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Faculty perspectives on a pedagogical shift: A qualitative
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In recent years, as e-learning continues to prominence in educational settings,
understanding faculty perceptions becomes imperative for effectively implementing and
enhancing digital learning environments. Our qualitative analysis delves into the nuanced
perspectives of faculty members towards e-learning, aiming to uncover undetlying
attitudes, challenges, and opportunities that shape their engagement with this mode of
instruction. Drawing upon focus groups of faculty staff from the College of Arts and
Social Sciences and the College of Engineering at Sultan Qaboos University in Oman,
our study used thematic analysis to reveal a range of attitudes among faculty, ranging
from enthusiastic embrace to caution. This research highlights the complex interplay
between individual experiences and institutional contexts in shaping faculty perceptions
of e-learning. Challenges such as technological barriers, concerns about pedagogical
effectiveness, and workload implications emerged as recurrent themes, underscoring the
importance of tailored support mechanisms and professional development initiatives.
Insights gleaned from this research can inform strategies for enhancing faculty buy-in,
fostering innovation, and ultimately optimising the effectiveness of e-learning initiatives
in contemporary educational settings.

Introduction

Over the past decade, online learning has experienced rapid growth (Willett et al., 2019),
becoming integrated into formal educational systems (Al-Shboul, 2013). In the ever-
evolving landscape of education, the advantage of online teaching has brought about a
paradigm shift that challenges the conventional norms of traditional classroom
instruction. The primary challenge for educators today is effectively managing and
delivering educational services and curricula to various stakeholders in the education
community and marketplace (Okoye et al., 2021). As educational institutions worldwide
have embraced the digital age, teaching staff have found themselves on an unexpected
journey of adaptation and transformation. Many educational institutions have encountered
difficulties transitioning from traditional to virtual classrooms, especially those without
experience in offering online courses. Despite this, online courses must maintain and
improve the quality of teaching to ensure that students’ academic performance is not
compromised (Hsiao, 2021).

In Oman, when the Covid-19 pandemic occurred, Sultan Qaboos University (SQU)
suspended in-person classes and attendance of students and academics for two weeks in
Spring 2020. Following this suspension, the university shifted to online education to
complete the semester. The Fall 2020 semester was conducted entirely online, as was
Spring 2021. In-person education resumed in Fall 2021, with strict preventive measures in
place, such as mandatory mask-wearing and regular sanitisation to ensure the safety of the
academic community.
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This research seeks to delve into the profound transition experienced by educators as they
navigated the shift from traditional in-person instruction to online teaching. This
qualitative study takes a comprehensive approach to understanding the multifaceted
aspects of the teaching staff’s journey. It explores the challenges faced, the opportunities
seized, and the pedagogical shifts that have occurred in response to the growing adoption
of online education. Focusing on their perceptions, attitudes, and experiences, our study
aimed to capture the nuanced narratives of teaching professionals who embarked on this
digital transformation.

Transition to online learning: Challenges and opportunities

Numerous studies have examined the impact of learning effectiveness in both traditional
and virtual classrooms. Some studies have highlichted the benefits of effective learning in
traditional classrooms (Shambour et al., 2022). Meanwhile, other studies have praised the
effectiveness of virtual classroom teaching (Narayan & Singh, 2020; Ogunleye, 2010;
Trakru & Jha, 2019). Additionally, some have suggested using a hybrid approach
(Estelami, 2012; Khatri et al, 2013) that combines traditional and virtual classroom
methods.

The swift transition from traditional in-person to online learning has implications far
beyond the boundaries of individual classrooms. It impacts educational institutions,
curricular design, and the future of pedagogical strategies. This transition created
confusion, particularly for universities traditionally relying on face-to-face teaching. Key
challenges included limited resources, unpreparedness for online content delivery, and a
need for familiarity with technology. Students and educators struggled to adapt to these
challenges. In some regions, additional hurdles emerged, such as power outages, unstable
Internet connections, a shortage of digital devices, and a lack of enthusiasm for online
learning (Hwang & Hariyanti, 2020; Igbal et al., 2022; Thaheem et al., 2022). Furthermore,
practical courses encountered difficulties conducting hands-on experiments (El-Sakran et
al., 2022; Leal Filho et al., 2021; Machado et al., 2020), which had a detrimental effect on
students’ academic performance.

