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Abstract

This research explores the experiences of blended learning and its implication for higher
education planning at King Khalid University (KKU) within the context of the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia (KSA). The study is based on the perspectives of key stakeholders in
KSA comprising academic leaders, lecturers and students. KKU was chosen to conduct
the case study, and is where the research investigated the views and perceptions of its
students, lecturers and academic leaders in order to ascertain their experiences and
perceptions of blended learning, and examine its impact. The study is motivated by the
need to get insight into the status and implications of blended learning in KSA since it is
at an early phase of implementation. The study seeks to provide a contextual assessment
of blended learning by exploring the benefits and challenges present in the higher
education ecosystem. A mixed method approach has been adopted in which quantitative
and qualitative methods have been applied. Data collection includes a survey
questionnaire involving 76 students, interviews with six of them, and five further
interviews with lecturers and academic leaders. The findings of the study reveal the
perceived level of proficiency with blended learning devices affects students’ perceptions
of blended learning; that it particularly enhances interactions and communication between
lecturers and students since learning was not limited to the physical classroom settings
only. Although it saved time for the students and their lecturers at KKU, blended learning
was constrained by a weak infrastructure, such as a weak internet connection and lack of
devices that limits its applicability. These challenges affected the interaction of the
students learning through blended learning, and may be an impediment to its effectiveness
in higher education learning. It is imperative that the aforementioned challenges that
students and lecturers encounter in blended learning be resolved to motivate students who
may be resigned to face-to-face classroom learning due to these challenges. A positive
perception of blended learning is informed by its perceived usefulness to lecturers and
students notwithstanding the challenges that make students prefer traditional modes of
learning. However, given the benefits that the KKU learning community perceives in
blended learning, it is imperative that the administrators move swiftly to improve the
underlying infrastructure for blended learning to make it more appealing to students. This
may motivate more students to embrace blended learning, as it provides benefits of both
classroom and distance learning. There is also a need for improving awareness and
training of lecturers and students in order to prepare them more adequately for effectively
utilising the technology to maintain a blended learning environment.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Background to the Study

As information and communications technologies (ICT) continue to permeate everyday
life, it may be observed that there is widespread application of ICT and re-evaluation as
well as redesign of traditional practices in different sectors including education. In this
way, countries are seeking opportunities to become more competitive in contemporary
society. A learning environment provides a platform that includes communication media
where students interact with their fellow students. The availability of information
technology has allowed higher education (HE) institutions to seek ways to adapt and
apply online and distributed systems in learning. These learning systems are aimed at
complementing the increasing number of online courses and ICT is a component of the
pedagogical methodology, where it is deployed in the delivery of text and audio-visual
course materials (Makrakis, 2014). The need for flexibility and interactivity in the
learning environment provides the justification for incorporating dynamic ICT systems to

create a powerful and dynamic platform for sharing information.

Educational institutions are increasingly deploying blended learning strategies to deliver
course content to diverse and dispersed cohorts of students. Blended learning (BL) has
been described as the integration of the conventional face-to-face (F2F) classroom
learning with online learning (Alammary et al., 2014). BL encompasses the application
of different strategies to aid learning, including that which is instructor-led and self-paced,
as well as asynchronous and synchronous. Graham (2006) has described blended learning
as the combination of instruction from two distinct and separate models of teaching and
learning, namely, the traditional F2F learning paradigm and distributed learning systems.
The justification for these strategies emanates from the need to provide flexible access to

content and instruction without any spatial and temporal limitations.

Information technology has led to innovation in the education sector, as F2F learning is
routinely combined with computer-mediated instruction in blended learning with the aim
of improving the effectiveness of learning overall. Some advantages of blended learning
that have been mentioned in different literature sources include being able to learn from
the comfort of one’s own home (Morgan, 2002; Young, 2002; Wu et al., 2010), promotion
of independent working abilities as a consequence of this arrangement (Stacey & Gerbic,
2008), and the provision of a rich educational experience that integrates the strengths of

the F2F model with the merits of a computer-mediated learning paradigm (Garrison &
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Kanuka, 2004). One of the benefits of the F2F model is a high degree of human
spontaneous interaction during in-class communication, while the computer-mediated
learning paradigm offers flexibility that enables participation without spatial and/or
temporal constraints. Different blended learning environments have a variety of mixed
modalities of learning, with varying degrees of balance between the F2F and online
learning activities. A successful blended learning environment is mediated by the
pedagogical goal of the target subject, the nature of the targeted knowledge, as well as the
proportion of F2F to online interactions (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004). As Shantakumari &
Sajith (2015) stated, blended learning, particularly its e-learning component, focuses on

student participation and interaction to improve learning outcomes for students.

