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ABSTRACT

The rapid development of e-learning in higher education institutions has facilitated
personalized learning pathways for learning to be relevant, catering to the
individual learners’ needs and expectations. In spite of the vast opportunities that
e-learning offers, the online courses in distance language education in Iran failed
to satisfactorily engage students. There is little effort to empower and give voice
to students to improve instruction. Therefore, the aim of the study was to explore
the needs and expectations of EFL students enrolled in online English courses at a
distance learning institution. The study also examined the students’ perceptions for
a learner-centred approach, using personalized learning (PL) in their online English
courses. A total of 200 students participated in the survey and five of them were
invited to be interviewed. The study explored the issues in the existing online
English courses, the students’ expectations of an English course and their
perceptions towards a PL approach for their online English courses. The results
revealed the EFL students needed more support, multimedia learning resources,
opportunities to practice speaking and listening, and a friendly communicative
environment. The findings indicated that most students had positive perceptions
on PL. The study suggested that distance education systems need to incorporate
PL into online courses as a solution to address the students’ learning needs.
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INTRODUCTION

Innovations and the rapid advancements in Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have
provided new opportunities and has changed the way we work and live. In education, ICT tools have
been used to facilitate learning and to develop learning resources. Learning with new technologies and
mobile devices, or e-learning means that learning can occur anywhere and anytime (Al Rawashdeh et
al., 2021). For the purpose of this study, the definition provided by Alonso et al. (2005) is taken where
e-learning is an online learning environment facilitated by the use of new multimedia technologies to
improve the quality of learning, remote exchange, as well as collaboration. One of the advantages of e-
learning is that relevant information can be provided to learners at a pace, place and time that is
convenient for the learner. Emerging digital technologies now have the potential to customize instruction
in educational settings to address individual learners’ interest, abilities and needs, as well as for learners
to independently direct their own learning process (Walkington, 2013). In other words, digital
technologies allow for personalized learning, a learner-centered approach which enables teachers to
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tailor their instructions and support to individual student’s needs (Shemshack & Spector, 2020). This
has extended to e-learning where new paths in teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) especially
in higher education can be provided (Ja'ashan, 2020; Layali & Al-Shlowiy, 2020). E-learning is greatly
beneficial for teaching English as a foreign language in countries such as Iran as instant access to
immersive authentic and multimedia English materials is enabled with e-learning (Seidi et al., 2014; Al
Aroud & Yunus, 2020). In addition, e-learning can enhance engagement, interaction and collaboration
among EFL learners (Martin & Parker, 2014). The many benefits of e-learning have been identified in
many studies (Al Aroud & Yunus, 2020; Azmi, 2017), but research still shows that many of EFL learners
are not satisfied with e-learning (Efriana, 2021; Mahyoob, 2020; Susilowati, 2020). This situation is also
reflected in Iran (Mohamadzadeh et al., 2012; Mahmoodi-Shahrebabaki, 2014). This could be due to
the ineffective approaches within e-learning programs in higher education institutions. As Alamri et al.
(2021) also pointed out that most higher education institutes rely on a “one-size-fits-all” teaching
approach using ICT tools without focusing on learners’ individual differences or personalizing to the
learner. However, many research studies indicated that the “one size fits all” approach of instruction
does not prepare learners for today’s challenges (Felder & Brent, 2005; Taft et al., 2019).

Therefore, there is a need for a systemic change in higher education to focus on learner-centered
environments which can address the specific needs of learners and enhance the development of skills
required for the 21% century (Abdelmalak & Trespalacios, 2013; Benlahcene et al., 2020; Brezicha et
al., 2015; Taft et al., 2019). Hence, it has to be highlighted that the mere availability of e-learning does
not guarantee the success in its implementation and it is advised that stakeholders in higher education
institutions accept innovative and creative teaching strategies to take advantage of the unique features
and capabilities of e-learning in line with the current technologies (Sharoff, 2019). In Iran, there is
increasing interest and emphasis to move towards learner-centered approaches in higher education.
Despite this focus, the traditional teacher-centered approach is still dominant as little attention is given
to the English language students’ voice (Alizadeh, 2018; Amiri & Saberi, 2017).

