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Abstract

This research aims to uncover higher education students’ experiences regarding sign language learning
with online learning platforms and learning experiences during the coronavirus COVID-19 pandemic in
one of the teacher-preparation programs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) as learning the basics of
sign language is one of the essential elements in the teacher-preparation program for future teachers to
be able to interact with their deaf students. Qualitative research method, structured individual interviews
were employed to collect data to understand students’ experiences, knowledge, expectations, and
thoughts of the impact of the COVID-19 crisis and the sudden and unplanned movement to online
teaching tools on their sign language learning and practices. A total of 24 female students enrolled in a
special education bachelor program were interviewed in this study. Fifteen participants thought that the
COVID-19 crisis influenced their sign language learning and practices, while six of the interviewees
reported no impact, and three were not sure. Data revealed some disadvantages, difficulties, and
concerns of learning sign language through e-learning tools and some advantages of sign language
learning using e-learning tools during the COVID-19 pandemic and are presented alongside examples of
the interviewees’ statements. This study presented some practice recommendations like integrating
digital game-based learning, web and phone applications to practice sign language to endorse effective
and innovative sign language learning and practices techniques.
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INTRODUCTION

COovID-19

COVID-19 pandemic is one of the biggest crises worldwide that has impacted all learning institutions, such as
schools, colleges, and universities (Vasile, 2020). The impact of COVID-19 is limited to students’ learning, but
it impacts teachers’ skills and proficiency in using various digital learning applications and tools. The main
change implemented in many learning institutions is the shift from face-to-face learning to online learning.
Many scholars approved this as the proper response during the COVID-19 pandemic situation (Adedoyin &
Soykan, 2020; Rohman et al., 2020). Due to this pandemic, today’s world is witnessing a substantial scientific
revolution and a tangible development in technological innovations, information technologies, and online
communications tools between teachers and learners. Thus, E-learning is one of the most important of these
innovations that are proliferating, and its success in achieving its goals depends on interaction with peers
and content or ask for help, advice, and guidance (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020; Anderson, 2020). Universities
globally use different modalities to ensure learning is continuing, such as private tools (e.g., WhatsApp,
telegram, and Facebook groups), videoconference applications (e.g., Zoom, Google Meet), and e-learning
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platforms (e.g., Blackboard, Moodle, Microsoft Teams) for sending and receiving assignments, discussion,
sharing contents, and e-assessment.

There are some advantages of this crisis to our educational system. First, it is a lesson of crisis management
to the society and all sectors in the communities, especially to students and workers in education and their
family. It became a very challenging time in education history (Toquero, 2020; Trombly, 2020). Secondly, it
helps educators and social sectors to share awareness of the importance of positive attitudes toward real
issues in the world (Rousseau, & Deschacht, 2020). Thirdly, this crisis made the need to expand the self-
education circle clearly for higher education students and for the lectures and meetings to share opinions
and discussion rather than lecturing, which is considered one of the best teaching methods for higher
education learning (Umarova, 2020). Creating and modifying the independent cognitive process of the
students’ needs and interests within the university courses curriculums help them to organize their learning
using purposeful, planned, and systematic methods of learning regardless of their individuals’ differences
(Samusevica & Striguna, 2017). In addition to these advantages, COVID-19 and its impact on the mental
health of students in higher education raise the needs for mental health and other health-related services to
the well-being of students and its relation to the academic success of the students (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010;
Son et al., 2020).

Furthermore, the COVID-19 period becomes a time to strengthen environmental policies and hygiene
practices, and environmental health, which may help address future environmental issues (Toquero, 2020).
Therefore, some educators and higher education staff started to take advantage of the COVID-19 pandemic
to develop education, means, and participation methods. One of these aspects is teacher-preparation in the
Universities’ programs for children with special needs. Topping, Douglas, and Robertson (2020) reviewed
1540 studies to explore the research literature on the effects of online learning and whether it is better,
worse, or the same as a traditional classroom, the face-to-face learning methods. The researchers highlighted
that disadvantaged students are more likely to be unable to connect or do not have access to computers at
home, so the gap between disadvantaged and other students are more likely to increase within the corona-
virus pandemic period. The researchers reported that online learning, in general, has positive effects in 946
studies (61% of the total number of the reviewed papers) compared to the traditional classroom to art,
health, humanities, and science classes and languages and learning a foreign language. This positive effect is
similar between the schools’ stages (K-12) and positive for students with special needs or ethnic minorities.
Nevertheless, the researchers did not include higher education and teacher-preparation programs in their
review, which is this paper’s aim.