Online teaching inherently involves using digital media to deliver educational content.
Students have the flexibility to determine their study schedules and durations (Sheelavant,
2020) and can access a wide range of online resources to enhance their learning
(Ogunleye, 2010). Furthermore, online teaching enables the possibility of conducting
experiments despite potential risks, the absence of physical laboratories, or the expense of
required materials (Hamed & Aljanazrah, 2020). In the context of e-learning in higher
education in Oman, the rapid adoption of emergency remote teaching (ERT) due to the
Covid-19 pandemic offers valuable insights into pedagogical shifts, mainly through the
experiences of English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers implementing flipped learning
approaches. Al-Naabi et al. (2022) emphasised that to ensure effective flipped learning, it
is essential to consider individual differences and learning styles when designing activities
and materials. This approach tailors the content to meet students' needs while providing
appropriate challenges. However, online education presents several challenges. These
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challenges include difficulties in comprehending course materials and grasping concepts,
feelings of boredom and a lack of a physical sense of place, an increase in academic tasks
and responsibilities assigned to students, limited or weak interaction between students and

instructors, and potential health issues arising from prolonged use of electronic devices
(Alexander et al., 2012; Igbal et al., 2022; Sheelavant, 2020).

Many studies have measured instructors’ preferences and performances in online and
traditional face-to-face learning systems (Hutlbut, 2018; Sibirskaya et al., 2019; Yerby &
Floyd, 2013). Saleh and Mrayan (2016) reported that the faculty members are generally
satistied with online education despite favouring face-to-face and blended courses in
teacher training programs. Wingo et al. (2017) explored literature to investigate faculty
perceptions of online teaching. They analysed 67 studies, and the investigation revealed
various issues that faculty members encounter while teaching online, such as ensuring
student success, providing required technical support, and managing workload. Lecturers
are essential to learning, particularly in remote teaching, as they strive to impart knowledge
to students (Shambour et al., 2022). Therefore, it is crucial to study and identify their
perceptions about distance education to provide recommendations for developing and
improving the quality of the educational process. According to Yau et al. (2022), teachers
tend to hold a more critical perspective on online teaching and learning than students.
However, it is essential to re-evaluate these negative perceptions as students generally
appreciate the efforts made by their teachers to varying extents.

Unique aspects of Sultan Qaboos University (SQU) in e-learning

SQU, as Oman’s premier university, benefits from the country’s cultural diversity and
stability, contributing to its unique approach to e-learning. Faculty perceptions of online
presence at SQU are shaped by intercultural and gender-specific perspectives, making
their experience distinct from neighbouring nations (Yousef et al., 2023). The rapid digital
transformation during the Covid-19 pandemic also pushed SQU faculty to adapt to new e-
learning platforms. The experience has revealed challenges in technological readiness but
also highlighted the benefits of integrating modern tools into education (Maatuk et al.,
2022). Oman’s ision 2040 underscores digital transformation as a key objective, with
SQU leading in the education sector. This contrasts with other countries, where private
universities might take the lead. The national commitment to education gives SQU a
prominent role in shaping the future of e-learning in Oman (Sobaih et al., 2022).

Neighbouring countries in the Gulf region have also seen significant developments in e-
learning post-Covid-19, driven by national educational reforms and substantial
investments in digital infrastructure. Post-pandemic reforms in e-learning in Saudi Arabia
have been substantial, with King Saud University making significant strides. Faculty
satisfaction with online learning has improved due to better infrastructure and support,
marking Saudi Arabia as a regional leader in online education (Elshami et al., 2021). The
UAFE’s proactive government policies and investment in Al-driven educational tools have
put institutions like Khalifa University ahead in e-learning innovations. Studies show that
faculty perceptions in UAE universities are positive, with robust technological support
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systems (Maatuk et al., 2022). Qatar University has invested in customised e-learning
platforms catering to its unique educational needs, balancing innovation and maintaining
cultural identity. Their approach reflects the post-Covid advances driven by national
educational reforms (Sobaih et al., 2022).

Research aims

This research aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the complexities and
potential of online teaching by exploring academic staff perceptions of online teaching. It
examines the faculty’s perceived values of online learning effectiveness, the interaction
between the teacher and student, the teaching techniques used, and students’
performances. This research also explores academic staff perceptions of enhancing the
effectiveness of online education in the contemporary learning landscape.

Method

Many factors can influence how individuals deal with online teaching; these include their
subjective perceptions of online teaching, their different experiences, and their varying
levels of competencies. Their responses will, of necessity, vary. This research has,
therefore, adopted an interpretivist standpoint because individuals will have different
interpretations of the social phenomena they experience, such as online teaching. These
can be explored when qualitative methods ask them to discuss and explain their actions,
views, and experiences (McLaughlin, 2012; Warburton, 2013).

Our study explores academic staff perceptions of online teaching and how the experience
can be improved by answering the explorative research questions: What is the staff’s
perception of online teaching and learning? How can the overall experience of online
teaching and learning be improved?

