contribute to these challenges. Psychological
factors such as fear, anxiety, lack of motivation, shyness,
and lack of confidence influence ESL learners’ ability
to speak English. Environmental factors such as limited
resources and unstable internet connections also impact
the challenges.

A comprehensive analysis of English language learning
and teaching was provided® using 30 studies that
examined teachers’ and students’ perceptions and
attitudes toward the transition to emergency online
education during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study
has identified several challenges and strengths. Examples
include limited access to technology, low student
engagement, and lack of interaction and communication.
Emergency online teaching and learning have several
strengths, including digital literacy, online learning
flexibility, and innovative approaches to teaching.

A systematic review examined online English
Language Teaching (ELT) practices in Indonesia during
COVID-19%9, Ninety-four studies evaluated online
English Language Teaching (ELT) practices based on
the Community of Inquiry (Col) framework, focusing
on Teaching Presence, Cognitive Presence, and Social
Presence. Online learning offers various technologies
and teaching methods, making it flexible and accessible.
There are, however, challenges related to limited
interaction between teachers and students, technological
limitations, and the need for effective strategies that
stimulate cognitive and social development.

A systematic review of 11 studies described various
strategies for teaching English online during the
COVID-19 pandemic in the Middle East'V. The critical
strategies identified are collaborative learning, flipped
classrooms, and scaffolding. However, a concern is
raised about teacher-student interaction in a virtual
environment.

A systematic review was conducted to understand
research trends, benefits, and challenges associated
with flipped classrooms in English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) courses during COVID-19"2. In
addition to flexibility, the flipped classroom model
improves engagement, increases autonomy, enhances
interactions, improves speaking skills, boosts self-
confidence, and develops reading skills. Some
challenges identified are low interest in prespecified
content, technical and internet issues, extra workload
for teachers and learners, adaptation to an unfamiliar
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instructional approach, lack of self-discipline, and
parental resistance.

According to a systematic review, online and blended
learning is effective in schools during and after
COVID-19%9. The review discusses digital education
types, including educational games, computer-supported
collaborative learning, and computer-assisted instruction.
85% of studies found digital learning more effective
than traditional instruction. Blended learning proved to
be better than online learning. The study indicates that
while online learning offers innovative assessment and
collaboration opportunities, it also presents significant
technological and well-being challenges that must be
addressed.

A systematic review of 45 articles was conducted during
COVID-19 to determine the effectiveness of YouTube in
improving English language skills and suggest teaching
strategies'¥. YouTube is an effective tool for improving
language skills, self-motivation, engagement, and self-
regulated learning. Additionally, YouTube’s flexibility,
accessibility, and diversity are its strengths. However,
internet connectivity and YouTube advertising reduce
YouTube’s effectiveness.

Previous Review Studies in the Saudi Context.

A review of 18 studies on online English language
courses using the Blackboard Learning System was
conducted at Saudi Arabian universities during the
COVID-19 pandemic’. According to the study,
language proficiency and communication improved.
However, it also revealed obstacles such as negative
attitudes, inadequate training, security concerns,
technological difficulties, and unawareness. These
challenges are addressed through training faculty and
IT staff, improving technical infrastructure, and creating
awareness about online learning.

Quantitative and qualitative studies in the Saudi context
were examined to determine how students perceive
Blackboard'®. Blackboard provides an interactive
virtual learning environment, which improves fluency
and accuracy and reduces anxiety. The platform is
user-friendly and accessible, aiding learning. Despite
implementation challenges, Blackboard’s features
support collaborative and engaged learning, enhancing
the educational experience. For Blackboard to succeed
in education, it must be effectively used, planned, and
executed. Student engagement and motivation can be a
concern. Extending internet connectivity and technical
support is vital for uninterrupted learning.

In another literature review, challenges and positive
outcomes of the sudden shift to online learning in
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education in
Saudi Arabian universities during COVID-19 were
investigated'”. The study synthesized over 40 research
articles and highlighted key issues such as students’
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lack of motivation and engagement, technological
challenges, mental health concerns, and infrastructural
issues. Additionally, the review explored the positive
aspects of e-learning, such as increased flexibility,
development of new skills, and opportunities for shy
students to participate more. The findings emphasize
the need for digital readiness, support for students and
teachers, and the importance of visual input in language
learning.