Teacher-Preparation Program for Deaf Students

Darling-Hammond and Bransford’s (2005) study is considered one of the most comprehensive reviews in
teaching and teachers-preparation programs and reported that these programs should provide future
teachers with opportunities to master content and knowledge and related practice skills. Future teachers
should understand learners’ needs and their development within the social context alongside subject matter,
such as subject-specific pedagogies and curricula, and practising how to create and construe effective
instructional, assessment, and supervision strategies. These skills should be the teachers-preparation
program’s key goals regardless of the learners’ subjects, majors, or paths.

On the other hand, there is a massive disconnection between what students learned in the classrooms and
the practicum situation as the faculty who teach the courses are not always the same people in supervising
practicum, which may lead to difficulties in integrating ideas (Rose, 2006). This disconnection is the
unavailability of suitable resources and the school system that supports technological teaching
methodologies. Moreover, the shortage of training teachers in using technology tools effectively enhances
teaching (Thomas, 2013).

Teacher-preparation program for special education students is defined as the primary industry for a special
education teacher to practice special education in institutes and schools and apply its principles (Kang &
Martin, 2018). These programs are carried out by the Faculties of Education through special education
departments in different specializations so that future special education teachers will receive well
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preparation culturally, scientifically, pedagogically, and professionally in a balanced manner before being in
service (Rowan et al., 2020). One of the main paths that university students can select in special education
programs is the deafness path, which aims to prepare them for deaf and hard hearing students. Therefore,
the focus of this paper is the preparation of deaf teachers.

Teacher-preparation programs, hearing loss path, on the Saudi Universities focus on teaching strategies for
deaf and hard of hearing children, communication methods with them, and the most prominent difficulties
or obstacles they may face during the different learning stages (Aldabas, 2015). Furthermore, students in
these programs taught how to draw or modify unique curricula, methods, and teaching methods for groups
of students who cannot keep pace with the requirements of regular education and education programs,
which distinguished the special education services from regular educational programs (Alnahdi & Anastasiou,
2020).

Besides that, teacher-preparation program, hearing loss path, support special education programs in the
community by providing scientific advice and conducting evaluation programs for the programs and curricula
offered in the field and educating community members through lectures, seminars, conferences, and
workshops that the special education department contributes independently or in cooperation with other
institutions (Alajlan, 2017). The department members also support special education research, authorship,
translated books, and related training courses inside and outside the university.

Many fields are considered a future career possibility for special education graduates to work in Saudi Arabia.
The most critical area of work for a graduate of the special education specialization in the Kingdom is working
in administrative or supervisory positions in special education, such as schools or institutions. In addition to
this, they can work in teaching or training jobs or trainers in special education. Graduate of the special
education programs can work in the governmental sectors, such as work in the ministries of education, social
affairs, health, and labor, and even international and semi-governmental organizations and institutions, such
as the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), the Red Crescent, the Red Cross, UNICEF, UNESCO.
Those trained teachers can also work in early intervention centers and hospitals, a specialist in early
intervention in nurseries and kindergartens, and a family counselor in early intervention centers and hospitals
and shelter and daycare centers. Nowadays, there are over 24 programs for the teacher-preparation program
in special education over the country (Alajlan, 2017). However, these programs are no longer accept new
students due to being overstock in finding a job, which leads the governments to close admission in all the
governmental bachelor programs. The rest of the students learned through online resources and platforms
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Importance of Sign Language in Teacher Education Programs