In the context of higher learning, blended learning provides several benefits that surpass
the use of a single delivery medium and is regarded as an evolutionary transformation
that improves interactions with students in large classes and offers a flexible learning
environment. It supports different learning styles with the most valuable aspect being
interactive communicational technologies, such as those which are asynchronous in

nature. A blended learning environment also supports the community-building process.

Although blended learning has been demonstrated to maximise the benefits of
conventional teaching and online learning, there are challenges and risks that may impact
the effectiveness of teaching and learning (Benson et al., 2011). Some of these challenges
are inadequate support and constrained resources and time in course development. There
are also risks linked to the availability of technology and the need to acquire up-to-date
teaching and technology skills, leading to challenges in the development of new and
improved learning modules (Rizvi et al., 2017). Other challenges include personal factors,
such as familial and career pressures, as well as course design barriers, time management
and workload. In order to identify and overcome such challenges, there is a need to
explore the experiences of students, lecturers and academic leaders regarding the impact

of blended learning taking into consideration the advantages and impeding challenges.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), a country in which almost half of the population is
under 20 years of age (Albalawi, 2007), adopted ICT later than most developed
economies and it continues to confront challenges of providing sufficient infrastructure
for its widespread population which is deeply traditionalist. Higher education in Saudi
Arabia is expanding rapidly, but the kingdom faces several challenges, including
inadequate resources, gender segregation, accommodating increasing student numbers,

and a shortage of faculty members. In the context of the KSA, new universities are being
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established across the country’s regions to enhance access to free higher education.
Blended learning appears to offer a rational choice for the delivery of higher education to
smaller communities distributed in the vast country, which are often isolated from
universities and urban centres. Blended learning has been suggested as being suitable to
meet the challenges of increasing student numbers and the shortage of lecturers in Saudi
universities (Alebaikan, 2012). For these reasons, BL has attracted government attention.
One of the reasons for the interest in BL in the Saudi higher education sector in particular
is the challenge of a shortage of female instructors in higher education. Under BL, male
instructors can be used instead to apply blended learning methods for teaching female
students. In such a context, communication and interaction with the students may be rare,
creating challenges in providing good-quality higher education. However, the use of ICT
in teaching and learning may help Saudi universities to attain international standards for
graduates, as well as to increase their functional capacity. As noted in Garrison & Vaughan
(2013), blended learning can help in overcoming some challenges facing the higher
education sub-sector in Saudi Arabia. The online delivery of course material could enable
staff to compare their course materials with those of world-class universities. Although
BL is said to provide flexibility to institutions in meeting students’ needs in a cost-
effective manner, there is a lack of knowledge of the experiences of stakeholders of the
effect of blended learning in the context of Saudi Arabia, specifically at KKU. This study
seeks to explore the experiences of students, lecturers and academic leaders on the impact

of blended learning and how these experiences impact educational planning.

There are studies that have examined online learning in Saudi higher education which
have identified three key challenges for blended learning (Alebaikan & Troudi, 2010;
Sheerah & Goodwyn, 2016). One of the prominent challenges is that students are used to
the traditional university culture focused on didactic lecture-based learning. This is
opposed to the blended learning environment where students are supposed to have a
higher level of responsiveness and self-discipline. In addition, there is lack of an optimum
design of blended approaches since blended learning involves a variety of delivery media
and technologies. This challenge is exacerbated by a lack of sufficient knowledge on the
part of the academic leaders and faculty members on the best approaches of integrating
online components effectively in the universities’ curricula. This study may bridge the
gap through investigating the experiences of the academic leaders, faculty members and

students regarding the impact of blended learning in Saudi universities. A lack of adequate
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integration may cause students difficulties in dealing with complex concepts without

supplementing them with sufficient F2F teaching (Alebaikan & Troudi, 2010).

The purpose of this study is therefore to elicit the experiences of key stakeholders
comprising students, lecturers and academic leaders, on the impact of blended learning.
The goal of the study is to investigate blended learning, and from the experiences of the
stakeholders, to then explore ways of eliminating or minimising the barriers to blended
learning and maximising its benefits. This study explores the perspectives and
experiences of students, faculty members, and academic leaders at King Khalid
University in Saudi Arabia regarding the impact of blended learning as a supplement to
the conventional F2F delivery of learning. Understanding the experiences of learners,
faculty members and academic leaders on the impact of blended learning can help to
eliminate or reduce the challenges faced by blended learning as a promising strategy for
delivering teaching and learning in the Saudi higher education sector. If KKU can improve
its blended learning approaches, this may lead to better utilisation of facilities, such as
reducing lecture schedules and improving student retention and learning outcomes. By
learning from the experiences of learners, faculty members and academic leaders, this
study may point the way to developing better blended learning designs for teaching and

learning that are better suited to the Saudi Arabian context.

