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Abstract 

Virtual Classroom (VC) learning approaches have recently drawn considerable atten-
tion because they have the potential to encourage student engagement to ensure 
active and collaborative learning. Although research on online learning has gained vis-
ibility in recent times, VC learning has not received notable attention, especially in Gulf 
countries like the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The study examines students’ perception 
and experience of VC in a university in UAE during the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of 
its necessity and helpfulness. This research also examines the situational pressure of VC 
and aims to explain the reasons for its desirability and inevitability. As a current learning 
space beyond the conventional face-to-face classroom learning, VC learning is avail-
able in various forms and quality depending on creating opportunities for the learners’ 
participation. However, there are issues with VC practice too. Our analysis of survey 
data (N = 334) leads to portraying autonomous learning freedom in different learning 
environments in VC. We argue that students may resort to VC not because of its proven 
effectiveness but because of the necessity to continue addressing their learning needs. 
This study contributes to the general understanding of the online and traditional in-
person classroom learning and virtual learning resources in the teaching of English as a 
globally desired language.

Keywords: Virtual classroom (VC), Higher education, Survey, online, quantitative 
method

Introduction
There are many ways in which virtual learning can be described as it covers a wide scope 
of online learning. “Virtual learning uses computer software, the Internet or both to 
deliver instruction to students. This minimizes or eliminates the need for teachers and 
students to share a classroom” (Van Beek, 2011, Para 3). This, therefore, became not 
only an option, but also the only solution for the continuation of teaching and learning 
through the Covid 19 pandemic within the UAE. Virtual learning can be 100% online, or 
it can be utilized to complement and enhance face to face teaching in methods such as 
Flipped Classroom (FC) or Blended Learning (BL). The Covid 19 pandemic saw all these 
variations being used to some extent within the UAE. The switch over was immediate 
and teachers and students had little or, no time to acclimatize to this new situation. It was 
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the only way forward to allow students to continue learning during the lockdown period. 
Many studies (Ali, 2019; Farkhani et al., 2022; Sage et al., 2021; Sprenger & Schwaninger, 
2021; Yaakub, 2020) have shown that virtual learning is the way to partake in online edu-
cation amidst the hypercharge and great challenges in the world today for countries to 
thrive, transform, and ensure sustainability. It has been an officially recognized platform 
for filling in the gaps of traditional classroom teaching–learning approaches and it has 
rightly argued that VC has blurred the boundaries of face-to-face classroom teaching. 
It has become a critical component of the emerging global education industry (Hamid, 
et al., 2018).

Although research on different types of online learning is visible in recent times, the 
Virtual Classroom (VC), one of categories of EdTech (Education Technology) teaching 
and learning, is yet to receive notable attention particularly in Gulf countries like UAE 
(Ali, 2019; Yaakub, 2020). Researching VC is imperative in the age of globalization and 
the global spread of online education when proficiency of EdTech skills is linked to indi-
vidual mobility and personal development. Policy recognition of this role of technology 
supported education is demonstrated by more and earlier introduction of online educa-
tion in the curriculum in different parts of the world. Moreover, after post-pandemic 
teaching and learning, as we return to campus with improved EdTech skills, the chal-
lenge facing us is finding a new and effective balance between online instruction and 
face-to-face teaching. From the standpoint of this background, this study examines 
students’ experiences and understanding of VC in the UAE universities, a high-income 
country of 10.08 people in the Gulf region where the social desire of EdTech skills has 
accelerated the growth of VC learning, raised educational policy and planning challenges 
in a modern era. These questions implicate EdTech teaching and learning in general and 
VC learning, is used, in particular, as a crucial factor of the recent educational trends.

Research in VC learning
Over the last two decades or so, VC learning has expanded around the globe (e.g., 
Keengwe & Kidd, 2010; Kemp & Grieve, 2014; Manegre & Sabiri, 2022; Palvia et al., 2018; 
Sage et al., 2021) and the COVID-19 situation has considerably accelerated educational 
institutions’ implementation of VC classes. Researchers have identified various paybacks 
for VC classes and one of the most significant benefits is its flexibility that allowing stu-
dents make decisions about when and what they learn (Keengwe & Kidd, 2010; Kemp & 
Grieve, 2014). Moreover, recent studies have shown that VC learning is pedagogically 
promising because it motivates deeper learning due to its student-centered and active 
learning approaches (Grieve et al., 2017).

In terms of the existing teaching–learning practices of VC learning, FC (Flipped Class-
room) with an element of virtual learning, González-Gómezet et al., (2016) found that 
when a direct comparison was made for students who followed the “flipped classroom” 
approach, performed better than the students taught in traditional methods. Despite 
having academic benefits, students also reported that they appreciated being able to 
learn when they wanted and they had the flexibility to review materials many times. 
González-Gómezet et  al., (2016), found that students reported that the videos helped 
them achieve their learning goals for the class and, therefore, there is a need for vid-
eos to provide effective relevant material. González-Gómezet et  al., (2016) also found 
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that quizzes were of benefit to students to help direct students towards relevant content 
when learning virtually.

