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Abstract
Background: Like many international universities and institu-

tions of higher education that have shifted the entire educational
system from the traditional face-to-face education model to dis-
tance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, universities in
Saudi Arabia have expended great effort to change the behavior of
educators and students to accommodate the transition. This rapid
shift has had a significant impact on students, especially in pro-
grams such as interior design, in which different practical courses
are taught along with the theoretical ones. Therefore, this study
aimed to investigate the benefits and challenges senior interior
design students experienced while taking their classes online. 

Design and Methods: The current paper has adopted a qualita-
tive approach for assessing the data obtained. Semi-structured
interview was used to collect all the needed information regarding
participants’ opinions about distance learning. 

Results: Increased time to spend on assignments, reduction of
costs to the student, and improvement in achievement of learning
outcomes were the three main benefits students reported in their
experience of distance learning. On the other hand, technical
issues, changes in grade distribution, and changes in project types
were identified as student concerns. Although students found
many advantages in communicating with others remotely, some
issues arose. 

Conclusions: Students expressed a preference for the hybrid
learning method, or at least for having their exams, juries, and pre-
sentations on campus in person, not remotely. 

Introduction 
The novel corona virus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, which

was first found in Wuhan, China,1 is a new phenomenon that has
profoundly affected global public health,2 and has changed every-
day routines for many individuals. The virus, which mainly affects
the respiratory system of individuals, has resulted in a high per-
centage of fatalities globally.1,3 The failure to discover an effective
medication for treatment, the high fatality rate, and the highly con-

tagious nature of this virus, have made the novel coronavirus an
international concern.2 The World Health Organization (WHO)
officially categorized the COVID-19 outbreak as a global pan-
demic,4 and in response, most governmental sectors worldwide,
including educational sectors, started taking action to preserve
public health, an effort which included finding solutions to accom-
modate social distancing and cope with this pandemic in the aca-
demic environment.2,5,6 Saudi Arabia, represented by the Ministry
of Education (ME), was one of the first countries to suspend edu-
cation in public and private schools and universities and any sort
of training institutions in response to the confirmed global health
crisis, as of March 9, 2020.7

Higher education in Saudi Arabia has implemented different
learning strategies in the context of the COVID-19 outbreak to
ensure the continuation of the learning process with a desirable
quality. It has been confirmed that online learning is the most suit-
able learning strategy to enable students to continue their educa-
tion during this pandemic without the human interaction which
occurs in traditional face-to-face learning.8 Universities in Saudi
Arabia have expended great effort to change the practices of edu-
cators and students when shifting the entire educational system
from the traditional face-to-face education model to distance
learning. In addition to the traditional e-learning tools such as
videos, audios, chats and PowerPoint,9 the Ministry of Education
has approved the use of various media platforms such as TV chan-
nels, Zoom, Google meet, and Learning Management System
(LMS) to bridge the gap between students and instructors.10 The
m-learning (or mobile-learning) strategy was also adopted as a
means to facilitate communication between students and their
peers or instructors. M-learning facilitates interaction via personal
mobile devices through the use of different tools and social media
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp. The utiliza-
tion of such platforms has helped instructors in delivering their
lectures, interacting with students, and even evaluating student
learning outcomes. The adoption of social media tools with
mobile educational technology has been instrumental in delivering
education successfully to some six million students in Saudi
Arabia.10