Consequently, as suggested by Denis and Frances (2014), there is a need to ensure e-learning programs
meet the diverse needs of higher education students. As Haddad and Draxler (2002) have also
emphasized that learning technologies and e-learning programs alone are not effective in engaging
learners in learning. Hence, a personalized learning (PL) approach, which takes into account the needs
and interests of the individual students might be suitable for providing a learner-centered approach for
distance foreign language students. As Jung and Graf (2008) described, a PL approach has high potential
to help students in learning English language by adapting the learning process to their individual needs.

Therefore, this study attempted to identify the Iranian EFL students’ needs and their suggestions for a
better language learning experience in their online courses. In addition, the study investigated the need
of a PL approach as the solution to address the distance learning students’ needs and interests. For this
purpose, a distance learning institution in Iran was selected in order to answer the following research
questions:
1. What are the existing challenges of learning English as a foreign language at distance learning
institutions in Iran?
2. What are the students’ perceptions on their needs for incorporating a personalized learning
approach in their online English courses?

Distance Education in Iran

The distance education university in the context of the study was established in 1987. This university is
the largest public university in Iran and in the Middle East offering online distance learning programs
(Hakimzadeh, et al., 2016; Zohoor, 1993). A number of active study centers at this university provide
students with Bachelors, Masters, and Doctoral degree programs in different disciplines across the
country. The most important objective of the university has been to provide educational programs for
a vast number of students under the motto of 'Education for everyone, everywhere, and at every time'.
As a result of such convenience, a wide range of students can have anywhere anytime access to lectures
and course materials and learn at their own pace. However, to be effective for all students, such learning
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environments must address the diverse needs of each student. To this end, eLearning systems must
incorporate a PL into online courses that addresses students’ individual learning needs and provides the
opportunity to enhance the skills required for this era (Alamri et al., 2021). However, it seems that
relatively few studies have been conducted on the needs and expectations of EFL students, and even
fewer in Iran.

In this university, undergraduate students are required to enrol in three-unit credit of General English
courses for all fields of study and another four units of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) course related
to their majors (Farhady et al., 2010). While English language is a required subject in higher education
institutes in Iran, the university does not seem to address students’ needs for improving their English
skills (Rassouli & Osam, 2019; Amiri & Saberi, 2017). However, little attention has given to this issue.
Therefore, this study seeks to investigate EFL students’ voice to explore the challenges they experience
in the existing online English courses and to investigate their perceptions on the need to incorporate PL
as an instructional approach to address their language learning needs.

Personalized Learning

In the 1970s, Peck highlighted the necessity of personalized training to be given for teachers and
students. According to Peck (1970), personalized learning (PL) creates more effective teachers, who are
trained to study children individually and devise learning experiences tailored to the particular child, and
more effective students, who are more self-starting, more self-motivated, and more self-disciplined in
their learning. Specifically, PL considers the host of the learner variables such as interests, learning
style, set reading level, needs, attention span and the like in which provide the basis for the selection
of the objectives, subject matter, activities, materials and devices for measuring the teaching-learning
situation (Burr et al.,1972).

There are various definitions of PL, but all definitions agree to the fact that PL emphasizes the individual
student’s interests and abilities. For instance, Thomas (2016) defines PL as an instruction in which
learning objectives, content and activities, the pace of learning and the instructional approach all are
relevant to learners’ needs and interests. Thomas’s (2016) definition of PL includes a learner-directed
approach focusing on learners’ interest, needs and abilities. It is believed that each learner is a unique
individual and learns in different ways and at different paces. Nandigam et al. (2014) takes us a step
further, stating, in a PL environment, instructors, peers, technology, context, as well as any other
resources available for learning, are to be used flexibly to fulfill individual student learning needs.

To meet the challenge of individual needs, it is essential for teachers to provide students with multiple
options to access the learning resources and to decide how they like to demonstrate what they have
learned. Enabling students’ choice and voice is the most essential step in creating a PL environment
(LeGeros et al., 2022; Tenon & Epler, 2020). E-leaning technologies have made it easier than ever to
personalize learning for students as they can allow anywhere, anytime access to learning materials, and
support multiple methods for students to demonstrate what they have learned. Therefore, it is believed
that e-learning technologies along with a PL approach can enable learners to have greater choice and
control over their learning process to adapt the pace of their study to personal preferences (Conole,
2009; Jethro et al. 2012). For the purpose of the present study, we adopted the following definition of
PL proposed by Graham et al. (2019): “Personalization involves giving students some element of control
over customizing the goals, time, place, pace, and/or path of their learning experience” (p. 115). The
integration of e-learning makes it easier for teachers to help their students in the ways that are best
suited to their goals, time, place, pace and path (Graham et al., 2019). Teachers can take advantage of
e-learning innovations as a powerful tool to address students’ individual needs and offer learners more
flexibility to choose language content, and ways of its delivery, place and time (Djoub, 2014).