1.2 Context of Higher Education in the KSA

This review focuses on specific areas within the Middle East, and its case studies serve
to enlighten the discussion on how blended learning has been implemented across the
country. A simple profile, shown below, could help to give context to the country under
discussion. This section also highlights the need for conducting this study to further

research on blended learning in KSA.

Since the tendency for the development of higher education in the 1970s when the
Educational Policy Charter for Higher Education and Public Education came into force,
there is plenty more potential for educational institutions to trial more flexible approaches
in both the classroom and online platforms. Since 1970, technology has advanced rapidly,
and as the policy came into action, this is reflected in the growing thoughts at the time
that education is necessary for society and should reflect the culture. At a time when
educational advances could be endlessly exciting for the institutions of the country as a
whole, research on the 1970 education policy, which is still in existence today, suggests

that not all the statements had been utilised. Whether opportunities were refused because
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of economical, technical or cultural reasons, the charter failed to reflect the culture in the

educational systems. The timeline occurred as follows:

e Goal 41 of the Educational Policy Charter for Higher Education and Public
Education encourages the development of scientific thinking. However, the

majority of education is still conducted based on teacher-led rote learning (Al-

Mengash, 2006).

e In 1975, the Ministry of Higher Education in Saudi Arabia was founded to regulate
Higher Education.

e In 2004, the number of universities in Saudi Arabia grew from eight (Ministry of
Higher Education, 2008). Currently, there are 38 higher education institutions in
the kingdom chartered, licensed or otherwise accredited by the Saudi Ministry of
Education that offer up to four year undergraduate and post-graduate courses

(UniRank, 2019).

Despite maintaining the tradition to segregate men and women in schooling, Saudi Arabia
certainly cannot be described as non-westernised or underdeveloped in terms of its
educational reach of subjects. English is used as the language of education in the fields of
technology and science, with all other subjects taught in Arabic, and diplomas, Bachelor
and Master degrees, as well as PhDs, are all available at Saudi universities across the
country. In fact, in 2005 King Abdullah allocated a far larger budget to education and
research than normal, and in 2009, made it one of the wealthiest universities in the world
by bequeathing $10 billion to King Abdullah University of Science and Technology
(Lindsey, 2011). By 2010, the budget for education and teacher training was a massive
$36.7 billion out of a $141 total budget.

Despite this record-breaking phenomenon in terms of allocated funding for these years, a
lack of funding is still a challenge for Saudi Arabian universities, including KKU. Its
stalling may well be due to reasons of economical failure, where “difficulties [arise] in
meeting rising demand to admit more students, difficulties in meeting outcome quality in
relation to workforce needs, and difficulties in securing more resources” (Alkhazim,
2003: 483) inevitably make developing a new widespread teaching approach all the more

difficult itself. Although an old finding, it might still have relevance.

Blended learning may well have always been part of the plan for the world-class
educational future of Saudi Arabia. As the country began to look forward to possible

educational development in 2005, it launched a higher education plan for the next 25
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years known as the ‘Future Plan for University Education in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia’ (AAFAQ) and ‘Future of University Education’ to occur between the years 2006-
2030. The main objective of the AAFAQ project was to “promote the efficiency and
effectiveness of higher education systems in Saudi Arabia”, though it is stated, “the
preparation of an ambitious, futuristic, practical, and long-term plan that identifies vision,
value, standards for performance measurement, and resource requirements”. Whether or
not these resources stretch to technological advances in the context of this educational
plan, it is unclear, but the plan does go on to detail additional aims. It promises to
“encourage universities to allocate more resources for research and development”, with a
gear towards producing a detailed implementation plan for higher education. While this
all sounds positive in terms of advancement in learning, it does not comment on the

country’s approach to a new, technologically-supported approach to teaching.