Higher education assessment methods also have been modi-

Significance for public health

Universities in Saudi Arabia, like many international universities, have expended great effort to change the practices of educators and students when shifting the
entire educational system from the traditional face-to-face education model to distance learning in response to the current global health crisis. In general, online
learning has been widely discussed by researchers and proved to be a helpful tool in so many aspects. However, online learning could be affected by the nature of
the educational programs. Interior Design programs, for example, rely primarily on practical courses such as design, technical, and drafting studios, which may prove
more challenging to offer online than theoretical courses. Therefore, investigation of interior design students’ perceptions about completion of their courses online
during the COVID-19 pandemic is significant for the development of strategies to overcome issues and improve the online learning experience.
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fied to fit the new teaching strategies. Five different options have
been provided to students as alternative methods to the traditional
paper exam. The first option is a summative assessment/exam
which includes essay, open-book exam, production of an artifact,
and an E-portfolio; the second option is oral exam, only applicable
to classes with small enrollment; the third option is micro teaching,
whereby the flipped class strategy is implemented and students
deliver lessons as though they are teachers; the fourth option is a
student podcast, whereby students can submit a podcast uploaded
on any media platform; and the fifth option is a simulation, where-
by students examine data presented remotely and then interact and
comment. The assessment strategy employed will vary with the
nature of the course and the instructor’s judgment as to the most
effective means to evaluate student achievement of learning out-
comes. Adoption of the distance-learning strategy during risks and
pandemics has been implemented in the past. For example, similar
strategies were used during the H1N1 outbreak, when more than
50 international universities adopted online learning as an alterna-
tive solution.11 Distance learning during that outbreak had a posi-
tive role in limiting the spread of the virus and continuing the
learning process successfully.11,12 Additionally, distance learning
as a topic is not new to the education field, and many studies have
investigated its effects on student outcomes and performance, and
reported student preferences.13 However, the abrupt transition has
had its own impact on students, instructors and the whole educa-
tional process, especially in programs that are not used to deliver-
ing courses remotely such as interior design. Interior design stu-
dents in Saudi Arabia typically pursue on-campus education, so the
transitioning of all classes to online formats during the pandemic
constitutes a new approach. Therefore, investigating interior
design students’ perceptions about completing their courses online
during the Covid-19 outbreak is significant for the development of
strategies to identify and overcome issues and improve the online
learning experience. The present study discusses the advantages
and challenges of implementing the distance-learning model in
both theoretical and practical courses in the Interior Design pro-
gram at a university in Saudi Arabia. 

Distance-learning approaches 
Distance learning has been defined as any learning process that

separates students from educators whether by time or place, where-
by various sorts of technology (such as video, audio, and computer
technologies) are utilized to achieve learning goals.14
Asynchronous and synchronous are two distinct communication
approaches of distance learning models.14,15 Asynchronous com-
munication means that students are liberated from schedules,
accessing their course materials at a time and place they prefer,
through websites, dash/blackboard, broadcasts, and computer soft-
ware.14 In this type, students have flexible time and can take the
class from any location, an advantage that allows students to
organize their schedules according to their own convenience.
Synchronous communication, on the other hand, is the pre-sched-
uled form of distance learning, according to which the educator
sets a time to meet and interact with students even if they are sep-
arated geographically.14 This approach, which increases learning
effectiveness over in-person learning, facilitates student-student or
student-educator interaction by arrangement of one-on-one dia-
logues or group projects. Types of education that focus on commu-
nication with others and collaboration on group projects may
enhance and help implement learning strategies such as case study
analysis and critical thinking.16 In general, these two approaches
have been widely discussed in higher education studies, according
to the roles both approaches play in distance learning and the
extent to which they are efficient and effective for students.15 One

study finds that, although students and professors gave high ratings
to both asynchronous and synchronous approaches, the asynchro-
nous approach was preferable to both students and instructors
compared to the synchronous.15 However, it was concluded that
both approaches should be used in the educational process to
exploit benefits from each. Yamagata-Lynch had a similar conclu-
sion: namely, that the asynchronous method should be comple-
mented with the synchronous in order to enhance the connection
and communication between students and peers and also between
students and instructors.17

Students’ perceptions about distance-learning 
In general, online learning has been widely discussed by

researchers, including student perceptions. Findings proved that
distance learning is a helpful tool in terms of reducing tuition cost,
promoting learning flexibility,9 promoting education
sustainability,13,18 enhancing effective learning, and increasing stu-
dent enrollment.19,20 Educators who implemented a similar strate-
gy identified the advantages of distance learning for enhancing
teaching quality and improving student learning outcomes as
well.21 Well-designed and articulated online courses can provide a
new means of distance interaction and participation that affects
student performance positively.19,22 Another study confirmed that
implementing a distance-learning approach using social media
platforms provides a variety of learning activities that students can
participate in, enjoy, or contribute to.23 However, due to the rapid
shift from traditional learning to online learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic, both educators and students faced many
challenges. These challenges involved the availability and quality
of the IT infrastructure, familiarity with distance learning,24 tools
and techniques,25 and educators’ and students’ digital skills.24 The
transition to online learning happened suddenly, and many educa-
tors as well as students were neither practically nor emotionally
prepared. For many courses, the topics, assignments, and exams
were first designed for traditional classes on campus; however,
after suspension of face-to-face traditional learning, all of these
plans had to be modified to accommodate the new learning strate-
gy. To foster the new teaching approach, administrators, informa-
tion technology staff, faculty and students must work together to
improve the quality and to enhance the effectiveness of the dis-
tance learning process.9,26 One thing that can be beneficial is to
guide students through orientations, written guidelines, and work-
shops,27 in order to familiarize students with the new learning
approach. Awareness of the electronic resources available to them
can also help students cope with the e-learning approach.9 The
online courses themselves have to be examined continually to
ensure quality.28 According to one study,9 “Each part of the course
needs to be evaluated using a formative approach before placing it
online” (p.782). A pilot test can be done to ensure the effectiveness
of the online course or software provided and anticipate any issue
that may occur. 