METHODOLOGY

A mixed methods design, using both quantitative and qualitative data, was employed for this study to
provide a deeper understanding of the research issue (Dawadi et al., 2021; Lall, 2021). The mixed
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methods approach was chosen as it offers the best chance for the researchers to combine the strengths
and overcome at the same time the weaknesses in another method (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
As the purpose of this research was to gain more in-depth information regarding the EFL students’
needs, challenges and interests at distance language learning, this method was considered suitable. In
addition, the students’ perceptions on the need to incorporate PL in their online English courses would
be investigated. For this purpose, the quantitative data collected via questionnaires would be validated
from interviews.

Participants

The sample was selected from Iranian EFL students enrolled in a Bachelor's degree program at a
Distance Learning University in Iran. The students were selected from the whole population of students
who took the ‘General English’ course subject, a compulsory 3-credit course for the Bachelor’s degree
programs at the university. All undergraduate EFL students are required to pass the compulsory General
English course at the university. A total of 200 undergraduate students from different faculties:
Engineering, Social Science, Business and Law, Humanities and the Arts, and Science completed the
questionnaires.

In addition, five participants volunteered to be interviewed. The study tended to select the fourth-year
distance language learning students to get more meaningful insights into the situation as they had more
experience in language learning as well as they had experienced both face-to-face and e-learning.

Data Collection and Analysis

The data were collected via a Google Forms survey and descriptive statistics was used to analyze the
data, followed by semi structured interviews to gather further information. The first part of the survey
questionnaire requested the respondents’ background information such as gender, age, and majors.
The second section was on ownership and usage of technology devices to identify the kind of mobile
devices the students had access at the distance education university in the context of the study. The
final section of the questionnaire ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, was adapted
from Graham et al (2019) to explore the students’ perceptions on all five dimensions of personalization
(goals, path, time, place, and pace).

The questionnaire was validated by two instructional technology and e-learning experts, as well as three
linguists and English language specialists. In addition, to ensure that all the students understand the
items written in English, the questionnaire was translated to Persian. Then, the accuracy of the
translated questionnaire was assessed by a certified official translator from the Iranian Association of
Certified Translators and Interpreters (IACTI). The certified translator was also an Iranian American
linguist with 10-year experience in translating English academic texts to Persian. Before finalizing the
survey, a pilot study was conducted with 30 undergraduate students in the same university to ensure
the feasibility of the questionnaire. The overall reliability of the questionnaire had a Cronbach's alpha
value of 0.91, which was considered acceptable (Nunnally, 1978).

The Google Forms were used to create the online survey which was then broadly published on the
university’s portal and Telegram Channel In addition, an email was sent to all students included the
survey’s link. At the beginning of the questionnaire, the purpose of the survey was elaborated and the
informed consent of the participants was obtained. The average time required to complete the
questionnaire was 10 to 15 minutes. The data collected were analyzed using percentages, means and
standard deviation to determine the students’ perceptions on implementing PL. The largest age groups
were participants aged between 23 and 27 (47%, n = 94), and between 18 and 22 (31%, n = 62).
Moreover, there were about equal proportions of male (n= 98, 49%) and female (51%, n = 102)
respondents.

Additionally, an interview was conducted with five volunteers of students via WhatsApp since the
participants were familiar and felt more comfortable with this platform. Then, data collected from the
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semi-structured interview were transcribed and coded using a software for qualitative data analysis,
NVIVO 12, in order to provide an in-depth analysis of themes (Anstead, 2016).

FINDINGS

Ownership, Usage and Accessibility of Technology Devices

The results revealed that the students owned at least one electronic device that the smart phone seemed
to be preferred to other devices as all students were using smart phones. The high percentage of

accessibility to mobile devices could improve accessibility to e-learning across time zones and locations
where distance would not be an issue for the students.