In the Arab World, the Unified Arabic Sign dictionary Language has been recognized to be used in all Arab
countries, including Saudi Arabia. However, some studies reported that the deaf communities have limited
links with other communities (Abdel-Fattah, 2005); therefore, there is limited interaction with the
hearing/speaking community, which led to the emergence of some local sigh communication. It is a
misconception that sign language is the same internationally (Sahoo, Mishra, & Ravulakollu, 2014). There are
about 300 different sign languages (Meir et al., 2010). This is like using the Unified Arabic sign language and
the local sign language in Saudi Arabia, the Saudi Arabian sign language. One of the main issues in the
education of the deaf in Saudi Arabia is the use of the Unified Arabia Sign language dictionary, whereas the
deaf communities denied it. Alternatively, the work on the establishment of the Saudi Sign Dictionary was by
the Saudi Society for Hearing Impairment in 2014 following the order of former King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud to standardizing sign language and spreading deaf culture. The dictionary currently has more than
750 signs referencing words and phrases in addition to the children’s dictionary, which includes the alphabets
and numbers. From the researcher’s experience, teacher education programs in Saudi Arabia used the unified
dictionary as it is old and well established compared to the Saudi Arabian Sign language dictionary. Thus, sign
language should be learned through direct interaction with the deaf community rather than from the unified
dictionary, as it may not be well preferred to the audience, the deaf students.
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Learning sign language that suits the deaf community is one of the essential aspects of the teacher-
preparation program for deaf students regardless of face-to-face or e-learning environments and materials.
It should be noted that the foremost skills in deaf Education are the recognition of the right to education
throughout life is learning using sign language, reading, writing, the right to ask questions, and have access
to resources. However, these cannot be developed if teachers cannot use sign language effectively with the
deaf as it is their first and most used language. Future teachers must learn the basics of sign language to
interact with their deaf students; as usual, people with severe and profound hearing loss prefer to
communicate through sign language (Middleton et al., 2010). However, e-learning and education may
become problematic in special education teacher-preparation programs in learning aspects, such as sign
language, as students need face-to-face guidance and immediate handy feedback.

Teacher-preparation programs need to provide enough opportunities to promote and encourage effective
communication as it is core for interacting with their future teachers and developing their learning and
thinking. Therefore, it is vital to present these future teachers with sign language training and make sure they
can communicate through sign language in the classroom with their deaf students as needed. There are
currently two courses (three credits each) where students can practice sign language with their lectures and
professors. The first course focuses on partial and total communication methods, as well as fingerspelling.
These courses cover the communication methods with children with hearing loss in terms of the concept,
historical development, importance, rationale for use, advantages, and disadvantages of each method) as
well as learning and practicing alphabets and numbers in fingerspelling. After completing this course,
students are expected to know the basic concepts of communication methods and express numbers and
alphabets well using fingerspelling. Therefore, this means that the course focuses on the very basics of sign
language. The second course deals with the concept, historical development, rationale, advantages and
disadvantages of the sign language and trains and practices primary sign language (i.e., signs related to family,
religion, countries, colors, and measurement units). It includes some social signs such as family and religion
and some educational signs such as science and mathematics. After completing this course, students may
perform necessary communication with each other using sign language. Therefore, in terms of
communication with future deaf and hard of hearing students, the teacher-preparation program counts on
these two courses, and no other courses are provided as a part of the bachelor’s degree plan. Therefore, as
universities have turned to online education methods in various ways since the beginning of the COVID-19
crisis, this study attempts to answer the following question: whether turning to distance or online education
helped or hindered future teachers from learning practicing sign language.

Therefore, this study has three main objectives. The first is to explore the advantages of sign learning through
online tools used during the COVID-19 crisis. The second objective is to better understand the disadvantages,
difficulties, and concerns of learning sign language through online tools used during the COVID-19 to be
avoided or overcome. The last and foremost objective is to provide pre-teachers preparation programs’
developers with some suggestions and recommendations for sign language teaching using an online mode
during a crisis-like situation.