Online learning could be affected by the nature of the educa-
tional programs as well. In the Interior Design program, for exam-
ple, theoretical courses are offered that lend themselves to distance
learning. A study showed that online learning, which has many
advantages in facilitating communication between students,
proved to be useful and beneficial for interior design students in
terms of enhancing their collaboration in the non-studio course.29
However, the Interior Design program relies primarily on practical
courses such as design, technical, and drafting studios, which may
prove more challenging to handle online. Although the integration
of additional technology in the studio and practical courses has
been discussed in the past,30 the implementation of such a strategy
is still unfamiliar and not widely discussed by researchers.31 One
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of the few studies that investigated online learning in the studio
course revealed that students tend to prefer face-to-face learning
and find it more effective in the studio courses than online learn-
ing.31 Another study noted that educators as well are more reluc-
tant to implement the distance learning model in their courses,
voicing their concern about changing the traditional institutional
strategies and the number of students per classroom.14

Impact of COVID-19, distance learning, and other fac-
tors on students’ wellbeing

During the COVID-19 outbreak, students were prohibited
from going to school or visiting any public places. The pressure
was greater yet for international students unable to travel to their
home countries due to the closing of international airports. Even
those students with official permission to travel faced the stress of
not knowing when the pandemic would end and when it would be
possible to return and complete their education. Such restrictions,
along with the need to rely on technology to such an unprecedented
extent for distance learning, a new approach for some students, had
a great impact on psychological wellbeing. Many studies have
examined and documented the negative impact of the pandemic on
students. One of the studies investigated the well-being of students
at a Spanish university.31 In the study they found that more than
one third of the participants (34.19%) experienced a high level of
depression, while almost one fourth of the participants (21.34%)
had a moderate to high level of depression.31 According to both
results, more than half of the students (55.53%) had symptoms of
a moderate to high level of depression.31 In the same study, the
anxiety level was noticeably higher among students compared to
the general population.31 A study conducted in China confirmed
similar results, reporting that 66.90% of the participants experi-
enced anxiety and almost one fourth of this number (23.80%) had
a moderate to severe level of depression.32 The impact was greater
if the person utilizing the technology was alone, a situation which
has occurred in many cases during the pandemic especially for
international students. An early study mentioned that technology
can have a negative impact when a person is lonely, and such
symptoms can be overcome when a person is close to friends.33
Another study conducted at a university confirmed similar results,
finding that the excessive use of the internet is associated with
loneliness,34 and a negative effect on self-esteem.35 

Furthermore, other studies reported that one side effect of the
immoderate use of internet is internet addiction.36-38 In addition to
the impact of excessive use of technology on students, a number of
factors can also adversely affect students’ wellbeing: a family
member such as a parent being infected by COVID-19,3,39
increased financial problems, especially when a family member
loses a job,3 the unclear path of the learning process to potential
employment,40,41 inaccurate news reporting,42 and finally, the lim-
itation of social interaction.43 All of these factors compromise stu-
dents’ well-being, which in turn is reflected in their performance,
motivation, and desire to learn.25,44,45

Materials and Methods

Data
The study was conducted at a private university in Saudi

Arabia with students in the Interior Design program. Students in
the program had experienced the transition from face-to-face
learning to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in all
of their courses (theoretical and practical). Students spent the first

seven weeks of the semester on campus, physically attending
classes. After the outbreak, students continued taking their classes
but virtually, through different platforms such as LMS, Google
Drive, and Google Meet. In both theoretical and practical courses,
instructors delivered their lectures through Google Meet and
uploaded all course materials on LMS and Google Drive. Students
uploaded their assignments and projects using the same resources.
The students who agreed to participate in the study were ten in
total (N=10), all of them at the senior level. The researcher was
teaching five of the students in a Senior I course (ID498), which is
a theoretical course, and the other five in Senior II (ID499), a prac-
tical course (studio). The participants were all volunteers and were
informed about the purpose of the study and the topic of investiga-
tion. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was also obtained
to conduct the study (PSU IRB-2020-08-0055).