Research reviews focused on the shift to online learning
in Saudi universities during the COVID-19 pandemic
have been conducted'®. Various studies are reviewed
to illustrate the challenges faced during this transition.
These challenges include technical issues, digital literacy
skills, change management, course design, teacher
readiness gaps, infrastructure issues, engagement,
and interaction. The article suggests a comprehensive
approach to improving online learning experiences.

Saudi university students’ attitudes toward e-learning
during COVID-19 were explored through a review of four
primary studies'”. Students’ perceptions of e-learning
and its benefits and drawbacks were examined. In the
study, students showed positive perceptions of various
e-learning tools and platforms, with many recognizing
benefits such as flexibility, accessibility, improved
communication, and collaboration. Internet connectivity
problems, discomfort with screen-based learning, and
privacy concerns were minor drawbacks. Institutional
support is essential for e-learning to be successful.

In conclusion, previous review studies were either
literature or systematic reviews. Therefore, this article
seems to be the first meta-analysis of online learning
strengths and challenges during COVID-19. Additionally,
a divergent viewpoint emerges from research on online
learning during the pandemic. While some studies cite
interaction, engagement, motivation, and assessment
as strengths of online education, many others perceive
these aspects as challenges. This discrepancy highlights
a gap in the literature, suggesting the need for a meta-
analysis to evaluate the prevalence and impact of these
observations. The current review aims to bridge this
gap by offering a more comprehensive understanding
of the effectiveness of EFL online learning during the
pandemic.

3. Need of Meta-analysis

As highlighted above, insights from the existing
literature reviews show conflicting results on the
dominance of online learning strengths over challenges
in EFL contexts. The uncertainties among researchers
require an objective review and analysis of related
research studies to map and synthesize teachers’ and
students’ perceptions and reflective beliefs of remote
foreign language teaching and learning experiences
during the pandemic crisis in Saudi Arabia. A meta-

97

analysis can address objective measures such as overall
effect size, confidence interval, and heterogeneity in the
combined results of the reviewed studies. The present

study attempts to answer the following questions:

RQ1. What are the EFL teachers’ and students’
perceptions of distance education’s main
challenges and strengths during COVID-19?

RQ2. What is the correlation between the teachers’
perceptions and students’ perceptions?

RQ3. What is the effect size of the perceptions of
strengths and challenges of distance education as
perceived in the reviewed studies?

4. Method

This study follows PRISMA, a framework for reporting
systematic reviews and meta-analyses. It has four stages:
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion. First,
in the identification stage, the search was conducted
through the Saudi Digital Library, where we have
open access to more than 95,000 journals worldwide.
The search was for ‘learning and teaching English as
a foreign language during covid 19°. It was limited to
‘online learning and teaching from January 2020 to
December 2023’. The search was for ‘full texts’ in ‘peer-
reviewed academic journals’ and ‘written in English’. It
was further limited to perceptions, attitudes, opinions,
experiences, views, reflections, or beliefs. Two hundred
fifty-six articles were identified in all content providers.
The search was then again limited to the geography of
Saudi Arabia: 67 articles were found.

In the screening stage, eight articles were removed
after title and abstract screening: two duplicates, two
articles about Arabic as a second language, one about
sign language, and three articles were published in
2020 but conducted before COVID-19. In the eligibility
stage and for research quality purposes, the remaining
articles should not be published in journals identified
in Beall’s List of Potential Predatory Journals and
Publishers (https://beallslist.net/). Also, they should
not be published in journals that falsely claim to be
indexed in Scopus, like The Asian ESP Journal, The
TESOL International Journal, The Asian EFL Journal,
and the Journal of Language and Linguistic Studies.
Twenty-four articles were removed accordingly. Thirty-
five articles were eligible for review and analysis in the
inclusion stage.

4.1. Data Analysis

The 35 articles have undergone several steps for review
and data analysis. First, tables in Excel sheets were used
to break down the articles into their authors, date of
publication, titles, authors’ institutions, instruments used,
publication journals, participants, and findings. Second,
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another Excel sheet was used to classify the findings into
strengths and challenges. After that, the data collected
from the articles were qualitatively analyzed using
thematic analysis®?, and the main themes emerging
from the data were extracted. We ended up with six
themes reflecting the challenges and strengths of online

education during COVID-19. These themes were related
to flexibility, motivation, technicality, interaction,
attitude, and assessment. The table below explains our
interpretation of each theme. Next, a third Excel sheet
was used to count the frequency of the existence of these
themes in the reviewed articles.