METHODS

This study employed qualitative research methods, which was defines by Creswell (2007), as starting the
research “with assumptions, a worldview, the possible use of a theoretical lens, and the study of research
problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 37). As
this study aims to collect and understand students’ experiences, knowledge, expectations, and thoughts, the
gualitative research was selected as it was defined to be an appropriate method to study other’s feelings,
thoughts, and experiences intentionally (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Qualitative data collection through interviews
was a “way of finding out what others feel and think about their worlds” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 1).
Furthermore, John Dewey (the Father of modern Pragmatism) believe that experience is the source of
knowledge, and he stated that it is “in the sense that the experienced shock of change is the necessary
stimulus to the investigating and comparing which eventually produce knowledge” (Dewey, 1921, p. 90).
According to him, “Education is reconstruction or reorganization of experience, which adds to the meaning
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of experience and increases the ability to direct subsequent experiences (2004, p. 83, original in 1960).
Therefore, the qualitative research method was identified as the best possible data collection for this study.
This study concerns students’ thoughts and experience of the impact of the COVID-19 crisis and the sudden
and unplanned movement to online teaching tools on their sign language learning and practices.

As the procedures and the outcomes of the Qualitative research methods depend on the researcher
(Merriam, 2009), the researcher’s identity must be acknowledged. The researcher is a male who is a faculty
member of the college of art and science, and the target group for this study was students from the college
of education, so there is no forced relationship between the researcher and the participants. However,
potential personal biases as the role are different, and gender differences are acknowledged and considered
when analyzing and interpreting the data. However, since there is no direct relationship with the participants,
and the topic is not sensitive, no other potential biases are identified.

Study Design

Following the completion of the previously mentioned courses, selection/advertising for the interviews were
conducted. The researcher told Participants that participation is voluntary, and consent forms were given
alone with participation and privacy statements to ensure confidentiality. All personal information, including
the university name and the cohort semester, and the participants’ details, were available.

Study Sample

A total of 24 female students participated in this study. The students were enrolled in a special education
bachelor program, hearing loss path, at the university in Saudi Arabia. This sample was selected because they
received two to three-semester courses (3 credits each) of sign language training through online platforms.
The limitation of gender is due to two reasons. The researcher executed gender segregation in higher
educational institutes in Saudi Arabia (Alwedinani, 2016), and as the special education major no longer has
enrolled male students, so there are no currently male students in the Teacher-preparation program. The
participants’ selection of this qualitative study is purposeful as the researcher intentionally selects them to
learn or understand the searched phenomenon, which is usually the practice for qualitative studies (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018; Johnson & Christensen, 2012).

Table 1. Study Sample

Participants (n=24)

Variable F %
Age
21 years old 9 37.5
22 years old 10 41.66
23 years old 3 12.5
24 or over 2 8.33

Data Collection

The data was conducted using a structured individual interview, where students were asked open-ended
questions. The questions focus only on how students see the impact of COVID-19 on their sign language
learning and practices based on their experiences, knowledge, expectations, and thoughts. The main
guestion was on their experience on how they were taught sign language during the COVID-19 period. The
following questions, which is developed based on their answer to the first questions, aim to better
understand what it was found to be useful or not, to help readers, university faculties, and policymakers
evaluate this style of sign language learning. Data collected using the interpretive methods of qualitative
research, which provide self-reflective thoughts, would allow the researcher to collect personal stories of
participants and their experiences (Creswell, 2007).