Methodology 
The current paper has adopted a qualitative approach for

assessing the obtained data. Semi-structured interview was used to
collect all the needed information regarding participants’ opinions
of distance learning. Accordingly, some of the main questions were
prepared earlier and the rest were based on the responses of the
participants to the first questions. The interview was a one-on-one
type, which means that the researcher interviewed each participant
separately.46 The interview method was chosen to enable the
researcher to gather as much in-depth data and information as pos-
sible regarding the challenges and advantages students faced while
taking their courses online. Each interview took approximately ten
minutes, and centered on three main questions: i) What are the
benefits of distance learning? ii) What are the challenges that stu-
dents faced when switching from traditional face-to-face classes to
online learning? iii) What are the recommendations for taking
these courses online in the future? Out of concern for the students’
health, the interviews were conducted virtually through Google
Meet. 

For the analysis, thematic analysis technique was adopted in
the study. This type of analysis aims to review common themes and
find logical interpretations for the data obtained. Categorizing and
sorting data, taking notes, and coding are three different techniques
used to achieve this type of analysis.47 According to these strate-
gies, data was sorted into three main categories on the basis of the
three main questions: the benefits of the distance learning in the
Interior Design program; the challenges of distance learning in the
Interior Design program; and recommendations for future distance
learning in the Interior Design program. 

Results

The benefits of distance learning in the interior design
program

Overall, since they were studying on campus, students had
positive feedback regarding distance learning and the use of differ-
ent media platforms such as LMS, Google Drive, videos, tutorials,
and so on. A student commented about her experience studying
online, saying, “I do not mind it at all. It was a little bit difficult to
switch from face-to-face learning but only in the beginning, then
everything was fine” (IV1). Based on that positive experience, stu-
dents were generally willing to try distance-learning in the future.
According to one student, “Distance learning was good and had
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many advantages, and based on my experience in the semester I
took my summer courses, it was OK” (IV1). Students mentioned
different aspects of the distance-learning experience that led them
to prefer it. These aspects were sorted into different themes, as
shown in Table 1 and discussed below. 

More time for school tasks
Increased time for students to spend on their tasks was one of

the advantages mentioned most often by students who preferred
distance learning over in-person learning. Student (IV5) stated that
“the extra time taken in the break between courses on campus in
addition to the time coming and going to and from school really
matters. Compiling all of that time and spending it on the given
tasks is much better”. Additionally, prior to the transition from the
face-to-face learning model, on-campus interior design students
had been engaged in many activities outside the classroom to ful-
fill the requirements of their courses, which may have demanded a
significant amount of time from students. One student mentioned
that “going to the printing center to print my board sometimes
takes more than half an hour, and the printed boards do not come
out successfully every time” (IV4), which means that students
would take one to two hours printing one board until they were sat-
isfied with the print quality, or even more time in the case of large-
scale projects. The same student reported, “Sometimes I finalize
my project two days before the submission to make sure that I can
print on time and overcome any issue that might occur” (IV4). It
would also take additional time to go to and from the printing cen-
ters, as these professional centers are usually located off campus.
Although students finished the printing before class, the time spent
on printing could have been utilized to finish other course assign-
ments or work on their projects. Many similar activities involved
the same issue of time loss for students. “Talking about studios,
3D-modeling and selecting actual materials all take a lot from my
working time on the projects” (IV2), one student said. For exam-
ple, students would usually visit furniture stores and firms for
materials selection, and could spend several hours finding the right
materials for their projects. In the case of distance learning, on the
other hand, students were asked to submit their tasks digitally,
which reduced the time wasted. One student reported, “In distance
learning, all assignments and projects were shifted to soft copies,
not hard copies as we used to do. That’s really helped save a lot of
time” (IV4). All the time that used be taken up by activities such

as printing, modeling, selecting materials, and commuting to
school was freed for work on tasks, assignments, and projects. 