BL (Blended Learning) has been reported to help students engage more with the class 
as it was meant to be more interactive (Hande, 2014). Students in Indonesia commented 
that they liked opportunities to collaborate with BL (Mulyadi & Purnama, 2019). Stu-
dents can easily communicate with teachers through forums and ICT (Hande, 2014) and 
students liked the mix of being able to use online platforms accommodated in BL (Muly-
adi & Purnama, 2019). BL can also lend itself to a variety of learning styles and speeds 
of learning (Hande, 2014) and can help students identify gaps in their own knowledge 
(Hande, 2014) and, therefore, take more control over their learning. Mulyadi & Pur-
nama, (2019) noted that students who use BL shared that social media assisted them 
with English learning (Mulyadi & Purnama, 2019). After receiving 985 valid question-
naires, López-Pérez et al., (2011) in a survey in Spain looking at BL found that fewer stu-
dents dropped out of classes when BL was involved. Although BL is often focused on the 
use of ICT, this study by López-Pérez et al., (2011) found that BL increased motivation of 
students. Therefore, BL does not need to be seen as an opposition to face to face teach-
ing but as complementary to it (López-Pérez et al., 2011).

VC learning is broadly divided into two categories: 100% online mode and mixed 
mode i.e., both online and offline options. Recent research has shown interest in both 
categories. For instance, according to Tang et al., (2020), despite students not being satis-
fied with online learning, those who took the blended learning course as opposed to syn-
chronous 100% learning online had higher evaluations of the course as well as students 
having better attention. Blended learning has been shown to be an effective method to 
delivery teacher training during the pandemic (Rachmadtullah et al., 2020). Therefore, it 
can be adapted easily for any courses to many advantages. For instance, Law et al., (2022) 
in Hong Kong examined the students’ and teachers’ perceptions on online learning com-
pared to face-to-face learning during Covid-19 and observed that from the teachers’ per-
spective, online learning depended on technical devices and systems that created stress 
and influenced teaching quality. As a result, Dang et al., (2020) concluded that it is the 
best to combine the face-to-face teaching with the positive aspects of online learning.

VC learning in UAE
Within the UAE, platforms such as Microsoft teams, Zoom, Skype and Hangouts meet 
were all seen to be popular and used within the country for virtual learning (Al-Karaki 
et al., 2021). In a study, Masoud and Bohra (2020) concluded that the UAE government 
equipped teachers at government schools with specialist training to enhance virtual 
learning during the pandemic. Therefore, it was seen that, even from governmental level, 
the UAE was prioritizing the education of the students in the country to ensure the least 
impact possible during the Covid 19 pandemic.

A vital aspect of virtual learning is the teachers and instructors who prepare and deliver 
the online learning materials. Marín-Díaz et al., (2021) noted that students viewed the 
instructor’s role as one primarily of guidance and evaluation of completed work. Tang 
et al., (2020) also found that students placed communication with the teacher as highly 
important and were dissatisfied with virtual learning when there was poor communica-
tion. A study in Sharjah in the UAE, Guraya, (2020) saw how the College of Medicine 
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at the University of Sharjah used technology to utilize an "e-flipped classroom" during 
the Covid 19 pandemic. Before attending a virtual class discussion led by an instructor, 
the student watched videos or recorded lectures to gain background knowledge on the 
topic. This was a novel way of accommodating the flipped classroom model during the 
Covid 19 pandemic to ensure the safety of all students involved. It also demonstrates the 
flexibility which is afforded by virtual learning to allow instructors to adapt materials 
and learning styles to the course being taught, as well as to the students.

The convenience to work at the time and place of the student choice is very valuable 
when undertaking virtual learning (Marín-Díaz et  al., 2021). VC learning was seen by 
students as being very convenient (Hande, 2014). VC allows flexibility which students 
like (Mulyadi & Purnama, 2019). Almuraqab, (2020) also found that students in the UAE 
enjoyed the flexibility of virtual learning. Marín-Díaz et al., (2021) found that after sur-
veying 431 students, that students did not use all the tools available on an online plat-
form, with blogs, email and podcasts being the most popular forms of learning. There 
have even been differences seen in students’ perceptions of online learning related to 
location (urban or rural) and socioeconomic status, with Purushotham et  al., (2020) 
finding both Urban students and those with higher income background felt more posi-
tive towards learning English through virtual learning compared with those in rural area 
with lower income backgrounds. Al-Maroof et al., (2021) found that students in the UAE 
were more likely to use e-learning if they felt more motivated towards this learning type. 
Self-efficacy also played a large role for students’ uptake of e-learning within the UAE. 
Salloum et al., (2019) undertook a study in Dubai during pre-Covid period, to look at 
factors which affected student acceptance of e-learning. They found that in the UAE, 
those students who were keen to seek knowledge, were keen to accept virtual learn-
ing. In addition, Salloum et al., (2019) found that the system used for the virtual learn-
ing must be of good quality and simple to use to encourage students to accept virtual 
learning.