The interviews run using online communication tools due to the social and academic distances placed by
COVID-19 on research and social policy and gender differences, which may have cultural sensitivity of the
researcher and the participants. Online tools for interviews may provide a comfortable environment in an
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unpretentious setting helping the participants speak freely. The interviews lasted between 8 to 13 minutes
as the research questions and aims were identified and implied directly to the interview questions.
Participants were free to dismiss answering the interview questions as they wish without giving a reason and
remaining a part of the study upon their consent. They were informed of their right to withdraw from the
interviews at any point until the categorizing and analyzing of data where it may become hard to connect
data, as it would be completely anonymous.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used for the qualitative data to search for themes (Bryman, 2016). The qualitative data
was transformed and transcribed from the online recording into a soft copy written form in complying with
the guidelines of analyzing qualitative data (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Each interview
transcription was coded with a number from 01 to 24. Transcriptions were clustered into themes, and then
sub-themes and the themes were derived from the collected interviews. Finally, the themes and the evidence
of their statements are reported in the results and discussion section.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In terms of the questions of this paper, 15 of the participants (62.5%) thought that the COVID-19 crisis and
the sudden and unplanned movement to online teaching tools (i.e., distance education) influenced their sign
language learning and practices (regardless of whether it is positive or not) while six of the interviewees (25%)
reported no impact. The rest of the participants n=3 (12.5%), were not sure because they did not experience
face-to-face sign language learning. Interviewees reported five disadvantages, difficulties, and concerns of
learning sign language through online tools used during the COVID-19 crisis and the movement to e-online.
It has limited direct engagement with other learners and the faculty members; caused restrictions on their
ability to practice sign language with each other; felt uninterested and unmotivated due to the lack of
competition, felt unconfident of their ability to use sign language effectively; and been unable observe and
imitate of the movements of the hands and the body as well as facial expressions. In contrast, participants
reported four advantages of sign language learning using e-online tools during the COVID-19 pandemic. They
helped them to develop their technical skills, practice self-learning skills, become independent learners,
create an interactive and accessible environment to interact with each other easily, and practice sign
language without being afraid of making a mistake or judged by others, allow them to return to the lecture
recording to practice sign languages after the lecture. The interviewees’ statements included the pros and
cons of online tools used during the COVID-19 crisis.

Learning sign language online has some difficulties, such as that it prevents complete and direct engagement
between learner and the faculty members and limited the ability to practice sign language with each other.
Some participants reported it limited their ability to ask questions and inquiries and share ideas directly and
immediately with their instructors. For example, an interviewee (11) indicated:

“l think distance education is not suitable for sign language as it hindered me from
learning and practicing sign language because learning signs requires transmission and
reception of signs and its instructions on how to be made correctly, but distance
education was limited to receiving information and signals only. “I succeed in the
theoretical parts of sign language courses above the expectation, but | do not think so on
the practical side.” At least,” | wish practicing sign language would be in attending
classrooms with direct communication and feedback between the student and the sign
language teacher.”

Some interviewees shared the same perception, which was “reduced the practice ability of sign language”
(1). “Severely hindered me from practicing sign language” (23). If “teaching sign language continues attending
classrooms, then there would be an opportunity for the student to practice the signs. Also, the lecturer and
her colleagues correct the mistakes immediately and correctly as now we are deprived of needed feedback
“(19). Besides, participants (5, 7, 8, 15, 18, 20, 23) reported that learning sign language needs continuous
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observation, the practice of the teacher’s movements, and explanation accurately. Furthermore, that the
teaching staffs, throughout this period, tried to teach sign language and worked hard to do so, but from their
point of view, sign language needs a teacher in front of the students when explaining how to do it and
evaluating the practice with others sufficiently, similar to those recommendation given by Baker-Shenk and
Cokely (1991). Therefore, interacting with the faculty members during sign language learning and receiving
direct, immediate, and face-to-face feedback with other students is one of the advantages of attending
education (traditional) limited by online learning. Learning sign language requires intensive and direct
observation to ensure the signs are made correctly in the proper position.