Better outcomes 
Students find distance learning very helpful in enhancing their

performance and increasing their productivity. According to one
student (IV1), “During my working time in the classroom, some-
times I got disturbed by other students who were talking or asking
questions. However, in distance learning I can concentrate more on
my work without interference from anyone, which enhanced the
outcomes of my tasks”. Another student mentioned that “distance
learning is much more comfortable and easier for me as I don’t
have breaks between classes, which makes me more energetic and
ready to work” (IV5). Distance learning was also better for stu-
dents who prefer not to work on campus. Student (IV6) stated,
“I’m more productive when I work at home, as it will be at my con-
venience, and the distance learning really fits me”. Student (IV10)
corroborated the advantage of time management, saying,
“Distance learning gives me more flexible time where I can
arrange my time and schedule as I want. That helped me finish the
semester successfully”. Student (IV7) said, “I could not imagine
that I would have a day’s break in my schedule. When I was on
campus, I had no breaks at all [meaning breaks of days, not breaks
between classes], and now [with distance learning], I can manage
my time and have even a day’s break then come back to work more
effectively”. In terms of the link between student achievement with
the time spent on projects, students find distance learning to be
beneficial in this regard. With the reduction of the time spent at
school for breaks, commuting, or even hanging out with other stu-
dents, students focus more on their work and become more produc-
tive. According to student (IV9), “Studying at home help me a lot
in spending more time on my projects and focusing more on the
details which I didn’t have time to complete when I was studying
on campus”. 

Economy 
Economy is another aspect that students take into considera-

tion when discussing the benefits of distance learning. Dealing
with course requirements is an issue that affects the economics of
some students, which in turn has a great impact on the quality of
their work. For studios, including senior studio, for example, stu-
dents used to have two juries during the semester and then a final
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Table 1. Benefits of distance learning in the Interior Design program.

Benefits                                 Reasons

More time for school tasks          •     No time spent on commuting to school
                                                              •     No wasted time between classes
                                                              •     Assignments and projects submitted as soft copies
                                                              •     No time spent on activities outside classes (ex. printing and modeling)
                                                              •     No time spent on transportation (going to and from places related to the activities outside classes such as printing centers)
Better outcomes                             •     No disturbance by other students
                                                              •     Students do not get tired because of the wasted time between classes
                                                              •     Students more energetic and ready to work
                                                              •     Flexible time to arrange schedules
                                                              •     Extra time to focus on details 
Economy                                            •     Change of requirement from hard copies to soft copies for all tasks
                                                              •     No additional cost for students
Communication                               •     More meetings with instructors 
                                                              •     Different media platforms to communicate with each other 
                                                              •     More group meetings
                                                              •     More encouragement from other students to work
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one. For all juries, students were required to print their projects on
boards and to submit a hard copy of booklets for each project. Each
board could cost 100 SR, which means three hundred riyal per
semester for each student without counting reprinting, booklets,
3D-modeling, material boards, and many other requirements.
These costs may compromise the quality of some students’ proj-
ects. Student (IV8) mentioned, “It always comes to my mind, why
should we print out our projects on boards? It is costly and not
environmentally friendly, as we will throw all of them out [the
boards] later”. When online courses were adopted, all of these
requirements changed, and students were asked to submit their
work digitally, which many students preferred. According to stu-
dent (IV2), “I do not like always printing our work as a hard copy.
I was even happier when the requirement was switched to soft
copies during COVID-19”. 

Communication 
Students find improvement in their communication skills with

online learning. For example, the students innovated a new tech-
nique to communicate with each other. These students have been
studying together and taking the same classes since they were
freshmen. Therefore, they found it helpful to discuss virtually with
each other from time to time as though they were in class.
According to student (IV3), “We usually do a group meeting
through WhatsApp group or Google Meet to work together some-
times or to seek opinions from classmates, the same as we used to
do in class”. One student (IV5) also mentioned that “sometimes I
feel as if I do not have energy or enthusiasm to work, but once I
see that my classmates are meeting to work [virtually] that encour-
ages me a lot to work with them and to finish my assignments”.
Distance learning has also had an impact on the communication
between students and their instructors. Student (IV3) mentioned
that “we have flexible hours to meet our instructors. Anytime we
need advice we can contact the instructors asking for a virtual
meeting without waiting for the instructors’ office hours as we
used to do on campus”. Student (IV7) also mentioned that “when
we switched to online, most of our instructors were on their com-
puters. If we send an email, instructors reply in a maximum 15
minutes, unlike on campus where instructors were always busy
with their classes and did not have enough time to reply to emails
immediately”. 