Research sample

In purposive sampling, the primary objective for the researcher is to recruit an adequate
number of participants to gather enough data for a comprehensive research exploration
(Carey, 2013). This method aligns well with the interpretivist epistemological standpoint
of our study, which aims to capture different meanings, experiences, and perspectives,
thereby thoroughly comprehending the social phenomenon being investigated (Clough &
Nutbrown, 2012). In the case of this research, permission was sought from gatekeepers,
those responsible for facilitating or restricting access to research settings. Here, the
gatekeeper is Sultan Qaboos University. Based on a purposive sampling approach,
research participants who have experienced online teaching were recruited from the
College of Arts and Social Sciences (n=9) and the College of Engineering (n=7). The
recruitment process considered specific criteria, including having worked as instructors for
at least five years, and having close online teaching experience. Additionally, the
recruitment considered gender and age to ensure a balanced sample, facilitating the
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inclusion of diverse participant experiences and enhancing the broader applicability of the
research findings (Tannenbaum et al., 2016).

Data collection

Focus groups were conducted with academic staff in the College of Arts and Social
Sciences (n=9) and the College of Engineering (n=7) at Sultan Qaboos University who
had experienced online teaching. According to Krueger (2002), participants in focus group
interviews should be carefully recruited, emphasising that 5-8 similar types of participants
are the ideal size for any focus group. The language used in the focus group discussions
was English, as Sultan Qaboos is an English medium of instruction university.

Several limitations are acknowledged when using focus groups in research. Firstly, focus
group dynamics can sometimes lead to dominant voices within the group, potentially
marginalising the perspectives of quieter participants. This can introduce bias and impact
the depth and breadth of insights gained (Smithson, 2000). Secondly, focus groups are
sensitive to the choice of questions and the structure of the discussion, which might
inadvertently limit the exploration of specific topics. Thirdly, the effectiveness of a focus
group heavily relies on the moderator’s skill in facilitating discussions and managing group
dynamics, and a less experienced moderator could inadvertently influence the outcomes.
We took measures to mitigate potential biases and constraints. Focus group questions
(Appendix 1) were determined based on our research aim and objectives (Smithson,
2000).

Additionally, the moderator was skilled in group discussions and established a thoughtful
and comfortable environment (Krueger, 2002). An assistant moderator was employed to
take notes and monitor recording equipment. A comfortable environment with circle
seating was ensured. To ensure accurate data and careful note taking, the focus group
discussions were audio-recorded after obtaining the consent of participants. The data
collection stage occurred during the first quarter of 2023.

Data analysis

The researchers transcribed and then checked the accuracy of the focus group
transcriptions. Data analysis was facilitated by Nuivo software because, as Zamawe (2015)
argued, it is the most appropriate type of computer-assisted qualitative data analysis
software. In this case, it assisted to organise the data rather than analyse it. The software
enables researchers to classify and arrange information, examine data relationships, and
combine analysis with linking, searching, and modelling. Thematic data analysis was a vital
tool for analysing the interviews and an appropriate strategy for a profound exploration of
the participants’ experiences, perceptions, opinions, and feelings, and suits a research
approach that stresses the importance of such exploration (Carey, 2013).
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Ethical considerations

We needed to reflect before, during and following the research process to ensure that the
research was conducted ethically (Newman et al., 2021). Researchers must protect both
their research participants and themselves. They must, therefore, ensure that various
measures are fully guaranteed: voluntary participation, informed consent, anonymity, and
confidentiality, protecting participants from harm, treating participants with respect, and
protecting researchers from harm (McLaughlin, 2012; Rubin & Babbie, 2009). Sultan
Qaboos University in Oman granted ethical approval for the study. The participants were
informed that their participation was entirely voluntary and that they had the right to
withdraw from the research anytime without giving any reason for their withdrawal. All
research participants’ confidentiality was ensured through anonymising transcripts and
password-protected files on a secure server.

Findings and discussion

The research findings will be presented in response to two main research questions. The
first question explored staff perception of online teaching and learning, while the second
sought to identify ways to improve the overall experience of teaching and learning online.

Teachers’ general perception of online teaching

The staff members held varying opinions on the efficacy of e-learning platforms for
online teaching. According to the inputs provided by the lecturers, overall, it can be said
that the sudden shift from traditional teaching to online teaching needed serious
consideration to improve the effectiveness of teaching and learning. The decrease in
effectiveness can be attributed to various factors, such as the lack of infrastructure
required for online teaching, and the lack of proper guidance and support for both
lecturers and students in understanding the importance, potential and proper use of online
teaching. However, most instructors supported improving online learning and are willing
to use it. Several factors can determine the effectiveness of e-learning platforms. The data
shows that network connections, students’ experience, academic performance, and exam
natures are linked with the platform’s effectiveness.