Teacher‑student interaction of VC learning
Virtual learning platforms, when set up and optimized, can provide good collabora-
tion between instructors and students (Marín-Díaz et  al., 2021). Whilst students have 
an important part to play within the virtual classroom, there is an important role for 
instructors and teachers too. In addition to this, how the course is developed and con-
structed needs to be taken into consideration as this will be slightly different in a virtual 
classroom than for to face to face class.

Phillips and O’Flaherty, (2019) studied the concept of the virtual flipped classroom 
amongst university students. Although there was not significant difference found in 
student’s academic performance when comparing the virtual flipped classroom to the 
traditional method of teaching for these nursing students, they did find that the course 
tutors played a large role. Students did not have a positive tutor experience with the vir-
tual flipped classroom approach and found that tutors were often underprepared and 
lacked training on how to use the virtual classroom effectively. Therefore, Phillips and 
O’Flaherty, (2019) advocated for more professional development for those staff who use 
the VC to maximise effectiveness for the students.
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Kavrayici, (2021) looked at the relationship between classroom management and the 
sense of classroom community in a graduate setting in Turkey. He found that when stu-
dents perceived that the leadership of the course planned lessons suitable for the vir-
tual environment. Good communication as well as the factors mentioned above led to 
students having better learning outcomes for online virtual learning. Therefore, careful 
planning is needed when instructors are thinking about virtual classroom to allow good 
communication, as well as the course structure and its implementation which are put in 
place effectively to give students the best possible opportunities during the virtual class-
room. The sense of community online is vital to keep students enrolled in the virtual 
classroom as well as to promote collaboration within the virtual environment (Kavrayici, 
2021). Therefore, it is to benefit the student and the institution. Learning communities 
are set up in virtual learning environments to encourage students to learn pro-actively 
and maintain retention of student numbers on online virtual learning courses.

Advantages and drawbacks of VC learning
Like any other technology supported teaching–learning approaches, VC learning has 
several advantages. First, students learning autonomy is one of the most important ben-
efits that VC learning can provide. For instance, in a Burnett (2011) study, one student 
noted how she liked to go online to use VC learning for 20 min per day and this enabled 
her to stay on the top of the course and aware of what was coming up. Similarly, France-
cucci and Foster (2013) conducted a study comparing a virtual interactive and real-time 
instruction-led classroom and found that students who used the virtual classroom had 
significantly more interest in the course than those who did not use the virtual class-
room. In Pakistan, Perveen, (2016) found that after looking at the responses from 1025 
surveys, that a synchronous mode of learning English was preferred by the majority 
(82%) of students. Perveen, (2016) suggests that this was because of the student’s prefer-
ence for face-to-face learning.

On the other hand, there are many factors which need to be coordinated in order for 
VC to be effective, so it can be a logistical task (Hande, 2014). Almuraqab, (2020) con-
ducted a survey in Dubai to establish student’s views on distance learning in the UAE 
though the Covid 19 pandemic. More than half of those surveyed liked distance learn-
ing, however only 49% of students would like to return to blended learning in the future. 
60% of students identified that they had difficulty in establishing a firm understanding of 
their learning due to the virtual learning and physical distance from the instructor, with 
almost 58% finding group collaboration difficult online.

Another weakness is that it relies on good internet connectivity and suitable devices 
(Anastasakis et al., 2021; Marín-Díaz et al., 2021). The flexibility which comes with vir-
tual learning is one hugely positive factor but can contribute to many of the other issues 
such as difficulty in communication and lack of connection with instructors (Swanson 
et al., 2021) Tang et al., (2020) found that when students came up against difficult topics, 
more traditional teaching methods were better than online teaching. Similarly, in a study 
of Hong Kong tertiary educational institutions, Law et al., (2022) concluded that teacher-
student and student–teacher interactions were the biggest challenge in online learning 
that affected the acquisition and application of knowledge. The lack of hands-on experi-
ence was seen to be a drawback of virtual learning in the UAE (Al-Karaki et al., 2021) In 
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a study by Swanson et al., (2021) looking at student’s experiences of the move from face 
to-face to distance learning in two universities in the United States, found that many stu-
dents required more input, feedback and assurance from professors on the course. Tech-
nology failures and lack of interpersonal relations between students were also seen as 
leading to increased dissatisfaction with virtual learning. Swanson et al., (2021) advocate 
the provision of clear expectations and information to students who undertake virtual 
learning could mitigate many of the problems associated with virtual learning.

Aims and research questions
The current research pursues to enhance understanding of students’ experience and of 
EdTech supported teaching and learning in general and in relation to VC learning, in 
particular. Perception of VC in this study refers to how students evaluate VC as an active 
learning practice; what kind of teacher-student interactions in VC classes; how they per-
ceive its role in participatory learning approach; how they take position on their choice 
to take in VC classes and its drawbacks. Research perceptions of VC learning are signifi-
cant because there are limited and inconclusive evidence about its effectiveness.