Challenges that students faced after transition from
traditional face-to-face classes to online learning

Students had positive feedback regarding distance learning,
but they also experienced some challenges that might affect their
comfort level. According to student (IV9), “Everything was

unclear in the beginning as this strategy was new to us, so we were
a little bit frustrated and confused”. Another student (IV7) report-
ed, “In the beginning I received many emails from instructors
explaining the new strategies, which made me stressed”.
Communication, technology, and changes in grade distribution
were the three main challenges that students reported facing, as
shown in Table 2 and discussed in the following section. 

Communication 
The communication between students and public audiences

was an issue for students. External jurors and families were invited
to attend the senior final juries. Usually those audiences come to
the university and attend students’ presentations and see their
works in person. During the COVID-19 limitations on face-to-face
interaction, all of the attendees received invitations to a virtual
meeting of the final jury. At this meeting, students presented their
works without any eye contact, as they could not see the attendees’
faces. This lack of visual contact encouraged students to interact
with their audience verbally, which is not always sufficient.
According to student (IV10), “our specialty is more about selling
our ideas… Selling the ideas physically is much easier than virtu-
ally, because when you are in the front of people you can see their
body language and facial expression; even you as students can do
the same and play with your body language and facial expression
to get the audience’s attention if they get distracted. You miss all of
that when you do the communication virtually”. Student (IV5)
added, discussing a similar issue, “When presenting projects
online, audience members were not able to see the small details of
our work that require a lot of time from us. It was easier to see and
explain these details in the class”. Student (IV8) also discussed her
experience when communicating with others in the group work.
The student mentioned, “In the group project, it was really hard to
express the ideas to other students as they were not able to see my
facial expression. It takes me less time to explain when they are
with me in the class”. 

Technical issues 
Due to the lack of preparation for the sudden shift from tradi-

tional to online learning, instructors and students were both reliant
on the internet and Wi-Fi. An increase in the usage of different net-
works has an impact on the effectiveness of these sources. Many
students experienced slowness of the internet or the freezing of
certain websites. According to student (IV2), “It happened to me
more than one time. My laptop was freezing in the middle of
exams. Although I survived because I am used to saving my work
regularly, I think if this problem happens to other students, this
might be a big issue”. Student (IV10) also confirmed that she had
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Table 2. Challenges that students faced after transition from traditional face-to-face classes to online learning.

Challenges                                                                   Reasons

Communication                                                                                 •    Too many emails
                                                                                                                •    Communication issues between students and public audiences 
                                                                                                                •    No eye contact
                                                                                                                •    No body language and facial expression
                                                                                                                •    Small details of projects are not very clear and hard to explain 
Technical issues                                                                                •    Increased usage of different networks
                                                                                                                •    Slowness on the internet
                                                                                                                •    Freezing of certain websites
                                                                                                                •    Loss of Wi-Fi connection
Change in grade distribution and addition of projects          •    Change of grading scale percentage for finals and classwork
                                                                                                                •    Change of exams to projects
                                                                                                                •    Addition of projects

[page 33]                                            [Journal of Public Health Research 2020; 9(s1):1914]                                                            

Non
-co

mmerc
ial

 us
e o

nly



similar issues during presentations and she said, “Sometimes dur-
ing a presentation of one of my classmates, for example, we lost
connection and I got confused, as I did not know whether the prob-
lem was from my side or on the part of the other student”. The
same student pointed out another technical issue: “When I tried to
use the LMS, a lot of times I could not log in successfully. Out of
ten times, actually one or two times it would work. I think it was
freezing because many students were using the same website at the
same time and this was an issue”. Group work was another issue
for some students, as not all students had a good Wi-Fi and internet
connection in their homes. Student (IV8) noted that “sometimes in
the group work, a student or two had an issue with their Wi-Fi con-
nection, which really affected the progress of the work. When I
work individually, I do not experience this issue”. 