Table 1

Freguency and Percentage of Respondents’ Ownership of Electronic Device
Electronic device Ownership N %
Basic Mobile Phone 175 87.5
Smart phone 200 100
Audio/Video Portable Player 177 88.5
Tablet PC 147 73.5
Laptop/Notebook 173 86.5
Personal desktop computer 140 70.0

The majority of the participants reported that they used word-processing software applications on their
mobile device (97.5%, n = 195 accessed Word documents), as well as viewed PDF documents (99%,
n = 198), Excel documents (90.5%, n = 181), Power Point documents (92%, n = 184), and Photos
(98.5%, n = 197) on their devices (see Table 2).

Table 2

Percentage of Respondents’ Mobile Files
File formats N %
Word document 195 97.5
PDF document 198 99.0
Excel document 181 90.5
Power Point document 184 92.0
Video files 200 100.0
Audio files 200 100.0
Photos/ Graphics 197 98.5

The findings revealed that majority of the students (80%, n = 160) used internet daily, while 25 (12.5%)
used the Internet 5-6 days in a week, 10 students (5%) use it 3-4 days in a week, and 5 students
(2.5%) do it 1- 2 days (see Table 3). The results imply the significance of the internet in the lives of the
students.

41 | http://mojes.um.edu.my/ EISSN: 2289-3024



| \/ I OJ E S MALAYSIAN ONLINE JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL SCIENCES APRIL 2023, 11 (2)

-/I;?elz/lseicy and Percentage of Respondents’ Use of Internet
Use of internet N %
1- 2 days 5 2.5
3- 4 days 10 5.0
5-6 days 25 12.5
Everyday 160 80.0

Students’ Perceptions on Incorporating Personalized Learning into Online Courses

The data indicated that a majority of the students (78.5%, n = 157) liked to set some personal goals
related to their interests, and they liked to have the freedom to choose the assignments and the due
date (78%, n = 156) (see Table 4). A larger majority of them (83.5%) expected their instructors to
provide additional support to students who were struggling.

The findings revealed that 80% of the respondents (n = 160) wanted their instructors to provide them
some options to track their own progress towards goals that they have set, and a majority (78%, n =
156) thought that they should be allowed to work at their own pace. Many students (80%, n = 160)
liked to choose the activities that match their needs and interests.

In addition, the table shows that the majority of the respondents (81.5%, n = 163) wanted instructors
to give them extra time to do what they needed to do as well as give them opportunity to determine
the sequence of activities. The majority of them (81%, n = 162) wanted their instructors to be easily
accessible to students. A large majority of them believed that having access to a variety of resources
and technology tools helps their understanding (respectively, 80.5%, n = 161, 82%, n = 164).

Table 4
Freguency and Percentage of Respondents’ Perception on Personalized Learning
Items
>9 9 >
22 £ ® =)
cCO O 5 v c ¢ c
ol ® 5 o o9 ©
52 v [} o so0 9 a
wa o Z < ng = (7))
1. Instructors should allow students to n 9 9 25 77 80 40 1.0
set some personal goals related to their % 4.5 45 125 385 40 5 5
interests that they can work towards.
2. Students should be allowed to choose n 4 14 26 70 86 41 1.0
from among a list of activities and the % 2 7 13 35 43 0 0
due date.
3. Students should be allowed to make n 3 14 27 81 75 40 .96

choices about how to do activities % 1.5 7 13.5 405 37.5 5
(independently or on a team).

4, Instructors should provide students n 5 11 24 83 77 40 .97
some options to track their own % 2.5 55 12 41.5 38.5 8
progress towards goals that they have

set.
5. Instructors should provide additional n 5 12 16 81 86 41 .98
support to students who are struggling. % 2.5 6 8 40.5 43 5

n 5 20 12 87 76
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6. Instructors should give extra time for % 2.5 10 6 43.5 38 40 1.0

students to do what they need to do. 4 3
7. Instructors should provide flexible n 8 10 24 87 71 40 1.0
deadlines on some activities. % 4 5 12 43.5 35.5 1 2
8. Students should be allowed to choose n 6 17 15 81 81
where and with whom to work. % 3 85 7.5 40.5 40.5 40 1.0
7 4
9. Students should be allowed to work n 3 16 25 90 66 4 .96
at their own pace. % 1.5 8 12 45 33
10. Instructors should be easily n 4 20 16 85 75 40 1.0
accessible to students. % 2 10 8 425 375 3 2
11. Access to a variety of resources and n 9 11 19 91 70 40 1.0
technology tools helps students % 4.5 55 9.5 455 35 1 4

understand new information.