Although existing research has a major focus on experimentation and on stakeholder 
perceptions of online learning in various contexts in the globe (Burnett, 2011; Kavrayici, 
2021; Perveen, 2016; Tang et. al., 2020), there has been limited research on its percep-
tions among university level students and other stakeholders in Gulf countries like the 
UAE. In this article, various perceptions of VC learning in relation to critical factors 
including students’ motivation of using ICT in VC classes and geographic location have 
been explored. This study focuses on the following research questions:

(a) To what extent do university students in the UAE perceive VC learning experiences 
in terms of its need and their choice to take up VC classes?

(b) What do teacher-students interact in classes and its advantages and drawbacks due 
to EdTech skills?

(c) To what extent do teachers and students organize study and homework time in VC 
classes?

The research on VC learning presently available advocates strong positive perceptions 
of the role of VC learning, regardless of its effectiveness (Burnett, 2011; Francecucci & 
Foster, 2013; Perveen, 2016; Elshami et  al., 2021; farkhani et  al., 2022). Although par-
ticipation in the online learning is mediated by socioeconomic and locational factors 
(Purushotham et al., 2020), there has been limited study on whether differences in the 
perceptions of VC learning are related to these variables.

Research design
The main tool for data collection was questionnaire survey on VC learning in the UAE 
with the aid of audio-records in the present study. The questionnaire was circulated to 
458 university learners in a range of disciplines from under graduation to postdoctoral 
stage and 334 participated in the survey. To ensure diversity in participants, students 
from a range of faculties were chosen. Even though the population of study was not on a 
national scale representative, participants were varied in terms of course, institution of 
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higher education and class. Support was required from appropriate heads of the depart-
ment in choosing the sample of learners from their student population (Figs. 1, 2).

Out of 334 students, 9.3% were male and 90.7% were female. Most of the participants 
are enrolled in the bachelor level degree (90.1%), while some are in the master level 
(7.2%), doctoral level (1.5%), or post-doctoral level (1.2%).

They above chart represents learners who have different specializations. The majority 
of them are from the College of Education (43.4%), followed by Humanities and Social 
sciences (13.5%), Engineering (10.2%), Business (9.6%), Science (5.7%), Nutrition (2.4%), 
Medicine (1.2%), and other colleges (13.5%). All the participants are from UAE.

The learner questionnaire was designed drawing from the previous research on the 
role of VC classes and face-to-face traditional instruction aspects in teaching–learning 
experiences and results in diverse contexts. The 27-item questionnaire was divided into 
2 sections including gender, education level and students’ college. Other segment col-
lected information on various aspects of students’ perception and experiences in VC 
classes including teaching, learning, teacher-student interaction, and the use of ICT, 
learners’ perspective about VC, feedback, motivation, and support.

Findings

The section presents the findings by addressing the research questions.

Students experience and choice to take up VC learning

We explore students’ perceptions and experiences of VC learning in relation to three 
topics choice to take up VC learning, teacher-students interact and homework time dur-
ing learning. The survey data show that 82% of the students together agreed and strongly 
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agreed positively for their experiences of flexibility in VC learning during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Some key experiences of VC learning, as presented in Table  1, include the 
following:

• About78% of students together agreed and strongly agreed that they had learnt 
things that were more relevant to their life and interests while about 18% were neu-
tral.

• About 79% of students together agreed and strongly agreed that VC learning had 
supported them to learn more independently while about 16% were neutral.

• About 72% of participants together agreed and strongly agreed that teachers had 
shown more trust in students in VC learning.

• About 79% of students together agreed and strongly agreed that they had worked 
hard and felt motivated to learn more while about 17% were neutral.

• About 76% of students together agreed and strongly agreed that they had achieved 
better in VC learning while 18% were neutral.

• 77% of students together agreed and strongly agreed that they had learned more 
study skills that would be useful after leaving university.

• About 76% of students together agreed and strongly agreed that their teachers had 
been better prepared and equipped for the lessons while about 18% were neutral.

• However, about 72% of students together agreed and strongly agreed that they had 
less interaction with other students.

The finding shown in (Fig.  3) indicate that the participants answered the question 
related to their choice to take in VC learning again: Yes (20.1%), no (38.3%), or maybe 
(41.6%). 

The finding shown in (Fig. 4) indicate that the participants’ answers related to factors 
that motivate learning through VC learning, the highest percentage was if it is the only 
way to do a subject that they want to do (35.6%), if they know that the VC teacher is 
good (21.9%), if the VC connection is reliable (21.3%). Lower responses were given to 
the following items: If they have more than one VC session with the teacher each week 
(11.7%), and if they have adequate support at my university (9.6%).