Unstable network connection

Many participants referred to technical problems and connectivity strengths students
faced while using e-learning. For example, Participant 3 said: “They could not upload
because many, 1 remember when we were teaching, many students complained that 1
could not upload the whole document.” Participant 9 added: “Strength, yes. Sometimes
they submit, and it does not reach, and you complain, and then they go back and try to
approve that they have submitted.” Similarly, Participant 12 confirmed this issue: “They
either have no connectivity to the Internet, and they feel this platform is useless because it
requires high resolution or highly powerful computers or whatever.”
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Some participants clearly show the link between poor network connections and the
ineffectiveness of e-learning platforms. For example, Participant 6 said: “For some reason,
the system freezes [...] And then, from their [the students’] point of view, this is an
ineffective system.” Besides poor connection, some participants mentioned the issue of an
overloaded server. Participant 1 said: “Students could not log onto the platform. It takes a
while to log in, not because of the platform itself, but because our servers are already
overloaded with so many students simultaneously.” Internet connections and platform
technical issues affect both students and instructors as well. Participant 7 added, “We also
face that by ourselves. You know, if you remember, especially at the beginning until they
improved it, you know, upgraded it.” This finding concurs with previous research, such as
that done by Dwidienawati et al. (2020) and Zalat et al. (2021), which identified
insufficient and unstable Internet connectivity as a primary barrier to e-learning.

Students’ experience, academic performance, and motivation

Participants in the focus group indicated that another factor affecting the effectiveness of
e-learning platforms is students’ experience and academic performance. Some participants
linked the effectiveness of e-learning to students’ performance. For example, Participant 2
said: “It is possible that this is not a good student.” They argued that students who are at
low academic levels may tend to believe that e-learning is ineffective. Besides academic
performance, some academic staff argued that some students lack motivation. For
example, Participant 3 said: “Some students are not motivated to go and open up the
platform and interact with the platform.” In the literature, much research has confirmed
this finding, such as Torun (2020) and Alkis and Temizel (2018). Another challenge that
affects students’ motivation for online teaching is that the students do not know each
other beforehand. Participant 16 said:

Cause one of the issues that we are facing is if you have first-year students and they are
all online and you ask them to do some brainstorming or subgroups, they do not know
each other. However, when you go to the senior students in the fifth year, they know,
okay, I know and, in my group, they can interact with the virtual environment.
(Participant 16)

Many faculty members indicated that students’ previous experiences enhance the
effectiveness of e-learning and vice versa. Participant 4 argued why some students are
unsatisfied with e-learning: ““They may have no experience using that platform.” Similarly,
Participant 6 added: “They could not upload the Internet cut down or the scan quality.
They are not used to these technologies.” Having prior experience in online learning
helped the students fare better. Participant 9 argued:

A prior experience is important. Here in the engineering college, perhaps we use many of
these even before the online classes in the art college; the faculty members there might
not use all these techniques and all this variety with their students. So, their first
experience was only online. So, the exposure is also important. (Participant 9)

Other researchers, such as Liao and Lu (2008), have also conducted studies on this topic
and confirmed this finding. Peytcheva-Forsyth and Aleksieva (2021) also added that
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having no experience affects not only students’ attitudes towards online learning but also
the staff’s attitudes toward employing e-learning,

Exam-related issues

Ineffectiveness of the e-learning platform may be attributed to the structure and impact of
the examination system. The findings reveal that the examination process, whether due to
its format, content, or administration, was a critical bottleneck that hindered the overall
efficacy of the platform. Participant 7 said: “If the exams were challenging, they [students]
might see that those platforms are ineffective.” Participant 15 said: “The whole platform
is ineffective because of the exam.” This finding aligns with studies that analysed exams in
electronic platforms: students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of these platforms were
based on the tests and their level of difficulty (Siskawati et al., 2021).

Limited student interaction

The data indicated a challenge in encouraging students to participate in online classes and
engage with each other actively.

Sometimes there is a delay when they start replying. So, you need to waste at least a
couple of minutes. You start hearing back from them. Sometimes, their sound is unclear
when they start talking, and you have many problems. Sometimes, you realise they are
not sitting in a quiet place. (Participant 11)

You will waste 10 to 15 minutes to get the response. This one is not answering. You ask
someone else, and someone ends, and usually, you find that maybe a couple of setious
students will turn on their mic, and they will speak. (Participant 2)

Recent research has confirmed that student engagement is vital to online learning. Active
participation in the learning process helps in cognitive development and also assists
students in constructing knowledge and achieving success in their academic pursuits.
However, the limited opportunities for students to engage in online learning can challenge
achieving these outcomes (Muzammil et al., 2020).