12, Students should be allowed to n 6 14 20 82 78 40 1.0
choose some activities based on their % 3

interests and abilities.

13. Students should be allowed to n 9 13 15 89 74 40 1.0
determine the sequence of activities. % 4.5 6.5 75 44.5 37 3 5

Students’ Perceptions towards E-learning

Follow-up interviews were conducted with five participating students to provide more in-depth insights
on the issues existed in e-learning, students’ expectations of an online English course. They were asked
to talk about their distance foreign language learning experience, how they felt, what they would like
to be different, what were the benefits and the challenges of e-learning that they encountered. Then,
the interview data were coded, analyzed and organized into themes. The analysis of the transcripts of
interviews showed the following emergent themes: (a) Students’ positive perceptions towards e-
learning, (b) Students’ challenges, and (c) Students’ expectations.

Students’ positive perceptions towards e-learning

The participants perceived e-learning to be valuable for getting information, connection and accessibility
to the websites and learning materials and e-learning can help them to handle both their job and study,
as evidenced below:

"I can get information from different websites... I can easily connect to other students and share
information.”

"I can find many interesting videos on YouTube, or TED.com, or there are many podcasts for improving
my listening.”

"I can connect to my friends, a variety of resources and learning materials anywhere anytime.”

"I live in a remote area, so it helps me easily access to lecturers and peers.”

"It has made working and studying for me easier, I can do both at home.”

Students’challenges in learning English when using E-learning system

The study revealed that the lack of lecturer-learner interaction and lack of speaking practice courses
are the major challenges that the distance language students face, as evidenced:

“Most of lecturers follow the coursebooks, they read the texts, and explain the meaning of new
vocabulary in English. We have to listen to them all the time without any interaction.”

“We don't have opportunity to practice speaking and listening during the class”.

“Due to the limited time, most of English instructors ignore oral communication instruction.”
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The respondents reported that they feel shy or nervous speaking English in front of others, as They
were worried to make mistake in front of others, as evidenced:

"I prefer remaining quiet and just being a listener because I am worried to make mistakes.”

"I don't participate in discussions because I am afraid to use English incorrectly.”

Other issue underlined by two of the interviewed respondents was related to poor Internet connectivity
to take advantage of their virtual sessions.

“...because of insufficient bandwidth and slow internet connection it is difficult to follow the live lecture.”
“Understanding the lectures in our online English classes is even more challenging because the internet
is continuously disconnected.”

Lack of interactive and engaging materials, the length of lessons, and lack of a friendly learning
atmosphere were other challenges reported by students.

“Instructors still extensively rely on just hard-copy learning resources.”

“The course content is very frustrating and there are no attractive pictures and illustrations to make the
content easy to understand.”

“Our lecturers are very strict and unfriendly.”

“There is no friendly and warm relationship between students and lecturers.”

Students’ Expectations of E-learning system

The students expected their instructors to make an attempt to create a friendly context to encourage
them to ask their questions, as evidenced “In a comfortable environment, it is easier for me to express
myself” and “providing a friendly situation encourage students to participate in discussions or share
their opinions”. They also made some suggestions for their learning materials in terms of accessibility.

They expected that instructors provide learning materials which are embedded with images, audio and
video to be comprehensible to them and make them accessible to all.

“We need their help to provide relevant materials, web-based resources and electronic folders which
are accessible anytime without the need to attend the virtual sessions.”

“They should use illustrations, audio and video clips to make course content more comprehensible.”

Interviewed students wanted their English instructors to put more emphasis on practicing
communication in English to be able to get a better job in an international company or to travel to
another country.

"Well, I have always liked to travel to other countries so I need to speak English with foreigners...”
"..you can attend international meetings and conferences and communicate with foreigners with
confidence.”

"...I can get a better job in an international company...”