Teacher‑student interaction in VC learning

The Table  2 shows the results of the survey on teacher-student interaction of VC 
learning. the results demonstrated that almost half of the participants (55.4%) indi-
cated that the teacher talks most of the session throughout most or all of the classes. 
While (38.9%) indicated that this happens in some classes. Similarly, half of the par-
ticipants (55.1%) indicated that the teacher shows the class multimedia presentations 
(e.g., PowerPoint, videos) in most or all of the classes. While (38.9%) indicated that 
this happens in some classes. The participants thought that students ask the teacher 
questions in most or all of the classes (44.6%) or in some classes (44.3%). Only (9%) 
of them thought that this happens in few classes. In addition, half of the participants 
(51.8%) indicated that the teacher goes through their assignments / homework in 
some classes. While (38.9%) indicated that this happens in most or all classes. Only 
(8.4%) of them thought that this happens in few classes. The participants thought 
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that the teacher facilitates discussion between students in most or all of the classes 
(40.7%) or in some classes (46.1%). Only (11.7%) of them thought that this happens in 
few classes. They also indicated that some students and teachers experience techni-
cal difficulties (e.g. losing visual/audio) that disrupt teaching in some classes (44.0%), 
or in most/all classes (38.6%). Only (15.6%) of them thought that this happens in few 
classes. Finally, they indicated the teacher directs questions for individual students 
in some classes (42.5%), or in most/all classes (36.2%). Only (16.5%) of them thought 
that this happens in.

The finding shown in (Table  3) indicate that the participants access to VC platform 
(e.g., blackboard) to download homework, post discussions, etc. either 3:4 times a week 
(38%) or 5 or more times a week (36.5%). While (23.4%) said that they do this 1:2 times 
a week. They indicated that they discuss their work with VC students within their uni-
versity either 3:4 times a week (42.8%) or 5 or more times a week (31.7%). While (19.5%) 
said that they do this 1:2 times a week. In addition, they search the internet for useful 
websites for their VC class either 3:4 times a week (45.2%) or 5 or more times a week 
(29.9%). While (19.2%) said that they do this 1:2 times a week. The participants indicated 
that they use study time to work on their VC assignments/homework either 3:4 times 
a week (43.4%) or 5 or more times a week (27.2%). While (25.1%) said that they do this 
1:2 times a week. They also indicated that they access other websites and videos recom-
mended by their VC teacher 3:4 times a week (40.4%) or 5 or more times a week (28.4%). 
While (25.7%) said that they do this 1:2 times a week. The participants’ answers regard-
ing how many time of them mail/text/call their VC teacher for help was as follows: 3:4 
times a week (36.6%), 1:2 times a week (31.7%), and 5 or more times a week (25.7%). 
They indicated that they approach teacher(s) within their university who teach/know the 
subject for help: 3:4 times a week (38.6%), 1:2 times a week (24.3%), and 5 or more times 
a week (27.2%). Finally, the participants indicated that they have one-on-one VC sessions 
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with their VC teacher: 3:4 times a week (38.6%), 1:2 times a week (23.4%), and 5 or more 
times a week (22.5%). Only (15.6%) indicated that they rarely or never do this.

Discussion and conclusion
VC learning has become popular as an EdTech instruction tool during COVID-19 situ-
ation. In a study in China, Zhang (2019) concludes that students have shown interest in 
enrolling in VC learning that needs to be acknowledged. We surveyed 334 university 
students who used VC learning to understand their perceptions and experiences. Over-
all, the findings demonstrated that VC learning approaches proved necessary among 
students. The overall experiences of taking up VC learning were significantly positive 
in response to teacher-student interaction and doing the study and homework properly. 
These findings confirm an earlier study by Masoud and Bohra (2020), which concludes 
that VC learning increases access to education in the COVID-19 era and beyond. The 
results also endorse a previous study by Mulyadi & Purnama (2019) in Indonesia that 
concludes students’ satisfaction with online or blended learning environment. So, stu-
dents’ experiences of VC learning suggest that although they are forced to take up VC 
learning due to the Covid19 crisis, they become aware of its necessity which motivates 
them to continue their studies using EdTech pedagogies. In another study in Indonesia, 
Aditya et al. (2019) found the benefits of VC learning with many challenges and difficul-
ties. This study showed significant consequences as a pointer to the implementation of 
VC learning approaches for vocational students in Indonesia. In terms of teacher-stu-
dent interaction in VC learning, Willermark (2021) conducted a study to understand the 
different aspects of interaction in VC learning pedagogy in Sweden and drew multiple 
pictures of interaction that involved both increased and reduced contact with the stu-
dents and their activities. The study also concluded the complex role of interaction in 
VC learning and provided implications for teachers and students.

Although the data indicates the positive experiences of VC learning, students clas-
sify the importance of the teacher-student relationship. Most of the students agree 
that teachers’ role is crucial when they conduct VC learning. This echoes other studies 
which highlighted the vital role of the teacher in VC learning (Almusharraf, 2021; Tang 
et al., 2020). If teachers talk less and do not communicate with students properly, VC 
learning becomes less attractive which raises the question of the efficacy of VC learning 
approaches. In a large-scale study in china, Tang et al., (2020) resolved those students 
were not satisfied with online learning in general, and they were particularly not satisfied 
with the communication when teaching-leaning continued with 100% online. However, 
they felt positive and identified that if classes continued using blended or flipped learn-
ing modes that improved their learning, attention and evaluation.