Dressing well and quiet places are requirements

Many participants say that e-learning requires dressing well and staying in a quiet place.
Participant 7 said: “Some boys are putting the lecture on the mobile, and you do not know
they are somewhere; they are not at home at all.” Similarly, Participant 12 said: “You are
going online; you need to be well dressed, sitting in a place and on the camera, turn on the
mic, and be ready to be interactive.” Mwawanah et al. (2021) argued that during a video
conference meeting, students can see their friends and teacher on screen and pay attention
to the teacher’s explanations, making the classroom experience more engaging. Dressing
well is a requirement in traditional education, and having a quiet place is essential. The
problem may worsen when the student’s economic resources do not allow a quiet place
for e-learning.
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Instructors’ perceptions of different teaching tools

Online excams

In online learning, it is vital to have a system in place to monitor and manage students’
academic conduct. There is a tendency toward increasing the difficulty level of the exams.
Participant 13 said:

The way that some of the exams ate conducted is because, uh, you know, we have this
problem: students are cheating. So, some instructors sometimes create more difficult
exams to prevent the students from cheating. So, if you compare it with the normal case
in a face-to-face, you may not get that developed difficulty. Moreover, maybe those who
are hurt, the good students who are not cheating, you know, the bad students, probably
they will get someone to solve that. (Participant 13)

Another significant point regarding online exams is the sequential way. According to
Participant 9:

And even with written exams, sometimes you could do it sequentially. You have to
answer question one and then upload it. You cannot go to question two before you
upload. So, when they convert it to their normal experience, you are making it tough for
them in a normal way. If I have a difficult question, I can leave it and return. (Participant
9)

Written exams may not be preferable for promising students. Participant 11 said: “Cause
of the unfairness and the lazy students, they get help, assistance.” Participant 2 added:
“They are equated to the good ones. Yeah, equated to the good one. So maybe they
complain.”

Participants also discussed the effects of network connection on exam management.
“They could not upload because many, in many, I remember when we were teaching,
many students complained that I could not upload the whole document.” Besides the
network connection issues, the participants also referred to the availability of facilities to
conduct and submit the exam. Participant 13 said: “They do not have the facilities. .. They
could not upload, the Internet cut out or the quality of the scan. They are not used to
these technologies.” Participant 5 highlighted the problem of having low economic
capital, and clarified the limit of tools, saying “Many of them complained about printers.
They do not have printers”.

Participants referred also to multiple-choice exam issues. First, lack of previous
experience. Participant 7 said: “When they face suddenly, uh, type of scenario and
multiple-choice questions, they do not get used to that.” Second, the sequential way.
Participant (12) said: “the students are not allowed to go back.” Third, it is difficult for the
instructors to create bank questions. Participant 9 said: “And as an instructor also, it is
tough in a very short time to have a huge bank of questions, multiple choice assignments,
multiple choice exams as well, and repeated every semester. So, it was a challenge in a very
short time.” Fourth, there are differences in the difficulty level due to having multiple
versions. Participant 3 said:
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If you have a bank, maybe students may feel it is unfair because sometimes you have
multiple versions of the same question. So, they feel maybe that, okay, the difficult
version and my friend got an easier one. (Participant 3)

The key themes gathered from participants regarding the shifting pedagogical landscape,
particularly focusing on exam administration and student behaviours, including the
tendency towards increasing exam difficulty as a response to cheating concerns, the
sequential nature of online exams impacting student experience, and disparities in access
to technology and facilities. Additionally, challenges related to written and multiple-choice
exams are explored, including fairness, exam creation, and difficulty variation. The
tindings are compatible with other studies, such as that done by Farsi (2013) and Amzalag
et al. (2022), which also shed light on the multifaceted challenges instructors face in
maintaining academic integrity online, highlighting the need for comprehensive strategies
to address these issues effectively.

Social media applications

Social media applications have been considered ineffective tools for several reasons. First,
weak Internet connectivity. “Social media applications, they say, are not good because they
are linked to their connectivity.” Another reason is that social media applications are used
for entertainment, not work. Participant (2) said: “Using it for social activities, something
but to communicate, to do assignments, to do work”. The participants also mentioned the
difficulty of access. Participant (8) clarified: “Maybe they are unfamiliar with using these
social media, and it is not easy. When you send them documented by WhatsApp, you will
read it on a small screen like this.”