Sign language needs to be learned with enthusiasm, and the lack of competition among learners caused some
interviewees to feel uninterested and unmotivated enough to progress in learning signs. For example, the
participants reported that e-learning reduced the passion for learning sign language because it needs visual,
physical, and communication. Moreover, it depends on the movements of the hands and the body and facial
expressions” (7); “As | learned sign language on mobile and during indirect lectures, | forget it quickly, and |
expect | studied them, but because there is no enthusiasm or motivation, | feel lost” (12). Some other
interviewees (9, 15, 23) reported similar concerns that learning sign language online may make them
unenthusiastic and quickly lose their attention. However, this limitation might be due to how the classrooms
are instructed online or how students perceived and interacted with sign language training. Ware (2004)
studied how students in a classroom for English as a Second Language participated in the web-based learning
environment and found that students made their choices in ways that reflected their previous experiences
with technology and writing and how they view themselves as students and writers, and whether they feel
comfortable with their peers in the classroom. Therefore, some faculty members faced some challenges like
unenthusiastic and unmotivated factors at this period during distance learning, as they have not experienced
this type of learning (in the sample of this study), as they used to receive their education (particularly sign
language) in the face to face, collective, and competitive environments. However, suddenly because of a
pandemic, they found themselves independent learners who must find a way to practice the signs by
themselves.

One of the common difficulties in learning sign language online reported by the interviewees is the lack of
confidence in using sign language as they feel unconfident about their ability to interact with their future
deaf students. For example, participants reported, “ it would be difficult to apply what learned from distance
education in the field training, especially in terms of diagnosing a child’s condition. They were able to
communicate well with their families as they mentioned, “they were not confident about what they learned
from the distance learning. (13) because of the lack of application in front of the lectures and other students
concerns me to see whether the signal | apply is correct or not; hence, | am not confident | can do it” (14);
and that “distance education also keeps the student’s fear in her mind regarding signs, meaning that she
would not be able to appear with complete confidence in front of the deaf students later on” (19). One of
the strategies implemented in face-to-face sign language learning is to ask students to practice sign language
under the lecture’s observation, immediate feedback, and correction and sometimes invite deaf volunteers
to practice their sign language. It may increase students’ enthusiasm and become more confident about their
sign language learning and application, as they are interested in their new learning and practice, especially
when they learn new signs, which allow them to feel confident and progress sign learning seriously and
interactively.

Learning sign language requires observation and imitation of the movements of the hands and the body as
well as facial expressions; however, this was reported to be highly limited in learning sign language through
online tools, although online video calls were used sometimes by some lectures to show students how to do
the signs (7, 19, 21, 23). Understanding body language and facial expression is not only a necessary part of
practicing sign language, but it is needed to fully pay attention to other signs to help in the process of reading
other’s body language, such as the context in which those signals occurred as we must view these signals as
an integrated group to communicate well with the deaf people. In sign languages, signs are made on the
hands, such as for emotions but, simultaneous facial expressions are compulsory for effective communication
as facial expressions should be congruent with the hands’ movements for the meaning to be conveyed

7/13



Alawajee / Contemporary Educational Technology, 2021, 13(3), ep308

(Denmark, 2011; Emmorey, 2001; Goldstein, Sexton, & Feldman, 2000). Therefore, to form a clear sign
language reading, learners must learn many nonverbal movements that deaf use and their meanings vary
and change according to time, place, and context. Thus, some participants this as a limitation of online
learning regardless of video calls and teaching tools that use online video calls.

On the other hand, some interviewees reported positive sign learning outcomes through online tools used
during the COVID-19 crisis and the movement to e-online. For example, it has helped them to reform their
opinion and experience of online learning, which led them to change their perception of online learning in
general, as they found it helpful and valuable for practicing technical skills and can be implemented in their
future work to provide their future students with enough skills to process what they learn. Although sign
language may not require high technical skills, it would be helpful to maintain communication and interaction
with deaf students. For example, two of the participants (# 10 & 18) stated that distance education helped
to give them the ability to deal with different technological means that they may not be able to deal with in
the same way through traditional education. This turns to online tools, developing their technical skills, and
learning how to avoid technical disruptions regardless of the place and time. Further investigation with the
interviewee of how this related to teacher-preparation programs shows that their technical skills are required
to be accepted as they considered it one of the standards to get a good job and utilize online learning and
teaching. Therefore, the COVID-19 crisis and the movement to online teaching tools may have contributed
to change their perception of e-learning and developed their technical skills.