However, despite a promising possibility that the country could adopt a mixed-methods
approach, in 2009 it seemed that Saudi Arabia did not gear its education policy towards
any technological subjects, such as engineering or sciences, two areas that one would
think technology would be most fruitful in teaching. “Graduates of engineering, medicine
and sciences met only 12.5% of the Kingdom needs in the last five-year plan” (Gangal,
2009: para 9), which could help to persuade the country to strengthen the relationship
between technology in places of learning and science students. This could then increase
satisfaction into which to present a newer learning approach. This is not to mention the
advances that could be made in the education sector if women, who are educated and
employed separately from men, are opened up to the world of computerised training and
a blended approach is offered to them for doing their jobs. The overwhelming percentage
of 83.4% who are the female workforce employed in the government’s education sector
(Alsaleh, 2008) could go on to learn more dynamic skills from a more dynamic learning
approach, and even help to advance from the minimal 12.5% of graduates who met the

needs of the Kingdom between 2004 and 2009.

Moreover, the blended learning approach could aid in the generation of a ‘knowledge-
based economy’. The dynamic nature of the computerised and creative method of
teaching could contribute to generating more knowledge, both traditional to technical. In
2010, the Ministry of Higher Education Portal in Saudi Arabia said “the premises of
higher education development adopted by the Ministry are based on specified
fundamentals, most important of [which] is supporting Saudi society to be transformed

into a knowledge society. One of the most important means to achieve this transformation
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is to develop and employ a view of a knowledge economy where knowledge is produced,
disseminated and ultimately consumed at various community products and service
works” (Ministry of Higher Education Portal, 2010: para 7). Towards achieving this end,
universities have been collaborating to forge partnerships within the production and
service sectors, both governmental and private, and local and international, in a way that
is geared towards national development and the needs of the national labour market. This
charter emphasises how greatly the Saudi Arabian Ministry of Higher Education values
the production of and correct utilisation of knowledge, as well as appreciating the
influence that organisations have over the community. Most importantly, the department
acknowledges that an educational body is at the forefront of the cultural changes taking
place, and can therefore play a valuable role in influencing the acceptance of a new

educational approach in the wider society to help “generate knowledge”.

1.2.1 Incorporation of technology in the education system of Saudi
Arabia

Around one quarter of the Saudi population is known to be active in using social media
(Zarovsky, 2013). It is suggested that 40% of tweets emanating from the Middle East
come from Saudi Arabia (The State of Social Media in Saudi Arabia, vol. 3., 2015). It is
submitted therefore, that Saudis are more connected to the outside world than ever before.
Furthermore, 92.5% of Saudi youth (between 19-25 years old) use the internet (Simsim
2011). While the potential of educational technology to enhance learning opportunities,
support learning practices, increase student engagement, and improve their thinking skills
and achievements have been widely proven (Jonassen et al., 2008; Liu, 2012; Prensky,
2010; Liu, 2012; Unnisa, 2014), the effective use of technology in Saudi education has
not been examined sufficiently, regardless of the widespread uses of technology in all

activities of daily life of in Saudi society.

With constant announcements from Saudi government leaders for the country to take
critical steps towards a more diversified and knowledge-based economy, bringing about
improvements in the education system has become a necessity (Murphy, 2011). Numerous
reform initiatives have been undertaken with minor progress (Al-Abdulkareem, 2009).
According to the ‘Global Competitiveness Report 2014— 2015°, KSA is ranked at 57
place globally in terms of the quality of education (Schwab, 2014). Based on this report,
“Saudi Arabia faces important challenges going forward. Indeed, health and education do
not meet the same standards as in other countries at similar income levels (50th)”

(Schwab, 2014: 36). This indication is disappointing for both the country’s leaders and
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the public. Technological advancement has completely influenced education elsewhere in

the world (Jonassen, 2000; Wright et al., 2002; Prensky, 2010; Liu, 2012; Unnisa, 2014).

Dede (2014a), in the report of The Role of Digital Technologies in Deeper Learning,
suggested that for achieving deeper learning, numerous essentials should be provided
containing, but not limited to, richer content, powerful pedagogy (e.g., project-based and
problem-based learning), valid assessment, and the effective use of technology (Dede,
2014a). He highlighted the importance of technology, stressed that “digital technology
will be indispensable to the effort to scale up deeper learning in the nation’s high schools”
(Dede, 2014b: 1). More importantly, technology should be used to assist 21st century
learning for today’s students in order to prepare them for the new knowledge-based

workforce and to become more responsible citizens.