Table 1: The Six Themes of Strengths and Challenges

. Sample
Theme Meaning Articles
The flexibility of learning/teaching, constant availability of learning materials, and learning/
Flexibility teaching at one’s own pace—the online mode saves learning or teaching time, accessibility, and  (21-29)
convenience.
Refers to the state of technical literacy, digital competence, and skills needed or obtained when
Technicality using online devices or platforms for learning or teaching. Or issues faced like software and  (30-37)
hardware maintenance, internet connectivity, and affordability.
Motivation Any. report of self-directed desire, will.ingne.:ss or enjoyment to participgte, inspirati.on, intrinsic and (38-42)
extrinsic encouragement, reduced anxiety, increased autonomy, cognitive or affective engagement.
This refers to online interaction, discussion, feedback, behavioral engagement, and communication.
Interaction It can be a negative point when there is a lack of it, a distraction, or a preference for in-person  (43-47)
interaction.
Attitude The g.eneral attitudes and perceptions about the usefulness of overall online learning and teaching (48-51)
experiences.
Assessment The general perceptions about the effectiveness of online assessment. (52-55)

The validity of those themes as close representations
of strengths and challenges was established by asking
a colleague to choose three articles randomly and report
his findings. Those articles were (22, 26, 51). The
current researcher identified eight challenges and 14
strengths in those articles. The colleague also identified
eight challenges but 11 strengths. When the findings
were compared, 87% agreement was achieved.

After that, the frequency of the six themes’ events
was statistically analyzed using the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SSPS) and Jamovi statistical
spreadsheet. SPSS was used for the frequency tables and
correlation, while Jamovi was used for the proportional
meta-analysis. The proportional meta-analysis is a
statistical method that combines results from multiple
studies that report any binary, dichotomous, or
categorical data, such as the presence or absence of a
particular condition reported in proportion, fraction,
percentage, or rate of occurrence.

5. Results

General Findings Of the thirty-five reviewed articles,
twenty-seven presented strengths and challenges
regarding distance education during COVID-19.
Four articles reported strengths only, and another four
articles discussed challenges only. There were 5430
participants: 4097 students and 1333 teachers. There
were 1941 males and 3489 females. Twenty-three studies
reported students’ perceptions of online learning during
COVID-19, and twenty studies explored teachers’

perceptions of online learning during COVID-19.

RQ1. What are the EFL teachers’ and students’
perceptions of distance education’s main
challenges and strengths during COVID-19?

In Table 2, teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the
strengths and challenges of distance English language
education are presented. In both strengths and challenges,
teachers’ perceptions have a high response validity rate,

Table 2: Case Summary of Perceptions Weighted by Participants

Cases
Valid Missing Total
N Percent N Percent N Percent
Teachers’ Perceptions of Strengths® 1199 89.9% 134 10.1% 1333 100.0%
Teachers’ Perceptions of Challenges® 1333 100.0% 0 0.0% 1333 100.0%
Students’ Perceptions of Strengths® 2986 72.9% 1111 27.1% 4097 100.0%
Students’ Perceptions of Challenges® 3414 83.3% 683 16.7% 4097 100.0%

Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.
Dichotomy group tabulated at value 2.
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but there is an exceptionally high response rate in the
challenges category. Students’ perceptions of strengths
are less valid than teachers’ perceptions. In addition,
teachers have fewer missed responses than students’
perceptions. Perhaps teachers are more confident about
their perceptions or more willing to articulate them. In
light of this, teachers may have a greater tendency to
be decisive or committed to responding to challenges
and strengths Based on the number of responses and
their respective percentages, Table 3 breaks down
teachers) perceptions into six attributes of strengths
and challenges. As perceived by EFL teachers, attitude
(54.7%) is the most cited strength in EFL distance

education, while motivation (4.1%) and assessment (0%)
are the least cited strengths. EFL teachers in distance
education are most concerned about interaction (28.6%)
and assessment (26.8%), with interaction being the most
frequently reported challenge among the six themes.