Other interviewees thought one of the significant impacts of this phenomenon is that it equips them with
self-education and self-leaning as learning now relies on self-interest more than in traditional face-to-face
learning. For example, one of the interviewees stated a person who has enough “motivation and enthusiasm
to learn signs something would not hinder his learning in the presence of other distractions or obstacles
regardless of it is direct or on distance” (15). Another interviewee indicated, “Education and learning at this
period of years and with technological tools and live internet will not stop as intrinsic motivation will make
learning accessible at any time and any circumstance” (18), and that “whoever wanted to learn sign language
will seek to obtain it in every case and under any circumstance and wherever he was” (23). Thus, some
participants thought that learning anything, including sign language, can be done personally. Self-learning is
anything that a person can learn outside a classroom environment independently without teaching or
following curriculums or examinations, and self-learning efforts cannot be measured because the goal is not
how well a person performs in an exam but is to be satisfied with the learned knowledge (Ibabe & Jauregizar,
2010; Phung, 2011). Therefore, E-learning is characterized by providing an opportunity for self-learning at
any time and place and developing the students’ abilities to sign and solve problems, make decisions, and
facilitate communication on a comprehensive level independently.

Among the benefits of online learning stated by some of the interviewees is that it creates an interactive and
accessible environment and atmosphere between the faculty member and the learner and develops
students’ abilities, and provides them with new skills that are appropriate for the environment in which they
live and enable them to serve society. For example, some participants stated, “it helped me saving time in
learning as it becomes easier and more accessible especially in respect to duties and requirements” (6), “I
can now concentrate without disturbance and distraction, such as in the past if we were attending a class”
(16), and “ I think it made learning so much convenient and concrete as the used sites provided all the
necessary means to convey information and display it in audio and video. “ (17). Similarly, Kotzer and Elran
(2012) found that the perception of students who used web-based homework and testing was very positives
as it allows collaborative interaction among students.

Furthermore, preventing being afraid of being wrong or making a mistake is one of the benefits of online
learning reported by the interviewees who reported that she could practice the sign language without
hesitation or afraid of making the signs wrong (2, 24). It has been reported as an advantage of online learning
in English acquisition classroom (Yao, 2017). Therefore, an online learning environment may help maintain
students’ psychosocial state as it allows them to practice language learning without the fear of being judged
by mistakes.
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Finally, some of the interviewees’ advantages are returning to lecture recording, and practice sings. Faculty
in some educational institutions were required to record the lectures by video or audio and upload them so
that the student can return to them when needed, especially to those who may not have immediate access
to the internet. Two of the interviewees (14 & 16) reported thoughts this is helpful as they can return to
these recorders later to understand and review what the teacher said in the lecture and that they “ can return
to them at any time even during the tests period” (16). Harrison (2020) studied students’ and teachers’
attitudes to teaching videos used for distance learning and found that many students like and watch the
videos. Hence, these recorded videos can be a tool for continuous learning, so sign language teachers should
make wiser pedagogical decisions about when and how to use videos to achieve their goals and be available
e-resources.

CONCLUSION

This study aimed to uncover strengths and weaknesses in online learning as perceived by students and
concluded that the most strengths factors for their e-learning are the quality of course design, the ease of
using online technologies, time management, and performing duties tasks at any time. Therefore, university
faculty members should work immediately on the following reported disadvantages, difficulties, and
concerns to overcome the possible shortcoming in the teachers-preparation program, the deafness path.

Participants reported multiple disadvantages, difficulties, and concerns of learning sign language through
online tools used during the COVID-19 crisis and the movement to e-online. It has limited their engagement
with other learners and the faculty members and caused restrictions on practicing sign language. Participants
felt uninterested and unmotivated to progress in learning and to practice sign language through online tools
due to the lack of competition among learners. Some interviewees thought that e-learning made them feel
unconfident of their ability to interact with their future deaf students due to the lack of using sign language
and ability to observe and imitate the movements of the hands and the body and facial expressions.