In order to achieve these objectives, the technology used must be at a level higher than
what is adopted as a means for mere productivity and administrative purposes to reach
the constructivist learning and teaching level. For example, it should enable students to
construct deep and connected knowledge and create meaningful learning in real
situations. Incorporating technology in classrooms profoundly by engaging students in
active constructive, intentional, authentic and cooperative learning helps students to
derive more meanings (Jonassen et al., 2008). The use of technology and having teachers
who possess technical skills may not guarantee deep knowledge construction with
meaningful technology integration (Jonassen et al., 2008; Prensky, 2010). Effective
technology incorporation is a ‘pedagogical process’ that requires professional teachers
who understand its influence on students’ outcomes and possess knowledge and skills for
applying technology effectively. Conversely, “inappropriate training styles that lack
pedagogical aspects are likely to be unsuccessful, so that high levels of ICT use by
teachers are not achieved” (Al Mulhim, 2014: 488).

Effective technology incorporation in any learning environment requires numerous
components that impact the level and value of the application of technology (Zhao et al.,
2002). The significant aspects of technology are diverse and intertwined. Successful
technology incorporation elements are divided into two main categories. The first
category relates to external factors that include outsider impacts that faculty members
have no control over what permits them to positively incorporate technology, for example,
admission to technology and leadership and technical support during pre-service training
(Goktas et al., 2009; Salentiny, 2012; Tondeur et al., 2012). The second category is of
internal factors, which represents those that are related to faculty policy and strategy about
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teaching and learning practices, such as attitudes toward technology and pedagogical
practices (Ertmer, 2005; Ertmer et al., 2006). The present study focuses on influential
external and internal factors including the perception and attitude toward technology,
pedagogical philosophies, technical skills, professional improvement, technology

availability, technical support and faculty workload.

The Ministry of Higher Education articulated a strategic plan to help to advance higher
education learning to meet the challenges that Saudi higher education is experiencing
(Ministry of Higher Education, 2009, 2010). This proposal, which is named as the AFAQ
(Horizon) project was proposed in 2007. The main objective was to address the challenges
that face the development of Saudi Higher Education and to propose a future plan for the

next 25 years:

The main objective of the AAFAQ project is to promote the efficiency and

effectiveness of the Higher Education system in Saudi Arabia, through the

preparation of an ambitious, futuristic, practical, and long-term plan that

identifies vision, value, standards for performance measurement, and

resource requirements. It additionally aims to improve adequate utilization

of human and financial resources; and encouraging universities to allocate

more resources for R&D [Research & Development] and community

service. The project is geared to produce a detailed implementation plan for

Higher Education for the first 5 years and proposes a mechanism for

institutions of Higher Education for continued strategic planning and

implementation of strategic and operational plans.
It can be clearly noted that among the main objectives were to attain quality in education,
advance the learning environment in colleges, and prepare the community for the digital
era, AFAQ thus recognised that the e-learning format is an essential element of the
education system (Ministry of Higher Education, 2010). The National Centre for e-
Learning and Distance Learning (NCeL) was established by the Ministry of Higher
Education to provide the required strategies, policies, and support to Saudi university
colleges in applying e-learning following a standardised approach in both virtual and
blended learning environments (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009; Alebaikan &
Troudi, 2010). Very little research reviewed in the literature approached the position of
technology integration in the Saudi colleges of education (Almaraee, 2003; Alshahri,
2015; Omar, 2016). The Ministry of Higher Education established the Future Plan of
Higher Education in Saudi Arabia (AFAQ) as a response to regulate the increasing uses

of computers, the internet, and other related technologies in KSA, and thereby, to help

higher education institutions to achieve their goals to improve students’ achievement by
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adapting new instructional strategies supported by optimal utilisation of ICT (Ministry of

Higher Education, 2009, 2010).

1.3 Blended Learning in Saudi Universities

1.3.1 Expansion of Saudi Higher Education

Reports indicate that blended learning is gaining popularity in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia, and Al Alhareth and McBride (2014) believe that the trend will continue despite
the numerous challenges that threaten its success. Despite being one of the richest nations
in the world, Saudi Arabia exhibits unique characteristics that influence the development
of its education system, and more so, its higher education system. These unique features
include a conservative population that strictly practises gender separation, including in
the education sector (Alhareth, 2014). These factors affect the manner in which higher
education is structured and the approaches of attaining world-class status in the education

sector.

1.3.2 Challenges facing Saudi Higher Education

Blended learning is one of the approaches that is applied in Saudi universities to meet an
ideal lecturer-student ratio. As noted by Giizer and Caner (2014), the nature of the applied
strategy that needs to be implemented considers the provision of higher education in a
society that differs in both scope and approach, as well as in terms of several other factors,
such as culture and religion. According to Al Alhareth and McBride (2014), the demand
for higher education among local KSA citizens has increased significantly over time as
the gender gap continues to diminish by providing more equal access to education for
females. According to this literature, reports released for the 2008/2009 educational year
reveal that the demand increased by at least 400%. This situation has put increasing
pressure on higher education institutions to implement blended learning in order to meet

the demand for higher education in the Kingdom.