Additionally, certain areas have significant differences
in their representation of strengths and challenges.
Flexibility and Assessment, for example, differ in how
they portray strengths and challenges. From an EFL
teacher’s point of view, distance education flexibility
is not a challenging concept. In contrast, distance
assessment has negative perceptions.

Table 3: Teachers’ Perceptions Weighted by Teachers’ Numbers

R
N esponses Percent Percent of Cases
Flexibility 547 26.9% 45.6%
Motivation 83 4.1% 6.9%
. Technicality 161 7.9% 13.4%
Perceptions of Strengths Interaction 131 6.4% 10.9%
Attitude 1113 54.7% 92.8%
Assessment 0 0% 0%
Total 2035 100.0% 169.7%
Flexibility 0 0% 0%
Motivation 526 16.8% 39.5%
. Technicality 687 22.0% 51.5%
Perceptions of Challenges Interaction 894 28.6% 67.1%
Attitude 184 5.9% 13.8%
Assessment 838 26.8% 62.9%
Total 3129 100.0% 234.7%

Table 4 below categorizes students’ perceptions of
strengths and challenges. Students’ most frequently
identified strengths are flexibility (32.1%) and
attitude (30.8%), indicating they feel most confident
in these areas. In addition, 20.2% of students

reported being motivated by online learning. On
the other hand, a significant challenge for students
in EFL distance education is technicality (32.8%),
followed by interaction (21.4%) and assessment
(20.7%).

Table 4: Students’ Perceptions Weighted by Students’ Numbers

R
N esPO;iiscent Percent of Cases
Flexibility 2796 32.1% 93.6%
Motivation 1758 20.2% 58.9%
. Technicality 38 0.4% 1.3%
P t f St th
CrCCPHONS O SUEngths Interaction 863 9.9% 28.9%
Attitude 2683 30.8% 89.9%
Assessment 577 6.6% 19.3%
Total 8715 100.0% 291.9%
Flexibility 0 0% 0%
Motivation 590 7.6% 17.3%
. Technicality 2551 32.8% 74.7%
Perceptions of Challenges Interaction 1661 21.4% 48.7%
Attitude 1364 17.5% 40.0%
Assessment 1610 20.7% 47.2%
Total 7776 100% 227.8%
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RQ2. What is the correlation between the teachers’
perceptions and students’ perceptions?

Table 5 summarizes teachers’ and students’ perceptions
of distance learning strengths and challenges based on
an average perception score. A higher average score
indicates a higher perception of challenges, while a
lower score indicates a higher perception of strengths. In
contrast to students (M= 1.513), teachers have a slightly
higher mean perception score (M= 1.609), indicating a
slightly higher perception of challenges.

Table 5: Descriptive Statistics of Total Perceptions

M SD N
Teachers 1.609 3067 3369
Students 1.513 .3602 4470

As shown in Table 6, teacher and student overall
perceptions of strengths and challenges are correlated.
A solid positive relationship exists between their
perceptions, as indicated by the Pearson correlation
coefficient of 0.979. According to this, teachers perceive
strengths and challenges in a manner similar to students’
perceptions. It is unlikely that this correlation could

have occurred by chance since the significance level is
less than 0.001.

Table 6: Correlations of Perceptions Weighted by

Participants
Teachers Students

Pearson Correlation 1 979%*
Teachers Sig. (2-tailed) <.001

N 3369 2409

Pearson Correlation 979%* 1
Students Sig. (2-tailed) <.001

N 2409 4470

**_ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

RQ3. What is the effect size of the perceptions of
strengths and challenges of distance education as
perceived in the reviewed studies?

Using the forest plots (Figure 1 and Figure 2) below, we
can determine the magnitude of effect, variability, and
potential bias for studies that reported one or more of
the six strengths or challenges perceived by students and
teachers during COVID-19.
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Figure 1. Teacher-Student Perceptions of Strengths
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This proportional meta-analysis in Figure 1 concerns the
reported strengths perceived by teachers and students
across the reviewed studies. The combined effect size,
calculated using the random-effects model (Estimate=
0.00895), implies a small but significant effect—
Standard Error (SE= 0.00145) measures variability
in the effect size estimate, indicating precision. The
Z-score (6.19) and P-value (<0.001) demonstrate
that the effect size is statistically significant. I* (0%)
indicates no observed heterogeneity among the studies.