Several studies in the literature corroborate the challenges associated with using social
media applications as educational tools. Weak Internet connectivity has been consistently
identified as a barrier to their effectiveness. For instance, research by Olanrewaju et al.
(2021) found that students in remote areas often struggle with unreliable Internet access,
hindering their ability to engage effectively with social media platforms for educational
purposes. Additionally, the notion that social media applications are primarily used for
entertainment rather than academic work is supported by studies such as that of
Dzogbenuku et al. (2022), which highlighted students’ tendency to view social media as a
leisure activity rather than a tool for learning,.

Group projects

A significant point mentioned in terms of group projects is that only some students in the
group work equally, and thus their contributions vary. Participant (6) said: “It is the
general experience of group projects that are not necessarily related to online. Sometimes,
students feel it when working in a group; some do not, and maybe the good student is
working. So, from their perspective, this is not a good way, whether you are doing it in a
normal or online case.” Participant (14) emphasised this point and said: “Yes. Even in, in,
in, uh, normal cases, we have groups of students working. One or two will work, and the
others will get the grade. So, in face-to-face or online, we have the same scenario.”
Research corroborates the variability in group project contributions, affecting grades.
Smart and Cappel (2006) found that disparities exist in both traditional and online
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settings, with only a subset of students actively participating, impacting overall project
outcomes and fairness perceptions.

Brainstorming

The participants highlighted several reasons behind the ineffectiveness of brainstorming.
First, being unfamiliar with the technique may lead students to consider it as an ineffective
tool. Participant (13) said: “It is a lack of experience for the students. They are not familiar
with this technique to use.” Similarly, Participant (1) added: “It is very effective. If you
know how to use it, it will feel familiar, but the students did not seem to.” The second
reason mentioned by the participants is that the brainstorming environment is missing,
Participant (3) said:

So perhaps the students [...] were expecting a different environment for brainstorming.
Brainstorming normally is like all people are sitting together, together in place. They are
discussing issues together. There is body language. Many things are happening with the
brainstorming. Now, when you do it online, for them, it is perhaps not effective because
they are missing the environment itself.

Similarly, Participant (14) said: “The students are the ones who experience this, and they
see it not effective because there is no physical contact. Moreover, normally,
brainstorming needs physical contact.” Another reason brainstorming is ineffective is the
lack of equipment. Participant (5) said: “Our target members are not equipped with the
right tools.” Also, brainstorming may be ineffective because of the expectations. As
Participant (16) said:

It could also be related to the expectation. Maybe the instructor at the beginning, when
they decided to use brainstorming, had certain expectations, but because of the online
environment, they did not get a response. They were expecting that. Then, later on, they
said, this is not effective.

Additionally, brainstorming is ineffective because the students do not know each other
beforehand. Participant (2) said:

Cause one of the issues that we are facing is if you have first-year students and they are
all online and you ask them to do some brainstorming or subgroups, they do not know
each other. However, when you go to the senior students’ fifth year, they know each
other and could interact with the virtual environment.

Paulus and Kenworthy (2019) examined effective brainstorming and delved into various
techniques, emphasising the importance of divergent thinking, group dynamics, and
structured approaches for generating innovative ideas. They offered insights into
optimising creativity within collaborative settings.

Group assignments

The nature of online learning, which does not require a physical presence, may limit social
interactions. Participant (13) said, “Because they cannot meet, you know, during the
online. So, group assignments are not effective that much.” Similarly, Participant (4)
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added, “The common thing between several tools like social media, group assignments
and group projects, brainstorming all needs like live interaction.” The lack of physical
presence in online learning may restrict social interactions, impacting the effectiveness of
group assignments and collaborative activities. However, the study by Sjelie et al. (2022)
examined student teams’ transition from face-to-face to online learning, focusing on social
interaction and agency in self-organising teams. Through qualitative analysis, it explored
how students adapted their collaborative processes in online environments, shedding light
on the dynamics of self-organisation and interaction during this transition. Educational
practices can be informed to better support students in effectively collaborating and
learning online.

Recorded and live lectures

All participants agreed that students preferred recording live lectures for later viewing.
Participant (11) said, “They like two things. When you give the online lecture, they ask us
to record it.” Participant (3) agreed with this idea and added, “That is why they later sent
an email saying that you need to provide both.” Participant (14) said, “Record without
online. They do not like it.”” Participant (9) clarified the previous quote and said,

That is logical. Yeah. You know, you send them something that they can find on
YouTube, and they have no interaction, but if you teach them online, students are
present, and you are present, and there is little interaction, then you also give them the
recording. That is very beneficial.