The pressure resulting from massive enrolment for higher education has presented a
significant challenge in the system concerning the modes and space for learning. The
Ministry of Higher Education responded by increasing the number of tertiary institutions
such as universities and colleges. However, difficulties still persist since the response did
not solve the issue of inadequate resources that bedevils the sector and which affects the
effective delivery of exceptional tutoring. Female students outnumber males, and the
number of female instructors is not commensurate with that of female students. For this

reason, the Saudi Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) has opted to implement the
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blended learning approach to meet the need for instructors in Saudi universities. In its
opinion, the application of ICT in higher education could help improve the quality of
education delivered to the students while easing the workload for lecturers who have
difficulty satisfying the demands of the ever-increasing student population in the

institutions, a problem compounded by the culture of gender segregation in the Kingdom.

Blended learning was introduced by the Saudi Ministry of Higher Education in 2006
under the National Centre for E-learning and Distance Learning with the aim of creating
a unique educational environment that could contribute in providing a wide-ranging
system that would meet the needs of higher education in KSA. There is a growing trend
of Saudi Arabian universities moving towards blended learning approaches, a move that
is encouraged by the Ministry of Higher Education which seeks to reduce student and
faculty class attendance hours by blending traditional learning and online learning (Holley
& Oliver, 2010). Blended learning approaches are common in universities globally since
they provide efficient solutions to the challenges they encounter (Graham, 2006). Blended
learning is expected to be adopted by most Saudi universities due to lack of support for
online learning as a sole approach, which has been demonstrated not to provide students
with an adequate learning experience, for instance, in terms of social contact that can

enhance focus and course engagement (Holley & Oliver, 2010).

1.3.3 Failure of distance learning as a solution

Distance learning, as opposed to blended learning, which is a development of distance
learning, has been shown to be ineffective in the Saudi context since it disaffects learners.
The absence of direct lecturer-student contact may be a major limitation of internet-based
distance learning. Therefore, the implementation of blended learning in KSA offers to
bridge this gap by overcoming the disadvantages of distance learning. This is because
learning and teaching take place both inside the classroom environment where F2F
contact between faculty members and students is emphasised, as well as over the internet
and within virtual learning environments (Alkhalaf et al., 2012). However, it is important
to emphasise that blended learning is still a novel concept in Saudi Arabia generally
including KKU, and since it is in its early stages of widespread implementation,
identifying the needs and perceptions of learners, lecturers and academic leaders is vital
to ensure its success in delivering teaching and learning in Saudi universities. There is
therefore, a need to identify the challenges and strengths of blended learning in Saudi

Arabia through this study at KKU, since it is an emerging trend in Saudi universities.
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There are studies that have examined online learning in the Saudi higher education sector,
and which have identified three key challenges for blended learning (Alebaikan & Troudi,
2010; Sheerah & Goodwyn, 2016). One of the prominent challenges is that the students
being used to the traditional university culture tend to focus on didactic lecture-based
learning. This is opposed to the blended learning environment where students are
supposed to have a higher level of responsiveness and self-discipline. In addition, there
is lack of an optimum design of blended approaches, since blended learning involves a
variety of delivery media and technologies. This challenge is exacerbated by lack of
sufficient knowledge on the part of the academic leaders and faculty members on the best
approaches of integrating online components effectively in the curricula of universities.
This study may bridge the gap by providing experiences of the academic leaders, faculty

members and students regarding the impact of blended learning in Saudi universities.

As noted in a study by Vaughan (2007), the Saudi university community, which includes
lecturers and students, has a general perception that online activities that are envisaged in
blended learning may take more effort and time to complete. Time management is
therefore a significant issue with a blended curriculum, since online instructions and
activities are supposed to supplement F2F learning. A study conducted by Asiri (2009) on
the online component of blended learning identified positive attitudes towards online
learning, since apart from providing flexibility, it also offers an attractive learning
experience. Based on this study, it appears that a blended learning environment has the
potential to contribute to successful learning experiences in KSA. This motivates this
current study to establish precisely the experiences of the higher education community on

the impact of blended learning.