It is based on Tau? (0.000) to measure the variance in
effect sizes across studies. Fail-safe N (960.000) and
associated P-values indicate there is little likelihood that
publication bias will be present. In Kendall’s Tau and
Regression Test for Funnel Plot Asymmetry, positive
P-values indicate no apparent asymmetry in the funnel
plot, further supporting no publication bias. Despite the
small, significant effect size, these results indicate low
heterogeneity, publication bias, and precision.
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61.9% H*=
Publication Bias Assessment: Fail-safe N= 1004.000, p-value= < .001

Rank Correlation Test for Funnel Plot Asymmetry: Kendall's Tau= 0.454, p-value= < .001
Regression Test for Funnel Plot Asymmetry: z= 7.779, p-value= < .001
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Figure 2. Teacher-Student Perceptions of Challenges

The second proportional meta-analysis is presented
in Figure 2 above regarding the challenges teachers
and students perceive across the reviewed studies. As
indicated by the larger random-effects model estimate
(0.0168), a moderate effect size has been determined.
This estimate has a good level of precision, as indicated
by its standard error (0.00306). The Z-score (5.47)
and P-value (0.001) indicate this effect is statistically
significant. This study’s heterogeneity is more prevalent,
as indicated by the higher 12 (61.9%) and Tau2 (le-
04). According to these findings, effect sizes vary from
study to study. The publication bias appears low, with
a high Fail-safe N (1004) and symmetrical funnel plot
indicators (Kendall’s Tau and Regression Test Z-score)
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showing significant P-values. Despite variability among
studies, the findings appear robust.

6. Discussion

This study is a meta-analysis of the perceptions of teachers
and students regarding the strengths and challenges of
EFL distance education during COVID-19 in Saudi
Arabia. There is statistical data on flexibility, motivation,
technicality, interaction, attitude, and assessment, both as
perceived strengths and challenges. Additionally, the study
presents correlations between teachers’ and students’
perceptions and discusses the effect size variation and
potential bias in the reviewed studies.
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Students and teachers ranked attitude and flexibility as
essential strengths of EFL online education. However,
they cited interaction, assessment, and technicality as
challenges. The findings of this meta-analysis research
are pretty interesting. First, teachers and students
generally perceive online education as adaptable and
convenient because the emphasis on attitude and
flexibility is positive. The convenience of accessing
materials at any time and tailoring learning to fit your
schedule could contribute to this. In addition, teachers’
concerns about interaction and assessment point to
perceived limitations in engaging students and assessing
their performance effectively online. In addition,
the reported technical challenges in online learning
indicate issues with accessing or using the necessary
technology. Students share these concerns, indicating
mutual recognition. This is due to factors like internet
connectivity, inadequate devices, or lack of technical
skills. In addition, a strong positive correlation exists
between teachers’ and students’ perceptions of online
education. This indicates that both groups generally
agree on strengths and challenges. It suggests that both
parties share the same online learning experiences.
Furthermore, the more significant effect size for
perceived challenges compared to strengths indicates
that online education difficulties substantially impact
participants. In other words, although flexibility and
positive attitudes are appreciated in online education, the
difficulties of interaction, assessment, and technicality
play a more significant role in influencing the overall
experience.

A further discussion of the results can be conducted using
the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and Theory of
Task-Technology Fit (TTF), examining the relationship
between EFL distance education’s perceived strengths
and challenges and technology acceptance. Based on
TAM theory, the study’s findings on perceived strengths
of aspects such as flexibility and attitude can be linked to
the overall usefulness of EFL distance education. In the
reviewed studies, teachers and students found distance
education flexible, which could have enhanced their
perceptions of its usefulness in COVID-19. Despite this,
technicality and interaction difficulties can negatively
influence perceived ease of use directly or indirectly.
Therefore, teachers, educators, and policymakers must
address this crucial issue in teaching methods, learning
materials, and platform designs. Since these aspects
were reported as challenges, this might negatively affect
the users’ acceptance and continuous online learning.