Table 5
Summary of Themes from Interviews
Students’ e getting information, connection and accessibility to the websites and
positive learning materials
perceptions
towards

e-learning
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Challenges e Lack of engaging learning materials.
encountered by
the students e Lack of lecturer-learner interaction;

when using E- . . . -
9 e Insufficient times to practice oral communication;

learning
e Lack of a comfortable and communicative context;
e Feeling nervous or shy to speak English;
e Being afraid of making mistake in front of others;
e Lack of a friendly learning atmosphere;
e Lack of opportunity to practice speaking and listening;
e Slow internet connection.

Expectations e Need a comfortable and communicative context;
e Have a chance to practice communicating;
e Easy access to comprehensible learning materials.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to investigate distance language learning students’ experience,
needs and expectations of their online English courses. The study also examined the students’
perceptions to embrace PL in e-learning systems. There is also consensus in prior studies that students’
perceptions for a new learning innovation is necessary (Murugan et al., 2017; Razzaque & Hamdan,
2019).

Findings revealed that smartphones were one of the most commonly used devices among the students.
These findings concurred with previous research (Igbal & Bhatti, 2020; Rather & Rather, 2019) which
emphasized that mobile devices were accessible and were used as a part of young generation’s daily
lives. The high percentage of accessibility to mobile devices also implied greater support for the use of
these devices for learning purposes and could facilitate the incorporation of PL in online courses. The
findings also indicated that their technology devices were equipped with different file formats (e.g.,
Word/PDF document, photos, and audio/video) that enabled the students to have access to multi-media
learning materials. In other words, the relevant applications available on the students’ electronic devices
can facilitate the implementation of PL, as highlighted in previous studies (Kucirkova & Littleton, 2017;
Lee et al., 2018).

Findings obtained from the survey revealed that the students had positive perceptions on all five
dimensions of PL-goals, time, pace, place, and path. Majority of the students were interested to set
goals that fit their needs and interests. Most students had positive attitudes towards personalizing path
and pace as they liked to have opportunity to choose assignments based on their interests and abilities
and be allowed to work at their own pace. Previous studies also have proved that having control and
choice within PL can increase learners’ responsibility, motivation and engagement in learning (Alamri et
al., 2020; Morris, 2020). In addition, the students believed that instructors should provide a flexible
instruction which is not restricted by time and place.
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It is also evident from the findings of the study that the EFL students felt shy and nervous to speak
English in front of their friends and instructors as they were afraid of making mistake. This finding is
also consistent with previous studies (Isnaini, 2019; Riadil, 2020). Ducca (2014) found that the teacher’s
role and their positive feedbacks as key factors in promoting students’ participation and self-confidence.
In another study, Onyema et al. (2019) highlighted the effective role of online discussion forums as a
communication tool where motivate students, especially shy ones, to freely express themselves with
more confidence than they do in traditional instruction. Therefore, it is crucial for instructors reconsider
the capabilities and the vast opportunities that e-learning can offer to tailor their instruction methods to
their students’ needs.

The findings also indicated that in spite of E-learning development in Iran, teachers still put much
emphasis on the traditional approaches and extensively rely on just hard-copy learning resources. Most
students voiced out that they needed more support, student-teacher interaction and attractive learning
resources to compensate distance constraints and facilitate their understanding and learning. This
implies that instructors have to revise their teaching methods and shift from a traditional teacher-
centered instructional paradigm to a learner-centered one. However, as illustrated in the literature, a
shift from traditional teaching approach to a learner-centered approach is not always easy especially for
Iranian instructors who have been using more traditional teacher-centered approaches. Therefore,
government has to provide training and development programs to prepare teachers for this shift and
encourage them to move toward more customized and personalized learning environments that address
the individual learner’s needs and interests rather than becoming dependent on their teaching habits
(Agrahari, 2016; Alamri et al., 2021).

CONCLUSION

The findings of the study revealed challenges encountered by the EFL students when using e-learning
and their needs for incorporating a PL approach into their online courses. A future study could be
conducted to investigate teaching challenges encountered by teachers when using e-learning system,
and their readiness and perceptions towards the implementation of PL. In addition, more work is needed
to seek educators’ perception about what PL looks like in practice. Moreover, it would be valuable to
investigate students’ experiences regarding using PL.
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