A study conducted by Alebaikan (2010) on the perceptions of female undergraduate
students and faculty members at King Saud university identified that blended learning
elicited positive experiences, as it was seen to be compatible with the unique Saudi
culture, especially regarding women’s education. The blended approach provides an
opportunity for Saudi women to continue their higher education whilst maintaining the
values of Saudi culture. However, as identified in the study, there is a dearth of knowledge
on the experiences of the faculty members and academic leaders regarding blended
learning and how it affects the preparation of online curricula, as well as its inadequacies

with respect to pedagogy.

Understanding the experiences of students, lecturers and academic leaders on the impact
of blended learning at KKU in Saudi Arabia could help in improving the perception of
12
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ICT and increase the country’s response to globalisation. Recent advances in technologies
such as smartphones are popular with the Saudi youth, and Saudi students and faculty
generally have positive attitudes towards the use of the internet in education, which has
been linked with improved access to education, improvement in the efficiency of
communication, and flexibility for both students and faculty members (Alkhalaf et al.,
2012). However, various issues that can only be identified through the lived experiences
of learners and faculty members as well as academic leaders continue to impede the
delivery of blended learning in Saudi universities. These issues are mentioned
significantly by lecturers, and they include issues related to connectivity, loss of privacy
after hours and intellectual property rights (Alkhalaf et al., 2012). These constraints may
affect the efficient delivery of blended learning in Saudi universities, and it is important
to have an in-depth examination of the experiences of stakeholders in order to eliminate
or reduce the challenges and maximise the benefits of a blended learning environment in

Saudi higher education sectors (Alkhalaf et al., 2012).

Despite the theoretical advantages of incorporating blended learning into Higher
Education, universities in Saudi Arabia including KKU still encounter challenges relating
to technological advancements (Al-Hunaiyyan et al., 2008). This research contributes to
the current literature as it examines the blended learning model and its actual application
to reveal its beneficial or undesirable use from the perceptions of the main stakeholder
groups involved in the implementation of blended learning. Existing practices have made
substantial advances in developing the blended learning approach and in enhancing its
application. Eventually, the study conceptualises participants’ specific perceptions in a

process of obtaining meaningful views from their lived experiences.

1.4 Technology in Saudi Arabia

Studies show that children growing in the present generation show significant levels of
enthusiasm towards technology and its use (Wiseman et al., 2016). As a result,
incorporating the use of technology into everyday learning could improve both the
delivery and experience of learning, since the population is more receptive to new
technologies. Researchers hypothesise that the same could happen for learners and
teachers in the higher education context. For instance, the ALEF teaching module
employed mostly in the Middle East has gained popularity in the region since its
introduction in 2015 (Bielikova et al., 2014; Al Lily & Alhazmi, 2017). ALEF is an

advanced online training platform that leverages Al (artificial intelligence) powered
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content and content provided by data analytics that was initially established as a primary

technology-enabled mode of educating in public schools.

Saudi Arabia has made significant progress towards reforming its educational sector in a
bid to improve learning, evaluate standards and increase geographical coverage. To
achieve this, the government has had to embrace technology by using it as a platform to
resolve the challenges present in the realm of tutoring and learning. The reforms have
involved the introduction of different approaches to learning for the benefit of both
students and teachers. Higher education has been the single largest beneficiary of the

Kingdom’s investment in technology.

In the Middle East, e-learning is an industry in its own right and contributes significantly
to the total revenue earned. Experts expect an annual expansion rate of at least 8% in the
subsequent years (Euchi et al., 2018), and Saudi Arabia is one of the leading nations in
the region that aims to revitalise its education sector through investing in pertinent
technology to attain world-class status. One of the most popular cases that epitomises the
use of technology in Saudi Arabia in recent times is Massive Open Online Courses
(MOOQCs), which entail the use of an open portal on the internet where hundreds of
students can enrol to attend online classes and even take their exams (Adham &
Lundqvist, 2015). Although not a defining feature of BL, it is possible that a BL
arrangement makes use of a MOOC for its online component. The project has been lauded
as one of the most impactful initiatives in the region, since it has helped change the lives
of many women in the region who do not have access to regular classrooms due to the
stringent rules that discriminate against them (Adham & Lundqvist, 2015). In Saudi
Arabia, the movement of women is largely restricted to the home sphere, and they are not
allowed to be present in public without a male companion (Brahimi & Sarirete, 2015).
Such rules may limit their access to educational opportunities; hence the need for blended
learning contextualised to the Saudi setting. MOOCs have enabled them to attend and
even graduate from educational forums, webinars, and courses made available through
portals (Rolfe, 2015). The initial four-month course conducted under the online projects
saw at least 600 women participate in the learning process (Liyanagunawardena &
Williams, 2014). To achieve this, the Saudi government teamed up with global sponsoring

companies such as Dell, Zain, and Intel to ensure the success of the programme.