Grade distribution and project changing 
Changing the grade distribution of the assignments and finals

was an issue for students. On campus, the total grade was out of
100 (60 distributed between majors and assignments and 40 for the
finals). After the pandemic, this grade distribution was changed to
80 for the classwork, including assignments and mid-term exams,
and only 20 for the finals. With this change, instructors were
required to modify their class work activities (whether by adding
more projects or modifying the grades) and to change finals to fit
the new criteria. Student (IV8) stated, “We had more projects dur-
ing that semester, as many exams had been changed to projects”.
Student (IV1) also said, “When the grade distribution changed, we
had new types of projects. We had a lot of things to do and that
required more time from us”. 

Recommendations

Distance vs on-campus learning
Students offered several recommendations for future distance

learning in the Interior Design program. Some of the recommenda-
tions were that students be on campus even for short times and
fewer days. One of the suggestions was to schedule a one-on-one
meeting with the instructor, especially in the practical courses.
According to student (IV5), “It would be much better to see the
instructor face-to-face and seek her advice, even if we could
arrange individual meetings in her office”. Other students also sug-
gested taking exams on campus. Student (IV10) said, “I suggest
visiting campus regularly even if once or twice per semester for
final presentations and exams, so students do not rely only on dis-
tance learning and forget the routine of going to school”. Student
(IV2) also said, “Because of the technical issue that I had during
my exam, I suggest taking exams on campus. In case of any issue
on my computer, I have a hard copy also”. On this topic, student
(IV8) also said, “I would like to have juries on campus. It is really
important to see the expression of the instructors and jurors about

my work”. Several students suggested taking all classes remotely,
but with different teaching techniques. For example, Student (IV5)
said, “For the practical courses, instructors can make tutorials and
upload them on YouTube, so the materials will be accessible to all
students, especially the freshman students who really need to learn
all the basics of design”. Student (IV4) also suggested that sched-
uling more virtual meetings with students outside of the class time
would be helpful in distance learning (Table 3).

Projects vs exams
In terms of the type of assignments, many students prefer

exams over projects in theoretical courses and suggested having
exams on campus as they used to have. Student (IV4) said, “When
we had all of these projects, I wasn’t sure that I would be able to
finish all of them on time or not”. Another student commented, “I
do not have an issue with the practical courses. Issues occurred in
the theoretical courses when exams were changed to projects. Most
of the time was allocated to working on the projects, not to gaining
knowledge from the instructor as we are supposed to do” (IV8).
Student (IV6) said, “I liked studying the practical courses online
and I had no issue with that. But things did not work the same in
theoretical courses. In the lighting course for example, exams were
changed to projects, which take more time and effort from me. I
like to have exams instead”. Only one student liked the change in
the theoretical courses from exams to projects. Student (IV7) men-
tioned, “I was happy to take the theoretical courses online and I
was even happier to do projects rather than exams, as I am not
good at memorizing” (Table 3).

Discussion
During the COVID-19 confinement, universities in Saudi

Arabia shifted their entire educational model to distance learning.
The rapidly prepared shift in a program such as Interior Design
impacted students both positively and negatively in different ways.
From the discussion with senior interior design students, some
benefits of distance learning emerged. Better achievement of learn-
ing outcomes was one of the benefits students mentioned.
According to many students, distance learning has enhanced their
performance and productivity. The same findings were obtained by
many previous studies. In a report done by Silva et al., distance
learning students achieved better results in Brazil’s National
Examination of Student Performance (ENADE) compared to their
peers who followed the traditional learning model.48 Another study
confirmed similar results, concluding that sometimes distance
learning was even more effective for students than face-to-face
learning.49 Some of these results are due to the time students allo-
cate to focus on their assignments. As students mentioned, in dis-
tance learning, the time ordinarily spent on commuting or visiting
different locations to fulfill some of their class requirements,
devoted to greater focus on their work. Reducing the financial
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Table 3. Recommendations for online interior design courses in the future.