In terms of doing the homework/assignment using the VC platform, the data 
indicate a significantly positive role (78%) as the majority of students download the 
homework/assignment at least 1 or 2 times a week and they discuss their work among 
their peers. Students also show their encouraging attitudes (84%) toward using other 
EdTech skills as per the recommendation of their VC class teachers which categori-
cally proves how students motivate to continue their study using the VC platform in 
the Covid-19 crisis. However, students were less interested to take up one-on-one 
VC sessions with their VC teacher. Finally, the UAE university students indicate their 



Page 14 of 16Islam et al. Smart Learning Environments  2023, 10(1):5

inspiring motivation to use ICT for VC classes. Most students use the internet inde-
pendently and search the necessary website for their studies.

It is clear to be seen that the virtual classroom has many advantages which can be 
drawn upon in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic allowing higher education to con-
tinue and ensuring uninterrupted learning for those students enrolled in university 
courses. Gallagher (2020) reveals the acceptance of high-quality education technology 
and digital capabilities across thousands of colleges and universities. Denotes that the 
year marks a clear inflexion point as students, educators and government leaders alike 
analyze the price and value proposition of higher education through the new lens of 
the traditional classroom versus multiple modes of digital delivery. The implemen-
tation of distance education through online mode which was in demand during the 
pandemic period served its purpose worldwide and this has been proved in one of the 
statistical surveys conducted in the Southeast University in China, among 39,854stu-
dents during the Pandemic quarantine. Most of the students agreed that the virtual 
classroom enabled the continuity of their education and it also helped them to escape 
the distress due to quarantine as the teachers were able to bring the classroom spirit 
to their residing places through online platforms. The virtual mode also served as a 
meter to test the students in terms of self-discipline, interest and focus in the class 
and tolerance and remedy towards the hindrance caused (Sun, et  al., 2020). Haider 
and Al-Salman (2020) did an analysis at Jordanian University to study the psychoso-
matic impact of the Covid-19 e-learning platform and they stated that the respective 
method will help students to develop their skills in them with a futuristic vision.

United Arab Emirates continues to strive to provide a world-class education sys-
tem within a global education market. Therefore, it is vital that new technologies are 
implemented to provide seamless education to those students within the UAE during 
this Covid pandemic time. The virtual classroom has been shown to afford creativity 
and provide a flexible learning environment for many students in higher education. 
It can play a part in increasing achievement as well as engaging students. However, 
there is a need for learning communities within the virtual classroom situation to 
allow students to interact and learn from one another. Instructors and those who 
design virtual classroom courses need to lead and design these modules to maximise 
the use of the virtual classroom and minimise any disadvantages such as lack of face-
to-face communication.
Acknowledgements
We would like to give our heartiest thanks to all the participants of this study.

Author contributions
All authors discussed the results and commented on the manuscript and contributed to the design and implementation 
of the research, to the analysis of the results and to the writing of the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Funding
Self funding.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable 
request.

Declarations

Competing interests
There are no competing interests in this study.



Page 15 of 16Islam et al. Smart Learning Environments  2023, 10(1):5 

Received: 31 October 2022   Accepted: 8 January 2023
Published: 12 January 2023

References
Aditya, B. R., Nurhas, I., & Pawlowski, J. (2019). Towards successful implementation of a virtual classroom for vocational 

higher education in Indonesia. In Proceedings of the 8th international workshop on learning technology for education 
challenges (pp. 151–161). Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 030- 20798-4

Ali, W. (2019). The efficacy of evolving technology in conceptualizing pedagogy and practice in higher education. Journal 
of Higher Education Studies, 9(2), 81–95. https:// doi. org/ 10. 5539/ hes. v9n2p 81

Al-Karaki, J. N., Ababneh, N., Hamid, Y., & Gawanmeh, A. (2021). Evaluating the effectiveness of distance learning in higher 
education during COVID-19 global crisis: UAE educators’ perspectives. Contemporary Educational Technology. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 30935/ cedte ch/ 10945

Al-Maroof, R., Alhumaid, K., & Salloum, S. (2021). The continuous intention to use e-learning, from two different perspec-
tives. Education Sciences, 11(1), 1–20. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3390/ educs ci110 10006

Almusharraf, A., & Almusharraf, N. (2021). Socio-interactive practices and personality within an EFL online learning envi-
ronments. Education and Information Technologies, 26(4), 3947–3966. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10639- 021- 10449-8

Almuraqab, N. A. S. (2020). Shall Universities at the UAE continue distance learning after the COVID-19 pandemic? Reveal-
ing students’ perspective. Social Science Research Network. SSRN, 5, 362–824.

Anastasakis, M., Triantafyllou, G., & Petridis, K. (2021). Undergraduates’ barriers to online learning during the pandemic in 
Greece. Technology, Knowledge and Learning. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10758- 021- 09584-5

Burnett, C. (2011). Pre-service teachers’ digital literacy practices: Exploring contingency in identity and digital literacy in 
and out of educational contexts. Language and Education, 25(5), 433–449. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 09500 782. 2011. 
584347

Dang, M. Y., Zhang, G. Y., Amer, B., & Trainor, K. (2020). Understanding students’ perception differences on blended learn-
ing: An explorative study among college students. Academy of Educational Leadership Journal, 24(1), 1–15.