On the other hand, participants reported four main advantages of sign learning through online tools used
during the COVID-19 crisis and the movement to e-online. It has helped them change their perception of e-
learning and developed their technical skills, which is useful for their career requirements. E-online helps
them learn and use self-education and self-learning skills to become independent sign language learners. E-
online created an interactive and accessible atmosphere between the faculty member and the learner to
interact with each other easily. Learners can return to the lecture recording to practice sign languages after
the lecture, giving the instructor a chance to master sign learning. E-online tools allow learners to learn and
practice sign language without being afraid of making mistakes or being judged by others.

The COVID-19 crisis has had a significant impact on learning and pre-service teachers’ preparation programs,
but the extent of the impact is not well defined, especially in sign language learning. The scholarly significance
of this study is that it provided the theoretical foundation for using sign language through e-learning to
understand how it can be strategically utilized in the future. Another significance of this study is that it
explained what was not reported by existing studies through the effectiveness of using e-learning of sign
language. It is also significant that this study objectively illuminated the difficulties reported by students so
that they can be overcome in future practice. The risk of biological gender differences may not be cleared as
this study was limited to one gender, females. However, it can be a foundation of moving to e-learning of
sign language. Future studies are recommended to investigate further how can e-learning be used in teaching
sign language.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This study reported several difficulties the sign language learners faced during the COVID-19 crisis and the
movement to e-online, which challenges university faculty members working on teachers-preparation
programs. These limitations may be due to students are not used to this type of learning and suddenly turns
their education into “online” learning, away from the university classrooms, which by its nature stimulates
study, discussion, and teamwork. Educators indicate that most students are good learners if they possess the
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necessary competence and motivation (Joe, Hiver, & Al-Hoorie, 2017; Knoors & Marschark, 2014), so we
should go back to the pedagogical strategies that have proven effective in encouraging and motivating
students to learn and implemented them effectively. One of these strategies is to focus on learners’ strengths
and avoiding their weaknesses, as educators believe that focusing on learners’ strengths will help achieve
academic and emotional development and progress sign language learning, in contrast to focusing on
weaknesses that cause only frustration, anxiety and unwillingness to learn or practice sign language. Perhaps
the diversification of learning styles is one of the essential strategies that educators recommend motivating
students to learn, as the human being, in general, uses different senses to receive and process information
and learn it (Ally, 2004).

It is a well-established aspect in educational sciences that students differ in their preference for using these
senses. Some of them are visual, some are auditory, and some are sensory kinesthetic (Gilakjani, 2012). The
visual prefers reading, watching, and using pictures, maps, tables, and charts, and the auditory one prefers
to listen to audio recordings and form sentences and songs about what is taught. In contrast, the sensory
kinesthetic prefer to touch and feel things physically when learning—consider this when learning and
practicing sign language may provide each student with his/her preference and allow them to learn
effectively. From an educational perspective, the diversification in learning styles helps in remembering and
understanding and raises motivation and enthusiasm (Pritchard, 2017). While the learners watch the signs
computerized or televised, we encourage them to listen carefully and write notes and necessary information
such as the body language position or facial expression, keywords. Moreover, when they finish the lecture,
they could be encouraged to pronounce them out loud to others. It would enable them to carry out the
required learning and practices conveniently.

The researcher recommends implementing web and phone applications to practice sign language, similar to
those used to teach English as a second language and allow learners to interact formally and informally with
native speakers. Any language required continuous practice, which is a good time to do so. Digital game-
based learning is beneficial for unmotivated students or those with a lack of interest in learning activities
(Paraskeva, Mysirlaki, & Papagianni, 2010); thus, it can be used as a tool to deliver sign language learning.
Furthermore, universities and policymakers need to use this period effectively, the transition to e-learning,
overcome the obstacles facing students and lectures, and provide training lectures on how to use this type
of learning to teach and practice sign language. It is due to the importance of using educational e-learning
platforms as innovative teaching methods that use online means to deliver and display sign language lessons
through virtual learning applications and learning with augmented reality using intelligent panels in the
future.
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