Recommendations                                                      Explanations 

Distance vs in-campus learning                                                    •    Use of hybrid teaching method
                                                                                                                •    Inclusion of one-on-one meeting with the instructor (in person)
                                                                                                                •    Taking finals on campus
                                                                                                                •    Additional tutorials related to tasks required in practical courses 
Projects vs exams                                                                              •    More exams and fewer projects in theoretical courses 
                                                                                                                •    More projects in practical courses 
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costs of study was another advantage for students. The change in
many submission requirements from hard to soft copies was
preferable for many students, who expressed concern about spend-
ing money on printed materials only to be discarded by the end of
the semester. Although this type of reduction in cost was rarely dis-
cussed in studies, other cost issues such as tuition have been
addressed in many previous studies. Distance learning can be a
good choice for learners who are seeking more flexible time and a
more affordable education.50 Improvement in the use of communi-
cation technology was another benefit of taking courses online.
Students used different media sources such as WhatsApp and
Google Meet to communicate with each other even outside the
time of their classes, whether virtually or by text, seeking others’
opinions and suggestions.13 In this process, students adopted a pri-
marily synchronous approach as they scheduled time to meet.
According to a study, the synchronous learning method can work
well to enhance different sorts of social interaction.15 Students also
experienced improvement in their communication skills using an
asynchronous learning method as they were able to schedule their
time, access the needed class materials, and complete assignments
remotely.51 Dos Santos and Cechinel noted in their study that this
type of learning is more suitable for task-oriented communica-
tion.15 Although communication was beneficial for many students,
the same students experienced some issues in another area of com-
munication. The lack of in-person contact affected students, mostly
during juries. Students mentioned that they were less comfortable
presenting their final projects without seeing the facial expressions
and body language of others. Another problem was posed by the
technical issues, which has been discussed in many studies.24
Students stated that during presentations and exams, their laptops
were sometimes not working efficiently, and internet connection
was lost at other times, which made the students frustrated when
they were already under pressure. Therefore, students expressed a
preference for the hybrid learning method, or at least for having
their exams, juries, and presentations on campus. Many studies
confirmed the need for implementing both the traditional learning
model with distance learning. Dos Santos and Cechinel conducted
a study that involved students from different courses.15 The partic-
ipants of this study confirmed the need for complementing dis-
tance learning with traditional face-to-face learning.15 The authors
found that, compared to more experienced students, students with
less experience tended to prefer face-to-face learning.15 The same
findings were obtained in the current study: students speculated
that if they had been freshman, they would have experienced more
challenges with distance learning and would have needed to rely
on traditional face-to- face learning (IV1, IV4, and IV 10). The last
issue that students discussed was change in grade distribution and
assignment types. Due to such changes, students reported that they
had too many projects, as most exams had been changed to proj-
ects, which added more pressure for students. Although students
faced this issue during the semester of the switch, this problem
may not occur again. The Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia
has a clear picture now regarding the pandemic and a defined
direction for future educational strategies. Accordingly, all class
requirements, including grade distribution and type of assessment
will be spelled out clearly for all theoretical and practical courses. 

Limitations and Recommendations 
Application of the distance-learning model in programs that

have many practical courses has rarely been discussed. Additional
in-depth studies are recommended to identify and compare the
issues students face in both theoretical and practical courses.
Further, this study only investigated student perceptions of dis-

tance learning with a focus on senior interior design students.
During the interview, many of them expressed concern for students
on lower levels of study with less experience and knowledge
regarding different design programs. Therefore, future study inves-
tigating the perceptions of interior design students from the four
different levels (freshmen, sophomore, junior, and senior) is highly
recommended. 

Conclusions
Distance education is one of the strategies adopted in educa-

tion and its usefulness has been proved in many studies. The need
to adopt such a strategy has increased during the COVID-19 global
health crisis as an alternative method to traditional education.
Students and faculty in different locations can interact, communi-
cate, and share knowledge. Numerous learning benefits and chal-
lenges have been discussed in many studies, but the main focus of
study has been distance learning in theory-based education.
Practical courses such as those offered in interior design programs
have been traditionally taught on campus. Therefore, transition of
practical classes to an online format during the pandemic offers a
unique opportunity to examine the benefits and challenges of this
educational model to students. The findings about student percep-
tions and experiences in this transition revealed many advantages
of using the distance-learning approach for practical courses and
highlighted some of the challenges. Such investigation can help
improve the course quality, which in turn will reflect on student
performance and outcomes.
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