The use of technology within the higher education sector in KSA is now widespread. The
first virtual higher education institution, Knowledge International University (KIU) was

instituted in 2007. Several other institutions opened up in the region as a result. Princess
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Nora Bint Abdul Rahman University (PNU) broadcasts lessons to hundreds of students
in various locations in the nation under the institution's distance learning (DL) programme
(Alhareth & McBride, 2014). Al-Imam Muhammed ibn Saud Islamic University (Imam
U) broadcasts lectures through the web on a daily basis under its distance learning
programme. However, the lectures are restricted to businesses and administrations, and
are only transmitted in the Arabic language, not in English. For its part, King Faisal
University (KFU) provides online distance learning services on a host of courses, and
King Abdulaziz University (KAU) provides virtual classes for all learners as well. The
institution employs the use of technology in the realms of blended learning. It also

employs e-learning in the departments of humanities, arts, administration, and economics.

1.5 Social and Cultural Issues

Pavan (2016) warns of the looming clash between the local culture and the rapid changes
witnessed following the spread of globalisation across the world, as seen through the
development of the education system in the nation. While globalisation does not usually
influence the education sector adversely, it certainly influences particular aspects of social
life (Moloi et al., 2009). The Saudi Arabian society has a well-established heritage and its
religious values dictate the way of life for everyone in the Kingdom. Both the Arabian
culture and the country’s legal system are based on the doctrines of Islam, which are in

many ways different from Western culture.

The Saudi government has committed itself to improving the lives of its citizenry in terms
of social life and humanitarianism while maintaining respect for local cultural traditions
and religion (Algarni, 2015). As long as it aligns with these deep-rooted values, the
government has no difficulty in implementing and seeing through its development
projects. It has made significant efforts directed at effecting changes in most of the social
institutions, such as its schools. Since the turn of the new millennium, the KSA has
witnessed a considerable expansion of the education sector, from the elementary stage to
the tertiary level (Alqarni, 2015). The latter has been the greatest beneficiary of these
efforts, considering the drive for enabling technological advancement in the provision of

education in the higher education sector.

However, there remain challenges that affect the development of social institutions,
connected to the local culture. There are doubts regarding the success of blended learning
in KSA due to the existing social, cultural, legal, and accepted values that influence the

perception and consequently the response of the local populace (Alhareth & McBride,
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2014). According to Porter et al. (2014), Saudi Arabian society is conservative in nature,
which is unlike the liberal West. The changes resulting from the implementation of the
new learning paradigm may therefore lead to unforeseen challenges, given the highly
conservative nature of the Saudi population. The adoption of technology in the learning
system may have negative effects on the local culture, which has borrowed significantly
from both Islamic and Arab cultures, and fears about this may generate resistance.
However, there is no clear framework that shows how the relevant authorities intend to
overcome these obstacles that stand in the way of implementing the blended learning
approach (Hamdan, 2014). This study therefore seeks to explore the experiences of the
stakeholders in the higher education sector with the goal of capitalising on the merits of

blended learning or reducing or completely eradicating its drawbacks.

According to Pavan (2016), the education sector is unable to enlist the services of
sufficiently competent lecturers to teach in its higher education institutions, since the local
culture and its associated stringent Islamic laws discourage qualified foreign tutors from
seeking employment in the nation despite the attractive pay. As these studies have
intimated, the implementation of BL and its outcomes are likely to be influenced by
specific aspects of the Saudi context, particularly, the availability of technology, and
sociocultural issues. Accordingly, these features of the research context are discussed in

the sections that follow.

1.6 Summary and Link to the Research Purpose

As debates continue to rage concerning the comparison between F2F and e-learning
approaches to pedagogy, a number of researchers have turned their attention to blended
learning which combines F2F and computer use in the provision of education. According
to its proponents, this combined approach could help cater to the various needs of learners
all at the same time. For this reason, modern higher education institutions such as colleges
and universities have perceived the potential value of blending F2F learning with online
instruction when developing new educational processes. Universities around the world,
including those within Saudi Arabia such as KKU, now see the value and importance of
integrating elements of both F2F and e-learning in their learning modules. In that regard,
Saudi Arabian institutions including KKU have embraced and incorporated the use of
technology with the aim of improving their academic performance. Moreover, the
government has undertaken a spirited effort focused on expanding education in a bid to

meet the growing demand for q