Elshami, W., Taha, M. H., Abuzaid, M., Saravanan, C., Al Kawas, S., & Abdalla, M. E. (2021). Satisfaction with online learning 
in the new normal: Perspective of students and faculty at medical and health sciences colleges. Medical Education. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10872 981. 2021. 19200 90

Francescucci, A., & Foster, M. (2013). The VIRI (virtual, interactive, real-time, instructor-led) classroom: The impact of 
blended synchronous online courses on student performance, engagement, and satisfaction. Canadian Journal of 
Higher Education, 43(3), 78–91.

Farkhani, Z. A., Badiei, G., & Rostami, F. (2022). Investigating the teacher’s perceptions of classroom management and 
teaching self-efficacy during Covid-19 pandemic in the online EFL courses. Asian-Pacific Journal of Second and 
Foreign Language Education, 7(1), 1–14. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1186/ s40862- 022- 00152-7

Gallagher, S., & Palmer, J. (2020). The pandemic pushes Universities online. The change was long overdue. Harvard Busi-
ness Review, 29, 74.

Grieves, M., & Vickers, J. (2017). Digital twin: Mitigating unpredictable, undesirable emergent behavior in complex sys-
tems. In Transdisciplinary perspectives on complex systems (pp. 85–113) Springer, Cham. Doi: https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
978-3- 319- 38756-7

González-Gómez, D., Jeong, J. S., & Rodríguez, D. A. (2016). Performance and perception in the flipped learning model: 
An initial approach to evaluate the effectiveness of a new teaching methodology in a general science classroom. 
Journal of Science Education and Technology, 25(3), 450–459. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10956- 016- 9605-9

Guraya, S. (2020). Combating the COVID-19 outbreak with a technology-driven e-flipped classroom model of educa-
tional transformation. Journal of Taibah University Medical Sciences, 15(4), 253–254. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. jtumed. 
2020. 07. 006

Hamid, M. O., Khan, A., & Islam, M. M. (2018). The spread of private tutoring in English in developing societies: Exploring 
students’ perceptions. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 39(6), 868–886.

Hande, S. (2014). Strength’s weaknesses opportunities and threats of blended learning: Students’ perceptions. Annals of 
Medical and Health Sciences Research, 4(3), 336–339. https:// doi. org/ 10. 4103/ 2141- 9248. 133455

Haider, A. S., & Al-Salman, S. (2020). Dataset of Jordanian university students’ psychological health impacted by using 
e-learning tools during COVID-19. Data in brief, 32, 106104. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. dib. 2020. 106104

Kavrayıcı, C., & Kesim, E. (2021). School management during the covid-19 pandemic: A qualitative study. Educational 
Administration Theory and Practice, 27(1), 1005–1060.

Keengwe, J., & Kidd, T. T. (2010). Towards best practices in online learning and teaching in higher education. MERLOT 
Journal of Online Learning and Teaching, 6(2), 533–541.

Kemp, N., & Grieve, R. (2014). Face-to-face or face-to-screen? Undergraduates’ opinions and test performance in class-
room vs. online learning. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, 12–78. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3389/ fpsyg. 2014. 01278

Law, V. T., Yee, H. H., Ng, T. K., & Fong, B. Y. (2022). Transition from traditional to online learning in Hong Kong tertiary 
educational institutions during COVID-19 pandemic. Technology, Knowledge and Learning. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
s10758- 022- 09603-z

López-Pérez, M. V., Pérez-López, M. C., & Rodríguez-Ariza, L. (2011). Blended learning in higher education: Students’ per-
ceptions and their relation to outcomes. Computers and Education, 56(3), 818–826. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. compe 
du. 2010. 10. 023

Manegre, M., & Sabiri, K. A. (2022). Online language learning using virtual classrooms: An analysis of teacher perceptions. 
Computer Assisted Language Learning, 35(5–6), 973–988. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 09588 221. 2020. 17702 90

Marín-Díaz, V., Reche, E., & Martín, J. (2021). University virtual learning in covid times. Technology, Knowledge and Learning, 
Tech Know Learn, 27, 1291–1309. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10758- 021- 09533-2

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-20798-4
https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v9n2p81
https://doi.org/10.30935/cedtech/10945
https://doi.org/10.30935/cedtech/10945
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11010006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-021-10449-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10758-021-09584-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2011.584347
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2011.584347
https://doi.org/10.1080/10872981.2021.1920090
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40862-022-00152-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-38756-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-38756-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10956-016-9605-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtumed.2020.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtumed.2020.07.006
https://doi.org/10.4103/2141-9248.133455
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dib.2020.106104
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01278
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10758-022-09603-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10758-022-09603-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2010.10.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2010.10.023
https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2020.1770290
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10758-021-09533-2


Page 16 of 16Islam et al. Smart Learning Environments  2023, 10(1):5

Masoud, N., & Bohra, O. P. (2020). Challenges and opportunities and distance learning during COVID-19 in UAE. Academy 
of Accounting and Financial Studies Journal, 24, 1–12.