Some participants referred to the effects of limited interactions during online classes,
which made them look like recorded lectures. Participant (13) said: “Most of the time,
maybe the instructor will just deliver it the same way as if they were recording it with little
interaction from the non-recorded one.” However, some researchers have argued that
online teaching simplifies interactive learning by leveraging game-based strategies to
enhance engagement and knowledge retention (Elsherbiny & Al Maamari, 2021).

Improving the overall experience of online teaching

Participants suggested several techniques to improve online teaching. They considered
providing the required infrastructure with the critical starting points to ensure effective
online teaching. Additionally, they suggested using interactive learning to ensure student
engagement. The participants also suggested reducing their teaching load to allow them to
invest more in online teaching and applying practical methods.

Providing required infrastructure

All the focus group participants indicated that building virtual labs is essential to improve
online teaching. Participant (1) said: “We need virtual labs.” Participant (7) added: “The
university should build virtual labs in the students’ accommodations.” Participant (14)
emphasised the importance of keeping the virtual labs available for the students and said:
“They [University administrators| have to build... some computer labs, and they should
be open for 24 hours so the students can come there. Or at least during the university
time.” Participant (5) suggested a more logical solution: “Build labs for them in different
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places or convert some of the rooms into small or big labs.” In fact, there are some
differences that can be highlighted to understand the differences in the extent to which
alternative learning environments can be provided across different academic disciplines.
For example, when comparing conditions of high reliance on specialised on-campus
facilities (such as engineering laboratories—which are difficult to replace for off-campus
learning) and conditions of low reliance on specialised on-campus facilities (such as many
social science fields—which are relatively easy to replace for off-campus learning). Lahiya
and Mokodenseho’s (2023) study investigated the correlation between technological
infrastructure and the quality of online education programs. Through interdisciplinary
analysis, they explored how varying levels of technological support impact the
effectiveness and overall quality of online educational initiatives.

Using interactive lectures and applications

Participant (6) said: “When we design the course, the lectures are not just in a Google
Meet. There are interactive lectures.” The participants refer to the possibility of benefiting
from technical firms. Participant (2) said: “Some firms can assist the faculty members in
doing that. I mean delivering their content in an interactive method.” Similarly, Participant
(1) added: “Those videos need to be well designed. So, we need an investment; we need
those who can professionally record the lectures. We need the studios and those who can
provide interactive ways of giving lectures. So, we need investment.” Participant (4)
elaborated more on this issue and said: “You have graphic designers, you have editors. 1
mean, you, yes, as an instructor, will have a general idea of what topics to discuss, but you
have a team that assists you. If I need some graphic animation, you have someone in the
team tell him.” Participants also added that you can give students marks to encourage
interaction in your classes. As Participant (15) said, “The student, in general, will not
interact unless you somehow force them.” Several researchers, such as Elsherbiny and Al
Maamari (2021) and Kuosa et al. (20106), have explored the role of interactive visualisation
tools in enhancing learning and teaching within online environments. After examining
various online education tools and their impact on student engagement, comprehension,
and overall learning outcomes, they concluded they have significant potential for
improving effectiveness.

Reducing teaching load

Participants highlighted the importance of managing the teaching load to provide the
academic staff with more opportunities to master online teaching. Participant (11) said:
“The second thing is about the teaching load; many people think online teaching takes less
time. They go online because it takes less time and fewer resources. However, it is not; it
is, it is like three times more than normal.” Similarly, Participant (3) added: “Expectation
of people when you tell them online might be straightforward just to post few things on
the model.” Tynan et al. (2015) explored workload models in online and blended teaching
and examined factors influencing workload, including course design, assessment methods,
and student engagement. They emphasised the need for effective workload management
strategies to enhance teaching quality and support faculty in online and blended learning
environments.
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Benefitting from other universities

Participant (12) suggested: “Another thing I was thinking about is partnering with regional
and international universities that offer similar online courses. They might be more
advanced in terms of delivering courses.” Similarly, Participant (5) added: “I think having
partnerships with some universities would be a vital way to see how they are doing and
perhaps learn more about e-learning.” Ultilising the experiences of other universities is
essential for improving online learning. Educators can innovate and work more efficiently
by sharing insights and best practices among institutions, applying proven strategies and
avoiding common pitfalls. In this way, collaboration promotes continuous improvement
and enhances the quality of online education offerings.