In contrast, the Theory of Task-Technology Fit (TTF)
suggests that technologies are more likely to be accepted
and effectively used if their capabilities match the
tasks they are intended to support. As reported in the
reviewed studies, online learning technology requires
more interaction and assessment. Delivering language
content and facilitating interaction is the goal of EFL
distance education. This indicates a poor fit between
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task requirements and technological capabilities. In
addition, the study’s data on strengths and challenges
can be linked to how well technology supports users
in achieving their educational goals. The good fit
represented by flexibility and a positive attitude would
likely enhance performance. Nevertheless, the poor fit
represented by the frequently reported challenges of
technicality, interaction, and assessment could hinder
teachers’ and students’ performance.

COVID-19 was a unique event that prompted a rapid
shift to distance education, which may have influenced
technology acceptance and fit. However, it is possible
to make informed decisions about adjustments or
improvements to the technology used for distance
education in EFL contexts when you understand the
strengths and challenges of online learning. As users
have to adapt to new teaching and learning methods
quickly, this will affect perceived usefulness and ease
of use.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, this meta-analysis offers a comprehensive
understanding of the strengths and challenges of English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) distance education in Saudi
Arabia during the COVID-19 pandemic, with significant
insights into teachers’ and students’ perceptions. By
identifying attitude and flexibility as essential strengths,
online EFL education emphasizes its adaptability and
convenience. According to the Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM), these strengths are reflected in the ability
to access learning materials at any time and customize
learning experiences.

On the other hand, interaction, assessment, and technical
difficulties highlight students’ limitations in engagement
and performance. These challenges directly or indirectly
influence TAM’s perceived ease of use and suggest
the need for policy and pedagogical interventions
and technology enhancements. Teachers and students
recognize these challenges as shared experiences
in online learning. Their perceptions are strongly
correlated, which further confirms this.

These findings can be interpreted differently using the
Theory of Task-Technology Fit (TTF). The mismatch
between technology capabilities and EFL distance
education requirements in interaction and assessment
indicates a gap that needs to be addressed. Even though
flexibility and a positive attitude toward online learning
suggest a good fit and the potential for enhanced
performance, the challenges highlight a significant
misalignment that could adversely impact student
achievement.

Moreover, the large effect size for perceived challenges
compared to strengths suggests that online education
difficulties, particularly during COVID-19’s rapid
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transition, have a more substantial impact on users. Saudi
Arabia has made substantial investments in the online
learning market, making this a critical consideration for
policymakers and educational institutions nationwide
and worldwide. Future decisions regarding technological
adjustments and improvements in EFL distance
education will be guided by insights gained from this
study. To enhance perceived usefulness and ease of use,
these decisions must consider the ability to adapt rapidly
to unforeseen circumstances, such as global pandemics.
In this way, distance education can be effectively and
sustainably implemented.

7.1. Recommendations for Institutions

Based on the insights gained from this meta-
analysis, institutions can derive several actionable
recommendations. Institutions should develop and
implement policies that encourage and facilitate
interaction between students and teachers. This can
be achieved through regular synchronous sessions,
discussion forums, and collaborative projects. In
addition, teachers should receive training on engaging
students in a virtual environment. This includes
techniques for interactive teaching, using multimedia
resources, and effectively leveraging communication
tools. Institutions should also explore and implement
diverse assessment methods that are better suited
to online learning. These include formative
assessments, peer assessments, and project-based
evaluations, which provide a more comprehensive
picture of student learning. Teachers should focus
on providing timely and constructive feedback to
students to help them understand their progress and
areas for improvement. Furthermore, institutions
should invest in robust technical infrastructure and
provide ongoing technical support to both teachers
and students. This includes ensuring reliable internet
access, providing necessary hardware, and offering
troubleshooting assistance. Both teachers and
students should receive training on using the various
online learning platforms and tools efficiently to
minimize technical difficulties.

7.2. Recommendations for Future Research

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to
track the long-term impact of online EFL education on
student achievement and engagement. Also, we need to
conduct comparative studies between different regions
or countries to identify best practices and contextual
differences in online EFL education. Moreover,
researchers should Investigate the impact of emerging
technologies, such as artificial intelligence and
virtual reality, on enhancing interaction, assessment,
and overall learning experiences in EFL distance
education.
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