Mulyadi, D., & Purnama, Y. (2019). Students’ perceptions of blended learning in mastering English for specific purposes. In 
International  journal of physics: Conference series (Vol. 1339, No. 1, p. 012116). IOP Publishing.

Palvia, S., Aeron, P., Gupta, P., Mahapatra, D., Parida, R., Rosner, R., & Sindhi, S. (2018). Online education: Worldwide status, 
challenges, trends, and implications. Journal of Global Information Technology Management, 21(4), 233–241. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10971 98X. 2018. 15422 62

Perveen, A. (2016). Synchronous and asynchronous e-language learning: A case study of the virtual university of Pakistan. 
Open Praxis, 8(1), 21–39.

Phillips, C., & O’Flaherty, J. (2019). Evaluating nursing students’ engagement in an online course using flipped virtual 
classrooms. Student Success, 10(1), 59–72. https:// doi. org/ 10. 5204/ ssj. v10i1. 1098

Potts, J. A. (2019). Profoundly gifted students’ perceptions of virtual classrooms. Gifted Child Quarterly, 63(1), 58–80. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 5204/ ssj. v10i1. 1098

Purushotham, S. L., Phil, M., & Scholar, P. D. (2020). Online learning and its effects on english language skills among higher 
education students a mid of the Covid-19 lockdown. Language in India, 20, 127–144.

Rachmadtullah, R., Marianus Subandowo, R., Humaira, M. A., Aliyyah, R. R., Samsudin, A., & Nurtanto, M. (2020). Use of 
blended learning with moodle: Study effectiveness in elementary school teacher education students during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. International Journal of Advanced Science and Technology, 29(7), 3272–3277.

Sage, K., Jackson, S., Fox, E., & Mauer, L. (2021). The virtual Covid-19 classroom: Surveying outcomes, individual differ-
ences, and technology use in college students. Smart Learning Environments, 8(1), 1–20. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1186/ 
s40561- 021- 00174-7

Salloum, S. A., Al-Emran, M., Shaalan, K., & Tarhini, A. (2019). Factors affecting the E-learning acceptance: A case study from 
UAE. Education and Information Technologies, 24(1), 509–530. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10639- 018- 9786-3

Sprenger, D. A., & Schwaninger, A. (2021). Technology acceptance of four digital learning technologies (classroom 
response system, classroom chat, e-lectures, and mobile virtual reality) after three months’ usage. International 
Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 18(1), 1–17. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1186/ s41239- 021- 00243-4

Sun, L., Tang, Y., & Zuo, W. (2020). Coronavirus pushes education online. Nature Materials, 19(6), 687–687. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1038/ s41563- 020- 0678-8

Swanson, S. R., Davis, J. C., Gonzalez-Fuentes, M., & Robertson, K. R. (2021). These unprecedented times: A critical incidents 
technique examination of student perceptions ‘of satisfying and dissatisfying learning experiences. Marketing Educa-
tion Review, 31(3), 209–225. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10528 008. 2021. 19520 82

Tang, T., Abuhmaid, A. M., Olaimat, M., Oudat, D. M., Aldhaeebi, M., & Bamanger, E. (2020). Efficiency of flipped classroom 
with online-based teaching under COVID-19. Interactive Learning Environments. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10494 820. 
2020. 18177 61

Van Beek, M. (2011). Introduction: What is “virtual learning” Macinak Centre for Public Policy. https:// www. macki nac. org/ 
14475

Willermark, S. (2021). Who’s there? Characterizing interaction in virtual classrooms. Journal of Educational Computing 
Research, 59(6), 1036–1055.

Yaakub, A. (2020). Literature review of online teaching amidst the Covid-19. Journal of Language & Educational Policy, 5(1), 
101–107.

Zhang, Y. (2019). Chinese parents are paying for their kids to learn English from US online tutors. Here’s how the job 
works. USA Today. Retrieved from https:// eu. usato day. com/ story

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1080/1097198X.2018.1542262
https://doi.org/10.1080/1097198X.2018.1542262
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v10i1.1098
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v10i1.1098
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v10i1.1098
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40561-021-00174-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40561-021-00174-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-018-9786-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-021-00243-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41563-020-0678-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41563-020-0678-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/10528008.2021.1952082
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2020.1817761
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2020.1817761
https://www.mackinac.org/14475
https://www.mackinac.org/14475
https://eu.usatoday.com/story

	UAE university students’ experiences of virtual classroom learning during Covid 19
	Abstract 
	Introduction
	Research in VC learning
	VC learning in UAE
	Teacher-student interaction of VC learning
	Advantages and drawbacks of VC learning
	Aims and research questions
	Research design
	Findings
	Students experience and choice to take up VC learning
	Teacher-student interaction in VC learning

	Discussion and conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