Research implications

This research has the potential to significantly impact education by influencing policies,
practices, and professional development, ultimately leading to improved online education
and a better learning experience for students. The findings can provide insights into the
needs and concerns of faculty members regarding online learning. Educational institutions
and policymakers can use this information to make informed decisions about
implementing and supporting online teaching, potentially leading to more effective
policies and practices. For example, universities must increase awareness of the
importance of online teaching for both instructors and students and develop skills in
utilising distance education. The research can facilitate collaboration among educators by
identifying common concerns and effective strategies. This collaboration can lead faculty
members to share best practices, resources, and expertise.

Additionally, understanding faculty perceptions can drive the development of targeted
training and professional development programs. These can help educators become more
proficient in online teaching methods, thus improving the overall quality of online
education. Insights from our study can contribute to the design and improvement of
online courses. Understanding what faculty members believe to be practical or challenging
in online teaching can create more engaging and efficient online learning experiences for
students. Over time, research findings can influence institutional culture, promoting a
more supportive environment for online teaching and potentially leading to integrating
online methods into the broader educational landscape.

Research limitations and future research

Due to the relatively small sample size, our findings may not be generalisable to broader
populations. Therefore, we suggest that future researchers employ a more significant
sample, combining quantitative and qualitative research methods to investigate additional
elements that enhance students’ learning. One drawback here is that we relied on focus
groups, which has several limitations. However, as mentioned eatlier in the data collection
section, we attempted to minimise these disadvantages as much as possible. Furthermore,
this limitation can be reduced by incorporating other quantitative and qualitative research
methods to examine additional factors contributing to effective online learning. Future
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research could focus on exploring the effects of other factors that influence instructors’
perceptions and using data mining tools to assist researchers with different interests and
expertise in their work.

Conclusions

This qualitative study explored the critical shift teaching staff experienced when
transitioning from traditional in-person instruction to online teaching. The findings shed
light on the multifaceted journey undertaken by educators during this transition, offering
valuable insights into the challenges, opportunities, and overall perceptions of this
transformative process. Based on the feedback provided by the lecturers, it can be
concluded that the sudden transition from traditional teaching to online teaching required
serious consideration to improve its effectiveness for teaching and learning. Decreases in
effectiveness can be attributed to various factors, including the lack of infrastructure
required for online teaching and the insufficiency of proper guidance and support for
lecturers and students to understand the importance, potential, and proper utilisation of
online teaching. However, most instructors supported improving online learning and are
willing to use it. One of the key takeaways is the significant role that adaptability and
resilience played in the teaching staff’s successful transition to online teaching.
Participants exhibited a remarkable capacity to adjust to the new digital landscape,
demonstrating their commitment to delivering quality education in the face of adversity.

Our research also highlighted the importance of effective professional development and
support systems for faculty during such transitions. Institutions that invested in training,
resources, and supportive infrastructure for their teaching staff were better equipped to
facilitate a smoother transition and promote a positive outlook among educators. As the
educational landscape continues to evolve, understanding the experiences and perceptions
of teaching staff is crucial for fostering effective pedagogical practices and ensuring the
success of online education in the future.
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Appendix 1: Focus group questions

Introductory questions

1. What online teaching tools have you used in your course?
2. Have you started with a certain tool and then changed it? Why?
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Transition questions

1. Based on your experience and the tools you have used in your course, what are the
most useful online teaching strategies? Tell me why.
Usefulness means availability to you and to students, familiarity with the tool, suitability for
delivering the course content, ete.

2. In your opinion, how effective and efficient was the tool?

3. How was the students’ interaction with each tool used in your course?

Key questions

Focusing on theoretical and practical courses, and to be consistent, a theoretical course
is an academic course in a recognised program with 7o laboratory, field, and/ or virtual reality
component in its content. A practical course is an academic course in a recognised program
that includes laboratory, field, and/ or virtual reality components in its content.

1. In your opinion, what are the most effective tools to teach the following courses:
A. Pure theoretical (0% practical)?
B. More theoretical, less practical (theoretical more than 50%)?
C. Balanced (50% theoretical, 50% practical)?
D. More practical, less theoretical (practical more than 50%)?
E. Pure practical (0% theoretical)?

2. What are your recommendations for improving the effectiveness of the online
teaching and learning experience in SQU?

Ending question

1. Focusing on the purpose of the study, have we missed anything? Do you have any
further remarks?

Appendix 2: Demographic data of research participants

College Participant no. Gender
College of P.1 Male
Engineering P.2 Male

P.3 Male
P. 4 Male
P.5 Male
P.6 Male
P.7 Male
College of Arts P.8 Female
and Social P.9 Female
Sciences P. 10 Female
P. 11 Male
P.12 Male
P. 13 Male
P. 14 Male
P. 15 Male
P. 16 Male
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